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elcome to JADE. JADE has been 
devised and developed in the Learning 
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for Keele staff and students that wish 
to improve student learning through 

scholarly inquiry.  Most importantly, JADE provides a 
medium for writers to share their practice, their learning 
and their research findings with others. 

Teaching scholarship is a journey of discovery and 
personal growth, however when scholarship is shared 
with others through collaborative inquiry, conversation 
or by publication, the potential for learning expands and 
grows.  To that end, the JADE initiative joins a range of 
established schemes and activities at Keele intended to 
encourage and disseminate scholarly inquiry.

I hope you experience the joy of the scholarship of 
teaching and learning as you participate in reading, 
writing, contributing, reviewing or editing for JADE.

Dr. Jackie Potter
Head of the Learning and Professional Development Centre
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Professor Lin Norton | Liverpool Hope University
Professor Emeritus of Pedagogical Research

EDITORIAL

Introduction

Now that the REF 2014 submission deadline has passed, the time 
seems right in this first issue of Journal of Academic Development and 
Education (JADE), to consider what has been something of a problematic 
issue in research namely the place of pedagogical research. This is a 
contentious area since there remain a large number of people who are 
yet to be convinced that teaching needs to be informed by research. 
They might say that great teachers are born not made, or that the only 
way to learn is through experience.  Others would argue that like all 
other university subjects, the theory and practice of university teaching 
must be underpinned and enriched by appropriate research. In other 
words, higher education research should be an academic discipline in its 
own right. Given my own perspective as both a pedagogical researcher 
and an action researcher I am going to identify five key challenges that 
pedagogical research poses. In so doing I acknowledge that there is 
inevitable overlap but throughout my focus will be on ensuring ‘quality’.  
I will conclude with some brief recommendations as to how pedagogical 
research might more readily be valued.

“...university 
teaching 
must be 

underpinned 
and 

enriched by 
appropriate 

research”.

LEGITIMISING PEDAGOGICAL  
RESEARCH IN UNIVERSITIES:  
RAISING THE QUALITY

W



subject-based ‘REFable ‘research.   This is somewhat ironic  given 
the acknowledgment of the relevance of pedagogical research with 
three of the four REF panels (B,C and D) saying that pedagogic 
research may be submitted in the UoA which it relates to, rather 
than necessarily being considered as an Education submission.  
The previous round of 2008 known as the Research Assessment 
Exercise also took an inclusive approach to pedagogic research 
(RAE 2008), yet still it is seen as somehow inferior. 

Macfarlane (2011) argues that making a distinction between 
pedagogical and subject-based research is not only wrong it is 
harmful and that extolling the virtues of pedagogical research as 
distinctive combined with the concept that anyone can do it has 
damaged its reputation.  He contends (quite rightly) that some 
pedagogical research can be of low quality, lacking in theorisation 
and not taking account of the body of existing literature. So too can 
subject-based research!  Macfarlane’s solution is to judge all research 
using the same criteria.  I don’t agree. There is a bigger risk here in the 
concept of using the same criteria as it suggests some form of ‘gold 
standard’ often seen as scientific.  My recent visit to the Horse of the 
Year show is an everyday example of what I mean. We saw dressage 
horses, hunters, show jumpers and trotting horses; the judges of 
each competition assessed participating horses according to their 
own agreed criteria. Clearly it would make no sense to compare 
a dressage horse with a show jumper; they are being evaluated 
on completely different criteria yet undoubtedly they are both 
examples of horses at their finest. The same principle applies if we 
try to fit all types of research into one neat and tidy category. They 
simply will not go. What is at stake here is the legitimacy of certain 
types of research, which raises the uncomfortable question of who 
determines that legitimacy? I suggest that we need to examine our 
often tacit assumptions about research and move away from tight 
enclaves into a broader acceptance of different forms of research 
being equally valuable and valued.  

When I design my pedagogical action research studies I am seeking 
to understand a pedagogical problem that has been troubling me;  
let us say for example, students are not actively participating in 
my seminars. If I were to adopt a positivist experimental stance, 
I might design an intervention and using some predetermined 
measure of ‘student participation’ I might compare the effects of 
the intervention against a ‘control’ group who had no intervention. 
Alternatively, I might decide from reading the relevant literature that 
there is a relationship between ‘academic self-efficacy’ and readiness 
to participate, which could lead to a number of sophisticated 
statistical analyses on questionnaire measures. In either example I 
have determined what the likely problem is and then decided on an 
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Challenge 1: The term pedagogical research is poorly 
understood. 
 
There is no one agreed definition of pedagogical research and 
indeed no agreed term (some writers refer to it as ‘pedagogic’; 
others champion the use of the term ‘scholarship of teaching and 
learning’ or SOTL). There is also a question of focus. Research 
into learning and teaching is not necessarily synonymous with 
pedagogical research. This suggests that perhaps it is better 
described as ‘research in education’ or even better, ‘research into 
higher education’ but even here the range is enormous (addressing, 
for example, analysis of theory, policy and practice, including the 
effectiveness of teaching).  

I want to be clear at the outset what I mean by pedagogical research. 
I take as my starting point the work of Stierer & Antoniou (2004) 
who suggest that there are two types of pedagogical research:

1. educational higher education research which is just like any other 
type of research but the field of enquiry is that of higher education;  

2. practitioner type of research where teachers want ‘to deepen 
their understanding of their teaching practices and to improve 
the quality of their student learning’ (p.275).

I carry out both types of pedagogical research but I find the second 
approach fits more closely with that of being an action researcher 
(or practitioner researcher) where the fundamental purpose  is 
to systematically investigate some element of one’s teaching or 
assessment practice with a view to improving the students’ learning 
experience. For me, this type of action research serves twin aims: it 
must enable me to modify my practice but it must also contribute to 
pedagogical theory and conceptual understandings of learning and 
teaching (Norton, 2009).

Challenge 2: Pedagogical research is distinct from 
subject-based research.

Probably the biggest obstacle facing pedagogical research is that it 
is typically seen as different from subject –based research where the 
former is greatly privileged over the latter; pedagogical research is 
somehow seen as ‘not proper research.’  I have seen this judgment 
enacted in several universities in the run up to the REF with heads 
of departments and schools discouraging academics from spending 
their time in pedagogical research and exhorting them to engage in 
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that the underlying concept of causality as a scientific research 
principle sits uneasily in a pedagogical research context. When 
we think about the complexity of the student –teacher- discipline- 
learning material interaction, it soon becomes clear why we cannot 
isolate an independent variable and dependent variable and seek to 
control all other nuisance variables. To do so would represent a very 
weak analysis of what actually goes on in learning and teaching.  
 
There appears then to be some good reasons why pedagogical 
research should not be exclusively judged on scientific criteria but 
this does not mean an acceptance of ‘sloppy’ enquiry. Hammersley 
(2013) makes the point that we should not rely instead on 
‘undecidable judgment, mysticism or the celebration of diversity 
for its own sake’ but what is needed instead is reasonable clear 
expert judgment. Kezar and Talburt (2004) argue for ‘the values of 
a plurality of research approaches and of specific types of inquiry 
framed as non-scientific’. This was later iterated as one of the key 
points made from a workshop by panel members on how to assess 
pedagogical research in the RAE 2008: The need to keep an open 
mind to different methodological and disciplinary approaches – such 
as empirical and phenomenological pedagogical research methods 
and approaches – as long as they are articulately expressed and 
addressed. (My emphasis).  It is this lack of transparency and rigour 
that leads me to consider the next challenge.

