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Preface 

In September 2009, a group of staff 
who had been working closely with 
the Bridges CETL at the University of 
Bedfordshire met together to write 
about their work and experiences. 
They were joined by a colleague from 
the Open University who provided an 
external perspective on internal 
deliberations.  Over four days they 
developed chapters on their work 
from raw ideas to completed articles. 
This book represents the outcome of 
that process. 

The book will be of interest to anyone who wants to discover more about the 
background to the University’s Curriculum Framework (CRe8) or how the ideas of 
student-centred learning it espouses can be taken and applied.  The articles represent a 
collection of views of those present around a common theme but they by no means 
represent the full range of issues that CRe8 seeks to address or all the innovative 
examples of practice around learner development and employability across the 
University’s courses. 

The initial chapter introduces the University’s Curriculum Framework (CRe8) and 
provides a common thread to the various other chapters in the book.  The act of 
putting the book together represented the ideas of CRe8 in action.  Participants were 
engaged in meaningful, active, challenging, reflective and collaborative activities as part 
of four days of intensive writing.  Late nights and early mornings revising chapters in 
the light of developmental and constructive feedback to meet tight deadlines – and the 
odd boat trip or walk along the Thames to provide reflective relaxation – characterised 
the event. 

This book represents a true collaborative endeavour.  Discussion and debate together 
with periods of reflection helped participants with their writing and in developing a 
deeper understanding of CRe8 and its application. 

My thanks go to all those involved for making it such a productive and invigorating 
event: Alin Dobrea, Andrea Raiker, Annika Coughlin, Arti Kumar, Deena Ingham, 
Helen Corkill, Isabella McMurray, Jim Hornsby, Jo Beard, John Beaumont-Kerridge, 
Lesley Lawrence, Mark Gamble, Peter Norrington, Petia Petrova, Pat Roberts and Sam 
Elkington. 

Mark Atlay 
CETL Director 

January 2010
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Chapter 1 

Introducing CRe8 – the Curriculum Review 2008 

Mark Atlay 

Abstract 

This chapter outlines the background to the development of CRe8, the Curriculum 
Review for 2008, showing how educational theory and effective practice from within 
the University of Bedfordshire and elsewhere informed its development.  The chapter 
will be of relevance to anyone interested in providing a relevant and engaging 
curriculum for their students.  It focuses on student motivation and engagement, and 
the nature of a curriculum designed to help create graduates equipped for lifelong 
learning and a complex and ever-changing world.  At the heart of CRe8 is a curriculum 
which recognises the importance of both personalisation and socialisation in developing 
graduates with the attributes to succeed in modern society.  The chapter provides a 
linking narrative and an important reference point for other articles in this publication. 

Keywords 

Curriculum; learning; motivation; personalisation; employability.



7 

Introduction 

A commitment to access and widening participation bring with it challenges to those 
involved in providing an effective learning experience for students.  How, in the 
context of mass higher education, do you continue to respond to the needs of 
individual students, how do you motivate and inspire students who sometimes seem 
apathetic and disengaged, how do you support students who have full time jobs or who 
have external commitments to balance with their studies, how do you respond to the 
complex and rapidly changing external environment, how do you engage staff and how 
do you do more with less? 

These were just some of the challenges which the Bridges Centre for Excellence in 
Teaching and Learning (CETL) identified when it commenced its work in 2005 on 
further improving the learning experience of the University’s students 1 . The initial 
response was to say that these issues are too complex and difficult to resolve. 
However, as the CETL started to look at the underlying issues, to explore effective 
practice both in the University and elsewhere and to see how theories of motivation, 
engagement and learning could be used to answer these questions then slowly a picture 
of a different future emerged. One where learning is a partnership between the 
University and its students, where it was tutors’ responsibility as educators to create an 
appropriate learning environment, in the broadest sense, but equally one where students 
had a responsibility to engage. The result was the Curriculum Review for 2008. This 
chapter discusses the background to the Review and explores the way in which the 
counterplay between theory and practice influenced its development and design.  It also 
provides a link to the other Chapters in this book which provide a more in-depth 
analysis of some of the underlying issues or examples of the ideas being put into 
practice in a variety of settings. 

Background 

In 2006 the University of Luton combined with the Bedford campus of De Montfort 
University to form the new University of Bedfordshire.  Both former institutions were 
rightfully proud of their records in supporting student learning.  The challenge 
presented by the new University’s development plan (University of Bedfordshire, New 
Futures, 2007) was to place it at the forefront of developments in teaching and learning, 
with a national and international record of excellence in supporting a diverse student 
population and providing a high quality and professionally relevant education. The 
CETL is playing a key role in helping the University to achieve this aim. 

1 Seventy four CETLs were funded by Hefce the basis of a competitive bidding process.  CETLs cover a 
wide range of generic and subject based topics.  The University of Bedfordshire’s CETL has a focus on 
Personal Development Planning (PDP) and employability.
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One of the ways of moving forward from a stage of continuously analysing the 
problems and thinking ‘this is too difficult’ is to start with the end in mind and then 
create an environment which will help achieve this new future.  Accordingly the CETL 
developed a vision for a graduate of the new University: 

Our vision is of a University of Bedfordshire graduate who is knowledgeable, critical 
and creative; who understands who they are and what they want to achieve; who can 
communicate effectively, evidence attainments and function in context, and who has 
the skills, self-confidence and self-regulatory abilities to manage their own 
development. Such a graduate is eminently employable, capable of working with and 
learning from others, of adding significantly to their local community and prepared 
for life in an ever-changing environment (Atlay, 2008). 

This statement has become the cornerstone of the University’s teaching and learning 
strategy (the Education Strategy). In order to achieve this vision, the University 
consulted widely with staff and students on a framework of educational principles 
around which its curriculum would be focussed.  Such an approach, whilst 
acknowledging subject differences, was designed to help: 

• create a shared understanding of what supports effective 
learning; 

• develop cross-institutional structures which have a common 
language; 

• provide a focus for staff development activities; 
• make effective use of scarce resources; and 

• communicate a common message about the conditions for 
effective learning. 

Since the new institutional framework, alongside a new set of regulations, was due for 
implementation in September 2008 it became known as the Curriculum Review for 
2008 – or CRe8 for short. 2  Overall CRe8 had the following three inter-related aims: 

1. to provide a curriculum which excites, motivates and engages; 
2. to develop students as independent self-regulatory learners; and 
3. to prepare students for life beyond the University. 

There are five overarching and interrelated strands in CRe8: Personalised Learning, the 
Curriculum, Realistic Learning, Employability, and Assessment (a summary of which is 
shown as Figure 1).  Many of the elements were already familiar to staff: employability, 
personal development planning (PDP), the importance of active learning approaches 
and assessment for learning.  However, CRe8 brings these together in an integrated 
framework and also supports a change in the University’s approach to its curriculum 

2  ‘CRe8’ encapsulates two of the issues that the University is dealing with; an increased use by students of 
text-speak and creating the time and space for students and staff to be creative with and within the new 
curriculum.



9 

with a move away from modularisation to a focus on the importance of the course as a 
whole and students being part of identified cohorts. CRe8 emphasises viewing the 
range of learning opportunities that students engage in as part of a seamless process 
designed to foster student engagement and development and not as isolated activities 
and interventions. It signifies a shift away from a focus on individual elements 
(activities, modules or units) towards a focus on the overarching student programme 
and making explicit the connections between units within and across levels with the 
intention that the students’ learning experience is more than just the sum of its various 
components. 

In CRe8 the University draws on educational theory to help define the important 
features of its curriculum but it recognises that this needs to be delivered through and 
within the subject cultures of each of its disciplinary areas. CRe8 itself seeks to model 
what is expected at course level – linking theory with practice. The remainder of this 
chapter demonstrates the interrelatedness of the ideas behind each of the individual 
strands drawing on previously published work (Atlay, Kumar and Gaitán, 2008) and 
briefing papers prepared for each strand and available on the CRe8 web page on the 
University website: www.beds.ac.uk/learning/curriculum/structures/cre8 

This chapter shows how key educational theories relating to learner development are 
incorporated into the CRe8 framework and help in achieving each of the three key 
aims. 

The development of CRe8 

This section explores the nature of CRe8 and its background in more detail and the 
general theories of learning which influenced its design.  The real challenge, of course, 
is to take these ideas and integrate them into practice.  This is explored in the next 
section and other papers in this book. 

Learning and the ‘curriculum’ 

CRe8 styles itself as a ‘curriculum framework’ and we should start by unpacking this 
term and being clear about what CRe8 sets out to achieve. From work with academic 
staff, Fraser and Bosanquet (2006) identified four categories of understanding of the 
term ‘curriculum’: 

• Category A: The structure and content of a unit (subject); 
• Category B: The structure and content of a programme of 

study; 
• Category C: The students’ experience of learning; 
• Category D: A dynamic and interactive process of teaching 

and learning.

http://www.beds.ac.uk/learning/curriculum/structures/cre8
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Figure 1: CRe8 Summary. Available at: www.beds.ac.uk/learning/curriculum/structures/cre8

http://www.beds.ac.uk/learning/curriculum/structures/cre8
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Figure 2: SOAR summary. Available at: www.beds.ac.uk/learning/curriculum/structures/cre8

http://www.beds.ac.uk/learning/curriculum/structures/cre8
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Categories A and B conceptualise the curriculum as a product that can be defined and 
then recorded on paper. These views focus on what the individual teaches, i.e. a unit or 
subject, but may also incorporate the whole course. In Category C, the curriculum is 
conceptualised as a process and structure that enables student learning, and Category D 
views the curriculum as a ‘dynamic, emergent and collaborative process of learning for 
both student and teacher’. CRe8 supports categories C and D whilst recognising that A 
and B have a role in ensuring that the expected outcomes are clear and transparent to 
all concerned. 

CRe8 is a framework not a prescriptive template. It establishes over-arching principles 
for teaching and learning across the University which need to be interpreted by staff in 
the context of the more specified curriculum (A and B) for their own subject 
recognising different subject cultures and the variety of contexts in which the delivery 
of that curriculum takes place including in partner institutions. Tutors will be at 
different stages in their understanding of the application of CRe8 and that developing a 
curriculum that implements all elements of CRe8 will take time.  Thus CRe8 sets out a 
clear direction of travel for the University’s curriculum in the broadest sense of the 
term. 

Learning, Theories and Models 

Central to CRe8 is a focus on using what we know about adult learning to inform 
curriculum design and delivery.  Two related theories had a particular impact on its 
development.  The first was Marton and Saljo’s (1984) notions of deep and surface 
learning (later developed to include strategic learning) and the second is Threshold 
Concept Theory (Meyer and Land, 2006). This postulates that some topics and 
concepts enable learners to access a different level of thinking about a subject and their 
ability to grasp these concepts enables them to understand more deeply and access the 
next level of learning.  Failure to grasp the concept leads to a lack of ability to progress 
or progression with gaps in core understanding thus inhibiting further development. 

It is not the simple case that ‘deep learning is good and surface learning is bad’. 
Students need to be able to recognise when to take a surface, deep or strategic approach 
and this requires the skills to engage in effective learning. Often we don’t make it clear 
to students the areas of the curriculum they need to concentrate on and which will 
enable them to access higher level learning later, and the things they just need to know 
for now – or perhaps just know how to access when they need to. Deep learning and 
threshold concepts require students to spend time going over the topic and revisiting it 
from different perspectives at different times.  The idea of the spiral curriculum 
(Bruner, 1975) has relevance here: important and difficult concepts and constructs need 
to be revisited. Tutors need to focus their scarce time on these areas providing an 
alternative means of engagement with core constructs, facilitating different learning 
approaches and hence supporting a diverse range of learners.  The considered use of 
technology can assist ‘personalised learning’ as a continuous process of knowledge 
acquisition, transformation and integration which results in deep learning rather than 
the mere acquisition of new knowledge (Leadbeater, 2005).  Engaging with the
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technology also helps learners develop information literacy skills and prepares them to 
function in an information-rich and ever-changing environment. In Chapter 2, Mark 
Gamble explores some of the issues behind the use of technology and some of the 
challenges of putting it into practice drawing on experiences from education. 

Also influential in the development of the University’s thinking was the USEM model 
proposed by Knight and Yorke (2004).  USEM is an acronym for Understanding of 
subject matter, Skilful practices, Efficacy beliefs and Metacognition. These concepts 
were taken and adapted within the CRe8 framework to meet the specific needs of the 
new university and its students. 

Learning as a personal process 

Deep learning requires each learner to develop their own understanding of each topic, 
building on what they already know and sometimes requiring the dismantling or re- 
conceptualisation of existing constructs. Culture, class, ethnicity, prior-educational 
experiences, gender, motivations are all factors here. Thus ‘personalising’ learning needs 
to be part of any curriculum and we need to consider how, in the context of a mass 
higher education system, we respond the learning needs of individual students. At the 
University of Bedfordshire we have defined ‘personalised learning’ as: 

A partnership which connects pedagogy, curriculum and learning support with 
responsibilities, needs and aspirations, to enable the personal and academic 
development of learners. 

The advent of student fees, increased international recruitment, league tables and the 
National Student Survey have led to changes in the relationship between students and 
their universities leading, some would argue, to an increasingly consumerist approach. 
Deena Ingham (Chapter 3) and John Beaumont-Kerridge (Chapter 4) explore this 
changing relationship in more detail in their chapters. Our definition of personalised 
learning is designed to help offset the consumerist approach and in recognising learning 
as a partnership we are echoing the findings of a recent Social and Organisational 
Mediation of University Learning (SOMUL) report (2009): 

Students should recognise that they share with academic staff the responsibilities in 
ensuring effective teaching and learning environments. 

Reflection (see, for example, McGill and Brockbank, 1998) is the activity which links 
the personal with the learning and hence is an important element in our curriculum. 
Reflection not only on the learning activity and its outcomes (What greater knowledge 
and understanding of the subject have I gained?) but reflection on what it means to me 
as a learner (How has my perception of myself and my aspirations changed as a result 
of this activity?). The CETL has been promoting the use of e-portfolios to help capture 
learning and structure reflection alongside PDP processes and in Chapter 5, Peter
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Norrington explores some of the issues around their use in supporting the development 
of students’ employability. 

Learning as a social process 

Learning and development often occur in socio-cultural settings (family, classroom, 
workplace, etc.) where activities are regulated by cultural rules and roles and it may be 
facilitated by interactions with others (students, work colleagues, family and friends). 
Our curriculum needs to recognise this and provide opportunities for learners to 
deepen their knowledge and understanding through a variety of social interactions. 

Thus CRe8 has a social dimension and learners need to understand that learning is a 
social process and that there is a social context to their study and future careers and that 
they have a responsibility to communities of which they are part.  It includes 
dimensions designed to help support students learning in group situations, engaging in 
dialogue with their peers (the collaborative element of Realistic learning and the peer 
assessment aspect of the Assessment strand are examples). Supporting social processes 
requires not only a change to the curriculum, but a consideration of how the physical 
and virtual worlds in which students operate can best support social interaction. 
Physically providing social learning spaces and opportunities for students to use them 
constructively is thus important whilst in the virtual world safe in-house environments 
for social interaction need to be provided – as well as recognising that students will 
develop their own social learning spaces through the likes of Facebook, Flickr, etc. 

Learning as a community process 

There is a growing recognition that the activities and interactions that are involved in 
learning and developing take place and make sense in communities (Lave and Wenger, 
1991).  The notion of creating a ‘community of practice’ or a ‘learning community’ is 
central to CRe8 and is also an important consideration behind the changes to the 
University’s regulations.  Learners’ main identity is with their course and the staff and 
students they encounter there.  Enabling learners to be assimilated into becoming part 
of that community requires careful thought particularly around periods of transition. 
The quality of the learning process and the levels of attainment vary depending on how 
marginal or integrated a learner is in her or his community of learning. Becoming part 
of the community requires recognition of the values and ethics of that community, 
something requiring considered development rather than a process of osmosis. While 
being part of a community may initially be imposed at enrolment, participation in it is 
up to the learner and happens through engagement carefully planned by the academic 
team through set tasks, independent research/study, and interactions with others, peers 
and tutors.
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The dimensions of CRe8 

This section explores how the various dimensions of CRe8 relate to its three inter- 
related aims: 

• to provide a curriculum which excites, motivates and engages; 
• to develop students as independent self-regulatory learners; 

and 

• to prepare students for life beyond the University. 

A curriculum which excites, motivates and engages 

However good the formal curriculum (categories A and B), if it doesn’t excite, motivate 
and engage learners then it is unlikely to be effective.  These aspects are closely 
interlinked; excitement leads to engagement and motivation.  Learners are diverse 
though in what ‘excites’ and motivation and engagement require a commitment from 
the learner as well as we discussed earlier.  There is a growing body of research on the 
nature of the learning experience which excites, motivates and engages and this section 
draws on this literature and its implications for category C and D curriculum design. 

Let’s start with motivation. There are several useful concepts such as intrinsic and 
extrinsic motivation (Deci and Ryan, 1985), ‘performance’ and ‘mastery’ motivation 
(Dweck and Leggett, 1988) on which we can draw.  The development of this dimension 
involves strengthening and broadening of interests (resulting from increased 
awareness), the emergence of consistent study patterns, curiosity and a search for better 
ways of acquiring knowledge and developing skills and abilities.  Motivation is an 
essential requirement in developing self-regulatory learners, as we discuss in the next 
section, but how do we go about motivating the apparently unmotivated 3 ? 

Motivation includes understanding the reasons or motives for studying (intrinsic) as 
well as the goals (extrinsic – what one expects to achieve). Let’s start with the latter. 
Goals are personal to the student, and we will return to this subject later, but as 
academics we can help this process by making our goals clear to students through 
setting clear learning outcomes for courses, units and activities and communicating 
these to students.  Communicating meaning more than just providing them to students 
as part of course documentation.  Communicating with understanding requires active 
engagement and checking for comprehension.  Students will not know what we mean 
by the words we use and in which we put such great store (critically appraise, 
synthesise, evaluate etc.) without further elaboration.  Furthermore, the curriculum 
needs to be constructively aligned (Biggs, 1996) so that the curriculum supports the 

3 Often we hear talk about students being ‘unmotivated’ but its not that they are not motivated but that 
they are more motivated by other things.  Often tutors expect the elements of their subject which excited 
and motivated them to do the same to others, but motivation is a personal construct.
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development of the learning outcomes and the attainment of these are tested through 
the assessments. 

Making the curriculum clear and transparent is an important condition for motivation, 
and can be relatively easily achieved, but is not sufficient in itself.  Students may be 
studying for a whole range of reasons from personal love of the subject to an interest in 
employment in a related area (these two are of course not mutually exclusive). So the 
next challenge is to provide a curriculum that students see as personally relevant. CRe8 
emphasises learners understanding what it is that motivates them and their changed 
knowledge, abilities and ambitions as a result of their learning – the personal dimension. 
This is at the heart of the SOARing process with an emphasis on Self-awareness, 
Opportunity Awareness, Aspirations and Results (see Figure 2, Kumar, 2007, and 
Chapter 6 this volume) which forms an important element of CRe8.  Working on these 
dimensions, and structuring activities around them, helps develop motivation by 
working on both its personal and goal-orientated dimensions. 

Motivation is the hook and we can then create the conditions for a learning experience 
which excites and engages. ‘Learning is not a spectator sport’ 4 and considerable 
evidence shows that active engagement in the learning process (which is not the same 
as just having fun) helps to excite and engage, and leads to deeper learning (see for 
example Bonwell and Eison, 1991).  If we want to improve student outcomes then we 
need students to be actively engaged in the learning process, not just passive recipients. 
So as well as traditional lectures, which may have their place, we need to employ 
strategies which support active learning: seminars, workshops, presentations, case 
studies, field trips, visits etc. all have their place here, as do approaches that foster active 
engagement such as work-based and enquiry-based learning. The University’s 
curriculum already contains these elements in most subjects but when such learning 
experiences are exciting, motivating and engaging then they also have a natural ‘flow’ to 
them.  Building on the work of Csikszentmihalyi in this area, Sam Elkington (Chapter 
7) explores the notion of flow in more detail and its application to CRe8. 

One way of making the curriculum exciting and engaging is through providing students 
with opportunities to engage in their own research as noted by McInnis et al. (2003): 

Students asked to perform research activities in their assignments have expressed 
surprise at the challenge of doing something different from a conventional 
assignment, at the same time they reported that the research was stimulating and 
enjoyable. 

4 There are several references to this quote so its origin is somewhat obscure. For example ‘Learning is not 
a spectator sport. Students do not learn much just sitting in classes listening to teachers, memorizing 
prepackaged assignments, and spitting out answers. They must talk about what they are learning, write 
reflectively about it, relate it to past experiences, and apply it to their daily lives. They must make what they 
learn part of themselves.’ See Chickering, A. W. & Gamson, Z. F.  Seven Principles for Good Practice in 
Undergraduate Education. AAHE Bulletin, March 1987, p. 3 – 7.
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Within the University we have been working on developing our links between learning 
and research.  Petia Petrova, Chapter 8, reports on developments in this area and staff 
and students’ views on the nature of research and its relationship to the curriculum. 

The dimensions of CRe8 that are specifically designed to foster excitement, motivation 
and engagement are shown in Figure 3 and also include aspects of the SOAR process. 

Figure 3: The motivating and engaging dimensions of CRe8 

Students as independent self‐regulatory learners 

Another of the aims of CRe8 is to develop students as self-regulating learners 
(Zimmermann, 1991; Schunk and Zimmermann, 1998).  Self-regulation is required 
from students at the higher levels of study and is an expectation of professional practice 
and for anyone functioning in the complex and continually changing environment of 
modern society. Being able to self-assess against external benchmarks, to manage your 
own development to meet perceived gaps in knowledge, skills or understanding is part 
of our vision for a University of Bedfordshire graduate. 

Self-regulation is closely linked to aspects of motivation, as discussed in the previous 
section.  Central to this is the notion of conation which refers to our drive to engage 
and succeed in what we do.  Conation is ‘the personal, intentional, planful, deliberate, 
goal-oriented, or striving component of motivation, the proactive (as opposed to
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reactive or habitual) aspect of behaviour’ 5 . If we wish students to be self-directing and 
self-regulating in their studies then we need to pay attention to this domain and the 
SOAR process (see Chapter 6) is designed to enable this. 

Students also need to explore how they learn, how they can become better learners, and 
how to adapt their learning to different situations.  Work within the University and with 
colleagues elsewhere indicates that students often have a limited understanding of the 
learning process and limited strategies that they can apply.  What may have got them by 
in pre-university study is sometimes not appropriate to meet the expectations of Higher 
Education (HE).  Metacognition, the M of the USEM model of Knight and Yorke 
(2004), is an important element here and refers to our ability to ‘learn about learning’. 
Planning the way to approach a learning task, monitoring comprehension, and 
evaluating the progress towards the completion of a task: these are skills that are 
metacognitive in their nature. Similarly, maintaining motivation to see a task to 
completion is also a metacognitive skill.  Using the Effective Lifelong Learning 
Inventory (ELLI) or other tools to explore with students how to become a more 
effective learner can help here and this aspect of diagnosis is built into CRe8. In 
Chapter 9, Annika Coughlin provides some background on ELLI and its application 
within the University and other universities as part of the ‘Dispositions to Stay’ project. 

Students don’t become highly adapted self-regulatory learners overnight or without 
help, though some naturally make this transition easier than others.  A scaffolded 
curriculum which provides extensive help early on but where the scaffolding is 
removed as students progress (with the expectations being made clear to students) can 
help here. Andrea Raiker (Chapter 10) describes this process in operation in relation to 
PDP and students undertaking undergraduate dissertations.  Letting go can be as 
difficult for staff as accepting responsibility is for students. Students’ time management 
skills and the other pressures they face as well as the context in which they are working, 
remote from the University, also have a bearing on the extent to which they can 
develop self-regulatory skills. 

Assessment, and particularly self-assessment and reflection, are also important factors 
in developing self-regulation.  CRe8 emphasises the centrality of assessment to student 
learning not just as an act of measurement or certification but also as a means for 
learner development, Self-assessment, peer assessment and the opportunity to use 
feedback to improve performance develop reflective skills and support self-regulation. 

The dimensions of CRe8 which particularly help develop self-regulatory learning are 
shown in Figure 4. 

5 See www.edpsycinteractive.org/topics/regsys/conation.html and references therein.

http://www.edpsycinteractive.org/topics/regsys/conation.html
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Figure 4: Aspects of CRe8 which support independent self‐regulatory learning. 

Preparing for life beyond the University 

Preparing for life beyond the University is often captured in the notion of developing 
‘employability’.  However, employability is a ‘chameleon concept’ (Knight, 2001) 
relatively difficult to pin down. On the surface it is about making closer links between 
education and the world of work but there is more to it than this.  Employability is 
about how individuals engage with opportunities, and reflect and articulate their skills 
and experiences (Harvey et al, 2002). We take the Enhancing Student Employability 
Co-ordination Team’s (ESECT) definition of employability as our starting point 
because it provides a commonly used (although not unchallenged) explanation: 

Employability is a set of achievements – skills, understandings and personal 
attributes – that makes graduates more likely to gain employment and be successful 
in their chosen occupations, which benefits themselves, the workforce, the 
community and the economy’ 6 

Employability is about ensuring that many of the activities in the curriculum reflect 
practices that graduates will experience outside (sometimes expressed as bringing the 
real world into the classroom).  It can also involve students undertaking external 
placements or mature students with work experience drawing on this experience when 

6 Yorke (2004) Employability and higher education: what it is – what it is not. Learning and Employability 
Series 1, number 1 Higher Education Academy for a more detailed discussion.
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seeking credit through the recognition of workplaced learning schemes, the Accredited 
Prior Experiential Learning process (APEL) or similar.  Jim Hornsby (Chapter 11) 
explores how the curriculum in Media has been enhanced to make the connections 
between students’ activities and industry through the MediaTrain initiative.  In Chapter 
12, Helen Corkill describes some of the complexity of meanings of workplace and 
workbased learning and their relationship to CRe8 whilst in Chapter 13, Alin Dobrea 
recounts his experience of a summer internship. As well as these experiences, less 
formal learning also contributes to the development of ‘employability’. The dimensions 
of CRe8 that specifically help and support employability are shown in Figure 5. 

Figure 5: CRe8 dimensions that specifically support employability 

Employability is also about focussing on the development and assessment (formative 
and summative) of skills and attributes as well as knowledge and understanding. In 
Chapter 6, Arti Kumar looks at the development and use of Assessment Centre 
techniques to assess these wider skills and attributes.  Whilst such techniques can be 
resource intensive, they can provide valuable feedback to students on their 
development and help prepare them for the recruitment procedures used by many 
companies. 

However, employability also requires students to have a keen awareness of the 
connections between the subject, the self and the social world as a context for applying 
knowledge and skills and an understanding of the differing behaviours that these 
different contexts require. It also requires an understanding of, and an ability to apply, 
personal and professional ethics and values to daily practices. In Chapter 14, Isabella 
McMurray and Pat Roberts describe an evaluation of the extent to which the 
Psychology curriculum reflected employability issues and the steps taken to address the
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results through an action research project designed to develop employability skills in 
Psychology graduates. 

Students need planned and structured opportunities in all of these areas and help and 
assistance in making the connections between their knowledge, skills and attributes, and 
their chosen future careers. Alin Dobrea’s chapter (Chapter 13) also illustrates a student 
actively taking steps to improve their ‘employability’ – with impressive outcomes.  The 
CETL is supporting a wide-range of activities designed to help support the application 
of these dimensions in a variety of courses. 

Conclusions 

CRe8 is designed to: 

• provide a supporting framework for the development of a 
curriculum which motivates, challenges and engages learners 
and tutors; 

• create graduates with the professional skills, knowledge and 
values to self-manage in a complex and ever-changing world; 

• generate a vibrant community of learning through a 
partnership between staff and students. 

CRe8 impacts on what, how, where and when we ‘teach’ our students.  It changes the 
nature of the University (its physical and virtual spaces) and it impacts on staff roles and 
responsibilities as facilitators of the learning process.  Critically it provides a focus for 
us as a learning community. When the University started down the route of developing 
a detailed curriculum framework it was unaware of others following a similar path.  The 
University of New South Wales, Victoria University and Massachusetts Institue of 
Teachnology 7  have developed similar frameworks. 

The challenge of implementing the ideas in CRe8 would make the subject of a book on 
its own.  Our strategy has been to work at a number of levels.  We have embedded the 
ideas in CRe8 in institutional documentation, policies and procedures, we have worked 
with course teams and individuals to help support staff understanding and exploring 
ways of implementation; and we have established interest groups in areas such as e- 
PDP and Action Research to explore its implementation.  In Chapter 15, Jo Beard (our 
guest author) describes the application of Action Research in the context of the Open 
University.  Many of the issues identified are transferable to operation within the 
University of Bedfordshire.  We have also embraced CRe8 in the course we run for new 
academic staff, modelling CRe8 so that these new staff can take the ideas and adapt 
them for their curricula, influence colleagues and act as ambassadors for CRe8. In 

7 For access to these see www.guidelinesonlearning.com

http://www.guidelinesonlearning.com/
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Chapter 16, Lesley Lawrence describes the challenges of putting this into practice in the 
Postgraduate Certificate in Academic Practice. 

Educating graduates in the 21st century will require change – change from the 
University, change from staff and change from students.  This will not be accomplished 
overnight.  CRe8 set a direction of travel for the University towards a goal of 
personalised, reflective and collaborative learning which equips students for an 
uncertain and ever-changing world.  The chapters in this book show examples of staff 
working with and implementing the ideas in exciting, innovating and challenging ways. 
The University will continue its work implementing CRe8 and monitoring and 
evaluating its impact on students’ learning. 
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Chapter 2 

CRe8ing e‐Bridges 

Mark Gamble 

Abstract 

Sustaining communities within a university is a challenge. The University of 
Bedfordshire has five main locations, four faculties, twenty-five academic departments 
and divisions and eight research institutes. The communities students see themselves 
belonging to may not align naturally with the formal communities reflected in this list – 
and the strength of ties connecting these communities are sometimes put to the test 
when students are required to leave the familiar environment of the University to learn 
in the workplace. This chapter offers an insight into the ways students on placement in 
schools made use of online technology to blend learning support with social and 
emotional support to help them work successfully through an extended work 
placement which sometimes proved quite challenging. 

Keywords 

Community; reflection; workplace learning; e-learning.
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Introduction 

At the heart of the work of the Bridges CETL has been an aim “to build bridges 
between student learning and the world beyond the university, thereby paving the way 
for brighter opportunities and smoother transitions into the global workplace, and life 
beyond undergraduate study.” 1 This approach pervades the ethos and mission of the 
University of Bedfordshire and informed the development of the curriculum review 
embodied in CRe8 2 . Learning in the workplace weaves through many of our courses; 
while it is generally a successful and positive experience for most, one of the challenges 
of learning away from the University has been helping students to remain connected 
with the communities that sustain and support them in their time in higher education, 
both formally and informally: their friends and classmates, their tutors and mentors. 

At the heart of this chapter is a case study which recounts some of the experiences of 
students working in schools as teacher trainees for extended periods, in particular their 
experiences of using technology to help them cope with the various challenges during 
these periods when they were physically distanced from their peers and tutor. 

In addition, the chapter sets out the University’s plan to provide a three-way provision 
for using online systems to help students sustain links among the people who support 
them in their learning. Although the University of Bedfordshire has been somewhat re- 
cast by its restructuring and by its development and adoption of CRe8, its model of 
teaching and learning online remains based around a virtual learning environment 
(VLE). Blackboard is the proprietary system used to provide support for learning 
online; it is branded as BREO (Bedfordshire Resources for Education Online) 3 and 
forms the core of our online learning provision. To support students in reflecting on 
their learning and capturing and storing evidence of that learning as part of its approach 
to Personal Development Planning (PDP), the University has been piloting the use of 
PebblePad. As well as storage, PebblePad also provides ways for individuals to connect 
and share with others in a secure environment online. The third part of the approach is 
to provide members of the University community with the opportunity to use a system 
which offers many of the same functions as Facebook 4 for social networking and the 
creation of interest groups, but within an environment only accessible to members of 
the University. 

1 www.beds.ac.uk/bridgescetl/about Accessed 17 Sept 2009 
2 See Chapter 1. 
3 http://breo.beds.ac.uk 
4 www.facebook.com/facebook “Facebook is a social utility that helps people communicate more 
efficiently with their friends, family and co-workers,” a public, free, online social networking space with, at 
time of writing, more than 350 million active users worldwide. Source: 
www.facebook.com/press/info.php?statistics

http://www.beds.ac.uk/bridgescetl/about
http://breo.beds.ac.uk/
http://www.facebook.com/press/info.php?statistics
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Technology Used in the Workplace: Case Study 

The case study cited here relates to the experience of mature, post-graduate students 
training to be teachers, many of whom had already graduated through the University of 
Bedfordshire and had some experience of the use of e-learning in support of their 
curriculum as learners on-campus. These were Post Graduate Certificate in Education 
(PGCE) Secondary with QTS (Qualified Teacher Status) students on a full-time post 
graduate course. Since the Training and Development Agency (TDA) who fund the 
one-year course stipulate that student teachers must spend 120 days in school, a large 
proportion of their course is spent off-campus, in the workplace. This presents 
challenges for their lecturers – particularly as they have two significant 'block' 
placements of up to six weeks (thirty working days) without any attendance on campus. 
From initial feelings of isolation and uncertainty, these students gradually came to make 
use of discussion forums and social networking to share their concerns and provide 
each other with mutual support, eventually relying on them substantially to sustain a 
vibrant learning community. 

The course tutor undertook a semi-structured video interview with three students from 
this cohort and it was clear that the requirement to spend approximately 85% of the 
duration of their post-graduate year on placement in schools was challenging both 
educationally and emotionally. The course tutor set up discussion boards for the 
students to use to share resources but also made it very clear, by tone and example, that 
it would be acceptable for students to engage informally, both to support their learning 
but also to support each other in new and challenging situations.  The students made 
particular use of Blackboard using the built-in discussion board tool as a channel of 
communication. Just as students will have different learning styles, so students will have 
different social and emotional needs. 

For Student 1 in this cohort, the discussion boards (forums) were a particularly valuable 
means of sustaining the connection with peers: 

Student 1: “To me the discussion boards have been really good, not just in terms of 
the resources, but also in terms of just having a chat with people and saying, ‘I have 
had such a bad day;’ and you get people on the other end saying, ‘Yes, so did I.’ ” 

In a situation where students are taken out of their normal working environment, they 
are likely to benefit from the opportunity to have emotional support from peers they 
know and trust. The knowledge that one’s own experience is not unique is often a 
revelation and is likely to provide a great sense of relief – it is a situation many readers 
will recognise, but what is powerful and valuable in this example is the ease with which 
online technology can support students in sharing their feelings about the impact of 
new and often difficult experiences, learning about themselves and their responses to 
new environments. 

The nature of the technology – in particular its ability to allow students to express what 
might otherwise seem to be unacceptable (such as expressing criticism of a co-worker
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from the workplace) through the use of anonymity – makes it a powerful tool in 
enabling students to explore their interpretation of different working practices, working 
with new models and new people in unfamiliar circumstances: 

Student 1: “…such as if you’re having trouble with your mentor or your school, you 
can speak anonymously and say, you know, ‘They’ve been really mean and I really 
don’t like it and I’ve had enough…’ ” 

Confronted with a situation within which the student often feels alone and without 
power to influence their own working experience, being a temporary member of a work 
environment with its own unique dynamic, members of the online communication 
network can provide support and encouragement: 

Student 1: “You always get someone to be really supportive and go, ‘You know 
what? Power on through, because you can get there,’ and it’s really – having that 
network of support within the discussion boards that’s really good not just from 
yourself, but from everybody else going through the same things you are.” 

The text-based nature of the discussion board means that this support and 
encouragement from peers is visible as and when a student seeks it, as opposed to 
having to wait either to telephone or meet face-to-face. Naturally, the provision of this 
kind of positive feedback contributes to the students’ broader learning, encouraging 
them to learn to exhibit the same behaviours to others, contributing to co-operative 
working practices and collaborative working modes and also contributing to 
establishing trust among peers. 

Student 2 identified the extent to which the discussion board becomes an intrinsic part 
of the support mechanism for placement upon which students come to rely not only 
intellectually, but also emotionally, where humour has a therapeutic role to play: 

Student 2: “….discussion boards – I really love them, and I really missed them this 
placement [when they were not being used].  I found them great, they were really 
easy to use…” 

Student 3 also highlights how the provision of this online context can assist with 
integration into an already-existing social learning group. This student had to join the 
cohort late, having had to suspend studies the previous year – a potentially awkward 
scenario. The provision of online support through invitations to communicate online 
made this transition into the group easier than it might have been: the student and the 
rest of the group were able to engage in text form before and during his entry into the 
class, bridging across that potentially difficult period of first contact, so that on first 
meeting members of the cohort a rapport had already been established. This was 
especially important in a scenario where so much time is spent apart from the cohort 
learning to cope in a new working environment.
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Student 2: “We all chatted with you [Student 3] before you came back, so we 
had that dialogue and you came back.” 

Student 1: “I bet it was nice - you didn’t see us as strangers.” 
Student 3: indicates agreement (nods) 

Student 3 also identifies how the contributions made by the tutor, explicit in terms of 
encouraging specific responses and additionally, by their tone, both informative and 
professional, would encourage contributions that were a mix of the emotional, 
intellectual and professional: 

Student 3: “…it’s a totally different animal now, Blackboard – BREO – than it was 
and much the better – so yeah, I mean, having those comments on, like your [the 
tutor’s] provocative little statements, is a little bit of light relief and I can get on there 
and vent my spleen...” 

This indicates the extent to which it is important for the tutor to give permission to 
effect a change in mode of use from a formal discussion around pedagogy and teaching 
practices to the use of discussion boards as a channel for sharing on a level more 
personal than academic, engaging in social learning with a mix of personal experience, 
humour and negative emotion, still within the professional context. The ability to 
ameliorate the sense of isolation, especially as a latecomer to the group, and to have 
points of reference against which to compare the student’s own levels of progress was a 
particularly valuable aspect of this regular online communication: 

Student 3: “…it’s just that sense of isolation in between times – when we’re here, we 
chat anyway – but it’s just nice to know what people are doing and – so sometimes 
you read it and you think, ‘Wow, look what they’re doing, they are way ahead of me,’ 
and other times it will be, ‘Well yeah, I had that problem before and overcame it,’ 
and that sort of thing...” 

The ongoing communication among peers spending several weeks apart but then 
expecting to meet physically was made easier by the narrative nature of the discussion 
boards: 

Student 1: “... and you’ve got something that when you do finally come into 
University, you can come in and go, ‘Oh, I heard you got, you know, I saw on 
BREO, you got the job,’ or, ‘I saw on BREO you’ve been through this, are you all 
right?’– and you’ve got a topic of conversation, especially with people you don’t 
usually talk to. There’s a talking point there, there’s a starting point there.” 

While the use of formal discussion forums in BREO provided an institutional conduit 
and support space for the cohort, Student 1 also made significant use of Facebook 
since it particularly allowed sustained social connection with family and friends outside 
the University. Facebook is accessible to anyone, as opposed to the password-protected 
environment that is BREO. Student 1 found this social engagement hugely supportive:
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Student 1: “I mean, for me, because I’ve relocated down here a year ago, social 
networking on the Internet has been an absolute lifesaver for me because it means 
I’m still in touch with all my friends from home – everybody from [Name of] 
University – and I still know what everybody is up to, even if I don’t necessarily chat 
to them, from their status and from their profile how they’re getting on and for me 
– I know, a lot of people have been saying they feel really isolated but for me, 
because I’ve got that Facebook site, I don’t feel as neglected socially (and I know 
that’s really bad because it’s a computer I’m not actually talking to them).” 

Particularly telling here is the use of the word “neglected” with its connotation of being 
cast aside, ignored, no longer factored in the network of relationships that have become 
important. It is perhaps easy as a tutor to overlook the extent to which students on 
work placement need to sustain their social networks and, instead, concentrate wholly 
on the academic aspect of this activity – and yet the development of the whole person 
is the business of the University and so tutors need to be aware of this need and make 
every effort to factor it into their planning for the management of work placement, no 
matter how short.  Thus, maintaining social links using public systems such as 
Facebook is important – the breakdown of social connections and a sense of isolation 
can lead to a downward spiral of negative emotion: 

Student 1: “Well, you just didn’t want to write about depression, do you know what 
I mean? And I was so frightened that nobody else was going through that, it was 
only me that was sending e-mails to people going, ‘I’m going to quit’. I didn’t want 
to be the only person posting that, because everyone would have read it and gone, 
‘You loser – you can’t hack it, you leave’, which is exactly what I thought they would 
say – when actually, I’ve come into University today and every single person I have 
seen has said to me, ‘I’ve wanted to leave,’ or, ‘This has happened,’ and I’ve gone, 
‘Oh my God! I wish I’d known about that!’ ” 

The experience of these students closely reflects that found in Steinfeld’s study: 

…bridging social capital (which emphasizes the informational benefits of a 
heterogeneous network of weak ties) and bonding social capital (which emphasizes 
emotional benefits from strong ties to close friends and family) (Steinfeld et al., 
2008: 435). 

They are using technology to facilitate quick and easy links with support networks that 
help them cope in situations where change is prevalent and their ability to control what 
happens to them is likely to be reduced. 

Technology for Communities 

Alongside the VLE, the University is now taking the opportunity to explore the use of 
technologies to support students and foster change in line with CRe8 and with current 
educational thinking about Social Constructivism (Vygotsky, 1978), Communities of 
Practice (Wenger, 1998) and Communities of Inquiry (Garrison et al., 2000). It is
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important to note that, when considering the use of technology in the support of 
learning, many students come to university with an expectation that it will be a social 
experience and that technology should both take advantage of, and support, that 
expectation. Those coming straight from secondary education are likely to expect to 
meet and engage with a broader range of people than they had previously known but, 
by and large, one thing they will not expect is to be isolated learners. Even those who 
select predominantly distance learning courses will have an expectation which includes 
meeting and engaging with other people. In the main, human beings are highly social 
creatures and recent thinking about learning emphasises and highlights the social nature 
of learning (cf. social constructivism (ibid)). However, the JISC report, Effective 
Practice in a Digital Age, observes that: 

The social context in which learning takes place has … changed, … in ways that 
were not foreseen in the early part of the 21st century. Learners are increasingly 
dependent on technology to help them fit learning into their complex, demanding 
lives. Ownership of personal technologies – from computers to mobile devices – is 
now pervasive, and use of the internet, including Web 2.0 technologies, is 
commonplace (JISC, 2009:5). 

A typical 18 year-old, first-year undergraduate is likely to be faced with a significant 
challenge in coming to university, in that s/he will be entering a much bigger network 
of inter-connected and fluid communities than previously experienced. Social learning 
behaviours learned in pre-university lives may provide the student with only limited 
help.  In so diverse a community as the University of Bedfordshire, with its students 
from over 100 countries the one thing many new students will have in common is that 
they will bring with them some experience of technology – and the most common is 
the mobile phone, possibly closely-followed by social networking in the shape of, 
typically, the afore-mentioned Facebook. 

It is important to note, though, that generalisations regarding so-called ‘digital natives,’ 
the ‘Net Generation,’ and so on, regarding being able to categorise people as technically 
competent by their age alone are an unhelpful over-simplification. There are 18-year- 
olds who are technically challenged, just as there are 60-year-olds who regularly blog 
and otherwise exhibit high levels of online capability. What does appear to be surfacing 
is the view that capability in using online social networking and other Internet systems 
does not translate into capability in using the online domain effectively in a learning 
context. As another generalisation, therefore, tutors should be aware that, in the online 
context, students still need to learn how to learn effectively: online social skills do not 
appear to easily translate into online learning skills (JISC, 2007:26; JISC, 2009:4). 

The University of Bedfordshire is not atypical in that it is a university with five main 
centres. This makes sustaining a sense of being a member of the institutional 
community somewhat of a challenge. Changing institutional cultures is a long process, 
and one approach to accommodate the changing nature of our learners will be to 
provide a three-part approach to using technology to sustain and foster a strong sense 
of community in the University by building on what is already there, as set out in the 
following sections.
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Technology 1 

One part of the provision is already in place and addresses the main business of the 
University: namely, the management of learning and assessment of academic 
achievement. This is chiefly conducted through the University’s academic teams. 
BREO, our virtual learning environment, based around Blackboard, serves their needs 
by providing online spaces where they can own the provision of learning resources and 
management of delivery of their units. This is the traditional model we might think of 
as teaching (in the didactic sense) and what we term Mode 1 in the University’s 
Technology Enhanced Learning Strategy 5 . In addition, tutors can provide the 
opportunity for learners to work collaboratively, engaging with each other in 
communities of inquiry that lead to asking questions, exercising reasoning, making 
connections, deliberating, challenging, and developing problem-solving techniques as 
described by Lipman (2003) by offering tools such as discussion boards (computer- 
mediated communication), blogs and wikis. In the context of how students conceive of 
this online environment, the key characteristic is that the space is owned and controlled 
by the tutor allowing / enabling the students to use these tools. Individual students 
have limited ownership of content in Blackboard, in a creative sense – notwithstanding 
the open and supportive culture of the discussion boards in the education example 
below, to a large degree students are recipients of structured content and activities 
devised for them and presented to them by their tutor(s). 

Technology 2 

The second part of our technology provision concerns personal development and the 
recording of achievement. The University has just come to the end of its first year 
piloting the use of PebblePad to underpin its e-PDP provision and it is here that 
students capture their experience of learning using structured tools designed to scaffold 
their activities, channelling their effort into evaluation reflection. While PebblePad 
provides students with an alternative choice of technology for recording their progress 
and reflections on it, one of the management challenges for tutors – and to some 
extent, for students – is the question of which context to choose to work in. This is 
governed to no small degree by the learning activities and the assessment design, but, as 
with differing learning styles, so the proliferation of tools online is a double-edged 
sword (there is a blog tool in Blackboard and a blog tool in PebblePad, for example) 
and therefore making these tools work seamlessly in the support of learning is an issue 
that tutors need to address in their planning and management of the outcomes of 
students’ learning. There are advantages to using a tool in one system as opposed to 
another, which need to be considered during course review and development. 

The key difference between Blackboard and PebblePad is that, while the latter is 
provided by the University and is thus an institutional tool, individuals have complete 

5 www.beds.ac.uk/learning/curriculum/delivery/elearning Mode 1 is the basic provision, delivering 
communication, learning materials and general unit administration.

http://www.beds.ac.uk/learning/curriculum/delivery/elearning
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ownership of everything they put into it, full control over what is seen by others, and 
how that content is presented to a range of different, selected audiences (within the 
aesthetic bounds of the system). Using this technology, students can make a rich and 
personalised recording of their experience with all aspects of the world of work, 
capturing it all not only in one blog, but several if they choose, potentially for different 
audiences. In the context of how students conceive of this online environment, the key 
characteristic is that the space is owned and controlled by the account holder – the 
student. 

Since these two systems have some technologies in common (particularly blogs and 
wikis) careful planning by academic teams is a crucial element contributing to success. 
A clear understanding of the different functions offered by the systems will avoid 
confusion about use, and this goes back to constructive alignment (Biggs, 2003): 

• how will each learning outcome be assessed? 
• how will the assessment be structured and evaluated? 
• what activities will form the learning to achieve the learning 

outcomes? 
• how will the evidence of learning be captured and delivered? 

Choosing to use PebblePad to capture evidence of learning puts a powerful toolset into 
the hands of the student, providing technologies to support and underpin the five 
strands of CRe8: recording ability, achievement, action planning, activity, experience, 
meeting, thought, blog, CV, profile, and presenting all of these, together with 
complementary evidence of learning, in webfolio form, differentiating folios for 
different audiences. By establishing requirements carefully and clearly identifying which 
tools to use and how to use them, differentiating between systems, tutors can help 
students maintain their connection with their formal learning through managed 
formative feedback. The isolation students can feel when launched onto a long-term 
learning in the workplace naturally extends beyond the social/emotional into the 
academic: students need to know that their development and learning is progressing on 
track. Thus, a regular set of milestones of formative engagement through PebblePad – 
for example, using access to a blog with the opportunity for a tutor to add guiding 
comments – acts as a powerful reinforcement and support for students when they are 
otherwise separated from their learning community. 

