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Editorial 

Welcome to the spring 2019 edition of our e-journal Blended Learning in Practice. In this 

edition we have seven research articles from participants on the Post Graduate Certificate in 

Learning and Teaching in Higher Education (PGCertHE) programme at the University of 

Hertfordshire. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

h.barefoot@herts.ac.uk             d.bygate@herts.ac.uk 

 

 

Within this edition: 

 

Debbie Gurney reviews the literature in relation to Interprofessional Education (IPE) and 

student midwives and critically analyses the findings in relation to the timing of IPE modules 

within undergraduate programmes. The use of socio-cultural, workplace-based learning 

theories to promote IPE are explored with the communities of practice model being 

specifically addressed. 

 

Danny Buckley investigates the implementation of heutagogy within the higher education 

environment. His study considered the adoption of heutagogical approaches with students 

and how such an approach could create a self-directed learning experience. The difficulties 

of adopting such an approach are investigated and the beneficial learning outcomes of 

heutagogical learning such as employability and self-directed learning are discussed.  

 

David Ingledew examines the learning and subject issues faced by undergraduate history 

students at the University of Hertfordshire. David explores the relationship between 

students and the discipline of history, specifically their perceptions of history learning and 

teaching, and their preparation for the demands of undergraduate academic work. 

Dominic Bygate 
Helen Barefoot  

mailto:h.barefoot@herts.ac.uk
mailto:d.bygate@herts.ac.uk
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Dom Shibli investigates how improving the design of PowerPoint slides can focus the 

learner’s attention and reduce the demand on the learner to process the information. Dom 

highlights how slide design can have unintentional effects on the learner and identifies ways 

in which an educator can take advantage of the characteristics of the brain’s working 

memory to produce slideshows that can support a more efficient learning process. 

 

Rogerio Alves discusses how the use of a personal /pastoral tutor could help to reduce the 

attainment gap of Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) students. Rogerio investigates 

how social learning and dialogic co-construction could be used to support BAME students 

and the role of pastoral support in achieving this. The issues of belonging and 

empowerment are also discussed in terms of reducing the attainment gap. 

 

Sue Walsh explores how pedagogic theory could support her teaching practice as an 

opportunity to respond to the Climate Change Projections using theories such as the Action 

Research Spiral and Research Informed Teaching. Sue investigates raising student awareness 

of their own carbon footprint to encourage behaviour change. 

 

John Davies (known as Davies) critically reflects on the possibilities and problematics of 

positioning compassion at the heart of his practice. A growing body of work recognises the 

centrality of compassion in teaching. It contends that a compassionate pedagogue can 

positively impact on the intellectual growth of students, their engagement and ultimately 

their academic success. Using reflective accounts from an autoethnography, Davies 

contributes to this debate looking at the potential of this approach and exploring its 

limitations. 

 

 

Helen Barefoot and Dominic Bygate 

Learning and Teaching Innovation Centre  

University of Hertfordshire 

Hatfield 

Herts 

AL10 9AB  
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Interprofessional education: What are 

the experiences of undergraduate 

student midwives in the UK? 

 
Debbie Gurney                               d.gurney3@herts.ac.uk 

 

Abstract 

Interprofessional education (IPE) is viewed as an essential component of undergraduate 

programmes in health-related disciplines, with the aim of reducing poor perinatal outcomes 

by improving interprofessional collaboration, communication and team working in 

maternity units. 

This article aims to review the literature in relation to IPE and student midwives and 

critically analyse the findings in relation to the timing of IPE modules within undergraduate 

programmes, the importance of professional identity to student midwives and how this is 

required for student midwives to feel their contribution to IPE is valued. But also, how this 

professional identity can create the by other professions as well as student midwives 

themselves perception that midwives are better than other health disciplines. The rationale 

for this is poorly understood but may lie in the differing philosophy of midwifery than other 

health disciplines and be perpetuated by academics. 

Midwives and student midwives’ perceptions of the relevance of IPE in both their education 

and future careers has been shown to affect receptiveness to IPE. The use of socio-cultural, 

workplace-based learning theories to promote IPE are explored, specifically the 

communities of practice model and how this could enable students to reflect on their 

experiences of interprofessional working in clinical practice to enhance their own learning 

and contribute to the development of a culture of interprofessional learning in maternity 

units. 

Introduction and background 

In the current undergraduate midwifery curriculum, interprofessional education (IPE) is 

undertaken for the first time with other undergraduate students in health disciplines 

including; nursing, physiotherapy, radiography, social work and paramedic science in the 

first semester of Year One. Feedback from student midwives relating to this module over 

mailto:d.gurney3@herts.ac.uk
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the past few years has overall been negative, with students reporting difficulties in meeting 

with colleagues as well as varying levels of engagement with students from other disciplines. 

This has led to changes in the structure, organisation and teaching team. Again, in 2018-19, 

however, student midwives expressed negative views in relation to this module, including 

questioning its relevance to student midwives. As an experienced clinician who is new to 

academia, this is a huge concern, as effective teamworking and communication are essential 

in maternity units to ensure deviations from normal parameters are recognised and 

appropriately referred to our obstetric colleagues for further care. This article aims to 

review available literature in relation to student midwives and interprofessional education, 

to critically analyse the issues highlighted and make recommendations for future 

educational and clinical practice. 

Interprofessional working is a central priority within healthcare and is promoted as a 

strategy to solve numerous problems within the health-care system; such as reduced job 

satisfaction, limited resources and poor clinical outcomes (Murray-Davis et al, 2011). Several 

reports have highlighted examples of poor communication and team work between 

professional groups that have led to adverse outcomes for patients (O’Neill, 2008), (Francis, 

2013) and particularly in the maternity setting, where these failures have contributed to 

perinatal and maternal deaths (Kirkup, 2015), (National Maternity Review, 2016). The 

Nursing and Midwifery Council (NMC) include cooperative working, clear and effective 

communication and respect for the expertise and skills of colleagues as part of ‘The Code’ 

(NMC, 2015, updated, 2018). Nasir et al (2017) identified the need to include 

interprofessional education (IPE) in undergraduate programmes in response to the changing 

nature of healthcare, the development of new health care professions, such as physician 

and nursing associates, as well as the increasing expectation for interprofessional 

collaboration. Rogers (2010) suggested that the delivery of IPE to undergraduates prepares 

students for the complex, multi-professional environment in which they will be working 

following registration. 

The most widely recognised and accepted definition of IPE was developed by the UK Centre 

for the Advancement of Interprofessional Education (CAIPE): ‘Interprofessional education 

occurs when two or more professions learn with, from and about each other to improve 

collaboration and the quality of care’ (CAIPE, 2002). Freeth (2014) made the point that 

several key themes can be extracted from this definition. For example; that education is 

defined by learning and the terms with, from and about implies learning based upon 

exchange, and the central aims are to improve collaboration and care. This definition has 

been adopted by the Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists (RCOG, 2008) and 

the Nursing and Midwifery Council (NMC, 2015) as they describe the need to remove 

professional barriers between obstetricians and midwives, create a learning environment 

that is supportive of collaboration and works to develop collaborative competencies 

(Murray-Davis et al, 2014). 



BLENDED LEARNING IN PRACTICE | Spring 2019 

Page | 11 

Murray-Davis et al (2011) cited that there has been very limited research into the 

application of the IPE competencies to interprofessional working in maternity despite 

government support. Additionally, this study highlighted that there is a significant gap in the 

IPE literature relating to the profession of midwives. A midwife, according to the 

International Confederation of Midwives (ICM) ‘is recognised as an accountable professional 

who works in partnership with women to support, care and advise during pregnancy, labour 

and the postnatal period. Able to conduct births on the midwife’s own responsibility and 

provide care for the infant. This care includes promotion of normal birth and the detection 

of complications in mother or child, accessing appropriate medical assistance when 

necessary and the initiation of emergency measures’ (ICM, 2011). 

Literature Review 

A literature search was undertaken using the PubMed, Cinahl and British Nursing Index (BNI) 

databases; applying the search terms ‘interprofessional education’, ‘student midwife’ and 

midwifery. This search returned over 460 articles. The search terms were further limited to 

English language and full text articles. In total 38 abstracts were read and from these, five 

articles were reviewed in depth. All the studies took place within the United Kingdom with 

four of the five studies relating to undergraduate student midwives, and one sought the 

views of qualified midwives in relation to IPE. 

The question of whether midwives’ value interprofessional learning and working was asked 

by Murray-Davis et al (2011) in their qualitative study, collecting data through focus groups 

and semi-structured interviews. Their participants comprised midwifery educators, newly 

qualified midwives and heads of midwifery from four universities and their linked NHS 

trusts. Their results showed overwhelming support for the inclusion of IPE in their 

undergraduate midwifery programme, however, their results demonstrated conflicting 

views as to whether IPE training has relevance for midwives, with an obvious divide 

between the views of clinical midwives and university-based midwifery educators. The 

setting in which IPE takes place was identified as a barrier to IPE, as clinical staff may have a 

different agenda to midwifery educators. They highlighted the need for further research 

into the complexity of applying IPE to practice. 

In their study, Anderson et al (2017) implemented a low fidelity simulation strategy for 

interprofessional education with final year midwifery students and fourth year medical 

students relating to normal labour and birth. The student midwives outlined the agenda for 

the interactive workshop and focussed on issues such as the promotion of woman centred 

care and relationship building in labour. The aims of this interprofessional workshop were 

different for the student midwives and the medical students. The medical students were 

about to embark on their first clinical placements in maternity units and the student 

midwives were able to teach them about the normal process of labour and birth. This led to 
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improvements in the student midwives’ communication, understanding and confidence in 

their ability to interact with other professionals. 

Murray-Davis et al (2014) conducted qualitative research using a grounded theory 

methodology to determine what factors promote the application of pre-qualification 

learning to professional practice in maternity care in the post-registration period. They used 

questionnaires, focus groups and semi-structured interviews to obtain the views of student 

midwives and midwives. Their results showed three themes: acquiring interprofessional 

skills, engaging with the curriculum, and supporting interprofessional education in the 

clinical area. These elements were thought by the authors, to be essential to the creation of 

an effective learning environment. Their study also found that many clinical sites did not 

have an accommodating organisation or framework in place to promote the IPE agenda 

either pre-qualification or post-qualification. This was viewed as a significant barrier to the 

application of skills learnt in interprofessional education into practice for both students and 

midwives. 

A hermeneutic phenomenological study was the research approach used by Rogers (2010) 

in her study to explore the experiences of final year midwifery students in relation to 

interprofessional education. Her data analysis led to the formulation of three conceptual 

themes. These were; professional identity and understanding, socialisation and support and 

making IPE relevant. The study highlighted that student midwives valued the concept of 

interprofessional education, as it can improve their ability to work collaboratively by 

improving knowledge of their own profession as well as others. The responses from the 

student’s also emphasised the significance of their social world and the need for lecturers to 

adopt a humanistic approach to their learning. 

Netherwood and Derham, (2014) undertook a study to determine what undergraduate 

student nurses, midwives and complementary medicine practitioners could learn from one 

another and whether this had any educational value. They used a mixed methods approach 

and analysed data collected through focus groups. Six themes were identified; interaction, 

breaking down prejudices; increased knowledge and understanding of self; increased 

knowledge and understanding of others; organisational limitations and common aims. The 

researchers found that students from conventional complementary health disciplines 

expressed that interaction is key in breaking down prejudices and creating common aims. 

They also pointed out however that mutual stereo typing between nurses and midwives was 

more challenging to overcome as it was much more entrenched. They observed that nurses 

adopted the more subservient position in the case study scenario, and recommended 

further research be carried out into ways that mutual respect achieved through IPE can lead 

to a more seamless and holistic health service. 
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Discussion 

The themes that have emerged from the literature centre around the timing and relevance 

of IPE teaching within undergraduate healthcare programmes, as well as the importance of 

professional identity and the impact this has on the other professions 

 

It may be suggested that by introducing an interprofessional education module early in the 

programme, as it is in the case here, students have not yet had an opportunity to develop 

their professional identity (Rogers, 2010). Coster et al (2008) cited that having a professional 

identity allows students to think, behave and feel like a member of their profession and that 

this sense of professional identity is strong at the beginning of their pre-registration 

programme. Adams et al (2006) however, suggested that students’ sense of professional 

identity may be well established prior to the commencement of their training, perhaps due 

to images of health professionals in the media and this positive attitude should be taken 

advantage of when implementing IPE. Rogers (2010) asserted that this professional identity 

is essential to prevent insecurity, which can negatively impact on multi-professional team 

interactions. Sterett et al (2015) pointed out however that a uni-professional identity can 

give rise to students viewing their profession as different and better than others. This can 

lead to resistance to IPE (Murray-Davis et al, 2011). Coster et al (2008) pointed out that 

conflicts in power relationships can arise from differences in culture, educational 

requirements, philosophy and status as well as the different structures in health and social 

care organisations. Freeth (2014) asserted that all professional groups involved in 

interprofessional education should have equal status, and the differences and similarities 

within the group should be acknowledged. 

  

Worryingly, the attitudes and stereotypes of faculty members affects the successful 

implementation of IPE, with the learning process undermined by academics who show 

preference toward their own professions (Sunguya et al, 2014). These stereotypical views 

may be the result of professional identity and can create conflicts, tensions and emotions 

amongst both academics and students (Atwal, 2018). The inconsistent approach to IPE calls 

into question the value of IPE school wide and warrants a coordinated approach at 

curriculum-level in order to involve all disciplines (Hood et al, 2014). Sunguya et al (2014) 

advocated the development of shared values and clarity in the expected outcomes in order 

to overcome some of the inconsistencies in approach. In their study, Sterrett et al (2015) the 

faculty established interprofessional communities that the students would remain in for the 

duration of the programme. The competencies for collaboration and teamwork were 

developed by students through social interactions and forming and fostering relationships 

with students from other disciplines. 
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Alongside IPE, in the early part of the undergraduate midwifery programme, the curriculum 

centres around the role of the midwife in supporting the normal physiological processes 

relating to pregnancy and birth, which are assessed and managed by midwives as experts in 

normality. The introduction of the IPE module at this point may be a source of confusion to 

student midwives as to the relevance of involving other professionals. Indeed, Rogers (2010) 

discovered in her study, that student midwives found socializing into their professional 

identity a challenge, due to the perception of subservience of midwives to the medical 

model of care whilst learning the definition of a midwife as an autonomous, holistic 

practitioner, who is expert in normality. 

Professional identity in midwifery, it may be argued, is somewhat disjointed at present, 

possibly, because as Hansson et al (2018) stated that there has been a paradigm shift in 

midwifery over time. Moving from a situation where midwives have been autonomous 

practitioners, having responsibility for women experiencing normal pregnancy and birth at 

home to our current position where childbirth has moved into labour wards, into the 

domain of medical science where problems and complications have become the focus and 

midwives work as part of an interprofessional team (Hansson et al, 2018). In addition, the 

expansion of midwifery support worker roles has altered the core skills and boundaries of 

the profession (Smith, 2014). This culture shift has been one of the drivers for the 

introduction of IPE to undergraduate programmes (Hansson et al, 2018). 

In their work, Roberts et al (2018) examined the relationship between the perceived 

relevance of IPE and professional identity, indeed this was also highlighted in the study 

conducted by Murry-Davis et al (2011) as conflicting views were expressed by clinically 

based midwives and midwifery educators, with clinical midwives expressing scepticism 

about the implications for practice. Roberts et al (2018) stated that this may be due to the 

perceived relevance of IPE to participants’ future careers, and that it is an academic exercise 

rather than a key competency (Murray-Davis et al, 2011). Freeth (2014) cited that, like 

professional education, interprofessional education should encompass a range of formally 

planned and opportune experiences that continually modify knowledge and skills by a 

process of trying things out and reflection. Students and clinical midwives may feel that 

interprofessional education is more relevant if, alongside formally planned IPE activities, 

academic value is placed on their work-based, interprofessional interactions through 

formally assessed reflection. 

Student midwives, like most healthcare students spend at least 50% of their programme in 

clinical practice, this enables them to learn through the integration of the formal education 

they receive in the university and actual experience (Kaufman and Mann, 2014). Morris and 

Blaney (2014) highlighted that the informal learning, that typically takes place in the 

workplace has routinely been viewed as opportunistic, haphazard and lacking any process, 

structure and educational rigour. In contrast, formal learning is typified by a defined 

curriculum, timetables, aims and objectives. It is often linear, progressive teaching and 
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assessments. This may explain why IPE strategies are often formally implemented in the 

university setting, as learning in the workplace, has traditionally been less valued by 

students and teachers, possibly because it has been directly compared with formal learning, 

rather than being viewed as being a distinct pedagogy itself (Morris and Blaney, 2014). 

Freeth (2014) also recognised the importance of informal learning as part of IPE and 

recommended that more value be given to its contribution. 

Traditional learning theories apply largely to the individual learner, they do not 

acknowledge the influence of the workplace, its history, practices and culture can have on 

learning (Nisbet et al, (2013). Several theories exist that underpin workplace-based learning, 

specifically, these relate to behavioural, cognitive and socio-cultural conceptions of learning 

(Morris and Blaney, 2014). Particularly relevant to IPE, is the notion of situated learning, this 

theory is one of those that underpins medical education, it has a socio-cultural basis, and 

views learning and development as arising through participation in activities of a 

Community of Practice (CoP) (Kaufmann and Mann, 2014). Sterrett et al (2015) defined a 

CoP as a social learning theory and conceptual model developed by Jean Lave and Etienne 

Wenger. The basic principle is that learning occurs when people participate in the activities 

and practices of social communities and construct identities in relation to them. The success 

of a CoP is dependent on the following five elements; the sharing of a common goal, the 

existence and use of knowledge to achieve that goal, the importance of the relationships 

formed among community members, the relationships with those outside of the CoP and 

the relationship between the work of the CoP and the value of the activity (Wenger, 1998). 