Challenge 4:  Methods in pedagogical research are 
‘amateurish’

When academics move out of their discipline areas into the 
unfamiliar territory of pedagogical research, there is the question 
of which methods of enquiry they should use.  Apart from the 
issue of other methods being alien or at the very least viewed with 
some suspicion, there is also the criticism of amateurishness and 
parochialism. While Stierer and Antoniou (2004) suggest that there 
is potential in using  hybrid methodologies and exploring new ways 
of knowing , in the ‘borderlands’ between educational research and 
disciplinary epistemologies,  I am concerned that there is a risk 
that quality might be compromised in an ‘anything goes’ approach. 
To avoid this, it behoves all pedagogical researchers to not only 
make their methods crystal clear but to put forward a reasoned 
justification for their choice.

To explore what methods are currently being used in pedagogical 
research I have carried out a snapshot analysis of the curriculum 
section of Research into Higher Education Abstracts ,Volume 26, 
Number 2, June 2013. This publication by the Society for Research 
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experimental design to test out my hypothesis. It may, however, be 
the case that my students have much more complex reasons for not 
taking part which might better be tackled in a phenomenographic 
study (Marton 1981).  Phenomenographic methods  are also not 
without criticism (Richardson 1999) as what they are attempting 
to  do is to uncover people’s ‘taken for granted’ understandings of 
particular phenomena which leads us to all sorts of questions about 
what is truth, whose truth and can such assumptions be uncovered?  
Neverthess the point I am making here is that for this particular 
research problem, and given the fact that I want to use the findings 
to modify my practice, it may be preferable to opt for a more 
interpretivist than positivist stance.  To define quality of research too 
narrowly or by using the same criteria such as ‘scientific empiricism’ 
takes no account of the broader perspective of whether or not the 
research is fit for purpose. This relates to the next challenge.  

Challenge 3: Pedagogical research should be scientific 
or it is of no value.

Hargreaves (1996) presented a damning indictment of educational 
research by claiming it was not fit for purpose, and was of second 
rate quality. Following this often quoted critique a number of 
debates raged about the place of science in educational research 
with strong views expressed on both sides.  Mayer (2000), for 
example, argued that unless educational researchers use scientific 
data to support  their arguments , ‘all that remains is a chorus of 
equally valid opinions’ (p.39) which he colourfully describes as the 
‘abyss of relativism’.  O’Loughlin (2008) in an excellent discussion of 
discipline-specific methodologies cites Biesta (2007) who claims: 
‘..although there is some indication of the emergence of a broader 
and more encompassing definition of what counts as scientific 
research in education, the call for causal analysis by means of 
experimental research in order to find out ‘what works’ remains 
dominant.(p.3 ).  O’Loughlin (2008) concludes that such a view 
has the effect of marginalising those who seek to do pedagogical 
research in non-scientific disciplines where the focus would be more 
discursive or reflective.  This is a point I will return to. 

Cartwright and Hardie (2012) question the whole premise of 
evidence- based policy and randomised controlled trials (RCT). 
Their argument is that RCT based evidence will tell you what 
worked in a specific context (i.e. where the trial was carried out in 
that population)  but what such evidence cannot do is to move from  
‘it worked there to will it work here?’  Cartwright and Hardie contend 
that many other types of information are needed such as the role of 
deliberation which includes discretion and judgment. I would argue 
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Challenge 5: Pedagogical research should be discipline 
based.

At present, there is an uneasy tension between generic pedagogical 
research and discipline–based pedagogical research, with some 
arguing strongly for the need to situate all learning and teaching 
activity (including research) within the discipline. Shulman (2005) 
wrote influentially about signature pedagogies in relation to the 
professions and others have described the powerful effects of the 
discipline pedagogies (Neumann, Parry & Becher, 2007; Kreber, 
2009.) Inevitably this affects how academics from different 
disciplines other than education will engage with pedagogical 
research methods. O’Loughlin (2008) who is writing from the 
perspective of theology and religious studies (TRS) says also ‘There 
are different ‘languages’ of pedagogical research compared with 
TRS research’; ‘differing research paradigms; empirical (educational 
research) and theoretical/discursive (TRS)’ …… and thus the 
perception of pedagogical research as an alien discipline that is ‘not 
for us’. This is a strong point but rather than suggest that the role of 
the disciplines should be paramount in pedagogy and in research, 
we should also recognise that the concept of ‘discipline’ itself is quite 
fuzzy (Biglan , 1973a, 1973b; Becher & Trowler, 2001). I welcome the 
contribution of discipline-specific research.  As Young (2010) points 
out, ‘some disciplines have gone further in developing discipline-
specific educational scholarship than others. Medical education, for 
example, has several well-regarded international journals that provide 
mainstream academic recognition for discipline-based educational 
research’ (p.23). However, I also believe that interdisciplinarity will 
engender richer understandings of pedagogy. One of the positive 
elements always remarked on by participants on university teaching 
programmes I have contributed to,  is how much they have learned 
from their colleagues who work in other disciplines. There is a fertile 
ground for pedagogical research if we embrace a multi-disciplinary 
approach together with discipline-specific studies.  

Raising the quality of pedagogical research

Finally, given all the challenges discussed in this paper, you as the 
reader, might well be justified in asking why bother doing it in the 
first place? My response and the key reason why I do pedagogical 
research is that it is has been a very effective way of enabling  me 
to question my own ‘taken for granted assumptions ‘ about higher 
education itself as well as my discipline and the way it is taught and 
assessed.  We expect our students to become critical in the subjects 
they are studying, so we need to apply the same critical lens to 
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into Higher Education  aims to ‘propagate knowledge about and 
encourage discussion of significant research into higher education’ 
Of the 49 abstracts included in this section I have categorised them 
as shown in Table 1. A quick tally of the 28 journals represented 
in this small sample showed that 13 were generic (46%); 11 were 
discipline- based (39 %) and 4 (14%) were technology related.

Table 1. Categorisation of methods described in ‘curriculum’ focused 
abstracts

While not claiming this snapshot exercise is anything other than fairly 
‘rough and ready’ I found the process illuminating and surprising. 
Interestingly, the most often reported methods were quantitative 
(33%) which suggests that positivist methods tend to be favoured,  
but what is particularly striking here is that 20% of these abstracts 
did not have a method clearly presented (unstated) . This is not a 
good situation when defending the quality of pedagogical research.  
If it is to have any credibility it must capitalise on its particular 
strengths to do with authorship and transparency by making both 
research methods and analysis highly visible (Stierer & Antoniou, 
2004).

Surprisingly, given the ethical caveats about manipulating students’ 
actual learning experiences, the experimental method (positivist) 
was the next most frequently reported (14%) followed closely 
by qualitative methods (10%), which suggests an interpretivist 
methodology.  I had expected more ‘alternative’ methods by which 
I mean more action research or reflective practitioner- based 
accounts such as autoethnography (Trahar, 2013), but this was not 
the case. This may be an indication that the journal editors in this 
sample are less willing to consider these as ‘real’ research and so 
we return to the basic problem of the legitimacy of pedagogical 
research.  
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our own learning and teaching. Pedagogical research enables me to 
be more critical and to be more reflective, but in a systematic and 
rigorous way. It is also personally satisfying to engage in research 
that is intended to make a difference.