It is our aspiration to be able to offer this provision to any and all members of the 
University, both staff and students. Students are increasingly expected to capture 
evidence of and reflect on the outcomes of their learning in line with the University’s 
approach to Personal Development Planning (PDP). In addition, there are moves in the 
sector to align University staff generally with nursing and other professions to foster a 
similar approach to capturing and reflecting on Continuing Professional Development 
(CPD), an approach espoused at Cumbria as reported by the JISC-funded Flourish



34 

project 6 . In this, the use of PebblePad provides a centralised, safe system for the 
University community where users can share the materials and reflections they are 
gathering with selected individuals who are also on the system. 

Technology 3 

The third technology provides the opportunity for all members of the University to 
have an online space to connect with friends, peers, team-mates, the like-minded and 
co-workers. The success of sites such as Facebook which has over 350 million users 
worldwide 7 show how important the ability to connect online is becoming in the early 
21st century. As early as 1973, well before the Internet, Mark Granovetter identified the 
concept of weak ties (revised and revisited in Granovetter (1983)), where business 
people in particular develop and sustain loose collections of contacts for the purposes 
of networking and career progression. 

The advent of the Internet appears to be changing the nature of friendship in a similar 
way and the notion of “friend” from the pre-Internet era, with its connotations of small 
groups of friends sustained with constant, close contact has been replaced by 
something much more akin to Granovetter’s theory, with many Facebookers having 
“friends” counted in the tens if not the hundreds. This bigger, looser connectivity is 
very important to many students today and while some students welcome their lecturers 
into Facebook, the general trend seems to be that most students prefer to keep their 
social space for socialising. 

However, the functionalities offered by Facebook seem to fill in the missing part of the 
Blackboard / PebblePad pairing; briefly, a personal profile, a way of showing your 
status, a way of communicating with friends and connecting with like-minded groups. 
As with PebblePad, control and ownership of this facility is in the hands of the 
individual. In order to offer this kind of functionality, we are piloting the use of an 
independent, locally-hosted web-based system called Elgg 8 to provide a secure, walled 
garden 9 University-based environment akin to Facebook, but unlike Facebook, not 
searchable by automated Internet systems (bots). It has elements of both Blackboard 
and PebblePad: on the one hand, any member of the university community can have an 
account and own their own content, creating their profile and uploading content which 
can represent them online. In addition, much of the functionality of Facebook – albeit 
with different names – is available within Elgg. More interestingly, it is possible for 
users to create their own groups to sustain communities of interest and practice, not 
just sharing discussion areas, but also uploading and sharing files. The pilot period for 
this project will focus on supporting the work of research groups, since they already 

6 www.jisc.ac.uk/publications/documents/flourishfinalreport.aspx#downloads Accessed 13-09-2009 
7 As of 12-01-10. Source: www.facebook.com/press/info.php?statistics 
8 http://elgg.org/about.php 
9 An online space which can only be accessed by authorised users (i.e. members of the University 
community – hence ‘walled garden’) and is therefore not automatically open to public review, where 
members can start their own groups and share communication with like-minded peers.

http://www.jisc.ac.uk/publications/documents/flourishfinalreport.aspx
http://www.facebook.com/press/info.php?statistics
http://elgg.org/about.php
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have both well-formed communities and a strong sense of need for online provision 
which allows them to work online and share aspects of their work, files and 
connections. 

Conclusions 

Providing this three-part infrastructure is one half of the change equation. The three 
parts of the system need to be connected in such a way that users can move seamlessly 
among the systems while at the same time having a sense of which major component 
they are working in. There is work still to be done. Blackboard has been used in the 
University since 2002 and has become the core of Bedfordshire Resources for 
Education Online (BREO); it is fairly well-understood by the majority of academics. 
PebblePad is still in early-adoption stage and Elgg is just entering piloting. All three 
need to be brought together and work like a metaphorical tripod: recognisably a 
coherent part of the same thing (online support for technology-enhanced learning) but 
each leg needs to be individually distinguishable from the others. In part this will 
happen naturally since the systems look quite different and there is the possibility of 
sub-branding, naming each part appropriately. 

The other half of the change equation is in the hands of the users. The University wants 
to help its members feel connected to it, a part of it and especially sustain students 
during their engagements with learning in the workplace. Clearly students value the 
ability to remain connected to their communities while away from them and so it is in 
the interests of tutors to familiarise themselves with the opportunities for supporting 
learning provided by online technologies, to plan their integration into the curriculum 
and then to take the time to encourage and inform their students about the 
opportunities available to them – especially when about to embark on learning in the 
workplace. In addition, staff themselves need to be aware of the possibilities in order to 
engage meaningfully with their students to help them remain active members of the 
learning community. In this way the University of Bedfordshire can move forward to 
flex the advantages offered by technology, pursuing the aspirations of CRe8 and 
preparing students for 21st century employability. 
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Chapter 3 

Demanding Degrees – are Higher Education consumers 
doing it by degrees? Solutions for HE to meet the 
multiple demands of its consumers 

Deena Ingham 

Abstract 

Today’s all-pervading slogan-tagged consumer society is rife with expectations, easy- 
come easy-go stories and often litigious responses when experiences fail to meet 
anticipated outcomes or perceptions. For some, contamination of Higher Education 
(HE) by the values, conditions and stipulations of market consumerism is not only 
worrying but potentially destructive. This chapter, stemming from personal experience, 
is a response to the complex issues of how all the diverse strands of HE, including the 
academic and non-academic, can coalesce in an effective response to the demands of 
paying consumer-students with their rights and expectations, whilst also meeting the 
equally consuming demands of employers, HE, professional bodies and individual 
institutions. Students must be considered as more than mere consumers of education, a 
perspective which devalues their pivotal role in knowledge transfer and development. 
Focusing on the expectations and experiences of students within the area of journalism, 
this chapter explores a selection of the solutions available to those building and 
implementing courses particularly in terms of the easily-accessible, free, frameworks 
and tools such as the Effective Lifelong Learning Inventory (ELLI) which exist to 
benefit teaching teams, students, non-academic staff, recruitment and retention. 
Implementation of the curriculum framework of CRe8 within individual courses and 
units is explored to examine its potential for delivering organic and responsive 
structures enabling students to maximise their individual potential. 

Keywords 

Educational consumers; student engagement; employability; recruitment; retention; 
ELLI; course development.
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Introduction 

The 21st century consumer society has a bad name – synonymous with disposable, 
short term consumption indicative of behaviour which is shallow, often frivolous, and 
costly in terms of resources. Individual consumers are portrayed as fickle, seeking 
‘quick-fixes’, wasteful, lacking consideration and driven by greed or stupidity. This 
consumer society, with its expectations and demands is affecting Higher Education 
(HE), and what does that mean for all of us in the team delivering the HE experience 
whether our contribution is academic or non-academic? 

Consumers use – purchasing products, lifestyles, and services. Having bought they 
migrate from consumers to owners; owners to discarders and must repeat the cycle for 
their next consumption thrill.  We are all consumers, and as professionals within HE, 
affected by the consumer. The notion of commodity purchasing with its ensuing 
obligations and responsibilities applies to those who consume just as it does to those 
who deliver. In the retail world there are statutes safeguarding consumers and giving 
guidelines to suppliers. These laws are organic, their amendments reflecting the 
changing demands and expectations of the society they guide. Retail and service 
consumers have rights of what to expect and demand, routes of legitimate complaint 
from the Sale of Goods Act 1979; via the Supply of Goods and Services Act 1982; to 
the Sale and Supply of Goods to Consumers Regulations 2002. These decree purchases 
must be fit for purpose, giving consumers the ‘right of rejection’ in case of failure or 
breakdown in the first four to five weeks, and an entitlement to demand repair or 
replacement within the first six months. After six months the onus changes, requiring 
consumers to prove malfunction is through no fault of their own. Services too must 
deliver what they promise and are treated under law in the same way as goods: if a 
service fails to deliver what it promised then the service deliverer has an obligation to 
redo the work or compensate the consumer. It should be recognised that within HE’s 
multifaceted mix, non-academic services are frontline and often perceived by the 
student-consumer as direct purchase-service provision (Pitman, 2000) and as such seen 
by users as subject to legislative consumer expectations. 

Higher Education is a complex package for consumers. Its multiple components from 
accommodation to academic delivery affect student experience and outcome to varying 
degrees. Students, as we know from exit interviews and personal tutor discussions, can 
fail to engage for a variety of reasons and that non-engagement, whatever its cause, 
impacts significantly upon their consumption (and the consumption of others) of the 
HE experience, reducing the efficacy of the overall experience and outcomes, both 
individual and institutional. (See also Chapter 4 by John Beaumont-Kerridge). Societal 
consumer stakeholders demand ever more of HE and its components as indicated in 
Figure 1, and their consuming pressures and demands fluctuate constantly.
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Figure 1: Outline indication of the direct and indirect consumer pressures affecting the HE experience 

Student-consumers of HE must be considered as more than mere consumers of 
education: that perspective devalues their pivotal role in knowledge transfer and 
development. Fees pay for opportunity and the sharing of knowledge, but student- 
consumers must understand their obligation on entering an HE contract to study, that 
they must be owners, authors, developers and architects of their education.  Each 
should have the right to work with HE staff within the framework provided by CRe8 to 
formulate their individual education to their individual strengths, personalities and goals 
and a recognised valid standard.  CRe8, clearly outlined by Mark Atlay in Chapter 1, 
develops not only personalised learning but enables the inclusion into each and every 
course of direct organic responses to external pressures coming from employers, 
professional bodies and external funders. This framework offers the potential for the 
consumer-student to be an engaged and informed achiever. 

Well-informed engaged consumer-students with attendant expectations, demands and 
responsibilities have a directly positive impact upon everyone in Higher Education with 
the potential to transform individual students’ experiences in significant ways, as 
outlined by Sam Elkington (Chapter 7). Whilst consumer-students may consider they 
pay for and receive a commodity in return – whether certificate, diploma or degree – 
the attendant obligations of consumption must be clearly recognised, and attendant 
inequalities of experience and outcome dependent on multiple factors appreciated. 
Exponents of widening participation in HE are endeavouring to minimise the 
consumer gap identified by Baudrillard:
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Consumption, like the education system, is a class institution: not only is there 
inequality before objects in the economic sense….not everyone has the same 
objects, just as not everyone has the same educational chances…(Baudrillard 
1988:59) 

There are though crucial implications for the student, HE staff and critically, 
institutions in considering the student as a consumer. Consumption is a double-edged 
sword. Andrys Onsman has warned litigious consumerism could make universities 
vulnerable.

With the shift in focus comes the possibility of consumer-based litigation based 
upon contractual obligations. (Onsman, 2008:77) 

Institutions must be wary of marketing-rich rhetoric enticing consumer-students with 
substance-light degree packages based on shallow consumerism or instant gratification 
as consumers of such offerings will leave dissatisfied, empty and unfulfilled, and the 
reputation of the institution will not be upheld by the standard of their graduates. 
Developing genuine engagement and involvement in each individual’s course creates a 
degree students acknowledge contains individual and personal value whilst sustaining 
validated, nationally and internationally recognised standards. 

The Office of the Independent Adjudicator for Higher Education (OIA) Adjudicator 
Rob Behrens publishing his 2008 annual report told BBC news (9 April 2008) that 
consumer awareness among students was "not necessarily a bad thing."  The significant 
increase (23%) in 2007-2008 of complaints to the OIA is indicative of a change in the 
dynamic between HE students and institutions. Communication is key to ensuring 
HE’s diverse consumers are equipped to evaluate the value of their HE consumption 
from an informed perspective. 

Tackling student and Industry demands on HE content provision 

Developing course content for today’s ‘academic capitalism’ (Slaughter and Rhoades, 
2004) is complex even with the framework and support of CRe8. Should it be purely 
academic, based on current or predicted industry requirements, or shaped by consumer- 
students demands? HE institutions need to see themselves as more than mere providers 
of employers’ fodder. A good degree developing knowledge, critical thinking and 
curiosity to high standards is valuable and should not be undermined by market or 
individual whims. Courses must be challenging, pedagogically valid, and developed in 
such a way that students are able to make individual, informed choices depending on 
their personal strengths and interests. A variety of valid material and evaluation needs 
to be considered, limiting consumer choice in order to maintain employability, 
academic rigour and recognised standards. Currently external examiners reports, 
student feedback, academic evaluation, changing employment requirements and 
innovative technologies all play a part in course evolution (Lyon and Hendry, 2002). 
Course content is determined by many factors other than mere demands of the 
consumer-student, so what would be the implication of the consumer-student dictating
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content? Many journalism students would opt out of industry essentials such as law and 
public administration which equip reporters to remain legally safe and position news 
and information in context. Some students consider such subjects dull, and ironically 
those seeking personal celebrity through journalism (discussed later) could find 
themselves rapidly on the front pages (and unemployed) for breaching legal codes. 

Academic institutions are subject to market forces in terms of the pre-HE education 
students have received, and in cases this leads to ill-informed and ill-prepared 
undergraduates. They are not always consumers aware of their obligations or indeed in 
some cases, capable of delivering their part of the consumer bargain, as research shows. 
Assuming the consumer-student has the knowledge and understanding of HE 
provision to instantly select the right course for them is a risk we annually run. 
Examining my own subject area, journalism, students wanting to consume a UK course 
face particular difficulties from the start – firstly what to study. UCAS offered 752 
undergraduate journalism-related programmes in Britain in 2009-2010, each subtly 
different dependent upon staffing strengths, institutional preferences, and whether they 
are linked to one of the three industry accrediting bodies. Pedagogy and content 
changes rapidly. Twitter for example was unheard of four years ago (it only started in 
2006), but few journalism courses in the coming year will not include analysis and 
examination of its impact on news production and dissemination. Unlike medical 
degree programmes where a national standard is requisite within their degree, 
journalists have no one national or internationally recognised industry body, so course 
selection is complex with some institutions delivering practical skills, others vocational, 
some theoretical and many a combination. Demand remains high with 8,385 students 
studying journalism in UK HE institutions in 2005/6 according to the Higher 
Education Statistics Agency (HESA). 

If the consumer-student wishes to explore only new media, or only print, only celebrity 
journalism or television reviewing should this be possible? It could limit or reduce their 
employability, future options and their understanding of a 21st century journalist’s 
toolkit but should the student-consumer be the one to take that decision rather than the 
institutional course developers? (Sax, 2004) Selective course building within researched 
parameters enabling students to acquire a broad range of skills and expertise combined 
with the opportunity to specialise as their degree course progresses in areas they 
consider of particular interest should enable HE to develop individuals who are 
engaged (developing profundity of study); educated (breadth of knowledge acquisition); 
and employable (aware and competent). CRe8 enables development of sustainable 
courses in which students can explore theories and practice; employ both existing and 
developing knowledge and experiences; and maintain currency in terms of Personal 
Development Planning (PDP), employability skills and awareness. But this requires the 
ill-informed student-consumer who arrives with unrealistic expectations or a total lack 
of understanding of the industry into which they wish to enter to engage with what is 
on offer. Industry too is a consumer of HE in that it consumes our graduates, and 
often harbours as unrealistic expectations or lack of understanding of ‘graduateness’ as 
the student-consumer has of their undergraduate or postgraduate course. The 
University of Bedfordshire’s current journalism undergraduate degree programme 
structure is developed in line with the CRe8 outline (Table 1) to enable students to
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become architects of their own degree content within certain parameters, incorporating 
professional skills whilst bridging current and future practice. 

Level 3/Term 
2&3 

Special Project   60 Credits – 

Level 3 
Term 1 & 2 

Journalism and Ethics 
30 Credits 

Choose ONE of these 30 credit units: 
Online Publishing 
Publishing Magazines 
Radio 24/7 
Future Media 

CRe8 (Professionalism) professional, publishable, industry challenging work in content and 
approach. 

Level 2 

Print Production 
Design 

30 Credits 

Specialist and 
Feature Writing 

30 Credits 

Journalism Law & 
Public 
Administration 

30 Credits 

Choose ONE of 
these 30 credit 
units: 

Documentary 
practices 
Radio 
New Media 
production 

CRe8 (Developing skills and equipping toolkits) into building on year 1 with new features in law 
and public administration where students use e‐technology to blog key relevant questions and 
answers on seminar and workshop contents after sessions to enable immediate recognition of 
concept understandings allowing rapid feedback and creating a pool of examination questions 
for revision. By writing their own exam paper collaboratively with the tutors exam nerves are 
also removed. 

Level 1 

Reporting and 
Writing 

30 Credits 

Essential Skills 
for journalists 

30 Credits 

Choose TWO of these 30 credit units: 
Radio Skills 
Digital Cultures 
Video Skills and Production 

CRe8 (Building Foundations) Elements of personalised learning in course element selection but 
also within reporting and writing as students select some story topics, select groups, identify 
their strengths and own learning patterns. Curriculum scaffold begins to form allowing students 
to build on this over the years, highly supported at the start with increasing opportunities for 
self‐directed development arising. Realistic learning includes challenge, reflection, collaboration, 
practical and active relevant content in all units which are all interlinked by employability, 
industry expectations, career requirements and exploration of the changing industries. Student 
assessment reflects all these elements and demands reflection. 

Table 1: CRe8 framework in practice 

Consumer choice within this CRe8 model increases as experience and knowledge 
expand, enabling students to maximise individual strengths and interests whilst 
maintaining validity of employment-valid content for industries rapidly developing in
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terms of technologies. The student-individual appears more valid in this model than the 
consumer-student, but it is essential each student should be educated to make informed 
and considered options. 

Consumer-students can consider they have the right to demand and study courses with 
very different content to those which institutions deliver based on sound knowledge 
and research, but if the consumer as customer is always right, ill-informed new entrants 
could find themselves demanding degrees of little merit. If institutions head down this 
route, being led by the nose, opting to duck PDP issues, they potentially devalue 
themselves and their students. Alternatively by engaging students to increase the value 
of their degrees by maximising their personal individual value as architects and authors 
of their studies; students’ experience, the value of their work, and higher cognitive 
development which results will augment the intrinsic value of their degree together 
whilst enhancing the awarding institution with all the resultant benefits. 

Employability issues from the journalism perspective 

Undergraduate degrees in journalism are relatively new, stemming from the late 1990s 
and generally taught by industry practitioners. Journalism, like many other professions 
or industries, is experiencing acute flux. Demarcation lines between journalists and non- 
journalists are blurred. Citizen journalists, correspondents, bloggers, and publishers, 
broadcasters, media corporations, big business and economic demands are all jostling 
for position. Journalism education as delivered at the University is reflecting and 
recognising these demands, balancing academic, applied and occupational learning; 
simulation and genuine work experience; professional standards and ethics; and 
significantly high levels of transferable skills, particularly in the areas of research and 
composition. 

Traditionally journalists were trained in Further Education colleges, or in-house 
schemes combined with on-the-job practice. Indentures were offered to school leavers 
and graduates, the latter tending to have degrees in English, History or Politics. Editors 
and proprietors hot-housed them all in smoke-filled typewriter-clattering newsrooms, 
fretted over training costs, but valued graduates’ critical thinking whilst begrudging 
paying extra for these ‘older’ individuals who still required training. 

Today’s route into journalism is different. Many independent newspaper companies 
have gone, absorbed by multinationals and groups like Johnston Press or Trinity 
Mirror. They prefer trainees with prior qualifications who take less time and money to 
edit into fully-fledged operators. The routes to a job have changed as much as the way 
we do our jobs – mobiles and emails now fundamental to air-conditioned, smokeless 
silently-computerised newsrooms. Some employers operate through the Internet alone, 
others via glossy advertorial publications whilst many like Guardian Media Group and 
Mirror Group businesses are merged newspapers, magazines, websites, radio stations 
and local television stations. They seek journalists who can serve all of these outlets, 
who can interview, write, investigate and broadcast but also demonstrate 
entrepreneurial knowledge, business skills and adaptability. Determination, attitude and
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flexibility are now key to securing that first step onto the employment ladder, PDP 
essentials which need development from an early stage. Few undergraduates realise this, 
many considering initially that they pay degree fees for pure subject matter knowledge 
transfer. 

Today graduates outweigh school-leaver entrants but only by continuous research, 
evaluation and understanding of the ways in which the media can and will develop, will 
academics continue to ensure their student journalists graduate for the future. 
Tomorrow’s graduates require basic skills and knowledge, being both critical creative 
thinkers and lifelong learners able to identify new skills and areas of knowledge and use 
self-directed study and application to learn continuously. HE provides also for 
professionals currently working in the industry to be able to turn to expert research-led 
programmes to update their skills. Through Continuing Professional Development 
(CPD) employers are consuming HE directly as well as indirectly through their 
employment of graduates. 

In journalism, as in many areas where academia and professional practice combine or 
collide, industry accreditation bodies exist, and these too are consumers of HE. But HE 
must recognise that many of these bodies, unlike our students and their future 
employability demands, are not all internationally accepted or valid, and evaluate the 
demands of their benchmarking policies and only adopt them where they have 
relevance for students, the industry and the future. We cannot train students on 
cassettes when MP3s are the order of the day – whoever dictates. 

Educated individuals making sound choices? 

The perception is that today’s journalism undergraduates aspire to be tomorrow’s 
journalists. Their awareness of and attraction to their chosen career may well shape our 
future media and will certainly shape them as individuals, affecting their attitude to and 
engagement with their studies. These are student-consumers entering study in an 
educated, open frame of mind, or are they? 

A pilot study of undergraduates entering the University of Bedfordshire’s journalism 
courses in 2006-2009 was designed to evaluate those factors attracting students of 
journalism to both their chosen degree course and journalism as a career, whilst 
examining motivation and its impact on the academic and ultimately professional, 
success of the student.  Since 2006, before teaching starts on the courses, the annually- 
increasing number of journalism students have been completing detailed written 
questionnaires exploring their motivation for taking a journalism degree, their views of 
the journalist’s role in the media and their role models. Whilst the results are a snapshot 
of a single journalism division within one multicultural university attracting 16,000 
students from over 100 different countries, they strike a chord with journalism 
educators in other institutions and form a basis for consideration of how these students 
view journalism and what they seek to achieve within it.
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When, armed with Biro and notebook, I began reporting in the 1970s, journalism was 
about imparting information, the Fourth Estate, righting wrongdoing, and giving a 
voice to those who needed and deserved to be heard. A decade later, as a BBC 
journalist I followed the succinct Reithian mission statement to Inform, but also 
Educate and Entertain. 

The University pilot study shows more blatantly egotistical student expectations and 
aspirations. The celebrity status of the journalist is clearly increasingly attracting 
students. Perhaps today’s student journalists have more confidence, more honesty and 
more courage to speak out – to voice the real reasons the job appeals to them. They 
have no qualms in declaring overt self-centred desire for personal gain and fame as 
shown in Table 2. 

2006  2007  2008 

I want to be famous, to be 
somebody 

I want to have a personally 
satisfying career 

I want to know things before 
other people 

I see journalism as a tool to 
persuade and instruct people 

I want to be successful and 
knowledgeable. To work for a 
famous magazine 

I want to travel and see the 
world 

Interview famous people 

Set up my own media 
business 

Want to present on TV and 
write about my life 

To secure recognition 

I want to be heard 

Journalism would help me 
open doors for bigger things 
i.e. writing books 

Fame and money 

I want fame and to change 
the way certain aspects and 
ideas … are looked at 

Table 2: Students’ motivation for taking a journalism degree 

Research findings varied annually – in one cohort only one student could think of any 
journalist they considered inspirational, and the name they gave was that of Radio 1 
presenter/DJ Chris Moyles. The 2009 cohort in contrast catalogued Jeremy Clarkson, 
Cat Deeley, June Sarpong, Martin Samuel, Michael Moore, Louis Theroux, Steve 
Howard, David Frost, Ian Wooldridge, Geoff Keighley, and David Mitchell. This is 
perhaps an indicator of the outcome of the change in journalism’s public face lamented 
by Bob Franklin: 

Journalism’s editorial priorities have changed. Entertainment has superseded the 
provision of information; human interest has supplanted the public interest; 
measured judgment has succumbed to sensationalism; the trivial has triumphed over 
the weighty; the intimate relationships of celebrities, from soap operas, the world of 
sport or the royal family are judged more ‘newsworthy’ than the reporting of 
significant issues and events of international consequence (Franklin, 1997:4)
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Franklin’s ‘infotainment’ is not only undermining traditional news values, but our pilot 
study indicates this plague is changing what tomorrow’s journalists regard as news, and 
what they regard as the role of the journalist. Consumer-students as media consumers 
are being affected by the cult of celebrity journalists highlighted by ‘hackademic’ Roy 
Greenslade in his April 2008 Guardian blog when he noted that prior to marrying 
Wayne Rooney, Colleen McLoughlin declared her occupation on banns of marriage as 
journalist on the strength of a column in Closer magazine about clothes shopping. 

This intertwined relationship of journalism and celebrity is enticing to many, and 
celebrity by association is nothing new though the all-seeing journalist has given the 
profession celebrity status. The propagation of the journalist as expert commentator, 
delivers the perception that a journalist has power, influence and celebrity. Often the 
stories reporters cover can turn them into household names. Television is renowned for 
spawning celebrities – the most obvious recent household name to be created in this 
way being the BBC’s Business Editor, Robert Peston. Having broken the Northern 
Rock financial crisis his name, face and voice have documented the credit crunch in 
chat shows, newspaper headlines, radio programmes, blogs and comment pieces. 

Other elements which have attracted generations of journalists – the desire to be the 
first to know something, the inherent power in being able to communicate that 
knowledge to others, the opportunities to travel, and a perception of the constant 
variety within each working day – also emerged as potent motivators for today’s 
consumer-students. Over the three years of the pilot study shifts in results were noted 
which may signify fundamental changes in the approach of students attracted to 
journalism at the University, or perhaps the impact of the changes to the student 
funding system introduced by the British government in 2006. By 2009 consumer- 
students, aware they were paying for tuition indicated a better-researched and well- 
informed approach to their studies. By considering their course as a paid-for 
commodity, many consumer-students felt compelled to research in more depth their 
options but also felt they had the right to be blatantly honest about their motivations. 

Engaging with the consumer‐undergraduate from conception 

Four key questions emerge for those delivering the HE experiences. These must be 
addressed at the very start of a student’s HE career and can be destructive if 
unanswered. 

1. How can HE ensure all student-consumers and other stakeholders have 
correct, current and relevant information upon which to base their 
expectations of degree course and employability? 

2. How realistic is the student-consumer expectation of their course and its 
outcomes? 

3. How aware is the student-consumer of their responsibilities and obligations in 
the learning process? 

4. How realistic is the student-consumer perception of the reality and demands of 
the industry?
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Hindsight indicates the impact of these requirements if unresolved, and reveals the 
teamwork and actions, as visually explored within Figure 2, for the student experience 
to achieve peak efficacy. 

Figure 2: Engaging with the student consumer 

Exploring student-consumer perceptions and knowledge begins at the very start of the 
student HE experience. The aim must be for the student-consumer to enrol with clear, 
realistic course expectations and understanding which can be further developed as their 
academic career extends. 

The transition from potential student to student can be a difficult one with many 
undergraduates finding their feet in the first few weeks away from familiar 
surroundings, peer groups, and facing the challenges of financial and accommodation 
independence for possibly the first time. All these factors impact significantly on 
student engagement and as an academic course leader I have found it important during 
this period of flux, in the first weeks of an undergraduate experience for retention and 
the future success of individuals to achieve successful and rapid awareness of each 
student-consumer’s significant obligations to the efficacy and outcomes of their studies. 

Personally, ELLI, the Effective Lifelong Learning Inventory (renamed the Effective 
Lifelong Learning Initiative by my students) is emerging as a clear vehicle in forming 
self-directed, motivated and aware students who engender successful and vibrant 
learning, improving student participation and retention. It is a way to engage students
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with their studies, and a tool to maximise undergraduate opportunities in multiple ways 
as Annika Coughlin investigates in Chapter 9. 

Perception of individuals as cogs within a vibrant learning community, awareness of 
roles as learners working towards diverse but common goals, enables research and 
exploration strengthened by mutual understanding and support. It is important not only 
to belong to but also to feel part of a body of work, a community with individual aims 
combined with common goals. Social networks, like Facebook and YouTube, which 
have exploded in recent years, offer just that, engaging millions daily as described by 
Mark Gamble (Chapter 2). They are indicators of a desire not only to belong but also to 
participate, something I contend can with ELLI be harnessed to enhance and augment 
learning and engagement with learning. 

Multifaceted social networks have parallels with academic institutions – communities 
with complex aims, increasing understanding, generating income, developing 
knowledge but beneath these overarching objectives, embracing multiple disciplines and 
determinations built upon individual achievement. Multiple tiers of engagement and 
opportunity within our communities exist among students, staff, and researchers. At 
different times in our academic lives we may be one or all of these. We are all 
simultaneous consumers of educative practice and goals. 

In order to develop a powerful community of practice whether virtual or actual, certain 
elements must exist, clearly identified by Etienne Wenger (1999) as Joint enterprise, 
Shared Repertoire and Mutual Engagement. These require communality of language, 
which ELLI delivers, enhancing academic development and cohesion. Because 
academic repertoire exists at multiple levels – subject, interdisciplinary, and academic, 
for the community to maximise its potential to enhance and grow there must be 
communal communication – through which members of the community can easily 
recognise and relate to each other. To maximise recognition of that repertoire we 
require communal communication, and ELLI would appear to offer a communal 
option to create interdisciplinary communication around learning. 

Journalism introduces ELLI at induction, to ignite students’ recognition of the 
importance of and evaluation of their own learning, strengths whilst identifying others 
with differing skills and approaches to benefit their groups or learning communities. Of 
first-year journalism students who participated in the 2008-9 ELLI programme, 98% 
said they saw their membership of a learning community as very important to their 
academic success. Fifteen percent cited a lack of an identifiable strong learning 
community as a hindrance to academic success.  Four first years said the formulation of 
their personal learning community had been a direct result of their ELLI experience. 
They were significant in having started their studies as weak near-failing students, 
developing after the ELLI introduction into sound C grade achievers. 

ELLI’s value for individual students appears as diverse as their respective needs. 

“Just makes you aware really.”
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“Helped me see my strengths and weaknesses although I'm not sure it has made a 
huge difference to my learning.” 

“I found it a bit confusing and didn't understand how it was meant to help me 
improve my learning.” 

“It has equipped me with appropriate learning skills which includes using my 
initiative and staying positive even in challenging situations.” 

“It made me see the areas of learning I need to improve in.” 

“It has helped me to develop new ways of learning, and reflect more on how I 
learn.” 

ELLI provides a shared repertoire for staff/student exploration and reflection upon 
learning journeys, and its introduction can be regarded as a joint enterprise if some 
sessions are delivered in groups. Mutual engagement is generated as students see and 
propagate worth to their work. They appreciate the value of engagement with the 
process of education consumption is beneficial to the outcome. The importance of 
students comparing via shared language, aims and intents within learning communities 
was recognised by Sheila Harri-Augstein (1991) who said: ‘‘Learners can compare their 
understanding with others through exchanging strategies, purposes and outcomes.” 
Through ELLI, it is apparent participants are able to develop both a multidimensional 
approach to the mechanics of learning and a language through which they can mutually 
discuss, debate and develop their approaches whilst understanding the obligations 
participation demands. 

Contributory involvement is the key to success – it is insufficient to consume, share or 
to merely purchase – real benefit and involvement comes from participation. ELLI 
delivers consumer-students opportunities to become contributory authors and 
participators in their own academic experience. Once all under- and postgraduates are 
involved there is the potential for an ELLI-led learning community to become not only 
individually beneficial but mutually powerful and supportive as users share experiences 
and approaches. Communities of practice as defined by Wenger (1999) enjoy 
communality in a domain, practice and community sharing their learning to mutual 
benefit. ELLI offers the community a language of practice, aims and revisiting it is a 
powerful reflective tool. Whilst it needs development, it could become a catalyst for 
development across institutions. 

Learning benefits in approach and profundity from recognition of its value to 
individuals and society, with successful students acknowledging recognition of the 
process and practice of learning is essential in order to succeed. Since the 1870 
Elementary Education Act, compulsory schooling has been recognised in Britain as a 
means to ensure entrepreneurial and economic competitiveness in the commercial 
world. The attitude towards education within families and societies to the outcomes of 
that education and individual achievement within it appears to have more validity than 
its cost as a consumable commodity.
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Undergraduate degrees in the past were synonymous with exclusivity and education 
which offered more than just learning. There was no suggestion that students were 
being given greater choice, but rather opportunity, quality and a valuable education. Re- 
emphasis of those values appears a fundamental message for HE to communicate to its 
multiple consumers. Institutions must set out clearly their individual values and ethos 
for the consumer-student to select which appeals, rather than falling into the trap of 
trying to be all things to all consumer-students and devaluing the worth of their 
institution and their graduates in the process. Perhaps some of the promise-laden 
rhetoric surrounding the aims of individual universities needs to be tempered to deliver 
factual, evidence-based understanding of the degree content offered and the routes 
graduates have taken in employment terms. 

Conclusion 

By engendering evidence-based recognition of the importance of study and the 
potential which can be realised, greater engagement will result. The issue for many 
tutors has been with students who see securing not only a degree but a good degree as 
their right as paying consumers. This equates to the homogenization of consumption 
we have seen in society. Previous generations regarded a washing machine as a luxury – 
today it is a necessity. Previous generations considered a degree something for the 
intelligent elite few – today’s are all encouraged to aspire to achieve a degree and led to 
believe they stand little chance of a satisfying career without one.  Whether marketing 
hyperbole or reality, this adds pressure to the individual to secure their degree, 

There is more debate about consumer rights, contractual obligations and 
responsibilities. Some academic staff are wary of being critical or even of failing 
students specifically because they are aware of the consumer’s power of complaint and 
demand for redress. The consumer lobby is powerful, maintaining the rights of value 
for money in all aspects of their expenditure. Students have been heard to berate 
lecturers for poor grades with statements such as ‘I pay your wages’ or more subtly 
‘Please pass me, I can’t afford to do that unit again.’ Insidious pressures which some 
lecturers find they cannot withstand although they may dress-up changed grades as 
‘reviewed, reconsidered’ rather than admitting alterations under pressure from 
financially pressed consumer-students. 

Students now have concomitant demands for satisfaction, but equally institutions must 
make consumer-students aware of their attendant demands and obligations. Maximizing 
recognition of the role of students would appear a route to reduce litigation whilst 
improving recognition of the individual consumer-student’s liabilities. The consumer- 
student has the potential to improve HE by requiring institutions to strip away rhetoric 
and examine in detail the content and quality of their academic offering. For the 
process to be efficacious, HE institutions need to harness this opportunity and provide 
channels such as ELLI to foster development and dialogue. For academic study to 
develop greater critical thinking, analysis and evaluation within consumer-students, this 
process of multilogue around not only their specific subject, but the whole learning 
process must be the elemental core.
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The higher their level of engagement, the higher students’ degree classification and 
more superior their experience of HE.  The route to goals of graduation, personal 
fulfilment and significantly compensative employment opportunities is one of no pain, 
no gain, where only engaged consumer-students will do it by degrees. 
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Chapter 4 

Understanding student engagement in Higher Education 
from a relationship marketing perspective 

John Beaumont‐Kerridge 

Abstract 

The marketing concept has been developed and applied where exchange can occur 
between parties. Services, and in particular the provision of Higher Education for 
students is one such domain. Previous work in the area has restricted the academic 
context of the marketing concept to the notion of a student as a customer. Consequent 
to this, a number of emotive discussions and misinterpretations (from a marketing 
perspective) have arisen both in the popular press and reputable research studies. This 
chapter proposes to extend and challenge these arguments by conceptually aiming to 
suggest that an adapted form of a relationship marketing framework can be successfully 
developed. Integral within the discussions is the need for a more holistic approach to be 
taken. This is due to the complex relationships that exist in the exchange process 
between a University and students for the variety of services provided, in addition to 
those supporting directly academic study. A core principle developed is that a student 
should be considered as an individual, who needs to undertake a number of roles to 
successfully engage with university services. Five roles are identified and are customer; 
client; partner; co-producer; and independent learner. It is important each of the 
services provided by a university understand these and have established a sufficient skill 
base for effective engagement. When the respective skills these roles require have been 
effectively understood and learnt by both faculty and students, it will enable the latter to 
develop to the best of their ability. It will also help clarify how the variety of services 
which impact on a student affects their learning experience, since from their perspective 
a university is most probably seen as a single institution rather than a number of 
separate agencies. 

Keywords 

Students; marketing theory; services marketing.
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Introduction 

The development of CRe8, as discussed in Chapter 1, focussed University activity on 
personalised learning.  The "mass education" nature of Higher Education (HE) brings a 
number of difficulties when considering each and every student as an individual. Indeed 
collective wisdom would indicate that a clear relationship between faculty and students 
is essential for any successful student to complete their studies and graduate. The CRe8 
strategy was founded on three interrelated aims: 

1. Provide a curriculum which excites, motivate and engages students; 
2. Develop students as independent self-regulatory learners; and 
3. Prepare students for life beyond the university. 

The main elements of the framework which emerged were under two headings shown 
in Table 1. 

CRe8 (Curriculum Review for 2008)  SOAR 

Personalised learning 
Curriculum 

Realistic learning 
Employability 
Assessment 

Self‐awareness 
Opportunity‐awareness 

Aspirations 
Results 

Table 1: (adapted from Kumar, 2007) 

Each of these two framework headings has an integrated responsibility for both 
students and faculty, since one without the other makes the situation non-functional. 
There would however appear to be more of an emphasis on faculty under the heading 
of CRe8, and that on students under the heading of SOAR.  Indirectly, there is also the 
issue of stakeholders other than faculty which have an important service function and 
influence. These include for example accommodation, financial services, learning 
resources, careers and the Student Union.  If we are to view the individual student's 
perspective, also added are the dimensions of family, friends and their working life. 
This latter aspect has become more prominent in recent years with the need for 
students to support themselves financially. All of this is now a long distance from the 
early perceptions that students attended a university to study a specific subject of 
interest and develop their personal social skills.  Many students attend university with 
the main objective of a career in mind either directly or indirectly linked to the subject 
of study. Some courses are very carefully aligned to industry and professional body 
requirements to provide a more attractive course to potential students, with the 
additional opportunity to enable graduates better chances of employment in a highly 
competitive environment. 

The relationships which now exist between faculty and students in contemporary UK 
higher education are very different to that previously. Quality assurance requirements
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demanded by the UK government agencies and the universities are harmonising many 
of the inconsistencies previously encountered between subject provisions.  The number 
of formal complaints by students is growing in number year by year, as are the numbers 
which are upheld.  There is a need for the crystallisation of a relationship framework 
which could assist both faculty and students implement learning and teaching strategies. 
Its focus would be upon the various roles and complex situations which exist to better 
understand how to gain most from the educational process.  This chapter develops 
such a framework. 

Marketing, students and Higher Education 

Higher Education Institutions have come to use marketing tools for attracting students 
to courses, thus students could be considered as customers (Driscoll and Wicks, 1998). 
Some have suggested the notion of the student as a “customer” to provide a role 
description in terms of the relationship with faculty (Aliff, 1998; Baldwin, 1994; Driscoll 
and Wicks, 1998; Pitman, 2000; Shupe, 1999; Tierney, 1999). Although this may be the 
case for a student prior to registering on their course, subsequent consideration of this 
term is clearly too simplistic. It would imply, if taken to an extreme, that all students 
should be awarded a first class honours degree since this is what they had applied, 
registered and paid for. This does not reflect the reality of the situation and a different 
frame of reference is needed to better address the various roles a student experiences 
whilst at university. 

The domain of services marketing has long acknowledged the importance of the 
participatory role of customers in some types of services and perspectives on quality. If 
a student is considered as an active participant within the service delivery, some have 
argued they could be considered as “partial employees” (Mills and Morris, 1986). Kotze 
and Plessis (2003) supported by Kelly et al. (1990), suggest that “...as a result, students 
should be actively managed to ensure their participation facilitates the educational 
service encounter and its desired outcomes”, Kotze and Plessis (2003:186). This 
concept may be useful. It does not however reflect the full range of roles which a 
student experiences whilst in this complex relationship with a university. 

Many academic domains are relevant when considering the learning of students. These 
include service quality (Gronroos, 1984), learning management (Salmon, 2000; 2002) 
and team teaching (Helms et al., 2005). In addition, many authors argue different 
definitions and merits of systems ranging from TQM, Quality assurance to Quality 
itself, (Protheroe, 1991; Ribbons and Whale, 1991; Sallies, 1993; Webb, 1991). The 
definitions of various customer groups and/or stakeholders have not as yet been 
universally accepted, particularly in HE (Kotze and Plessis, 2003). The situation is 
further compounded because of the nature of a service, where marketing literature has 
identified the service characteristics of intangibility, heterogeneity, perishability, and 
inseparability. Bligh (2000) identified that most HE teaching still takes place within the 
classroom. Thus lectures and seminars presents an example of a core service; for as 
such, a traditional course without these activities would not take place.  This is however 
a representation which needs further development, since this considers students as
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passive receivers. This is clearly not the case and efforts have been made in the 
literature to provide descriptions and roles for a student. For example, Claycomb et al. 
(2001) suggest three levels of participation; low, moderate and high. Low for example is 
represented by physical presence alone. While this is useful, it does not go far enough 
to establish and determine the exchange process concept in HE from a marketing 
concept perspective. In addition to where the student is an active and dynamic partner 
in the learning process, the academic relationships that are developed between faculty 
and students often depend upon mutual trust and commitment. Creating, developing, 
building and managing relationships are critical within the learning process for faculty 
and students alike. Determining a useful framework which can be applied holistically to 
the contemporary complex service encounter of HE is therefore difficult. 

Student as customer/consumer 

This concept of provision according to demand (Table 2) has raised emotive arguments 
within the HE and the popular presses. When this approach is considered in isolation 
this is understandable. There is value therefore in discussing what this may mean from 
both a service and an educational view point.  Some work, such as customer 
organisation socialisation, considers the customer as changeable. Service quality aspects 
may develop the customer so they may benefit better from the service delivery offering 
(Kelly et al., 1990; Ziethaml and Bitner, 1996). This still implies however that the 
customer is a passive recipient of service. In part, this is an inescapable fact of the 
student experience of the education process. Good, prompt and efficient services on 
the part of the university are important since they form part of the student view and 
partial opinion of quality and the experience. But are there aspects in the learning 
context which could be applied to faculty where students could be considered as 
customers? For example, a student would expect faculty to arrive on time for lectures, 
seminars and appointments. To provide learning services as and when timetabled, and 
notify students appropriately and promptly when changes occur. In the UK, this aspect 
has been heightened as a result of students being required to pay, what are commonly 
considered significant fees towards their course. This concept could therefore continue 
into the classroom and other learning services. Certain aspects of the learning 
engagement could be considered under the heading of customer in terms of “service 
provision”. Examples could include: the extent to which materials are provided from 
the tutor which support learning, e.g. the provision of a handout. Important also are the 
critical values of responsiveness by faculty and the working of IT systems; issues raised 
by Salmon (2000; 2003) in her study of MBA business students. These would not 
normally be directly considered as part of the learning process since they are all very 
basic as far as the education process is concerned, since without them significant 
problems would be apparent.  In terms of the CRe8 framework, its use could be 
considered under this heading of student as customer.  This would incorporate such 
elemental issues as appropriate documentation for both faculty and staff, access to the 
variety of integrated agencies such as learning resources for "realistic learning", careers 
service for "employability", and for example under "assessment" the provision of 
detailed assessment briefs.  It must be emphasised however, although these elemental
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provisions are often considered essential, considerable management effort needs to be 
given to ensure success or “fit for purpose”.  There are many participants in the chain 
of provision, (see Peter Norrington, Chapter 5), and the organisation of a higher 
education institution is complex, with varying and changing demands on staff. 
Academics are often not aware of the full experience of a student in a university, 
although most faculty probably know of some students whose motivation has been 
completely removed because of an error in administration. Negative experiences, 
wherever they occur, may have a direct impact in terms of student motivation which is 
linked to the student’s ability to learn. It is therefore critical that a university considers 
its services holistically from a student perspective, since values, beliefs and opinions are 
developed not only from academic engagement alone, but from every aspect of student 
life. 

Student Role  Description  Faculty and Student issues  CRe8 & SOAR dimensions 
Customer  Delivery of services 

when and as 
expected. 

Students viewed as passive 
receiver.  Quality and 
professional provision of 
indirect agencies such as 
accommodation, IT, financial 
services, learning resources, 
careers, academic advice 
stressed. 

Effective communication 
of the various aspects of 
the CRe8 and SOAR 
frameworks. 

Client  Students may be 
given advice, but 
they have a choice 
about accepting this 
information and 
guidance. 

Skills development is 
essential so students 
understand how best to 
function within a client role. 
Faculty need to understand 
how best to guide students. 

Emphasis on the skill sets 
required in a client role: 
independence and 
professionalism. 

Co‐producer  Students have a 
shared responsibility 
for their own 
development. 

Individuals have to 
personally engage and often 
be "challenged". 
Sensitivity by faculty to 
understand how best to 
provide both direct and 
indirect engagement to 
enable students to best 
develop in this role. 

Emphasises partnership 
element of Personalised 
learning and collaborative 
learning. 

Partner  Both faculty and 
student are 
dependent upon the 
working relationship. 

The "classic" relationship 
between faculty and 
students, and is the place 
where deep learning is likely 
to take place. 

Faculty and students work 
together on CRe8 and 
SOAR so that learning is 
personalised. 

Independent 
learner 

Students develop 
their learning 
independently of 
faculty. 

Students have a clear 
responsibility for their 
personal development, 
success in this framework 
the use of the diagnostic 
tools and progress in 
learning. 

Emphasises the self‐ 
regulatory aspects of CRe8 
and SOAR. 

Table 2: Relationship marketing role
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Student as client 

This is a term often used when professional services are engaged, for example legal or 
financial services. The essence of the role of a client is that they are at liberty to follow 
(or not) advice given. Arguably, initiated by Berry (1995), there is value in considering a 
student in this role. For example, in comparison when viewing the student as a 
customer or client, the former provides the concept of “…give them what they want”, 
whilst the latter would be “…they may be given advice” but they may not necessarily 
follow this” (see Table 2). Students may be advised, for example, how best to develop 
their learning skills, but they may or may not choose to follow this guidance. Classically, 
this occurs when students are seeking information about assessment, dissertations or 
examinations. The outcome of these engagements is unclear until after the assessment 
process is complete. Indeed, students’ may still be unclear when results are published! 
There is a growing trend developing where students have not succeeded as well as they 
might have expected, ensuing claims are often based upon the records kept of the 
advice given by faculty. Therefore aspects of this role are present which faculty have 
classically employed as part of the learning engagement. It is valuable because in this 
context there is a differentiation between the role of faculty and student. Students may 
not necessarily follow the advice given for a number of reasons. These include 
differences of opinion, misunderstanding, memory effects, poor note taking etc. Within 
this client role however, the responsibilities of both parties are relatively easy to 
delineate. Using the CRe8 framework, with regard to faculty, there would be an 
emphasis on the headings of ‘curriculum’ and ‘assessment’.  The advisory role of these 
is consistent with a constructivist learning approach; understanding the student 
situation, their strengths and abilities in order to provide the advice necessary at an 
appropriate level. Knowing their stage of development and how individual students 
understand best what is being given to them. Students need to develop the skills of a 
client in order to take advantage of the engagement process. For example, they need to 
be active in behaviours such as preparation, listening skills, note taking, post evaluations 
and reflection etc.  With regard to the SOAR framework this client role has more 
prominence.  Client skills to obtain at the very least appropriate information, for self- 
awareness, opportunity- awareness, aspirations and the ability to engage for results are 
some examples.  Services provided in contemporary Higher Education are also likely to 
operate under this client-role concept.  For example, the careers service under the 
employability heading of CRe8 could usefully be considered under this relationship role. 