Which, it may be suggested broadly align with the principles of interprofessional education; 

improvement of the quality of care, focussed on the needs of service users, encourages 

participants to learn from, with and about each other, respects the integrity and 

contribution of each profession, enhances practice within professions and increases 

personal satisfaction (CAIPE, 2017). 

Using CoP as an educational model could alleviate some of the perceived barriers to formal 

IPE, as it is applicable to both undergraduate students and qualified staff. It acknowledges 

how ‘work’ is a place for socialisation, social interaction, identity formation of professional 

roles, where these interpersonal relationships, power, status and authority are all part of 

the dynamic in the workplace (Morris and Blaney, 2014). CoP, however, have been criticised 

for lacking theoretical grounds and being simplistic, which Nisbet et al (2013) acknowledged 

were entirely relevant to the interprofessional workplace. They went on to assert however 

that components from CoP can be integrated into the interprofessional workplace by 

increasing the emphasis on learning through everyday practice. Morris and Blaney (2014) 

agreed with this, stating that learning opportunities that arise in everyday work should be 

explicitly labelled and learners should be made aware of what it is possible to learn. It is also 

recommended that learners are encouraged to articulate, reflect upon and discuss 

differences in culture and consider why this may be the case. 
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Nisbet et al (2013) highlighted that it is difficult to separate the concepts of 

interprofessional working and interprofessional learning and by introducing the concept of 

CoP into IPE for undergraduates on healthcare programmes it may give rise to the creation 

of interprofessional learning organisations. Murray-Davis et al (2014) demonstrated the 

importance of this in their study, where students were taught a formal, university-based IPE 

module. Students had only realised the benefits of the IPE upon graduation and they have 

not developed the skills necessary for interprofessional collaboration as a result of the IPE. 

In addition, following qualification, they find themselves surrounded by colleagues who do 

not place the same value on interprofessional working and learning (Murray-Davis et al, 

2011). 

This situation poses a challenge for IPE curriculum designers, as frequently, IPE is based on a 

traditional model of teaching that is focussed on the communication of knowledge and the 

emphasis is on measurable outputs of learning such as skills, attitudes and knowledge 

(Morris and Blaney, 2014) they go on to assert that by applying the same principles to work-

based learning, the learning itself is devalued and the focus in on the outcome, rather than 

the learning. Freeth (2014) questioned whether IPE should be assessed at all as the process 

and engagement in the IPE is arguably more important. She goes on to point out however 

that if IPE is not assessed, this can lead to the perception that is of less value than other 

modules, leading to lack of engagement and non-attendance. 

Conclusion 

Interprofessional practice is inevitable in the multi-professional, 21stcentury health care 

system in which we find ourselves, driven by the pace of change and the perception of 

fragmentation within the health service. IPE has been included in undergraduate 

programmes in healthcare disciplines, with the aim of improving the effectiveness of 

teamworking and communication. Atwal (2018) stated that there is a widespread 

assumption that interprofessional teams are beneficial for all types of patients, but the 

evidence to support this is ‘remarkably slim’. Planning and delivering effective IPE is 

challenging, for numerous reasons, some of which have been explored in this article, such as 

professional identity, the ideal timing of IPE in the programme as well as the perception of 

its relevance to students. There are also a number of administrative and logistical barriers to 

effective IPE such as timetabling clashes, room capacities and shift patterns, which present 

challenges for facilitators of IPE to overcome. 

The notion that the professional identity and the principles underpinning midwifery practice 

can create a barrier to student midwives engaging with IPE has been analysed. There is little 

evidence available that explores the relationship between these phenomena and would be 

valuable in identifying the underlying issues, and therefore enabling solutions to be offered. 

The professional identity of student midwives as well as students from other disciplines 

should be considered by IPE facilitators as a potential barrier to engagement. 
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The relevance of IPE has been questioned by some midwifery participants and this has been 

examined in this article in relation to its applicability following registration. The introduction 

of IPE that adds value to the work-based learning that students experience has been 

explored. The communities of practice model of IPE could enable students, clinicians and 

academics to work closely together to improve the clinical learning environment, as a 

significant number of trusts that have been included in the research lacked the supportive 

infrastructure required to promote the IPE agenda either pre-registration or following 

qualification (Murray-Davis et al, 2014). 

As an academic, this article has challenged my assumptions regarding interprofessional 

working and IPE. It has made me reconsider my own views on IPE. I believe that the 

communities of practice model offers a viable framework to implementing work-based IPE. I 

appreciate that there are a number of obstacles to overcome in the planning and 

implementation; not least obtaining support from academics from other disciplines and 

clinical practice sites. I am committed to developing a detailed knowledge of other health 

and social care disciplines as suggested by Atwal (2018) and I am realistic about the volume 

and quality of research around IPE, but I believe in the rhetoric, that well planned and 

facilitated IPE can lead to improvements in outcomes for women in our care, there just isn’t 

any good quality evidence for it…yet. 
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Danny Buckley d.buckley@herts.ac.uk

Abstract: 

Heutagogy, an established concept in educational literature, puts an emphasis on the 

development of a student’s ability to understand how they learn certain skills and abilities. 

To gain a clearer understanding on the implementation of heutagogy within the higher 

education environment, the present study considered the adoption of heutagogical 

approaches with students at University. A review of the literature was conducted to 

understand the use of pedagogy and andragogy in higher education and how a heutagogical 

approach could create a self-directed learning experience. Contemporary research has 

evidenced that the implementation of heutagogy at higher education encourages students 

to develop highly employable skills such as determination and initiative. In contrast, it has 

been discovered that students find heutagogy to be challenging, therefore a progressive 

development from pedagogy to andragogy to heutagogy is required. Nevertheless, the 

beneficial outcomes are apparent to educators and students, and increase employability 

rates. The beneficial learning outcomes of heutagogical learning such as employability and 

self-directed learning is discussed. 

1.0 Introduction: 

In the modern society, educators are tasked with the development of lifelong learners with 

the ability to thrive in an ever-changing complex world. Thus, pedagogical methods are seen 

to be unsuitable for preparing learners for the modern workplace (Blaschke, 2012). It is 

suggested that a more self-determined and self-directed approach is required to enable the 

learners to understand how they have learnt a skill and to what extent an educator has 

taught them how to teach themselves (Kamenetz, 2010; Peters, 2004). With a similar 

opinion of andragogical education it seems a new pedagogical approach is required to utilise 

new teaching methods, learning resources and technology (Blaschke, 2012). Bhoyrub et al, 

(2010) also recognise the need for an updated approach aimed at students in higher 

education which could develop an autonomous learner. 

In response to the revolution of teaching theory in higher education (Hennissen, Beckers & 

Moerkerke, 2017) the concept of heutagogy offers particular principles and practices which 

puts an emphasis on the development of a student’s capability and capacity to learn 
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(Bhoyrub et al., 2010). Heutagogy has been defined as the study of self-determined learning 

(Hase & Kenyon, 2000) and has also been identified as a holistic approach which develops a 

learner’s capabilities by making learning a proactive process (Blaschke, 2018). In addition, 

Hase and Kenyon (2007) suggest that heutagogical learners serve as “the major agent in 

their own learning, which occurs as a result of personal experience” (p.112) thus indicating 

that the modern-day student must take an element of ownership within their studies by 

becoming self-directed and self-determined. 

Heutagogy has been praised for containing particular attributes such as autonomy and self-

directedness (Blaschke, 2012) and is of particular interest with distance learning and 

education. Whereas pedagogy refers to the methods of practice and teaching as an 

academic subject at a lower level of maturity (Richardson, Byrne, & Liang, 2018) and 

andragogy transfers this practice to facilitate adult education (Canning, 2010). Blaschke 

(2016) recognises that self-determination is a key characteristic of distance education, thus, 

heutagogical education seeks to enable a self-directed approach to student development 

(Hase & Kenyon, 2001). As we consider the modern society, it is becoming increasingly 

important that graduates possess attributes such as; self-awareness, confidence, decision 

making skills, adaptability, problem solving and initiative (Jorre de St Jorre & Oliver, 2018) 

which all link to independence and the ability to think autonomously. Interestingly, proven 

benefits of heutagogical education such as self-determination, self-directedness and 

autonomous education all relate to the modern requisite of graduate employability 

(Blaschke, 2012, 2018; Hase & Kenyon, 2001). 

In recent years there has been an evident shift within higher education which has directed 

academics and educators to an overly nourishing approach to learning (Nkuyubwatsi, 2016). 

Interestingly, research by Berger and Wild (2017) and Canning (2010) has also identified that 

‘spoon-feeding’ students throughout their first year at University can have a negative effect 

on the rest of their undergraduate degree. Price (2014) identified that student autonomy is 

a developmental journey which requires a minor redundancy from the educator at the start 

of the learner journey. In relation, heutagogy has been recognised as a scaffolding 

procedure which gives the learner or practitioner a safe environment to make independent 

mistakes (Blaschke, 2018). It is understood that the learner eventually develops the ability 

to autonomously make decisions and increase their own capacity to learn. The purpose of 

this paper is to discover whether the implementation of heutagogical practice in higher 

education has the potential to improve the students’ educational journey by creating self-

directed and self-determined learners. 

2.0 Research Methods: 

This paper offers an extensive review of the previous and current research available on the 

practices and outcomes of heutagogy. In approaching the research, the author sought to 

establish the identified benefits of adopting a heutagogical approach in higher education 
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whilst discovering whether the student learner journey is then negatively affected by over-

nourishing at Level Four. By reviewing current heutagogical literature and practice the 

author has used the pedagogical theory of Decoding the Disciplines (Pace, 2017) in an 

attempt to identify how heutagogy can be adopted and used in practice as an educator. A 

review of the literature initially defines pedagogy, andragogy and heutagogy, describing the 

connection of the three established educational concepts. This paper provides a basis for 

further research into heutagogy as a tool for student development in higher education.  

3.0 Pedagogy: 

Defined by the English Oxford dictionary as “the method and practice of teaching, especially 

as an academic subject or theoretical concept”, pedagogy is the discipline which helps us 

understand how the theory and practice of teaching can influence student learning 

(Richardson, Byrne, & Liang, 2018). Pedagogy refers to teacher interactions and the social 

environment established by the educator (Dyson, Griffin, & Hastie, 2004). Pedagogic 

research aims to enhance human potential through the acquisition of specific skills.  

Although pedagogy is defined as the practice and profession of teaching (Toetenel & 

Rienties, 2016), academics are now using this term to specifically describe children’s 

learning (Blaschke, 2012) as the word ‘Peda’ originated in the Greek language and means 

child-leading. With a recent focus on the teaching techniques within higher education, an 

adult centred learning discipline was required (Hase & Kenyon, 2001), andragogy offered 

academics commonalities of theory and practice which also related to the education of 

adult learners. 

4.0 Andragogy: 

The literature has demonstrated that students may learn more and benefit from choosing 

their own case scenarios around which to base simulation activities (Valler-Jones, 2014; 

Baile and Blatner, 2014). Case studies are often used in many fields of higher education, 

particularly in business and management schools, as a way of creating real life situations to 

enable the students to develop employability skills (Fry et al, 2015, pp333). This concept is 

easily transferrable into nursing practice allowing students to “play out” clinical scenarios 

and think about how they would manage them in a practice setting, developing effective 

communication skills. As final year students, these skills may be of great benefit when 

attending job interviews. This approach would also empower students, and give them some 

autonomy over simulation style education, which has proven to be an effective approach 

when working with adult learners (Knowles, 1975, cited in Fry et al, 2015). However, this 

style of learning may not suit some students; cultural influences may mean some students 

feel uncomfortable with this style of learning or may view a case scenario differently 

because of their cultural background (Frambach et al, 2014; Levitt, 2016). Equally, those 

students who are quieter and do not engage as readily in the classroom, may feel excluded 
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if they find learning in this way a challenge, (Collins & Ting, 2010). Therefore, adequate 

preparation of students is vital to the success of simulation sessions. It should be considered 

that this is likely to increase preparation time for the lecturer and will need careful 

facilitation to ensure students are able to come forward with suggested scenarios. Care 

should also be taken to ensure patient and staff confidentiality when using “real-life” 

scenarios so the lecturer would need to set clear ground rules with students (NMC, 2015). 

Alongside giving students the option to develop their own case scenarios for simulation 

training, the literature suggests that adequate preparation of the students is key to the 

success of the activities (Baile and Blatner, 2014; Warland, 2010). Some students may find 

this style of learning activity daunting, whilst others may embrace the opportunity to learn 

through practical experience. However, by adequate preparation, and consideration of 

which roles students may choose to play during the activity, there is opportunity to support 

learning for all students, regardless of their preferred learning style (Tutticci et al, 2016).  

Quieter learners or those who prefer to reflect on experience may learn better from taking 

on the role of observer during such activities (Honey and Mumford, 1986). 

Several studies have used video-recording of simulation activities to use after the session to 

aid debriefing (Burden et al, 2014; Valler-Jones, 2014). This may be of benefit, not only to 

assist in debriefing, but also could be a valuable learning tool for students to revisit after the 

session. Debriefing after simulation activities is key for several reasons. It enables students 

the opportunity to come out of “role”, and to pause and reflect on the situation (Warland, 

2010). For simulation activities to be effective, it is important for students to be able to 

share thoughts, think about what worked well and what might be improved upon, and what 

they have learned for the session (Warland, 2010; Lavoie and Clark, 2017). Using a 

structured reflective model, such as Rolfe (2011), which asks “what”, “so what”, and “now 

what”, may be of benefit to aid effective debriefing. 

Three of the research studies reviewed demonstrated a reduction in student anxiety and 

increased confidence prior to practice placements following a simulation activity (Khalaila, 

2014; Hope et al, 2010; Warland, 2010). This must be seen as a positive impact for the 

students, the lecturers and the university. When students go out to practice placements 

they are representing the University of Hertfordshire, which is an important factor. 

Enhanced communication skills when working with patients and families continues to be a 

high priority in healthcare (NHS England, 2012). Multiprofessional simulation exercises, 

which include nurses alongside other health professionals, have also been shown to 

increase confidence in communication skills, and therefore improve patient outcomes and 

quality of care (Truijens et al, 2015; Donovan et al, 2003; Ross et al, 2015). Therefore, 

providing simulation training that increases student confidence has to be a positive thing. 
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5.0 Heutagogy: 

The literature suggests that using a more structured approach to simulation exercises for 

third year student nurses during their final practice module would be of benefit. Engaging 

with the students in terms of preparation for simulation activities appears to be key. For 

example, asking students to agree on case scenarios that could be used for simulation, 

particularly considering situations where they have experienced difficulties in 

communication or witnessed the difficulties of others. Alongside adequate preparation 

comes the need to create an environment whereby students feel comfortable with 

participating in simulation. As has been shown, using students to play all parts in a 

simulation exercise can have a positive impact on the experience; and could make the 

exercises less labour intensive for the teaching team, as fewer facilitators would be 

required. However, the facilitators would need to be very skilled and adequately prepared 

to be able to support the students to undertake all roles within simulation and additional 

time may be required to prepare the students in advance of the sessions. 

The literature has also stressed the benefits of structured feedback following simulation 

sessions. Currently, there is limited time for this built into the sessions that are timetabled; 

but using a debriefing approach would allow the students to be able to clearly demonstrate 

their learning from the scenario-based simulation sessions and consider how they might be 

able to develop their communication skills to support the completion of their final 

management placement in practice. This may be facilitated by recording of the scenario 

activities and playing them back to prompt discussion. It may also support future 

employment, by improving skills required to be demonstrated in an interview situation.  

Moving forward it might appear sensible to try and measure the impact of these sessions. 

This could be achieved by assessing students’ confidence in communication skills prior to 

the simulation session, after the debriefing exercise, and at the end of their final 

management placement (three months later) to see whether the knowledge gained has 

been lasting and well applied in the practice setting. This would enable the lecturing team to 

effectively evaluate the learning gained from simulation activities. It would also 

demonstrate a commitment to the public, giving high priority to the development of 

effective communication skills amongst newly qualified nurses. 

It is likely that simulation style learning activities and effective communication skills will 

continue to be high priority when the new Standards for Nurse Education (NMC, 2018) are 

published by the NMC in a few months’ time. Therefore, it is imperative that further 

consideration is given to this style of teaching to ensure final year nursing students develop 

the best possible communication skills to support their practice. 
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6.0 Commonalities and Differential Aspects of Pedagogy, Andragogy 

and Heutagogy: 

 

 
Figure 1: The difference between pedagogy, andragogy and heutagogy (taken from Heick, 
2018). 
 

It is understood that the progressive link between all three of the ‘gogies’ enables learners 

to become active and then proactive in identifying how their learning needs will be met. 

Heutagogy is a form of self-determined learning where learners are highly autonomous and 

well prepared for the demands of dynamic complexity (Blaschke, 2018). It could be 

conceived from the continuum of ‘gogies’ that higher level learners who are more 

experienced and take greater responsibility for their own development will require less 

instructor control and more freedom or flexibility in course structuring. Canning (2010) 

suggests that students should be encouraged to develop learner maturity and self-reliance, 

however this can be affected if dependency and being directed by educators is within the 

course requirements (Bhoyrub et al., 2010) for example, professional nursing degrees. 