I want to conclude not by offering some idealistic vision of what 
pedagogical research can achieve as I am mindful of the realities. 
Teichler (2013) in reporting on a consortium of European HE 
researchers says that higher education researchers continue in most 
countries to be a small academic community facing problems of 
being publicly heard outside academia amidst evaluators, policy 
analysts, consultants and others claiming to be ‘experts’ on higher 
education.  This situation is likely to continue but it is incumbent on 
those of us who do engage with pedagogical research (of whatever 
persuasion) to ensure that it is of the highest quality possible. This 
means that we must:

• open up our work to public scrutiny and peer evaluation; 

• avoid claiming that descriptions of practice on their own are 
research studies; 

• describe and justify our chosen methodology and methods; 

• demonstrate transparency in interpreting our data (including 
that which is subjective and reflective); 

• link our research to theoretical understandings at the core of 
the learning and teaching process. 

Pedagogical research is important for helping us to better 
understand good learning and teaching practice and look for ways 
to improve it.  It has a rightful place in the higher education sector 
but its status as legitimate research needs to be raised. 
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ARTICLE  | #1 Context and Objectives

Many students are school 
leavers making the transition 
from the heavily structured 
secondary education system to 
the more self-directed learning 
environment of HE. One of 
the first challenges they face 
is not an academic one, but 
an abrupt change in personal 
circumstances – they have 
left the security of the family 
home are learning to fend for 
themselves and make new 
friends. With only 5% of Keele 
Biochemistry students leaving 
the course early, the retention 
figures are significantly better 
than the national sector average 
- 23.1% of students entering full 
time higher education (HE) in 
the biological sciences sector 
in the UK in 2010/11 were no 
longer in HE just one year later 
(HESA, 2013).  However, there is 
still value in promoting activities 
that might help vulnerable 
students remain on the course 
or enhance their experience of 
the wider aspects of student 
life.
  

Peer-based approaches 
to tackling the transition 
issue 

Keele’s School of Life Sciences 
already has an excellent 
personal tutoring system in 
place, but is keen to investigate 
novel ways to involve students 
more in the process of helping 
their peers make the transition 
onto and through the course.  
Who better to help a student 
through a transition period 
than a student who has been 

through, or is going through, 
the same thing?  Thus, the 
major aims of this project 
were to generate a student-
produced resource that could 
be used to ease transitions 
whilst also giving the student 
contributors an interesting 
opportunity to develop some of 
Keele’s graduate attributes.
   
Many universities, including 
Keele, have established peer-
mentoring or buddy schemes; 
be they face-to face or 
e-mentoring, discipline-specific 
or generic.  For example, new 
psychology students were 
each paired with two current 
student mentors (Hughes & 
Fahy, 2009) and novice student 
nurses paired with more senior 
students within a clinical 
practice setting (Giordana & 
Wedin, 2010).  Whilst peer-
mentoring schemes can be 
very effective, they can be quite 
“expensive” in terms of the 
human resources required i.e. 
lots of mentors are needed. 
 
In addition to face-to-face 
schemes, a number of 
technological innovations 
have been trialled to assist 
with transitions.  For example, 
Manchester University hosts 
a range of student-produced 
videos on YouTube and its own 
pages and Keele’s project “We 
are Keele” shows snapshots of 
student life.  Scott et al. 2012 
reported on a project where 
cohorts of biological sciences 
students were given “Flipcams” 
(tapeless video camcorders) 
and tasked with submitting 
regular video diaries.  Their aim 
was not to produce induction 
material for other students, 

Title
A Year In The Life Of: An Online Diary 
Of Keele Biochemistry Students’ Lives 

Author(s)
Dr. Sheila A. Hope 

Contact
s.a.hope@keele.ac.uk 

School
School of Life Sciences

Faculty 
Faculty of Natural Sciences

Abstract 
Students often find the transition from 
School to University and between levels 
difficult. During Year 1 in particular, 
retention levels can be impacted 
significantly if students have problems 
integrating socially, as well as academically.  
Universities are taking many and varied 
approaches to easing this transition, 
including a number of peer-to-peer 
initiatives, because by sharing their 
experiences, students may overcome some 
common issues.  Web 2.0 technologies 
provide tools to reach mass audiences, or 
can be restricted to small target groups 
such as student cohorts.  In this pilot 
project, two 1st year and two 3rd year 
Biochemistry students have recorded their 
year in a series of posts in an online wiki-
diary/blog.  An in-depth content analysis of 
the blogs highlighted eight key categories 
and the frequency of comments within 
each category was scored.  The 3rd year 
students spent more time commenting 
on workload, personal approach to study 
and career preparation, than their 1st 
year counterparts.  The readership of the 
online diaries was disappointingly low, 
perhaps due to the relative inaccessibility 
of the pages, precluding the planned 
reader-based evaluation of the project.  
In an informal interview, the bloggers 
revealed their motivations for taking part 
and reflected on the perceived benefits.  
Overall, they enjoyed the exercise and felt 
that that had developed several of Keele’s 
graduate attributes.

Keywords
blog, graduate attributes, transitions, 
peer-mentoring
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their IT skills and some of Keele’s graduate attributes.  

Methods

Ethical clearance

Ethical clearance was sought and granted from the appropriate 
research ethics committees.

Choice of platform

The platform of choice had to be easy to use and flexible enough for 
contributors to be able to customise their own spaces.  Moreover, there 
had to be a way of protecting the students’ identities and keeping 
the space private – at this pilot stage external access was not desired.  
There are a number of excellent blogging platforms available but after 
trialling several, a wiki platform, PBworks, was chosen. The decision was 
based on the prior expertise of the project leader and the facility to 
create classroom user accounts, rather than having to use your email/
username.  This was key for anonymising both participants and readers.

A link to the wiki page was posted in the Biochemistry area of the 
School of Life Sciences KLE noticeboard.  User accounts were set up 
for years 1-3 and staff viewers, so that individuals could log on to view 
the wiki without being identified. Emails were sent to all students at 
various times during the year to invite them to view the blogs.
 
Inviting participants and Induction

The project was introduced to new 1st year students at the Biochemistry 
induction meeting and to other cohorts by email.  The low-key email 
invitation approach taken was a deliberate decision, based on that fact 
that the project leader would be using the material generated by the 
bloggers to write an assessed report and did not want to pressurise the 
students into something that she would benefit from.  Students applied 
by submitting a short introductory piece. The project was supported by 
a Keele Teaching Innovation award, so students were offered a pro-rata 
remuneration for participating in the project and a prize for the best 
page. 

At an induction meeting, successful applicants were given training on 
how to use PBworks and issued with an information sheet, consent form, 
Guidelines and a Code of Practice agreement, which were produced 
with reference to several sources (Ripp, 2011; Allsopp, 2009; Scocco, 
2007).  It was important that the students perceived themselves as the 
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but to build a record of the ongoing process of student integration 
in a more real-time fashion than by using retrospective surveys.  The 
students revealed their thoughts on social issues like missing family and 
friends and academic issues - all things that were likely to be affecting 
the wider cohort.  A student sharing their experiences regularly 
throughout the year is likely to be a much more effective transition tool 
than snapshots, but is video the best format?
  
Web 2.0 technologies offer a real-time ongoing experience, without the 
hardware and electronic storage space requirements of video diaries. 
Web 2.0 internet sites differ from traditional static websites in that 
users can create and modify content to produce dynamic, evolving 
webpages.  Two types in particular could be ideal for an online diary. 
   