Student as co‐producer 

Relationship marketing in recent years has been seen as a key development of modern 
marketing science (Hennig-Thurau, 2000), and produced considerable research interest 
(Sheth and Parvatiyar, 2000). This has led to the developments during the 1980s 
directed towards customer service, marketing and quality, of which the “customer” and 
“client” are elements. Higher Education however is a unique form of service, and 
would appear to require more than these two roles. As a “client”, once advice has been 
received the student needs to develop this further. The students are themselves a part
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of the development and production process (Hennig-Thurau, et al., 2001), otherwise 
the advice, information or knowledge given cannot be used to create new or added 
value. Students may also not be wholly independent in this process of “co-production” 
(Kotze and Plessis, 2003). It also logically follows that if a student is “co-producing” 
the product of education of which they are an integral piece, they also in part, 
contribute to the quality, value and satisfaction outcomes (Bitner et al., 1997). 
Furthermore, faculty may be working in a partnership relationship. It is in this way new 
or added value is created, for either or both parties within the service engagement 
(Wisdom, 1996). New roles emerge therefore, as a co-producer, and partner with 
faculty. These roles have relevance with regard to how service engagements and the 
learning processes could be considered within Higher Education. These go much 
further than simply considering the student as a customer or consumer. 

Developing the concept of a student as an active engager however brings in an 
important concept which is different to the previous roles discussed.  Being positive, 
self-drive, self-confidence, decision-making, problem-solving, goal setting, action 
planning, self-motivation, resilience, are all example elements from the SOAR 
framework.  The knowledge and skills improvement requires a student to develop 
themselves; thus they are a producing part of the learning process.  Without the student 
embracing and integrating their own involvement, little learning development can or 
will occur. They, as an individual determine in part the standard of the quality of the 
end product. The learning with the richest engagement such as face-to-face encounters 
may be the most important aspect of the co-production process where true value 
creation takes place resulting in deep learning. This might include customising the 
design, assisting with delivery or producing a part of the service themselves – 
collaborative working as an element of CRe8 framework. Similar to a gym membership, 
results require attendance combined with hard effort and work on a regular basis. This 
important characteristic goes a long way to differentiating from the role from that of a 
student as a customer. This aspect of learning is also difficult to measure in terms of the 
process which has occurred. 

Co-production however takes place continuously, both within and outside of the 
classroom.  From the student perspective, ‘what works best’ for this role varies 
considerably, and is affected by individual characteristics, context, and time available. 
This last aspect is indicative of a requirement for good time management, to be able to 
give the appropriate time necessary for the co-production process to effectively take 
place and gain the maximum development.  This role goes to the core of motivation, 
since this emotive component is necessary for student to maximise their learning in this 
process.  Agencies which provide services within a university outside of the direct 
academic provision and the environment also have an impact on this role. Examples 
include, financial services, accommodation provided by the university, the environment 
in which the student finds themselves and the part-time work which they are often 
undertaking, which all have an effect.  From a faculty perspective therefore it is 
necessary to provide both direct engagement services which are of the highest quality, 
and indirect services such as supporting frameworks, good online provision, and 
appropriate direction to other sources of information.  From the student perspective, it
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is important for them to understand that co-production has a personal emphasis and 
without this, that learning cannot take place. 

Under the CRe8 framework, students will focus upon aspects under each of the 
headings which incorporate exploring and developing their skills and will undertake 
exercises to increase their abilities. A student who understands learning can take place 
in any circumstance or context, whether it be at university, part-time employment, 
socialising with friends, is likely to be able to develop well within this co-production 
process. 

Student as partner 

This classic relationship of student and faculty in partnership (Table 2) in the academic 
context is probably the best understood of the roles. There is a mutual dependence 
between the two parties to achieve common goals. In contemporary higher education, 
students are dependent upon faculty for good “teaching”, whilst faculty need the 
students for both the tangible and intangible benefits of presence, feedback and 
positive views about the approaches taken. Issues of expectation between both parties 
are often established, negotiated and developed. This area is where both sides perhaps 
show vulnerabilities within the relationships that develop. The dependence of both 
faculty and students in this relationship is clear and is built on trust and commitment. 
Contemporary higher education requires for example appropriate Quality Assurance 
measurement systems to be in place. These require students to be able to provide a 
view which faculty can use to determine that the education is at least “fit for purpose”. 
On the other hand, students need faculty to provide an appropriate learning experience. 
This “dependence” has often been overlooked where authors have critically evaluated 
the notion of students using marketing paradigms or definitions, for example in 
Swenson and Wood (2007). Measuring standards, or levels of quality within these roles 
is also very difficult where student considerations could be dependent upon effective or 
emotive components, or comparison to previous experiences. It is part of the core of 
the learning process and success or otherwise depends upon a great number of factors. 
These include both the abilities of the student and faculty, in addition to other elements 
such as resources, the services provided etc. More recently, considerations have been 
given to the methods of learning by students to provide a “better process” to achieve 
higher standards, for example the development of blended and other learning strategies. 
It is not surprising therefore that with the vastness of the array of subjects in higher 
education, the variety of teaching and learning approaches, a consensus has yet to be 
achieved. The role of student as partner with faculty is critical to the learning process. 
It is the area where ‘deep learning’ is likely to take place, where true relationships are 
formed between faculty and students.  From the faculty perspective, the main headings 
under the CRe8 framework of personalised learning, curriculum, realistic learning and 
assessment could all be directly considered within this relationship.  The important 
skills of developing trust, dependability, and confidence building are essential examples. 
Similarly from the student perspective, the relationship with faculty as a partner in has 
differing levels of expectations than those of a customer or client. Tolerance and
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understanding of teaching styles, are examples of skills which would fall under this 
relationship heading.  However, from the student perspective, partners also extend to 
other students in the learning process, and understanding how best to develop the most 
useful opportunities in this area is a useful skill for students to develop. 

Student as independent learner 

There are some circumstances were a student will find themselves having to lead rather 
than be led within a course or programme (Table 2). This role can take place when the 
student is in a co-production phase, and is independent of faculty such as “background 
reading”. Without adequate resources available, this independent learning phase cannot 
take place. The emphasis in recent years on online facilities has had a significant effect, 
particularly for example online discussion boards where students are contemplating 
responses to text based discussions by reflection and other related techniques.  The 
SOAR framework has a considerable number of useful tools which enable a student 
independently to develop their skills and measure their progress.  This is certainly the 
phase where self-drive and motivation are important elements which characterise this 
role. Within the CRe8 framework the headings of personalised learning and realistic 
learning are important under this role.  Whilst faculty can do their best to provide 
customised approaches, very often it is the students’ approach in terms of preparation 
and post engagement where they independently develop further their learning. 
Cognitive skills such as reflective and collaborative approaches, are important. 
Emotional components which enable a student to overcome some of the challenges 
which exist within a learning process are also essential. 

This model provides an ability to view the student-university relationship from a more 
holistic perspective.  Shown in Figure 1, each of the outer circles represents the service 
agencies that would have a major emphasis with regard to each of five student roles 
identified. 

Interestingly the customer role engages with all agency services, but these treat the 
student as a passive receiver and are therefore limited in terms of student engagement. 
It is in this area that very good, prompt service provision would be expected and is 
likely to be a precursor to effective student engagement in the other roles.  Likely 
examples of this would be provision of paper documentation, staff attending 
appointments on time and communications being prompt.  To each of the other roles 
agencies have a varying level of engagement, with the major emphasis of faculty and 
learning resources being with the student in the co-production role.  The client role 
where students may be advised, although they may not necessarily take up this 
guidance, engages with agencies in addition to those of faculty.
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Figure 1.  Major emphasis of agency services of the university in relation to student roles 

Conclusions and future directions 

For an individual student there is likely to be an optimum balance with faculty in how 
these roles are perceived and implemented.  This is a dynamic situation with differing 
emphases depending upon context and the environment in which each of the parties 
find themselves.  The clarification of these roles however are intended to enable a 
better understanding of student/faculty relationships, and from a more holistic 
perspective, a more realistic understanding of the effect of other agencies which 
provide services to students to support either their direct learning, the current living 
situation or their future employment prospects.  An important issue which has emerged 
is the student as the recipient, each of the agencies (including faculty) probably does not 
see clearly the combined effect on the student experience except when there is a 
problem.  This situation therefore needs careful improvement, but students also have a 
responsibility in this process.  As independent learners and co-producers, for example 
the SOAR framework is helpful to enable students to develop skills in decision-making 
and problem solving.  When problems arise, in the client role from whom would it best 
be to take advice to resolve the issues in their individual situations.  Within the CRe8 
framework, a student developing the skill sets as client, partner, and co-producer is 
likely to improve their learning abilities particularly under the CRe8 main headings of 
personalised learning, realistic learning, and assessment. Further research may be useful 
to evaluate more the value of the concepts discussed with regard to Higher Education. 
In more detail aspects of these could cover:
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• Measurement/Performance Instruments to determine 
CRe8/SOAR efficacy. 

• Which student roles have more use under each of the 
CRe8/SOAR headings. 

• Service Quality effect of the agencies which support students, 
i.e. Faculty, Accommodation, Finance, Learning Resources, 
Administration, Corporate Academic Advisory Services, 
Reprographics, and the Student Union. 

• Where the five roles of the student are used i.e. e.g. in the 
teaching how does faculty identify and use the roles of student 
as customer, or client or co-producer etc. 

• How to evaluate the relationship of the student roles with 
each other under different contexts and stages of learning. 

• Are there differing emphases with regard to the student roles 
within different subject contexts? 

• How to establish the benefit of the roles from faculty and 
student perspectives. 

• Developing further these constructs would enable a better 
holistic view of the variety of service provisions that directly 
and indirectly affect student learning thus enabling the 
provision of a higher quality learning experience for students. 
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Chapter 5 

Personal Development Planning and e‐Portfolios: A 
personal perspective 

Peter Norrington 

Abstract 

Personal development planning (PDP) and e-portfolios may seem just buzzwords in 
current educational policy and practice. Firstly, this chapter seeks to show the relevance 
of PDP and e-portfolios, their connection with CRe8, the benefits of e-versions of 
these, and the contributions PebblePad, our institutionally-supported e-PDP/portfolio 
platform, can make. The chapter acknowledges the complexity of the underlying issues, 
whilst demystifying them as a natural extension of existing practice. I take a personal 
perspective on several issues, based on my work to date with academics and support 
staff, supporting their pedagogic discussions and matching these to appropriate 
technological solutions. The intention of this is to encourage debate and engagement, 
rather than a monolithic view of what must be undertaken in diverse disciplines. 
Secondly, the chapter collects together our current strategic policy positions on PDP 
and e-portfolios, and presents some initial commentary on progress. Finally, the chapter 
makes suggestions for future developments within course team discussions and 
highlights resources available to staff for enabling further progress in e-pedagogy and 
practice. 

Keywords 

PDP; e-portfolios; pedagogy; technology; PebblePad.
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Introduction 

The University of Bedfordshire comprises over 19,000 students spread over different 
campuses and counties, and drawn from 100 countries. These, our students, will 
become University of Bedfordshire graduates. The purpose of this chapter is to develop 
discussion on personal development planning (PDP) and e-portfolios: their concepts, 
definitions, contexts, purposes, policies, practices; and to discuss current progress and 
future directions at our university. The goal is to support this vision of the University of 
Bedfordshire Graduate: 

Our vision is of a University of Bedfordshire graduate who is knowledgeable, critical 
and creative; who understands who they are and what they want to achieve; who can 
communicate effectively, evidence attainments and function in context, and who has 
the skills, self-confidence and self-regulatory abilities to manage their own 
development.  Such a graduate is eminently employable, capable of working with 
and learning from others, of adding significantly to their local community and 
prepared for life in an ever-changing environment. (Atlay, 2008) 

But this will not end in definitive answers; rather, it is hoped that readers of all kinds 
will find both resonance and dissonance with their own discipline and practice, both to 
support and to challenge current activities and future directions. The underlying 
assumption and intended tone are that PDP and (e-)portfolios can make positive 
contributions to the student experience of life inside and outside university, and, 
indeed, benefit all involved. However, even assuming you accept the assumption, this 
does not mean that all aspects of PDP and e-portfolios should be adopted by any 
discipline without academic discrimination. 

The earlier parts of this chapter are derived from personal experience of working with 
academic and support disciplines at the University on PDP and e-portfolio issues, 
discussing pedagogy, drivers to uptake, engagement with PDP, policies, implementation 
and hidden administrative and technical issues. A significant part of this is making 
explicit the links to existing work and clarifying the complexity of concepts and 
practice. The later parts review University policies, progress made towards meeting 
action plan targets, followed with some suggestions for course teams to enable e-PDP 
and e-portfolios, including sources of support and resources. Throughout you will find 
links to CRe8 (UoB, 2007), as PDP and portfolios offer ways of delivering its student- 
centred approach. Altogether, I find this an exciting area to work in: the University has 
adopted student-centred approaches which were not in place when I took my Masters 
here, and played no part in my research studies; and concepts and practices are still 
unfolding, even as we attempt to embed them. 

As the University of Bedfordshire has chosen PebblePad TM for its centrally supported 
personal development planning and e-portfolio platform, discussion will cover features 
and applications of PebblePad. Nevertheless, PebblePad should not be taken as 
equivalent to personal development planning or e-portfolios, even in the event that we
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find, at least within our institution, ‘pebblepad’ becoming a verb, just as googling is the 
current way to hoover up information. 

PDP and e‐portfolios 

The national definition of PDP from the Burgess Review (Universities UK, 2007) is: 

a structured and supported process undertaken by an individual to reflect upon their 
own learning, performance and/or achievement and to plan for their personal, 
educational and career development. 

Although I will show how I think this definition can be extended later, it has significant 
uses. It enables us to give a clear and short message to students about what PDP is, and 
enables us to be explicit in curriculum design about how much of it we already do, 
notwithstanding that we may wish to achieve more. Also, it enables us to market PDP 
to potential students: the fact that we do it, in case potential students think they will 
obtain it elsewhere but not here; that it is something they will receive structure and 
support with, rather than being left to flounder; that it is part of our commitment to 
their future vocational and career benefit through studying here; and, perhaps more 
subtly, that they will have to engage in making sense of their learning and reflection for 
themselves. Compare Deena Ingham’s Chapter 3 on students’ demands of HE and 
their implications for the ‘service delivery’ and John Beaumont-Kerridge’s Chapter 4 on 
student-university relationships. 

Turning to e-portfolios, Sutherland and Powell (2007), which I use here whilst we 
develop an institutional definition, describe them thus: 

An e-portfolio is a purposeful aggregation of digital items - ideas, evidence, 
reflections, feedback etc, which 'presents' a selected audience with evidence of a 
person's learning and/or ability. 

This definition, one of many, applies to anyone across their individual context of life- 
long learning, student and graduate, and indeed staff and prospective students as well. 
An aggregation here is not just about a store, or repository, useful as this may be, but 
about active engagement with the items and presentation to an audience: whether for 
the student to present contents of the e-portfolio to themselves for further reflection; 
to others for their comments or feedback (e.g. as a community of practice or for formal 
assessment); or for showcasing (e.g. to potential employers or for reputation building). 

Even these limited observations point to the possibility of extensive discussion of these 
definitions and their background in education or work-based learning settings. What I 
want to draw attention to here is the notion of PDP and e-portfolios as boundary 
objects (Star & Griesemer, 1989), with multiple but sharable interpretations, without 
risking over-generalising or over-specialising to fit some definition, and then not 
delivering a rich, transformative, relevant student experience. It is important to
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recognise the number and variety of stakeholders involved, and the complexity of their 
interests. However, it also important to recognise that these stakeholders are already 
involved in most university activities, so that PDP awareness and activity does not really 
require an entirely new layer on top of work already undertaken, working with and 
through CRe8 and SOAR approaches. To illustrate this, Figure 1 maps out a rich 
picture of the actor roles, objects and relationships discussed in this chapter, and Table 
1 (placed at the end of the chapter) identifies specific actors at the University who can 
assist with PDP and e-portfolio development; both the figure and the table should be 
considered works in progress. 

Figure 1: PDP, e‐portfolios and PebblePad – an overview of some major actors, objects and 
relationships 

For further discussion of the background to and definitions of PDP and e-portfolios, 
see for example JISC (2009) or Barrett (2009). Also of interest, and something I hope 
we will use here, is the recently released and excellent “Scottish PDP Toolkit” (QAA, 
2009) (relevant in other national contexts), not least of which since our University can 
legitimately claim that its Bridges CETL made a strong contribution as reviewers of the 
Toolkit. The Toolkit is designed to audit and develop PDP and e-portfolio policy and 
practice by asking probing questions across a range of stakeholders. 

Why e‐PDP and e‐portfolios 

Students and staff wonder why we should bother with PDP and portfolios, never mind 
e-versions of these. As expressing points of view like these may be seen as going against 
some current yet pointless wisdom or fad, this may remain at an anecdotal level, 
although see Chapter 14 for some captured comments. Yet, we should be able to justify 
PDP and portfolios (e or otherwise) as part of sound pedagogy towards both discipline 
engagement and employability.
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Of course, PDP is really not something new. Even without writing, transmission and 
development of skills, knowledge and values has long taken place orally. The 
development of writing permitted durable, widespread and reliable transmission. There 
is no reason to suppose paper will disappear anytime soon, as the paperless office 
turned out to be a premature vision. Is it possible to demonstrate the impact of, say, 
skill development? Very easily: the improvements in standard of living due simply to 
giving women access to literacy and education is of international significance (UN, 
2002). In any case, throughout our courses, academics and support services provide 
training, direction, negotiated guidance and development opportunities for a sound 
base of skills, knowledge and values. 

What is new is calling all this PDP. This naming, and the concomitant glut of 
theorising, frameworking and publishing on PDP could lead to conceptual 
mystification, practical overload and pragmatic indifference; everyone already has a lot 
to do. What it should lead to is a world where we “do stuff” for, with and led by our 
students to develop world-leading ability and adaptability. Moreover, as staff, we benefit 
from their futures, as well as improving our own presents through our own PDP or 
CPD 1 (or whatever TLA 2 ). 

And of course, portfolios are not really new either, having a long cultural history in the 
art world, for carrying examples of physical art work. Meanwhile we all come across 
numerous artefacts which can be interpreted as portfolios: brochures present products 
and services to an audience by listing or discussing what the authors believe will 
convince of their value (a CV); magazine supplements extol the virtues and character of 
some region for inward investment (CV, covering letter and testimonials); and 
newspapers as proxy for owners and editors select and interpret items to inform, 
educate and entertain an audience according to a purpose (evidencing arguments, 
values). 

So, “To e or not to e, this is the question”3. Certainly at university, there is an 
expectation that work be submitted word-processed. Is it the recourse to printing for 
submission that obscures the e-activity involved; or, how does the widespread use of 
software for graphics, spreadsheets, databases, presentations, publishing, or accessing 
and searching the Web and local library assets not figure in recognition of the move to 
academic and professional e-activity. Alone, this paper/e approach benefits clarity and 
professionalism of presentation. Besides, even if largely publisher-to-public, television, 
radio and telephone have always been e-formats. 

What the newer e-technologies allow is greater malleability and personalisation of 
structure, content and presentation, the encouragement and immediacy of transmission 
and dialogue, and, perhaps most of all, the enablement that anyone can do it. Anyone 
looking back to the halcyon days of cut-n-paste poster design and typewritten reports 
will recall how one mistake could ruin hours, or worse, of work. This modern e is not 

1 Continuing Professional Development 
2 Three Letter Acronym 
3 With apologies to Shakespeare
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just text or office applications; audio-visual devices are becoming increasingly available 
and affordable; we may yet see haptic (touch) media grow beyond the vibrating joystick; 
and immersive, 3-D technologies may yet bring us development opportunities in more 
widely accessible form than million-pound simulators. Mobile technologies add the 
possibility of reaching anywhere, anytime, indeed at increasingly marginal cost; the first 
intentionally disposable $10 phone became available in the US in May 2008, with a $5 
returns rebate to encourage recycling (Hop-On, 2008). 

However, e-technology is often presented as a shiny box of novel delights 4 that will 
solve all pedagogical needs, notwithstanding that they grew out of social needs: websites 
(any- and everything), blogs (Wordpress), micro-blogging (Twitter), bookmarking 
(delicious), email (G(oogle)Mail), search engines (Google), RSS aggregators 
(Feedburner), photo galleries (Flickr), wikis (PeanutButter) and social networking 
(Facebook, MySpace) 5 . This is not a criticism of any of these services; however, in self- 
fulfilling prophecy, with each repetition, the importance of these seems more inevitable; 
and the intellectual, social or financial stock of the more oft-mentioned companies 
rises. 

Yet, if we look at traditional technologies, we have: diaries, notes, booklists, letters, 
indexes, abstract services, albums and friends. Any good thesaurus will give you a large 
number of formats that exist in paper, depending on who authors or publishes, number 
of words and/or pictures, structure, content, stylistic features, context, cultural impact, 
etc. Again, much of e-technology promotion is just mystification, which benefits some 
and excludes others: a blog can be reframed as a diary on an e-scroll or as a forum. We 
may even debate just how far the paper formats are technologies, or counterpoint that 
with a question about how many of the e-technologies are really just formats. 

We do not teach students how to create, use or critique all paper formats in all 
disciplines at undergraduate or post-graduate level: how many courses teach diary- 
keeping, letter-writing, indexing; or taxonomy design for thesauri, lexical analysis for 
dictionaries, etc. 

This all raises a question of many parts: Do we need to deploy all e-technologies 
(formats) to all students with the same degree of depth? This is, I hold, a pedagogic 
question of technological relevancy, which interacts with demographic, social and 
technological questions. Some students will be highly skilled, some more than their 
tutors, with perhaps even all of them; others will come from environments in which 
they don’t have access to electricity 24/7, never mind a PC of their own each – there 
was one group like this in the 2008/09 academic year. And students will have or 
develop their own personal preferences for learning tools. But it does not mean that 
any course needs all of these at once right now, perhaps excepting an e-technology or e- 
anthropology course. 

4 There are many other examples in each area. 
5 wordpress.com , twitter.com/ , delicious.com/ , mail.google.com/ , www.google.com/ , 
www.feedburner.com/ , www.flickr.com/ , pbworks.com/ , www.facebook.com/ , www.myspace.com/
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What e-technology really offers is distinctive, dramatic and transformative 
improvements in, for example, structuring, editing, labelling (tagging), searching, cross- 
linking, re-using, sharing, archiving and personalising. Better can be read as, for 
example, faster, wider, deeper, more accurate and more flexible. These improvements 
are what change expectations, engagement and practice. 

Looking back, despite being the carrier for all these, the paper portfolios are produced 
on is now all but invisible. We have forgotten the long historical development of 
forestry, papermaking and finishing, ink development and production; design, 
metallurgy and petrochemistry for pens; printing processes; and transportation of 
components and finished products. Moreover, we rarely experience anything that 
prevents us from using paper: a broken pen perhaps, or a spilt drink, but rare is the 
newspaper headline for a great pen or paper supply shortage. However, with e- 
technologies we are often all too painfully aware of the failure of, for example, 
computers, software, printers, networks – or inadequate access to these. The 
infrastructure is not yet invisible and requires resources to support it; these resources 
compete for prioritisation against the very pedagogic delivery they are supposed to 
support. Additionally, it is not always clear who, if anyone, is responsible for providing 
support to students and staff for technological awareness, understanding or 
implementation; such as, just who should provide which IT skills training: academic 
staff, support staff, students-as-employees, or students individually or in peer groups. 

To bring this into focus with our PebblePad platform, it offers numerous formats, such 
as (one-off) thoughts in four structural flavours, blogs, webfolios (mini-websites, no 
coding needed), meetings, profiles and forms. Each course or group that has used 
PebblePad has employed a different approach with different formats, requiring 
differentiated support and training, and will take a different trajectory in future cycles. 
Of course, PebblePad is not the only route to follow for PDP and e-portfolios, just the 
directly and centrally supported one; some course areas use BREO, and to develop 
unique presentational e-portfolios like Luton-born designer Jonathan Barnbrook 
(www.barnbrook.net/), you will need to follow a bespoke path. 

What you can get out of PebblePad 

So what benefits does PebblePad provide? Why bother buying into “yet another 
platform”? Staff and students alike pose these are questions; and these questions should 
be asked of any equivalent system too. 

Viewed as a repository of documents – artefacts, reports, projects, meetings, etc. – the 
answer is perhaps not more than an online storage space. But it is a wasteful way of 
achieving this and that not what PebblePad is for. 

A primary benefit of PebblePad is its participation model: everything made in or 
uploaded to it (an “asset” in PebblePad terms) is owned by the student and only those 
the student permit may view or engage with it. (Whilst the account is supported by the 
University, we retain what may be termed “stewardship” (Charlesworth & Home, 2004)
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of the account, but the student may later extract the assets for whatever purpose of 
their own.) This ensures that the use of PebblePad to record and support reflection on 
PDP activities is indeed personal; that students share assets with those they need to 
where assessment activities are concerned or with those they want to where they are 
seeking academic or other commentary, feedback or support, or building self-organised 
communities of practice to support their personal, social, academic and professional 
development, or even sharing with family and friends to stay in touch. The nature of 
sharing may be for viewing only, or co-operative or collaborative work. 

E-platforms naturally support distance learning, not only the intentional forms, but also 
where a student may be unable to attend for short-term reasons, or where face-to-face 
contact is not possible or always desirable. It allows students to submit work, even 
before a deadline, share work-in-progress without requiring face-to-face meetings at 
every turn, and engage in group work with flexible collaborative working processes. 
Additionally, students and staff will be able to reuse their work from foundation, across 
undergraduate and into postgraduate levels, supporting key transition points. 

The platform has customisable tools, which means that we can use the default ones 
designed for general use, or design our own templates as we gain more experience and 
develop our pedagogic understanding. This does create a learning curve in the first 
instance, but there is a national and international community of PebblePad practice 
(Pebble Learning, 2009), notwithstanding the wider community of PDP and e-portfolio 
practice. 

Several approaches can be taken to the question of why another platform. It ensures 
separation of purpose, making clear why one platform is being used rather than 
another. This is not necessarily easy to see, though some people understand this in 
terms of practicing different activities in different buildings (home, school, faith 
practice, leisure, etc.), which does not mean they can only be practiced there, just that 
they are generally so done. Separation of location ensures that there is an adequate and 
appropriate level of security and safety in the environment, an area which is still in its 
infancy for PDP/portfolio platforms, but one which requires attention (Beetham, n.d.). 
Separation avoids risks inherent in the untested joining together of systems, and if 
nothing else, when one system goes down, it will not take another with it. Also, another 
platform provides an environment which the University supports directly and by 
contractual proxy, rather than being distributed across numerous providers with 
particular and different policies and practices, perhaps none of which can be influenced 
by our pedagogic needs. 

Our institutional context – policy and progress 

At the University of Luton PDP was delivered through an identifiable spine of credit- 
bearing PDP modules taught to all undergraduate students – Level 4: Learner 
Development; Level 5 Career Management Skills; and Level 6 Project/Dissertation 
evidencing employability outcomes (using the new level numbering). At De Montfort 
University (DMU) there was an institution-wide action plan format for students to



74 

complete and discuss with their tutor three times a year. In 2006, the University of 
Bedfordshire was formed from the merger of the University of Luton and the Bedford 
campus of DMU and these approaches changed to accommodate the change to 
(mostly) year-long units. Current policy in the University of Bedfordshire’s Education 
Strategy 2008 – 2013 (Atlay, 2008) has a centrally-defined overall vision, but the actual 
form and implementation is devolved to subject teams. Thus some subjects place more 
PDP-related material into one, subject-orientated 30-credit, year-long unit (e.g. B.Ed.), 
whilst others may interlink it across several units (e.g. Psychology), and yet others 
provide overarching environments which bridge PDP across the full course length for 
all cohorts together (e.g. Journalism). Meanwhile, to support the development and roll- 
out of e-PDP, e-portfolios and PebblePad, the Centre for Excellence in Teaching and 
Learning (Bridges CETL) employed the e-PDP Development Officer in early 
September 2008 (the author). This position covers both pedagogical and technological 
aspects of the roll-out; neither can be pursued in isolation, although the former must 
drive the latter. 

That PDP is woven deeply into our curricula is obvious in the Quality Handbook 
(UoB, 2009), where generic skills are addressed under Aims and objectives of courses 6 , 
regardless of calling them PDP. These skills – communication, creativity and research, 
real-world application, contextual awareness and teamwork – are the basis for several of 
the key, transferable skills sought by employers, regardless of discipline (Graduate 
Prospects, 2009). Moreover, under Course Design 7 (ibid.) the national definition of PDP 
is explicitly invoked, with some modification: 

‘defined as a structured and supported process undertaken by an individual to reflect 
upon their own learning, performance and/or achievement and to plan for their 
personal, educational and career development’. At the University of Bedfordshire 
PDP is interpreted broadly and linked with academic development and 
employability. It is integral to the curriculum regardless of the level and the 
subject(s) being studied... 

I believe we should adapt our definition to include “social development”. Briefly, the 
absence of social undermines meaningful application of social constructivist educational 
theories, sidelines spontaneous, familial or structured social communities, and makes a 
nonsense out of teamwork, which becomes no more than an opportunity to exploit 
others, with the ‘co’ removed from co-operative and co(l)laborative. 

The Curriculum Review 2008 (CRe8) (UoB, 2007; 2008) framework, developed through 
CETL and approved in September 2007, captures in a succinct format features of the 
curriculum the University believes will enable positive attraction, retention and 
progression of students. Mapping CRe8, PDP and e-portfolios is fruitful, recalling that 
PDP and e-portfolio are boundary, multi-interpretation, contextual terms; but if one 
feature of CRe8 makes the connection clear it is: 

6 Section 2.6.1 
7 Section 2.6.3
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Realistic learning: The learning experience should be: 
Meaningful – students see personal, social, professional, intellectual and practical 
relevance in the curriculum. 

An integral part of CRe8 is SOAR (Kumar, 2007a; 2007b (updated)) – Self, 
Opportunities, Aspirations, Results – the student-centred process for integrating 
personal, academic and career development. Without implying equivalence with PDP, 
SOAR addresses significant areas of PDP issues, and within these indicates the value of 
being able to provide evidence of activities in order to reflect, both to show other 
people and to support one’s own spiralling development. 

PDP and e-portfolios are explicit parts of the Education Strategy, which followed from 
CRe8 in June 2008, and in the action plan arising from it, particularly in Strand A: 
Curriculum delivery and the learning infrastructure. Within this strand two action points are of 
obvious importance. First, to enable students to produce evidence of their achievements and 
attainments 8 requires “increased use of e-portfolios and supporting e-PDP processes”. 
This action point has two targets, the first of which – identifying  an appropriate e- 
portfolio tool – was achieved in July 2008, some six months ahead of schedule, with the 
selection of PebblePad. The aspirational second target – that 75% of all students have 
structured e-portfolios linked to their curriculum by September 2010 – is more 
challenging, and will be returned to shortly. Second, to support the development of a spiral 
and scaffolded curriculum 9 requires “two frameworks [to be] developed and implemented 
each year (from PDP, group work, presentations, research skills, CMS).” What this 
serves to highlight here is the deep relationship of PDP to curriculum development, as 
group work and presentations will presumably be unsuccessful or at least unsatisfying 
without relevant skill development, and research skills and career management skills 
(CMS) are explicitly concerned with skills. In fact, even a cursory reading of numerous 
other action points will show obvious relationships with PDP, for students at all levels 
– foundation, undergraduate, and taught and research postgraduate – and also for staff, 
notably in Strand D: Academic staff and related processes, which recognises that “The 
effective delivery of our curriculum to a diverse student body in an ever-changing world 
requires staff who are knowledgeable and flexible facilitators of the learning process”. 

The University’s first Employability Strategy (Scott & I’ons, 2009) refines the 
Education Strategy’s targets through its own action points. Of particular relevance are 
two action points within Aim D: To support students in taking responsibility for their personal 
professional and academic development. First, to embed employability approaches in web based and e- 
learning resources 10 requires the University to “evaluate the current state of web-based and 
e-learning resources to determine extent to which employability approaches are 
embedded and complement curriculum outcomes”; and second, to ensure that all students 
are equipped to evidence their employability prior to graduation 11 requires the University to 
“provide opportunities for students to evidence their employability via a range of 

8 Action Point A1 
9 Action Point A2 
10 Action Point Dii 
11 Action Point Diii
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assessed and non assessed approaches, such as … utilising e-portfolios and developing 
an action plan to implement the HEAR [Higher Education Achievement Report 12 ] 
during the academic year 2009/10 …”. Both action points are linked to two targets. 
The first target – to review targets for students using e-portfolios at the end of the 
2008–09 pilot phase – will be reported on by CETL in due course, along with 
discussion of lessons learned from the trials with PebblePad, both pedagogically and 
technologically. 

The second target – 40% usage by end of 2009/10 with 20% increase year-on-year – 
revises the Education Strategy’s visionary target to one more realistic, although still 
challenging in the light of a year’s experience of discussion with subject discipline staff 
of pedagogic needs, exploration of PebblePad’s potential to support good pedagogic 
practice, academic and support staff training needs, and central administration 
overheads. There are in any case methodological issues with how counting can be 
conducted given that cohorts vary so much in size, with what counts as an e-portfolio, 
and with ensuring that use is embedded sustainably rather than a mere head tally. 
Nevertheless, as preliminary comments looking towards that report, the following may 
be noted: 

• 1,450+ student PebblePad accounts created at request of 
academics (rather than auto-generated) in 2008-09, and a 
firther 1,500+ in 2009-10 so far 

• 250+ staff accounts created at request 
• Use of assessed e-portfolios in areas of Health and Education, 

and throughout Psychology and the PgCAP (the University’s 
Postgraduate Certificate in Academic Practice) 

• Use of assessed e-portfolios for students on external, 
voluntary work placements in Dance 

• Use of PebblePad by some staff groups and individuals for 
CPD 

• Use of PebblePad for projects with external bodies 
• Use of PebblePad to deliver CVs to external employer 

(MediaTrain) 
• Training and support delivered to academic staff using 

PebblePad 

• Many of the Learning Resources staff have received some 
training, as part of ensuring a cross-campus network of users 
(though this should not be taken as implying that they can 
provide support for any and all enquiries!) 

• Groundwork laid for implementation this year throughout 
Primary and B.Ed. Education 

12 See the Teaching Quality and Standards Committee report for more information (Atlay & Kumar, 2008). 
A HEAR “will be the central vehicle for recording all university-level undergraduate higher education 
student achievement in all UK higher education institutions.” Burgess Review (Universities UK, 2007)
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• Work initiated with the Research Graduate School and the 
Business School. 

Behind the Education Strategy sits the Technology-Enhanced Learning Strategy 2008 – 
2013 (Gamble, 2008) (TELS), with its own Action Plan based on the Education 
Strategy. Within this, Strand B: Learner development and support has two action points. The 
first is to “extend the use of e-portfolios supported by e-PDP processes across the 
University” by “review[ing] e-Portfolio tool and identify best option to underpin uptake 
of e-Portfolio in support of e-PDP”, which has been completed as noted previously. 

The second action point is to “identify core templates / models of e-portfolio usage”. 
So far, blogs and webfolios have proved relatively straight-forward to develop and 
implement, though as should be expected with any new format, pedagogic teams are 
exploring the best ways to scaffold their use. For example, Psychology used webfolios 
for reflective journals with first and second year students last year: the first years were 
given a ready-made template designed by their team, while the second years were given 
instruction on how to build the template for themselves. In the PgCAP last year, new 
academics were given a ready-made template for their portfolios, while this year they 
will be given choice between using the template or creating their own portfolio 
structure, which must still present reflection on the relevant pedagogic themes, but may 
do so in any way meaningful to the student. In Education, across the different primary 
sector courses, they will be using a standard profile which is used in other institutions to 
provide the competence benchmarking, alongside a webfolio designed by their team as 
a reflective journal. Meanwhile, the Research Graduate School is bringing in an e-form 
to record meetings between supervisors and their research students, which will allow 
student-led recording of meetings in a consistent manner, dialogue with and sign-off by 
the supervisors, and an administrative archival process. 

An additional policy document which has a bearing on PDP is the Research Strategy 
2009-2014 (Slade, 2009), which contains an action point to “ensure the University 
meets threshold standards for the provision of postgraduate research degree 
programmes and complies with the QAA policy for research degrees”. The threshold 
standards and QAA policy (QAA, 2004) contain explicit guidelines on research student 
PDP. Which means PDP is present at all levels of student entry. 

For some discussion of PDP and e-portfolios at foundation level and in work-based 
learning, see Helen Corkill’s Chapter 12. 

Suggestions for pedagogic development 

There will, perhaps always, be courses which have an essential physicality and human 
need for presence and face-to-face communication, even if only for an orientation 
meeting; these are unlikely to disappear in any immediate future. Meanwhile, the 
transformation of courses into Mode 2 Integrated (blended) learning or Mode 3 Online 
(distance) learning (terms from TELS, op. cit.) will require sound pedagogic
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underpinning and academic scrutiny, and proper resourcing of both the desired 
activities and intermediate change phases with their related workload issues. 

So what can we do now? Here are some suggestions. They may be relevant to your 
discipline, or there may be better ways to progress things in your area. I offer them as 
points to start a dialogue within your team or to explore through any of the many 
sources of support and resources for e-PDP, e-portfolios, PebblePad and employability 
outlined in Table 1. 

• Make the existing PDP activities in your curriculum explicit, 
to create an open and transparent curriculum. 

• Investigate ways of making these personalised, adapting them 
to different learners at different levels for scaffolded and 
challenging experiences. 

• Investigate ways of delivering these activities differently. You 
may find a gain in pedagogic value, or it may provide a net 
reduction in workload, once the changeover from paper-based 
or face-to-face into e-format practice has passed. 

• Invent new ways of working that make the curriculum 
innovative and meaningful alongside or ahead of changes in 
the wider environment. 

• Use the support outlined in Table 1, and if the support does 
not provide what you need, suggest ideas to develop it. 

Support / Resource  Purpose  Location 

e‐PDP Development 
Officer 

pedagogic and technological support 
for e‐PDP, e‐portfolios and 
PebblePad 

peter.norrington@beds.ac.uk 

PebblePad accounts  for staff and student use for PDP 
and e‐portfolios 

peter.norrington@beds.ac.uk 

UoB PebblePad login 
page 

accessing your personal PebblePad 
account space 

http://portfolio.pebblepad.co 
.uk/beds 

PebblePad website  contains useful background, guides 
and how‐to videos on PebblePad 
and e‐portfolios 

http://www.pebblepad.co.uk 

E‐Portfolio Group (EPG)  peer support and discussion for staff 
active and/or interested in practice 
and development of e‐PDP, e‐ 
portfolios and PebblePad 

peter.norrington@beds.ac.uk 

and 

arti.kumar@beds.ac.uk

http://portfolio.pebblepad.co.uk/beds
http://www.pebblepad.co.uk/


79 

Personal Development 
Planning (PDP) site on 
BREO 

central location to collect and share 
resources on PDP, e‐portfolios and 
PebblePad 

http://breo.beds.ac.uk 

in the “useful sites for all 
staff” box on your BREO 
gateway 

all staff should be able to see 
this without enrolling 

Action Research 
Consortium (ARC) 

peer support and central resourcing 
for staff who wish to engage in 
publishable research on 
interventions in their own pedagogic 
practice, with support for resources 

arti.kumar@beds.ac.uk 

CRe8 summary  CRe8’s key points on one A4 page  http://www.beds.ac.uk/learni 
ng/curriculum/structures/cre 
8 

See Chapter 1 this volume or 
UoB (2008) 

CRe8 wiki  explanation and discussion area for 
the University’s CRe8 framework 

http://www.beds.ac.uk/cre8 
wiki 

Centre for Personal and 
Career Development 
(CPCD) 

facilitates the development of 
employability attributes in students 

eileen.scott@beds.ac.uk 

Careers website  information, resources and 
opportunities for students, 
graduates and employers 

http://careers.beds.ac.uk 

MySuccess  online resource to support staff and 
students with career management 
skills in and out of the curriculum 

eileen.scott@beds.ac.uk 

project in development by 
the  CPCD with CETL support 

Employability Fellows  support embedding of employability 
in subject curricula 

eileen.scott@beds.ac.uk 

SOAR summary  SOAR’s key points on one A4 page  http://www.beds.ac.uk/learni 
ng/curriculum/structures/cre 
8/selfopportunity 

See Chapter 1 this volume or 
Kumar (2007b (updated)) 

Personal, Academic and 
Career Development in 
Higher Education – 
SOARing to Success, 
Kumar, A (2007a) 

book for academics and others staff 
delivering career management skills 
to students within the SOAR 
framework, by CETL’s Associate 
Director 

arti.kumar@beds.ac.uk 

companion website to book 

http://www.routledge.com/p 
rofessional/978041542360‐1/

http://breo.beds.ac.uk/
http://www.beds.ac.uk/learning/curriculum/structures/cre8
http://www.beds.ac.uk/cre8wiki
http://careers.beds.ac.uk/
http://www.beds.ac.uk/learning/curriculum/structures/cre8/selfopportunity
http://www.routledge.com/professional/978041542360-1/
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Personal and Academic 
Development (PAD) 
team 

provides support and guidance 
related to developing the core skills 
required for effective and successful 
university study, such as 
referencing, academic writing, 
assignment planning, exam 
technique, maths and statistics 

pad@beds.ac.uk 

main website link 

http://www.beds.ac.uk/stude 
ntlife/current/academic/stud 
ysupport 

information for students 

http://lrweb.beds.ac.uk/pad 

Personal and Academic 
Development (PAD) site 
on BREO 

online resources and guides for 
students to support core study skill 
development 

Look under “Organizations in 
which you are participating” 
box on your BREO gateway 

“Junior Research 
Institutes” 

support development of research 
skills at undergraduate level 

petia.petrova@beds.ac.uk 

Working title, project in 
development 

Teaching and Learning 
(T&L) website 

resources and links to help and 
support with many aspects of 
teaching and learning 

http://www.beds.ac.uk/learni 
ng 

Bridges CETL website  supports personal, career and 
professional Development through 
the undergraduate curriculum 

http://www.beds.ac.uk/bridg 
escetl 

Centre for Recording 
Achievement (CRA) 

promotes the awareness of 
recording achievement and action 
planning processes as an important 
element in improving learning and 
progression throughout the world of 
education, training and employment 

http://www.recordingachieve 
ment.org/ 

Table 1: Support and resources for e‐PDP, e‐portfolios, PebblePad and employability 

Conclusion 

As this chapter is intended to open up discussion, I hope that it has provided enough 
background and contextualisation to (e-)PDP and (e-)portfolios to make their general 
potential and connection with CRe8 clear, whilst also making clear that they are not 
one-size-fits-all concepts and practices. Each subject team looking to move to e- 
versions of their existing practice or to initiate new practices can choose from a variety 
of approaches, supporting tools within PebblePad and other resources to suit their 
particular needs, drawing on others’ experience where desired. 

Our institutional policies show a clear commitment of vision to PDP and e-portfolios 
at the strategic level. Some of these may need – a matter to debate – reworking to 
account for changes since they were first written. Notwithstanding this, we are

http://www.beds.ac.uk/studentlife/current/academic/studysupport
http://lrweb.beds.ac.uk/pad
http://www.beds.ac.uk/learning
http://www.beds.ac.uk/bridgescetl
http://www.recordingachievement.org/
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constructively meeting the targets, although there is still much to be done to ensure we 
achieve them. 

Discourse around (e-)PDP and e-portfolios is still relatively new, so change and 
innovation are an essential part of the environment we find ourselves in. This may seem 
an additional burden on already stretched human and other resources; however, looking 
to the future, the net gains in terms of student engagement and institutional success 
both internally and compared to external organisations suggest that this apparent 
burden is actually a bridge to bear us into new areas. 
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Chapter 6 

SOARing for Employability: can Assessment Centre 
approaches engage students? 

Arti Kumar 

Abstract 

The part played by the CETL in ‘CRe8ing CRe8’ has been largely about the need to 
improve students’ learning outcomes and develop graduate attributes for transfer to 
future learning and work. This is also a central concern of the SOARing to success 
approaches that are a student-centred, formative process of integrated personal, social, 
academic and career development (Kumar, 2007). The first part of this chapter outlines 
some key definers of the SOAR model and the conditions under which it should be 
facilitated in order to be effective. The second part describes a project example and its 
relationship to SOAR, where some academic staff have explored employers’ 
recruitment practices and innovated Assessment Centre (AC) approaches. AC-related 
concepts and activities can enable student learning through more holistic and 
personalised methods of assessment and developmental feedback. The methodology 
can make ‘key skills’ visible and comprehensible as ‘behaviours’, create shared 
understanding between staff and students, and provide criteria against which students at 
any programme level can be challenged and motivated to develop broader and better 
‘behavioural competencies’. They are prompted to move from student to graduate to 
professional identity with a sense of personal agency in defining their own direction and 
destination. 

Keywords 

Employability; behavioural competencies; Assessment Centre approaches.
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Introducing SOAR in relation to employability 

Developing employability skills has direct connections with high quality learning, but it 
seems to raise many contentious issues for academic staff in Higher Education (HE) 
(Bennett, 1999). Institutional responses to employers’ requirements and government 
recommendations have resulted in a bewildering number of definitions, policies and 
practices in the UK HE sector. Staff may feel they are expected to meet the differing 
and changing needs of employers, and of home, European Union (EU) and 
international students. But how is it possible to articulate HE programmes with 
industry needs when the components of employability are so difficult to define, 
measure, assess and transfer – when ‘skills’ mean different things to employers, 
educators, students and graduates – in the changing environments of HE and the world 
of work? How can staff make room for ‘employability’ when they perceive Career 
Management Skills (CMS), Work Based Learning (WBL) and Personal Development 
Planning (PDP) as unrelated entities all vying for space in subject curricula? 

The SOAR model, with its associated concepts and pedagogic practice, was developed 
to address such dilemmas (Kumar, 2007) and is being implemented within the revised 
curriculum at the University of Bedfordshire as an integral process of personal, social, 
academic and career development. It has been customised to suit subject disciplines as 
varied as Accountancy, Psychology and Tourism, and is personalised by individual 
students. Although SOAR is informed by PDP as a UK national agenda (QAA, 2001; 
2008) and other macro-economic and meso-level recommendations, it is essentially 
concerned with providing benefits at the micro-level of the individual. It appeals to the 
innate need of students for personal development and self-actualisation (Maslow. 1970). 

‘Soaring’ creates a positive impression of progress towards end-goals and SOAR is also 
an acronym for Self, Opportunity, Aspirations and Results. Focusing attention on the 
dynamic interplay between these elements creates synergy and patterns that are 
universal and archetypal even as they are unique and particular to each self.  SOAR can 
therefore be presented as a universal meta-model, but in its particulars it can be applied 
at several levels of granularity. In this chapter I first outline some generic conditions 
under which SOARing to success approaches can be used by staff to engage students in 
realising more of their potential; and secondly I present a specific project example 
where Assessment Centre (AC) 1  approaches are being used within a SOAR framework 
to challenge and motivate students to identify, appreciate and develop behavioural 
competencies. Such competencies are useful both for immediate study and future 
careers of lifelong learning, even if students never attend an actual AC during graduate 
recruitment. 

Feedback and evaluation with students (see Kumar, 2007) shows that a range of 
attributes are enhanced when the inner world of self interacts more intentionally and 
developmentally with the outer world of opportunity. Personal strengths and 

1 Please note that Assessment Centre will be abbreviated to AC throughout the rest of this chapter.
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development needs are identified and one can ‘start with the end in mind’ when self is 
informed about the results that need to be achieved for effective functioning in any 
specific opportunity. Through such interactions more realistic aspirations are generated, 
tested, modified or implemented. The lessons learned and results achieved should take 
account of benefits gained from both formal study and work, and also from informal 
learning that occurs through extra-curricular experiences. Assignments can ask for 
progress and achievements to be articulated, evaluated and recorded as reflective 
writing in (e)-portfolios, and provide material for CVs, job applications, interviews and 
ACs while also enhancing personal effectiveness in study, work and life in general. 

SOAR draws heavily on career theories (Watts et al., 1996), the philosophy of 
Appreciative Inquiry (Watkins & Cooperrider, 2000) and principles of constructive 
alignment (Biggs, 2003). While PDP is a relatively recent UK phenomenon and is still in 
search of a detailed evidence base, career theories and practices have evolved over the 
past century. These are interpreted and presented as enabling tools and exercises, best 
facilitated and prompted through suggested curriculum approaches and resources. The 
key definers mentioned here are indicatively outlined and are unpacked more fully 
elsewhere (Kumar, 2007). 