Figure 1 contrasts the different dependencies, resources, reasons, motivations and roles of 

the educator in each of the three approaches. 
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There is a clear shift from instructing students to learn, to facilitating students to 

understand how they learn but also, how the learner progressively sets the learning agenda 

more, which develops their own learning and identity (Heick, 2018). Figure 1 clearly displays 

that a progressive redundancy of teaching resources and the educator creates a richer focus 

and motivation for the students within the heutagogical learning environment. It is clear 

that heutagogy tends to develop capabilities rather than competencies (Price, 2014), and 

learners who are appropriately equipped for the complexities of the modern workplace 

(Toetenel & Rienties, 2016). Interestingly Kale and Singh (2007) describe capabilities as the 

capacity of learners to use competence in familiar, unfamiliar and changing situations. It can 

be criticised that grouping all child learning into pedagogy is inappropriate as education is 

varied between the ages of three and eighteen. Heick (2018) accepts this notion but 

acknowledges that child, and therefore pedagogic learning does encompass teacher-led 

education and is focussed on the progression of curricular requirements. When linking to 

Blaschke (2016) it is clear that learning is most effective when educators allow students to 

react to evolving circumstances, it could be suggested that the progression from pedagogy 

to heutagogy (as seen in Figure 1) facilitates this educational adaption. 

7.0 Decoding the Disciplines: 

Middendorf and Pace (2004a) define decoding the disciplines as the process of increasing 

student learning by tightening the gap between thinking as a novice and an expert. As seen 

in Figure 2, this theoretical model begins by identifying the ‘bottlenecks’ to learning, 

otherwise known as implications in the learning process (Sundt, 2010). This model then 

progresses by educators and specialists facilitating the models and practices required to 

overcome that particular implication. Interestingly, the review phases of this model are 

divided between an assessment of the student’s mastery followed by the distribution of 

new knowledge (i.e. sharing experiences) with colleagues (Currie, 2017). Figure 2 is an 

adaption from the work by Middendorf and Pace (2004a) to better understand where a 

heutagogical approach can be implemented when educating students in higher education. 

As suggested by Blaschke (2018), the educator must first establish an area within the 

student’s ability which requires attention before creating an appropriate task, this would be 

associated with the first three elements of Figure 2. Interestingly, this also links to the zone 

of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1980) as students cannot complete these tasks 

unaided, but can complete them with some guidance (Eun, 2017). Within the zone of 

proximal development, students are required to seek support before working 

autonomously. The fourth, fifth and sixth element of Figure 2 relates to the educator 

implementing a redundancy within the situation in order to allow the student to adopt a 

level of self-dependency. Finally, the educator and the student would distribute the 

acquired knowledge during this experience. Interestingly Bhoyrub et al. (2010) express that 

a circulation of what has been discovered during a self-directed experience gives the 

participant an additional opportunity to take control of their own learning. Pace (2017) also 
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acknowledges that considering the many ways we could share our results from the decoding 

process gives the educator another opportunity to decode and reflect upon the practice 

that has been undertaken. 

Figure 2: The Decoding the Disciplines Wheel. Adapted from Middendorf and Pace (2004a). 

 

8.0 Discussion: 

8.1 The Benefits of Heutagogical Learning 

Until recently, there has been a lack of empirical evidence to suggest that a scaffolded 

learning practice for students is a beneficial approach to improving a student’s educational 

capability (Price, 2014). Contemporary research has demonstrated a demand from 

employers, academics and even students which suggests that independency as a student is 

unique but valuable (Blaschke & Hase, 2016; Richardson et al., 2018; Sin & Amaral, 2017). 

However, Wood and Su (2017) have suggested that millennia students are blind and 

ignorant to the value of self-determination. Similar remarks are made by Nkuyubwatsi 

(2016) who suggests students are becoming more dependant. 

Furthermore, Jorre de St Jorre and Oliver (2018) state that modern students as consumers 

demand more from their tuition fees, which involves nourishment and ‘spoon-feeding’ 

(Nkuyubwatsi, 2016) suggesting that students are ignorant to the importance of working 

autonomously towards their degree. Moving forward, Cassidy (2006) identifies a number of 

‘non-technical skills’ which refer to common employability skills. These skills are; “learning 

skills, strategy, problem solving, decision making, dependency and responsibility, self-

discipline, self-management and the ability to work without supervision.” (Cotton, 2001. 
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Cited in Cassidy, 2006. p.509). Interestingly, when linking to a heutagogical perspective, 

Blaschke (2012) identifies that learners can become self-disciplined and self-directed by 

adopting responsibility and problem-solving traits, from working without supervision. It is 

clear here that giving students the ability to work autonomously gives them the opportunity 

to develop essential skills which are required by employers. It could be suggested that as an 

educator, you are having a negative effect on your students by over nourishing their 

learning journey (Andrewartha & Harvey, 2017). 

8.2 Over Scaffolding and Removing Self -Determination  

Contemporary research has identified that an over nourishment of students has a short-

term benefit of success (Jorre de St Jorre & Oliver, 2018) with a long-term issue of 

dependency and an incapability of making decisions (Cassidy, 2006). By adopting a 

heutagogical approach to education and therefore accepting a temporary redundancy as 

the instructor towards a learning experience will provide students with unique, but 

employable attributes (Berger & Wild, 2017). As discussed previously, millennial students 

are ignorant to the long-term benefits of autonomous learning (Wood & Su, 2017) thus, it is 

important for the educator to understand the importance of producing scaffolded tasks for 

learners rather than over nourishing. Furthermore, from an employer’s perspective, 

Chhinzer and Russo (2018) state, in order to create an employable student, educators must 

create a learning environment which enables the students to make decisions and solve 

problems individually or as a team. However, recent evidence has revealed that higher 

education students have become consumers and expect ‘value for money’ in terms of 

support with their studies (Bunce, Baird, & Jones, 2017). With this in mind, academics and 

educators must offer a level of support which additionally alleviates the student’s ability to 

develop their ability to work without supervision. Empirical research has identified that 

heutagogy and therefore a self-directedness to learning has the ability to develop the 

student’s essential employability skills (Blaschke, 2018), however there has been a dearth of 

research which establishes a best practice procedure in order to adopt this approach in 

practice. Moreover, Berger and Wild (2017) suggest there is a breadth of graduates who lack 

the essential criteria to become employable. Therefore, the importance of adopting a 

heutagogical approach to education is becoming more significant. 

8.3 Heutagogy in Practice; The Transition  

When linking heutagogy to practice, Figure 2 demonstrates seven essential steps which 

supports an educator attempting to scaffold their students learning. In the first phase, the 

educator must establish a ‘bottleneck’, described by Miller‐Young and Boman (2017) as 

something the student briefly understands but cannot conduct perpetually. An example of 

this may be referencing. The educator’s student has the ability to understand what 

referencing is but is unable to reference to a sophisticated standard. The second phase 

requires the educator to discover the mental task associated with this bottleneck. Explained 
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by Middendorf and Pace (2004b) as the hidden operations which an expert would conduct 

automatically, this requires the ability to question what you would do as the expert in order 

to understand the tacit knowledge from a learner’s perspective. In relation to the current 

example, the educator must consider what step-by-step tasks are subconsciously completed 

in order to reference correctly. The educator and the student work together in the third 

stage by designing and modelling essential tasks to gain a greater understanding of the 

selected bottleneck. Pinnow (2016) describes the third stage as the educator’s ability to 

show the student what they are required to do in order to complete the task. However, with 

heutagogy in mind, this third stage gives the student and the educator the ability to jointly 

design a model to develop the student’s ability. When also considering Vygotsky’s zone of 

proximal development (Vygotsky, 1980), there are some steps within the progressive stages 

where the students’ needs some help from the educator in order to complete the task and 

progress autonomously (Eun, 2017). In this example, the educator would discuss the 

subjects referencing guide with the student to establish where the student is currently 

making consistent errors. It is important to allow the student to discover and then learn 

from their own mistakes (Price, 2014). 

The fourth stage of Figure 2 relates to the educator’s opportunity to set a task and provide 

feedback on the process (Middendorf, 2004). In relation to the current example, the 

educator at this point could create a formative task for the student which requires a 

minimum of three references, once submitted, feedback can be given on the identified 

bottleneck. When linking with heutagogy, the fifth stage becomes increasingly important. 

The level of motivation and support given to the student is the difference between 

autonomy and dependency (Nkuyubwatsi, 2016). As explained by Sundt (2010), the fifth 

stage of the model questions how you can motivate your learners, what is required to 

happen in order to address the affective side of learning? When linking with Vygotsky’s zone 

of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1980), it is essential at this point that students begin to 

move towards what they can do for themselves, rather than seeking further support from 

their educator. At this stage, the educator will need to assess whether the student requires 

additional motivation, if this is the case, the educator can direct the student to the 

resources required without answering the questions addressed. The sixth stage of this 

model links with an assessment of the student’s development and understanding 

throughout this decoding experience (Huber, 2006). At this stage the educator can link the 

progress to an assessment and check for the student’s ability to reference in a written 

assignment. The final stage of Figure 2 relates to the distribution of expertise. The 

circulation of knowledge is an essential part of this model as it gives others the ability to 

learn from what has been decoded (Pace, 2017). From a heutagogical perspective, in this 

example the educator would initially discuss the outcomes of the assessment with the 

learner, and then explore the process with colleagues. Being heutagogical as an educator 

means a completion of the process by exposing new knowledge with other colleagues 

(Blaschke, 2012). 
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9.0 Conclusion: 

Since its beginnings in the early 2000’s, heutagogy has been identified as an extension from 

pedagogy and andragogy (Blaschke, 2012) however, until recently has received a limited 

amount of interest and attention from a higher education perspective. In practice a number 

of challenges of using a heutagogical approach have been identified such as, academic 

resistance to change (Blaschke, 2012), fear of redundancy, an increased financial pressure 

and a continued student focus on assessments (Hase & Kenyon, 2007). Common concern 

across the higher education sector is the wariness of placing full control of learning into the 

hands of the student. Whereas, from a student’s perspective, there is a concern of 

disadvantage and a requirement of support (Scager, Akkerman, Pilot, & Wubbels, 2017) 

however, a shift is now required to alter the learner’s attitude in an attempt to add a great 

emphasis on a scaffolding approach to learning which will develop the learner’s autonomy 

skills. The present work explored the contemporary literature on the beneficial outcomes of 

developing a heutagogical approach in education. It is clear that employers are demanding 

more from University graduates and a shift is required by academics to enable their 

students to adopt the required skills and attributes to achieve employment post-graduation. 

Blaschke (2018) expresses that current practice within the education sector allows students 

to fall into a comfort zone where lecturers support the achievement of education. However,  

there is a breadth of research which evidences that students also require the ability to 

develop interpersonal and employable skills during their time on a degree (Berger & Wild, 

2017). Therefore, educators are required to embrace heutagogy and allow their students to 

become autonomous thinkers, learners and graduates. 

9.1 Future Research Recommendations  

When considering emerging pedagogical theories in higher education, additional inquiry and 

research is required to establish links between heutagogy and other theoretical frameworks. 

Furthermore, there is a dearth of research which considers what practices and techniques 

are detrimental in the development of heutagogy in higher education which gives academics 

the support required to embrace such an approach. Therefore, future research is needed to 

explore the techniques used in current heutagogical practice in higher education across the 

United Kingdom.  
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Abstract: 

This article examines the learning and subject issues faced by undergraduate history 

students at the University of Hertfordshire. Based on a survey of L4 and L5 undergraduates 

who have experienced the transition from school to university history, the research aims to 

explore the relationship between students and the discipline of history, specifically their 

perceptions of history learning and teaching, and their preparation for the demands of 

undergraduate academic work. Informed by literature focused on the relationship between 

teaching and students’ perceptions, the research project is linked to an ongoing process 

aimed at shaping curriculum development and inform pedagogical practice. Preliminary 

findings suggest significant differences in the perceptions of students in terms of their 

preparedness for history undergraduate study and the ways in which they prefer to learn 

history. The research project’s long-term trajectory includes great potential to foster 

productive collaboration between school and higher education aimed at reducing the 

barriers to students’ transitions to university. 

Introduction: 

Starting university is widely regarded as a significant step change, the experience of which 

can have a substantial impact upon students’ engagement, motivation, progress and 

achievement (Ballinger, 2002; Marland, 2003; Booth, 2005; Smith and Hopkins, 2005; 

Helmsley, 2016). This can be particularly challenging in history because there is no accepted 

essential body of knowledge at either A-Level or higher education which means that 

students can arrive at university with vastly different experiences and expectations (Hibbert, 

2006: 45). The following paper examines the experiences of undergraduates in the 

transition from school to undergraduate history at the University of Hertfordshire. It aims to 

build upon previous research in this area carried out in the UK as outlined below in the 

literature review. My particular interest in this area stems from previous and current 

professional practice. Recently, I have made a transition myself, from secondary school 

history teacher, with fourteen years’ experience, to university history educator, working 

with PGCE Secondary students in the School of Education at the University of Hertfordshire 

mailto:d.ingledew@herts.ac.uk
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Soon after starting in post, my advice was sought by colleagues in the History Department 

within the School of Humanities with regards concerns about the engagement and attitudes 

to learning of history undergraduates in their programme, particularly Level 4 students. 

These concerns ranged from a perceived lack of preparation and organisation, particularly 

reading; an apparent reluctance to engage and participate in group work and class 

discussion; and a concern that students lacked a conceptual understanding of the discipline 

of history, for example historical interpretations and historiography. Such concerns are not 

new or untypical of the degree level study of history (Booth, 2006) or in other subject areas 

(Hargreaves, 1998; Walmsley, 2000; Smith, 2002). We discussed whether these issues were 

the result of a lack of preparation at school, particularly A-Level history learning and 

teaching. However, in for all three of these issues, this had not been my experience as a 

secondary school teacher working with 6th Form pupils who I found to be prepared and 

willing participants in lessons, required to develop a conceptual understanding of the 

discipline of history as part of the A-Level history curriculum. The questions arising here 

were – why the change? Why the difference in attitudes to learning between school and 

university? What happens in the transition between school and undergraduate history and 

how could the issues identified be addressed? It was agreed that one way forward would be 

to examine the experiences of history undergraduates themselves to inform educators how 

their curriculum and pedagogy could be developed to make this transition less of a hurdle 

and more of a ladder for their students. 

Aims of Study: 

The overall focus of the research project is to examine student experiences of history 

learning and teaching in the transition from school to higher education. In doing so, it has 

three key aims. The first is to identify what students perceive to be the barriers to their 

learning during this transition. Specifically, what they enjoy about history and what they find 

difficult; their preferences for learning and teaching history; what they had wished they had 

known at the start that they now know; and what advice they would give to A-Level pupils 

thinking of studying history. The second aim, is to use these experiences to inform and 

potentially shape curriculum design for undergraduate history at the University of 

Hertfordshire, as well as a means in which to help colleagues reflect upon and develop their 

pedagogical practice aimed at making this transition smoother. The third, is a wider aim of 

using both the process and the results of the research project as a point of discussion for 

future collaboration between academic history, school history and history education. 

Literature Review: 

A review of the literature related to student experiences of the transition from school to 

undergraduate history highlighted a number of key points and areas of interest. The first 

was a sense amongst both students and lecturers that they were unprepared for the rigour 

and demands of undergraduate history particularly with regards independent learning, 
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organisation and the breadth and depth of their historical understanding (Hibbert, 2002). 

Students themselves reported that their experience was very much a sense of ‘sink or swim’ 

particularly in the first year of their undergraduate courses (Booth, 2005). In particular, 

students reported a significant change in the amount and type of reading required they 

were required to do at undergraduate level in comparison to their A-Level studies level 

(Hibbert, 2006). This corresponds with Smith and Hopkins (2005) study of 6th Formers 

studying A-level English perceptions of teaching and learning degree-level English which 

found that students were less aware and more surprised about the amount of independent 

learning, lack of contact time, managing expectations and the amount of time spent reading 

for undergraduate study. Collins (2011), as part of an introductory module on historiography 

for first year undergraduates at Loughborough University, describes how an assignment was 

set which required students to analyse the history that they had been taught at school using 

historiographic concepts learnt in the module. Although the study was small, Collins (2011), 

argues that it was useful as it enabled students to critically reflect on their own education 

while developing their own historiographical understanding.  

A second key point evident from the literature was the preference of history 

undergraduates for what can be described as more traditional methods of learning and 

teaching such as lectures and note-taking as opposed to collaborative approaches such as 

group work and student-led presentations (Hibbert, 2006; Booth and Nicholls, 2005). This is 

interesting, particularly as there is extensive literature which indicates that this is not the 

approach used in schools, particularly A-Level history. For example, Hemsley (2016), 

describes how she put on 21 additional history university preparation classes at lunchtime 

(for 30 minutes) for her 6th Form students in order to help them develop a better 

understanding of what undergraduate history was like, increase applications for Oxbridge 

and develop her pupils all round historical understanding. Chapman (2011), study provides 

practical guidance on how he developed 6th Form pupils’ thinking and ability to evaluate 

historical interpretations, and White (2011), outlines a comparative approach to the study 

of revolutions in order to deepen A-Level students historical understanding of the 1979 

Iranian Revolution. 

The third key point identified was that students identified a significant change in both the 

depth and breadth of their learning and understanding of history (Collins, 2011; Mansfield, 

2018). At university, particular themes or periods in history which were familiar to students 

from their school experience were studied in much greater depth while at the same time 

being exposed to new and vastly different areas, for example sexuality and identity, African 

and Asian history. Furthermore, students reported that there a much greater demand in 

developing students’ conceptual understanding of history particularly with regards source 

analysis, interpretations, methodologies and historiography. These issues are not unique to 

history education in the UK. Seixas (2017) highlights how similar demands are faced by 

students in Germany and North America, although the nature of these demands may vary 

according to different historical traditions, the fundamental issues remain the same. As a 
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result, students perceived that the transition from school to undergraduate history was 

more a hurdle than a ladder (Booth, 2005; Hibbert, 2006). This is intriguing, particularly 

given the variety and breadth of school history, including a focus on developing school 

pupils’ conceptual understanding of the discipline of history, for example, history teachers 

development of pupil understanding of secondary sources and historiography even at Key 

Stage 3/11-14 age range (see Chapman, 2011; Foster, 2011; Watts and Gimson, 2014). 