Blogs display material in reverse chronological order and provide the 
facility for users to post material and for readers to comment on these 
posts. Two major types of blog have emerged: filter blogs that convey 
factual information e.g. news items, politics etc. are a forum for public 
debate and in personal journal blogs, individuals record aspects of 
their life (Herring et al., 2005).  A number of custom platforms, such as 
WordPress and Blogger  offer free online blog spaces affording users 
some degree of control over who can access and post comments to 
their pages.  Additionally, the major virtual learning environment (VLE) 
providers to HE (Moodle, Blackboard (BB9) and WebCT) provide 
blog facilities, although from personal experience, the BB9 blog 
tool is less visually appealing and user-friendly than the commercial 
blog platforms.  Blogging has entered mainstream education as 
an innovative approach to reflective writing (Wiid et al., 2013) or, as 
reported by Prof. Bill Dixon at the 2013 Keele Teaching Symposium, to 
promote student engagement with key issues.  Blogging has also been 
seen as a useful medium for producing student diaries and the student 
information website Studential provides a portal to a range of public-
access student blogs.  A wiki is an online collaboration tool where a 
number of individuals can contribute and edit material on a page or 
group of pages, akin to collaborating on a word-processed document. 
Unlike blogs, wikis are static editable pages. The most famous example 
of a wiki is, of course, Wikipedia, the online “encyclopaedia of almost 
everything” that is often the first port of call for any new enquiry. 

In this project, four biochemistry students used a wiki platform to 
record an online journal of their year at Keele, which was initially only 
accessible by fellow biochemistry students and the staff teaching 
them.   By sharing their experiences throughout the year, it was hoped 
that their fellow students would be able to identify with the bloggers.  
Analysis of the blog content provided an insight into the issues 
affecting the students throughout the year.   Participation in the project 
was beneficial to the bloggers, by providing an opportunity to develop 
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owners of their own blogs (as opposed to participants in the leader’s 
project), able to determine the frequency of blogging and content for 
themselves.  To avoid any potential power issues, they were assured 
that the project leader was available any time for technical support, 
or advice on what to post, but would otherwise take a very hands-off 
approach.  All of the induction material can be found in Appendix 1.

Students were issued with a username and password to maintain their 
anonymity.  They were given the option of whether to use a cartoon or 
their photograph on the entry page to link to their own pages.   Our 
concerns about protecting students’ identities were unfounded, as 
all four students were happy to use their own first names and two 
provided photographs as links to their pages.  

Evaluation

A content analysis approach (Norton, 2009) was taken to do an in-
depth investigation of the blog content by assessing the emergent 
categories and then quantifying the frequency of comments in each 
theme.   Essentially, the text of all four student blogs was pooled in 
a single document and upon reading through all the comments, a list 
of categories encompassing all the comments was produced.  The 
text was then broken down into text units ranging from a few words 
to several sentences and then these units were placed in each of the 
categories.  

It was planned to evaluate the project both from the bloggers’ and the 
readers’ viewpoints.  To ascertain the viewers’ opinion, the intention 
was to set up an anonymous online Survey Monkey questionnaire, 
with both grading-type (e.g. Likert) and free response questions.  For 
the bloggers, an informal debriefing session was held at the end of 
semester 2 where, over lunch, we discussed a number of key questions.  

Results 

Following several calls for applications, four students (two 1st year and 
two final (3rd) year students) were recruited. Although this was fewer 
than anticipated, and gave no representation from the 2nd year, there 
was reasonable coverage of interests and backgrounds. 

Ayo, the only male of the group, was a school leaver studying 
Biochemistry and Biology.  His page was identified by a covert 
photograph of himself in fancy dress. Ayo posted several times in 
semester 1, but did not update his page in semester 2.

Also a school leaver, Nadine was studying Biochemistry and Forensic 
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Science. She chose not to provide a photo or cartoon to link to her 
page. Nadine did not post at all in semester 1, but did produce a long 
post at the start of semester 2.

Both of the 3rd year students, Jess and Leanna, were regular bloggers, 
posting short updates almost weekly, with occasional breaks when 
their workloads were high.  

Jess was studying Biochemistry and Human Biology and used a cartoon 
as the link to her page.

Leanna, a major route Biochemistry student, had just returned from a 
one-year sandwich placement in France and so was entering her final 
year with a completely new group of classmates. She was happy to use 
a photograph as the link to her page.

Analysis of blog style and content 

As is evident from the blog (enter JADE in both fields when prompted 
for username and password), the students adopted diverse styles and 
discussed different things. For example, Ayo’s short posts each had a 
separate descriptive title whilst Nadine’s witty blog used font size and 
bold text for emphasis and her introductory paragraph also used lots 
of “......... ” and large spaces, as a way of building suspense.   Leannas’ 
blog was peppered with lots of pictures and was the most in-depth and 
informative blog.  Jess’s blog was the most informal and her picture-
packed blog posts were given chronological order titles and she made 
use of different fonts and colours for emphasis. 

An in-depth content analysis was undertaken to determine the main 
topics covered in the blogs and the frequencies with which these 
occurred. Eight categories emerged into which a total of 542 text units 
were placed (31, 34, 188 and 289 for Ayo, Nadine, Leanna and Jess, 
respectively).  Table 1 shows the categories, with some examples of the 
text units placed in each category.  These are the students’ own words 
(and spelling).

Figure 1 shows the frequency of units in each category. Looking at 
the pooled data (black column) the most common category was 
“workload”, closely followed by “personal approach to study”.  However, 
looking more closely at the data from the individual blogs, it was clear 
that there were big differences between the content of the first year 
and final year blogs in some categories, which skews the pooled data.  
For example, the pooled “workload” category was highly influenced by 
the two final year students and was actually a minor category for the 
first year students. Indeed, text units falling into the “personal approach 
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to study” and the “workload” categories accounted for just under 50% 
of Jess and Leanna’s text units.  Jess made frequent reference to how 
she was coping with her workload (she included a photo of her sticky 
notes planning out the week).  Her enthusiasm for her project and some 
of the work she is doing came across really clearly.
  
The 1st year bloggers’ pages appeared to have a higher frequency 
of biographical information than the 3rd year students.  However, 
examination of the raw numerical data  (appendix 2), showed that 
both of the 3rd year bloggers actually had about twice the number 
of biographical text units than the 1st year pages, so although the 
biographical text units represent a smaller percentage of their total 
comments, they did reveal more biographical information overall.  

Apart from an account of her journey to Keele, Nadine’s blog focused 
mainly on advice about preparing for exams. Her blog content showed 
more similarity with Ayo’s blog than to the 3rd year blogs, with 3 of the 
8 categories well matched.  With the exception of the two categories 
“career preparation” and “hobbies”, Leanna and Jess had remarkably 
similar text unit profiles.  Leanna was applying for and attending 
interviews for PhDs and gave advice on interview preparation based 
on her own experience. She had also done an industrial placement 
in France and discussed her experiences and career development 
opportunities. Jess was applying for a place at dental school and her 
blog described the application process. Neither Ayo nor Nadine wrote 
much about career preparation - they had only just started their degree 
programmes, so their careers may not as high a priority for them as it 
clearly was for the final year bloggers.

In terms of hobbies, Jess revealed much more about her social life 
and pastimes than the other students, although Ayo’s brief blog, 
which covered some of his social experiences in semester 1, showed a 
similar profile to Jess for hobbies and emotions.  Jess divulged more 
information that might be considered personal (e.g. emotions, health 
issues, hobbies and mentions of family etc.) than the other bloggers.  
In addition to photos of places, she posted random shots, like her 
noticeboard covered in post-it notes, photos related to her lab work, 
cartoons, videos etc., all of which reflected her personality.  Leanna 
also posted photos regularly, but they tended to be scenic photos, like 
the snowy scene at Keele and places in France, in line with the more 
informative nature of her blog.
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Student Evaluation of the Project 

To maintain reader anonymity, several usernames were set up for each 
year group, meaning that different students could use the same log-in 
details or an individual could use different log-ins each time. Technically, 
there was no way to determine how many different students had 
accessed the page, only the total number of hits.  Disappointingly, there 
were very few regular visitors to the students’ pages and no comments 
were left.  This precluded any meaningful evaluation of the blog pages 
from a reader’s standpoint.