Implementing SOARing approaches – some key definers 

Self-awareness is at the heart of SOARing, enabling students to understand the 
distinctive characteristics that define who they are and who they want to be. The way in 
which this is presented to students can make all the difference – for instance it is not 
about navel-gazing, soft skills, psychobabble or self-seeking opportunism. In the words 
of Peter Drucker (1999:100): 

Companies today aren’t managing their employees’ careers; knowledge workers 
must, effectively, be their own chief executive officers. It’s up to you to carve out 
your place, to know when to change course, and to keep yourself engaged and 
productive during a work life that may span some 50 years. To do those things well, 
you’ll need to cultivate a deep understanding of yourself – not only what your 
strengths and weaknesses are but also how you learn, how you work with others, 
what your values are, and where you can make the greatest contribution. Because 
only when you operate from strengths can you achieve true excellence 

SOAR provides various tools but puts the onus on each student to discover, develop 
and promote his or her unique mix of strengths, interests and development needs. In 
learning, work and life activities, students need to reflect and be(come) aware of prior 
experiences, the strengths they bring to a given task, and what they want or need to 
achieve. I call this process Self-MAPping, recognising that personal strengths derive 
holistically from Motivation, Ability and Personality (Figure 1). 

Effective development critically depends on the MAP students apply to learning tasks, 
in the form of subconscious beliefs and attitudes that drive their performance and 
behaviour. The aspirations they generate and the results they achieve are largely
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determined by the self-MAP they map onto the opportunities that are differentially 
available to them. Assessing the extent to which my MAP fits with a chosen 
opportunity can form a supported job project or report. Such assignments are useful as 
they encourage reflective writing and critical analysis; they require students to research 
and evaluate options using a variety of information sources to make the connections 
between their current MAP and the extent to which it might transfer into an option or 
occupation. This can bring about the ability to generate realistic aspirations, make 
soundly-informed decisions and plans, and implement them through convincing self- 
promotion. 

My Self 
MAP* 

MAP* 

*MAP: 
Motivation (interests, values, beliefs) 
Ability (skills, competencies) 
Personality (preferences, styles) 

Opp
ortu

nit
ies

 

Asp
ira

tio
ns

 
Resu

lts
 

Self 

Figure 1: Self‐MAPping as part of SOARing to Success 

SOAR provides constructivist self-audits as tools for self-MAPping, but these are not 
effective unless they are informed by external frames of reference and also incorporated 
with other methods such as reflective practice and evidencing achievements, within a 
developmental process. A self-audit administered as a one-off, bolt-on, tick-box 
exercise does not help students to realistically assess, evidence or articulate their level of 
confidence and ability in particular skills. Self-ratings are often unreliable, as ‘strengths’ 
are perceived in different ways: “something I do best” (a personal strength); “what I do better 
than others” (a comparative strength); “something I do better than others which few others are good 
at” (a distinct and competitive advantage). In a competitive job market applicants must 
be more analytical to identify and promote their distinctive and competitive MAP 
qualities aligned with those needed by the curriculum, job, employer organisation or 
training need. Both strengths and development needs must therefore be evaluated in



88 

context – that is, the reflective-active dynamics around self and opportunity should be 
informed by the requirements of tutors, employers and peers. Staff should encourage, 
guide and facilitate a scaffolded, spiral process of self-assessment and reflective practice 
tempered by real-life evidence, discussion, peer/tutor feedback and recording 
achievements in (e)-portfolios. 

One way of embedding self-audits into a meaningful process of action for self- 
development is to deliver them as diagnostic self-ratings in the first instance and then 
return and use them again after a period of time to evaluate personal change. If such 
activity is encouraged in the spirit of Appreciative Inquiry it creates a can-do attitude 
and enhances self-efficacy beliefs for navigating the journey through HE and beyond, 
with added value, greater intention and sense of direction. While Appreciative Inquiry 
emphasises strengths and ‘what works well’ it can be equally successful in getting 
students to reflect and learn from mistakes, view failure as simply the raw material for 
success, and use feedback constructively in addressing their development needs (see 
Figure 2). 

Figure 2: ‘Self‐awareness’ and ‘Other‐awareness’ cycles of success 

The importance of ‘starting with the end in mind’ – creating a sense of direction and 
destination – is often underestimated. Students can move progressively to graduate and 
professional identity if they are sufficiently motivated and challenged by the demands of 
real-life options and opportunities, which then translate into relevant end-goals and 
results they want to achieve. In HE it is normal for results to be expressed in the form 
of knowledge learning outcomes – but some learning outcomes could additionally be 
expressed in terms of employability skills and attributes.
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Interestingly and reassuringly this is worthwhile but not that difficult, as UK surveys 
reveal that employers’ generic skill requirements remain broadly consistent across 
occupations, job levels and industry sectors (e.g. CBI & UUK, 2009; UKCES, 2009; 
AGR, 2008; CIHE, 2008). Findings even show more similarities than differences when 
comparisons are made over the past decade and across national boundaries. SOAR is 
based on the premise that developing generic employability attributes to a high level 
alongside subject-specific expertise can empower all students – individually and 
collectively – by providing them with a more complete education. 

Within the revised curriculum (CRe8), the intellectual skills of creative and critical 
thinking, research and evaluation, information literacy and communication have been 
identified as ‘graduate attributes’ that all leavers from our University should possess. 
But how do staff and students interpret these skill-sets? How do they transfer and apply 
to the workplace? What do they look like in behaviours and actions? What else is 
needed? In fact our revised Education and Employability Strategies and associated 
policy and course documents now carry explicit expectations that it is not enough to 
simply embed skills in subject curricula. Ideally, graduates should leave with expertise in 
their subject and also a critical appreciation of the extent to which their unique self- 
MAPs might align with options and occupations in the context of a changing world. In 
other words, graduate attributes are insufficient without a process such as SOAR that 
integrates PDP and career skills. 

Skills may not have exactly the same meaning in education and employment, but it is 
essential for the relationships and overlap between different skill-sets to be explicitly 
articulated by staff, so that synergy can be created through congruent and 
complementary approaches in curriculum design and delivery. My experience in careers 
education and guidance tells me that students develop many skills within and outside 
their curriculum, but do not adequately recognise and promote them. Articulating the 
transferability of skills clearly and convincingly is a complex ability that few people 
naturally possess but can learn. 

Can AC approaches engage students in a SOARing process? 

In this respect, drawing on my experience of facilitating career development learning 
and my involvement in ‘Cre8ing CRe8’, I innovated an AC project aligned with the 
University’s evolving emphasis on the personalised, active and meaningful learning of 
the individual. The project has attempted to take some marginal employment-related 
concepts and move them more centre-stage into academic practice. While employers 
typically use ACs for recruitment, they are also sometimes used to promote and provide 
developmental feedback for existing staff (Byham, 1971; Gatewood & Field, 1994). It is 
this use of ACs that is potentially more relevant for educators as it can develop 
competencies and not simply test them. In parallel with the implementation of CRe8, 
some academic staff have adapted AC approaches into collaborative activities for 
students, aligned with self-assessment, peer observation and formative feedback to 
improve their skills and attributes. Different ways of conceptualizing skills, learner 
development, assessment and feedback have opened up.
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Behavioural competency descriptors (that are such an important hallmark of ACs and 
are related to learning outcomes) can provide a lexicon and create shared understanding 
between staff and students, clarify skills expectations and outcomes, and provide 
criteria for observation, feedback and outcomes assessment related to employability. 
The examples provided below will show how ACs can take students from initial 
awareness-raising through a clear line of sight to the practical activities and benefits 
associated with them. However before I describe these approaches it will be helpful to 
explain how and why employers use ACs. 

Employers’ use of ACs 

ACs are used by employers in order to observe, assess and select suitable candidates for 
job roles, usually after they have been pre-screened through applications and interviews. 
Since ACs were first used for selection in military applications (in 1942 in the UK, 1948 
in the USA), their popularity has steadily grown until they are currently widely used by 
graduate recruiters in almost every occupational and industry sector. The AGR 
Graduate Recruitment Survey of 2006 found that 91% of respondents used final round 
ACs or selection events. 

Contrary to what the term implies, an AC is not actually a centre or a place but a series 
of tasks designed to simulate critical aspects of a job role across a variety of 
standardised assessments in order to elicit the behaviours required for potential success 
in job performance (AGR, 2008a). Assessors are trained to observe and gather 
behavioural evidence of a candidate’s capabilities objectively against pre-defined, agreed 
criteria. They record what candidates do and say. In a final ‘wash-up’ meeting the panel 
of assessors integrate and discuss the data they have gathered, and award total scores 
for each candidate. These multiple judgments by trained assessors elicit a more 
rounded, richer picture than it is possible to achieve through CVs, applications, 
biographical interviews and degree results alone. Information about candidates obtained 
across a range of scenarios gives a more accurate, unbiased and balanced assessment of 
suitability – matching the candidate’s profile to the demands of the job role. 

ACs typically last for one or two days. They may be held on employers’ premises, or at 
a hotel or conference centre. Best practice in ACs dictates that the environment should 
be structured and formal but friendly and welcoming, allowing all candidates an equal 
chance to perform at their best on multiple dimensions. They are not competing against 
each other, so several candidates can be observed together to see if any - or none - of 
them measure up against the job-related criteria. Despite the considerable costs, time 
and effort involved, employers find - and research shows - that an AC significantly 
reduces the risk of a selection mistake (AGR 2008b; Hunter & Hunter, 1984). 

The most common ‘tests’ used in graduate ACs are interviews, group discussions and 
ability tests. According to AGR’s Graduate Assessment Centre Usage Survey 2006, 
77% of graduate recruiters use group discussion exercises, and these have remained 
consistently the most popular AC exercise since their initial survey in 1993. Also 
popular are in-tray/e-tray and written exercises, business case studies, group and/or
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individual presentations, role-plays and questionnaires (e.g. on personality, motivation 
or values). Table 1 summarises AC activities and the competencies sought. 

Table 1: Typical AC activities and competencies sought (from Kumar, 2009) 

Transferring AC concepts from workplace to academia 

An excellent and powerful way of demonstrating the connections and creating shared 
understanding of these broader key attributes is to make them visible and
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comprehensible by viewing the Assessment Centre Video (available in DVD format: 
AGCAS, 2000; updated 2009). The DVD shows graduate recruiters briefing and 
assessing a range of typical tasks set up to assess applicants for general management 
positions open to graduates of any discipline. This viewing is therefore relevant for a 
whole range of different subject areas and for creating shared understanding around the 
generic aspects of employability. The criteria employers use become transparent as their 
discussions about the candidates bring to life the professional behaviours they are 
looking for through typical AC testing techniques such as group discussion, 
presentations, interviews and social situations. 

In order to encourage deeper engagement, in sessions with staff I asked them to draw 
out answers to the following questions while viewing the DVD: 

What AC activities do you see being observed and assessed? 
What skills (behavioural competencies) do recruiters look for? Describe these as explicitly as you 
can. (A summary of the activities and competencies shown in the DVD was drawn 
up in collaboration with staff at this point, as represented in Table 1). 

• How do employers assess these? What criteria do they use? 
• Which of these behavioural competencies 

 are similar to those needed for effective learning? 
 are important and relevant for students to develop? 
 are already being developed in the curriculum? 
 need to be enhanced because there is a shortfall? 

The DVD was thus used as a trigger for discussions, and I punctuated these with 
topical information from employer surveys. For example: 

• 86% of employers consider good communication skills to be 
important, yet many employers are dissatisfied that graduates 
can express themselves effectively. 

• ‘Soft’ skills such as team working are also vital and even more 
important than most ‘hard’ skills, although numeracy and 
literacy skills are considered essential by 70% of employers 
(Archer & Davison, 2008). 

The performance behaviours that employers are looking for (see right-hand column of 
Table 1) are those that students need to develop and graduate applicants need to 
possess. For tutors this column implicitly contains a variety of competencies that can be 
promoted to students as desirable learning goals which encompass the behaviours, 
skills, attributes and attitudes students essentially need not only for entry to 
employment but also for success in general. However this is only effective if tutors 
perceive that AC approaches can be supportive of learning and are not inimical to 
academic practice. Basically both educators and employers seek effective learners and 
workers: individuals who are well-rounded, self-managed and confident, with ability to 
communicate in context, build effective relationships, retrieve, use and analyse relevant
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information to make decisions and solve problems, maintain motivation to learn and 
achieve desired results. 

Many staff at our University see that fostering these generically effective attributes 
should help to improve knowledge gains and to address a key challenge and need: to 
develop mature and professional conduct in students, and to move them gradually from 
student to graduate to professional identity. ACs can therefore provide a major focus 
and integrated rationale for both educational and employability gains. A curriculum 
designed for this dual purpose is seen to be beneficial, but the difficulty of replicating 
AC tasks and methods in normal classrooms needs to be considered. It was clear that 
staff could not be expected to have the expertise, inclination, time and resources to 
directly replicate employers’ recruitment methods as high-stakes assessed activities in 
order to test students. They also felt that testing students’ attributes without having set 
them up for success first was unfair. 

Academic staff in these sessions commented that the attributes in question were slow 
to develop and should be introduced early in any programme as low-stakes formative 
activities, and re-visited in a coherent manner throughout. Students’ courses should be 
punctuated by employability messages, practical experiences, opportunities to identify 
their strengths and personal qualities, and reflect on the implications of their self-beliefs 
and motivations. Throughout this process of development the competencies assessed at 
ACs are particularly useful as behavioural frames of reference or end-goals. 

Questions were raised about: how to run AC-related activities for learning and 
improving, rather than simply as preparation for recruitment? How to create a 
motivating and challenging environment, but one that stretches learners out of their 
comfort zone into a safe-risk, supportive zone? How to enable students themselves to 
take ownership of skills-development? How to train them to give and receive specific – 
and even critical – feedback while still enhancing each individual’s confidence and self- 
efficacy beliefs? 

Some staff have since addressed these issues (see examples below). Others felt some of 
their existing practice allowed for AC approaches to be tied in with minor adjustments, 
by linking how they teach with what they teach. Some learning, teaching and assessment 
approaches have then been adapted for students to experience tasks similar to AC-type 
activities, to understand, receive (and give) feedback against the behavioural descriptors 
and assessment criteria, and thus develop the competencies (see Table 1; Kumar, 2009). 

Case examples of AC‐type activity with students 

Example 1: Setting key competencies as learning goals 

In the first session of some first-year Personal, Professional and Academic 
Development modules, competencies were brought to life in an engaging and visual 
way by showing clips from the same ACs DVD mentioned above. To make skills
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outcomes, standards of behaviour and expected results visible as end-goals, and as an 
explicit focus of the module, students were asked to find answers through the DVD 
viewing to the following questions: 

• What are employers testing through each AC activity? 
• Describe the skills and knowledge applicants need to achieve 

success in these activities. 
• Discuss what you would need to do and develop in order to 

cope effectively with an AC. 

Then students and tutors together generated a written summary of activities and 
competencies (as in Table 1). Students were asked to write individual plans for self- 
development, thus encouraging them to take responsibility and set a direction of travel 
towards the competencies they needed to develop. They themselves perceived and 
articulated the relevance and importance of achieving the learning outcomes tutors had 
planned for them anyway, and tutors could then offer these as stepping stones towards 
students’ self-selected goals. 

This exercise is consistent with the first two of Covey’s Seven Habits of Highly 
Effective People – “Be proactive” and “Begin with the end in mind” (Covey, 1989; 2004). In 
the words of a Computing student, taken from his reflective blog: 

This helped us get a good insight into the actual skills requested by employers when 
looking for suitable candidates for roles. It was interesting to see how many different 
skills are expected of potential employees and that employers are looking for more 
rounded individuals instead of just those with only technical ability. I learnt about 
performance and mastery goals/skills which are both needed to become a rounded, 
multi-talented individual. I see myself more as a performance goal person so I am 
looking to develop and set myself more mastery goals. 

Perhaps ‘beginning with the end in mind’ may not represent an improved learning 
outcome in itself, but a raised awareness of requisite skills and personalised goal-setting 
towards achieving them is both a valuable learning goal and a learning outcome from 
this exercise. Having set a direction of travel, tutors and students could constructively 
align their shared perception of learning outcomes with objectives for each contact 
session, and develop skills incrementally through AC-related learning, teaching and 
assessment methods. Tutors on these modules designed a coherent, structured, 
supported sequence of experiential, interactive learning opportunities, discussions, self- 
reflective and psychometric audits related to the requisite competencies. Each session’s 
methods were agreed with students and presented as learning objectives constructively 
aligned with outcomes that are relevant for real-life learning and work. 

AC protocols implicitly correspond with many existing notions of best practice in HE. 
For example the educational principle of ‘constructive alignment’ (Biggs, 1996; 2003) 
stipulates that course design should start with identifying intended learning outcomes 
and then develop learning objectives and activities, teaching methods, assessment
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protocols and criteria that all fit together. This reflects the constructive alignment or 
close ‘fit’ between all aspects of ACs, which is a fundamental principle of their design. 
In HE such alignment is rare in relation to the assessment, development and 
verification of students’ wider attributes. In this respect lessons learned from AC 
approaches can be applied to improving and evaluating students’ skills outcomes 
through criteria aligned with formative, challenging developmental feedback and final 
summative assessments. The practical exercises that flow from these concepts help 
students to recognise the value and diversity of learning for a variety of relevant 
purposes. 

Example 2: Self‐assessment, peer observation and feedback aligned with AC‐ 
related criteria 

The self-audits associated with SOAR take their rationale from both ‘learnability’ and 
employability and are expressed in terms of behavioural competencies against which 
students can reflect and evaluate the extent to which they act in particular ways. For 
example, the one on Teamwork is central to appreciating one’s actions in relation to the 
values and requirements of working effectively with others and contributing positively 
to group projects. This and others are available in my book (Kumar, 2007) and some 
indicative examples are also downloadable from the book’s companion website 2 . 

For the AC project I created an audit for students to rate their effectiveness in AC- 
related interactions, particularly in group interactions and presentations (see Figure 2). 
To maximize learning gains from such tools it is important to use them as part of a 
process of development and within a mix of strategies. It is good practice to involve 
students in building up these perceptions of effective behaviours, and to discuss how 
they might be applied in different contexts – e.g. How are they effective in learning and/or in 
work? Why are the skills involved in group-work so important in today’s global economy? What are 
the consequences of not demonstrating these skills? They can be used as the basis for a learning 
contract, a springboard for reflection, self-assessment, peer-assessment, discussion and 
action planning. 

As you will see from Figure 3, each statement represents an ideal end-goal, and 
therefore implies a learning outcome, but students should be advised that it would be 
unrealistic to expect perfect behaviour all the time, in every situation! The purpose for 
students is not simply to come up with a score. They should identify their strengths and 
limitations; low ratings should be taken simply as raw material for self-development. 
Based on this, a personal action plan that identifies relevant opportunities and support 
can help to drive change towards improving their ratings. 

2 www.routledge.com/professional/978041542360-1/aboutbook.asp

http://www.routledge.com/professional/978041542360-1/aboutbook.asp
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Figure 3: Student self‐audit. Success at Assessment Centres (Kumar, 2009)
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Initially you might administer a self-audit for students to use as a diagnostic tool (time 
1), and return after a period of time to use it as an evaluative tool (time 2) – to see if any 
changes in outcomes have occurred between initial diagnosis and subsequent 
evaluation. If you ask the same student cohort to hand in copies of their self-ratings at 
both time 1 and time 2, this can be one way of collecting quantitative data to explore 
patterns of change and exactly which ratings (learning outcomes) have improved over 
that time period. This data does need to be interpreted qualitatively too, within a mixed- 
methods approach to evaluating outcomes, because students’ ratings are simply claims 
unless they are substantiated by convincing real-life evidence. It is important to debrief 
and discuss the tool and the process in plenary. Have students challenge each other in 
pairs with the type of questions they might encounter in interviews, e.g. in this case: 
Where are you most (or least) effective in coping with AC activities? Tell me about your 
worst AC experience. What made it so bad? What did you do? What would you do 
differently now? 

Example 3: Designing skill‐development opportunities 

In another similar module, second year Business and Marketing students were briefed 
to view the ACs DVD, but in this case mainly to generate ideas for designing their own 
skills-development opportunities. Their assignment required them to design and run 
activities for each other that would enable them to: 

• develop the competencies they had viewed on the DVD; 
• observe and give useful feedback to develop each others’ 

skills. 

They were asked to record their reflections in e-portfolio assignments, based on the 
following prompts set by tutors: 

• How I would apply what I’ve learned to real-life situations? 
e.g. what I would do more/less of; what should I start/stop 
doing? 

• The tips I would give to my peers? 
• Questions or concerns I have about achieving the success 

factors. 
• Opportunities I intend to use to develop my employability. 

From discussion and students’ blogs it appeared that they developed a variety of skills 
through working with others in small groups, creative thinking in order to design 
activities, the communication skills involved in giving and receiving feedback 
constructively in order to improve. Other outcomes that were mentioned included the 
ability to discern effective behaviours from those that were unproductive, e.g. in areas 
such as time-management and collaborative learning.
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Students were surprised to discover the extent to which ‘opportunity’ is differentially 
available to each of them due to their varying assets and constraints, and that each 
displayed individual differences in reacting to real-life opportunities. They also realised 
they could – and indeed should – be proactive in creating personal development 
experiences – when opportunity doesn’t knock you have to build a door, as one student put it. 
There were many hidden variables that influenced their capacity and capability to take 
advantage of opportunities that might be realistically available to them, but each could 
develop coping strategies given the right type of support. They discovered their own 
capability to support and mentor each other. A student peer mentoring project is to be 
created, partly as a result of this experience. 

Example 4:  Creating a mock AC experience for final year students 

Psychology tutors have worked with Careers staff to design and deliver an AC Day for 
final year students. They are currently evaluating this intervention through an action 
research process (Chapter 14). The students are briefed and taken through a series of 
AC activities similar to those that they view on the AC DVD. They are helped to 
introduce themselves with impact (given the importance of making a positive first 
impression). The main aim of the AC Day, however, is to set up AC-type group work 
to improve team effectiveness. The ability to work effectively with others is high on the 
wish-list of almost every employer, and some form of group discussion or task is the 
most frequently assessed activity at ACs. Related to team effectiveness, communication 
skills are highly prized but often mentioned as a skill in which graduates fall short of 
expectation. 

Accordingly the main activity for Psychology students on the AC Day is a group task. 
They are given a complex unseen topic that requires them to discuss and retrieve 
relevant information in groups of four, and come to a consensus decision in 20 
minutes. Then they have 20 minutes to prepare a group presentation with individual 
verbal contributions. They are briefed to present a clear, concise, convincing case to 
support and justify their decision(s). 

Table 2 is administered as a self-audit, which students complete before they discuss 
their AC experience. This form can be adapted and used not only for self-assessment 
but also for observing, diagnosing, evaluating, giving feedback and improving 
competencies used in interviews, group discussions and presentations. It indicates the 
type of body language, interpersonal interactions and contributions that employers 
typically look for in candidates during AC activities. Staff use the same competency 
criteria against which to observe and assess these activities, and again as frames of 
reference when providing both group and individual feedback on the performance of 
students. After lunch students have an individual interview with a panel consisting of 
tutors and employers. Here they can discuss their own perceptions and ratings on the 
self-audit. 

Since tutors cannot be present in sufficient numbers to observe and assess each 
individual or group, students can learn to give specific, constructive feedback with
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sensitivity and consideration to help their peers improve. On the other hand, feedback 
should be received in the spirit that ‘it is better to be saved by criticism than ruined by 
praise.’ They should involve the recipient in feedback: What do you think went well? What 
didn’t? What did the participant do best? What one thing should he or she improve? These are 
valuable learning outcomes in themselves. 

All aspects of such an exercise – participating, observing, recording, assessing and 
giving feedback – develop valuable higher order competencies and professional 
attitudes. There have been insightful comments from participants in evaluating the 
benefits of such experiences. At the end of the Psychology AC day, students are asked 
to record what they had learned and how they would use the knowledge and skills 
gained. They were also asked: If you are given the opportunity to run an assessment 
centre day for other Psychology students would you do the same or differently? 

Typical answers to this question were: 

“I would like to do the same. It was very useful, my first time and the feedback was 
excellent.” 

“I think all Psychology students would greatly benefit from this experience. The 
opportunity to get feedback is invaluable. I think it was well run and managed. 
Thank you.” 

It is clear from this type of student evaluation that even the short, sharp exposure to 
AC tasks on a single day can have considerable benefits. 

Some reflections and future possibilities 

The demand from employers for personal and inter-personal effectiveness when 
working in teams chimes well with the fact that assessed group projects are increasingly 
being included in HE curricula. At the same time too much group work is unstructured 
and unfocused. There is much anecdotal evidence to suggest that students experience 
group work as dysfunctional, problematic or irrelevant. There is clearly a need to 
engage students in group work that will improve communication and team skills, both 
for immediate and future success in working with others. AC-related assessment of 
group activity is an excellent way of achieving this. 

Lessons have also been learned about the importance of creating the right psychological 
and physical environment for skills-development. Any worthwhile development 
requires participants to be brave in tackling challenging new tasks, as indicated from 
students’ comments: 

“All activities although scary were relevant and good.” 

“Presentations/interviews always push outside the comfort zones.”
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“I am still extremely nervous and lack confidence – but the experience will help me 
manage my nerves for the future.” 

Tutors acknowledge students’ fears, and foster positive attitudes in a learning 
environment where nobody is expected to be good at the tasks, so falling and failing is 
simply raw material for collaborating and supporting each other. Striving to achieve 
better outcomes each time is a matter of pride in itself. The strategy seems to have 
worked, as the vast majority of students reported enhanced confidence and motivation 
for self-development – even those who had not achieved good results. 

For AC-type group activities, the physical layout of the room needs to support the 
requirements for objective observation and providing confidential feedback, etc. Good 
practice in interviewing also calls for suitable rooms. Employers seem to protect the 
brand of their company and strive to make a good impression on all candidates – 
including the ones they reject – and educators need to do the same with all students. 

As the AC project has progressed it has become apparent that ACs can be used in 
different ways – from awareness-raising in the first year to real practice for 
development and recruitment purposes. Doing this changes – or rather diversifies – the 
role of a tutor and requires considerable management of the methodology and process, 
especially prior to the actual event. The point is that AC-related competencies and 
methods can add variety to – and enhance – an assessment regime in almost any 
curriculum, in the ways outlined in this chapter. 

Students may be required to develop such attributes and record their achievements in 
(e)-portfolios in any component of study at any level, but AC approaches are of greatest 
advantage to students as part of a coherent, structured and supported process of 
integrated personal, professional and academic development, as in SOARing to success. 
The ideal would be to leverage students’ skills-development outcomes at every level, 
enhancing not only subject knowledge and learning power, but key qualities and 
personal agency needed for graduate employability in its broadest sense. 

ACs activities may then provide a means for students to develop competencies 
throughout their programme, and feel that they are set up for success when they 
demonstrate these attributes for final summative accreditation, assessment and 
certification. One possibility to consider is to stop teaching for a week and run a 
dedicated ‘ACs week’ for final year students in order to value, capture and verify that 
richer picture of students’ achievements that is recommended by the Burgess Report 
(2007). A matrix listing the main competencies can be used to record and build up that 
picture incrementally, unit by unit and level by level - until it is finally used as a 
summative document to score and sign off a student’s final level of attainment. 

The idea of recording and verifying, using a matrix, reflects the type of evaluative 
assessment that is built up at an AC and finally scored through multiple assessors 
pooling their judgments on each candidate at a data integration meeting. The equivalent 
of this in academia would be the final Scheme or Exam Board meeting, where currently 
each student’s grades are signed off by tutors, and the degree award is decided. In
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addition, a collated assessment of skills outcomes would give a much richer and more 
diversified input to the final award decision. 

Conclusion 

Ideally students need to be given plenty of opportunity to build their Self-MAPs within 
a SOARing process – to discover and develop their unique possession and combination 
of behavioural competencies, interests, priorities and personal qualities, not only from 
engagement in the formal curriculum but also from extra-curricular and life-wide 
activities. They need to understand and articulate how they express these in real life, 
how they are perceived by others and how they might articulate and promote their Self- 
MAPs to suit the requirements of different situations. AC approaches can help to 
achieve this by: 

• making key competencies visible as effective behaviours and 
actions, learning goals or outcomes; 

• providing criteria that students can use to ‘measure’ and 
develop their own effectiveness, and also to support peers; 

• opening up broader perspectives and frames of reference for 
assessment and feedback that include self, peer, tutor and 
employer assessment for formative purposes; 

• helping participants to discover their limitations and 
development needs, and target for development those that 
they need in their chosen option or occupation. 

Staff who have been introduced to these approaches find them interesting and useful 
too, but are sometimes constrained by the practicalities and demands of 
implementation: the time and resources required, the change in their roles from 
‘teacher’ to ‘facilitator and guide’, getting to grips with the different methods of setting 
up activities and engaging students. Those staff who have used AC approaches are 
enthused by their potential to release the motivation and learning power of students. 
However there is plenty of scope to evaluate such interventions through robust action 
research, in the way that Psychology tutors are currently doing. If anyone reading this is 
implementing AC approaches, further discussion, evaluation, action research and 
comparison can improve our understanding of the effects such interventions might 
have in different contexts with different cohorts of students. We would welcome 
collaboration!
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Chapter 7 

Does CRe8 ‘Flow’? 

Sam Elkington 

Abstract 

The CRe8 curriculum framework aims to provide a curriculum which excites, motivates 
and engages students. This chapter applies the notion of ‘flow’ to CRe8 and its 
elements to explore whether CRe8 creates conditions likely to support and sustain 
‘flow’. Flow theory aims to identify and describe what occurs when an intrinsically 
motivated individual experiences deep enjoyment.  The hypothesis is that deep 
enjoyment in turn leads to deep learning. 

Keywords 

Flow; enjoyment; process-focussed learning.



105 

Introduction 

The introduction of the CRe8 curriculum framework in 2008 challenged those 
responsible for designing and facilitating learning opportunities at the university to 
provide a curriculum which (1) excites, motivates and engages students, (2) develops 
students as independent self-regulatory learners, and (3) prepares students for life 
beyond the university. For many this has been a journey of discovery and an 
opportunity to purposefully explore the potentialities of different approaches to how 
we work, for others it has left more questions than answers. At this time of change, this 
chapter explores the integrity of the CRe8 curriculum framework from the perspective 
of ‘Flow’, the term given to describe a deeply positive and enjoyable subjective 
experience. The chapter offers a systematic review of the five overarching and 
interrelated strands that comprise the CRe8 framework (namely: Personalised learning, 
Curriculum, Realistic learning, Employability, and Assessment) in light of the general 
principles of flow theory and discusses how adopting or at least considering flow in the 
context of the new CRe8 framework could be potentially beneficial to the lecturer’s 
quality of experience as well as the student’s, thus challenging the reader to ask ‘what 
can CRe8 do for me? 

What is Flow? 

The term flow was first articulated by the Humanistic Psychologist Csikszentmihalyi 
(pronounced chick-sent-me-hi-ee) at the beginning of the 1970s. Originally developed 
on the basis of Csikszentmihalyi’s (1975/2000) pioneering empirical studies regarding 
the experiences of a variety of groups engaged in their best leisure (i.e. rock climbers, 
basketball players, recreational dancers, chess masters) and work (i.e. artists, surgeons), 
flow theory primarily aims to identify and describe what occurs when an intrinsically 
motivated individual experiences deep enjoyment. The term ‘Flow’ is a metaphor for a 
process: 

In which action follows upon action according to an internal logic which seems to 
need no conscious intervention on our part. We experience it as a unified experience 
flowing from one moment to the next, in which we feel in control of our actions, 
and in which there is little distinction between self and environment, between 
stimulus and response, or between past, present and future. (Csikszentmihalyi, 
1991:36) 

The flow model has evolved in the thirty years since the theory’s conception to show 
the flow experience to be a vehicle for personal creativity and growth through the 
development of competence within subjectively meaningful tasks/activities. In this time 
the flow model has been extensively developed and utilised leading to the evolvement 
of a substantial body of literature explicating the experiential composition of flow. Flow 
is an ‘autotelic’ experience, or the sensation that comes with the enacting of intrinsically 
rewarding activity (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997a). All flow-producing activities contain this
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vital ingredient, that is, it is an end in itself (Csikszentmihalyi, 1993). An autotelic 
activity or state is one that strongly associates with intrinsically motivated behaviour 
(Guastello et al., 1999), what differentiates it is that ‘when the experience is autotelic, 
the person is paying attention to the activity for its own sake, when it is not the 
attention is focused on its consequences’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 1992:67). 
Csikszentmihalyi’s work has unearthed eight components of this experience: First, the 
experience usually occurs when an individual is confronted with a task which they have 
a realistic chance of completing. Second, that individual must be able to concentrate on 
what it is that needs to be done in relation to the completion of that task. Third and 
fourth, the requisite concentration is made possible because the task undertaken 
contains clear goals and provides near immediate feedback. Fifth and sixth, the 
individual acts with a deep yet effortless involvement that eliminates from conscious 
awareness the concerns of daily life, allowing them to exercise a sense of control over 
their actions. Seventh, as a consequence of this involvement the concerns for self fade, 
though re-emerge as both stronger and more complex after the experience is over. And, 
finally, the subjective sense of time is altered. In the event that the activity is 
characterised by a combination of these components, it is experienced as worth doing 
for its own sake; the experience is said to become autotelic (Csikszentmihalyi, 1993:178- 
179). 

In a later text, Csikszentmihalyi (2003:42-56) moved to subdivide these eight 
components into two distinct sets: (1) the conditions of flow; and (2) the characteristics 
of flow.  ‘Conditions’ refer to the prerequisite elements present in certain circumstances 
and environments that are assumed to be conducive to flow experiences. 
‘Characteristics’, on the other hand, refer to the experiential nature of the flow 
phenomenon itself, that is, what people ‘feel’ while in flow. Distinguishing between the 
conditions and characteristics of flow has proven useful for optimising the applicational 
scope of the flow framework (Csikszentmihlayi, 2003). For the convenience of the 
reader, the conditions and characteristics of flow are presented in Table 1. 

Conditions  Characteristics 

Autotelic 
A balance between opportunity and capacity 
Goals are clear 
Immediate feedback 

The present is what matters 
Concentration deepens 
Control is no problem 
A loss of sense of self 
Sense of time is altered 

Table 1: The Conditions and Characteristics of Flow 

A flow state of mind is achieved when a person perceives a balance between the 
opportunities (challenges) associated with a situation and their capabilities (skills) to 
accomplish or meet those challenges. This condition is reminiscent of the concept of 
optimal arousal (Berlyne, 1960; Hunter, 1965), but differs from it in highlighting the 
fact that what counts at the phenomenological level is the perception of the demands 
and abilities, not recognising their actual presence. It is important at this juncture to 
clarify that an activity need not be one demanding physical involvement nor need the
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skill needed to engage in the activity be one of physical orientation (Csikszentmihalyi, 
1990; 1992). The association between enjoyable subjective experience and high skill and 
challenge has been found in varied arenas of application, including education (Carli et 
al., 1988; Csikszentmihalyi, 1997b; Montea and Csikszentmihalyi, 1996) and competitive 
(Jackson, 1992, Jackson and Roberts, 1992; Jackson and Csikszentmihalyi, 1999; Stein et 
al., 1995), recreational (Catley and Duda, 1997) and high-risk sports (Jones et al., 2003; 
Haywood, 2006; 1994; Stranger, 1999) and business management (Csikszentmihalyi, 
2003). Flow can thus be seen to involve particular characteristics creating a very 
positive state of consciousness and leading to a deeply enjoyable intrinsically motivating 
experience. However, although depiction of flow, in terms of ‘what it is’, seems straight 
forward, it is actually quite complex, for though every activity might engender it, an 
activity cannot sustain it for long unless both challenges and skills become more 
complex. In his research, Csikszentmihalyi has found such progressive complexity to be 
key to every flow activity in that it provides a sense of discovery, pushing the individual 
to ever-higher levels of performance (see Csikszentmihalyi, 1985). The developmental 
significance of this inner-dynamic has been a central feature in flow’s evolution as both 
model and framework. Csikszentmihalyi (1975/2000) summarised the features and 
operations of early flow theory in a simple “channel” model. The model (outlined in 
Figure 1) uses the ratio of challenge to skill to predict four experiential states: Flow, 
Anxiety, Apathy and Boredom. 

Figure 1: The Four‐channel Flow Model (Adapted from Jones et al., 2003:20) 
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This model is based upon the axiom that, at any moment in time, people are aware of a 
myriad number of opportunities which challenge them to act. At the same time, they 
are also aware of their skills, that is, of their capacity to cope with the demands of the 
imposing situation. A flow state is typically characterised by the matching of challenges 
and skills greater than the respondent’s average; this balance, however, is intrinsically 
fragile. When challenges are perceived to be greater than the respondent’s average with 
individual skill perceived as being less than is required, the individual will enter a state 
of ‘Anxiety’. Low environmental challenge matched with low individual skill is likely to 
elicit a state of ‘Apathy’. On the other hand, when challenges are perceived to be below 
average, with individual skill level perceived as greater than required, individuals tend to 
enter a state of ‘Boredom’ (LeFevre, 1988). 

Csikszentmihalyi’s research has indicated that there are certain activities that tend to 
elicit the flow state more efficiently and freely than others, such activities as making 
music, rock climbing, dancing, sailing, reading, and chess (Csikszentmihalyi, 1992; 
2000). What makes these activities so conducive to the flow experience is that their 
structural design makes an optimal state of consciousness easier to achieve. They 
facilitate concentration and individual involvement by making an activity as distinct as 
possible from the ‘paramount reality’ of everyday life (Csikszentmihalyi, 2003). Such 
flow activities have as their primary function the provision of enjoyment for those 
involved. Due to the manner in which they are constructed, they aid participants in 
achieving an ordered state of mind that is highly rewarding within and of itself. The 
remainder of this chapter explores extent to which the above conditions of flow are 
actively present in the CRe8 curriculum framework and if not how these might be 
facilitated to better encourage deeply enjoyable learning experiences. 

Seeking to capture the flow of CRe8 

The journey of CRe8, like the journey of flow is in the doing, a truism with which few 
could argue. The question is does this journey facilitate the kind of deeply positive, 
enjoyable experiences that brings about the kind of creative self-discovery that is the 
result of flow-related experience? In order to establish this let us now apply the known 
‘conditions’ of flow to the core strands and related dimensions of the CRe8 framework. 

The CRe8 framework emphasises learning as being fundamentally a ‘personal process’ 
(Chapter 1) and explicates the very real need to consider how those responsible for 
designing and facilitating learning opportunities in HE respond to and engage with the 
individual learning needs of students. The ‘personalised learning’ strand of the 
framework outlines the following dimensions: 

• Students understanding themselves 
• Students exploring their preferred learning styles 
• Acknowledging the diversity of students’ experiences 
• Aiding students in making sense of their own learning 

• Help students identify, build upon and apply their strengths
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Implicated within these dimensions is the need to provide a wide range of learning 
opportunities so as to engage the inevitable variance of individual student ability levels 
and learning preferences. In this regard, the CRe8 framework appears to acknowledge, 
though perhaps indirectly, the significance of matching the challenges presented by a 
learning environment relative to the skill level of individual students. Implicit still 
further is the requisite need for students to become self-aware and understand the 
significance of their own learning experiences. Prerequisite to this, however, is the need 
for learning activities to have both clearly structured goals and unambiguous feedback. 
The aim here needs to be to encourage an internal standard of what is effective, 
enjoyable and personally meaningful learning – students will then be able to persevere 
even without formal external recognition (i.e. tutor praise or grade). In creative activities 
often the goals and the feedback are not clear and individuals must learn to produce 
these conditions themselves. The ultimate gift you can give a student, claims 
Csikszentmihalyi (1997b), is to show them how to develop their own goals and respond 
to their own feedback – ‘that is when they become autonomous learners; that is when 
they become free from the system that administers rewards’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 
1997:23). This is clearly analogous with elements of CRe8 and the SOAR process. 
Developing an internalised system of learning is to become less dependent on external 
provision and more independent (autonomous) as a learner, aligning with the second of 
CRe8’s overarching aims outlined in the introduction to this chapter. 

As outlined by Mark Atlay in Chapter 1, CRe8 is representative of a ‘curriculum 
framework’ that shifts emphasis away from the traditional focus of structure and 
content of learning activities and programmes on to the student experience of the 
broader learning process. This curriculum strand consists of the following dimensions: 

• Understanding students 
• Providing an open and transparent curriculum 

• Supporting key transition points 
• Providing a scaffolded curriculum 

• Focusing on the act of learning as a process 
• Using technology appropriately to support and enhance 

learning 

The need to support progressive individual student development through a clear (open) 
and self-evident (transparent) goal-structure is apparent in each of these curriculum- 
related dimensions as is the need for feedback as each individual student progresses 
through the learning process.  However, here lies part of the problem when trying to 
operationalise the flow state, that is, whilst flow experiences are reported to occur 
within sequences of activities that are goal-directed, Csikszentmihalyi (2000) 
acknowledges that, empirically, there are clear limitations tied to the flow framework; 
the problem being that experiencing a state of flow does not turn entirely on the 
objective nature of the challenges present or on the objective level of skills possessed. 
Flow is seen as a positive mindset, wholly dependent upon the individual’s ‘perception’
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of what the challenges and skills are and whether they are matched favourably; 
translating into highly subjective thresholds for experiencing flow. 

CRe8 is faced with a similar problematic issue since each individual will undoubtedly 
follow his/her own subjective learning trajectory, translating, over time, into highly 
personalised learning journeys. The challenge in both cases is to build the sorts of 
learning environment that offer a wide variety of potential opportunities so as to allow 
students to seek out appropriate challenges commensurate to their ability level in a 
particular area of study. However, whereas CRe8 would have us focus attention on to 
‘learning as a process’, making explicit the links between levels, units and activities in 
what is a ‘process-view’ of learning, flow offers a ‘process-focus’, achieved only when 
all of an individual’s focus is invested in the immediately engaged activity so as to 
channel attention on to the ‘here-and-now’ and better facilitate the intense activity- 
involvement and deep sense of enjoyment characteristic of the flow state. From a flow 
perspective then, activity and structure cannot be overlooked in favour of articulating 
some broader experiential process. Rather it could be argued that ‘process-view’ and 
‘process-focus’ are inextricably linked and need to be equally considered for either to be 
effective; combining as one in the total act of experiencing flow and the realisation of 
deeply enjoyable learning experiences. 

A further strand in the CRe8 framework sets out that the student learning experience 
must be realistically conceived incorporating the following dimensions: 

• Individually meaningful 
• Active 

• Challenging 

• Reflective 

• Collaborative 

It is evident in both the CRe8 and flow frameworks that experience, learning or 
otherwise, only becomes individually meaningful to the person if they are encouraged 
to actively engage in its unfolding and, perhaps more importantly, whether it is deemed 
individually (and developmentally) challenging enough. The flow model is useful in 
understanding this point since it is important to keep in mind that the dynamic 
relationship shared between perceived challenge and perceived skill level can push 
individuals into a number of experiential states other than a state of flow (high 
challenge/high skill). For instance, as mastery of a given learning situation, topic or task 
is realised, the challenge recedes and, as the theory goes, the individual’s abilities level 
with or overtake that required to meet the complexity of the task at hand. At this point, 
boredom begins to enter the affective state and flow experience no longer prevails, 
thus: 

To remain in flow, one must increase the complexity of the activity by developing 
new skills and taking on new challenges… This inner dynamic of the flow 
experience is what drives the self to higher and higher levels of complexity. It is
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because of this spiralling complexity that people describe flow as a process of 
‘discovering something new’… Flow forces people to stretch themselves, to always 
take on another challenge, to improve on their abilities. (Csikszentmihalyi and 
Csikszentmihalyi, 1988:261) 

Phenomenologically speaking, providing the opportunity to reflect on and make sense 
of experiences both inwardly and collaboratively with significant others is fundamental 
to any act of learning, since it is only in reflective experience that attempts are made to 
describe or explain what has been experienced (Spinelli, 1992; van Manen, 1998). 
Reflective experience turns on the notion of time and requires a structured system of 
communication (van Manen, 1998). It is from here that individuals are able to 
formulate meaning and begin to understand the significance of what was experienced. 
Csikszentmihalyi acknowledges the determinant role of reflection in the process of 
experiencing flow stating that ‘realisation and elaboration take place only when the 
action has ceased: where there is opportunity to solidify the experience through 
reflection’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 2000:47). Following a flow episode the organisation of the 
self is more complex than before, it is in these instances that the self is said to grow. 
The awareness of self that follows a flow experience often includes recognition of 
enhanced and extended skills and a broader reach of understanding and mastery 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1988). The sense of an enlarged and more complex self reinforces 
the intrinsic motivation and related behaviours that brought it about in the first place, 
thus cultivating positive behavioural repertoires to be repeated during future 
participation. 

Furthering the complexity of the self is a product of two broad-ranging psychological 
processes that in combination shape our (inner and social) character: Differentiation 
and Integration (Csikszentmihalyi, 1992). The process of ‘Differentiation’ is 
characterised by a movement forwards, toward uniqueness, separating one individual 
from another. ‘Integration’, on the other hand, is the opposite: a union with others, 
with ideas and entities beyond the boundaries of the self. A complex self is one that 
succeeds in combining these two processes (Csikszentmihalyi, 1992). The well-ordered 
mind that follows a state of deep concentration helps to integrate the self. However, it 
is only when an individual invests equal amounts of psychic energy in these two 
processes, avoiding the lure of selfishness and conformity that the self is likely to 
proceed to higher planes of complexity. Csikszentmihalyi has observed that ‘so 
enjoyable and rewarding are these instances of personal growth and development, 
individuals will redouble their efforts to experience it again; this is the way the self 
grows’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 1992:41). The phenomenology of flow suggests that ‘the 
reason why we enjoy a particular activity is not because such pleasure has been 
previously programmed in our nervous system, but because of something discovered as 
a result of some interaction’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990:189). 

Experiencing flow is thus a motivational force for expansion in relation to an 
individual’s goal and interest structure, as well as for the growth of skills in relation to 
existing interests (Csikszentmihalyi and Nakamura, 2002). It is in this fashion that 
Csikszentmihalyi’s flow framework has evolved as a way to explain the human 
characteristic of endeavour as the tendency to seek out personally challenging situations
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that are repeatedly at the limits of individual capability (Fewtrell and O’Connor, 1995). 
The potentiation of the inner dynamic of flow is thus considered in light of its import 
for individual growth and development and, as such, the association between enjoyable 
subjective experience and high skill and challenge should be deemed a central 
consideration for a curriculum framework which aims to provide a curriculum which 
excites, motivates, and engages students as CRe8 does. 

The CRe8 framework outlines ‘employability’ as another of its core strands, taken to 
include the following dimensions: 

• Systematic subject knowledge and understanding 

• Vocational relevance and applicability 

• A career orientation 

• Personal skills, attributes and independence 

• Contextualisation 

• A sound value-base 

More so today than ever before, students enter into higher education with relatively 
clear ideas as to what it is they want to get out of their university experience, 
accentuating the now familiar notion of students as consumers (see Deena Ingham, 
Chapter 3). However, whilst these goals may be clear (to some), they are far too remote 
to bring about the kind of activity-involvement that is likely to lead to the deeply 
enjoyable learning that accompanies flow. Whilst the CRe8 framework encourages 
previously lacking ‘joined-up-thinking’ in relation to the career goals of students, it is 
the role of the lecturer to first bring these goals alive moment by moment at the 
situated level of learning so as to encourage a ‘process-focus’, shifting attention (in the 
short-term) away from the overall goal of gaining employment, on to learning to enjoy 
the journey of getting there. 