Overall, the literature review reflected the issues that had arisen in the discussions between 

colleagues in the history department of the University of Hertfordshire and myself which 

prompted the research project in the first place. The challenges faced by students in making 

the transition to undergraduate history is more complex than a lack of knowledge, 

understanding and preparation arising from what and how history was learnt at school. 

Further investigation is therefore required in order to identify possible actions that can be 

taken to this transition more of a step up the ladder rather than a hurdle to be overcome. 

Research Design and Method: 

The initial part of the research project, and focus of this paper, was a questionnaire aimed at 

collecting quantitative data on University of Hertfordshire undergraduate experiences of the 

transition to degree level study of history. A questionnaire was chosen as the method in the 

initial part of the research project to elicit the views of a wide range of students at different 

levels and, potentially at different stages of their undergraduate studies, in a relatively 

quick, efficient but valid way (Cohen et al, 2018:471). The questionnaire was designed to be 

accessible and engaging for all participants by being clearly phrased and relatively short - 

completed within 10 minutes (Newby, 2014). The format and style of questions were 

developed with this principles in mind and piloted in the previous academic year with 

University of Hertfordshire history undergraduates. This had the benefit of improving the 

style, format and order of questions asked in order to make the questionnaire more 

appealing and accessible to the participating students. As a result of this pilot the 

questionnaire was structured into four distinct sections – previous study and interest in 

history; learning preferences and skills developed in undergraduate study; advice that would 

be given to others about studying history at degree level; and an optional section indicating 

age/gender and whether the respondent would be interested in further participation in the 

research project. The rationale for each of these sections was, first, to ascertain the 

background and previous experiences of studying history prior to undergraduate study. 

Second, to focus on how respondents learn history at undergraduate level, and their 

preferences for learning, with the aim of informing pedagogical practice within the history 

department to help smooth the transition. Third, a focus on - what I now know that I wish I 

had known at the start of the course - in other words, how could history students be better 

informed and prepared prior to starting their undergraduate study. However, it is 

recognised that, even with refinements, the questionnaire would only provide limited and 

relatively unsophisticated data with regards these three aims and that this is a common 
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limitation of this method of data collection (Cohen et al, 2018). These limitations will be 

addressed in the second part of the project, currently being conducted, which involves small 

focus group interviews of respondents aimed at exploring in more detail the responses 

generated and data collected from the questionnaire. 

The questionnaire was administered in one location and respondents completed the 

questionnaire using pen and paper. The rationale here was to promote high rates of 

completion and quality control by ensuring that there were no differences that could affect 

each student’s response, for example in giving instructions and answering questions Newby, 

2014:331-332). Other methods of administration were considered, for example, an online 

survey, but these were rejected on grounds of reliability and response rates. In addition, I 

wanted to make a clear distinction between the research questionnaire and the frequent 

online surveys that UH students are asked to complete on a regular basis, for example MFQs 

and NSS, aiming to avoid ‘survey fatigue’. The purpose of the questionnaire was explained in 

person, with a particular emphasis on participation being voluntary and the option of 

anonymity. This choice of administration was deliberate, aimed at promoting participation 

and emphasising the value placed on finding out about students’ experiences in studying 

history. It is also aimed to avoid ‘survey fatigue’ resulting from a large number of on-line 

student surveys conducted by the university, for example Module Feedback Questionnaires. 

Results & Analysis: 

The questionnaire was conducted with a L4 and a L5 undergraduate group towards the end 

of the first semester. The purpose here was to compare and contrast the responses 

between the two groups highlighting any potential differences in experiences and 

perception of the transition to undergraduate history study. Booth (2005) and Hibbert 

(2006) both highlight how students’ perceptions of the transition can change during their 

undergraduate study. In addition, there is likely to be differences in composition between 

the two groups. History is taught within the School of Humanities at UH and at L4 students 

can choose history as one of four options in a wide range of subjects ranging from American 

Studies to Religious Studies. At L5 students specialise in a specific subject area or would 

study for a joint honours degree. Therefore, the L5 group is more likely to consist of 

students who have opted to specialise, or at least part-specialise, in history. 

In the L4 group there were 23 respondents and 17 in the L5 group. Of those respondents 

who stated their gender and age (which was optional), in the L4 group 9 were female, 3 

male, and in the L5 group 3 female, 5 male. Across both groups ages ranged from 18 to 22 

years except for two respondents in the L4 group who were aged 40-49 years. Seven 

respondents in the L4 group expressed an interest in participating in the next stage of the 

research but none in the L5 group. The main results of the questionnaire were as follows: 
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Previous study and interest in history  

In the L4 group 16 out of 23 respondents had previously studied GCSE and A-level history, 

but when this data was broken down further, 3 respondents indicated that they had only 

studied GCSE or A-Level history and 4 respondents indicated that they were international 

students. In the L5 group 16 out of 17 respondents had previously studied GCSE history and 

14 had studied A-level history. Two respondents indicated that they did not study A-Level 

history, one respondent indicated that they had not studied either GCSE or A-Level and 

there were no international students. These results indicate a degree of variation in 

respondents’ prior learning in history which is likely to be reflected in differences in 

experience in making the transition to undergraduate study. The greater variance in the L4 

group is likely to be reflected by the structure of the course in the School of Humanities, 

outlined above, and 4 respondents out of 23 indicating that they were international 

students. Nevertheless, this highlights a limitation of this paper – it is unclear the extent to 

which student experience of transition is affected by their prior learning in history. This 

would need to be addressed through further interpretation and analysis of the collected 

data and focus groups interviews.  

 

When asked what their favourite history topic studied at school was, respondents across 

both groups gave a wide variation of answers, displaying quite a diverse range of interests, 

but the most popular were Tudors, Nazi Germany, World Wars and the Cold War. From my 

professional experience these are all popular topic areas taught in school history, from ages 

11 to 18 years old, as reflected in GCSE and A-Level history options. Interestingly, 

respondents’ preferences reflected the Anglo/Eurocentric nature of a lot of school history 

which has been increasingly challenged recently (Nascimento, 2018). One key way in which 

university history departments could support schools in preparing their students for 

undergraduate study would be to actively engage, advise and guide history teachers in 

diversifying their school curricula. Foster (2011), Watts and Gimson (2014) both highlight 

how such collaboration between schools and academics can have a real impact of pupil 
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learning in history. When respondents were asked the main reason why they chose to study 

history at university a high proportion of answers indicated enjoyment and a ‘love of 

history’ as evident in Chart 1. 

Learning preferences and skills developed in undergraduate study 

 
 
 

 

Across both groups, respondents indicated a strong preference for particular ways in which 

they liked and disliked learning history. In the L4 group, as highlighted by Chart 2, the 

highest preferences were for lectures (15), seminars (12), reading (11), working with sources 

(9) and debates (8) from 23 respondents. By comparison, some of these preferences were 

similar in the L5 group – lectures (10) and debates (9), but less so for seminars (4), reading 

(4) and working with sources (5) from 17 respondents. In the L4 group, as highlighted in 

Chart 3, the least liked preferences for learning history were student-led presentations (13), 

seminars (5) and working in groups (5) compared to 10, 4 and 5 respectively in the L5 group. 
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There were some notable differences between the two groups, in particular, 9 respondents 

expressed a positive preference for discussions in class in the L5 group compared to the L4 

(4), and only four L5 respondents indicated a positive preference for reading compared to 

eleven in the L4 group. 

These results suggest two distinct learning preferences of students as they make the 

transition to undergraduate history. The first is what Booth (2005:2) describes as the “pre-

eminent position” of lecturers and tutors in “history students' conceptions of learning” 

hence the dominant preference for lectures. Seminars, debates and class discussions also 

have a high preference but, as Hibbert (2006: 219-220) suggests, these are a functional way 

for a lecturer to impart knowledge in another way. Is this a surprise? Particularly when 

many students have previously developed close relationships over several years with their 

school history teachers. At the same, the results suggest that there is significant degree of 

antipathy towards collaborative learning particularly student -led presentations and group 

work. Why is this the case? Is it that history students do not value the contributions of their 

peers compared to the ‘expert’ knowledge of their lecturers or is a reflection of the social 

awkwardness when transitioning to a new environment? Booth and Nicholls (2005: 1) argue 

that history lecturers should reject traditional lectures in favour of more collaborative forms 

of learning, whereas Hibbert’s (2006: 220) suggest that students have no particular learning 

preferences, what is most important is there relationship with their tutors. 
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In terms of learning skills most developed in the semester the most frequently rated by the 

L4 group, as highlighted by Chart 4, were reading (14), research and enquiry (9), critical 

thinking (6) and time management (6). Interestingly, this compares to reading (14), research 

and enquiry (9), critical thinking (6) and time management (6) for the L5 group. Both the L4 

and the L5 group, as highlighted in Chart 5, indicated that they had least developed 

confidence in speaking (7 and 9 responses respectively) and time management/organisation 

(4 and 12 responses respectively). In many ways these results were reassuring. The concerns 

raised by my UH history colleagues and highlighted by Booth (2006:1) about the lack of 

learning skills were those that were reported to be most developed by the respondents. 

What is unclear is whether students are able to make meaning out of this learning in order 

to become independent critical thinkers or they continue to be passive recipients of learning 

as highlighted by a lack of confidence in speaking publicly and collaborating with their peers 

(Foster, 2011:12) 

 
Advice that would be given to others about studying history at degree level  
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The questions in this section of the questionnaire were not answered by every respondent 

which suggests a design fault – the questions were at the end, perhaps indicating ‘survey 

fatigue’ and were open-ended. 13 out of 21 responded in the L4 group and 12 out of 17 in 

the L5 group. Charts 6 and 7 show responses to the question ‘What ONE thing do you wish 

you had known in September about your degree that you now know?’ Responses to this 

question differed between L4 and L5 students but did focus a several key areas within each 

group. Most responses indicated that students wanted more information about the 

structure and organisation of their courses at the beginning of term, an issue which the 

History Department is addressing.
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Charts 8 and 9 show responses to the question ‘What ONE piece of advice would you give to 

a school student who is thinking of applying to study history at university?’ The most 

frequent responses focused on the amount and range of reading required at undergraduate 

level; the importance of becoming better organised and more independent; and having a 

clear understanding and expectation of the degree programme and module options. Smith 

and Hopkins (2005: 315) suggest that these are common issues which undergraduates were 

traditionally expected to adjust over time which is “potentially wasteful of time and energy 

for students and tutors, and may not be well-founded”. It is argued that it is the joint-

responsibility of universities and schools, not eliminate this transitional step, but to make it 

a smoother experience, more of a ladder than a hurdle (Smith and Hopkins, 2005: 315-316). 

Conclusion- Next Steps: 

In conclusion, the preliminary findings of this research project suggests that the factors 

which make the transition from school to undergraduate history more of a hurdle than a 

ladder are more complex than a lack of preparation, skills, motivation and application. 

Transition is not just about what students know, in terms of knowledge, skills and 
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understanding, and how they learn it, whether through lectures or student-led 

presentations. Transition is about how students perceive themselves as learners, working 

independently and in their relationships with their lecturers and peers, and what they 

perceive to be the nature of learning is itself. Therefore, one way in which this hurdle could 

be turned into a ladder is to help students develop a greater awareness of what learning is 

and how they see themselves as learners, both in school and at university. 

In order to explore these issues further, it is planned to follow up the survey with small-

group semi-structured focus groups in order to examine the responses and issues arising in 

more detail. Subsequently it is aimed to repeat the questionnaire in the next academic year 

for L4 and L5 students and extending it further to L6. The wider aim of the research project 

is to continue to identify and examine barriers in the transition to undergraduate history, 

and potentially beyond, in order to inform curriculum design, develop pedagogical practice 

and to foster and promote further collaboration between academic history, school history 

and history education across the Hertfordshire area.
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Appendix: 

 
Transition to undergraduate history questionnaire: Autumn 2018 

 

The following questionnaire aims to find out your about your experiences in making the 

transition to studying history as an undergraduate at the University of Hertfordshire. The 

questionnaire is part of a wider research study aimed at improving the student experience 

of history undergraduates in the future. 

The questionnaire is voluntary. It is completely up to you whether or not you decide to take 
part in this study. If you do decide to take part you then it is assumed that you have given 
consent by agreeing to complete the questionnaire. You are free to withdraw at any stage 
without giving a reason.  
 

The questionnaire is also anonymous. You do not have to give your name or any personal 

details about yourself. However, there is an option for you to add your name and contact 

details should you wish to take part in any follow-up interviews as part of the research 

study. Again, you are free to withdraw at any stage without giving a reason. 

Should you wish to take part, we would appreciate that any comments you make, whether 

positive or negative, are constructive. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Thank you for your time in completing the survey. 
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1. Did you study GCSE History? (Please Tick) YES [  ] NO [  ]  
  

  
2. Did you study A-level History? (Please Tick) YES [  ] NO [  ]  

  

  
3. What was your favourite history topic that you studied at school? Circle ONE please:  

Romans        Medieval       Tudors       Industrial Revolution       World Wars      The Nazis       Cold 
War  

USA      Russia      China       Germany       France       Middle East       Africa        British Empire  
Medicine        Crime & Punishment       Warfare        Protest & Political 

Change                     Witchcraft  
Other [Please specify]   
 

  
4. What was the main reason that you chose to study history at university? Circle ONE 
please:  

Love of history         Develop thinking skills          Future Career            Research & Enquiry  
Learning about the past                Enjoyment            My best subject at school          Better job 

prospects  
Other [Please specify]   
 

  
5. Which of the following do you think you have most developed this Semester?   

Circle as many as you wish:  
  

Critical thinking                                           Time management                                     Organisation of 
work  

Confidence in speaking in front of others                             Confidence in written expression  
Reading books, journal articles etc.                  Research and enquiry skills                     Working with 

others  
Other [Please specify]   
 

 
 
 
Any comments?   

  
PTO>  
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6. How do you like to learn history?   
Circle as many as you wish:  

Lectures                                     Seminars                            Working in groups                   Debates  
Student-led Presentations                                  Discussions in class                                    Working in 

pairs  
Enquiry-led learning                                                Reading                                Working with sources  

 Other [Please specify]   
 
 
Any comments?  
  
  

7. Which of the following do you think you have least developed in Semester A?   
Circle as many as you wish:  
Critical thinking                                           Time management                                     Organisation of 

work  
Confidence in speaking in front of others                             Confidence in written expression  

Reading books, journal articles etc.                  Research and enquiry skills                     Working with 
others  

Other [Please specify]   
 
 
Any comments?   
  
  
  

8. What do you least like about studying history?   
Circle as many as you wish:  

Lectures                                     Seminars                            Working in groups                   Debates  
Student-led Presentations                                  Discussions in class                                    Working in 

pairs  
Enquiry-led learning                                                Reading                                Working with sources  

 Other [Please specify]   
Any comments?  
  
  

9. What ONE thing do you wish you had known in September about your degree that you 
now know?  

  
  

10. What ONE piece of advice would you give to a school student who is thinking of 
applying to study history at university?   
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Using Cognitive Load Theory to improve 

the use of slideshow presentations and 

support a more efficient learning process 
 

 Dom Shibli                                                                                         d.shibli@herts.ac.uk 

 

Abstract: 

Improving slideshow presentations can have positive effects on the learning process. Simple 

adjustments to the design of slides can focus the learner’s attention and reduce the demand 

on the learner to process the information. It is common to sit through a lecture or lesson 

with cluttered slides containing pictures, text, animations and the instructor talking over it 

at the same time. The limited nature of the working memory means a learner can only hold 

a certain amount of information at one time. However, this information can be lost due to 

distraction or being presented in a way that is not sympathetic to how the mind works. 

Using slides that I have presented before, I will highlight unintentional effects on the learner 

and identify ways in which an educator can take advantage of the characteristics of the 

working memory to produce slideshows that can support a more efficient learning process. 

Introduction: 

A slideshow is ubiquitous in lecture halls and classrooms where technology has been 

incorporated into the learning environment. A slideshow is defined by me as an application 

like PowerPoint, Prezi, Beautiful [AI] or other application used for presenting information 

using a data projector and a personal computer. But reflecting upon a 20-year career in the 

classroom I have never had professional development about the most effective way to use a 

slideshow or relate the use of one with how the mind is designed to process information. 

Moutlon et al., (2017) write that, “surprisingly little is known about how effective such 

presentations are.” And Savoy et al., (2008) write that the benefits of PowerPoint are 

continuously debated, its effectiveness has yielded mixed results and yet students prefer it 

to oral presentations. I will consider how we can design more effective slideshows which are 

sympathetic to the minds architecture using Cognitive Load Theory (CLT) to inform the 

process. 
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An introduction into how the mind works? 

CLT was first postulated in the late 1980s by John Sweller. Research into CLT has 

demonstrated that instruction techniques used by teachers or lecturers are most effective 

when they are designed to be sympathetic to how the mind works to benefit learning 

(Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation 2017). Sweller based CLT on the model of the 

mind proposed by Baddeley and Hitch (Debue & van de Leemput 2014) and the interactions 

between the long-term memory (LTM) and working memory (WM). 