During a debriefing session, the bloggers were asked about their 
motivation for taking part in the project.  One of the 3rd year students 
was already involved in ambassador work with school pupils and 
thought that participating in the blog project would give her the 
opportunity to develop her skills with university students.  Other 
comments included that it was “something new to try”; it was an extra-
curricular activity that they could record on their CV and that it would 
be interesting. Table 2 places their motivations in context with those 
described in a large scale study of journal-style bloggers’ motivations 
(Hollenbaugh, 2011).

Not only did all the students enjoy participating in the project, they 
all felt that they had benefitted in some way.  One student said that 
she used her posts as a “procrastination tool”.   This was a disturbing 
revelation, as it was certainly not the intention that the blog would 
distract students from their work!  Thankfully, she qualified her 
statement further by saying that she found it a useful way to break the 
tedium of study, with the added benefit that by writing her posts she 
was doing constructive reflection. The students also found it useful to 
read over what they had written earlier in the year and see how they 
had progressed.  By looking at the other bloggers’ pages, they were 
able to get a different perspective on things.  One of the formal aims 
of the project was to help the bloggers develop some of the graduate 
attributes. It was encouraging to note that by participating in the project 
and thinking about the material they had posted, the students felt that 
they had developed eight of the attributes, either fully, or partially (see 
Appendix 3 -yellow highlights show the parts of some attributes that 
were considered met). 

The students were asked if they had identified any barriers preventing 
them from posting more often. Workload was the main issue and even 
the final year students who were regular posters, did miss the occasional 
week when deadlines were looming.  The final year students spent an 
average of 20 minutes per post,(<10 hours over the two semesters), 
which in their opinions was not a big time commitment.   One 1st year 
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blogger said that their long post had taken about 45 minutes, perhaps 
too much time to be spending regularly.  The other 1st year blogger said 
that they did not post often because they were not sure that what they 
had to say would be useful. The 1st year bloggers were candidly asked 
if they would have posted more often, if they had been given subtle 
reminders every now and then!  They both said yes, but that reminders 
might have made the exercise seem more of an obligation and may 
have taken the enjoyment out of it.  

The students had looked at the other blogs and some knew that their 
friends had looked at their posts.  One student admitted that they had 
not told their friends that they were blogging.   All of the students felt 
that the relative inaccessibility of the blog page was a major barrier 
to readership and all have agreed that the blog should be placed in a 
more accessible place and should be opened to a wider audience.  One 
student suggested that it might be a useful recruitment tool and so I 
have placed a link to the page on our most up-to-date welcome web 
page.

Discussion

“A Year In The Life Of”, an online diary of student life, was launched 
in October 2012, with the aims of easing student transitions through 
university, identifying the key factors affecting the students throughout 
the year and developing graduate attributes in the student participants.  
Having completed the first year of what is hoped will be an ongoing 
project, there are a few lessons to be learned. 
 
The most disappointing aspect of the project was the poor readership, 
as it meant that one of the project aims could not be fully addressed.  
In an attempt to restrict the audience to Biochemistry students and 
to protect the identities of the bloggers, the link to the “A Year In The 
Life Of” page was placed in the biochemistry folder on the School KLE 
noticeboard.  To access the page, the students had to log into their 
Keele accounts and then click through several folders to reach the link.  
Given that the target audience was what Prensky would describe as 
“digital natives”, who “are used to receiving information really fast” 
(Prensky, 2001), perhaps this tortuous route to the blog link was an 
own-goal!  The link to the page has now been placed on a non-assessed 
teaching module (NAT) on the KLE on which all Life Sciences students 
have been registered. The viewer figures have already increased 
dramatically. 

PBworks as the platform of choice worked really well, with the facility 
to control access through a single entry point and the students finding 
it easy to customise their pages. However, one of the disadvantages of 
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the static nature of a wiki page was that the text became rather lengthy.  
A workable solution might be to retain the entry point via PBWorks, but 
to link out to external blogs hosted on WordPress (as the project leader 
has now done with her own blog). The students would then be the 
owners and administrators of their own blogs and could access them 
directly, but the project leader could still control access to the front 
page. This would represent a major difference to the existing set-up, 
in that the project leader currently owns the “A Year In The Life Of” 
wiki workspace whilst the students wrote pages within that workspace.  
Cornell University student blog “Life on the Hill” appears to use a similar 
format, with WordPress blogs hosted within the Cornell domain. 

What the bloggers said and what they gained from the experience

Analysis of the blog content revealed differences in the factors affecting 
the 1st year and 3rd year students, with workload, personal approach 
to study and career preparation being the dominant themes in the 3rd 
year blogs, whilst Ayo’s blog had greater emphasis on his social life than 
his studies.  This is perhaps not surprising given the intense workload of 
a final year student, the fact that they have had several years to develop 
their higher level study skills and that they are thinking about the next 
steps career wise. 

The nature of the material discussed also seemed to reveal differences 
in the students’ personalities.  The relative anonymity of the internet 
has been suggested to make people more likely to disclose personal 
information than they might do face-to-face (Bargh et al., 2002).  
However, in contrast to the assumptions of the online “disinhibition 
effect”, in a quantitative analysis of 154 blogs, it was found that blogs 
that were more visually identifiable (i.e. by including photographs) were 
more likely to disclose personal information than blogs with few visual 
identifiers (Hollenbaugh & Everett, 2013). However, some of the blogs 
analysed showed “discursive anonymity”, in that the bloggers revealed 
little identifiable biographical information:  these bloggers tended 
to be more “disclosive” than bloggers who used their real name, but 
not photographs.  These authors interpreted their findings by saying 
that “visual cues were perceived by bloggers as less identifying than 
discursive cues” (Hollenbaugh & Everett, 2013).  A simpler explanation 
might be that people who are willing to show photographs to strangers 
may be naturally more open and willing to share than people who are 
only feel able to share if they remain anonymous.  In this study, Jess 
was the most “disclosive” of the bloggers and used lots of photographs 
that reflected her personality and sense of humour (although none 
in which she was clearly identifiable).  Leanna was the one who used 
an identifiable photograph of herself and whilst she does reveal some 
information about her personal life, it is less so that Jess.   Nadine does 
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not show a photo and she discloses no personal information, so her 
blog does not show any signs of the disinhibition effect – Nadine’s 
blog was effectively a single post, so this finding must be treated with 
caution. 

All of the students in the current study enjoyed blogging and, as 
discussed earlier, perceived that they had developed some of the 
graduate attributes.  During the debriefing session, they revealed their 
motivations for volunteering for the project and reflected upon how 
they had used their blog.  Whilst the project leader’s decision to take 
a hands-off approach was the right one, in future it might be better to 
have a debriefing meeting at the end of the semester 1, so that issues 
like a student not posting because they didn’t think they had anything 
useful to say could be addressed.  In that particular case, the student 
was apparently seeing the blog as a way of reaching a target audience, 
rather than as a tool for developing their own skills.