Effective ‘assessment’ forms the final strand of the CRe8 framework. There is no 
doubting the importance of assessment; it is at the heart of the student learning 
experience (Brown and Knight, 1994). Assessment, suggests Ramsden (1992), is the 
curriculum from the student’s perspective. George Brown and his colleagues add, 
‘assessment defines what students regard as important, how they spend their time and 
how they come to see themselves as students and then graduates. Students take their 
cues from what is assessed rather than what lecturers assert as important’ (Brown et al., 
1994:7). Put more colloquially, if you want to change student learning, change how you 
assess them. The indicative dimensions of CRe8’s assessment strand reflect this view: 

• Assessment strategies that both test and build upon student 
knowledge and skills 

• Students developing self-regulatory learning behaviour 
• Providing detailed assessment briefs 
• Students having focused, meaningful, and timely feedback
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• Using the outcome of the assessment to inform future 
learning 

How and when to assess are central pedagogic considerations in designing any learning 
environment, representing the main evaluative tool for teaching staff on the one hand 
and arguably the principle motivational component for students on the other. From a 
flow perspective, the assessment-related dimensions of CRe8 appear to resonate with 
the previously stated conditions for flow. For instance, developing assessment strategies 
which focus on developing students’ wider attributes and skills as well as testing current 
knowledge and understanding resonates strongly with the challenge-skill balance 
necessary for flow. By providing detailed assessment briefs which clearly articulate the 
task and related expectations students are provided with clear goals on which to focus 
their attention and channel their effort. Furthermore, by providing students with 
focused, meaningful and timely feedback using self and peer-assessment against agreed 
assessment criteria, students are encouraged to develop self-regulatory behaviours and 
become more independent learners. 

In related research, Lawrence and Gammon (2004) provided some interesting 
reflections on pedagogic research, applying flow theory in a higher education setting, 
more specifically, in the designing and implementation of flow-based assessment 
strategies. They found that the experience of adopting or at least considering flow was 
beneficial to the lecturer as well as to the student with evidence suggesting that the 
introduction of flow can impact positively upon student and lecturer assessment 
strategies. Lawrence and Gammon developed a model for promoting “flow” in in- 
course assessment design and review (Figure 2). A learning outcomes approach to 
assessment design is an accepted and expected practice within the CRe8 framework. 
Race (2001:21) notes that ‘well-expressed statements of intended learning outcomes 
help students to identify their own targets, and work systematically towards 
demonstrating their achievement of these targets.’ Novice and experienced teaching 
staff should always revisit learning outcomes [1] to establish that they are still relevant, 
up-to-date and achievable. For instance, are they congruent with unit and course 
content and aims? Related to the skill-challenge element of flow, are the learning 
outcomes appropriate for the level being studied at by the student, for example, level 1 
compared to level 3 and level 3 to postgraduate? From a student perspective, students 
should be invited to consider the links between assessment and the learning outcomes 
of the unit. It is important to ascertain whether the current assessment [2] is still the 
most effective way for students to meet the agreed learning outcomes. The choice of 
assessment will obviously become more of an issue should the learning outcomes be 
added to and/or changed. Lecturers should consider what skills the students are more 
likely to have and what skills they will need [3]. They should consider whether the 
challenge (which could represent a question or problem, or time or word limit) is 
neither too simple (low=boredom) or well beyond the capabilities of the students 
(high=anxiety). Maintaining an appropriate balance between skills and challenges is an 
ongoing process that ultimately determines whether enjoyment features in the activity 
or task (Csikszentmihalyi and Jackson, 1999).
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Figure 2: Model for promoting flow in in‐course assessment design and review (Adapted from 
Gammon and Lawrence, 2004:31) 

When preparing the assessment brief [4], where possible students should be given the 
impression that there is an element of choice within the assessment process, creating a 
more positive (autotelic) experience. In an assessment context, this could be achieved 
by building in question or case study choices, or by highlighting that there are different 
approaches to successfully completing the assessment. This can create feelings of 
ownership of the task, interest, enjoyment, and lead to greater motivation to achieve. 
The timing and nature of revealing the assessment brief must be carefully considered 
[5]. Revealing assessment details too early or late in a programme of work, note 
Lawrence and Gammon, can generate anxiety amongst students, as they may perceive 
they do not have skills to meet the challenge presented. Revealing the nature of the 
assessment(s), e.g. essay or group presentation at the beginning of a programme of 
work not only helps to inform the students but also prepare them without pushing too 
much information on to students. When the details are revealed, it is important that 
time is taken to explain all aspects of the brief and that disseminated material is clear 
about what is expected of the students. Pre-hand-in feedback [6] can be achieved by 
encouraging the student to reflect upon how well they are developing during the 
assessment process, for instance, checking progress against assessment criteria. 
However, pre-feedback is not intended as pre-marking and should be used as a 
formative tool to inform students of their progress during assessment. Conversely, 
whilst post-hand-in feedback [7] should include a grade, this must be complimented by 
effective, informative written and/or verbal feedback that clearly identifies where marks 
were gained and lost. 
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This final phase of the model encourages lecturers to reflect [8] on their own practice 
with a view to improving it so as to enhance the quality of the student experience. 
Gammon and Lawrence observe that it is becoming more common practice for module 
coordinators to reflect on how well a particular programme of work has run in the form 
of a written summary. Such written summaries often include details on how the 
assessment(s) ran including grading and whether the chosen nature and style of the 
assessment was best suited to meeting the identified learning outcomes. Further focus 
for reflection might include how the chosen assessment was received by the students 
and whether there were any concerns in the skill acquisition of the students (Gammon 
and Lawrence, 2004). Information gained through this reflective phase must then be 
acted upon when assessment(s) are repeated. 

Whilst the model outlined above originated in the design and review of assessment 
practice, it retains a clear applicational scope that could potentially extend the principles 
of flow that are the focus of this chapter into other areas of academic practice directly 
influenced by the CRe8 framework. For instance, a similar model and process might be 
used to focus attention on to high levels of involvement in learning situations at the 
situated level (i.e. lectures, assessments etc.) and the identification and exploration of 
the conditions and features of related activities more broadly (i.e. unit and course 
design) to shape and develop practice in relation to the principles of flow so as to be 
able to set the scene for the kind of deeply involving and enjoyable self-discovery that is 
characteristic of flow and a ‘process-focus’ approach to learning. 

Concluding Remarks 

CRe8 has been shown to share a clear theoretical affinity with the known conditions of 
flow, providing a basis for involvement and intrinsic motivation for those involved, at 
the same time promoting intentional effort toward defined personal goals and skill 
acquisition that gives a clear sense of how well the individual is progressing. Activities 
that require such commitment and investment of personal effort provide opportunities 
to maintain and further develop the sense of competence that would allow students to 
more regularly experience enjoyment and positive feelings about themselves and their 
learning. Adopting or at least considering flow in the context of the new CRe8 
framework could be potentially beneficial to the lecturer as well as to the student, 
allowing the opportunity to reappraise approaches to teaching and learning and 
instilling the confidence and motivation to be creative with new ideas that would make 
the job more enjoyable in what can be a relatively high pressure culture. Why do so 
many of us not trust more in our abilities as teachers? Why are so many of us unable to 
let go of the controlling tendencies of academic life and try new ideas and new 
approaches in our teaching? Whilst it is clear that the attitude of the individual lecturer 
is instrumental in this, flow teaches us that enjoyment is never far away. Indeed, the 
general principles of clarifying goals, providing feedback, matching challenges and skills, 
avoiding the kinds of distractions that interfere with concentration and involvement, 
and finding ways to expand control and freedom may already be present in much of 
what we do – it is through striving to continuously expand and hone our practice in 
relation to the these principles where true enjoyment is to be found and with it the
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achievement of the kind of lifelong passion for learning that should be the goal of all 
good teaching. 
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Chapter 8 

Welcoming Students Within The Academic Community: 
Research Informed Teaching (RiT), Students’ Research 
Skills And The Future Of Research Informed Learning 
(RiL) 

Petia Petrova 

Abstract 

In recent years within the UK HE sector considerable effort has been invested to bring 
teaching and research closer together (Jenkins et al., 2007). Over the last three years the 
University of Bedfordshire has also determinedly pursued such links. This chapter 
introduces the background to this agenda and shows how it has informed our practice. 
Four dimensions have been covered: we have worked towards enhancing staff 
engagement in ‘discovery’ research; promoting a holistic approach to academic practice 
within departments; scaffolding research skills within the curriculum; and engaging 
students in staff research. This chapter offers a reflection on the outcomes of this work, 
including our own research on staff and student conceptions and experiences of 
research. It ends with a vision for the future: creating an inclusive academic community 
which embraces all staff and students, regardless of levels of expertise, experience or 
research background through building bridges between departments, academics and 
students. 

Keywords 

Research skills; scholarly communities; research informed teaching.
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Introduction 

Considerable effort has taken place, within the UK HE sector, in recent years, to bring 
teaching and research (in its widest sense) closer together (Jenkins et al., 2007: 3). The 
University of Bedfordshire, has also determinedly pursued such links over the last three 
years. This work has been made possible by targeted Teaching Quality Enhancement 
Fund (TQEF) monies that the University received to support this agenda. Our work 
has been the result of a two way process of sharing ideas and informing practice 
between the Teaching and Learning Directorate 1 , and the CETL. This close working 
relationship means that the RiT work was inevitably informed by the CRe8 agenda and 
vice versa. 

Research is particularly closely related to the concept of realistic learning (see CRe8 
summary, Chapter 1), where the curriculum is underpinned by staff disciplinary 
research, and students’ learning experience of research are meaningful, active, 
challenging, reflective and collaborative. The idea of collaborative research communities 
has been a key pillar of our work. Enhancing the links between research and teaching 
can happen within or outside of curriculum boundaries or constraints, as long as there 
are sufficient opportunities for staff and students to work together as members of the 
academic community. We share Brew’s (2006) vision of scholarly knowledge building 
communities, where staff and students work together in cooperation and partnership 
with each other in the pursuit of knowledge. 

This chapter offers an overview of how theory has underpinned our work on 
enhancing the links between research and teaching. It is structured around our work at 
the level of the individual members of staff, at departmental and curriculum level, and 
at the level of the wider research community. Each section ends with a reflection of 
how our experiences from this work, over the last three years (2007-9), are informing 
our plans for the future. 

Working with staff 

The evidence about a positive link between good quality research and teaching is 
contested. Indeed, a substantial body of evidence now exists which suggests that the 
“relationship between teaching quality and research productivity is much more elusive 
than the conventional wisdom would suggest" (Griffiths, 2004: 710). For example, 
Jenkins (2004) argues that studies which have found a link between good-quality 
research and good-quality teaching, ignore the fact that departments with good quality 
research are often better resourced, and that examples of high Teaching Quality 
Assessment (TQA) scores in departments with low Research Assessment Exercise 
(RAE) scorers are often overlooked. Indeed, the meta-analysis of the research evidence 

1 This is the body within which I am based, so any work done as part of the Teaching and Learning 
Directorate, is referred to as ‘we’ in this paper, while personal views and opinions are expressed with I. I 
am responsible for leading this agenda.



121 

on the link between teaching quality and research quality conducted by Hattie and 
Marsh in 1996 shows that there is no proven link between research and teaching quality 
(Jenkins, 2004). Unfortunately, their recommendations that the link between teaching 
and research should therefore not be taken for granted, and that steps should be taken 
to encourage it, have often been ignored (Griffiths, 2004, Jenkins, 2004). The 
Government interpretations of this study has been that, if the link between teaching 
and research is zero, then universities do not need to be engaged in research in order to 
deliver good-quality teaching. This argument underpinned their plans for formalising 
the segregation between research focused and teaching focused universities (Griffiths, 
2004; Jenkins, 2004). Consequently, deliberate policies of segregating staff with strong 
research profiles from those who are in the early stages of their academic careers (or 
who by choice or otherwise have focused the teaching aspect of their academic 
practice), have been observed within the UK HE sector, and indeed within the 
University of Bedfordshire. 

These trends have hindered the opportunities for students, as well as lecturers new to 
research, to benefit from the prominent researchers employed within their departments. 
This suggests that (a) the link between teaching and research should not be taken for 
granted and that instead efforts should be made to encourage it (Jenkins et al., 2007); 
and (b) one does not need to be research active to deliver good quality teaching. In 
other words, there is no direct benefit to students’ learning experiences from employing 
prominent researchers. These benefits need to be explicitly pursued. 

There are however, a number of disadvantages to students who are being taught by 
such researchers 2 . These include staff availability and over focusing on research while 
teaching becomes less important (Gibbs, 2002, Healey, 2005, Jenkins et al., 2007). This 
may limit dissertation supervision support, and lead to lecturers introducing exams 
instead of coursework to limit marking (Gibbs, 2002). Students may feel aggrieved that 
research should not take a priority, see it as separate from them, limiting their feeling of 
ownership and involvement in research (Healey, 2005). 

There are a number of possible benefits to students from being taught by staff engaged 
in primary research, for example courses are perceived to be up-to-date and stimulating 
(Jenkins et al., 2007; Johnes, 2006). Overall students value learning in a research-based 
environment (Jenkins et al., 2007), they feel the reflected glory of having prominent 
researchers teaching them and this increases the credibility of staff (Healey, 2005; 
Jenkins et al., 2007). Students find staff who are engaged in research more enthusiastic 
and interested in what the students are studying (Healey, 2005; Jenkins et al., 2007, 
Johnes, 2006). 

Although there are clear advantages of staff engaging in ‘discovery’ research, these 
advantages need to be maximised by avoiding segregation between research and 

2 The term being research active is deliberately not included here as we take a wide interpretation of this 
term as described by Griffiths (2004: 721). For detailed exploration of definitions of research, scholarship, 
and RiT, please refer to the RiT wiki at: 
http://breo.beds.ac.uk/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/cre8/_413286_1/RiT_Main_Page

http://breo.beds.ac.uk/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/cre8/_413286_1/RiT_Main_Page
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teaching staff, as well as by ensuring that being research active does not exempt staff 
from taking part in teaching, thus addressing some of the negative consequences of 
staff involvement in research. Meanwhile staff who wish to engage with research should 
be supported and encouraged to do so by more experienced researchers. Linking 
research and teaching can be beneficial not only to students but also to staff, for 
example it can bring about new insights into one’s research (Griffiths, 2004). 
Furthermore, “students projects can, for example, test the analytical frameworks that 
academic staff are developing, or provide the beginnings of comparative studies that 
can later be pursued more systematically” (Griffiths, 2004: 722). 

Having considered the above evidence, the University sought to: 

• Encourage staff to engage (further or deeper) with research – 
to ensure that the curricula is underpinned by research, and 
that students experience the positive effects of staff research 
activities. 

• Encourage staff to actively consider and enhance the links 
between their research and their teaching – to maximise the 
benefits and to create conditions which address some of the 
negative consequences discussed above. 

• Encourage staff to engage students in their own research as 
active participants. 

All staff were invited to apply for RiT funding (£5-25k per project). The funding was 
offered to address the three points outlined above. The process was designed as a 
supported developmental activity, where staff were given feedback throughout the 
drafting of their proposals, and at each stage of the selection process in order to give 
them the opportunity to develop their bidding expertise. Buying out staff from their 
teaching was seen to be against the intended ethos whereas employing students as 
research assistants sustained the community notion. Thirteen individual and team 
projects were funded. 

Many of the RiT projects, and departmental RiT plans, include setting up journal clubs, 
(re)establishing regular research seminars or workshops, collaborating with external 
partners, or setting up research groups and teams within the University. Journal clubs 
and seminar series were often difficult to ‘get off the ground’ 3 , but once established, 
they were found to provide an enjoyable and useful forum for both staff and students. 

The projects have also involved setting up external events, which enable University 
staff and students to meet with industry, or to exchange ideas and practices with wider 
academic communities. These events were found to be beneficial to students as well as 
to the staff involved. The projects have resulted in bridging the gap in cases where 
research and teaching have wandered far apart. High level researchers have themselves 

3 On the basis of staff reflections on their experiences I am developing a short step-by-step guide of best 
practice which will be available in due course on the staff web site.
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benefited from students’ engagement in research, and students involved in RiT projects 
have gone on to do a PhD, bridge disparate areas within a research institute and explore 
new avenues for research. Researchers reported being inspired by seeing how their 
research feeds into teaching and into students’ learning experiences. 

What becomes apparent from these accounts is the positive impact, not simply on 
encouraging staff research activities, but more importantly on student engagement, 
enthusiasm, achievement, and in some cases ‘ownership’ of the research. Some staff 
have found this surprising, and many intend to sustain aspects of their projects beyond 
the end of the funding 4 . Some intend to sustain the groups and communities which 
have been created as a result of these projects. Bridging gaps and forming communities 
is what appears to set these projects apart, the funding required it, and the nature of 
these project easily lend themselves to collaboration and engagement with colleagues, 
students and external partners. These benefits have all been encouraging, but they are 
the result of concerted efforts aimed at addressing doubts and preconceptions, doubts 
about the students’ willingness to engage and their ability to rise to the challenge. Yet 
the funding is now approaching its end, and doubts and preconceptions about how 
research can inform teaching and students’ learning experiences still exist. This funding 
scheme was designed to highlight the importance of bridging the research and teaching 
aspects of academic practice. However, to ensure a change of ethos within the 
University as a whole, a strategic engagement at departmental and institutional level was 
also needed. 

Working with departments 

An expectation that each department develop a statement about the link between 
research and teaching, as well as an action plan for fostering these links further, was 
built into the University’s Education Strategy (Atlay, 2008). The link between teaching 
and research is organised and resourced within departments, where disciplinary 
communities are based (Jenkins and Zetter, 2003), and where departmental 
interpretations of research and scholarship apply (Healey, 2005; Hounsell, 2002). Thus 
the link between research and teaching is greatly facilitated if it is recognized that 
teaching and research are complex and ‘contested categories’ which vary within 
faculties, types of inquiry, and disciplines (Griffiths, 2004; Healey, 2005; Hounsell, 
2002). Different interpretations of research have different impacts and relevance to 
teaching. For example, using the Boyer definition (Boyer, 1990) ‘scholarship of 
discovery’ has limited relevance to teaching, ‘scholarship of application’  is valuable to 
teaching, while ‘scholarship of integration’ is essential to teaching (Gibbs, 2002). As the 
interpretation of research and scholarship in different disciplines may vary, so will the 
relationship of research and scholarship to teaching and to the students’ learning 
experiences. 

4 Over the last six months many of the RiT Projects have come to an end and a set of reflective accounts 
from staff involved in these project have been completed. Therefore my views on the impacts from our 
work have been based on these accounts as well as through discussions with staff involved in these 
projects.
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Most departments chose to conduct a range of fact finding/auditing exercises to 
determine the existing links between staff research and the curriculum content. 
Departments were encouraged to explicitly consider a) the links between their staff 
research and the curriculum content, and b) where research and evaluation skills are 
taught and ensure that they are introduced, developed and practiced in a manner so that 
the students are fully prepared for their final year project/dissertation, as well as for the 
graduate labour market related to a specific discipline. In other words, that research 
skills are scaffolded (see the CRe8 brief for a definition of a scaffolded curriculum 
available on the CRe8 wiki, www.beds.ac.uk/cre8wiki ). 

The links between staff research and the curriculum content were explored at staff 
away-days, workshops, formal investigations (in the form of focus groups, interviews, 
etc.) conducted to facilitate the development of plans. Some departments included a 
formal mapping exercise of staff expertise against the curriculum as part of their action 
plan. 

Departments were encouraged to review the University of Bedfordshire Level 
Descriptors, examine the skills profiles outlined in CRe8, as well as those outlined in 
their subject benchmarks and relevant stakeholders requirements (e.g. the professional 
bodies). In reviewing these, departments were encouraged to look to: 

• Identify the research skills required of their graduates; 
• Identify areas where engaging with research activities could 

further develop other relevant skills and abilities; 
• Identify areas of knowledge and understanding which the 

graduate would need to develop, and consider areas whether 
active learning approaches might be better suited to 
developing this knowledge. 

Staff were encouraged to consider moving the focus of developing research skills away 
from the dissertation. The research skills taught in research methods units should be 
linked to, tested, tried out and developed throughout the curriculum. Research skills are 
seen to increase with practice (Healey, 2005), thus engaging with research early on will 
benefit greatly students research skills. “Students should be encouraged to apply research skills 
across units, to reinforce and strengthen their knowledge which in turn should enhance self-efficacy.” 
(Lane et al., 2004: 25). 

Staff then needed to assess current provision and where the research skills were 
introduced, taught and developed within the current curriculum; were some 
overemphasised while others overlooked (i.e. too many literature review assignments, 
and too few hands on experiments)? Skills mapping can be achieved by (Fraser et al., 
2007): 

• Interview-led discussions with course or unit leaders – these 
may provide a good in-depth information however can be 
resource intensive;

http://www.beds.ac.uk/cre8wiki
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• Open-ended question, where the respondents provide in- 
depth information – this approach requires, and is dependent 
on, respondents’ willingness to participate; 

• Matrixes of skills (tick-box questions) - these are dependent 
on the quality of the tool design. 

These approaches are all available to departments to use in mapping their research and 
evaluation skills provision. This in itself can facilitate not only reviewing skills 
provision, but also can facilitate communication with employers, as well as raise 
students’ awareness of the skills they are developing at university (Fraser et al., 2007). 

Following the above, departments with strong research profiles have chosen to 
encourage their staff to engage with teaching and learning, through becoming Fellows 
of the Higher Education Academy, engaging with the HEA subject centres, or other 
related activities. Other departments have included strategies to encourage staff 
research to ensure that the curriculum is underpinned by research. Most importantly 
this work has encouraged Heads of Departments to consider teaching and research as 
linked and interrelated activities. 

Curriculum design 

Linking research and teaching is key to ensuring the intellectual currency of courses 
(Jenkins et al., 2007) and research skills are key to what it means to be a graduate, as 
well as to a graduate’s employability (Healey, 2005; Johnes, 2006; Robertson and 
Blackler, 2006). This is particularly pertinent in the current world environment: 

The more complex and important the choices that are facing people daily, the more 
they need to have developed skills of critical analysis, gathering evidence, making 
judgements on a rational basis, and reflecting on what they are doing and why. 
These are the skills of inquiry. Inquiry is central to a super-complex society. Vital 
elements of a university education thus need to become focused on preparing 
students to solve a range of interconnected, frequently unforeseen problems which 
are going to continue through life, but especially when the student leaves university. 
(Brew, 2006: 13) 

CRe8 includes the concept of realistic learning, and the active engagement of students 
in the learning process. The assumption being that unless curricula are engaging 
students they will not develop as a result of their learning (Barnett and Coate, 2005). 
Barnett and Coate suggest that there are two types of engagement: (1) where students 
are given the opportunity to engage in a range of activities (such that will not be 
completed without engagement) and (2) where students are given space within the 
curricula to engage themselves. Providing such space enables students to become part 
of a learning community, stimulate creativity, and expose them to complexity (Barnett 
and Coate, 2005). They suggest that there are three strategies to creating the right 
attitude for engagement: students feel that the degree is worthwhile; that the curricula
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enables them to meet their own aspirations, and to feel positive towards themselves. If 
the parallel is made to creating the right attitudes for engagement with research, it can 
be argued that we need to convince students that research is relevant to their degree, to 
their career and personal aspirations. Furthermore, we need to enable students to feel 
confident and competent in their abilities to conduct research. 

CRe8 identifies research and evaluation skills as one of four ‘skills sets’ that the 
University expects all courses to emphasise. These skills are seen as central to our 
students’ learning and future employability. CRe8 gives an opportunity for course teams 
to review their current provision of research and evaluation skills, and design a strategy 
for embedding and scaffolding these skills within the curriculum. Course teams are 
expected to outline their overarching strategy to develop each of these skills in Course 
Information Forms (CIFs) and Unit Information Forms (UIFs). The benefit of 
embedding research in the curriculum is that, as with most skills, research skills increase 
with practice (Healey, 2005). 

An early part of my work was to conduct an overview of research methods (RM) 
provision within the curriculum. It revealed that within the University, research skills 
are often compartmentalised in research methods unit(s) and/or the final year project. 
In some subject areas, where research methods are delivered from Year 1 of the degree, 
these skills may be relatively well addressed. However in other areas, research methods 
provision may be limited to one Year 2 unit. Such provision may result in students not 
realising the importance of research methods until they actually start working on their 
final year project (Johnes, 2006), limiting the transfer of learning from the research 
methods provision to the dissertation/final project (Benson and Blackman, 2003). This 
review suggested that course teams may need to consider not only enhancing the 
existing research methods delivery, but also introducing other ways of developing and 
embedding research skills in the wider curriculum. The ultimate goal is to enable all 
students to experience mastery of research skills within their course (Lane et al., 2004). 

Course teams needed to decide on the research and evaluation skills ‘scaffold’. For 
example, degree courses with larger research methods provision may introduce and try 
out research skills within research methods units, and these may be further developed 
and assessed in other units. In courses where research methods provision does not 
allow this (time is available for general introduction to research methods only), research 
skills may be introduced, tested and tried out in other units. This will require tighter 
integration of the course curriculum, where students have a range of experiences of 
research (e.g. techniques, tools, analysis). Ideally students should be exposed to research 
from the first year at university by engaging in a wide range of activities (these may vary 
hugely within subject areas). In so doing, students need to understand why they are 
developing these skills and how they will be of value to them in the future. 

Through engaging with research, within the curriculum, students can further develop 
not only their research and evaluation skills, but also the other three skills sets outlined 
in CRe8. Research can help develop students’ communication skills, for example, 
engaging in activities such as data collection (e.g. interviews), and helps students 
develop their verbal communication skills and their listening skills. Research reports or
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other related activities helps students practice and enhance their writing skills. The 
ability to think critically is central to conducting good quality research. This includes 
engaging in tasks related to reviewing the literature, which may improve students’ 
information literacy. Engaging with research may in turn develop students’ time 
management and organisation skills, which have the potential to enhance their 
employability prospects (Healey, 2005, Johnes, 2006). Andrea Raiker (Chapter 10) 
shows that students need to develop time management skills to enable them to project 
manage the process of their dissertation. 

There are a number of further benefits for students engaging with research; it builds 
confidence, independent thinking and facilitates learning (Johnes, 2006). It is thus 
unfortunate that the final year project is the last piece of academic work students do. 
This limits the opportunities for students to benefit from feedback (formative rather 
than summative) on their research skills development. In order to make sure that all 
students benefit from the dissertation/final year project (not only those who are 
progressing to further study), students should be involved in smaller inquiry based 
learning projects early on in their degree (Johnes, 2006). This view was shared by staff 
and students engaged in our RiT evaluation activities. 

A number of workshops were conducted to explore with staff the concept of research 
informed teaching and how it can be reflected in curriculum design. Through this a 
framework for managing students’ experiences of research was developed. 

Students are often seen to go through the following stages in their experiences with 
research as shown in Figure 1. 

Fear and preconceptions: students may come to University with misleading preconceptions 
about research.  This is often accompanied by a fear of research. They find the prospect 
of doing research daunting and scary. Often, the language used by academics and 
researchers appears alien and distant to students. Therefore, the curriculum must 
provide opportunities for staff to deal with students’ preconceptions. Furthermore, 
students may not see the relevance of research. Students would need to be made aware 
of the importance of research to their learning, careers and to society in general. Following 
that, students’ understanding of the process of research must be developed. The curriculum 
must then develop students’ ability to conduct research. It will involve giving the 
opportunity for students to conduct some level of primary research, moving from a 
passive to an active engagement in research. Once this has been achieved, it is hoped 
that if students would have moved away from a state of fear towards the state of 
confidence in one's abilities, enjoyment of the research process, and ultimately to them 
identifying themselves with research and having a sense of ownership of the research they 
undertake as part of their studies, career and social life.
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Figure 1: Students’ experience of research 

The academic community 

Students need to be fully inducted into the culture and community of researchers. 
They need to develop a knowledge of what it is to engage in the subject in a 
research-based way, to understand the key issues and debates in the subject area and 
know what researchers in the subject do, in general and specifically. (Brew, 2006: 15) 

If we are to pursue Brew’s (2006) vision of scholarly knowledge building communities 
within the University, understanding and comparing how staff and students experience 
and conceptualise research is needed. The increased importance of research to 
academic practice (RAE etc.), focus on research informed teaching (Jenkins et al., 
2007), and the increased importance of research and evaluation skills to graduate 
careers (Barnett and Coate, 2005), indicate that such research is timely and relevant to 
ongoing debates in the literature. Capturing conceptions of research may also 
contribute to improving the teaching and learning of research skills (Bills, 2004; Brew, 
2001). We need to understand how we can address any differences and capitalise on any 
similarities, but ultimately how to create a culture, an appreciation and the conditions 
for open and inclusive knowledge building communities where staff and students work 
alongside each other as partners in the knowledge building process (Brew, 2006).
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As part of the RiT agenda, we engaged in our own research into RiT. This study 5  used 
a concept mapping approach (Kinchin and Hay, 2000) to explore the way research is 
experienced by staff and students as a phenomenon relevant (or otherwise) to their 
lives, careers, and personal development. 

Barnett and Coate (2005) note that a curriculum for engagement is built around the 
promotion of knowing, acting and being. Engagement "means that the student is 
investing herself in, whatever it is that she's doing.  There is a personal commitment to 
the task in hand... the task has been internalised, in students interior space. 
Engagement, then, is a relational concept: it indicates an identity, to a significant degree, 
between the student and the act of learning” (Barnett and Coate, 2005: 128). The 
findings from this study indicate that staff and students’ conceptions and experiences of 
research reflect Barnett and Coate’s (2005) three aspects of an engaging curriculum with 
a fourth aspect added – applying. 

In this context, knowing refers to the knowledge needed to design and conduct an 
experiment/study. Academics were aware of the unpredictability of the research 
process, and of research findings, and therefore of the need to be open to other 
perspectives. Students, noted that their lack knowledge often results in the need to seek 
advice from academics and peers on the focus and direction of research. Both groups 
referred to the research process as being messy, chaotic, often leading to frustration, 
failure, or indeed success. 

Acting here refers to the actual conducting of research. Barnett and Coate (2005) noted 
that knowledge is made meaningful “where it is experienced in different settings, where it becomes 
a resource for different forms of action”. Acting was seen to require not only knowledge of the 
research process and developed research skills, but also creativity, intellect, 
organisational skills; ability to deal with external factors, acquire and function with 
limited resources, compromise, etc. Characteristics such as patience, perseverance, 
motivation, engagement and interest were needed.  Students referred to facing 
difficulties with the research process, such as access to samples, and failing to achieve 
desired results. 

Being in this context refers to the person behind the research, their interest and 
inspiration, as well as personal ethos and life experiences, which had led them to 
explore this particular area of research. On the academics’ maps this was often linked to 
career drivers such as esteem and recognition. Students referred to research as an 
apprenticeship, which requires training and experiences, and develop abilities and skills. 
Both staff and students had experienced the positive side of research such as enjoyment 
and excitement and the negative challenges, requiring patience and perseverance. 
Compared to students, academics were more likely to feel ownership of their research, 
and to be aware of their motivation and drivers. 

5 Further information can be found in Petrova (2009, in print).
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Applying refers to seeing the applicability of their research to the wider world. The 
motivation for doing research for staff was often personal, yet with a firm focus on the 
outcomes, and the applicability of results. Most referred to the need for their research 
to contribute to improving a particular aspect of life – to be applicable to the wider 
world. Most students, on the other hand, did not see that their own research could have 
a relevance and application.  However, one of the students was particularly excited 
about her final year project, and she was the only one from the sample who felt that she 
had chosen a topic of importance, which affected people’s lives and was related to 
current economic and political discourse. She showed ownership of her research, while 
other students talked of compulsion and of the difficulties in sustaining interest and 
motivation. There is a clear correlation here with the MAP process within SOAR as 
described in Chapter 6 (Arti Kumar) and the motivational elements outlined in Chapter 
1 (Mark Atlay). 

Barnett and Coate (2005: 128) argue that student engagement indicates an identity 
between the student and the act of learning. Therefore, if students are to truly engage 
and identify with research, the curriculum should allow for students not only to actively 
experience research, but also to be given an opportunity, wherever possible, to pursue 
research which is relevant to them as individuals, with the depth and breadth of life 
experience, and personal ethos that they bring to university. Students should be allowed 
to identify as part of the academic community, and to see research as relevant to their 
motivations, aspirations, and themselves. 

In order to enable students to identify with the research community, to experience 
ownership of research, to see research as relevant to them, the idea of ‘junior research 
institutes’ (jRIs) has been suggested. jRIs provide an opportunity for students to be 
welcomed as part of the research community. This may take the form of a rite of 
passage for final year students about to engage with their dissertation/final year 
projects; a series of research workshops and events provided by the RIs and aimed 
specifically for students, or jRIs can be student-led, addressing student research 
interests and needs. Ultimately, the goal is to break down barriers in the way students 
are viewed, to bridge the links between different communities within the University and 
to change the culture, the ethos and the feel of what it is to work, study and live within 
the community of the University of Bedfordshire. 

A further outcome has been the linking between research and teaching at institutional 
level. The focus of the 2009 annual Teaching and Learning Symposium was on building 
learning communities. A community market place event was introduced within the 
Symposium to provide a forum where communities focussed on teaching and learning 
(such as the CETL) met with research communities (such as research institutes) and 
others, such as learning resources, knowledge hub etc. As a result, for 2010 the 
Symposium will merge with the Research Poster Exhibition into a Teaching, Learning 
and Research conference – the University of Bedfordshire Conference 2010: Bridging 
the Gaps.
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Conclusion 

Research and teaching are key aspects of academic practice. They are often found to 
compete with each other at the level of the individual, the department, the University, 
and indeed the HE sector as a whole. There is a need to bridge this divide. Research 
skills are key to what it means to be a graduate, yet they are often separated from 
students’ overall learning experience, they sit segregated within research methods units 
and the final year project. As a result, there is a need to bridge the link between 
research and teaching, as well as the link between research and learning. In order to do 
that, a vision of an open inclusive academic community and a scaffolded and supported 
curriculum is offered. Students’ engagement with research should be supported 
throughout their studies, and an inclusive research community for staff and students 
should be developed regardless of levels of research experience and expertise. 
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Chapter 9 

Learning Power: the Effective Lifelong Learning 
Inventory (ELLI) and CRe8 

Annika Coughlin 

Abstract 

Over the last three years, the University of Bedfordshire has been part of a group of 
Higher Education institutions involved in research and development projects evaluating 
the use of The Effective Lifelong Learning Inventory (ELLI) to assess students’ 
learning power in a Higher Education setting. Learning power refers to the qualities and 
dispositions that enable students to learn and go on learning through-out their lives. 
There are seven dimensions to learning power: meaning making; learning relationships; 
strategic awareness; critical curiosity; changing and learning; creativity; and resilience. 
ELLI has been found to be particularly useful in creating a shared language of learning 
making learning processes explicit. After a pilot project, ELLI was felt to have potential 
to help foster independent, self-regulatory learners. Currently the University is a partner 
in an externally funded project, comparing ELLI profiles of students with their grades 
and retention data in order to find out if there are any significant patterns which in turn 
will help inform university strategies. This chapter explains what learning power means, 
describes what ELLI is, outlines the two national projects that the University 
participates in and shows, with examples of practice from staff at the University of 
Bedfordshire, how ELLI fits in with the CRe8 agenda. 

Keywords 

Lifelong learning; meta-cognition; retention; attainment; ELLI.
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Introduction 

The term lifelong learning in the Higher Education (HE) context refers to the idea that 
students need to develop the “attitudes and skills that would serve them long after they 
left college and university and help them throughout their lives, in a wide range of 
situations” (Knapper and Cropley, 2000:xi). There is great importance placed on 
universities in the 21 st century to foster lifelong learning skills. This idea gained 
momentum with the publication of the Leitch Report in 2006 which recommended that 
the UK commits to be a world leader in skills by 2020. To do this, Lord Leitch suggests 
that a culture of learning needs to be developed in the whole population by people 
engaging with skills development throughout their lives. 

How is it possible to find out what makes an individual want to engage in learning, and 
is it possible to know how effective they are at it? During 2000-2001, Crick et al. (2004) 
from the University of Bristol undertook research to find out.  The aims of the project 
were to: 

1. Identify the dispositions that make for an effective learner 
2. Devise an instrument to assess where an individual was located in relation to 

these dispositions in any given time and context, and 
3. Explore how knowledge gained from the instrument might provide a starting 

point for developing a group’s or individual’s learning power. 

1. The seven dispositions of an effective learner 

There is a difference between learning a skill and developing a disposition. Learning a 
skill means that you are able to do something that you couldn’t do before but you may 
not use that skill until you have to sometime in the future. Claxton (2007:119) argues 
that ‘it is not much use being able if you are not also ready and willing.’  Thus, the 
disposition element is equally as important. 

In order to develop the dispositions to become an effective learner, Claxton (ibid) 
argues that you need to become ready and willing to strengthen this disposition in an 
independent and self-regulatory manner. As an example to illustrate what this means, 
take the disposition to be ‘questioning’: 

Asking questions is partly a matter of skill, for sure. One has to know how to 
formulate good questions, and how to tell a scientific question from a religious one. 
But ‘being questioning’ is also a matter of inclination, of self-confidence, of a sense 
of occasion, and of entitlement. (Claxton 2007:119) 

The capacity to learn, Claxton argues, is in part being able to run the risk associated 
with asking questions (ridicule for example). This needs to happen in a safe and
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welcoming climate which is a key condition to fostering learner development which is 
something CRe8 makes explicit. 
In order to discover what the dispositions of effective lifelong learning are, the 
researchers from Bristol undertook a substantial literature review which: 

...drew on a range of studies which identified variables which have an impact on the 
individual’s capacity and motivation to learn, such as self-esteem, locus of control, 
learning dispositions, goal orientations, learning styles and intrinsic versus extrinsic 
motivation […] It explicitly attempted to explore the conglomerate of variables as 
they might operate in persons in particular social contexts, and in particular 
trajectories in time.” (Crick 2007:139) 

The researchers hypothesised that ‘despite different reasons for learning there would be 
relatively enduring, constant features of a learner’s ‘profile.’ ’ (Crick et al., 2004) 
After factor analysis and validation seven dispositions or dimensions were concluded to 
make for an effective learner (see Crick et al., 2008; Crick and Yu 2008; Crick et al., 
2004). 

Dimension  Opposite Pole 

Changing and Learning  Being static and stuck 

Critical curiosity  Passivity 

Meaning making  Data accumulation 

Creativity  Being rule bound 

Positive learning relationships  Isolation and dependence 

Strategic awareness  Being robotic 

Resilience  Fragility and dependence 

Table 1. The seven dimensions of learning power 

2. An instrument to assess where an individual is located in relation to these 
dispositions in any given time and context – the Effective Lifelong Learning 
Inventory (ELLI) 

After researching and establishing the seven dimensions, the researchers developed the 
Effective Lifelong Learning Inventory (ELLI), which is a questionnaire hosted online. 1 
Ninety questions were designed to elicit responses and measure each of the seven 
dimensions on a Likert scale. For example the following questions measure meaning 
making: 

1 www.eloise-online.com After 29th January 2010 the website will soon be changing to 
http://learningfutures.vitalhub.org

http://www.eloise-online.com/
http://learningfutures.vitalhub.org/
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• I like to learn about things that really matter to me 

• I like it when I can make connections between new things I 
am learning and things I already know 

• I like learning new things when I can see how they make sense 
for me in my life. (Crick et al., 2004) 

When all the questions have been answered, an immediate spider diagram profile is 
produced. See Figure 1. Whole class profiles in the form of pie or bar charts are also 
available to the tutor to see the average characteristics of the whole class. 

Figure 1. An example of a learning profile. 

To show how the ELLI profile, which has high face validity, can be analysed and to 
demonstrate how each of the seven dimensions are relative to each other, Figure 1 can 
be summarised like this: 

This profile shows someone who is able to makes links and see how learning relates 
to their own concerns rather than just learning in a fragmented manner. Their 
strategic awareness is quite high indicating they are interested in becoming 
knowledgeable about themselves as a learner. Critical curiosity could be developed a 
bit more as this is a dimension that in relation to the others isn’t as strong. This 
person may sometimes accept things uncritically and is less likely to question 
‘received wisdom’ or those in authority. There are probably times when they prefer 
less challenging learning situations and may prefer to avoid going outside of their 
comfort zone if they had a choice indicated by their relatively lower levels of 
resilience. However, their changing and learning dimension is very strong and they 
see the value in pushing themselves even though this is a risk to their self-esteem if 
things go wrong. Looking at their quite high level of creativity, they can find creative 
solutions to problems, again which could be used to build up resilience.
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ELLI can be best described as a ‘form of dynamic assessment with an interactionist 
orientation’ (Crick, 2007:143). In other words it doesn’t statically measure or assess a 
learner’s performance, but rather it is a form of assessment which focuses on providing 
suggestions for interactions and interventions to enable a person to strengthen their 
learning power. 

3. Exploring how knowledge gained from the instrument might provide a 
starting point for developing a group or individuals’ learning power. 

The original ELLI research from Bristol concluded that “the implications of our study 
must be seen in the light of how learners themselves feel about learning rather than 
from a more external measure of learner orientation – if indeed this were possible.” 
Crick et al. (2004:266). They argue that ELLI and the concepts which underpin it are 
linked to the Vygotskian notion of pereshivanie ‘which has to do with the lived experience 
of the learner rooted in the past, but also shaping the future, operationalised in the 
‘zone of proximal development’ in the present learning situation’ (ibid). The concept, 
they argue moves away from cause and effect to one that moves to a more dynamic and 
holistic and socially situated notion of a learner. This philosophy is easily seen translated 
into their concept of learning power. 

Learning power refers to: 

A form of consciousness characterised by particular dispositions, values and 
attitudes, expressed through the story of our lives and through the relationships and 
connections we make with other people and our world (Crick, 2006:5). 

What is important about the individual profile is that it can be used as a starting point 
for discussions about learning, for telling personal stories of learning success and for 
reflecting on ways forward in becoming a stronger, more dynamic learner. Again this 
idea comes from Vygotskyian philosophy which suggests that ‘we must not measure the 
child, we must interpret the child’ (Vygotsky, 1998, quoted in Crick, 2007). 

ELLI in HE research 

The purpose of education, training, Continuing Professional Development (CPD) and 
so on after the age of 16 is to achieve the ability to act independently (Cotton, 1995). 
To this we can also add Personal Development Planning (PDP) One of the biggest 
skill-gains from studying at Higher Education level is ‘learning how to learn’ rather than 
just gaining of subject specific knowledge. This fact is made explicit to new graphic 
design graduates: 

They don’t tell you in design college, but the reason you go to college is to learn how 
to learn. No design college can do more than this. But to be taught how to learn is 
pretty useful, because when you emerge after three, perhaps five years of hard study, 
you go back to the beginning and start all over again.’ (Shaughnessy, 2005:31)
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Although the principles and findings of the ELLI research were specifically about 
lifelong learning, the samples and environments where ELLI has been researched and 
used has mainly been schools and other pre-HE settings. The University of 
Bedfordshire is involved in two national projects researching the use of ELLI in HE. 
The first project, which ran between March 2007 - October 2008, was called Learning 
and Self-Awareness: an enquiry into Personal Development in Higher Education.’One of its aims 
was to test if the ELLI tool was valid in a HE setting. This was found to be the case. 
The second project, Dispositions to Stay: the support and evaluation of retention strategies using 
the Effective Lifelong Learning Inventory, is running from 2008-2011 and follows on from 
the findings from the first HE project and involves many of the same people. These 
projects address issues of priority for learner-centred Higher Education institutions. 

Learning and Self‐Awareness: an enquiry into Personal Development in 
Higher Education October 2008 

Between March 2007 and October 2008, Vital Partnerships 2 , a charitable social 
enterprise company, managed a collaborative project aiming to extend the scope of the 
original ELLI research Programme. Northumbria University co-ordinated the 
consortium of fourteen universities in the unfunded research project which was 
successfully carried out thanks to the enthusiasm and interest of all those involved. 

The project took as a starting point the ‘understanding that a place of learning is a living 
organisation, rather than a mechanistic system, in which the key idea is a focus on the 
learning and positive growth of every individual and their relationships, including the 
wider community’ (Small and Crick, 2008:6). Linking back to Claxton’s definition 
mentioned previously, developing dispositions to learn isn’t just about being ready 
willing and able, but it is dependent upon having an environment where fostering 
personal and academic development is given priority. 

The project’s first research question was: ‘What are the relationships between the 
learning environments in different HE programmes and the levels of learning power of 
their students?’ This was researched using quantitative data which the ELLI tool 
generates from the selection people make on the questionnaire’s Likert scale responses. 

The mean scores on each dimension, from the different HE institutions were compared 
with other variables like course studied, gender, age and mode of study. Some 
interesting patterns emerged. For example, students from the Open University were 
found to be higher in resilience than those studying in traditional universities. Another 
finding was that those involved in workplace learning reported the highest levels of 
learning power and the lowest levels of fragility. The researchers suggested that “people 
engaged in work-based learning are more likely to be engaged in deep learning for 
personal reasons than simply acquiring qualifications” (ibid:48). The full time students, 
who were the largest subset in this study, and the majority of whom had recently made 

2 www.vitalhub.net

http://www.vitalhub.net/
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the transitions from school report themselves as lower in most dimensions of learning 
power and correspondingly higher in fragility and dependence (lower in resilience) than 
their less traditional fellow university students. However, the levels of learning power 
increased with age. This sort of pattern is similar to the findings from the school based 
study which showed learning power declined as the child went through school so that 
by Key Stage 4 (aged 14-16) their learning power reached a low point. 

The evidence suggests that learning power is suppressed rather than fostered by the 
experience of learning at secondary school age, remains relatively low in formal, full- 
time higher education straight after school and recovers as learning becomes more 
relevant to life as a whole. (ibid:48) 

This provides interesting challenges to Higher Education institutions who want to 
develop self-regulatory learners and a learner-centred curriculum as it indicates that 
work has to be done to turn round the 18 year olds suppressed way of thinking and 
learning. 

The qualitative part of the research took the form of interviews and focus groups with 
staff and students who undertook the questionnaire and then implemented some form 
of intervention. ‘The act of filling out the online questionnaire itself constitutes the 
minimum intervention since the resulting profile introduces learners to the seven 
learning power dimensions, with brief available explanations, inviting reflection on 
personal relative strengths in them, without any further intervention from tutors’ 
(ibid:8). A variety of other interventions took place in the 14 institutions involved, some 
to do with reflection, some taking the form of problem based learning projects and 
others linked into work placement tasks. It is possible to do a second ELLI profile 
which overlays the first in order to see a ‘before and after’ change in someone’s learning 
power. The research did look into the quantitative effect of this and found a statistically 
significant gain in their post intervention means in some institutions on some 
dimensions. A recommendation from the researchers in this project was that further 
research needs to be done into exploring the relationship of learning power to the 
manner in which the curriculum content is delivered (ibid). This suggestion is being 
addressed to some extent in the current ELLI research project. 

What was widely recognised by all those involved in this project was that there was 
value in the concepts and strategies associated with the use of the ELLI instrument and 
their positive potential impact upon the development of qualities seen as essential to 
success in HE and beyond, for both traditional and non-traditional learners. It was 
useful in developing the quality of provision in HE, especially in: 

• providing a language of discourse about learning 

• engaging students in reflection 

• improving teaching and learning 

• managing PDP processes
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• improving integration and coherence across institutional 
boundaries 

• managing transitions between stages, cultures and 
environments (ibid) 

The above points will be touched upon in the final section of this chapter with 
particular reference to CRe8 and examples of practice from the University of 
Bedfordshire. 

Dispositions to Stay: the Support and Evaluation of Retention Strategies 
Using the Effective Lifelong Learning Inventory 2008‐2011 

This project is one of seven projects funded by the Higher Education Funding Council 
for England (Hefce) and the Paul Hamlyn Foundation running from 2008-2011. The 
seven projects form the What Works? Student Retention and Success Programme co-ordinated 
by Action on Access and the Higher Education Academy (HEA), who aim to generate 
robust, evidence-based analysis and evaluation. 