Baddeley’s (2003) revised model of the mind identified the LTM, WM and the central 

executive (CE) which work together to carry out the functions of the mind. The WM being 

the site of consciousness and information processing that works with other subsystems of 

the mind including the LTM and aspects of the CE. Two subsections of the CE are the 

phonological loop and the visuosketch pad which can hold auditory and visual information 

simultaneously in the WM. 

The WM is limited both in the amount of information it can hold and for how long. 

Distraction can also empty it. The WM can also retrieve information from the LTM. These 

characteristics are useful to know when planning lessons. The storage of information in the 

LTM only occurs if attention is paid to it by the WM. We are more likely to pay attention to 

information that we are familiar with. If a learner does not have information stored in the 

LTM then the learner is more likely to suffer cognitive overload. 

As Ausubel wrote in (1978) “The most important single factor influencing learning is what 

the learner knows already. Ascertain this and teach them [sic] accordingly”. Issues with 

slideshows can arise when they can become cluttered, the learner is not sure where to pay 

attention and images have not been chosen carefully to support the learning process. The 

concept might be complex, abstract or the learner is meeting the information for the first 

time. All these issues can increase the demand on the WM. 

Gathercole and Alloway (2007) noted that in primary school children information is easily 

lost through distraction, trying to hold too much information in the WM and that engaging 

in a task that is too demanding causes overload and this leads to WM failures. These failures 

might manifest themselves in behaviours such as students losing their place in a 

complicated task, forgetting the content of instructions and making poor academic progress 

throughout the year. If trainee teachers can devise slideshows that can reduce WM failures 

by minimising the possible overload in a slideshow then it is possible that learning can take 

place. 
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A more useful model of the mind can be seen below: 

  

This model shows the WM paying attention to stimuli from the environment. Weinstein et 

al., (2018) define attention as “A limited capacity cognitive resource that directs and 

maintains focus on a specific resource”. Like WM it is also a finite resource. As an aside this 

information does help to dispel the myth of multitasking (Kirschner & De Bruyckere 2017). 

Dividing your attention between 2 activities invokes a switching penalty which makes the 

learning process extremely inefficient, slowing down information processing and storage in 

the LTM. Recognising that the WM is limited means that if we want information to be stored 

in the LTM and thus learning has taken place; a slideshow must be designed not to 

overwhelm the WM. Since attention and WM are limited constructing slideshows where the 

information is easily accessible, and the learner is not misdirected to multiple images will 

benefit learning. 
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What is Cognitive Load Theory? 

CLT considers the characteristics of the WM. Reif’s (2010, p. 361) description of cognitive 

load to be extremely useful; ‘The cognitive load involved in a task is the cognitive effort (or 

amount of information processing) required by a person to perform this task’. There are 

three types of cognitive load and they are seen as having an additive effect: 

Intrinsic – This is the inherent difficulty of the material that is being taught. For example, 

learning individual words of French vocabulary has a lower load than writing grammatically 

correct sentences in French. This load is also compounded by the learner themselves. The 

load for a novice doing fractions for the first time is higher than for someone who has 

mastered it. It is load that the teacher/lecturer must manage when pitching the lecture to 

their audience. 

Extraneous – This is described as the unnecessary load placed on the WM. It doesn’t support 

the learning process and is often caused by the teacher/lecturer being too vague with 

instructions which increases the load on the WM. The learner is trying to decipher the 

teacher’s instructions and isn’t focusing on the learning. Or a slideshow that contains too 

much information so that the learner is not sure where to focus their attention. It is 

important to minimise this extraneous load. 

Germane – This is the amount of load that is placed on the WM that contributes to learning. 

This means it is the amount of mental processing that is required to cause a change in the 

LTM. Kirschner et al., (2018) wrote that it can be “defined as the working memory resources 

devoted to dealing with intrinsic cognitive load” but some commentators have written that 

it is a function of intrinsic load (Kayluga 2011) and so it is difficult to separate the additive 

effect of germane load from intrinsic load. This problem with the germane load renders the 

theory unfalsifiable (Didau 2019, Holton 2009). This is an interesting dilemma, but a 

slideshow is directly related to the extraneous or unnecessary load. So teacher instruction 

must be designed to reduce the demands on the WM otherwise cognitive overload is 

experienced and the learning process becomes frustrating and unnecessarily difficult. It is 

the teacher’s responsibility to ensure that distractions are removed from slideshows to 

support more effective learning. 

To encourage the storage of information in the long-term memory a teacher/lecturer must 

consider how they can manage the intrinsic load and reduce the extraneous load. To do this 

they must know the inherent difficulty of the topic they are teaching and break it down into 

smaller, more manageable chunks. This decreases the demand on the WM of the learner. 

Minimising the extraneous load by having an uncluttered slideshow and making it obvious 

where the learner should focus their attention means that more processing power is 

available to process the information. 
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In his blog, A Chemical Orthodoxy, Adam Boxer (2018) quotes Reif (2010) who states that 
cognitive load is:  
 

  

If an educator chooses a task that has a high demand, then the learner will not have many 

resources available to process the information and so the learner quickly suffers cognitive 

overload. This can manifest itself in the WM failures as described by Gathercole & Alloway 

earlier. An educator using a slideshow cluttered with information can inadvertently increase 

the cognitive load because the available resources of the learner are diverted to different 

aspects of the slideshow. 

Analysis of author’s own slides  

This is best exemplified by this slide taken from the University of Hertfordshire’s own 

template: 
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One of the most common examples of this is when a teacher or lecturer presents a 

slideshow that might look like this slide taken from the author’s archives of PowerPoint 

slides from his teaching career: 
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Too much writing is another example of excessive extraneous cognitive load in a slide: 
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Many slideshows are littered with these irrelevant images which are used with the good 
intention of engaging the learner. But it is important to select images that are appropriate 
to the group being taught and remove irrelevant information. The slide above was for GCSE 
students. Instead of instructing the learners to ignore certain aspects of the slide it would be 
better if the instructor removed them in the first place. Figure 8 below shows the 
information which should be removed from slide 7. 
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In Figure 9 below I have attempted to edit the slide to make it even simpler and therefore 
increase the efficiency of the learning process.  
 

  
  
The issue with these examples of slides is that they are constructed in a way that does not 
support the learning process. The learning process will be slowed down, it is possible that 
content might be misunderstood, and a WM failure will manifest itself. Most teachers have 
experienced a classroom or lecture hall when quite quickly a sea of blank faces start to 
become restless because they are unable to access the material. There are many factors 
that can contribute to this but there is no need for the teacher to contribute to this with a 
poorly constructed slideshow. 
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Recommendation Based on Cognitive Science:  

The 2 effects below recognise that WM is limited and support teacher instruction that is 

sympathetic to how the mind processes information. 

The Modality Effect 

Mousavi et al., (1996) confirm some of Baddeley’s findings that the WM has subsections like 

the phonological loop and the visuosketch pad. They suggest that presenting just an image 

which the teacher talks over is more efficient for learning than a slide which has an image 

and writing on it. In recent years I have started using slides with pictures, but I leave space 

to annotate them so that I can focus the learner’s attention to the relevant part of the 

diagram. This process is called the multimodal effect. Mayer (2009) takes this further with 

his Cognitive Theory of Multimedia Learning where he identifies principles for managing 

essential processing. The one with the greatest effect size is modality which presents words 

as spoken text rather than printed text. As my own practice has developed, I feel confident 

enough to remove text from slide shows but there are times when text can be useful as an 

aide memoire or to focus the attention at a specific place on the slide. 

The modality effect is strengthened by the work of Allan Paivio who postulated ‘Dual Coding 

Theory’ in the 1970s where by: “Dual coding theory capitalized similarly on the distinction 

between structural availability and effective use of multimodal mental representations in 

various tasks” (Paivio 2014). Like Baddeley he identifies key characteristics of the WM which 

can process non-verbal imagery and verbal imagery simultaneously. This supports the inner 

voice processing information creating mental images which is extremely desirable in the 

formation of new memories in the LTM. 

The Split-Attention Effect 

Ayes and Sweller (2006) wrote that, “The split attention principle states that when designing 

instruction, including multimedia instruction, it is important to avoid formats that require 

learners to split their attention between, and mentally integrate multiple sources of 

information.” 

Figures 10 and 11 show how a slide can be effectively designed to reduce the extraneous 

cognitive load. In Figure 10 the diagram of the heart has a visual representation of the heart 

and a key of all the structures.  
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When a learner looks at this diagram they are not adhering to Ayres and Sweller’s principles 
of split attention because they must look at the diagram and then the key. Interpreting the 
numbers and the relevant structure means that additional information must be held in the 
WM and a learning penalty is paid. 

A more effective diagram which reduces the split attention effect and reduces the 
extraneous cognitive load can be seen in Figure 11: 

The integration of the labels and the diagram reduces the extraneous cognitive load 

meaning that the WM can process the information on the diagram more easily to the 

benefit of learning. Learning being defined as a change in the LTM (Kirschner, Sweller & 

Clark 2006). However, Bokhove (2018) has recently written in the Times Educational 

Supplement that Sweller and Kirschner’s definition of learning is not helpful. He cites Barron 

et al., (2015) because he writes that “the learning process is very difficult to define, and that 

learning can take place in multiple ways using multiple methods.” In their book, ‘Memory’, 
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Bjork and Bjork (1996) consider how information can get into the LTM. They cite Atkinson 

and Shiffrin (1968) who noted that “voluntary elaboration seems to be one of the most 

effective strategies.” This is echoed somewhat by Willingham (2009) who writes that, 

“memory is the residue of thought.” If learning is going to take place, then learners must 

think about the material. If the message is obscured in a poorly constructed slideshow then 

it is unlikely that the learner will cognitively engage, and the efficiency of the learning 

process is reduced. 

Interactions between the WM and LTM: 

One aspect of CLT is that the intrinsic load depends upon the prior knowledge of the 

learner. Reif (2010) describes the available resources to the learner and internal resources 

or prior knowledge can help reduce cognitive load. This can be further explored by looking 

at the differences between experts and novices (National Research Council 2000). When 

exposed to the same stimulus an expert perceives and understands a stimulus differently to 

a novice. This is because they have formed more complete schema in their LTM. A schema 

being defined as, “Pre-determined categorisations of the world and the behaviour of objects 

and people” (Weinstein et al., (2018). A more fully formed schema reduces cognitive load 

because the WM can reference this schema from the LTM and reduce the demand on the 

WM. A good example of this is learning to drive a car. An expert becomes fluent in the 

processes of driving and doesn’t have to think about them. A novice has an incomplete 

schema because they are still learning and so the process of driving is more effortful. 

This means that it is very important when an educator chooses images that can support the 

development of complex or abstract ideas. Ill-judged images can increase the cognitive load 

and those irrelevant pictures that are used to engage the learner might indeed be 

hampering learning. The learner might be engaged in trying to interpret an image to find its 

relevance and development of a schema when in fact the visual is purely a seductive detail. 

Final Recommendations: 

Educators in all sectors should be made aware of the characteristics of the WM and how 

these can be applied to instructional approaches to teaching. Slideshows are common 

across all sectors and the effective use of these can support the learning process and should 

not unintentionally hinder it. I would recommend that when using a slideshow,you must try 

to reduce extraneous cognitive load, not add to it, and the following recommendations can 

support this: 

1. Keep the amount of text on a slide to a minimum.  

2. Think carefully about the images used and ask yourself if they support the 

development of a concept. 

3. Ensure that every detail on the slide can be read by the audience.  

4. Use animations to reveal text or images one at a time to focus attention.  



BLENDED LEARNING IN PRACTICE | Spring 2019 

Page | 63 

5. Use the Modality Effect to your advantage presenting images and auditory

information simultaneously.

(adapted from Tharby 
2018:72)  
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Could Personal Tutoring help improve 

the Attainment Gap of Black, Asian and 

Minority Ethnic Students? 
 

 Rogerio Alves                                           r.alves@herts.ac.uk 

 

Abstract: 

There has been a noticeable gap in the attainment gap of Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic 

(BAME) students in UK as a whole and UH is not different. There has been suggestion that 

having a personal/pastoral tutor might help reduce this gap. As part of the effort to stablish 

the veracity of such suggestion, the present study will offer an analysis between pastoral 

tutoring and ethnic minority performance and the use of social learning and dialogic co-

construction to support it within Higher Education. Literature review methodology was used 

to drive the work. Analysis has shown that there is a potential of pastoral tutoring helping 

narrowing the BAME attainment gap. It also suggests that BAME students might prefer to 

connect to like-minded individuals that they feel comfortable around i.e. staff of the same 

ethnic background. Furthermore, there is a believe that pastoral tutoring can help raise the 

attainment gap by positively create that sense of belonging that comes through having a 

through-out support and a reliable point of contact and space where students feels 

empowered to share and discuss not just academic aspirations but also deep personal 

issues. 

Personal tutoring and the impacts of the BAME attainment gap:  

There has been supporting reflection and analysis that pastoral tutoring has the potential to 

enhance student learning experience (Thomas, 2006a and Stevenson, 2009). Stevenson goes 

further and refers that if done correctly it enables students to connect between the 

different elements of the learning experience. Personal tutoring (Purdy, 2013) is the action 

of looking after the total welfare of the student by providing information, guidance and 

support. 

Since research shows that the student’s welfare is directly connected to their performance 

in Higher Education, then, most likely having personal tutor might help particularly 

struggling ethnic groups such as BAME achieve better results and narrow their attainment 

gap. Though there has been a noticeable increase on the numbers of students graduating 

with a first or a 2:1, the gap between the BAME students that receive these degree 
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classifications to white British students is still considerable. The implications of this 

attainment gap are: 

 BAME students are less likely to get high level jobs due to the fact that many 
graduate-level jobs and postgraduate courses stipulate a 2:1 degree or above as a 
minimum entry requirement; 
 BAME students might be less likely to want to become academics if they have not 
had a positive experience of higher education; 
 And in general, will this poor higher education experience reflect on how graduates 
prepare the future generations on the prospects of higher education?!! 
 

As in 2010 three quarters of the advertised jobs required a minimum 2:1 degree grade to be 
able to qualify (BBC News, July 2010). This means that any applicant that has not achieved 
the minimum required will be filtered out by employers. The implications to those students 
who have not achieved the required degree qualifications are massive and to those already 
coming from social disadvantage backgrounds in particular. 
 

Figure 1: Minimum entry requirements demanded by employers in 2010

 
This leaves Minority Ethnic Students at a massive disadvantage and stuck in a vicious 
cycle.  Therefore, the aim is to break this cycle. But the BAME under representation is not 
only from the student perspective. It is also observed on HE in almost all levels to 
management. In fact, according to figures released by the Higher Education Statistics 
Agency (HESA), no black academics are in the elite staff category of managers, directors and 
senior officials in 2015/2016 – this for a third consecutive year.  

Knowing the BAME socio-economic background: 

In a way to understand in depth the factors influencing BAME student’s decision and social 

impacts on their learning a few studies have been carried out. The following findings are 

based on “The Ethnicity Attainment Gap: Literature Review, 2016” by Miriam Miller from 

University of Sheffield. 

 Black students are more likely to be mature students than other ethnic groups and less 
likely to enter Higher Education with A-Levels. The attainment gap for mature BAME 
students has traditionally been higher than for young BAME students. 
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 BAME students are concentrated in a smaller number of institutions than White 

students. Black students are more likely to come from and study in London than other 

ethnic groups. Black, Pakistani and Bangladeshi students are more likely to study at low 

entry profile Higher Education Institutions. There is some evidence to suggest Black 

students may prefer to study where there are other Black students and Black 

culture/history on the syllabus. 

 Engineering, architecture and science subjects attract a greater proportion of young 

Pakistani and Bangladeshi, Chinese and Indian and other Asian students compared to 

students from other groups. In particular, these subjects attract a much larger 

proportion of Chinese students. 

 BAME students are more likely to come from deprived areas, areas of low HE 

participation, and working class family backgrounds. 

 Students from low socio-economic backgrounds are more likely to be first generation 

entrants. (This pattern is not specific to BAME students). First generation entrants are 

more likely to stay at home than live independently, usually due to financial reasons. 

Parents of first generation entrants are also less likely to be in a position to give 

comprehensive IAG, which can be compounded if the school or college also gives poor 

IAG. 

 ‘Social debt’ plays a part in considering HE study – BAME students are more likely to be 

funded by parental contributions, which can foster a feeling of needing to pay them 

back in kind. 

This review shows that decoding the approach of a tutor to support a BAME student can be 

very complex. One has to understand each individual and their social background to general 

maintain a level of interest on the student’s behalf. Based on this Miriam review and being 

of and ethnic minority background myself, I believe that it is important for a personal tutor 

to be able to understand and empathise to a degree with a student’s position and 

conditions. Having a person who is seen as a role model and whom offers an open and 

confidential active support based on an honest dialogue has a great positive impact on 

student experience. Robert Innes (2007), stated that the nature of dialogue and 

communication and its role in the meaning-making process is central to understanding how 

discourse facilitates the development of enduring understandings for use in future problem 

solving (p.3). Robert also shows that an open dialog approach ups the performance of the 

students in various discipline of learning including applied maths. 

Elizabeth and Lorraine (2006) on their work titled “learning Through Dialogue” discuss the 

vast range of benefits and approaches of a dialogue centred learning where reciprocity is in 

action enabling an honest and open discussion for problem solving. We see here the 

importance of promoting this approach within Tutor-Tutee relationship in order to enhance 

the understanding and experience of both. 
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Issues in personal tutoring and BAME: 

A vast number of universities around UK offer personal tutoring/ pastoral care services to 

their students as part of student’s welfare. In fact, there are several guidelines for the role 

of the Personal Tutor. Most staff are keen to work together with their tutees to positively 

create a sense of belonging and tackle attainment gap (Mountford-Zimdars et al, 2015). 