Hollenbaugh in 2011, analysed the motivations of personal journal-style 
bloggers and identified 7 key factors, which were then also correlated 
with age, perceived loneliness, disclosiveness and gender (summarised 
in Table 2).  The statements highlighted in yellow reflect things that 
the bloggers in the current study mentioned in the debriefing meeting, 
showing a good correlation with Hollenbaugh’s findings.  As none of 
the students were what might be construed of as lonely, it was not 
surprising that they displayed none of the exhibitionist traits.

Conclusion

Four students produced online accounts of their academic year, 
revealing some of the key factors that affect students.  It seems that 
at 1st year level, social life is as important as academic life but by 
3rd year academic life takes precedence.  Whilst the readership was 
disappointing, the bloggers all enjoyed taking part and felt that they 
had developed their graduate attributes.  The project will be continued 
but will be opened to a wider audience and made more accessible.  
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Table 1 Examples of comments (text units) placed in each category
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Figure 1 Content Analysis

The pooled and individual blogs were subdivided into text units, (rang-
ing from short phrases to several sentences) and each text unit was 
then placed into one the eight emergent categories. The solid black 
column represents the % text units falling into each category from the 
pooled data.  The remaining columns show the % text units falling into 
each category in the four individual blogs (blues for 1st year students 
and reds for 3rd years). 
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Table 2 Motivations for blogging and personality type

The yellow highlights indicate motivations that our student bloggers 
mentioned. Adapted from Hollenbough, 2011.
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ARTICLE  | #2 Design / Methodology

This is a theoretical paper 
based on insight from both the 
literature and a practical insight. 
The research methodology 
is semi-structured, in-depth 
interviews.

Findings

The analysis of the interview 
data shows that academic 
staff in the School of Physical 
and Geographical Sciences 
at Keele University have a 
range of mutual and personal 
individual plans for pursuing 
sustainable development. 
These plans represent 
interactive relationships 
between sustainability forms 
and academic practices.

Research Implications

This study uses theoretical 
framework and empirical 
research to explore the 
academic sustainable practices 
and sustainability challenges in 
higher education institutions.  
This paper provides an 
overview of the interactive 
relationships between three 
forms of sustainability (triple 
bottom line) and the three 
main activities of higher 
education institutions (learning 
and teaching, researching and 
operational practices). 

Introduction

Sustainability, as a contemporary 
research discipline, has 
increasingly gained devotion 
and concern from academics as 
well as business practitioners. 
But there are many theoretical 
and practical gaps left for 
further academic and empirical 
development. Addressing 
sustainability practices is 
vital for all of society, and 
specifically higher education 
institutions (HEIs) in order to 
develop competitive insights 
and skills for current and future 
generations. 

Sustainability is now broadly 
considered as the most 
favourable framework within 
HEIs to promote social, 
environmental and economic 
prosperity (Ferrer-Balas, et al., 
2010). Furthermore, in 2011 the 
UK government established 
the UK Green Investment 
Bank to support and develop 
sustainable projects in the UK 
economic sector including 
HEIs1. Furthermore, the 
United Nations Millennium 
Development Goals Report 
(MDGs) has identified global 
major plans and strategies 
for sustainable development 
in 2013. These plans focus on 
establishing global partnership 
for development, ensuring 
environmental sustainability and 
implementing programmes to 
support sustainable education 
(United Nations, 2013). Thus, 
there is a growing consideration 
of the important role that HEIs 
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1 The GIB is part of a broader UK ambition to create a low-carbon, climate-resilient 
and environmentally sustainable (‘green’) economy. The GIB is one of several policy 
measures taken by the government to create a green UK economy. In 2011, the UK 
government committed the budget to fund the GIB with £3.8 billion over the period 
to 2015. GIB started to make direct, state aid compliant investments in green infra-
structure projects from April 2013 (for more information see http://www.bis.gov.uk/
greeninvestmentbank.
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and universities have to play in promoting the sustainability for all of 
society. 

There are many explanations of sustainable practices, but the only 
broad framework of these practices was addressed in the 1987 
Brundtland Report: “Sustainable development is development that 
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs.”

Given the absence of conceptual clarity surrounding these practices 
in the literature, the current study will help to clarify these academic 
practices to increase their operational and strategic merit in this sector. 
Thus, the main emphasis for this research is focused on building a 
robust and sustainable legacy for academic practices for university 
stakeholders e.g. current and future students, employees, local 
communities, business societies and social enterprises. 
 

Research Objectives

This research paper explores sustainability practices and specifically, 
the practical issues of putting sustainability theory into practice at 
Keele University. It also provides an illuminating exercise to explain the 
role of Keele University, as a higher education institution, in creating a 
more sustainable environment for the wider community as well as its 
own stakeholders.

Currently, there is an expanding shortage of scholarly researches to 
explore the sustainable academic practices (SAP) in UK Universities 
in order to ensure a sustainable future for all of society. SAP, as a 
contemporary promising discipline, has become one of the recent 
research fields in social and environmental sciences (Spence & Gray, 
2007). Furthermore, this research will clarify the relationships among 
economy, environment, and social influence of the university activities 
in order to engage the general stakeholders and raising sustainability 
awareness. 

The higher education sector represents the main supplier of future 
business developers and entrepreneurs as well as being institutional 
investors in sustainability (Lozano, et al., 2013).

The evidence in th  paper was collected using semi structured in-depth 
interviews with seven academic scholars from the School of Physical 
and Geographical Sciences (SPGS), Keele University as a case study. 
The analysis was performed against three dimensions / sets of academic 
sustainable practices. These dimensions can be summarized into three 
main categories: educational, research and operational practices. 
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Core Argument

Given the current structure of triple bottom line approach (TBL) and 
sustainability motivations, sustainable development (SD) is continuing 
to evolve within some industrial sectors e.g. health and public service; 
manufacturing; energy supply; retail and commercial enterprise; 
banking and financial services; and HEIs (Unerman, et al., 2007; McElroy 
& Engelen, 2012; Hopwood, et al., 2010  and Jeucken 2004). 

Thus, SD framework is now based upon the achievement of three 
different sustainability components: economic, social and environmental 
sustainability. The future development of these components in higher 
educational institutions will be focused on exploring more useful and 
sophisticated theoretical lenses to address sustainability practices 
in organizational setting (Unerman, et al., 2007). However, there are 
potential degrees of convergence between these components (i.e., 
TBL) and the three dimensions of the academic sustainable practices.
 
Climate changes, the global financial crisis, reformed legal frameworks 
and economic pressures on business enterprises have widely added new 
dimensions of the accountability profession (Hopwood, et al., 2010). 
Therefore, there is a great motivation towards promoting and exploring 
SD practices in the institutional context. These motivations and further 
supported by an extensive increase in sustainability initiatives proposed 
by global international organizations e.g. United Nations (UN) and 
Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), Sustainability Context Group in USA 
and some governmental authorities e.g. UK Green Investment Bank. 

Currently, there is an expanding shortage of sustainability research to 
explore the institutional SD practices in the HEIs in order to access the 
influence of these practices on current and future generations. SD, as 
a contemporary discipline has become one of the latest research fields 
in social and environmental sciences, particularly in HEIs, as one of the 
most important engine or network for sustainable future (Lozano, et 
al., 2013).    

Theoretical Positioning

This research was prompted by the development of legitimacy theory, 
stakeholder theory and triple bottom line approach. These theories 
have been used broadly, but not extensively, to explain the institutional 
context of sustainability (see McElroy & Engelen, 2012; Ian Thomson 
in Unerman et al., 2007; Chen & Roberts, 2010; and Bebbington, et al., 
2005).