The six other projects in the programme are investigating or evaluating a wide range of 
topics such as peer mentoring, personal tutoring and student integration which all relate 
to retention 3 .The co-ordinators will draw together the findings and common themes 
that emerge from these seven projects with the intention of making recommendations 
with evidence which benefit the whole HE sector. 
The collaborative project Dispositions to Stay (DTS) is led by Northumbria University 
with the Universities of Bedfordshire, Manchester and Glyndwr in partnership; all 
universities which were involved in the original ELLI in HE project. The first stage of 
the three year project is to examine the relationships between dispositions to learn as 
measured by ELLI and the outcomes of a student’s first year in terms of their grades 
and whether they had returned to continue the next year of their studies. The idea is to 
develop a picture of the type of ELLI profile that supports staying power as well as 
learning power. Quantitative data analysed so far suggests that success, as measured by 
student marks in the first year, is positively correlated to two of the ELLI learning 
dimensions. These two dimensions are changing and learning and critical curiosity 4 . In 2009- 
10, the second year of the project, individual students who scored highly in these 
dimensions will be interviewed to add rich qualitative data to find out if there are any 
patterns in their learning approaches, attitudes and dispositions which can partially help 
explain their success. Based on this data, interventions which develop these particular 
dimensions will be designed and implemented. 
There are implications for HE from some of the early findings from the DTS project. 
In terms of the curriculum, the researchers argue that institutions should review their 
methods of teaching, learning and assessment to ensure the development of the key 

3 See www.actiononaccess.org for details. 
4 A third disposition (strategic awareness) has been found at time of writing to be a key dimension of 
student success.

http://www.actiononaccess.org/
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dispositions. One way to develop these is by encouraging students to reflect on the 
manner in which their learning power is growing. ELLI is one tool that facilitates such 
reflection. When looking at the creativity dimension, the researchers argue that there is 
no need to encourage this disposition in all students, rather, teaching and assessment 
practices should be reviewed to determine instead whether they are stifling and 
penalising creative students. Evidence from the qualitative findings suggest that extra- 
curricular activities, including student placements, learning contracts and informal social 
events, can break down barriers between students and their tutors and help develop 
their changing and learning disposition. Encouraging students to participate in a 
learning community is known to be helpful to student success and forms part of the 
‘Realistic Learning’ strand of CRe8 (see also Yorke and Longden, 2004). 
Yorke and Longden argue that to assess institutions by non-completion rates isn’t the 
best measure of performance. When money is allocated on the basis of such 
performance indicators, there will always be pressure to persuade students to stay even 
if it isn’t in their best interests. The original Hefce programme did not include student 
success in the title, but this was added later to reflect the opposition to the core 
definition of retention which is often used in the UK which ‘refers to the extent to 
which learners remain within a higher education institution, and complete a programme 
of study in a pre-determined time-period.’ (Jones, 2008:1). This definition is simplistic 
and doesn’t account for the strategic decision-making process learners go through 
before they withdraw and how they could be supported in their decision. Quantitative 
data about retention from the DTS project shows that those who withdrew from their 
studies had higher ELLI scores in strategic awareness and resilience, but lower in all the 
other dimensions. This suggests that leaving their academic programme may have been 
a well thought-out decision that required determination (DTS Annual Report, 2008- 
2009). 
Taking an action research approach, the DTS project will evolve as new lines of enquiry 
are revealed. The project is intended to be a catalyst for innovation in teaching, learning 
and personal development. In 2009-2010 students will have a greater role in shaping the 
project, reflecting the philosophy behind ELLI (and CRe8). Student representatives will 
be involved in meetings to plan the next stages of the project, and will also be involved 
in a conference at Northumbria University. 
The DTS project and the retention and student success programme is highly important 
for the HE sector. Whilst institution-wide strategies are important, these need to be 
supported by personalised and situated approaches to be fully effective (DTS Annual 
Report, 2008-2009). Developing good practice guidance is a key objective for the 
project. An event in April 2009, hosted by the University of Bedfordshire, brought 
together 20 ELLI practitioners to develop a first draft of a guidebook for ELLI in HE. 
This book will be further refined by students and practitioners as they gain more 
experience of using ELLI in their classrooms. 
The final section of this chapter explores how these more personalised and situated 
approaches to ELLI have been implemented with examples from the University of 
Bedfordshire.
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ELLI, the University of Bedfordshire and CRe8 

Most of the data gathered so far about the use of ELLI at the University of 
Bedfordshire has focussed on staffs perceptions of the impact of ELLI on their 
teaching and their students’ learning. In order to make the curriculum relevant, staff 
and students alike need to give careful consideration to learning processes and not just 
outcomes (see the CRe8 Realistic Learning Briefing paper 5 ). ELLI has been used in 
innovative ways by university staff often in collaboration with their students, showing 
CRe8 in action. 
At the end of the academic year 2008/2009, staff who used ELLI with their students 
were asked to fill in a form which had two aims: 

• to investigate the different ways of introducing ELLI to 
students on different courses/subject areas 

• to get an idea of the reasons for the use of ELLI and any 
differences it has made/challenges it has created 

Example 1: Educational Practice 

Two tutors on the Educational Practice BEd and Foundation degree programme had 
been involved in using ELLI in the original pilot in 2007. ELLI was used on these two 
courses with first year students as a preliminary to the Personal Development Planning 
(PDP) tutorials. The Foundation degree attracts teaching assistants who are mostly 
mature students. They are committed to tertiary education and most go on to the BEd 
course, but they tend to have low self-esteem and a low academic base. ELLI was used 
to find out if greater self-awareness of personal learning aptitudes would help to 
address these issues. 
The concept and purpose of ELLI was introduced, which in this particular context was 
to expand and enhance students’ perceptions of themselves as learners by exploring 
areas of learning underpinning their academic work, ascertaining their strengths and the 
areas which required development. Students were introduced to the language with a 
description of each of the seven dimensions and were then engaged in discussions to 
clarify the meanings of the terms used. They were given a sheet with the ELLI terms 
and their definitions, a help-sheet on where and how to access the ELLI questionnaire 
online and print out the subsequent profile, and a blank ELLI profile. Students were 
asked to mark on the blank profile where they thought they were in each of the 
dimensions of learning. They were requested to compare this hand drawn profile with 
the ELLI profile printout they would obtain after completing the online questionnaire. 
The overall response to this introduction to ELLI and the associated task was positive. 
For mature students the changing and learning dimension was particularly relevant as 
the discussion which followed helped alleviate any worries students may have had about 
not being a ‘good enough’ student caused by past negative learning experiences. 

5 http://www.beds.ac.uk/learning/curriculum/structures/cre8

http://www.beds.ac.uk/learning/curriculum/structures/cre8
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Example 2:  Computing and Information Systems 

A lecturer in Computing and Information Systems used ELLI with a class of over 100 
students. He introduced the concept of ELLI very briefly before giving the students the 
task to do their ELLI profiles online as homework in preparation for discussions in 
seminars classes with their tutors the following week. He wanted to use ELLI to see 
how students can identify their own Self-MAP (Motivations, Abilities and Personality) 
and then identify actions to improve areas of need. The lesson plan involved group 
discussions, brainstorming to develop suggestions for how to improve each of the 
seven dimensions and then self-reflection using the SCAMPER approach to think 
about how they could improve the way they tackle an assignment in a more effective 
way. 
The SCAMPER approach involves the following steps: 

Substitute different people/places /tools where appropriate 
Combine and mix with other people/assignments/units/places/courses 
Adapt – change the purpose of a stage 
Modify – change the size/time/length 
Put to another use 
Eliminate – see what happens if you remove some aspect of the process 
Reverse – change the order of events and see what happens 

The students were then requested to put their outcomes from the SCAMPER approach 
in their e-portfolio as an action plan. 
Dealing with a large class was a challenge as the tutors who took the smaller seminar 
sessions and facilitated the above activities were not so skilled in understanding PDP 
concepts. According to the lead tutor, the students’ reflections also seemed to be quite 
superficial. Identifying a need to provide a better explanation of the purpose of ELLI, 
the nature of the dimensions and the range of appropriate interventions, this tutor has 
started to develop an online game in which the player can build a student profile, 
choosing different characteristics and seeing how it impacts on the profile and then 
choose some activities and see the impact again. It is intended for staff as well as 
student use. 

Example 3:  Sports Therapy 

A sports therapy lecturer introduced ELLI to her second year students. She wanted to 
use ELLI to target the groups’ motivation which she felt needed boosting since 
feedback and assessments were heavily weighted towards the end of the unit. She 
thought that by discussing their learning the students would be better able to focus their 
minds and start moving in the right direction. The students were asked to do the 
questionnaire together in a booked computer suite. They printed out their profiles and 
the tutor gave a brief talk describing what the seven dimensions meant. The students 
were then asked to get into groups and discuss if they thought their profiles were true 
representations of themselves. As a whole class, they got together to agree on tasks that
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could be incorporated throughout the whole year – for example certain group activities 
like peer assessment to develop learning relationships, as well as their own individual 
action plans. 
These activities helped to make the group work in collaboration and co-operation with 
each other. The group gelled together better for the remainder of the year, for example 
by helping each other out instead of struggling on their own. It was very valuable that 
students became aware through discussion about their learning and having an input into 
how they were taught boosted their confidence and motivation. The tutor also felt her 
own development has been impacted upon: ‘ELLI has contributed to my own 
professional learning as it has encouraged me to challenge the way I teach and to step 
out of my comfort zone to try different things.’ 

Example 4:  Journalism 

Deena Ingham (Chapter 3) makes explicit the link between lifelong learning and 
employability when she introduces ELLI. After students have completed the ELLI 
questionnaire and participated in a short discussion about the meaning of the seven 
dimensions in relation to becoming journalists, the concepts are referred to again 
throughout the year. In order to build a community of practitioners, when group work 
tasks are set, the ELLI profiles are used to help students recognise the strengths other 
individuals in a class have and how good functioning groups work together based on 
diversity. 
These four examples show staff directly addressing elements of the CRe8 framework. 
Specifically the ‘personalised learning’ strand through using tools and techniques to 
enable students to: 

• understand themselves 
• explore their own and others learning approaches 
• make sense of their learning 

• identify their strengths and areas for development 

In the process, staff are: 

• accommodating learning styles 
• valuing students’ experiences 
• making learning processes explicit 
• supporting key transition points 
• making learning a collaborative process 
• making explicit, structured time for reflection 

• contextualising why reflecting upon learning, developing self 
regulatory behaviours is important to employability and 

• using the outcomes of activities described above in improving 
their teaching for the future
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Conclusion 

Research into ELLI in HE is still ongoing, but what this chapter has shown is that the 
philosophy behind ELLI, the concept of learning power and its specificity to lifelong 
learning, is congruent with CRe8. ELLI is a tool which can be used across all 
disciplines. Whilst some guidance and training is necessary, it allows for innovation and 
creativity in teaching practice and curriculum design. 
Data from the current project shows that there are dispositions which make for an 
effective learner. This information is essential to gaining a better understanding not 
only of lifelong learning, but also of how curriculum design and assessment can help, or 
hinder, student success. 
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Chapter 10 

Student and staff perceptions of Personal Development 
Planning (PDP) processes designed to support 
undergraduate dissertations 

Andrea Raiker 

Abstract 

The research presented in this chapter was stimulated by a perception that a significant 
and increasing number of students on the B. Ed. (Honours) degree were not achieving 
the expected grades in their dissertations. The production of a dissertation explicitly 
involves PDP processes through the tutorial support students receive. The research 
focused on how effective the tutorial system was as a PDP process and which PDP 
processes might usefully be developed to support autonomous and/or collaborative 
learning throughout the dissertation. The approach taken was action research over a 
two year period. This paper presents the outcomes of the first cycle of collection and 
analysis of quantitative and qualitative data. Altricher and Gsettner’s (1993) model of 
action research was adopted as it addresses the development and implementation of 
interventions (including PDP processes) and putting findings into practice to occur in 
parallel. The principal findings were that the design of the B. Ed. dissertation reflects 
personalised and realistic learning through empirical classroom research, key elements 
of CRe8. The dissertation appears to be effective as a PDP process in meeting the 
needs of some students but not all, particularly the lower third of academic achievers in 
the sample cohort. The research indicates that students do not perceive tutorial support 
as essential or even desirable for the successful completion of their dissertations. Thus 
the CRe8 principle of effective curriculum delivery and design is not being fully met for 
these students. The chapter ends by suggesting some changes to address dissertation 
curriculum issues. 

Keywords 

Action research; curriculum; PDP.
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Introduction 

This two year action research project explores issues surrounding the dissertation unit 
encountered in the fourth year of the Bachelor of Education (Honours) degree 
(hereafter referred to as the B.Ed.). A trend had been perceived by the unit leader that 
an increasing number of students were not achieving expected grades in their 
dissertations. Students are supervised, not taught. Supervisors gradually cede control to 
the students so that they become increasingly autonomous, formally supporting them 
through the structure of the tutorial system. Two research questions emerged from 
reflection on this. The first was concerned with discovering how effective the tutorial 
system was as a PDP process; the second involved determining in which areas PDP 
processes might be usefully developed to support autonomous and/or collaborative 
learning throughout the course of the dissertation. This chapter presents the outcomes 
of the first cycle of collection and analysis of quantitative and qualitative data. The 
second cycle, to be carried out during 2009/2010, will involve the evaluation of PDP 
interventions to support students in their dissertation work arising from and compared 
with the findings of the first cycle. The project resulted from a larger action research 
project undertaken by the National Action Research Network (NARN) 6 . Therefore the 
approach of this research was predetermined and the use of action research as an 
epistemological approach was an important aspect of this study. 

The context: CRe8, personal development planning and 
transformational learning 

The University of Bedfordshire’s Education Strategy: Transformational Education 
states that: ‘The University’s vision is of ‘a world where all are able to benefit from 
transformational experiences’’ (Atlay, 2008a:1). The Education Strategy embodies CRe8 
(Atlay et al., 2008), the University’s revised curriculum has five strands: personalised 
learning, effective curriculum design and delivery, realistic learning, employability and 
assessment. Personal Development Planning (PDP) is seen as integral to the 
University’s strategy of achieving transformational education, ‘supporting the needs of 
our students wherever they are studying and in linking to the various support structures 
as well as effective monitoring and assessment feedback mechanisms’ (ibid.:7). The 
concept of PDP has had a chequered history. PDP literature contains different 
meanings and interpretations (QAA, 2001; Brennan & Shah, 2003; Clegg & Bradley, 
2006; Bush & Bissell, 2008). The debate has focused on two areas; PDP as a product, 
e.g. Progress File, and PDP as a process (Buckley, 2007). From this debate resulted 
various working models (Atlay, 2008b). The Higher Education Academy (2009:1) 
defines PDP as being: ‘…a structured and supported process undertaken by an 
individual to reflect upon their own learning, performance and or achievement and to 
plan for their personal, educational and career development”. This resonates with Atlay 
et al.’s (2009:1) perception of PDP being ‘…a process embedded within the curriculum 

6 www.bolton.ac.uk/ResearchAndEnterprise/Projects/NARNPDPandEPortfolio.aspx

http://www.bolton.ac.uk/ResearchAndEnterprise/Projects/NARNPDPandEPortfolio.aspx
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[that] should support students in facing these challenges and improving their skills’. In 
the context of the current research, the ‘challenges’ and ‘skills’ are those concerned with 
B.Ed. students’ difficulties with their dissertations. 

The literature on difficulties surrounding undergraduate dissertations is extensive. 
Harrison & Whalley’s (2006:18) work has indicated that: ‘…students have difficulty 
with time management, the enormity of the exercise, balancing dissertation work with 
other studies, self motivation and knowing what is expected’. Hammick & Acker (1998) 
suggest a key determinant affecting the effectiveness of the bridging scaffold between 
supervisors and students is their differing concepts of knowledge and power. Rowley & 
Slack (2006) steer the discussion into the need for increased professional development 
for supervisors. They emphasise students’ needs to understand the importance of the 
dissertation to their learning, and see this as a fundamental aspect of the supervisory 
role. Areas of potential difficulty are argued to be students’ management of the links 
between theory and practice, effective access and evaluation of online resources, and 
understanding of research methodologies and design.  Another perspective is provided 
by Stephani et al.’s (1997:271) work revealing the divergence of supervisor and student 
perceptions about the issues surrounding the dissertation. They suggest that, to increase 
the learning that students gain from the dissertation process, ‘…a climate of open 
dialogue… to share learning conceptions and to ensure that the assessment of any 
learning task is commensurate with the aims, objectives and learning outcomes’ must be 
established. I propose that such a climate is necessary to promote the transformational 
learning experiences envisioned by CRe8 and the Education Strategy. 

Transformational experiences occur when there is a paradigm shift from teaching to 
learning (Biggs & Tang, 2007).  Meyer & Land (2006) postulate that there are some 
aspects of learning that form portals, passage through which provides access to 
landscapes of understanding critical for students’ progress. The effect of these aspects 
is so profound that students’ perceptions of their courses, their disciplines or even their 
world views are transformed. They argue that these learning landscapes are bounded 
but capable of expansion at any point or points on that boundary at any time depending 
on the stimulus. For Mezirow (1997), such transformations result in autonomy of the 
individual, an aim of CRe8 and the Education Strategy. Furthermore, autonomy is a 
principal objective of PDP (Stefani et al., 2007). 

Research design 

The stipulated approach of action research when applied to education is concerned 
with critical praxis, that is, action informed by disciplined inquiry aimed at developing 
evidence-based knowledge and theory (Habermas, 1984; Elliott, 1991). It focuses on 
practical issues that have been identified by practitioners as being problematic but 
capable of being changed (Eliott, 1991: Zuber-Skerritt, 1996). Action research involves: 
‘…changing individuals, on the one hand, and, on the other, the culture of the groups, 
institutions and societies to which they belong’ (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1992:16). 
Furthermore, action research is: ‘…a form of collective self-reflective inquiry 
undertaken by participants in social situations in order to improve the rationality and
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justice of their own social or educational practices…’ (ibid.:5).  Although I, an 
individual, am undertaking the research in the spirit of ‘teacher-as-researcher’ as 
advocated by Stenhouse (1975) and Whitehead (1985), and ‘researcher-as-participator’ 
(Weiskopf & Laske, 1996), colleagues have been and will be included throughout the 
research process. Indeed, the research design was initiated by outcomes of the 
collaboration of dissertation supervisors of which the writer was one. Altricher & 
Gsettner’s (1993) model of action research was adopted as being appropriate for the 
context. Their four steps of finding a starting point (the number of underachieving 
students), clarifying the situation (why they might be underachieving), developing action 
strategies (including PDP processes) and putting them into practice, and publicising the 
results, allows clarification and putting actions into practice to occur in parallel. This 
was ethically essential to ensure students benefited from the research, as actions based 
on findings were put into practice when confirmed to increase student achievement. 
Methodologies that are directed at delivering outcomes, for example experiments or 
surveys, were not appropriate for this study. Indeed the outcome had already been 
revealed by results of dissertations over a number of years: a trend of increasing 
underachievement culminating with one third of the 2008/2009 cohort receiving less 
than C- or failing. This research is concerned with discovering why this is so. 

The research presented in this chapter is focused on the 2008/2009 and 2009/2010 
cohorts of B.Ed. students. It falls into two cycles. In the first cycle, data on the dates on 
which ethics approval of 106 research proposals was given were obtained for analysis to 
provide an overview. Also collected were the tutorial records of 56 students that were 
submitted with their dissertations. These illustrate the number of tutorials, when they 
occurred and what was discussed. Therefore I was able to analyse the tutorial records of 
approximately half of the total number of dissertations submitted. The records were 
read several times to obtain an overall sense of the content. Brenner et al.’s (1985) 
approach to content analysis was adopted because its course had already followed the 
first five of their thirteen step process and therefore appeared to be in line with its 
ethos. Codes were assigned to all utterances in the records according to their meaning. 
Reliability was maximised by providing a colleague with samples from the records and 
the related coded units of meaning at various points in the process. This resulted in 
some codes and units of meaning being amended or amalgamated with others as 
overlaps were identified. The categories were added to and amended following 
reflection on the data and the development of interpretations and meanings. Brenner et 
al. term this process ‘incubation’. The categories were eventually confirmed as valid by 
the same colleague involved in verifying the codes. The process was completed by 
categories being assigned to one of two themes, student-focused issues and supervisor- 
focused issues. This again was confirmed by external scrutiny. 

Rich data was then collected through structured interviews of six B.Ed. dissertation 
students in a focus group and six supervisors during the summer term 2009 and 
subjected to discourse analysis. This is a generic methodology for analysing the choices 
of words and actions that members of a group use to engage with each other within 
and across time, action and activity. Differences between sub-methods can be 
determined by the type of analysis used. Linguists, or applied linguists, analyse written 
texts using codes to determine grammatical structures (Stubbs, 1983). Conversation



151 

analysts transcribe recordings of everyday talk and analyse them in terms of the social 
actions performed in turn taking. Parker (1992) and Sfard (2001) use no particular 
procedure of detailed analysis, but look for patterns of language use that can be related 
to broader themes of social structure and ideological critical evaluation. This was the 
approach to discourse analysis adopted by this research. 

The findings from content and discourse analysis were triangulated with quantitative 
data gathered from student grades, tutorial attendance and tutorial records. The 
outcomes of the analysed data were disseminated to colleagues in Education in 
September 2009. Subsequently, discussions took place to embed findings into 
colleagues’ practice. These resulted in changes in pedagogy, organisation and resources. 

The second cycle involves the development of PDP resources from the outcomes of 
the first cycle of the research to support the 2009/2010 cohort of students. These were 
introduced for student use from October 2009 when students begin their dissertations. 
Emphasis was placed on developing the online resources as it is assumed that these 
would be more likely to encourage autonomous learning and self-regulation. Qualitative 
data obtained during the second cycle on supervisor and student perceptions of both 
the face to face and online PDP support for dissertations, students’ grades and tutorial 
records will be subjected to appropriate analysis during the summer of 2010. PDP 
resources found to be useful in providing access to landscapes of understanding critical 
for students’ progress, using Meyer & Land’s (2006) terminology, will then be offered 
for trial by other departments within the university. 

Analysis, discussion and findings 

The tutorial records and their timings 

It is a requirement of the dissertation process that tutorial records are included as an 
appendix in the submitted dissertation. Only 56 of the 106 dissertations under analysis 
contained tutorial records. However, the numbers in each grade band of the sample 
showed similar distribution to the total although there was a tendency to the higher 
grade bands. A separate record was kept of dates when ethical approval was given. This 
data was added to that obtained from the tutorial records. 

Analysis showed that for all bands but the <D- band (i.e. the fail/refer band), the 
average number of tutorials attended was three. As at least one of these tutorials would 
have been to discuss the ethics proposal form, an average of two tutorials per student 
was available for supervisors to support the greater part of the dissertation process. For 
the <D- band, the number of tutorial visits was one. However, as tutorial records of 
only four students from this group were available for analysis this finding must be taken 
with caution. Also data from the interview analysis demonstrated that students may 
have been supported by e-mail, MSN, telephone or in unrecorded meetings. However, 
it must be noted from the data available that these students had little or no formal or 
informal support during their dissertations. Therefore a finding of this research
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indicates that ‘weak’ students do not perceive tutorial support as essential or even 
desirable for the successful completion of their dissertations. 

As well as considering the number of tutorials attended by students, data on the 
time elapsing between tutorials in weeks was analysed. For all grade bands, the 
greatest elapsed time was between the first and second tutorials. It should be noted 
that two of the four <D- students attended only one tutorial. Subsequent tutorials 
occurred at more frequent intervals as the date of submission approached. The time 
elapsing between first and second tutorial was between 14 and 27 weeks. As later 
tutorials occurred in March and April 2009, the later stages of the dissertation, and 
were concerned particularly with data analysis and writing up, discourse analysis 
indicated that any unresolved early difficulties and errors become embedded in 
projects. Therefore the time elapsing between first and subsequent tutorials is too 
long. Furthermore, I suggest that this mitigates against Stefani et al’s (1997:271) 
‘climate of open dialogue’ being established. 

Student‐focused issues 

There is clear evidence that students do not realise that with the dissertation comes a 
shift of responsibility from tutors to themselves. Tutor Interview 1’s (TI1) comment 
summarised this perception: 

What is different is to the dissertation as a project is that they have to work much 
more on their own, they have to plan their own time.  There is guidance but a lot 
less of it, in a way, and some find it a lot easier than others. 

This is also evidenced by the lack of reading by some students prior to the first tutorial. 
These students come to the first tutorial with little idea of focus. ‘X has very broad 
ideas about what she wants to do’ (Tutorial Record 5: TR 5) and ‘Brainstormed ideas’ 
(TR 15) are representative of this. Data from the supervisor interviews confirmed this: 
‘… they don't appreciate how much reading they have to do, particularly through the 
background.’ (TR1) is representative of all supervisors’ perceptions on an overall lack of 
preparatory reading. Interestingly, there is little difference in the incidence of students 
not reading, or not reading sufficiently at the time of the first tutorial, across all grade 
bands. All supervisors stated the view that more able students were able to catch up 
with the necessary reading during the course of their research but not the <C- group. A 
finding of this research, reflecting and extending Harrison & Whalley’s (2006) 
identification of time management as an issue, is that some form of focused PDP on 
project management could have been beneficial to support students in planning their 
reading and recording reflective evaluation during the Easter Year 3/October Year 4 
period. 

The <C- and A-< ranges showed a marked difference in the effectiveness of their 
project management. Project management was identified by combining work needing to 
be done and the date of the tutorial record. For example, the record of a <C- students
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dated 6th March 2009 (TR7) reads ‘Needs to collect the research’; another for the 23rd 
April states ‘First draft of analysis needs to be done’. The submission date was 1st May 
2009. Significantly, nothing in the tutorial records of the A-< students suggested project 
management issues and there were few incidences in the records of the C- to C+ and 
B- to B+ ranges. Input on time but not project management is given by the unit leader 
early in their fourth year. A finding of this research is that more emphasis should be 
placed on developing project management skills. It is suggested that more sustained 
PDP support in this area is necessary, particularly for the potential <C- students. 

One in five students across all grade bands completed one or more of their tutorial 
records themselves. TR13 recorded things to do: ‘For next time think about the 
research in terms of length, audiences for questionnaires etc. and strategies’. TR11 
wrote about how she felt; ‘Discussion into passion lost with P.E. class...was more 
confident and focused on changing topics, could list key literature and link to theorists 
straight away’. These recordings indicate reflection. They do not indicate high quality 
formative feedback. It could be argued that the tutorial as PDP process should 
stimulate reflection. It may be that good formative feedback was given verbally during 
the tutorial but was not recorded. PDP may have been encouraged by e-mail, as part of 
a telephone conversation, or during informal meetings. This analysis has thus raised the 
question of the purpose of the tutorial record. It appears to offer not structured, 
formative support but evidence that tutor and student have met. A finding of this 
research is that, resonating with Stephani et al.’s (1997) work, shared understanding and 
agreement of the purpose and place of the tutorial record is essential to establishing 
realistic, meaningful PDP within the B.Ed. dissertation process. It is proposed that 
tutorial records should be kept by the student and the level of reflection contained 
therein contribute to the final mark. 

It was clear from the analysis that the dissertation process was an issue for all grade 
bands apart from A-<, reflecting Rowley & Slack’s (2006) findings. Analysis 
demonstrated that supervisors advised students to begin their empirical research before 
their literature reviews. An example is TR8 where the supervisor’s advice for work 
following the first tutorial is; ‘Research books; devise questionnaire and pilot it; begin 
introduction’. Another is TR5 whose supervisor writes on the 16th March, six weeks 
from the submission date: ‘Future work: Draft lit review for consideration by tutor’. 
This could be connected to the lack of reading prior to the first tutorial noted above. 
The priority appears to be for students to collect their data, whether or not they have 
read sufficiently to inform their choice of data collection and appropriate methods of 
analysis. Content analysis suggests that this results in some students having no clear 
understanding of the sequencing of their research. This could impact on transition 
between chapters and the embedding of literature in the analysis chapter, issues that 
were identified in the student interview transcripts as mental blocks. When asked what 
their mental blocks were, FI3 (Focus Interviewee 3) and FI5 said in unison ‘Panic!’ to 
which the other four students in the focus group quickly concurred. Panic in itself is 
not a mental block but is a state where mental blocks can arise. All students perceived 
the dissertation as being ‘scary’ (FI3) in being 8,000 words long. The states of anxiety, 
confusion and inaction caused by panic reported by these students placed them in
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liminal space. This is a term coined by Meyer & Land (2006) to describe a mental state 
where students are trapped and unable to proceed with their learning. 

Analysis of focus group interview data demonstrated that these students had also 
personal mental blocks that were preventing them from proceeding autonomously. 
Blocks were sometimes appertained to individuals only, others were shared. For 
example, FI4 said that for her data analysis was a mental block: ‘I’ve got lots of stuff 
from the interviews and children too, but what do I do with it now? The analysis, that’s 
just looking at the results of your data…isn’t it?’ She was the only one of the focus 
group who cited analysis as an issue; however four of the supervisors reported that they 
thought that problems with data analysis affected the quality of student dissertations. A 
mental block shared by the whole group was not knowing how to start writing. FI1 
commented: ‘Getting started, getting the literature review under way. I’ve got my 
research as well. It’s just getting started’. FI6 provided more detail: ‘I don’t know where 
you go, to actually structure your writing. Whenever I’ve carried out any sort of 
assignment task, I know exactly what I’m doing at each stage, but here there are great 
areas…’. 

Other mental blocks identified by the focus group were principally concerned with 
inability to focus on a realistic research question, to organise the dissertation, to move 
from one chapter to another, a lack of understanding of the domain specific language 
and difficulties in adopting an academic writing style, issues that resonate with those 
identified by Rowley & Slack (2006). It is suggested that these can be regarded as 
threshold concepts because, once they were surmounted, most students passed through 
Meyer & Land’s (2006) portal and accessed the dissertation landscape. Some students 
surmounted their mental blocks after talking them through with their tutors, evidence 
of Stefani et al’s (1997) ‘climate of open dialogue’ being established to some degree. As 
TI1 stated:

I like the question about mental blocks because I have some big mental blocks!  Just 
sitting here, doing something like this!  So, it yes, students go through the same sort 
of process, but again, some of them cope with it more than others.  I find that, 
overall, we chat about it on the phone, sometimes even an e-mail, and I give a 
suggestion, ‘Have you thought about…’.  It's usually something quite 
straightforward, it's not complicated, it helps them get over them, over the mental 
blocks. 

Students felt that they had not been given appropriate skills earlier in the course. This 
was in contrast to the perceptions of supervisors who maintained that skills had been 
taught, the issue being that students were not able to transfer their learning into the 
dissertation, reflecting a finding of Stephani et al.’s (1997:271) work. Furthermore, the 
inference is that students were unable to develop from being given research methods to 
use in a task by their tutors to identifying for themselves which methods are applicable 
to their current research. In other words, they are unable to progress towards the 
independence and autonomy which for Mezirow (1997) indicated that transformational 
learning had occurred. A finding of this research is that the embedding and progression 
of research skills in earlier years should be addressed (see also Petia Petrova in Chapter
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8). However, the interview data suggests that supervisors believe that effective 
independence is linked to ability and that there is only so much they can do. This is at 
variance with the ethos of CRe8 (Atlay et al., 2008). 

Two other categories of potential problems involved students who attended only one 
tutorial and students whose focus changed during Year 4. More A-< students dropped 
out of the tutorial system than any other grade band. Any PDP support that they 
required appears to have been self-generated and addressed either autonomously or 
with the support of their peers. However, supervisors gave mixed responses to the 
value of peer support. Overall, the supervisors did not see the dissertation as being a 
collaborative activity. Data collection and analysis of students’ perceptions on the 
relative value of tutor, peer and peers’ support will be included in the second cycle of 
this research. 

Approximately one-in-ten of the <C- students switched focus. Change of focus 
resulted from a variety of reasons including boredom, lack of support from schools for 
the original focus, and student perception that insufficient data would be generated 
from the original proposal. Two supervisors emphasised the lack of support from 
schools as an issue influencing the quality of dissertations. A finding of this research is 
that greater emphasis should be placed on schools supporting dissertation students 
during school mentor training. 

The highest incidence of changing focus came from the B- to B+ range with one-in- 
five students changing. One of this group of students (TL 36) changed her focus in 
February and achieved B-. Changing focus does not necessarily correlate with a low 
mark, but could mean students not showing their full potential. Although PDP 
processes would not prevent school interference with a dissertation focus, it is 
suggested that more support and guidance early in the course of the dissertation might 
prevent so many students changing the direction of their research. More emphasis on 
this during supervisor development would be beneficial in accord with Rowley & 
Slack’s (2006) research. 

Supervisor‐focused issues 

The principal issue revealed by the content analysis was the varying engagement of 
supervisors with giving feedback and the generally poor quality of formative feedback. 
Most feedback took the form of recording what had already been done, or procedures 
to be followed. Examples of such feedback from the tutorial records are: ‘Good 
progress at this early stage. Identified focus and drafted some key research questions’ 
(TR18) and ‘Continue your literature research, speak to school to finalise arrangements 
for placement, and complete proposal ready for next meeting’ (TR9). The amount of 
feedback given was not indicative of its quality, or the student’s eventual achievement. 
Two <C- students (TR2 and TR3) received excellent formative feedback during their 
first tutorials, but did not return for further tutorials. Content analysis revealed that the 
greatest incidence of poor formative feedback was given to students with grades above 
A-.  Excellent formative feedback was given to a <C- student, TR14, in three tutorials.
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With this structured support, a good example of PDP, this weak student achieved D+. 
Also helpful for the student were incidences of weakness being identified. For example, 
the supervisor of TR5 observed: ‘X has struggled to move forward re focus on enquiry’. 
This category only appeared in the tutorial records of the C-> group. 

The supervisors interviewed were aware of the issue of differing supervisor input. All 
mentioned the anxiety this created during their interviews but TI4’s thoughts most 
vividly convey the anxiety this created and also a possible solution: 

… you think ‘Am I doing it right, am I being fair to the others, I just want them to 
do well’.  But we don't talk about how we structure our tutorials.  You just do it by 
habit.  But there could be things that I am not asking them to do.  And then I have 
this real worry that some tutors get their students to higher grades, and there's a 
hierarchy of key tutors.  And then I think the students think ‘Well I've got uh-uh-uh, 
never mind, I got so-and-so!’ but that really does affects their dissertation, doesn't it? 
The level of tutoring.  So that's my worry. 

This provided evidence supporting Rowley & Slack’s (2006) assertion that greater 
supervisor development is needed, a finding of this research. It also suggests that the 
University’s Research-informed Teaching (RiT) strategy, whereby staff are encouraged 
to engage in research that subsequently impacts on their teaching could be extended. 
The two supervisors interviewed who had recently completed their Masters, both 
commented on how much this learning experience and assignment outcomes had 
impacted on their practice. 

Conclusions 

The design of the B.Ed. dissertation reflects personalised and realistic learning through 
empirical research, key principles underpinning CRe8. However a third of the cohort 
researched failed or achieved third class honours. The tutorial appears to be effective as 
a PDP process in meeting the needs of some students but not all, particularly the lower 
third of the sample cohort. Moreover, this research indicates that students do not 
perceive tutorial support as essential or even desirable for the successful completion of 
their dissertations. Thus the CRe8 principle of effective curriculum delivery and design 
is not being fully met for these students. A major factor could be the lack of 
engagement of students with preliminary reading, resulting in students not being 
prepared for their first tutorial during which their ethics proposal form, containing their 
research design outline, will be discussed. Furthermore, the time elapsing between first 
and subsequent tutorials is too long. More organised, knowledgeable students appear to 
be able to cope and catch up; others cannot. Taking into account that students have 
other assignments, school experience to complete and personal and social issues to deal 
with during the dissertation period, the ability to manage their project is of crucial 
importance. Although time management is taught during the dissertation period, this 
research has demonstrated that more emphasis needs to be placed on project 
management. Ideally project management skills should be initiated in Year 1.
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The dissertation is seen as an activity that, in line with CRe8, demonstrates and 
encourages student independence and autonomy. This suggests that students need to be 
aware of the skills, particularly research skills, they have already gained. Some students 
are unable to transfer the research skills they have obtained through tasks in earlier 
years to the dissertation. This inability forms mental blocks and throws them into 
Meyer & Land’s (2006) liminal space. Their ability to act independently is affected. As a 
consequence their tutorial time is not used effectively. Also, analysis suggests that some 
students are not secure in their knowledge of methodology and analysis techniques, 
particularly qualitative analysis. It is suggested that the RiT community of practice could 
focus on supervisor development, included within which would be specific 
development activities in the pedagogy of teaching research skills. Materials and tasks 
related to the acquisition of research skills could be retained by students to be used as a 
basis for continuing reflection culminating in the final task, the dissertation, in Year 4. 
Although the dissertation is regarded as a solitary activity, there are times when students 
talk to each other and to their supervisors. As well as meeting at tutorials and in the 
other places, it is suggested that the use of blogs, e-mail, MSN and the telephone be 
developed as effective collaboration tools to extend means of peer, student-supervisor 
and supervisor-supervisor support. 

The number of students who complete their own tutorial records has questioned the 
purpose of the tutorial record and quality of supervision. Whether the tutorial record is 
to be the principal vehicle of formative feedback completed by the supervisor, or to be 
a record of student reflection attracting credit, it needs to be of an agreed and shared 
standard and fit for purpose. It is suggested that this could form a focus for RiT. This 
process could lead into activities with students that precede the tutorials, the aim being 
to match and build relationships between supervisor and students within a ‘climate of 
open dialogue’. 

The research reported here is small-scale and is not yet complete. At the moment its 
findings can only be applied with confidence to the cohort researched. It is intended to 
use the resources created from the findings of the first cycle as a pilot for a larger 
project in disciplines other than education. Meanwhile, a community of practice is being 
established to encourage and support staff development and student engagement in line 
with the principles of CRe8. This will include interaction with the RiT network as it is 
perceived that research-active staff will be in the best position to advise students in 
their research-based dissertation work. 
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Chapter 11 

Putting Vocational Education at the heart of the 
Academic Curriculum 

Jim Hornsby 

Abstract 

This purely experiential chapter describes and reflects on two projects that have been 
funded by CETL and are located in the Division of Media Arts and Production. Going 
Professional and Mediatrain are two inter-dependent, developmental projects that aim to 
put vocational awareness and employability at the heart of the academic curriculum. 
Taken together, they are targeted at all 400 Moving Image and Television Production 
undergraduates. Going Professional aims to dispel students’ uncertainties about 
working in the media and equip them with a realistic understanding of the industries 
and the skills to make effective applications for work experience and jobs. The new 
Mediatrain elective offers final year students the chance to participate in university 
managed, work experience projects within the curriculum. These projects have the 
potential to deliver long-term benefits to the university and the cultural industries. 

Keywords 

Vocational education; employability; diversity; social entrepreneurship.
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Introduction 

Vocational education has been on the university’s media agenda for six or more years 
and has developed two different but related strands: Going Professional and Mediatrain 

Going Professional started as an annual careers conference in 2003 and brought a variety 
of media professionals including alumni, media specialists and employers to the 
university to give talks to and interact with students. As a direct result of the first 
conference, a student was signed up by Take Three Management and shortly afterwards 
became a presenter on BBC children’s television.  Two years later, in the wake of the 
PDP initiative, Going Professional was developed into a taught course for all media 
students and, when this was found to be too broad, was changed again into a specific 
course targeted at media and television production students. 

Mediatrain was set up in 2005 in response to requests for publicity films from a variety 
of local organisations.  The idea was that Mediatrain would be a not-for-profit unit that 
could offer a low-cost production service to the University and local organisations.  At 
the same time, Mediatrain would help bridge the education/industry divide by 
employing media graduates to crew the productions.  During 2008-9 Mediatrain 
produced short films for the AUEE (Association of Universities in the East of 
England); LIRANS, the university’s cryogenic research unit; and recorded the home 
matches for Luton Town Football Club.  Mediatrain raises a modest annual income that 
is ploughed back into the scheme. 

The CETL funding has supported work with the Centre for Personal and Career 
Development and Business Development to build on past experience with the aim of 
putting vocational awareness and employability at the heart of the division’s academic 
curriculum by embedding a vocational awareness programme within the core 
curriculum, and establishing a new work experience elective for final year 
undergraduates. 

The students’ diversity and disposition 

In common with many other University departments, the students are socially, 
academically, ethnically and culturally diverse. University statistics show that 28% of 
our home students are from ethnic minorities and over 11% are international students 
mainly from Asia. This compares with national averages of 19.6% and 7.9% 
respectively (HESA 2007/8).  In some cases our students’ life experiences are more 
significant than their previous academic success. They are a rich, exciting and often 
challenging mix. 

Some students are academically motivated and want to learn whilst others are driven by 
entrepreneurial aspirations (real or imaginary) and see the University as a means to an 
end (e.g. a source of specialist facilities and equipment).  Unsurprisingly, most of our 
students come to the University harbouring vague dreams about working in the media
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but have only the haziest notions about how to find work, are focussed on the present 
and find future-gazing difficult or irrelevant. Thus, applying some of the CRe8 and 
SOAR elements is inherently difficult. 

Going Professional 

Going Professional is aimed at all students and aims to raise their awareness about how 
the media industries are structured and the sort of qualities and skills that employers 
look for.  As a result of the CETL funding a range of Going Professional initiatives 
have been developed across all three years of the undergraduate programme with a 
strong emphasis in Year 2. Going Professional provides a vocational awareness course 
that has been ‘bolted-on’ to a core production unit for all (100+) Moving Image and 
Television Production students in Year 2. We have learnt from past experience that 
many students are resistant to vocational education because they don’t see it as being 
directly related to their degree.  Recognising the students’ concerns and the needs of a 
crowded curriculum, we have kept the course short and to aid motivation, we have 
introduced an assignment that is worth 20% of the total marks for the unit. The course 
objectives are to enable students to: 

• use available resources to research different branches of the 
media 

• industries, job roles and entry level jobs 
• listen to and talk with a variety of media professionals 
• evaluate their personal skills and interests in the media 

• write effective CVs 
• apply for work experience and other opportunities 
• find out about the Mediatrain and Going Professional courses 

in Year 3. 

Last year, the course was based on six one-hour lectures, four of which were delivered 
by guest speakers from industry and two were delivered jointly with staff from Careers. 

To help students identify with the course, the first talk was given by recent graduates 
now working in the media – one had worked for a broadcast production company and 
the other was freelancing while setting up her own company.  Other speakers included 
a Television Producer who also runs a professional training company, a Line Producer 
from the film industry and the Diversity and Talent Manager from Channel 4. For most 
students the course provided a first opportunity to meet industry professionals and 
begin to understand professional practice. In addition to the weekly lectures, students 
were expected to research aspects of the media industry and were assessed on CVs that 
had to be submitted at the end of the course. In the recent past, students have 
submitted all sorts of long-winded, badly designed and misspelt autobiographies. To 
address this, they were asked to write one page CVs following a recommended format.
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The Year 2 Going Professional course enabled us to develop good contacts with key 
media industry organisations, especially Channel 4 and Skillset who provided two of the 
guest speakers. As a result: 

• students were impressed by the quality of the guest speakers 
and, on one occasion, stayed for an extra hour to continue 
listening to Martell’s talk about the film industry. 

• all students wrote effective CVs by the end of the course. 
• some students used their CVs and successfully applied for 

work experience during the summer vacation. 

Mediatrain 

It is sometimes said that the ‘Catch 22’ of finding work in the media is that you can’t 
get a job until you have professional experience. The new Mediatrain unit lies at the 
heart of the CETL project because it aims to provide students with work experience as 
part of their University course. 

In autumn 2008, Mediatrain enabled 30 final year production undergraduates to gain 
work experience when it was piloted as a one-term, assessed elective. The course 
objectives were to provide students with: 

• opportunities for independent learning 

• real work experience under controlled conditions 
• alternatives to university generated projects 
• a knowledge of how ‘businesses’ work 

• enhanced employment prospects. 

A number of media production companies and voluntary and public sector 
organisations were contacted that might want short films. The organisations had to be 
within reasonable travelling distance from the University. In choosing voluntary and 
public sector organisations, the intention was to find projects that would interest the 
students, benefit the community and the University’s standing within it (commercial 
companies were not contacted partly because their projects might be less interesting 
and also because it seemed inappropriate to carry out commercial work as part of a 
University course). A wide range of projects were initiated, three of which supported 
young people, three raised issues about cultural diversity, three were about the arts and 
one was mainly about elderly people. 

At the outset of the project, some colleagues had expressed concerns that the 
productions were ‘high risk’ because the films might not meet the professional 
standards needed for public exhibition and they suggested that the production teams 
should be hand-picked. Given the diversity of our students I thought a streaming
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approach was undesirable. Nevertheless, as colleagues had recognised, there was a real 
need to aim for success and this was greatly assisted by a media graduate from the 
previous year who was employed to mentor the production teams. 

Detailed briefs about each of the projects were developed with the partners and, at the 
start of the new term, these were discussed with the students who were asked to select 
their first and second choices. The media companies then selected the interns by 
comparing CVs and sometimes holding interviews while I selected the production 
teams on a mixed ability basis. If the students didn’t get their first choice, most 
succeeded in getting their second. 

During the course, students worked for two or three days a week over eight or nine 
consecutive weeks with the host organisations. To monitor progress and plan ahead, 
the mentor and I held weekly meetings with the students and the mentor also ran 
production workshops and assisted on some of the shoots and edits.  As a recent 
graduate, he was well placed to gain the students’ confidence and raised the standard of 
their productions significantly. 

Two types of work experience emerged: work placements and work-based learning.  In 
the first type, individual students became interns in media companies – they are known 
in the industry as ‘runners’ because they are often sent to fetch this and that.  The 
media companies acted as their employers and some provided training but most often 
they expected the interns to learn by observing and participating in day-to-day 
professional practice. In the second type, groups of students made short films for local 
voluntary and public sector organisations. In these work-based learning projects the 
staff acted as clients while the students assumed the role of producers who had the 
responsibility of completing their clients’ films to a satisfactory standard. These projects 
are said to be examples of social entrepreneurship because although they are non- 
commercial they can make a valuable contribution to the wider economy. 

There has been some discussion about the relative merits of work placements and 
work-based learning (see Helen Corkill, Chapter 12). Generally the argument favours 
work-based learning projects because they usually involve on-going cooperation 
between educational staff and their external partners whereas once placements 
commence they are delivered solely by external organisations and are therefore outside 
the influence of the educational institutions.  In our projects other differences included: 

Students on work placement projects; 

• worked individually 

• worked alongside media professionals and 

• engaged directly with media industry practice. 

Whereas students on work based learning projects;
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• worked in self-regulated teams 
• were in positions of responsibility and 

• made short films for public exhibition. 

Both project types are important and need to be developed further.  Placements may 
help prepare students for work in the media industries while the work-based learning 
projects may help equip them for self-employment. 

Outcomes 

The students’ experiences of the placements went some way towards meeting the 
course objectives.  They all worked for real media/cultural organisations, most of them 
worked with media professionals, some assisted with organisational work in the office 
while others helped to plan or participate in productions. Students were excited by the 
idea of working on live projects for real clients and in general were responsible and well 
motivated.  Six out of the seven students on the placements were positive about their 
experiences. One intern was especially impressed by the opportunities he had to assist 
professional production crews, see the work of the archivists and find out about the 
ways in which a major charitable organisation relates to the media.  The three students 
who developed the arts festival’s film programme found the experience rewarding but 
sometimes found it difficult to work as a team.  Of the two students who worked for 
the local production company, one enjoyed the experience while the other felt she 
wasn’t given enough to do. One intern was offered a job at the end of his placement 
that he was delighted to accept. 

The mixed ability groups in the work-based learning projects worked well.  Some 
students emerged as leaders while others were team players and there were some 
surprises as one or two outgoing and entrepreneurial students, who had not been 
motivated by earlier University projects, came to the fore.  Students took on specific 
roles within the production teams – one of the most important being the Production 
Manager who had to liaise with clients to develop the schedules and ensure that 
productions were delivered on time. 

The students’ experiences of the work-based learning projects had a closer fit with the 
course objectives.  All the students had opportunities to work with professionals and 
used their production skills to develop creative solutions for external projects that were 
intended for either for public exhibition or were targeted at specific audiences. 

Curriculum and assessment 

Until recently, our Division has encouraged work experience outside the curriculum 
and most often left it up to the students’ entrepreneurialism to find the placements. 
The new Mediatrain unit, however, puts work experience firmly within the 
undergraduate curriculum for Television Production and the Moving Image Pathway.
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Mediatrain is not a taught course, instead it seeks to provide opportunities for final year 
undergraduates to develop their independent learning.  Nevertheless as a 30 credit 
elective it has to be appropriately structured with two assessment points, both of which 
are formative in principle because they are a new experience for the students and 
summative in practice because there is no follow up. The first assignment is to show 
evidence of the work experience while the second is to write a business report about 
the host organisation. 