It is important to recognise that transition into university is difficult, particularly for students 

from BAME and lower socioeconomic backgrounds, as they are often first-generation 

students and the minority group within the Higher Education division, thus find it difficult to 

find those like-minded individuals that they feel comfortable around. Research has shown 

that humans tend to connect to people that are similar to themselves. A study conducted in 

2006 by Ben-Ner & Kramer from Minnesota University, USA, suggests that humans do tend 

to feel closer to individuals or communities that share similarities to themselves. 

This raises an issue: since the ethnic minority staff within University is under-represented, 

how would the staff approach this situation in order to create an environment in which 

students feel that connection so that they can come and see their tutors at any time for any 

problem? Assuming that the guidelines proposed by different Universities are 

comprehensive, will they enable ethnic minority students to feel comfortable and share 

their issues? 

Take the Imperial College Guidelines for the Role of the Personal Tutor (2004) for example. I 

can only agree that the considerations and qualities defined for a personal tutor are 

extensive however, this guideline was established based on a staff survey carried across all 

the departments within the University. It failed to account for the students’ voice, 

particularly from ethnic minority students. 

From the students stand, those who approach personal tutors tend to discuss not only their 

academic support but deep personal concerns too (McFarlane, 2016). While tutors might 

refer students to specialised University base services for the latter, they are still exposed to 

distressing matters exposed by the students. This means that pastoral tutoring cannot be 

sustained by the individual qualities of a tutor alone. Therefore, to enhance personal 

tutoring and therefore student learning, meaning having the tutor fully aware and prepared 

to guide the student, there might be a requirement to further develop a tutor’s competence 

and confidence to perform their roles and to identify support strategies 

How to address particular issues…:  

So, how do we tackle this issue? There is a lot of interest and research in this area, with 

various different views on how to approach the attainment gap. The Equality Challenge Unit 

suggest that it will require a variety of different initiatives and approaches to address 

entrenched racial inequalities. They propose that action needs to focus on institutional 
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barriers and inequalities, rather than 'improving' or 'fixing' the student. Furthermore, the 

ECU states that traditionally, the language of the attainment gap has focused on students' 

underachievement or lack of attainment, whereas it should focus on the institutional 

culture, curriculum and pedagogy. Crucially, students must be at the centre of any actions 

that are taken, partners in addressing the gap.   

The UniversitiesUK 2015 report “Measuring and recording student achievement” suggests 

that most graduates professional success is directly linked to their positive experience at 

Higher Education. This englobes not just different learning/teaching styles such as direct 

dialogue, social learning, student centred, etc. but a range of socio extracurricular activities 

such as wellbeing, socialization, support provided etc. 

The University of Hertfordshire has launched a number of initiatives in collaboration with 

the Students Union. A number of BAME champions work directly with the University to 

bring the Ethnic Minority student’s voice and help propose measures that would help 

improve the attainment gap. Diversifying the staff body at all grades is an important step 

that the University can take to decrease the gap – representation is important. The Equality 

Office acknowledges that among the UH 2500+ staff community there are approximately 

16.4% who are from a Black, Asia and Minority Ethnic (BAME) background (Equality and 

Diversity Annual Report 2017).  HEFCE have made £500,000 grants available for institutions 

to tackle the attainment gap. 

In terms of personal tutoring, various models have been studied and suggested by authors 

like Myers (2007), Earwaker (1992) and Thomas (2006b). For the sake of matter, this article 

will not go in depth on each of the models proposed by the above authors, but rather 

elaborate on the positivity impact of a personal tutoring in enhance student experience and 

learning. However, within each of the three models proposed by the above, there is a 

common ground that any pastoral care model, each student is assigned with a specific 

member of staff to provide personal and academic support. 

These models focus on well trained staff members who at the end are in position to 

undertake the role as a full or in a part time basis as per each Institution philosophy. At an 

Institution integrated curriculum model (Joyce and Susannah 2010), the activities of the 

personal tutor would be carefully timetabled and accounted towards their work load. This 

would be necessary as to guarantee the personal tutors wellbeing and peace of mind, since 

the burden of personal tutoring might be emotionally high if not well planned. 

Why Personal Tutoring?: 

The National Union for Students (NUS) has drafted a proposal for Personal Tutors by 

defining the key attributes of a good personal tutor based on the outcomes of the NSS 

(National Student Survey). Personal Tutors can be the “interlocutors” that help students to 
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feel that someone on their course knows them and is looking out for them in the following 

ways: 

 Successful tutor-tutee relationships may help to foster some ‘belonging’ 

 Discussing potential barriers to learning such as lack of self-esteem/confidence, social 

problems, language, disability etc. may help students to anticipate and access support 

early. 

 Conversations with academics may support students to seek out further co- or extra-

curricular opportunities 

On the staff perspective, the NUS suggest that staff be fully trained on being effective 

personal tutors and be recognised in staff rewards and recognition schemes as well as being 

progressive with the use of latest technologies. This is to instigate a positive approach by 

the staff in terms of tutoring and foster better relationship with students. Positive 

relationships, between staff and colleagues and peers, is a well-known factor that influence 

student’s outcomes (Cousin & Cuerton, 2012). 

The University College of London, has for years implemented personal tutoring for most of 

their students. Their philosophy is to not use one-size-fits all approach but rather having 

each programme decide the best approach on how to provide support for their particular 

cohort of students. However, whatever the approach, every programme has to provide 

every student with information on how to access personal guidance and support related to: 

Academic progress and associated development of research skills, careers and personal 

professional development and General well-being. Further to each student being assigned a 

personal tutor, staff receive full training and guidance on how to support their students and 

the role they play. 

According to QAA, many academic advisor or personal tutor schemes exist only in theory, 

written into learning and teaching policies, but are not always fully implemented. Miriam 

Miller (2016) in her work found that there is a lack of robust evidence to demonstrate the 

impact of many interventions on differential attainment shows a clear need for planning, 

including strategies for monitoring and evaluation, when designing any future intervention. 

In response a few Institutions, (University of Sheffield, Kings College London and University 

of Portsmouth) have formed a coalition and forged a set of guidelines called RARA (Raising 

Awareness, Raising Aspiration). They argue that students want to get to know their faculty 

and prefer pastoral support delivered by academics having a specific situational approach 

within disciplines and guiding them to best practices and aspirations for professional roles. 

Basically, the RARA purpose is to give tutors training, tools and guide as to how approach 

discussions with tutees and using real life model examples to guide students into better 

performance on their studies. For example, academics can make use of personal life 

experiences with strong positive impacts and use it to convey a positive attitude to the 

student. Within the Engineering department the effort of many lecturers in using their own 
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professional/field experience to highlight an important point within a class session has been 

observed  

However, they also suggest full-time employment of tutors, meaning for some it will not be 

a shared practice between being an academic and personal tutor. The argument would then 

be how this full-time tutor would share any academic concern with academics and if the 

tutee’s performance evaluation from their meeting would be effectively used by academics 

to make necessary adjustment in teaching styles if needed. Also, the opportunity of an 

academic to build rapport with a struggling student might be lost. 

The role of the personal Tutor:  

The personal Tutor is the student first point of contact to discuss any issues 

relating/impacting their learning. Additionally, it is also important that tutors are also there 

to share student’s achievement and successes, which in turn has the potential to an 

increase in motivation. A tutor should have a clear knowledge of the role and what it 

involves and what it hopes to achieve (Wootton, 2013). In short terms, Wootton describes a 

tutor’s role as the following: 

 provide support and motivation 

 monitor and improve or enhance learner performance and outcomes 

 identify and reduce barriers to learning 

 develop transferable skills for life 

 develop learning and employability skills 

 develop reflective and independent learners 

 plan and prepare for progression 

In addition, Wootton also proposes a range of topics to discuss during this individual 

meeting with tutees: 

 aims, aspirations and where appropriate predicted grades 

 career aspirations, guidance and progression 

 attendance, punctuality and behaviour 

 personal, social and welfare needs 

 additional learning and support needs 

 coursework submission and achievement 

 functional skills assessment and achievement 

 exam registration, preparation and practice 

 enrichment activities chosen and undertaken 

 work experience and placements 

However, there is also the ethical side to consider when taking on the role as a tutor. It is 

important understand its boundaries in relation to support students.It can be quite easy to 
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be drawn into “sorting out” student’s issues and problems, however, this is not a personal 

tutor responsibility. The primary aim is to support students in identifying and resolving 

problems that may impact on their learning or that represent significant risk to their well-

being. There may be instances where a student has to be referred to another supportive 

body within the institution for further guidance. Ethical tutoring practice, involves a 

professional commitment to: 

 Allow students to explore and achieve their full potential by creating a positive learning 
environment; 

 Following the institution policy and legislation relating to safeguarding and well-being of 
students; 

 Promote self-reflection, autonomy and personal growth for students by enabling tutees 
to develop a sense of ownership;  

  Working with others for the student’s best interests by acknowledging the impact, 
limitations and boundaries of the personal tutoring role;  

 Demonstrate diversity, inclusion and equality in relation to all members of the 
institution and the wider community;  

 Undertaking continuing professional development and evaluate and reflecting on own 
practice  

The University of Hertfordshire: 

In an attempt to address the BAME attainment gap, the University of Hertfordshire and in 

particular the School of Engineering has launched in the academic year of 2018/2019 a 

personal tutoring initiative targeting especially first year students. Staff are allocated 10 

Level 4 students and meetings are planned to happen once every month. The school has 

provided a guideline and approach for interacting with the students. While it is very soon to 

assess its results, the preliminary feedback provided by students have been motivating and 

encouraging.  

While this initiative covers all Level 4 students, my personal interest is to know how this 

approach might impact on the BAME students in terms of their attainment and experience 

within the University. The results might not be seen until a few years down the line on their 

second and third years at University. From my first few meetings held during Semester A, it 

was quite evident that students valued the approach as an average of 7 out of 10 attended 

the meetings. While the discussions revolved around their academic experiences such as 

access to online resources, field visits, commuting difficulties, etc. and their experience 

within the University, a few exposed some more personal issues which could impact on their 

success. 

My expectations from this initiative are very high and focussed in particular on the 

outcomes of factors like: Academic performance and personal growth, independent learners 

development, motivation, impact on self-esteem and confidence, progression and 



BLENDED LEARNING IN PRACTICE | Spring 2019 

 

Page | 74 

 

employability, positive attitudes to learning, attendance and punctuality, feeling valued as a 

person rather as part of a group, etc. 

Conclusion: 

Assuming that tutors have access to information resources on tutoring, have the 

appropriate trainings and a wide range of support and wellbeing measures in place to help 

the active personal tutoring of each student, then, there is a possibility that, this action 

might benefit BAME student’s attainment. The findings might be and not limited to: 

 A students’ sense of belonging and mattering at university can affect attainment, and 

personal tutoring has the potential to improve this; which can be done through the 

Raising Awareness, Raising Aspiration (RARA) approach to personal tutoring;  

 Having an overt point of access through a personal tutor, creates a space for students to 

seek help and can have a positive impact on attainment;  

 By having a systematic approach to personal tutoring, staff and students should feel 

clear about, and empowered by, their rights and responsibilities in this relationship, 

which should support student attainment positively;  

 The role of personal tutors can be pivotal to shape, effect, and enable students to think 

differently about what futures are open to them, improving progression and 

attainment;  

But the benefits of personal tutoring would be not largely limited to students, but it would 

also reflect in a better and more positive environment for the Tutor too. Without going into 

an in-depth analysis, I could argue that the benefits for the Tutor would be: 

 Increases knowledge of individual students and their learning abilities; 

 It would allow reflection to improve teaching and learning styles and better module 

management; 

 A personal sense of pride by supporting learners to succeed and last but not least, it 

builds relationships which might have positive impacts on attitudes and behaviours of a 

tutee. 

In addition, provided that the role as a personal tutor is well exercised, monitored and 

evaluated and that all the supporting services are at the student disposals, then their 

positive impact would reflect on the Institution itself. It would have the potential for: 

 Promoting equality and diversity;  

 Improving educational climate;  

 Promoting safeguarding for all learners;  

 Increase positive learner interaction and feedback;  

 Improving students experience;  

 Improve graduate employability; 
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USING PEDAGOGIC THEORY TO SUPPORT 

MY TEACHING PRACTICE: Encouraging 

Students to Reduce their Carbon 

Footprint Through “Knowing Your 

Numbers”. 
 

Sue Walsh                                                         s.j.walsh@herts.ac.uk  

Abstract: 

The 2018 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) Report, supported by the UK 

2018 Climate Projections Summary, warns we have 12 years to reduce our CO2 emissions 

before temperatures rise beyond the 1.5 C level beyond which, current evidence shows, 

climate change will produce substantial changes to global weather patterns impacting on all 

of the earth's bio-systems. If we are to meet both global and UK carbon targets there are 

roles for implementing low carbon technologies and for us all to be aware of our personal 

carbon footprint to make personal behaviour changes. As Module Leader for the L7 3-day 

Sustainable Energy Module within the Sustainable Planning MSc, I will address the issue of 

carbon reduction with the aim of encouraging students to be aware of their consumption 

and consider ways of making reductions. 

My research explored how pedagogic theory could support my teaching practice as an 

opportunity to respond to the IPCC/Climate Change Projections Reports, using theories such 

as the Action Research Spiral (reflect, plan, apply, evaluate etc.) and to use Research 

Informed Teaching for continuous professional improvement delivering improved 

educational outcomes for students, as set out within the UH Vision and the Strategic Plan 

2015-2020.  

The research aim was to raise student awareness of their own carbon footprint and 

encourage behaviour changes through the strapline ‘Knowing Your Numbers' as a trigger for 

raising awareness of personal behaviours and, hopefully, leading to actions to reduce 

personal carbon footprints. This research is set within a constructively aligned curriculum 

used the OBASL model with activities enabling students to move towards Biggs ’Extended 

Abstract through transformative learning. Although this was a small-scale exercise, a mixed 

methods approach employing both quantitative and qualitative methods was used to gain a 

view of the level of knowledge prior to undertaking the foot-printing exercise, and the 

mailto:s.j.walsh@h
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actual results as well as ascertaining how student awareness had been raised after the 

exercise. 

Given their area of subject interest and level study it might be expected these students 

would have a higher level of awareness of sustainability issues than, for example, the 

general public. However, when asked no student knew their actual carbon footprint, which 

implies that general levels of awareness are low (although 3 of the guesses were close to 

actual calculations). Students made initial guestimates which were noted, then all calculated 

their actual footprint using the WWF calculator to ensure a standard measure. The results 

showed a wide variation of initial guesses from 2 to 2000 tonnes of CO2 per annum, while 

the majority of the actual figures were between 9 and 14 tonnes of CO2 per annum. The 

qualitative feedback showed students found the exercise very useful in raising awareness of 

their own consumption and that it had indeed transformed their thinking as in Biggs Level 4 

Extended Abstract: Learning that is understanding or making sense of reality, enabling the 

student to perceive the world differently. 

In linking pedagogic theory to my own practice through this research, I also conclude that it 

has given me a framework for reflecting on and improving my teaching practice and giving a 

theoretical underpinning to help ensure there are clear links between module content and 

learning outcomes. I would like to further explore this methodology as a platform for 

developing the exercise for other students as a stepping stone for a wider piece of research. 

Attitudes to Climate Change, UK Carbon Emission Targets and why we 

need to meet them: 

What is the case for undertaking this research and attempting to change students’ 

behaviours responding to the IPCC Report by reducing their carbon footprint? 

Following from the Rio Earth Summit and Kyoto Protocol the UK government along with 

many other nations made commitments to reduce CO2 emissions by at least 80% of 1990 

levels by 2050 and contribute to limiting global temperature rise to as little as possible 

above 2°C. The Inter-governmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), monitors global actions 

and continually draws together a robust base of scientific research and data. This 

commitment has been enacted into UK law through the Climate Change Act. The Committee 

on Climate Change (CCC) has responsibility for monitoring our progress through the 

achievement of a series of carbon budgets and reports to the IPCC. These commitments are, 

therefore, legally binding on the UK. 

While the UK met its first three budgets it is not currently on track to meet the fourth 

(covering the period 2023-27). The key points from the UK Met Office Climate Projections 

2018 Report are shown in Appendix 1. The CCC states ‘Meeting the 2050 target to reduce 

emissions by at least 80% of 1990 levels will require reducing domestic emissions by at least 

3% per year. The 2018 IPCC report sets out the supporting evidence, conclusions and 

https://www.theccc.org.uk/tackling-climate-change/the-legal-landscape/global-action-on-climate-change/
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recommendations (IPCC, 2018) and states “This will require existing progress to be 

supplemented by more challenging measures and means we have to take a more active 

approach to carbon reduction” this requires political will and greater actions by us all. 

Who is Responsible for driving reductions UK Climate Change 

emissions?: 

As the UK government has signed up to legally binding targets, it is the responsibility of 

government to both drive actions to reduce emissions and to report to the IPCC. It is 

therefore useful to clarify briefly how such structures work in the UK. 