However, in order to develop more sustainable practices, business 
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institutions have managed not only economic capital, but also their 
natural capital and social capital (McElroy & Engelen, 2012). To enable 
this insight to move forward, the concept has highlighted the need for 
concise and clear strategies for environmental, social and economic 
sustainability. It also sets up the challenge to harvest valuable benefits 
not only from the use of green technology but also the impact from a 
learning and business perspective (Spence & Gray, 2007). It should be 
noted that there are some theoretical and practical gaps left for further 
academic and empirical development. Some of these gaps could be 
identified in investigating the interactive relationships between three 
forms of sustainability (TBL) and the three main activities of HEIs 
(learning and teaching, researching and operational practices). 
  
Lasano et al, (2013) argued two main aspects to develop the maturation 
of SD in the HEIs: (1) the need to develop the university system e.g. 
including curricula development, research, physical operations and the 
engagement with stakeholders; and (2) the assessment and reporting. 
But this work does not clarify the action plans that should be introduced 
by the HEIs leaders to promote this initiative for current and future 
generations. In addition, they do not indicate the conceptual framework 
of this new paradigm to catalyse SD throughout the entire university. 

Furthermore, the main behavioural changes and the critical position of 
the HEIs to accelerate their role to create more sustainable societies 
should be embedded in the academic workplace (Ferrer-Balas, et al., 
2010). These changes need to focus on creating more sophisticated 
social rafts e.g. values, attitudes, motivations, societal interactions and 
the assessments of the social impacts of academic research in order to 
empower this role. Ferrer-Balas, et al., (2010) argued for a structured 
framework to systematize change for sustainability in higher education. 
Furthermore, they claim that there is a need for creating interactive 
partnerships with practitioners and integrating leadership with cultural 
aspects to promote SD. The participatory approach to change the 
cultural values within universities can be criticized by a lack of practical 
and institutional responsibility in creating these norms to facilitate the 
development and sharing of new sustainable practices. Operational 
and institutional facilities should also be marshalled to reinforce this 
desirable change.  

More prominently, HEIs could learn from the efforts of corporate 
sustainability experience to develop their own sustainable practices 
(Lozano, 2011). This process could be used as well to develop the 
sustainability reporting mechanism in order to strengthen the societal 
business links and communicate effectively with stakeholders e.g. UK 
Higher Education Academy (HEA), current and prospective students, 
academic and administrative staff, financial institutions, alumni, student 
unions and business enterprises. Furthermore, this mechanism could be 
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applied in the other direction to promote the reputational legitimacy 
of HEIs.

The institutional level of stakeholder theory outlines the achievements 
of the organisational objectives of corporate strategies (Mansell, 
2013). The achievement of these objectives should include some sort 
of managerial responsibility to align the corporate objectives with the 
interests of stakeholders. But stakeholder identification represents 
a debatable challenge for institutional leaders and managers in 
order to articulate fundamental bases of legitimacy in stakeholder-
manager relationships (Mitchell, et al., 1997). Mansell (2013) argues 
that whilst some stakeholders hold legitimate influence on managers 
and institutions, this influence does not articulate the nature of these 
relationships. Furthermore, Mitchell, et al., (1997) introduce some 
theoretical progress toward corporate social responsiveness, asserting 
the importance of exploring the main stakeholders and defining the 
source of their influence on the organization. However, it does not 
explore practical techniques that could be used to identify those 
stakeholders or offer a solution as to how to build up successful 
business links with them.

The institutional reputation represents an important factor that could 
be used to develop these links (Bebbington, et al., 2008). Legitimacy 
theory suggests the possibility of using social and environmental 
reporting in order to strengthen the institutional reputations in order 
fulfil the anticipated expectations of the main stakeholders (Unerman, 
2008). 

In addition, TBL approaches could be used as crucial ideas to stimulate 
institutional reputations. The three element of the institution’s economic, 
environmental and social impact represent insufficient conditions 
to achieve the comprehensive objectives of SD (Milne & Gray, 2012). 
The main reasons behind this insufficiency are captured in the conflict 
between institutional desire to secure more profits (for financial 
viability) at the expense of social and environmental equity. However, 
McElroy & Engelen (2012) do not accept these claims because they do 
not provide any alternative routes to achieve institutional sustainable 
practices and develop more ecological society. Moreover, they have 
used a TBL approach to measure the institutional sustainability 
performance.

Finally, stakeholder theory, legitimacy theory and TBL approaches 
represent a useful context to develop institutional sustainable 
practices and create more positive green impact for current and future 
generations. This conceptual framework could be used as a starting 
point to measure sustainability performance for academic activities. 
It should be noted that whilst a TBL approach does not offer many 
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practical insights, it is still a valid approach for more longitudinal and/or 
empirical investigations. 

Method Applied 

In order to support the conceptual framework and address academic 
sustainable practices, an interpretative approach was adopted as a 
qualitative research method of choice. The evidence from this study 
was collected using semi-structured in-depth interviews with seven 
academic staff from the School of Physical and Geographical Sciences 
at Keele University, as a case study. The interviews ranged from one 
to one and a half hours in duration and were guided by a number of 
general open ended questions. The main purpose of the research 
interviews was to explore how meanings of sustainability are shaped 
and promoted collectively in the academic work place (Fontanna & 
Frey, 2008). This approach was developed in order to address the main 
research objectives (Silverman, 2010). There were three main reasons for 
selecting academic staff from this school. First, some interviewees have 
had some input into formulation of ideas about sustainability at Keele 
University. Second, academic staff at this school could be expected to 
have broad perspectives on sustainability activities and may thus be 
viewed as being able to address questions investigating the perception 
of academic sustainable practices. Third, the majority of interviewees 
had broad expertise from areas of clean technology, physical and 
geographical sciences, and sustainable education. Additionally, some 
of the interviewees were teaching comprehensive courses on Greening 
Business, Employability, and Sustainability for foundation and first 
year students. Further, this school participated in a three year research 
project funded by the Higher Education Academy’s National Teaching 
Fellowship Scheme, entitled Hybrid problem-based learning – a 
scalable approach to sustainability education, a collaboration between 
Keele, Manchester, and Staffordshire Universities that aimed to explore, 
develop, and disseminate novel pedagogies and educational resources 
for sustainability education within universities based on problem-based 
learning (PBL)2.

The interview questions were focused on a limited number of 
points, centring on social, environmental and economic aspects of 
sustainability in the academic practices. The on-going analysis was 
supported by notes taken during and after each interview to reflect 
on emerging themes and provide general feedback about research 
structure e.g. sustainability process (Silverman, 2010), thereby helped 
clarify any emerging contradictions in the core themes.

2  To find out more about the project please have a look at  
http://www.keele.ac.uk/hybridpbl/ (accessed at 27Th February 2013) 
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Findings

During the interviews, it was apparent that academic staff perceived 
sustainable practices as a competitive advantage for the university. This 
perception was used to classify and address academic sustainability 
practices and forms (see table I).  However, further sustainable 
practices were suggested by some interviewees based on their own 
long experience in the UK higher education sector. Therefore, while 
academic sustainable practices were perceived as being part of 
their jobs, its existence in their work place was ultimately viewed as 
a supplementary and personal commitment. In conjunction with this 
insight, the sustainability forms have been classified into three main 
categories; economic, social and environmental context.