The first assignment for the work placements presented a challenge because the 
projects are largely experiential. While I may be confident that the students have 
participated fully, gained all sorts of professional know how, personally matured and, 
hopefully, ‘networked’ – the outcomes are largely intangible and hard to assess. 

At present, students are required to provide as much hard evidence as they can of the 
work they have contributed to in the companies together with diaries that describe and 
reflect on their experiences.  While it was possible to see qualitative differences between 
students’ work, the reflective diaries were often fuzzy and even the hard evidence was 
in question because the extent of their contributions to projects and products was 
unknown. 

Fortunately, there were no such difficulties with the work-based learning projects 
because the Division has well-developed criteria for assessing students’ films and 
effective methods for identifying individual contributions to group work.  Nevertheless, 
the Mediatrain films were different to other University assignments because they were 
‘commissioned’ by external organisations that variously needed marketing films, public 
service announcements, training films as well as more straightforward interviews.  Many 
of the productions were simultaneously commercial and creative, and the demands they 
placed on the students were especially exacting because of the need for high production 
standards.  Thus Mediatrain has broadened the range of students’ productions while 
simultaneously raising standards.  In respect of standards, it is worth noting that one of 
the criteria for first class degrees in media is that students’ final productions should be 
suitable for public exhibition. 

The business reports required for Assignment 2 addressed the course objective to 
provide students with knowledge of how businesses work.   Students were required to 
carry out a piece of research within their host organisation to find out about one or 
more of the following: how the organisation functions as a business, the role(s) and day 
to day routines of one or more of the staff, and a report of a particular project or 
production.  Students were expected to use a variety of research methods including 
interviewing members of staff, reading published information and viewing products. 
Because students were well-motivated, they were keen to find out more about their 
hosts and what they did. The resultant reports were generally well researched and 
fulsome. It was clear that the students had the flexibility to apply their research and 
writing skills to new subjects as they tackled the demands of writing business reports.



168 

Conclusion 

Going Professional and Mediatrain are still in development. Existing projects and 
course units will be consolidated and new initiatives will come on stream during 2009- 
10. For example, with help from Business Studies colleagues, a taught element about 
business management will be introduced into the Mediatrain unit. Both projects have 
introduced some of CRe8’s wide-ranging aims within the curriculum for the Division of 
Media Arts and Production. 

Going Professional has enabled us to develop new contacts with the media industries in 
part because it exists within the core curriculum and also because our students’ diversity 
coincides with the media industry’s concern to widen participation.  There is an 
important opportunity here that should not be overlooked. 

The Mediatrain productions offer an innovative approach to work-based learning. 
Students have used their expertise to develop real projects in the community and, as 
such, their films are examples of the creative contribution that social entrepreneurship 
can make to the wider economy.  A good example is ‘Wish You Were Here’, the 
marketing film made for the University’s International Office that is being used to 
recruit international students. 

Going Professional and Mediatrain have the potential to aid recruitment as prospective 
students and their parents often ask about the work experience opportunities and 
industry links on offer at the University. Taking a wide view, the Going Professional 
and Mediatrain projects show that vocational awareness and work experience have the 
potential to deliver long term benefits to higher education and the cultural industries in 
a number of ways, including: 

• improving undergraduate recruitment 
• establishing new types of assignment in the curriculum 

• recognising and developing students’ entrepreneurial skills 
• improving media graduates employment prospects 
• supporting local social and cultural organisations 
• developing projects with regional and national media 

organisations 
• promoting the principle of social entrepreneurship. 

About the author 

Jim Hornsby is Pathway Leader for the Moving Image in the Division of Media Arts 
and Production.  Having studied fine art he has taught art, photography, film 
production.  He has also worked on a number of education-related projects, for 
example he directed the Brighton Film Festival, researched and reported on Arts 
Council Photography in Education projects, edited a national media education



169 

magazine and made documentaries for agencies including the National Youth Bureau, 
South East Thames Health Authority and East Sussex Social Services. 

jim.hornsby@beds.ac.uk



170 

Chapter 12 

Putting CRe8 to work: developing a contextual 
framework for work‐based learning 

Helen Corkill 

Abstract 

The purpose of this chapter is to identify features of the CRe8 model which inter-relate 
with the processes and stages of constructing work-based learning.  Work-based 
learning is an interdisciplinary area, characterised by confused definition and complexity 
of overlapping and intersecting theories and concepts.   It can be viewed both as a 
mode of study and a field of study.  Constructing work-based learning is therefore a 
complex process.  Drawing from a wide range of theoretical backgrounds, the 
production of a conceptual framework is proposed, utilising a series of overlapping and 
interlocking conceptual cycles.   Throughout, the development of the framework is 
aligned to areas of CRe8, and also to aspects of the SOAR model.   The synergies 
between these models are realised and integrated into a new framework for work-based 
learning.  This framework can then be taken forward on a practical basis for use by 
curriculum development and delivery teams across the University and its partner 
colleges and organisations.  A series of bridges are thus navigated spanning theory and 
practice; work and learning; SOAR and CRe8. 

‘There is nothing more practical than a good theory’ (Lewin, 1952: 169) 

Keywords 

Work-based learning; CRe8; conceptual framework; meta-learning.
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Introduction 

Within the supercomplex world 1  of twenty-first century higher education many types of 
interface bridging higher learning and the workplace are encountered, whether these 
arise from practice-based learning in the healthcare, engineering or education 
professions; placement learning in ‘sandwich’ periods; ‘live’ projects within art and 
design disciplines;  work-based learning central to foundation degrees and some 
professional post-graduate courses; or in continuous professional development (CPD). 
The experiences gained from integrating classroom and workplace learning contribute 
significantly to advancing students’ academic, professional and personal development 
and thus their ‘employability’ (CBI, 2009). 

Work-based learning is essentially ‘a set of relationships between the two fundamental 
human processes of working and learning’ (Evans, 2009: 4), a fusion of personal, 
professional and organisational development.  The various processes embedded within 
personal development planning (PDP) should be an integral part of any learning 
derived from the workplace.  However, too often these are viewed as discrete areas of 
activity (Corkill, 2006) and sometimes as areas of activity separated from the core 
academic business of higher education (Costley and Armsby, 2008). 

In 2007, the University of Bedfordshire developed a revised curriculum model, 
Curriculum Review for 2008 (CRe8) (Chapter 1).   CRe8 signals a shift away from 
individual course components towards a more holistic view of curricula, presenting 
both challenge and opportunity to some of the University’s workplace-based activities. 
As the ‘final learning experience is more than just the sum of the various parts’ (Atlay, 
2007: 2) this does challenge staff teams to ensure that all workplace learning activities 
are suitably integrated, scaffolded and assessed within curricula, and also offer 
appropriate learning support mechanisms to students. 

Underlying CRe8 is the student-centred process for personalised development, 
SOARing to Success (Kumar, 2007; Chapter 1 and Chapter 6 this volume).  The SOAR 
model provides a student-focussed lens through which to view the personal 
development elements of CRe8.  There is considerable synergy between the multiple 
processes of the SOAR and CRe8 models and those contributory to work-based 
learning.  Thus CRe8 and SOAR working together should complement all workplace 
learning activity, for as Brennan (2005) states succinctly, work-based learning too is all 
about learning, meta-learning. It is not about ‘teaching’. 

In recent years interest in work-based learning has grown significantly.  However, as 
Hager (1999) catalogues, one of the greatest difficulties of thinking and writing about 
work-based learning is the sheer number of overlapping and intersecting theories 
encompassed within it.  This arises largely as work-based learning is an interdisciplinary 
area which is viewed from diverse fields and disciplines including management theory, 

1 The term came to prominence in Barnett, 2000.
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sociology, cognitive and industrial psychology, economics, adult education, policy 
studies and learning theory.  To these mix in activity theory (Engeström, 2007) situated 
learning (Lave and Wenger, 1991) and research into professional practice, as examples, 
and a large melting pot of convergent literatures is conjured.  If the sources and 
theories behind the CRe8 and SOAR models are added, the recipe becomes richer still. 

This chapter explores the CRe8 model, examining the synergies between CRe8 and 
work-based learning and how CRe8 can be ‘put to work’ to develop a contextual 
framework for work-based learning.   However, as implied in Lewin’s famous words 
quoted at the start of the chapter, theories are useful but only if they can be used to 
solve practical problems.  The practical problem is that the University is in need of a 
flexible work-based learning framework to apply across a range of new courses, from 
foundation degrees to CPD.  Starting from a conceptual model as outlined here, and 
although further development and testing would be required, it is intended that this 
framework will be of practical use for all staff teams developing and delivering courses 
containing elements of workplace-based activity. 

Learning to work or working to learn? 2 

Barnett (1999) argues that in the supercomplex world that higher education inhabits, 
work and learning must of necessity be seen as separate but rapidly converging 
activities, ‘work has to become learning and learning has to become work’ (ibid: 29). 
Yet within some circles of academia, learning derived directly from the workplace is still 
viewed as a newcomer or even an imposter.  Despite many government agendas to 
expand the links between higher education and the workplace, work-based learning and 
the knowledge forms generated from it remain contested discourses (Costley and 
Armsby, 2008). 

As Garnett et al (2009) reiterate, learning from work is far from being a new concept, as 
it started to become formalised from the Middle Ages when professions such as law 
and medicine began developing their skills in practice and then transferred that learning 
into the academy.  New recruits were thus inculcated both into the profession itself and 
to its corpus of professional knowledge.  Subsequently similar models were adopted by 
the healthcare, teaching and engineering professions and were also translated more 
widely into patterns of apprentice education.  Workplace-located continuous 
professional development (CPD) gathered momentum in the later part of the twentieth 
century, often as professional-body prescribed education for post-qualification 
professionals.  Other forms of work-based learning started to emerge at a similar time, 
including qualifications based on the concept of work-based learning as a field of study 
in its own right.  Learning opportunities in the workplace have therefore been available 
for a long time, but they have not always been recognised, accredited or exploited 
within higher education as they are today. 

2 Barnett, 1999: 29
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As Costley (2000) identifies, the term ‘work-based learning’ has become ubiquitous and 
is often used rhetorically, along with a cluster of other concepts such as ‘employability’, 
‘lifelong learning,’ and ‘flexible learning’.  The processes of combining work and 
learning are now characterised by a maze of terminology, contested definitions and 
confused understanding.  In the UK alone there are anecdotally over three hundred 
definitions of workplace-derived learning 3  in use.  In order to consider work-based 
learning in the context of CRe8, it is worth reflecting briefly on four of these. 

Boud and Solomon (2001) produced one of the first twenty-first century definitions, 
‘Work-based learning is the term being used to describe a class of university courses 
that bring together universities and work organisations to create new learning 
opportunities in work places’ (ibid: 4). In just a few intervening years this definition has 
come to be regarded as ‘elitist’ (Gray, 2009) and ‘old’ (Garnet et al, 2009), such has been 
the pace of change.  Three years after Boud and Solomon’s (ibid.) seminal work, 
Garnett (2004, in Garnett et al, 2009: 4) had moved to, 

(work-based learning is) a learning process which focuses on University level critical 
thinking upon work (paid or unpaid) in order to facilitate the recognition, acquisition 
and application of individual and collective knowledge, skills, and abilities, to achieve 
specific outcomes of significance to the learner, their work and the University. 

While remaining cognisant of this definition, and it is a particularly helpful one when 
considering CRe8 concepts, the much simpler ‘learning for, through and at work’ 
(Seagraves et al, 1996) or the variation ‘learning for, in and through the workplace’ 
(Evans, 2006:3) are easier to remember and more helpful when thinking about 
positioning work-based learning. 

Positioning work‐based learning 

Work-based learning is used as a mode of study and a field of study in its own right, 
‘where work itself becomes the subject discipline, rather than traditional subject 
disciplines’ (Garnett et al. 2009: 3). At the University of Bedfordshire, work-based or 
workplace learning currently exists only as a mode of study.  Brennan’s (2007) model 
(Table 1) seeks to clarify this distinction but perhaps fails to extend the classification 
sufficiently far.  Learning for the workplace can have both narrow and broad 
definitions, ranging from job-related training to all general forms of education which 
could ultimately lead to a job (Evans, 2006: 8).  It could be argued that the majority, if 
not all, the courses at the University of Bedfordshire are in at least one sense covered 
under this definition, if only in relevance to developing identifiable employability skills. 
Learning in the workplace (Evans, 2006) or at work (Seagraves et al, 2006) can take 
different forms in which both formal and informal learning occur, such as through 
observation, conversation, mentoring or social interaction.  This category of workplace 
learning would include many foundation degree courses, particularly those full-time 

3 Unpublished research data, fdf (Foundation Degree Forward), 2009
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ones involving short periods of discrete workplace-based activity.  Learning through 
the workplace usually refers to learning opportunities that are afforded as part of the 
employment relationship, including permanent employees undertaking job-required 
higher education or paid placement activity.  Apart from ‘sandwich’ students, this 
would also include many of the University’s healthcare, education and foundation 
degree students. 

Different ways work‐based learning has been used in HE  (from Brennan, 2007: 24) 

Brennan’s (2007) typology (Figure 1) shows the alignment of the three categories of 
work-based learning (learning in, through or for work) with what are described as three 
distinct areas of work-based learning ‘product’.   These ‘products’ may in turn be related 
to three areas: the development of employability, skills and knowledge creation, all of 
which link to the Employability strand of CRe8. However, unlike CRe8, Brennan’s 
classification does not address ways in which these three ‘product’ areas may be 
combined to stimulate learning. 

Work-based learning must be concerned with ‘employability’, although some work- 
based learning ‘products’ will be more overtly end-goals, particularly if including 
simulated or work-related learning (Figure 1).  Ultimately all workplace learning 
experiences, whether good or bad, provide the means to relate theoretical learning to 
real experiences and should aid processes of articulating learning drawn from these 
activities.  Workplace experiences allow students to contextualise problems of operating 
in the complex environment of a workplace.  Students should therefore gain a depth of 
understanding of the world of work which simply cannot be equalled within the 
confines of a lecture room.  In short, workplace experiences are examples of ‘situated 
learning’ or ‘situated cognition’ (Lave and Wenger, 1991) and offer ways in which skills 
are constructed, recognised and assigned a value in the workplace. 

Type of course 
Initial formation  A: HE‐based course (at undergraduate or postgraduate level) with 

workplace learning units or longer placement (up to one year) in the 
workplace 

Initial formation  B: HE‐based course (at undergraduate or postgraduate level) with 
alternating sequence of taught units and short periods of practice in 
relevant occupational settings 

Learner in the workplace 
(or in HE) 

C: HE‐based course (e.g. foundation degree).  Some integration of taught 
units with activities in work settings (real or simulated) 

Learner in the workplace  D: Employment‐based course, negotiated between HE, employer and 
learner.  Focus of learner’s work role and links to HE.
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APEL: Accreditation of Prior and Experiential Learning 
AEL: AEL: Accreditation of Experiential Learning 
NOS: National Occupational Standards 
SSCs: Sector Skills Councils 
CPD: Continuing Professional Development 
HEI: Higher Education Institutions 

Figure 1: Typology of higher education work‐based learning products (from Brennan, 2007: 23) 

Constructing work‐based learning 

Constructing work-based learning is a complex process, underpinned by an ever- 
expanding plethora of theories and concepts.  While the University of Bedfordshire 
neither offers work-based learning as a field of study nor courses which are one 
hundred per cent workplace-based this might reduce complexities on the one hand but 
may increase them on another.  Where small pockets of work-based activity are 
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interspersed into largely classroom-based courses and the reverse, the integration of 
theory and practice can take on a contested dynamic: 

teaching in the professions became associated with the teaching of theory occurring 
as a process of transferring information from teacher to student. Learning would 
occur not from the conceptualization and application of practice but from the 
storing and recapitulation of the received information. It was further associated with 
a specific place, that being the classroom. Contextualization of theory within its 
place of application would occur later by students themselves once safely ensconced 
in the practice world. They would be responsible for making the link between the 
previously learned theory and their current workplace problems.  (Raelin, 2007: 58) 

There is a danger of failing to recognise what Raelin (ibid) refers to as ‘the practice 
turn’, a failure to elevate the value of experience as a basis for the development of 
knowledge.  Evans et al. (2009) propose another approach, that of ‘concentrating on 
different forms of knowledge and the ways in which these are contextualised and 
‘recontextualised’ as people move between different sites of learning in universities or 
colleges and workplaces (ibid, 2009: 2). 

Work-based learning is distinguishable from more traditional modes of learning.  Often 
described as situated learning (Lave and Wenger, 1991), it is less concerned with the 
detailed examination of a discipline, rather centred around reflection on work-practices 
and the ‘many different kinds of knowledge used at work’ (Durrant et al. 2009: 25). 
Engaging in a workplace experience or acquiring a set of technical skills does not in 
itself constitute work-based learning; it is necessary to review and learn from that 
experience or skill development (Gray, 1999).  The ‘learning’ arises from action and 
problem solving within a working environment, centred on challenges to both 
individuals and organisations. Discussion of ideas, problems and solutions leads to the 
creation of new knowledge and changes to practice or organisation.  Most importantly, 
and as links to the development of CRe8 (Chapter 1) there should also be an acquisition 
of a meta-competence – meta-learning, learning to learn (see Annika Coughlin, Chapter 
6).

In practical terms, work-based learners typically concentrate on problems and issues 
which involve their own managerial and personal development, the management of 
staff, communication, or change.  At heart, this can be described as inductive learning, 
where the learner starts with a problem, examines it from many angles, builds 
conceptual models and solutions, implements them and evaluates the impact.  Work- 
based learning is therefore a form of action learning, essentially a concept where the 
learning arises from the process rather than (though inextricably linked to) the solution to an 
actual problem. This requires skills of identifying and analysing experience, reflection 
and feedback, practices drawing from models of experiential learning developed by 
Kolb (1984) (Figure 2) and Boud (1985), and on principles of reflective practice 
developed by Schön (1983).
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Figure 2: The learning cycle 4 (Kolb, 1984) 

While Kolb’s learning cycle forms the basis of many of the constructivist theories on 
which work-based learning is predicated, the work of Schön is particularly influential on 
some of the dialectical models used in work-based learning: 

When we stop to think – to reflect – we do so in order to take stock of something 
that has happened, in order to prepare ourselves for action, or (usually) to do both. 
Reflection is a dialectical process: it looks inward at our thoughts and thought 
processes and outward at the situation in which we find ourselves.  Reflection is thus 
‘meta-thinking’ (thinking about thinking) in which we consider the relationship 
between our thoughts and actions in a particular context.  (Kemmis, 1985:141) 

Learning, perhaps particularly for adult learners, is a social process with the workplace 
often providing the social setting.  Gardner (2006) describes various different 
intelligences required to operate successfully in a workplace, including those of ‘Intra-‘ 
and ‘Inter’-personal intelligence.  Intrapersonal intelligence gives the capacity to 
understand oneself, and as identified in the SOAR model, leads to the appreciation of 
one’s own feelings, fears and motivations.  Interpersonal intelligence, conversely, is the 
ability to understand others, to adjust behaviour accordingly and to operate within 
work, social and learning communities.  Through its Realistic Learning strand, CRe8 
offers a framework through which to draw these together within a work-based learning 
context. 

Unlike traditional students, workplace learners will need to consider how to construct 
their own learning environment or spaces within the workplace, including physical, 

4 Updated colour model (2006) www.businessballs.com/kolblearningstyles.htm

http://www.businessballs.com/kolblearningstyles.htm


178 

virtual and social locations.  The creation of learning spaces and locating the learning is 
therefore key.  A university setting, whether traditional classroom, modern learning 
space or simulated work-related facility, is intended to be a ‘safe’ environment in which 
to learn and where everyone should be working to the same end-goal. In traditional 
university education, lecturer/student relationships have been defined as those of 
expert-novice, master-apprentice.  Evans (2006:13) argues that this concept does not 
have the same salience in the workplace as newcomers bring capabilities with them, 
which then grow and alter through participation, allowing workers to move through 
and on.  This can arguably be contested in an era of widening participation and 
globalisation when increasingly students enter higher education with certain types of 
knowledge greater than those of their tutors.  This echoes Lave and Wenger (1991) who 
observe that, ‘in practice the roles of masters are surprisingly variable across time and 
place.  A specific master-apprentice relation is not even ubiquitously characteristic of 
apprenticeship learning’ (ibid: 91). 

Whereas a university might provide the luxury of a community of involved parties, the 
‘real’ workplace is neither a place of involved parties nor necessarily of equals. 
Employment relationships are thus highly significant in constructing workplace 
learning.  As Evans (2006) observes, in the workplace there are issues of unequal power 
relations, conflict, different power bases and different interests to be served.  The 
workplace is a complex space, somewhere which management has to control but within 
that control, needs to release creativity.  Aspects of CRe8’s Personalised and Realistic 
learning strands may help to prepare students for embarking on ‘real’ workplace activity, 
conversant with these tensions and equipped with coping strategies. 

Developing a work‐based learning framework using CRe8 

There is a considerable diversity of courses within the University of Bedfordshire which 
include some form of work-based or workplace learning.  Whatever form of workplace 
activity undertaken, links need to be articulated between the learning processes drawn 
from the activity and from CRe8.   The processes of work-based learning, in common 
with other types of learning, are essentially constructed on a set of stages derived from 
a series of overlapping conceptual cycles. 

Presenting a model of work‐based learning for the University 

In different approaches to work-based learning, dependent on whether the context is a 
field or mode of study 5 , a full course or course component, there is sometimes a slightly 
different order to the second and third phases, but in general the principles are 
summarised in Figure 3. 

5 Cf. p.5
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Phase 1: 
Exploration 

Phase 2: 
Planning and Proposal 

Phase 3: 
Enquiry 

Phase 4: 
Implementation 

Phase 5: 
Presentation/Assessment 

Change 
Practice/organisational 

Phase 1: 
Exploration 

Phase 2: 
Planning and Proposal 

Phase 3: 
Enquiry 

Phase 4: 
Implementation 

Phase 5: 
Presentation/Assessment 

Change 
Practice/organisational 

Figure 3: Model for work‐based learning 6 

Phase 1: Exploration 

The Exploration phase is concerned with the processes of the learner understanding 
themselves: former, current and future work situations; identification of skills; learning 
acquired to date; projecting the need for future skills and how best these might be 
attained.  As Evans (2006:13) identifies, the individual biography of each person is 
highly significant for all academic but arguably it is especially so in workplace learning. 
This accords with CRe8 Strand 1: Personalised Learning: ‘Students understanding themselves – 
who they are and who they want to be’ and Strand 2: Curriculum ‘Understanding students: where 
they are in their development and where they need to get to’. Elements of the Exploration phase 
map directly to all four remaining areas of Strand 1. 

If CRe8 Strand 1 provides the scaffold, the Self-awareness thread of the SOAR model 
provides the detail.  The building of a Self-MAP 7  (Kumar, 2007: 77 and Chapter 8 this 
volume) is an essential initial step.  The identified abilities and attributes of ‘self’ need to 
be articulated in terms of self-assessment, -esteem/confidence, -development, -efficacy, 
-management and - promotion and then related to the context of becoming a work- 
based learner. 

6 adapted from Rhodes and Shiel (2007) 
7 MAP being the acronym for Motivation, Ability and Personality
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Rammage (2009) identifies the necessity for work-based learners to become ‘intentional’ 
learners, reflecting a transitional experience from passive to proactive learner in the 
workplace.  In order for this transition to be made, certain key qualities (Figure 4) are 
required during each work-based learning phase (Figure 3). 

Phase 5: 

Inter‐personal competence 

Phase 4: 

Realising the learning 

Self‐discipline 

Phase 3: 

Searching for the knowledge 

flexibility 

Phase 2a and b: 

a) Identifying the learning  b) setting up the experience 

motivation and self‐direction 

Phase 1: 

Antecedent factors 

self‐determination 

Figure 4: Becoming an intentional learner (adapted from Rammage, 2009) 

The synergy with the Self-awareness thread of the SOAR model is apparent.  Having 
articulated an exploration of ‘Self’, a similar process of exploring personal learning 
needs to be undertaken, to identify learning that has already been acquired, learning that 
is now required and how best to address this.  As exemplified in the CRe8 Personalised 
learning strand, embedded within the Exploration phase should be processes for the 
recognition of prior learning (RPL 8 ) and identification of personal learning styles. 

The Exploration phase also has other intersections with the CRe8 model.  From the 
outset, and allied to explorations of self and prior learning, the concept of reflection 
needs to be introduced.  Reflection and reflective practice lie at the heart of work-based 
learning and are in-built into every phase and across phases.  Reflection is a key 
component of CRe8 Strand 3: Realistic Learning, which importantly identifies the need 
to make connections not only between units but also between the internal world of the 
university and the demands of the outside world.  Reflection is both explicit and 
implicit in many aspects of the SOAR model, again directly supporting learning 
processes. 

Support for engaging with reflection is essential as a work-based learner can find 
themselves entering a maze of polarising dynamics when they engage in and reflect on 
practice in the workplace.  Schön’s (1983) models of reflection, reflection-on-action and 

8 Including consideration of claims for accredited prior experiential learning (APEL)
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reflection-in-action, provide useful ways of thinking about situations while actually 
engaged in them. Schön’s models also align with the problem-solving aspect of work- 
based learning, where, similar to Lewin’s (1946) cycle of action research, a problem is 
considered, re-framed, resolutions contemplated and then tested to move on with 
experience.  This links to another cyclical reflective model, widely used across a 
spectrum of workplace activity, that of Gibbs (1988) (Figure 5). 

Figure 5: Gibbs’ model for  reflection 

Johns’ (2003) Model of Structured Reflection, based around a framework of five cue 
questions rather than a cycle, is another model which is widely-used both for work- and 
practice-based learning within health fields at the University of Bedfordshire, including 
in foundation degrees. 

The introduction of a model of reflection for work-based learners is advantageous. 
Reflection does not come easily to many students.  Research points to the difficulties 
that work-based learners have in sustaining and purposefully employing reflective 
journals (Johns, 2003; Rammage, 2009).  Perhaps the growing culture of using of e- 
portfolios may influence this, but Johns’ view meanwhile is that although learners (and 
practitioners) claim to engage in reflective practice they rarely do so at a level that 
demonstrates learning that genuinely transforms practice.  By developing curricula and 
assessment practices around CRe8 from the outset, the processes of reflecting on 
learning should be built in from the start. 
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Phase 2: Planning and Proposal 

Phases 2 and 3 are linked and may take on a slightly different shape and ordering in a 
course or unit where work-based learning is being undertaken as a field of study or 
where students are full-time employees and one hundred percent negotiated work- 
based learning is intended.  In essence, Phase 2 requires the identification and initial 
proposal of a workplace activity, and the identification of possible types and sources of 
underpinning theory. Phase 2 requires the drawing up of a learning action plan, which 
may be constituted as a learning contract or tri-partite learning agreement depending on 
the nature of the employment situation and the status of the work-based learning. 
Students (and tutors) need to have a sound understanding of articulating learning 
through the use of learning outcomes and level descriptors.  The signing of a learning 
agreement constitutes a milestone in the work-based learning process, and helps to 
ensure students are ready and motivated to engage with learning which they have 
designed or negotiated. 

For many students, work-based learning is a new experience, whether, for example, an 
existing employee or a full-time student undertaking a first placement.  Whatever the 
circumstances, some type of adjustment is necessary, whether the employee adapting to 
the familiar workplace as a place of learning or the full-time student re-located to a 
workplace.  The levels and types of support for students have to be carefully considered 
at this stage.  On the one hand, a full-time student will perhaps have easier access to 
tutors while existing employees may have greater access to some sort of community of 
practice to help foster and identify learning needs (Wenger, 1999). 

The levels of autonomy afforded by this phase can present both opportunities and 
challenges, one of the greatest being an awareness of what it is students want or need to 
learn.  This is often difficult to identify or conceptualise when either new in role or 
undertaking work-based learning by means of a placement.  In accordance with CRe8 
Strand 3: Realistic Learning, the intended work-based learning activity has to be 
meaningful and it also has to challenge the learner.  For a work-based learner, it is only 
through a suitable level of challenge being incorporated that decision-making 
capabilities can be extended and new behaviours learned.  Many students find this stage 
problematic, being used to an educational system where knowledge and how to find it 
is largely delivered and signposted by lecturers (Rammage, 2009).  Again, a student who 
has experienced a curriculum constructed with the building blocks of CRe8 should find 
it easier to demonstrate the attributes of autonomous learning that are necessary to 
become a successful work-based learner. 

Phase 3: Enquiry 

The Enquiry phase, that of searching for and assembling information to underpin the 
proposed work-based learning activity, requires an active learning approach and can be 
overwhelming for students unused to working autonomously.  Rammage (2009) and 
others report the impact of previous passive learning experiences on students new to
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work-based learning.  Students often wait for information to be given them or to be 
shown exactly where to find it, demonstrating a passive acceptance of the traditional 
master/novice relationship in higher education. The spiral curriculum and ‘scaffolded’ 
approaches of CRe8 are built on active learning models and the approaches taken by 
aligning with the Realistic learning strand would stand work-based learners in good 
stead. 

CRe8 advocates the appropriate use of technologies to support active learning.  An 
appropriate and imaginative use of technologies allied with an informed use of learning 
resource centres are essential to support and extend the learning activities required in 
Phase 3 (Figure 5). Rammage suggests that a circle is thus created as: 

Searching for the knowledge required the learner to access knowledge resources 
from a variety of areas.., use the internet...the library...see the specialist members of 
the team, discuss with the mentor and the medics...shadow a relevant professional 
for a few days... read a lot... all the learners talked about using the self, using their 
experience of practice as the baseline that they always returned to, to test out their 
understandings.  (ibid: 32) 

It is essential that thorough and contextualised approaches to research are introduced at 
a very early stage. Methodologies, ethical issues and approaches to insider researching 
are all essential, including in foundation degrees. 

Phase 4: Implementation 

The Implementation phase is the ‘doing’ phase and students should therefore be in the 
workplace with a coherent course of learning established.   They should be armed with 
the necessary theoretical understanding to underpin their intended workplace activity 
and to put CRe8 Strand 3: Realistic learning into practice. There should be ample 
opportunities to experience learning opportunities which are Meaningful, Active and 
Challenging.  Through the maintenance of a learning journal, log or diary, Reflection is 
likely to be a daily activity. Collaboration is key, whether as part of a work team or action 
learning set and in some form, students will become part of a community of practice. 
For the work-based learner, Realistic learning is likely to be played out against the 
backdrop of the challenging social dynamics of the workplace. 

Supporting students is always important, but during this phase it is vital.  Technologies 
play ever expanding and diverse roles in supporting learning in the workplace, across 
many stakeholders (see Mark Gamble, Chapter 2; and Peter Norrington, Chapter 5). 
The provision of universally-accessible points for information and learning resources; a 
means of verbal and visual communication with both staff and peers when little or no 
face to face contact is possible; a means of non-time critical back-up when students 
may be scattered worldwide; for providing an e-portfolio system to support both the 
various phases of work-based learning and allied elements of reflective practice.  E- 
portfolios are increasingly used for linking higher level learning with employers’ Human
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Resource Management systems; training and CPD, as in the health-care professions; 
and providing e-APEL and e-mentoring. 

In a similar way to that in which Web 2.0 or second generation technologies are 
focussed on the support of knowledge sharing, there is also a growing move towards 
what has been described as a second generation of work-based learning (Critten and 
Moteleb, 2007) whereby there is a shift from emphasis being placed on individuals 
utilising work-based learning to improve their own knowledge to a stage where they not 
only share that knowledge with each other but by so doing both change and add to a 
body of knowledge shared by all within the organisation and, where relevant, outside it. 
This is a type of ‘social knowledge’ creation, developed directly out of active learning 
(CRe8, Strand 3) and facilitated by the advances in collaborative technologies (CRe8, 
Strand 2). 

Phase 5: Presentation and assessment 

Phase 5 in a work-based learning process is the all-important stage where the outputs 
and outcomes of the designated engagement with learning in the workplace become 
formally analysed and made public.  The outcomes (both learning and ‘widget’ 9 
outcomes) are evaluated and presented, perhaps to co-workers, mentors and employers 
as well as tutors.  Evaluation and feedback will lead to recommendations for 
development and change, certainly for the learner, perhaps for the organisation.  One 
learning cycle draws to a close and becomes the catalyst for another to start. 

However, before another cycle could start, there is the question of assessment.  CRe8 
provides for the cyclical nature of different stages of learning, whereby the outcomes of 
any assessment should explicitly sow the seeds to shape future learning.  Within a work- 
based model, where reflective practices are in-built at every phase, formative assessment 
is continuous and informal feedback of many different kinds will have taken place 
throughout. 

Yet assessment within work-based learning is a complex and often a contested area. 
The question of what exactly is being assessed is often unclear (Table 2) and questions 
of where and by whom things are assessed often take on different dimensions. 
Workplace assessments have the added complication, or benefit, of being assessed by 
different types of assessors.  At formative stages, mentors or workplace advisers may 
contribute.  If practical skills or competencies are being assessed, particularly for 
professional body recognition, there may be a work-based assessor involved in addition 
to the HE tutor.  Some components are likely to be assessed within the workplace, 
where there are ethics and protocols to be observed on the part of the HE tutor, 
especially, as examples, if the workplace is that of a healthcare or educational setting or 
military establishment.  As in CRe8 Strand 5, Assessment, outcomes of such assessment 
have to be used sensitively and ethically. 

9 ‘widget’ outcome: artefact produced
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Source 1: 
Naturally occurring evidence 

Source 2: 
Extracted evidence 

Observations of performance at 
work in real workplace situations 

Skills / competency 
tests; professional 
body performance 
standards 

Practice diaries/ log‐books  Observations of 
performance in 
simulated work 
situations 

Oral practice about  ongoing work 
Interrogation of rationale for 
work activities 

Assessment 
evidence from 
ongoing work 

Peer assessments and reports 

Performance 
tests 

Critical incident 
analysis 

Samples of work products (e.g. 
artefacts, documents, strategies, 
written reports, case notes) 
Evidence of plans, preparation for 
work activities 

Evidence of relevant 
underpinning theory 
and principles 

Evaluations of achievements, 
work outcomes, personal 
effectiveness 

Projects requiring 
independent planning 
and research; project 
reports 

Written and 
oral 
examinations 

Viva (e.g. on 
placement report; 
WBL project) 
Presentations; poster 
presentations 
PBL exercise 

Predetermined 
samples of work 

Assignments and reflective 
accounts of work practices and 
procedures 

Other 

‘live’ projects 

Table 2: Assessment typology (adapted from Hevey, 1993) 

Most work-based learning activities are assessed by a combination of methods, 
portfolios of evidence being prevalent, sometimes alongside assessment of 
competencies.  CRe8 Strand 5: Assessment provides a framework for different 
approaches to assessment.   Work-based assessment needs to be tailored to the 
validating of the learning drawn from situated experiences: 

assessment of work-based learning should relate to the nature of learning itself, 
which is centred around reflection on work practices; it is not merely a question of 
acquiring knowledge and technical skills but a case of reviewing and learning from 
experience.   (Brennan, 2005: 31) 

Within portfolios, work-based assessments often include logs or diaries, portfolios, 
essays or reports.  Too often, little guidance is given as to the content, nature or 
purpose of a log – is it intended to be a ‘reflective’ log or merely a collection of jottings 
to act as an aide memoire?  How does a log become a ‘reflective’ log?  Similarly, the
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differences between an essay and a report are often poorly articulated, with little 
reference to the expectation that the latter would be located in a different field with a 
different style of writing. Then there is the question of what is really meant by a 
reflective report? (Edwards and Knight, 1995).  The implementation of the Assessment 
strand of CRe8, including giving detailed assessment briefs, should help to avoid the 
following all too familiar scenario: 

Our students’ placements are assessed by a portfolio which should include an 
analysis of the host organisation and an assessment of their own self-development. 
Students commonly lose marks in the portfolio in two ways: firstly they are overly 
descriptive about the work-experience itself, sometimes providing a day-to-day 
account of tea-making and envelope stuffing rather than an insightful evaluation of 
their learning!  Secondly, they often seem to forget all about the taught courses that 
preceded their placement and don’t refer to theories, models and concepts covered 
in courses or indeed reference their work with academic texts…students need to 
demonstrate that they understand the integration of these two worlds. (Fanthome, 
2004: 125) 

Boud (2009) has recently challenged thinking on the assessment of work-based 
learning.  He questions, for example, the efficacy of learning contracts in terms of 
locking students into a limited view of the domain in which they studying and whether 
the overly individualistic framing of assessment inhibits students’ development of 
judgment making with and for peers.  Crucially, for above all else work-based learning 
is defined as being concerned with meta-learning, Boud challenges students’ 
development of sufficient meta-cognitive skills beyond those which are immediately 
needed.  Linking work-based learning to a broader framework such as CRe8 could 
therefore be seen to have distinct advantages. 

Conclusions 

This chapter suggests ways in which various theories of work-based learning can be 
combined with the CRe8 model in order to develop a framework for work-based 
learning.  Although conceived as a conceptual framework, like all good theories (Lewin, 
1952), it does suggest practical application.  The framework would be applicable to 
most areas where work-based learning is approached as a mode of study, the prevalent 
need at the University of Bedfordshire.  However, unlike many models currently used 
in work placements and foundation degrees, the framework draws on both theories and 
practices underpinning work-based learning as a field of study and also those of CRe8. 
By combining the two domains, it ensures that work-based learning promotes the 
professional and personal development intended to benefit both the learner and the 
workplace. 

CRe8, SOAR and work-based learning originate from different sources and navigate 
different routes yet they have the power to combine to provide a powerful tool.  The 
model proposed here is in essence not so much a single bridge between concepts as an
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intersection – multiple bridging between theory and practice; higher education and the 
workplace; CRe8 and work-based learning. 
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Chapter 13 

Failing better 

Alin Dobrea 

Abstract 

This article presents my personal learning journey and how I was successfully offered a 
place on the Institute of Practitioners in Advertising (IPA) Summer School Programme 
after a rigorous selection process. The Summer School was an unique experience and I 
was also part of the team that won the IPA Summer School Project with three other 
interns. The IPA Summer School offers an internship within a digital or direct 
marketing agency and provides students with a real introduction to agency life. In 
addition to the internship, the programme included a series of special evening seminars 
and social events where students visited agencies and met industry experts. This article 
is in a way a reflection on my past two years of study at university and the way I have 
adapted and the steps I took to improve my employability in this ever-changing world. 

Samuel Beckett (1906-1989) 

Keywords 

Employability; marketing; communications; PDP.
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I came to England in September 2007 straight after I finished my high school studies. I 
have recently finished the second year of my BA Advertising and Marketing 
Communications degree at the University of Bedfordshire and I am now on my work 
placement year with the Centre for Excellence in Teaching and Learning. 

I am really keen to pursue a career in the communications and media industry. After my 
first months in England and before the end of my first year at university I understood 
that work experience in the communications industry would give me a feel of the 
advantages and disadvantages of a career in this sector, and at the same time it would be 
an opportunity to see if this path is really suitable for me. 

It was early 2008, more than half a year after I started my course, and I was doing 
research on companies to contact for an internship for the summer of that year. In May 
2008, I e-mailed my CVs accompanied by carefully worded covering letters to a number 
of communications agencies in London. After two weeks of waiting, I was contacted by 
an international technology PR agency specialising in IT and telecoms. I had a really 
pleasant exchange of e-mails with them, followed up by a round of telephone 
interviews. Even though I had studied Computer Science in high school and had a 
genuine interest in communications, I didn’t get this internship. I was told that I made 
it into the final three choices but that the position would be offered to somebody with 
more experience than me. Unfortunately, nobody else got in touch regarding an 
internship and I failed to find one for that summer. Maybe I wasn’t persistent and 
serious enough.  Thinking back, the experience of applying for internships aided me in 
my personalised learning path. I then realised that I was missing out on something 
important, I didn’t have enough experience outside of my curriculum nor did I have a 
portfolio of achievements that would make me stand out in a selection process for the 
kind of job I was seeking. 

How to sell myself? 

The truth was that I wasn’t selling myself hard enough. I ended up with a normal 
student job for that summer as an Enrolments Assistant at Barnfield College and I felt 
that I could have done a lot more to gain a place on an internship at the time. So, 
during the summer of 2008 I went through a process of self assessment, analysing 
myself, identifying my strengths and weaknesses and areas of improvement. Reflecting 
upon my first year at university I understood that I wasn’t making the most of the 
opportunities that were available to me and planned to change that in my second year. 
My resolution for the next academic year was to be more pro-active, engaged, versatile 
and finally to broaden my horizons by participating in new experiences. 

That being said, during my second year I did things a bit differently. I started focusing 
on my course work and aimed to achieve the highest possible grades and at the same 
time I immersed myself into books related to advertising and communications, and 
found out that I enjoyed reading them in my free time.
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I also had two part-time jobs to keep myself busy. I was working as an Administrative 
Assistant at the Centre for Personal & Career Development within the university and I 
continued to work at Barnfield College as an Evening Receptionist. Moreover, I 
continued my volunteering work with B:Fest – the annual arts festival for Luton and 
Bedfordshire that is organised and run by the students of the university – for which I 
coordinated the marketing team. 

The B:Fest coordinator position has helped me improve my communication, planning, 
self management and problem solving skills. Because of the work I have become more 
confident when taking on a task and I now feel I have experience to fall back on as to 
what it takes to see a project from an incipient stage through to completion. 

In addition, I became involved as a Student Ambassador and also Student 
Representative for the University of Bedfordshire’s Business School so I had to 
represent the students’ point of view in meetings with senior staff at the University and 
also attend Open Days and act as a liaison link with prospective students. These 
experiences have helped me become more confident when dealing with different types 
of people and gave me a well rounded view of how the University works internally. 

In February 2009, I found out that I had won a scholarship for the Study China 
Programme 10 . I applied for the scholarship in December 2008 as I thought it would be 
a tremendous opportunity to learn about China, its language and its culture. The 
programme was supported by the then Department of Innovation, Universities and 
Skills and as part of it I studied a three week course in Mandarin Chinese at Beijing 
Normal University during the university Easter break. 

The three weeks spent in China, as well as the way the programme was structured 
provided an optimal context to achieve a better understanding of one of the major 
world players in the international arena. The whole experience was a real eye opener 
and it has made me more aware of the changing world we live in. As a future graduate I 
understood that I have to be prepared to embrace new cultures and job opportunities in 
markets such as Asia.  In addition, I believe that this programme has offered me a great 
opportunity of networking with students from other British universities who were 
selected take part in the programme and had a common interest with me in the Asian 
culture and the Chinese ethos respectively. 

Researching my possible destinations 

So upon my return from China and moving forward to April 2009, I found myself 
again looking for an internship for the summer, only this time I had substantially more 
experience than the previous year. One important recommendation I would give to a 
student seeking work experience in this competitive industry is that it’s now 
inadmissible not TO do your research before writing to an agency for an internship 
because it is expected by employers and it is possible because of the internet and all 

10 www.studychina.org.uk

http://www.studychina.org.uk/
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THE other facilities available at our fingertips. At the same time, it is beneficial to 
applicants to see how their interests and abilities fit with the requirements of different 
agencies. Remember that every agency is different and has its own culture and work 
ethos. 

The Institute of Practitioners in Advertising (IPA) website 11  is a good place to start; 
they have profiles for every single affiliated agency along with important contact details 
of key people within all the departments. I researched the IPA website and 
consequently I made a list of a number of agencies in London I intended to contact. As 
a student, you have to make sure that you know everything about the company you’re 
applying to and have an idea in which department you want to be placed or what you 
would like to get out of the work experience. Some agencies will have a special scheme 
for the summer so you need to make sure you check their websites in time and see if 
they have an application form that you’ll need to download and fill in. If they don’t it is 
worth sending speculative applications with your CV and covering letter attached. 

After a couple of days of writing covering letters, filling in application forms, writing 
essays and doing online tests I had applied to around thirty companies in total, but 
because of the economic downturn the response rate wasn’t that great – most agencies 
wouldn’t be taking on interns this summer because of a lack of funding. To quote IMF: 
“We're in the midst of a global financial crisis and the first serious slowdown of the 
digital era. The IMF went on record in January as saying that they expect the global 
economy to grow by just 0.5% in 2009, its lowest rate for 60 years, and Euro zone 
GDP to actually shrink by 2.0%.” IMF, January 2009 12 

By the end of May 2009 I was still without an internship sorted and I was already 
considering planning a summer long trip to South East Asia. My lucky breakthrough 
came on the 1 st of June when Katie from the IPA contacted me, inviting me to the 
interview stage for the IPA Summer School. I was one of the thirty five students who 
made it to this stage! For me, this shows that perseverance and adaptability are 
character traits that you need to have if you want to succeed in this industry, so as Sir 
Winston Churchill said: “never, ever, ever, ever, give up.” 

IPA Summer School experience 

By browsing the IPA website I found out about their competition that offers second 
year students and graduates the chance to win a place on the Summer School 
Programme where successful applicants are given the opportunity to spend ten weeks 
in a leading advertising agency. The Summer School offers a placement within a digital 
or direct marketing agency and provides students with a real introduction to agency life. 
Students get the chance to work alongside the professionals – account handlers, 
planners, creatives – on real client business. In addition to the work placement, there 

11 http://www.ipa.co.uk/ 
12 Statistic found via www.google.co.uk/intl/en/landing/internetstats/ (type IMF in search box).

http://www.ipa.co.uk/
http://www.google.co.uk/intl/en/landing/internetstats/
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are a series of special evening seminars and social events where students will meet other 
students, visit agencies, and meet industry experts. 

This is how the IPA was advertising the scheme at the time and it sounded like an 
opportunity of a life time to get a foot in the door of this highly competitive industry. 
To apply for a place on the Summer School, we had to complete the 'Diagonal 
Thinking' Self-assessment and answer the following two questions in 250 words essays: 
‘What is effective communication?’ and ‘Is multi-tasking possible?’ 

The ‘Diagonal Thinking’ Self-assessment is an online tool, designed to aid recruitment 
into the advertising and communication industries. It tests the hypothesis that the most 
successful individuals working in the business are both Linear and Lateral Thinkers – 
they think ‘diagonally’. You can take this free test and find out if you are a Diagonal 
Thinker at http://www.diagonalthinking.co.uk/ . If you are, you could be suited to the 
advertising and communications business and you could also attach this to your CV, as 
those in the industry would recognise the importance of this test. 

I took both of the tests and I was quite surprised when I saw the results – I had scored 
high for both Linear and Lateral Thinking, thus making me a ‘diagonal thinker’. I also 
spent a big amount of time writing and re-writing the two short essays, making sure I 
was absolutely happy with what I was trying to convey and that there were no spelling 
mistakes and such like. For an industry where communication and attention to detail 
are two of the most important skills it’s essential that you make sure your applications 
have no spelling mistakes whatsoever. I would advise you to get somebody else to 
proof read your applications; you might also like to try and ask for help at the Careers 
Service at your university. 

The interviews were going to be held at the IPA headquarters in Belgrave Square, 
London and they were different from any interviews I’ve had before. A few days after I 
was informed that I had been selected for the interview stage, I got an e-mail from 
Katie who coordinates the IPA Summer School explaining that we would have three 
interviews on the day and we would also be attending the Joint Industry Marketing 
Communications Day. The e-mail stated that we don’t need to prepare anything in 
advance and that there was not a specific dress code, but we were advised to wear smart 
casual attire and not jeans. In each interview session we had to meet with a different 
representative from three of the member agencies involved in the programme. Each 
session was an informal discussion and lasted about 10 minutes. 

I have to admit that I spent a couple of days doing research by reading Campaign 13 , 
Revolution 14 , Marketing Week 15 , blog articles and any other publication that addresses 
marketing or advertising so that I was up-to-date with what was happening in the 
industry prior to the interviews. I also did a bit of research on the background of the 
people who were going to interview us. This has helped me build up my confidence and 

13 www.campaignlive.co.uk/ 
14 www.revolutionmagazine.com/ 
15 www.marketingweek.co.uk/

http://www.diagonalthinking.co.uk/
http://www.campaignlive.co.uk/
http://www.revolutionmagazine.com/
http://www.marketingweek.co.uk/
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also made me more aware of the questions that might pop up during the interviews. 
The interviews went really well in my opinion and there were no blank or dull 
moments, the discussions were all very interesting and I got the chance to ask 
questions, too! The style was very relaxed and informal and it was more like a speed 
dating kind of thing where you get to know as much as possible about the person 
sitting in front of you in a limited amount of time and then you’d swap and go to the 
next table and continue the process. 