UK government policy is determined by elected representatives (MP’s) from geographical 

constituencies by individuals casting their votes. Prior to a general election each political 

party produces a manifesto outlining their key priorities. This is an important point 

(oversimplified for the purposes of this article) because government policy and strategy are 

based on political direction influenced by the attitudes of voters. Therefore, if there is a 

general lack of will/interest in pushing for action on a particular issue (i.e. climate change) it 

is less likely to become a government priority. However, there are also opportunities for 

political leadership to be exercised if politicians are convinced through the provision of 

evidence and/or lobbying from business, education (including HEI’s) and social perspectives 

as well as changes in technology and wider e.g. international factors. I believe HE has a 

critical role in promoting understanding of key issues for three reasons: 

 It educates the next generation who will take up roles in a wide variety of sectors and 

will be most impacted by climate change  

 It is a key reservoir and resource of research critical to reducing our emissions  

 It is a consultee of government on key issues (such as climate change) and has a dialogue 

with government through the Department for Education  

As an educator this informs my own role albeit at a small level.  

Current Awareness of Climate Change & Carbon Emissions:  

In order to explore the attitudes of students to climate change, it is useful to give context 

regarding general levels of public awareness. According to Corner, Whitmarsh & Xenias 

(2012) ‘Scepticism in public attitudes towards climate change is seen as a significant barrier 

to public engagement’. Pidgeon (2012) states ‘Although levels of concern and awareness 

about climate change have been rising in many nations over the past 20 years, climate 

change remains of low importance relative to other global or personal issues’. High profile 

campaigns such as Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall’s awareness raising of non-disposable coffee 

cups and fish waste, the 2017 Blue Planet 2 series and writings/speeches by Sir David 

Attenborough and campaigners such as George Monbiot arguably have a greater impact on 

UK public attitudes than presenting the evidence alone. It is questionable as to whether 
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attitudes are changed in the long-term and whether people translate their reactions into 

changes in personal actions, we may be saddened by the plight of polar bears while 

continuing to use our cars. Cognitive dissonance regarding climate change and our personal 

behaviours is an issue requiring in-depth exploration in its own right. For the purposes of 

this article, according to Helsing (2017) attitudes fall into two main categories: We Can Solve 

it (WCSI) and We Won’t Solve it (WWSI). He takes the view that WWSI is closer to the truth. 

If action is to be taken on the challenge of climate change a WCSI approach must be 

encouraged. 

I believe that if we are to reduce CO2 emissions it will be through building greater 
awareness of the issue, alongside blend of low-carbon technologies such as electric vehicles, 
improved efficiencies and moving to circular economies with greater re-use of our waste 
stream as well as behaviour change in trying to live a considerate lifestyle and reducing our 
carbon footprint where possible. 

How Pedagogic Theory Supports my Teaching Practice:  

I aim to use my teaching practice to raise awareness of students beyond general public 

levels and encourage behaviour changes through 'Knowing Your Numbers' as a basis for 

reducing personal footprints, hopefully also inspiring them to encourage others to consider 

our collective use of resources. I want to link this aim with a pedagogic underpinning and 

also use it to reflect on my own teaching practice. 

For the 2018 Sustainable Energy module I used the title of the Carbon Footprinting exercise 

with the strapline “Knowing your Numbers”. This utilises a comparatively well-known 

phrase and which has been part of a health awareness raising campaign in 2018 based on 

blood pressure and heart disease as well as for energy savings initiatives. I used this 

strapline because, as the health campaign states:“By knowing your numbers, you can take action 

to make positive changes” (Blue Health Advantage, 2018). Giving students the opportunity to 

discover their own footprint and how this sits within carbon emissions targets gives them 

the opportunity to take action to make positive changes. This is the outcome I hoped to 

achieve from the exercise. 

Generally, my preferred teaching style is as a Facilitator (Gill, 2013/2018). Facilitators 

promote self-learning and help students develop critical thinking skills and retain knowledge 

that leads to self-actualization. I am more comfortable offering students a balance of 

research informed perspectives, particularly on subject areas and issues where there is a 

range of differing opinions or where the knowledge base changes over time. I encourage 

challenge and debate seeing learning as a collaborative process, I take a Constructivist 

approach as described by Richardson et al. I believe this approach sits well working with L7 

students where their learning is predominantly through individual enquiry. They are 

formally assessed using ‘Assessment Criteria Post Graduate Reports and Essays’ in part 

through their abilities to: 
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 Integrate evidence effectively from a range of relevant sources, 

 Draw together evidence and findings to support theory and to analyse the evidence   

 Draw clear conclusions.  

In my teaching in relation to climate change my aim is ‘come off the fence’ and to use 

knowledge and information to move student views to another position as set out in Biggs 

Extended Abstract through transformative learning as part of the Structure of Observed 

Learning Outcomes (SOLO) Taxonomy. In order to ensure this is a robust and academically 

defensible position I explored what pedagogic theories might offer to support this approach, 

with the view to enabling me to develop my teaching practice (and build confidence) 

underpinned by an informed approach. 

  

Figure 1. Adapted from Biggs SOLO Taxonomy to show Extended Abstract Level 4  

Pedagogically Progressive theoretical approaches shape the UH curriculum and should 

inform our practice. At UH these take a participative approach with the teacher as a guide 

and the student gaining knowledge through active engagement and enquiry. Biggs (2003) 

argues that we must be mindful of developing all types of knowledge, whilst creating 

tasks/activities that increase a student’s understanding progressively. Fung (2017) talks of 

building a ‘connected curriculum’ and Fry and Ketteridge (2003, 2014) set out the value of a 

creative/experiential approach. They set out a Systematic Approach (Fig 2), following a 

planning sequence with a feedback loop for changing and improving the design each time 

the course is taught.  
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Figure 2. Systematic Approach Model (adapted from Fry & Ketteridge) 

A constructively aligned curriculum is based on offering relevant opportunities through 

which students can construct meaning and aligning these opportunities to achieve the 

learning outcomes. My opportunity to employ a Systematic Approach exists by reflecting on 

the 2018 module using this research and also by building in student feedback to make 

improvements to the 2019 module.  

A Constructively Aligned Curriculum takes into account the learning outcomes using the 

Outcomes Based Approach to Student Learning (OBASL) Model (Prosser, 1990) which 

defines the intended Learning Outcomes, chooses teaching/learning activities likely to lead 

to attaining the outcomes and assesses students’ learning outcomes to see how well they 

match what was intended. 

In order to check alignment, the Learning Outcomes for the Sustainable Energy Module are 

as set out below with the relevant areas shown in italics:  

 have an in depth understanding and knowledge of sustainable planning in relation to 

energy at a range of spatial scales and the positive role that planning can play in 

adaptation and mitigation for climate change and conserving and managing natural 

resources  

 have an in depth understanding and knowledge of the relationship between planning 

and energy use, conservation and generation across a range of spatial scales and the 

environmental impacts associated with energy generation and consumption.  

 have an in depth understanding and knowledge of the key theoretical and applied 

approaches that underpin planning research and practice in sustainable energy and the 

scope for and limitations of new technology in addressing energy and climate change 

issues.  

 develop a critical understanding of the role that improved information can make in 

conserving energy 
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Wiggins & McTighe’s Backward Design Process was also relevant, it sets out a three-step 

process: 

 Identify Desired Results  

 Determine Acceptable Evidence  

 Plan Learning Experiences & Instruction  

This process sits well with undertaking the piece of research using the carbon footprinting 

exercise. The outcome I wished to achieve was of wanting to raise awareness and I was able 

to design the exercise in order to achieve the desired results. 

It was also very important to consider how students learn and whether this exercise gave 

opportunities for learning to take place. Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle is a useful model 

employed to check opportunities for learning within this exercise. The cycle sets out a series 

of four steps to assist students learning: Concrete Experience, Reflective Observation, 

Abstract Conceptualisation, Active Experimentation. In relation to this exercise the following 

actions were taken mapped against the cycle: 

 Concrete Experience - The guessing exercise and writing on post-it notes   

 Reflective Observation – Students discussed their guestimates and gave feedback to 

each other  

 Abstract Conceptualisation – the students undertook the footprinting exercise, found 

out their numbers and recycled/re-used something.  

 Active Experimentation – the students talked about their numbers and their reactions as 

to how the facts matched with their thoughts. They also talked about what they could 

do to reduce their personal footprints.  

The Research Methodology: 

To undertake this research within the 2018 Sustainable Energy module, I used the title of 

the Carbon Footprinting exercise together with the strapline “Knowing your Numbers”. This 

utilises a comparatively well-known phrase which has been widely employed. It has been 

part of a health awareness raising campaign in 2018 based on blood pressure and heart 

disease as well as for energy savings initiatives. I used this strapline because, as the health 

campaign states, “By knowing your numbers, you can take action to make positive changes” 

(Blue Health Advantage, 2018). This was particularly appropriate for the outcome I hoped to 

achieve from the exercise and would be a reference point for the students. 

To determine my Research Methodology, I found Alan Bryman’s 4th edition of Social 

Research Methods of particular assistance (Bryman, 2012). The book is aimed at my subject 

area of Geography/Environment and offers research methods from a social sciences 

perspective alongside the natural science model which is also used within my area. My 
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enquiry is an example of where there is a rationale for employing social research techniques 

rather than a natural science approach. 

My research took a Co-operative Enquiry approach (Heron, 1996). A carbon footprinting 

activity undertaken by students was already built into the programme for the module and 

has been undertaken in previous years, therefore Ethics Approval was not required. 

However, ethics requirements were adhered to in that all data was anonymous, students 

only participated if they were happy to do so and understood they could remove their data 

at any time and they only disclosed information of their choice, no individual could be 

identified through the data. The raw data was kept securely and destroyed at the end of the 

research. 

This year I evolved the activity to engage wider discussions include the comparison and data 

and the student comments on its efficacy, using both the 2018 IPCC report and the 

alignment to Learning Outcomes. I employed the strapline “Knowing your Numbers”, built in 

more time for general discussion than in previous years and encouraged the students to 

reflect on their learning. 

Both qualitative and quantitative approaches were employed. At the start of the module I 

asked students to note their carbon footprint in tonnes of CO2 per annum. As no-one knew, 

they all made guesses. I also asked them to re-use something during a 24-hour period that 

they would have previously thrown away. 

On Day 3 they undertook the carbon footprinting exercise, all using the World Wide Fund 

for Nature (WWF) carbon footprint calculator (footprint.wwf.org.uk) and compared the 

actual data to their initial guesses. They also noted down what they had re-used and 

discussed whether the exercise had raised their awareness of their own behaviours in 

relation to sustainable energy issues. 

Results: 

The results of the Carbon Footprinting exercise giving the initial guestimate and the WWF 

calculator were as follows: 

Results Showing Initial Guess of Carbon Footprint and Actual Data Calculated (tonnes 
CO2 per annum)  

Initial   
Guestimate  

2.5  4.0  10.0  10.0  10.0  20.0  100.0  100.0  120.0  150.0  200.0  2000.0  

Actual   
Calculation using   
WWF calculator  

9.1  9.8  9.8  10.2  10.5  10.9  11.8  12.8  13.0  13.4  14.2  31.9  

Table 1 – Results Recorded  



BLENDED LEARNING IN PRACTICE | Spring 2019 

 

Page | 85 

 

  
Figure 3 – Graph Showing Comparison of Guess to Actual Calculation*  
*for illustrative purposes the two figures at extreme end (2000/31.9) are not included in 
the graph but are shown in Table 1   
 

From the data recorded, there were 12 usable responses. Two responses stated they 

considered their carbon footprint to be “average” but didn’t quantify what they considered 

average to be. Table 1 shows the figures recorded. Figure 3 gives a graphical representation 

showing the spread of responses NB the two figures at the extreme end (2000 and 31.9) are 

not included in the graph to allow for a reasonable visualisation of the difference between 

the guesses and the actual calculation, highlighting the general lack of awareness of 

“Knowing your Numbers”. A graph showing all the results is included as Appendix 2. 

The size of the carbon footprint as part of the initial guess by students varied from 2.5 to 

2,000 tonnes. Actual calculations showed that most students had a footprint of between 9.1 

and 14.2 tonnes. One student had a far higher footprint at 31.9, due to a significant amount 

of long-haul international travel during the previous 12 months. 

The WWF calculator gives results which show how an individual footprint compares with 

others in the world. It is marked up against a UK average of 13.56 tonnes and a world 

average of 5.28 tonnes. To avoid the worst impacts of climate change, the IPCC states we 

need to keep global warming below 2C and preferably at 1.5C. In its calculator, the WWF 

states that ‘If everyone on the planet were allocated a ‘fair share’ of carbon emissions, each 

person should have a footprint of 1.05 tonnes by the year 2050’ (footprint.wwf.org.uk) 

One of the data sets shows a difference to the others due to long-haul flights. Flying is often 

the most climate-polluting activity for an individual to undertake. The WWF also state that 

‘even a single flight can dramatically increase your carbon footprint. Unless we see some 
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major technological breakthroughs, people will ultimately have to fly less to reduce carbon 

emissions’.  

The results of the Recycling and Awareness Raising exercise produced the following 

comments from students as qualitative data:  

“I recycled a plastic bottle into a plant waterer”. Student 1.  
 
“I refilled and re-used my plastic bottle, I will keep doing this for as long as I can”. Student 2.  
 
“I re-used an empty plastic tray as a storage box”. Student 3.  
 

“My carbon footprint is huge, I must do something about it”. Student 4. 
 

As they calculated their individual footprints, the class room buzzed with conversation and 

comments. I observed that the activity had really engaged the students and stimulated 

some interesting debates and ideas. In the sum-up discussion all the students agreed this 

had been a useful and interesting exercise to undertake and that they had increased their 

knowledge level of their personal footprint from the level prior to undertaking this exercise.  

Conclusions: 

It can be seen from the results that the quantitative data recorded shows a wide variation of 

initial guesses on what students thought their footprint might be and their actual 

calculations. The comments recorded from the recycling exercise (and unrecorded class 

conversations), showed students had reflected on their own actions. Given the small scale 

of this research my conclusions can only be tentative at this stage however, I found that 

using a combination of research informed teaching and practical application did produce a 

raised level of awareness of individual behaviours in relation to carbon emissions and a 

desire to change behaviours. 

Given this small sample and initial piece of research, my initial reflections are that further 

studies should be conducted and the research expanded. For further studies it could be 

valuable to conduct this same exercise over several years on the same Module with 

different student cohorts (producing a longitudinal study), or to conduct a similar exercise 

with students at the same level but within other subject areas as a comparison. It would 

also be valuable to conduct follow-up research to ascertain whether raising awareness using 

this method brings about lasting changes. 

As a further reflection, in undertaking this process my own perspective has developed. I 

now appreciate the value of underpinning my own practice to appropriate pedagogic 

theories. Linking theory to practice in this way can offer useful models to act as 

ideas/checklists and ensuring what is offered to students is of appropriate academic 

standard. It also sits within the UH Vision: The University is the UK's leading business-facing 
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university and an exemplar in the sector. It is innovative and enterprising and challenges 

individuals and organisations to excel. (www.herts.ac.uk).  
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Abstract: 

Inspired by Freire’s (1998) transformative intellectual and Duckworth’s (2017) grittiness, this 

paper critically reflects on the possibilities and problematics of positioning compassion at 

the heart of my practice. A growing body of work recognises the centrality of compassion in 

teaching. This emerging literature contends that a compassionate pedagogue can positively 

impact on the intellectual growth of students, their engagement and ultimately their 

academic success. Using reflective accounts from an autoethnography, this paper 

contributes to this debate by arguing that being a compassionate pedagogue has the 

potential to transform teacher-student relationship and foster greater perseverance among 

students. However, digging deeper into these possibilities reveals the limits of being a 

compassionate practitioner. Specifically, it throws up serious questions around students 

becoming overly dependent on the teacher, instead of setting them on a clear path towards 

self-determination. Equally important, incorporating compassion in teaching can lead to 

empathic distress, over-nurturing and compassion fatigue and dissonance, if care is not 

taken. Taken together, a pedagogy of compassion, useful though it might be in augmenting 

positive affect, fails to articulate the complete story behind students’ intellectual journey 

and success, particularly the internal dispositions required for academic success. 

Introduction 

We can never send back our blueberries. We take them rich, poor, gifted, 
exceptional, abused, frightened, confident, homeless, rude and brilliant. We 
take them with ADHD, and English as their second language. We take them 
all. Every one. And that’s why it is not a business. It’s a school.  
(Cuban, 2004, p. 4).  

  

 This extract from Cuban’s Why Schools Can’t Be Businesses, eloquently captures not just the 

challenges involved in being an educator, but also puts a spotlight on the humanitarian 

ideals and non-commercial values at the core of teaching. The crux of Cuban’s thesis is that 

mailto:j.davies@herts.ac.uk
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teaching is more than just an intellectual project. Inherently, teaching is a caring profession; 

a profession which recognises the intrinsic value in all learners. In taking this position, Cuban 

puts a high premium on the affective domain of teaching. His emphasis reflects Freire’s 

(1998) transformative intellectual – that is, teachers embodying humanitarian values of 

love, kindness, patience, tolerance and humility among others. 

Following Freire, several writers in recent times have raised concerns about the under-

emphasis on the affective aspects of teaching. P.Gilbert (2013), for example, points to a lack 

of compassion and of care for each other because we have become trapped by a 

competitive world that only seeks efficiency and profit maximisation. Similarly, Ball (2008) 

refers to an era of constant inspection and auditing of education, which apply neo-liberal 

principles to the education sector. This performative conception of education, for many 

writers, has contributed to inhibiting the development of a compassionate culture in 

educational institutions (P.Gilbert, 2013). 

In response to this perceived lack of emphasis on humanitarian values, a growing body of 

literature have championed the notion of teachers becoming more compassionate in their 

practice (Valverde, 2010; Gibbs, 2017). At its most basic, proponents of a pedagogy of 

compassion, e.g. Hao, 2011, contend that compassion needs to be positioned at the heart of 

teaching to increase levels of motivation, counter polarisation, foster students’ intellectual 

development and engagement and ultimately academic success. Vandeyar (2016), for 

example, views compassionate pedagogy as a panacea for resolving student disengagement, 

whilst Hao (2011) sees it as useful in maintaining retention rates at HE institutions. And for 

Freire (1998), compassionate pedagogy is requisite for problem framing, conscientization 

and social and perspective transformation. 