Looking at interviews from this perspective, students need to know that if they are 
going to have interviews for work experience in advertising or communications they 
have to make sure that they know everything that is going on in the industry and also 
have an opinion or point of view and be prepared to talk about absolutely anything. 

After I completed my interviews, I got the chance to network with the other thirty four 
applicants and other students interested in pursuing a career in the industry who were 
attending the Joint Industry Marketing Communications Day. It was a great chance to 
meet other students from a wide variety of courses and see what their input was 
regarding their interviews. Apparently, most of the people I spoke to on the day were 
extremely pleased with their interview performance and that was a bit unsettling for me 
at that time because I knew there were only twelve places and thirty five students were 
competing for them. 

It was a huge relief and a great weight taken off my chest when I heard back from Katie 
that Friday that I was successful in securing a place on the ten week programme. The 
months of preparation and planning had paid off in the end and I made it on to one of 
the most prestigious programmes in advertising even in times of recession when the 
number of applicants skyrocketed. 

Chris Whitson, one of my interviewers, and Chairman of the IPA Direct Marketing 
Futures Group and Planning Partner at Stephens Francis Whitson London said in a 
press release for the IPA website after the interviews: 

“The Summer School is now in its third year and we had a record number of entries 
and the standard was the highest yet. The successful candidates should be immensely 
proud of their achievements in securing their place. The school is reliant on three 
things; the agencies who take a student, the speakers who give up their evenings to 
run the evening classes and the IPA staff who make it all happen. I'd like to take this 
opportunity to thank them all.” 

I was successfully selected as part of the IPA Summer School 2009 and placed with a 
digital agency called I Spy based in Piccadilly Circus, London. On the placement I had 
the unique opportunity to work on a variety of accounts across the agency. The work I 
had to do was extremely varied and I enjoyed it thoroughly. Because of the great links 
my agency has with other companies I visited Google, MSN and Yahoo! headquarters 
in London and the chance to speak and learn from senior staff members of these 
Internet giants.
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Outcomes 

This summer I learned a lot, not only about the industry, but also about myself. I got to 
know the ins and outs of an ad agency, the different types of agencies and also the types 
of jobs. Each agency is different. It is an industry full of interesting and intelligent 
people and a key part of it is socialising. You have to keep your eyes and ears open at all 
times. Listen, learn and adapt, and always stay true to yourself. 

The experience on the IPA Summer School convinced me that advertising is where my 
interest resides. I think the placement has helped me get a foot in the door and make 
some contacts that will certainly help me further my career. It has given me an 
invaluable insight into agency life, reinforcing my desire to work in the industry. For the 
final three weeks of the summer school we were given a brief on the Mini Cooper 
Convertible launch. We were asked to organise ourselves into teams of four and had to 
come up with direct mail, e-mail and website on this brief. So besides working in our 
agencies the normal nine-to-six hours, we had to meet in the evenings and work on the 
brief – this gave us a feel of the hard work and late hours that went into preparing for a 
pitch. As an extra bonus, I was part of the team that had the best pitch and 
presentation for the IPA Graduation Ceremony. I've felt respected, appreciated, and 
valued this summer. 

To illustrate my latter point, these are a couple of tweets (from Twitter.com – the 
micro-blogging website) posted by two of the IPA Graduation Ceremony attendees 
after our pitches and final presentations: 

"Proud of IPA Summer School Students. Extremely impressive. If it's an indication 
of the talent coming in, the industry is in safe hands." -Chris Whitson, Owner of 
SFW London 

"Congratulations to my IPA Summer School Students. Did yourselves proud. 
Excellent presentations... Adland watch out!" -Adah Parris, Account Manager at IPA 

The evening seminars and visits to agencies have proved to me that there is tremendous 
variety within the industry and great job satisfaction. You have the chance to acquire 
some of the most sought-after transferable skills in media and communications. The 
industry is always open to new talents and being a meritocratic industry, there is plenty 
of chance of promotion for those who shine. 

Advertising is all about creating solutions to business problems. Creative ways to solve 
them, deliver results for clients. It combines business acumen with creativity. The 
beauty about advertising is that it’s the only industry I can think of where it’s part of the 
job to be interested in the kind of things I’m interested in anyway: travelling, Google, 
music, art, Facebook, gadgets, current affairs, technology, making sense of data, social 
media, mobile phones, computer games, pictures, numbers, buses, words, nostalgia, 
consumer behaviour and random trends.



198 

It's been a busy year, the defining moment came when I realised that I need to go the 
extra mile to stand out. I became more pro-active, more focussed and as a result set 
higher goals for myself. It's been tough, but it's definitely been fun and an incredible 
learning experience. Although sometimes it was stressful to juggle all the things around 
it's really been worth it and I feel that I have accomplished so much in these past few 
months. 

In conclusion, I would like to emphasise the fact that students shouldn’t be afraid to 
embrace new things and seek opportunities, read, research and immerse themselves in 
every experience. We should learn from our failures and always persevere. Samuel 
Beckett’s advice is amazing and I think everybody should apply it: "Ever tried. Ever 
failed. No matter. Try again. Fail again. Fail better." 
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Chapter 14 

Embedding Employability Skills into the Psychology 
Undergraduate Curriculum 

Isabella McMurray and Pat Roberts 1 

This chapter has been submitted to a peer reviewed journal, so for copyright reasons cannot be 
reproduced here. Please contact the authors for further information. 

Abstract 

Within the UK, traditional core subject-specific areas are increasingly being 
complemented by the provision of opportunities to foster students’ personal 
development planning (PDP) as an aide to support their future employment and 
lifelong learning. This chapter describes an Action Research project which examined 
employability skills within the Psychology Division’s curriculum. The first cycle entailed 
conducting an audit of the Modular information forms for all modules within the 
undergraduate curriculum. This audit was analysed along with a survey of Psychology 
undergraduates’ views on the skills they considered they were developing and a focus 
group. The findings suggest that while there is a strong focus on the development of 
generic graduate skills, such as communication, information technology skills and 
working with others, explicit career development skills were minimal and students had 
difficulty in seeing the application of these skills in the wider employment context. 
After a process of evaluation and reflection, collaborative discussions were undertaken 
with colleagues within the Division and the wider University and plans were made for 
embedding employability skills into the Psychology curriculum. Modifications to the 
curriculum were facilitated by the introduction of the CRe8 agenda which supported 
the focus on employability and empowering students to personalise their learning. The 
chapter closes by explaining how the revised curriculum has been delivered in the 
academic year 2008-2009. Furthermore, the methodological issues that arose and the 
benefits and challenges of embedding employability in this manner to other disciplines 
are discussed. 

1 With Ian Robertson, Head of Department, Psychology Division, University of Bedfordshire and Kevin 
Teoh, Research Assistant, Psychology Division, University of Bedfordshire
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Chapter 15 

Organising small scale action research on a large scale: A 
case study of the PILS CETL management framework at 
the Open University 

Joanne Beard 

Abstract 

This chapter describes how the action research process can be supported within a 
management framework to enable individual practitioners to undertake their own small 
scale projects.  The management framework used by the Personalised Integrated 
Learning Support (PILS) Centre for Excellence in Teaching and Learning (CETL) is 
given as a particular example of how a support model can be designed and developed. 
Issues relating to the implementation and outcomes from the evaluative review of the 
framework are briefly discussed. 

Keywords 

Action research; management framework; part-time tutors; staff development.
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Introduction 

Action research and its value in improving the student learning experience alongside 
professional development have been broadly discussed and written up over the last few 
years.  However different models for supporting the requirements of the action 
research approach within management frameworks are still being explored. This 
chapter seeks to identify the high level processes within the action research approach 
and consider how they can be supported in a wider management framework. 

The Personalised Integrated Learning Support (PILS) Centre for Excellence in 
Teaching and Learning (CETL), based at the Open University has initiated and 
supported over 150 part-time tutors (Associate Lecturers) conducting small scale action 
research or development projects over the last four years. 

Action Research Processes 

The first thing we need to consider in designing a support framework is the high level 
requirements of the action research methodology so that this can be situated within our 
design. 

Kemmis and McTaggart (1988) use a four stage cycle to explain the action research 
approach to improving personal professional practice.  The individual practitioner 
identifies the initial question they would like to research and then works through a 
cyclical four phase process of plan, act, observe and reflect.  Following the reflect phase 
there is the opportunity to reframe the initial question often by changing practice and 
then the cycle of phases begins again. It is in this way that improvement in practice is 
achieved. 

For small scale action research projects Norton (2009) recommends a set of steps and 
uses the acronym ITDEM to identify these: 

Step 1 Identifying a problem/paradox/issue/difficulty 
Step 2 Thinking of ways to tackle the problem 
Step 3 Doing it 
Step 4 Evaluating it (actual research findings) 
Step 5 Modifying future practice 

Whichever action research approach or method is used, and there are many, each has 
clearly discernable processes which in application to a broad group of practitioners will 
need to be supported.  Enabling each individual to do their own project has an 
advantage in that practitioners can work on their own question or project, and as 
identified by Gibbs et al. (2002) ‘project based activity is a very effective process for 
continuing professional development and is more attractive to experienced teachers 
than training’.
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So the value of this type of personal approach is aligned to the process of doing a 
project.  Action research methodologies supply a set of identifiable processes which in 
turn means that it must be possible to design a framework which enables these 
processes to take place at scale – for example a number of individuals as part of a group 
or cohort who work through these processes. 

A supporting framework or model design 

Zuber-Skerritt (2002) presented a framework or generic model for designing an action 
learning/research program.  The phases of the action research process identified earlier 
can be embedded within this 8 stage generic model: 

Stage 1: Problem definition with needs analysis 
Stage 2: Start-up workshop 
Stage 3: Project work 
Stage 4: Midway workshop with specialist input 
Stage 5: Project work continued 
Stage 6: Concluding workshop 
Stage 7: Preparing for presentations and publications 
Stage 8: Final presentation and celebration 

In this generic model design there are various processes which are likely to be specific 
to the program such as a dependency on participants being able to physically meet up 
and that work will be publishable.  However Zuber-Skerrit recognises that others will 
need to ‘create and develop’ their own models for designing programs which fit their 
own particular circumstances.  Zuber-Skerrit also points out that ‘process in action 
learning programs helps to satisfy participants basic human needs and contributes 
significantly to the participants’ professional development’. 

Once we start to consider the implications of designing our own framework or model 
for supporting the action research process we then generate a need to evaluate the 
effectiveness of the framework itself so that it can inform the design of future models. 
In their work reviewing the management of small-scale research and development 
funding King and Mattin (2005) identify this type of evaluation as the ‘most important 
post-funding process’. 

As indicated by King and Mattin, the taking up of the challenge of designing a 
framework to fit your own particular circumstances requires broader thinking than just 
the accommodation and support of the action research processes themselves.  There 
will need to be the consideration of other factors for inclusion in an overall framework 
or model. The types of particular circumstances which one might need to consider are 
likely to be: 

• External factors relating to funding or publishing ambitions
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• Institutional factors where perhaps the projects need to 
address an institutional aim 

• Individual factors relating to generalisable characteristics of 
the participants in the projects 

• Practical factors relating to timeframes or the availability of 
any expert support. 

Some key factors influencing the design of the PILS CETL framework 

A key external factor which influenced the design of the PILS CETL framework related 
to the funding requirements set by Hefce for the CETL initiative that the purpose 
should be to ‘reward excellent teaching practice and to invest in that practice further in 
order to deepen impact across a wider teaching and learning community’ (Hefce, 2004). 

A key institutional factor was that the PILS CETL was aiming to improve and integrate 
learning support in a modular curriculum.  Excellent practice existed at the course 
module level and at the generic level but this needed to be explored and shifted so that 
it could be applied at the subject level, ‘re-focussing learning support on a pathway of 
study’ (Open University, 2004).  In addition the PILS CETL is led from Student 
Services and most of the expertise in specific subject areas and education research 
methodology reside in other parts of the University. 

At the individual level the general characteristic of the participants which had the key 
influence on our framework design was that our Associate Lecturers are part-time staff, 
teaching in a distance learning model, dispersed around the country, so would not be 
able to attend regular workshops throughout the process.  In addition to this, many 
Associate Lecturers are also full-time staff in other higher education institutions and are 
fulfilling a teaching role with the Open University in their own time, a role which did 
not include time for research project type activity. 

These key factors all needed to be considered in the design of the PILS CETL 
framework. 

PILS CETL responses to these factors 

The external requirement that we needed to recognise and reward Associate Lecturers 
for undertaking further work enhancing practice was addressed through the use of a 
generically worded consultancy contract.  This type of contract performed multiple 
functions, two of which were: 

• a title of ‘PILS Consultant’ to describe the individual 
Associate Lecturers participating which when included on 
their curriculum vitae would indicate the personal recognition 
being afforded.
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• from the PILS CETL viewpoint we were able to specify 
contractual requirements and link these to payments. For 
example attending the briefing weekend, and then producing a 
final written report and poster by a declared end date was 
specified within the contract. 

In response to the factor that our participants would not be able to attend regular face- 
to-face workshops we designed an intensive briefing weekend which provided PILS 
Consultants with an opportunity to learn about the PILS CETL ethos, be briefed on 
the action research approach, how to develop and apply a variety of evaluative tools 
and methods, and work with their subject area to refine their own individual project 
proposal and plan. 

At a practical level we developed expert roles so that we could manage and support 
between 30 and 60 PILS consultants working their way through action research projects 
as a cohort.  The role of ‘Subject Contact’ was taken on by a member of academic 
faculty staff with an interest in PILS as well as in the professional development of 
Associate Lecturers.   Each PILS Consultant had a named Subject Contact who PILS 
was partially funding, usually one day per week for each 12 to 15 PILS Consultants.  As 
well as mentoring, support and advice on the individual project this Subject Contact 
provided the link back into the PILS CETL, the faculty and the wider Open University. 

The other expert role which we knew was essential was that of an educational 
researcher as many of our PILS Consultants would be trying out action research 
methods for the first time.   This role was essential for the briefing weekend, and was 
occasionally needed during the phase where individual PILS Consultants needed expert 
advice on evaluative design which their Subject Contact could not provide.  The 
educational researcher also conducted post final report interviews with a sample of 
PILS Consultants to feed into the review of the PILS CETL support framework. 

The PILS CETL framework for supporting action research 

The stages of the framework we designed in year one of the PILS CETL has effectively 
remained in place for four cohorts of Associate Lecturers undertaking PILS 
Consultancies. The whole set of stages has taken us around 13 months to complete and 
the size of each cohort varied between 30 and 60 all with a set end point so that we 
could build our own mechanisms for disseminating learning.  We have applied this 
framework to a variety of subject areas. For example cohort one contained PILS 
Consultants who taught the subjects of chemistry and psychology, whereas cohort four 
included PILS Consultants who teach arts and humanities, social science, and business 
and management. 

The PILS CETL framework has eleven stages which are summarised below with a 
short explanation of each process and examples if relevant.
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Stage 1: Determine thematic areas for projects 

The PILS CETL has a range of set themes which ensures integration of ‘practitioner 
interests with more strategic’ interests (Atkins 2008).  The Subject Contacts and their 
subject areas review these themes to decide on the specific area they would like to 
suggest project proposals should focus on.  For example the PILS theme of enabling 
progression led to the Arts and Humanities subject area deciding that they would like to 
know more about the factors students take into account when planning which course 
module to study next. 

Stage 2: Advertise to Associate Lecturers and receive applications 

Associate Lecturers are asked to propose an area or specific project which relates to the 
themes, outline what they can contribute, and any other experience, such as 
involvement in the Higher Education Academy or other activities that they would bring 
to their research. 

Stage 3: Selection of applicants and issuing of PILS Consultancy contracts 

Selection is a two stage process where the Associate Lecturer’s regular academic line 
manager completes a short report, and the Subject Contacts engaged by PILS select on 
the basis of this report and the application. PILS Consultancy contracts, which have 
been outlined above, are then issued. 

Stage 4: Briefing weekend – PILS Consultants Conference 

Before the weekend PILS Consultants are sent a copy of the action research toolkit 
written for Associate Lecturers (Coates, 2005).  They are also set a pre-conference task 
which aims to start them thinking at a very straightforward level about the student in 
relation to the subject.  This task is then used as an icebreaker discussion activity and 
enables PILS Consultants to share their thoughts and ideas regardless of their subject 
area.  A typical pre-conference task might be an exercise around identifying key things 
which define your subject in order to sell it to undecided students. 

As stated previously the conference programme itself provides briefings on the PILS 
ethos, action research, evaluation tools and techniques, the processes for gaining 
approval to do student surveys, designing questionnaires etc., and plenty of time for 
each individual to work with colleagues in their own subject area, discussing and 
refining their overall final area for their project and drafting up an outline action plan 
with some milestones.  The named Subject Contact holds a surgery at the end of the 
conference for any final questions.
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Stage 5: PILS Consultant emails a final project proposal and plan for approval 

Following the briefing weekend we allow a three week period for reflection and further 
investigation before asking each PILS Consultant to submit their final project proposal 
and plan.  This allows PILS Consultants to follow up any areas on their draft plan 
which they are unsure about, such as identifying specific software packages or specialist 
equipment needed, and to seek advice from others if necessary whether their action 
plan is realistic. 

On receipt of the final project proposal the Subject Contact reviews the plan and the 
milestones identified, picking up when specific processes might need support from 
themselves, the educational researcher or from other areas of the Open University. 

Once the final proposal and plan have been refined it is the Subject Contact’s role to 
give the PILS Consultant permission to start their project. 

In relation to the action research four phase cycle, the PILS Consultant has now 
completed the ‘plan’ phase. 

Stage 6: PILS Consultant starts project 

The PILS Consultant moves into the ‘act’ phase of the four phase cycle. 

Stage 7: PILS Consultant emails in a brief interim report 

This stage was less defined in the earlier cohorts.  However Subject Contacts asked for 
it to be included as a way of opening up a discussion with PILS Consultants over their 
progress so that plans could be re-jigged if there had been any delays or unexpected 
difficulties with the initial plan. 

The design of the interim report is very simple, asking the PILS Consultant where they 
are up to with their project, whether they are sticking to their plan and the timescales, 
and asking if they need any additional help or support from their Subject Contact. 

Stage 8: PILS Consultant continues with their project 

At this stage the PILS Consultant completes the ‘act’ and ‘observe’ phases and moves 
into the ‘reflect’ phase, looking at the outcomes from their evaluation and reflecting on 
what this means for their own practice and students learning.
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Stage 9: PILS Consultant emails in a final report and a poster 

PILS provides an intranet site with a template for the final report and some template 
options for the posters, as well as examples of previous project reports. 

Stage 10: Review of final reports and feedback to PILS Consultants 

The PILS Team, a multidisciplinary team made up of Student Services staff as well as 
the Subject Contacts from the faculties, read the PILS Consultants reports and identify 
new learning, improved practice, and ideas which need to be disseminated to other 
areas in the Open University.  Personalised feedback for each of the PILS Consultants 
to receive is agreed and this is provided via the Subject Contact. 

Stage 11: Evaluate the framework including the PILS Consultant experience 

The evaluation of this framework takes a number of forms. The Final Report document 
each PILS Consultant completes asks them to tell us about their experience, highlight 
any difficulties or problems, and whether they think the opportunity is a worthwhile 
one for Associate Lecturers. 

After PILS Consultants receive their feedback the educational researcher will conduct 
telephone interviews with some of the PILS Consultants and provides a written report 
summarising the findings. 

The PILS Team, Subject Contacts and others involved in supporting individual projects 
review the framework at a team meeting and changes and tweaks are agreed. 

Types of issue which have arisen with this framework 

From the perspective of the individual PILS Consultant they are keen to know what 
will happen as an outcome of their project and often the PILS CETL or the subject 
area are unable to give a definitive answer as it is not always within our power to make 
any changes recommended.  Therefore we have recognised the need to be very clear at 
the beginning of the process that it is not possible for us to progress all of the ideas at 
institutional level.  We do forward PILS Consultants reports to other staff in the 
University to read and advise us on any outcomes, and the Subject Contacts progress 
ideas and thinking within their faculties. The type of area we do know PILS Consultants 
projects have been successful in is shaping the content of new course modules, for 
example the redesign of the first year Science course; its teaching and student support 
resources, use of technologies, and subject study skills development were influenced by 
the findings of the first cohort of PILS Consultants.
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The size and timing of projects in the first cohort provided us with a huge learning 
curve in terms of the advice we provide at the briefing weekend to PILS Consultants. 
Contractually we advise that projects should be around 12 to 18 days of work which the 
PILS Consultant can allocate according to their own project plan.  However it is 
sometimes reported that their project had been too ambitious to fit within the 
timeframe, and this is an area which Stage 7 of the framework - the brief interim report 
- can flag up to the Subject Contact if it has been unforeseen at an earlier stage. 
Allowing the time for any projects to go through internal approval processes obtaining 
permission to survey students and/or any ethical approval must be thought through 
beforehand and advice and guidance given where a project is over-ambitious within the 
timeframe. Other areas of slippage can often be caused by the collation of specific data 
sets and a number of our PILS Consultants have reported being disappointed with the 
number of students who fill in their surveys.  As a result the briefing weekend has been 
tweaked so that the session on evaluative design positively encourages a far broader 
approach to lessen dependency on the outcomes from a single evaluative tool.  For 
example a PILS Consultant might ask other tutors to comment on the design of a new 
teaching resource, or a focus group might be held at an event to reduce this 
dependency. 

Conclusions 

The PILS Consultants overwhelmingly report that they enjoy and get value from the 
experience.  The briefing weekend, the opportunity to discuss issues and practice with 
other colleagues and to reflect upon their own practice, is often highlighted as especially 
beneficial. PILS Consultants’ final reports often state that they have a far better 
understanding of the longitudinal student experience, broader than the single course 
module on which they teach, and an appreciation of the commitment students 
demonstrate in undertaking distance learning higher education. 

As the PILS CETL assistant director, supporting and coordinating the processes and 
mechanisms which enable PILS Consultants to undertake small scale projects, it has 
been rewarding to design an overall framework which has proven itself to be durable 
and supportive over four years of successful learning with our Associate Lecturers. 
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Chapter 16 

‘Making it So’: a case study in CRe8ing 

Lesley Lawrence 

Abstract 

The main aim of this chapter is to highlight some challenges and opportunities which 
have arisen for the course leader and team when attempting to align a postgraduate 
course to CRe8 during 2009.  The course and course team could be called atypical due 
to the course being a 60 credit Master’s level PgCert course for staff who are largely 
new to the University; thus a secondary aim of the chapter is to consider how to engage 
a key group of University staff, in this instance ‘staff as students’ on the course, with 
CRe8 itself, and its main principles so that they used their knowledge and 
understanding of CRe8 to act as conduits in supporting the embedding of CRe8 in their 
own departments.  One conclusion from reflecting on the alignment process was the 
need to understand CRe8 as a process and specifically a curriculum process that Fraser 
(2006) considers as being “dynamic, emergent and collaborative” (p.8).  Where the 
‘students as staff’ on the course are concerned, it was concluded that care needs to be 
taken not to have too high expectations of participants as CRe8 advocates, given the 
raft of pressures they themselves face and the stage they are at in ‘learning to be a 
teacher in HE’ journey.  Equally, those of us in professional development roles need to 
be trying to develop and support adaptable staff if we operate in a ‘culture of change’ in 
HE (Kondakci and Van den Broeck, 2009), and thus, should be encouraging all staff to 
do their best to get CRe8 embedded in curricula in their own departments. 

Keywords 

Changing curriculum; CRe8 process; professional development.
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Introduction 

Course teams throughout the University of Bedfordshire over the past two academic 
years have been tasked during curriculum review and approval activity to align their 
courses to the requirements of the University’s innovative curriculum framework, the 
Curriculum Review for 2008 (CRe8. See Chapter 1) and to embed its principles. This 
chapter describes and reflects upon doing so for the University’s Postgraduate 
Certificate in Academic Practice (PgCAP).  The PgCAP is a 60 credit Master’s level 
part-time PgCert comprising two thirty credit units primarily for staff new to the 
University of Bedfordshire who have a substantive role in teaching and supporting the 
learning of its students.  The PgCAP is intended to be playing a key role in supporting 
staff employed by the University in ensuring the quality of teaching, in sustaining a 
quality learning experience for our students and in achieving our vision of a University 
of Bedfordshire graduate as someone who: 

… is knowledgeable, critical and creative; who understands who they are and what 
they want to achieve; who can communicate effectively, evidence attainments and 
function in context, and who has the skills, self-confidence and self-regulatory 
abilities to manage their own development.  Such a graduate is eminently 
employable, capable of working with and learning from others, of adding 
significantly to their local community and prepared for life in an ever-changing 
environment.(UofB, 2008:3). 

Thus, this course and its course team is not a conventional postgraduate university 
course, nor a typical course team.  As well as giving some insight into the CRe8 
alignment task, the main aim of this chapter is to highlight some different challenges 
and opportunities which have arisen for the course leader and team when attempting to 
align the PgCAP course to CRe8 and to ‘Make it So’, in the immortal words of a certain 
Captain Picard 1 . 

A secondary but perhaps more pertinent ‘challenge and opportunity’ sub-plot discussed 
in the chapter relates to professional development in general and how to fundamentally 
engage a key group of University staff, in this instance ‘staff as students’ on the course, 
with CRe8 itself and its main principles and strands. How feasible is the course team’s 
aspiration that as staff they become au fait and attuned to CRe8 and its direction of 
travel and thus, not only incorporate CRe8 in their own teaching, but use their 
knowledge and understanding to act as conduits in supporting the embedding of CRe8 
in their own departments?  This important consideration for the course team also 
serves to illustrate the complexities inherent with implementing any curriculum change. 
But before addressing these two aims, how has, ‘the challenge of implementing the 

1 ‘Make it so’ was one of the catchphrases used by Captain Jean-Luc Picard in Star Trek: The Next 
Generation from his seat on the bridge of the Starship Enterprise.  The ST:TNG TV series and film 
franchise was in production from 1987-2002.  The title of the chapter has been tweaked from ‘make it so’ 
to capture the process of ‘making it so’.
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ideas in CRe8’ (See Chapter 1) been addressed for the postgraduate course the 
University runs for new academic staff? 

CRe8: ‘Making it so’ for the PgCAP 

With the time frame for aligning courses with CRe8 varying across the University, it has 
only been for implementation in 2009-2010 that any substantial changes to learning 
outcomes and assessment have been possible in the PgCAP due to internal periodic 
review and fitting in with Higher Education Academy (HEA) re-accreditation 
requirements.  The need to gain re-accreditation for the course externally in the first six 
months of 2009 added a layer of complexity in the re-design of the course in term of its 
alignment with CRe8.  This illustrates that for many course teams, “curriculum design 
cannot be a cosy self-contained activity” (Imaginative Curriculum Network, 2002:1).  In 
addition to preparing the course for its periodic review, the HEA has had to be satisfied 
that the provision is aligned with the UK Professional Standards Framework (UK PSF) 
and that the course team and participants engage with the Standards 2 . 

Prior to the start of the 2008-2009 academic year, little was developed within the course 
that could be said to be explicitly due to CRe8 other than completing the new Unit 
Information Forms (UIFs) which all courses were required to do; the aim was to 
incorporate principles and elements of CRe8 more explicitly into the curriculum, 
delivery and support during 2008-2009 when required to re-accredit the course (for the 
HEA). Periodic review was brought forward a year to enable CRe8 alignment and for a 
Course Information Form (CIF) to be produced for 2009-2010.  During 2008-9 
however, CRe8 was introduced to course participants and mentioned specifically in the 
course handbook. Workshops in both units were held on curriculum development and 
delivery relating to CRe8 principles.  Attention was drawn particularly to the four core 
skill areas that were a direct consequence of the CRe8 agenda: communication skills; 
information literacy skills; research and evaluation skills; and creativity and critical 
thinking skills.  The five overarching and interrelated CRe8 strands 3 collectively 
encapsulating the key stimulating learning focus were incorporated within the course 
handbook for 2008-2009 and in delivery, but on reflection, not in any cogent way. 

Building on these initial steps, in the re-design of the curriculum and its delivery and 
support during review and re-accreditation activity, attempts have been made to more 
fully integrate CRe8 into the course and to increase participant awareness of, and 
engagement with, all the various facets of CRe8 during 2009-2010.  This has entailed 
strengthening elements of CRe8 already existing in the course as well as introducing 
elements that were not previously evident. 

From producing this chapter and from discussion with fellow-contributors to the 
volume however, the CRe8 curriculum is probably best understood not just in any 

2 Successful completion of the PgCAP entitles staff to become a Fellow of the Higher Education Academy 
(FHEA), thus recognising their commitment to enhancing the student learning experience. 
3 Personalised learning; Curriculum; Realistic learning; Employability; and Assessment.
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narrow sense of outcome or product, i.e. as pertaining to the subject or the structure 
and content of a unit or course.  Rather, CRe8 stresses process – the process of 
teaching and learning, and structures that are developed to enable learning. Equally we 
must be mindful of the evolving nature of CRe8. Just because the PgCAP course has 
been reviewed and re-accredited – and our intentions are written down in official 
documentation, CRe8ing doesn’t stop but evolves and lives on. The documentation 
shouldn’t be hidden away to gather dust on a shelf and the course designers be overly 
basking in the relief of obtaining successful review and accreditation and thinking ‘we 
don’t need to go through that again for five years’! Rather, the curriculum should be 
seen as “something more dynamic, emergent and collaborative” (Fraser, 2006:8).  CRe8 
encourages course teams to be aware of this emergent nature and the course team need 
to be alert to what might emerge throughout the first year of implementation of 
changes to the curriculum due to CRe8.  We can review and reflect, but what can we 
learn from the participants and from their wide and rich array of experiences? Indeed, 
during the course of the year, collectively we shall be discussing CRe8ing the PgCAP 
course and participants’ own University courses. 

As stated above, the curriculum being seen as ‘something more dynamic’, resonates 
with one of the main aims of CRe8, which is ‘to provide a curriculum which excites, 
motivates and engages students’ (See Chapter 1).  A colleague and I have argued 
previously that ‘being able to make any part of the educational experience enjoyable 
must be the raison d’être of those delivering courses in HE” (Gammon and Lawrence, 
2006:139). I would add that such an aim should equally apply to staff where their 
curricula are concerned.  In contrast with my previous experiences of course design 
when a field manager in what was then the University of Luton, I don’t recall ever 
feeling really excited by the curriculum we created as a course team, nor viewing it as 
something ‘dynamic and emergent’ – it was all a bit formulaic. 

Rather than itemise all the changes to have occurred when CRe8ing, the nature of the 
course team’s alignment activity is now illustrated through the ‘reflective learning 
experience’ element of CRe8’s Realistic Learning strand. Realistic learning basically 
constitutes of five elements – participants’ learning experience should be:  meaningful, 
active, challenging, reflective and collaborative. Well before the advent of CRe8, the 
PgCAP course was designed to help and support participating staff to develop a 
reflective and critical approach to classroom practice, assessment, student learning, 
research and scholarship, and academic management, all in the context of the 
University of Bedfordshire and the wider higher education environment.  Indeed, 
supporting their ability to reflect has been prominent in feedback, e.g. ‘I now recognise 
the value of constantly evaluating and reflecting both “in and on action” ’ (2008 
feedback from a participant of the course). The reflective element in the PgCAP course 
is mirrored in many other such institutional courses in the United Kingdom. 
Unsurprisingly then, reflective practice was included as one of five key concepts in 
higher education teaching and learning that were identified and ‘should be learnt’ by 
university teachers on postgraduate certificates in Australia, New Zealand and the UK 
(Kandlbinder and Peseta, 2009).  The other key concepts were: constructive alignment; 
student approaches to learning; scholarship of teaching; and assessment-driven learning.
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The process of aligning the course with CRe8 made the course team review how well 
‘reflective practice’ was integrated within the course, and to try and strengthen it where 
appropriate. For the cohort starting in September 2009, even greater stress has been 
placed on the learning and assessment on the course being centred upon participants’ 
ability to demonstrate a reflective and critical engagement with pedagogical theory and 
practice.  The course links theory, practice and reflection, with emphasis placed on 
theorising to and from practice rather than dealing with theory as if it were separate 
from the day-to-day experience of the participants in working with students and in 
reflecting on their own learning.  This means participants getting into the habit of 
critically reflecting upon, and questioning their own practice and how they support 
student learning. Additional opportunities to practice the art of reflection have been 
created. 

Illustrating the interrelated nature of the five strands, much of this reflective learning 
experience, in fact, resonates with CRe8’s Personalised Learning strand and the 
University of Bedfordshire’s definition of personalised learning which talks of ‘the 
personal and academic development of the learners being enabled’.  Where the PgCAP 
is concerned, the course starts from participants’ current understanding and experience 
of teaching and/or supporting learning, and from where they are in their own 
development and their aspirations.  This sense of journey which I return to later 
features in CRe8’s Personalised Learning and Curriculum strands – ‘Effective learning 
starts with students understanding where they are and where they want to go’, and 
‘Effective teaching starts with staff understanding where the students are and where 
they need to get to’.  In encouraging participants to consider their own learning on the 
course as part of a journey, an early reflective writing task has been introduced to create 
a baseline on:  ‘being an academic practitioner in higher education – the stage in the 
‘teacher journey’ and key influences’. Participants are also expected to reflect more 
generally on learning on the course in an assessment towards the end that has been 
introduced to enable them to articulate how they are going to continue to develop their 
academic practice and to produce a CPD plan. 

A common criticism of reflection in the literature is that it is not followed up by action 
(e.g. COBE, 2005).  The course’s external examiner has also commented upon the need 
for the reflection elements in the course to be more related to ‘so what’?  How for 
example, does reflection lead to learning and/or action, and ultimately to enhancing the 
student learning experience?  Accordingly, steps have been taken to place greater 
emphasis on reflection being the basis of personal motivation to introduce beneficial 
change into professional activities in the course.  This is best illustrated by the re- 
introduction of an assessed piece of action research in the second unit of the course. 
This main assessment in the unit requires participants to produce a report articulating 
their action research project findings and to be reflecting upon the process they 
underwent when critically reviewing the one aspect of their work-based practice they 
have opted to examine. Crucially, how was practice changed? 

Given the duality of role (student/staff) participants have when studying on the 
PgCAP, arguably they are in an ideal position to be reflecting upon how it feels to find 
themselves on the other side of the staff/student relationship.  What are they learning



216 

from ‘being a student learner’ that has subsequent implications for their own practice? 
If the PgCAP course can be regarded as a form of work-based practice, Helen Corkill’s 
point in Chapter 12 that work-based learning requires “not only the acquisition of new 
knowledge but also the acquisition of a meta-competence – learning to learn” is very 
pertinent.  She cites Rammage (2009) who considers work-based learners as needing to 
become ‘intentional learners’ and to make the transition from passive to proactive 
learner in the workplace.  Improving their effectiveness as learners and exploring their 
own learning approaches are key dimensions in the Personalised Learning element of 
CRe8, and mirrored in the PgCAP.  But perhaps just as important for staff on this 
course, is what this means for their practice.  Having explored their own learning 
approaches and recognised the existence of a range of styles, how do they then 
accommodate this in their own teaching? Anecdotally, a few participants who have not 
been students all that recently have told me that they do find value in being ‘on the 
receiving end’, they learn much from the experience, and that it does impact upon how 
they teach and support students in their learning, perhaps most tellingly where 
developing online skills is concerned and when being assessed. Developing a sense of 
empathy with their own learners appears to be an outcome of having themselves 
struggled to master a particular technology in the course or to submit a piece of 
coursework on time.  On a personal note, leading the process of aligning a course with 
CRe8 as part of wider staff development remit has been a learning process for me and 
in a similar light, has given me a degree of insight into the experiences of many other 
colleagues to have gone through the process of CRe8ing. 

CRe8ing challenges 

The PgCAP itself can be seen as a core part of the University’s strategy to develop its 
staff and support the delivery of its innovative curriculum. Whilst facing similar 
challenges as other course leaders in implementing many facets of CRe8 into the 
PgCAP, I found a different sort of pressure emerged largely due to the make-up of the 
course team.  The core course team largely consists of members of the University’s 
Teaching and Learning Directorate and enjoys a strong CETL presence, and thus 
played a key role in CRe8’s creation, and leading CRe8’s development and 
implementation.  The course team includes the prime instigator of CRe8, the 
University’s Director of Teaching and Learning, who was responsible for coming up 
with the term ‘CRe8’ amongst other things. “CRe8 both represents one of the issues 
that the University is dealing with – an increased use by students of text-speak and also 
one of the core ideas – to create the time and space for students and staff to be creative 
with and within the new curriculum” (UofB, 2007:2). Just prior to the periodic review 
panel meeting for example, a senior colleague pointed out the potential embarrassment 
that would present itself should the course fail to be successfully reviewed and fail to 
demonstrate alignment with CRe8! At the same time, considerably outweighing this 
pressure, I’ve had the advantage of not having to be managing any large-scale resistance 
amongst the course team where changing the course’s curriculum to align it with CRe8 
is concerned. Many of the ‘managing change and reform’ models to be found in 
plentiful supply in the literature don’t really apply in this situation.  For example, 
Bridges’ managing transition model (Bridges, 2003) suggests that staff have to be
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helped through three stages: to ‘let go of old ways’ and old identities and maybe loss; 
neutral zone; and, coming out of transition and making new beginnings. 

On the subject of change, it should be mentioned that CRe8 follows on from previous 
quite significant, yet inter-related changes introduced to the University of 
Bedfordshire/ University of Luton curriculum over the last ten years, e.g. skills 
development (Atlay and Harris, 2000; Atlay, 2003) and PDP (Atlay, 2009).  Combined 
with many other changes to university processes, procedures and work practices – both 
minor and large-scale, many staff at the University who have experienced and lived 
through these changes would probably concur that we live in, what Kondakci and Van 
den Broeck (2009) refer to as a culture of ‘continuous change’. 

Much of the change literature based within a HE context talks of the complexity, 
challenge, and problem-based nature of change and reform, resistance of staff, and the 
need for ongoing staff support, for example: the consensual and confrontational 
characteristics in teaching and learning innovation (Silver, 1999); issues faced by those 
attempting to transform the teaching practice of others (Smyth, 2003); lessons in 
managing change when implementing an institution-wide learning and teaching strategy 
(Newton, 2003); teachers’ ways of experiencing change in teaching and their intentions 
for improving student learning (McKenzie, 2008); and staff challenging themselves and 
stepping out of comfort zones where transnational education is concerned (Smith, 
2009).  At an even more basic level, it is contended that many lecturers do not “have 
the time for new initiatives because they are fully committed trying to do everything 
else that they have been allocated” (Davis, 2003:253) and arguably, they are more 
inclined to resist change. 

If the course team is atypical, what about the students on the course? How realistically 
might those on the course react to CRe8 and an expectation of the course team that 
they embrace CRe8 and its main principles and strands, and in turn, act as conduits in 
hopefully encouraging such engagement with their own students, and similarly, 
impacting upon colleagues in their departments in taking CRe8 ideas and adapting them 
for their curricula? It could be suggested that PgCAP participants might be more open 
to embrace CRe8 ideas than some experienced staff who have become used to existing 
structures, models of student learning and delivery?  They might just see it as the norm? 
They are after all part of a course as a student and to some extent a captive audience. 
But how realistic is this? 

We have to be careful in not having too high expectations of PgCAP participants in 
terms of being CRe8 advocates and enthusiasts having encountered it throughout their 
PgCAP course, given their own stage in ‘learning to be a teacher’. The development of 
teaching and the teacher’s journey at all levels in education has been well-documented, 
for example Hall et al.’s (1977)  ‘awareness to refocusing’ seven stages; and Dreyfus and 
Dreyfus’s (1986) ‘novice to expert’ five stages. And where HE is concerned, examples 
include: Kugel (1993) ‘focus on self to focus on student (as independent)’ – five stages; 
Kember (1997, cited in Akerlind, 2003) ‘imparting knowledge (teacher- 
centred/content-oriented) to conceptual change/intellectual development (student- 
centred/learning-oriented)’ – five stages; and Akerlind (2003; 2007) ‘development in
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terms of increasing comfort and confidence with teaching, teachers’ skills, strategies 
and knowledge of the area, and increasing student learning and development’.  What 
some of this means is that many new teachers when they start out in HE are focused on 
self and their own performance, and on imparting knowledge; they are lacking in 
confidence, skills, strategies and knowledge of area being taught, and less 
knowledgeable about student learning and development. In terms of Kember’s two 
broad orientations to teaching positioned along a continuum from teacher- 
centred/content-oriented to student-centred/learning oriented (1997, cited in Akerlind, 
2003), and Prosser and Trigwells’s (1999) teacher-centred to student-centred 
approaches, perhaps PgCAP participants are less likely to be comfortable with much of 
CRe8 which promotes the type of model of teaching that falls nearer the 
student/learning end of such a continuum? Anecdotally, conversations with some 
PgCAP participants in the past suggests they may be overcompensating their lack of 
student-centredness in the classroom at this stage in their career by spending an 
inordinate time in supporting students, in a counselling role. 

They may well believe in and advocate a student-centred/learning oriented approach 
but be unable to operationalise this given their relative inexperience and other concerns 
in the classroom (McLean and Bullard, 2000, cited in Sharpe, 2004). From 
disappointment relayed to me by some participants, relative inexperience also surfaces 
when they find departmental colleagues are not as enthusiastic as they are about some 
of their ideas following a PgCAP workshop for example.  And, quite naturally they 
report a lack of confidence in questioning the practice of a senior colleague given their 
relative newness. Gibbs and Coffey (2004) contend that on such postgraduate courses, 
teaching: “was seen to be valued and the improvement of teaching encouraged. 
Innovation and change were supported and openly discussed. In contrast, trainees 
reported … change was sometimes frowned upon and taken to imply criticism of more 
experienced colleagues” (p.98). 

Whilst on the course, course participants also have to contend with the: “wider context 
of perceived inter-related purposes, priorities and desired outcomes, and underlying 
principles held by a variety of concerned ‘stakeholders’” (Cooper, 2004:57). Often 
tensions can be created due to the nature of the participants’ departments; for example, 
in some departments and notably those most linked to research institutes, the potential 
power of a research culture which is lauded and rewarded can present challenge to 
those seeking to bring about change relating to teaching and learning (Asmar, 2002). I 
would agree with Cooper (2004) that as a course leader, contested and competing 
priorities need to be accepted, taken into account and managed, and also that we should 
be welcoming and productively using what she calls ‘the tension fields’ within such 
courses “as dynamic environments for learning” (p.59).  At the same time we need to 
be trying to support participants who find themselves in this situation to manage 
priorities as inexperienced members of staff. 

Within such courses themselves, Kandlbinder and Peseta (2009) pinpoint four 
pressures and pedagogical challenges faced by participants, namely: coming to terms 
with a new discipline (Education); seeing the complexity entailed in key concepts they 
identify and design appropriate learning experiences; translating theory into specific
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classroom contexts; and, the problem of time to engage with the course. In espousing 
the virtues of CRe8, given the position the course team had in developing the whole 
notion of CRe8 and our role in monitoring the implementation of the University’s 
Education Strategy which evolved from CRe8, we not only need to be able to justify 
developments, but we need to be wary of making too many assumptions.  A good 
example of this relates to the language and discourse we use where pedagogic 
development in HE is concerned, and how this is perceived and experienced, a warning 
given by some (e.g.  Kogan et. al., 1994, cited in Trowler and Bamber, 2005; Green, 
2009; Kandlbinder and Peseta, 2009). At a more basic level, it is worth remembering as 
members of the course team, that on top of having to ‘learn the trade’ in the classroom, 
and to cope with the four pressures and pedagogical challenges noted by Kandlbinder 
and Peseta (2009) above, some PgCAP participants may not have studied at M level 
before, and find the academic demands of being a student again quite daunting. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has reflected upon the CRe8 implementation challenge for one 
postgraduate course.  The main aim was to highlight some different challenges and 
opportunities which have arisen for the course leader and team when attempting to 
align the PgCAP course to CRe8.  In what has been pointed out is an atypical 
postgraduate course, it has been somewhat difficult to compare the PgCAP course 
team’s task and any lessons learned to what other University course teams may have 
been experiencing, due to the particular nature of our ‘students’, all of whom are 
members of staff.  This atypicality throws up some opportunities, however, and has 
also enabled the chapter to consider the feasibility of the course team’s aspiration that 
as staff, course participants become au fait and attuned to CRe8 and its direction of 
travel and thus, not only incorporate CRe8 in their own teaching and supporting of 
students, but use their knowledge and understanding to act as conduits in supporting 
the embedding of CRe8 in their own departments. 

The main conclusion from this fairly speculative account from the course leader is that 
given new academics face a variety of demands (Nicholls, 2005) we have to be careful 
not to have too high expectations that all PgCAP participants will necessarily become 
CRe8 ambassadors, advocates or even enthusiasts.  As Cooper warns: 

“Change necessitates surfacing and then rethinking aspects such as our teaching 
identity in relation to students; challenging long-held or tacit assumptions about how 
learning takes place; and critically analysing traditional practices.  This is often a 
complex and rather disturbing process, which can be discomfiting and even 
alienating. Contrary practices, views and advice can be confusing and unsettling for 
inexperienced participants in the early days of their teaching” (Cooper, 2004:62). 

Some PgCAP participants may be ensconced in their own transitional process – that of 
becoming a university teacher and making what can be a difficult journey with several 
other and competing challenges and tensions.  Survival in the classroom may be the 
main focus and as such, according to Katz (1972), will be predominantly self-centred
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and their students encouraged to become passive rather than active participants when 
learning. 

At the same time, Brown (1999:46) believes that: “Quality enhancement relies on the 
ability to: … promote a culture of transformation in which innovation and change are 
valued; explore alterative approaches to doing things, rather than relying on ‘tried and 
tested’ methods; undertake self-evaluation”. When talking of the process of change 
and reform needed to enable making a difference to students’ lives and their learning, 
Fullan (1999) uses phrases such as ‘incorporating new ideas’, ‘take some risks’ and ‘live 
and learn on the edge of chaos’(p.12).  Course teams were also encouraged to think 
‘outside the box’ in applying CRe8 in their own course curricula by being given a certain 
degree of structure and direction, but at the same time, being left to be creative in 
application and to contextualise CRe8 within their subject context. The choice of the 
word ‘CRe8’ itself surely strongly hints at creative application and we should be mindful 
of this when working with participants in the PgCAP. The use of ‘innovation’ rather 
than ‘development’ also signals that ‘CRe8 as innovation’ is not about ‘serious and safe 
planning’; this was a distinction made by Silver (1999).  As many others do, Fullan 
(1999) however acknowledges the need for balance between this direction and the risk 
of anxiety.  This was something echoed in work I was involved in where we were 
encouraging lecturers themselves to be more innovative and learn to ‘let go of the 
ledge’ to find more reward and satisfaction in teaching (Gammon and Lawrence, 2000; 
2006). During the PgCAP course, one challenge we have in getting this ‘spirit of 
CRe8’ across to participants is to try and strike the right balance between 
creativity/innovation and safety/anxiety and drawing upon what Sam Elkington has 
been writing about CRe8 and flow in this volume (Chapter 7). 

Finally, I am mindful of the lack of any real data on which some of this speculation is 
based.  In writing this chapter, I am now more aware of the need and potential 
usefulness of collecting some data to follow-up this speculative account, and not just 
utilising data that is presented through participant feedback about the course, however 
rich that might be.  What for example, do they think of CRe8?  And do they take on 
board CRe8’s student-centred approaches and try to translate into practice despite 
being inexperienced members of staff?  This could be used to more readily inform how 
we support participants in the course, and, how we treat this particular group of staff 
when developing and implementing some change initiative.  This may well include 
collecting data from current and past PgCAP participants, or even from other 
institutions. I am also interested in finding out more about how course teams in other 
institutions, who run similar courses, respond to teaching and learning institutional 
reform initiatives, e.g. development of an institution-wide personal tutor scheme or 
implementation of a new assessment regime.
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