Taking theoretical inspiration from Freire (1998) and Duckworth (2017), this paper seeks to 

contribute to this burgeoning debate on situating compassion within one’s educational 

practice. To do this, I begin with a brief understanding of compassion. I will then discuss 

some notable theories of compassion in teaching. Following this, I draw on an 

autoethnography to tease out the possibilities and problematics of attempting to put 

compassion within my practice. In closing, I provide some thoughts on the insights gained 

from this self-evaluation. 

Conceptualising compassion: 

There is no definitive understanding of the term ‘compassion’. In some writings, compassion 

is used synonymously with empathy and sometimes presented simply as empathy (Bloom, 

2018; Goleman, 2017). Seppala (2017), for instance, views compassion as an emotional 

experience of another person’s feelings. For P. Gilbert (2013, p. xiii), compassion is simply “a 

basic kindness, with a deep awareness of the suffering of…other living things, coupled with 

the wish and effort to relieve it”. From a different perspective, Goleman (2017, p. 4) 

identifies three forms of empathy, what he calls ‘the empathy triad’, which are inextricably 
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bound up with compassion: cognitive empathy, which is about understanding another 

person’s point of view; emotional empathy, relates to feeling what someone else feels; and 

empathic concern, focuses on the ability to sense what another person needs from us. For 

Goleman, all three forms of empathy are at play when we feel compassion. For instance, 

when we feel compassion, we feel distress when we observe someone else in distress and 

because of that we want to help that person (Goleman, 2017). Therefore, compassion 

entails observing, noticing and acting in response to what is felt to alleviate suffering or pain 

(DeSteno, 2018; Goleman, 2017). 

Theorisation: 

Rousseau (1762/1979) provides one of the earliest accounts on compassion in education. In 

Emile, Rousseau made an explicit appeal to educators to exemplify compassion. Viewing 

compassion as a unifying force for personal and social transformation, he posited that 

individualism divides people, but compassion arises when individuals create bonds of 

genuine mutual concern through shared sufferings. He proposed that the desire for self-

interest, one that is firmly grounded in reason, was not what unites humans. Rather, the 

uniting bond among humans is a profound common feeling and commitment towards 

alleviating the suffering of others. For Rousseau, to improve the personal and social 

experiences of others involves understanding how individuals’ deep feelings for others 

counter self-interest. Hence: 

When the strength of an expansive soul makes me identify myself with my 
fellow, and I feel that I am, so to speak, in him, it is in order not to suffer that 
I do not want him to suffer. I am interested in him for love of myself, and the 
reason for the precept is in nature itself, which inspires in me the desire of 
my well-being in whatever place I feel my existence. (Rousseau, 1979, p. 
235)   

 

Implicit in this thread from Rousseau is a recognition of our common humanity and inherent 

interconnectivity. Also, an awareness of this interconnectivity ought to elicit empathic 

understanding of others. Equally evident is the conception of compassion as a necessary 

human value for countering human suffering. It is this emphasis on core human values that 

formed the basis of Freire’s pedagogy of compassion. 

Freire’s (1998) blueprint for a compassionate pedagogy focuses on teachers embracing what 

he connotes as the transformative intellectual. By transformative intellectual, Freire means 

teachers who are deeply committed to and engage in social change by making the political 

more pedagogical. To garner social change, the transformative intellectual needs to embody 

humility, tolerance, radical love and courage. These attributes, for Freire (1998), are 

indispensable to teachers if they are to instil belief in learners to overcome their economic, 

social and political struggles. Education, for Freire (2006), entailed collaboration between 

the educator and the learner, constructing knowledge through dialogue. This dialogical 

approach to teaching, is characterised by love and commitment to the learners. The act of 
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love from the transformative intellectual is a commitment to liberate learners and humanise 

themselves as part of the struggle (Freire, 1998). In view of this, social transformation is 

possible through the dialogical process between the teacher and the learner, which elevates 

the learners to a condition of compassion. 

Freire’s clarion call for teachers to adopt a pedagogy of compassion prompted Vandeyar 

(2016) to undertake an empirical analysis of the value of compassion in teaching within the 

South African context. Using a single case study approach, Vandeyar (2016) found that the 

implementation of a pedagogy of compassion within the South African system acts as a 

force for dismantling polarised thinking and addressing and transforming educational and 

social change. The argument from these findings is that a pedagogy of compassion enables 

learners to develop into active critical citizens and empowers them to exert influence on 

their own world. Thus, for Vandeyar (2016), teaching is not a purely cognitive enterprise, 

but also an inherently class act of human compassion. 

Situating compassion within my practice: 

An autoethnographic approach 

To shed light on the processes taken to situate compassion within my practice, I opted for 

autoethnography (Chang, 2008; Wolcott, 1999). Autoethnography simply explores the self 

within culture; it is a personal narrative and interpretation; and a search for understanding 

through the self (Chang, 2008). With reference to my practice, I wanted to be acutely tuned-

in to my experiences and meaning systems by becoming critically more aware of how my 

own assumptions, biases and preconceptions influence my teaching. Utilising 

autoethnography is akin to reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action espoused by Schon 

(1983). In my case, engaging in reflection-in-action, for instance, entailed interrogating my 

experiences, connecting with my thinking processes and feelings and attending to the 

theories that I use, with the aim of building new understandings to inform my practice as it 

unfolds. 

Like (Valverde, 2010) who used an autoethnography to explore his practice, the substantive 

focus of my analysis was not on the compassionate acts by my students, as evident in some 

works in the field, e.g. T. Gilbert (2017). Instead, the main focus revolved around my 

attempts to consciously act towards my students in a more compassionate manner. 

Adopting autoethnography helped to generate a grounded and rich vein of data, which 

directly informed my day-to-day teaching. This methodological lens positioned me as both 

the researcher and the researched, interrogating my ideals, preconceptions and the 

strategies that I employed in my teaching. At the same time, I drew on psychological tools to 

illuminate my experiences of becoming compassionate in practice. I now detail the tactics 

employed to position compassion within my practice. 
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Unfreezing my mind 

The initial stages of becoming compassionate in my practice called for unfreezing my mind. 

Drawing on Knowles (1996), unfreezing the mind involves confronting and transforming 

personal beliefs and biographies and hypotheses that constrain any efforts to becoming 

more compassionate. So, at the outset I became critically aware of the litany of beliefs, 

assumptions and prejudices that needed to be interrogated and shifted. Shifting these 

assumptions were necessary because throughout my early years, I had accumulated a large 

reservoir of fixed habits and patterns of thought regarding what makes for a good student. 

Delving a bit deeper into the key literature on compassion, most notably Freire (1998) and 

Goleman (2017), acted as an impetus for subjecting my strongly held assumptions and 

subjectivities under scrutiny. For instance, Freire’s ideas around the transformative 

intellectual made me question the personal beliefs that had inhibited me from cultivating an 

authentically compassionate culture within my practice. Given that empathy is inextricably 

linked with compassion, Goleman’s empathy triad framed the lens through which to assess 

my capacity to sense not just what my learners might be feeling, but also what they might 

need from me. The insights from Freire and Goleman, together, revealed that rising through 

the ranks had affected my ability to maintain personal connections (Goleman, 2017) and 

contributed to me becoming inflexible in my appraisal of students. 

Take, for example, what constitutes a good student. On closer inspection, I am aware that 

being consistently labelled a dedicated student during my formative years had coloured my 

conception of what a dedicated student is. As a consequence, I tended to label students as 

either diligent or non-committed, without getting to know the biographies and contextual 

factors behind their experiences. The extract below reinforces this tendency: 

I’m not sure if my students are actually serious about their education. I’d like 
to think this is a second chance uni. So, I expect students to maximise the 
unique opportunities they’ve been given to get an education. I’m really 
not convinced by these excuses for not reading the materials from previous 
sessions. There are no excuses! (Journal Entry, 15/10/2018)  
  
It’s no rocket science when it comes to academic success. Only you are 
responsible. No one is gonna do it for you. Your effort counts twice. If you 
fail to put in the effort, you stand no chance of excelling.  
(Journal Entry, 09/11/2018)  

 

There are two fundamental beliefs that are evident in these extracts, which have 

contributed to blocking the full expression of my empathic imaginations. The first has to do 

with the unwavering faith in grit and self-determination as personal attributes requisite for 

academic success. And the second, is the conviction that students ought to rise above the 

complications in their lives through self-discipline and sacrifice to realise their ultimate 

academic goals. However, as motivational as it might seem, these rigid personal convictions 
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succinctly illustrate Ruttan’s (2015) experimental observations that it is harder to empathise 

with people if one has been in their shoes. In my case, achieving good academic outcomes 

despite personal hardships had numbed my feelings and blocked my empathic imaginations. 

My prior experiences could have created a shared experience and consequently breed 

empathy towards my students. Yet the fact that I handled ‘tough times’ during my 

undergraduate years made me more rigid and unempathetic in my views. In view of this, 

navigating around these deep-rooted preconceptions called for unfreezing of my mind in 

order to become more open to new possibilities, namely thinking and doing things 

differently. However, this process of unfreezing my mind has not been straightforward. For 

instance, on many occasions I experienced dissonance - shattering one’s preconceptions, 

whilst at the same time experiencing a sense of discomfort in the process, as expressed in 

the following reflection (Vandeyar, 2016): 

What an encounter! I concede that not everyone would value the 
principles that I value. But it’s hard to get my head around it when it comes 
to academic success. For me, there is no other way except grit, desire, 
discipline and sacrifice. Maybe, I just need to be true to myself and 
embrace my own authenticity. (Journal Entry, 26/10/19).   

Knowing me, knowing you 

To develop into critically compassionate educators, Hao (2011) makes a strong case for 

getting to know the learners that we teach. He proposes that for disadvantaged learners, 

the insights gained from getting to know them would be essential for addressing their 

pedagogical needs and supporting them in their academic journey as they navigate around a 

complex set of socio-economic circumstances. Following Hao’s charge, I created a brief 

activity to enable me to gain some useful insight into the contextual factors surrounding 

each of the students that I teach. The activity I utilised entailed students noting down three 

key things that they would REALLY like me to know about them on small pieces of coloured 

cards. 

Looking back, it allowed me to develop, albeit in a small way, an understanding of the 

stories behind each student’s circumstances. All my students chose to highlight some 

significant events in their lives, which have stuck with me to date. Much like Cuban (2004), 

students had different but challenging circumstances to juggle alongside their commitment 

as students. For instance, there are young mothers of three; student who had been home-

schooled; young single mothers with 2 – 4 children; a father-to-be who had just turned 22; a 

young carer; young newly married women; students who had just lost someone dearest to 

them; fathers who had just moved to the UK; some with dyslexia and severe epilepsy; 

students who had deferred the course and/or transferred from another university; students 

with long commute, night shift workers and 3 jobs. 

Comparatively, my current students’ characteristics were completely distinct from the 

students that I had taught in previous institutions. Enlightened by this newfound knowledge, 
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it was crucial that I remained open, understanding and willing to consider pedagogical 

accommodations to support my students, for instance, thinking flexibly when setting and 

completing weekly assignments for each lecture/seminar. Garnering information about the 

contextual background of my students put things into perspective. For instance, this 

information allowed me to make sense of why particular students had requested for 

extensions for submitting their formative assessment. With this knowledge, I extended 

deadlines for any student who had requested extension, however, this led to unintended 

consequences as most students begun to ask for the deadlines to be extended. This also 

gave the impression that future deadlines would always be extended. What is more, rather 

than take it for granted that they were onboard with how the module was being delivered, I 

devoted a considerable amount of time to one-to-one sessions as a way of checking their 

conceptual understandings and using the opportunity to track their academic progress.    

Appreciative inquiry 

Though a form of organisational development process, appreciative inquiry focuses on 

strengths rather than fixing weaknesses. It aims to draw out the best of ‘what is’; it can 

ignite the collective and individual imagination of ‘what might be’; it builds on strengths for 

future work and it increases confidence (Boniwell, 2012, p. 158). In my case, adopting 

appreciative inquiry as part of becoming a compassionate pedagogue consisted of being a 

good-finder. That is, constantly striving to see the positive aspects in students’ work and 

providing affirmations for what they have done.   

To contextualise appreciative inquiry, I devised a case study for discussion on CANVAS. 

Students were tasked with commenting on the case study. The first two contributors to the 

discussion board received feedback within 10 minutes of posting by affirming students’ 

effort and initiative. Choosing to focus on effort-based praise rests on the notion that it is 

more robust than ability-based praise (DeSteno, 2018). Similarly, focusing on effort-based 

praise reinforces the belief that my students’ efforts and not their immediate success, are 

worthwhile. Adopting this approach to feedback seems to have induced positive emotions 

and empowered the other students to contribute to the discussion thread. In the end, 30 

out of 31 students contributed to the discussion board. But the decision to comment on 

every thread on the discussion board was both time-consuming and mentally and physically 

exhausting as I spent hours to read and think about something meaningful and positive to 

highlight in each thread, even ones that were not particularly insightful. While cause and 

effect cannot be easily inferred from this appreciative inquiry, I can speculate that my 

students increased in their willingness to actively respond to subsequent discussion tasks. 

This observation echoes DeSteno’s (2018, p. 133) point that students who are “led by 

teachers who are warm and caring regularly show higher levels of intrinsic motivation”.  
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Facing down reality 

80% of success in life is showing up…staying true to our commitments 
even when we’re not comfortable…When you permanently turn your back 
on a commitment – your effort plummets to zero (Duckworth, 2017).  

This autoethnographic critical reflection on compassion began in September 2018 and 

culminated in December 2018. Consciously being compassionate during this period seems 

to have enhanced the rapport that I had with students and the overall teacher-student 

relationship. This was particularly reflected in students’ willingness to speak openly about 

their academic struggles and how they could be supported. For instance, in one-to-one 

sessions, students tended to ask the right sort of questions to consolidate their 

understanding and to refine their assignments. Similarly, gaining insight into some of the 

hurdles that my students faced on a regular basis invoked deep feelings, akin to what Bloom 

(2018) describes as empathic distress – suffering at the suffering of others. Yet, not being 

able to help alleviate their conditions led to a feeling of a sense of helplessness, frustration 

and indignation. On a number of occasions, my indignation was directed towards the 

system, though on reflection the system is not to blame for many of the cases that I 

encountered. 

Students modifying their behaviours, e.g. working harder and completing the requisite 

readings before lectures, due to a caring and attentive teacher, all make sense. However, 

these behaviour modifications still do not quite unearth the question of why regularly 

showing empathic concern failed to transform some students’ disposition towards academic 

work. For example, there were still students who rarely turned up for lectures and seminars; 

students who failed to turn up for one-to-one sessions; students who did not submit 

formative and summative assessments, despite the extensions they received; students who 

did not do the required readings before and after sessions; and students who submitted 

unsatisfactory work in their final assessment. This, for me, brings into sharp focus one of the 

limits of being compassionate in a field such as education. And this brings me to the vignette 

from Duckworth (2017) which I referenced at the inception of this final section.  

Duckworth (2017, p. 269) theorises that “what we accomplish in the marathon of life 

depends tremendously on our grit – passion and perseverance for long-term goals”. Implicit 

in this thesis is an attempt to shift the determinants of academic success from external 

forces - the teacher, institution and contextual circumstances to factors within the control of 

the individual. These so-called internal dispositional factors, which Duckworth alludes to, 

seem to have more explanatory power when accounting for students’ level of engagement 

and educational outcomes. Unsurprisingly, Duckworth is not alone in extolling grit and its 

constituents as predictors of educational success. Much of the psycho-social literature on 

achievement and success, identifies internal dispositions including resilience and 

perseverance (DeSteno, 2018), effort and self-efficacy (Dweck, 1999), focus (Goleman, 

2013) and discipline and deliberate practice (Ercisson, 1993) as non-negotiable personal 
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traits necessary for educational success, regardless of the cards that students have been 

dealt. Reflecting on this hard-hitting truism about what it takes to be successful, prompts 

me to re-think the journey that I have charted in the past few months embedding 

compassion within my practice. This insight has compelled me to concede that perhaps, the 

biggest impediment to academic success is not the lack of compassion/empathy in teaching. 

Rather, it is the lack of grit, commitment and consistency of effort over the long run.   

Conclusion: 

This paper sought to critically reflect upon the possibilities and problematics of becoming 

compassionate in my practice. The leitmotif in the burgeoning literature in the field revolves 

around the thesis that a pedagogy of compassion maintains students’ retention rates, 

fosters their intellectual development, increases engagement and motivation and 

ultimately, academic success. But rather than wholly accept this grand view as given, it is 

essential to question the validity and pragmatics of a compassion-oriented practice. And this 

is what my reflection has sought to do, using autoethnography. Despite its criticisms 

(e.g. autoethnography can lead to self-indulgence, over-introspection and excessive 

individualisation), my autoethnography reveals that becoming a compassionate educator 

creates possibilities for acquiring a rich vein of insights into students’ contextual 

circumstances and for transforming teacher-student rapport and relationship. Conversely, 

positioning compassion in one’s educational practice has its own problematics. For instance, 

it can lead to compassion fatigue and empathic distress. But even more importantly, 

becoming a compassionate educator is still insufficient to compensate for students’ own 

internal dispositions - the grit, self-discipline, commitment and consistency of effort, which 

are quintessential to excelling in academic work. 
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