Table I the relationships between TBL and academic practices

Economic Sustainability

Some interviewees stressed that they had to cope with economic 
pressures to down size the operational costs and developing the existing 
structure of current courses to offer quality learning experience(s) 
for prospective students. The main purpose of this development was 
concentrated on improving students experience and knowledge for 
lifelong learning. In addition, they suggested some fundamental changes 
in research activities. These changes focused on assessing the social 
and environmental impact for the university research outputs rather 
than the Research Excellence Framework (REF). More importantly, 
they argued the purposes of the internal quality assurance framework 
(IQAF) as a proxy for institutional development. They suggested 
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greater emphasis on the validity and criticism of this audit process. The 
main weaknesses of IQAF stemmed from the absence of an expected 
economic return from these activities as well as the national benchmark 
for the whole process. These concerns are consistent with sustainability 
challenges and other claims in the higher education sector (see Ferrer-
Balas, et al., 2010). Two interviewees conversed in broad terms regarding 
their professional responsibilities for the future, particularly those 
researching and teaching environmental subjects. These participants 
were placing sustainable development at the core of their work e.g. 
teaching, researching and governance. The main purpose of this 
initiative is to integrated sustainable practices into day to day activities 
and procedures, but as yet, this process does not include a clear 
institutional role to raise awareness and understanding of sustainability 
issues for the whole university. The sustainability initiative, undertaken 
by the university, does not have a working strategy or action plan with 
a specific enough range of key stakeholders to promote sustainable 
development across the whole university. Three interviewees described 
their own experiences in promoting sustainable development by 
introducing interdisciplinary teaching in the field of sustainability. The 
main benefits of these approaches were focused on creating multiple 
perspectives in knowledge for the current generations. In addition, this 
was thought to help current students to understand the complex nature 
of sustainability challenges and contests and how to create competitive 
opportunities.

Social Sustainability

The interview data shows that the perspective of social sustainability 
focuses on providing structure for stakeholders to create fundamental 
changes that have a big impact on society. This implies creating 
favourable values, attitudes and norms for sustainable development and 
this process aims to build up a new institutional philosophy between 
the university staff and key stakeholders. However, the missing issue 
was how to find a common framework to engage all of these parties 
in this way and requires a clear identification of the university strategic 
direction toward sustainable development.

The interviewees suggested some research schemes to support 
sustainable practices in the university, incorporating empirical 
sustainable research in curriculum development, lifelong education, 
green learning and teaching technology, learning communities and 
individual wellbeing. The main positive reflection of this ingenuity is 
centred on developing new individual initiatives which will promote 
and apply sustainable development via different point of views from 
different researchers. 

DR. MOHAMED SAEUDY

The interview data also shows a noteworthy emphasis on developing 
sustainability awareness in the local communities. Some interviewees 
explored ideas to increase practical experience for staff and students, 
bring the research and teaching practices alive with practical 
applications of theories. The main motivation of this kind of suggestions 
is how to identify a common agenda to develop business links between 
the university and successful business leaders in the field of sustainable 
development.          

Environmental Sustainability

Academic staffs working in environmental subjects were initially more 
forthcoming about their motivations for sustainable development, 
having been influenced to variable degrees of depths and consistency 
by their own experiences in the field. They suggested some operational 
techniques to reduce the negative impact of the university process 
e.g. applying online reading materials, using renewable energy sources 
to reduce Carbon footprint, developing the environmental reporting 
process and assessing the environmental impact of research activities 
and publications. They also postulated that the main challenge of 
using renewable energy resources was to measure the cost benefits 
analysis of these activities to create positive value added in the future, 
requiring a reliable accounting and information system to manage 
this process effectively based on the successful corporate experience 
in the field. Measuring the environmental impact of research outputs 
represents a crucial process, having been used as an institutional 
proposition to support the university reputation (see Unerman, 2008). 
It seems likely that a university would be seeking to use its research 
publications to support and build up a new form of legitimacy with 
the key stakeholders. This could be achieved by explaining how well 
the university has maintained its activities for promote sustainable 
development for current and future generations.

More significantly, some other interviewees asserted that the ethical 
image of the university in society could be used as a competitive 
advantage in the longer term, pointing out that the strengths of 
ethical responsibility of the university should be flagged to reflect the 
institutional commitment toward sustainable development. The main 
challenge to this view is how ethical commitment could convince 
stakeholders that they were supporting the university (see Lozano et 
al., 2011). 
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Concluding Thoughts

The interview data discussed here shows need for a clear and on-
going action and procedure towards maintaining and encouraging 
academic sustainable practices in the university. This allows more focus 
for institutional development and improvement toward sustainable 
development. In the academic workplace under study, the author found 
that sustainable practices could be used as a competitive advantage 
to achieve future institutional growth. As interviews data suggests, 
sustainable development is a societal collaboration or contract, 
representing a real facet or framework to create more positive impact 
and to create additional sources of excellence.      

One of the main contributions of this research paper is to facilitate 
institutional dialogue between the university and the key stakeholders. 
The identified channels of this communication will potentially offer 
influential insights to develop the universities on-going strategies 
toward a more sustainable future. Another benefit of this research was 
to identify and explore some of the more practical lenses for decision 
makers. For example, academic sustainable practices could give us 
a wide strength of thoughts to pursue our institutional vision and 
confidence to create an ecological realm. Thus, the current challenges 
will be concentrated on how to manage university resources to achieve 
genuine prosperity for current and future generations. 
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ARTICLE  | #3 Introduction

The uses of video technology 
to aid medical education are 
well established, from polished 
CAL (computer aided learning) 
programs to low budget 
teaching aids (McGaghie, et 
al, 2010).  We believe there is 
a place for this technology in 
maintaining and improving 
student motivation.  There 
are relatively few studies in 
medical education exploring 
issues of student motivation 
due, in part, to how recent this 
area of study has come under 
investigation (Tanaka, et al, 
2012). From a pedagogical 
standpoint, this project is 
working predominantly with 
self-determination theory, 
specifically, controlled 
motivation from external 
sources, like KBB (Kursurkar et 
al, 2013). There is overwhelming 
general evidence that student 
motivation has a wide impact 
on uptake and effectiveness of 
learning opportunities in higher 
education (Stegers-Jager, et al, 
2012).  As a part of this study, 
we conducted two focus group 
feedback meetings with pre-
January examination first year 
medical students to provide 
pilot evaluation data on their 
perspectives on using these 
four resources in that context.

One of the additional 
values of this study is that it 
touches on several of the ten 
Keele Graduate Attributes:  
Cultivating a professional and 
reflective approach (attribute 
9) and self-confidence and 
self-awareness to pursue future 
goals (attribute 7), as well 
as motivation to participate 

responsibly (attribute 8).  We 
feel this is a particular strength 
of our project as it addresses 
learner motivation in such a way 
as to optimise the university 
experience for all students.  
One of the main benefits of 
disseminating this evaluation of 
our work is to share the lessons 
learned from the KBB project 
and aid their application for 
use with a broader spectrum of 
users beyond medical students.

Methods

Focus groups are useful as 
an evaluation tool to aid in 
comprehending the feelings 
and behavioural attitudes 
of individuals (Rabiee et al., 
2004).  Focus groups also 
provide a useful tool for testing 
the validity of the necessary 
assumptions that are inherent 
when designing and providing 
a product, in this case, video-
based guided study resources.  
One of the main benefits of using 
a focus group method to collect 
data is its ability to capture 
group dynamics, thereby 
adding social interaction 
perspectives on the research 
as added value to the analysis.  
For this study, focus group 
discussion was independently 
transcribed (full transcripts 
available upon request) and this 
information was contextualised 
with detailed (non-interacting) 
observer notes made during 
the focus groups.  We used 
Krueger`s (1994) framework 
analysis model to analyse our 
focus group data because 
this method provides a clear 
series of steps to aid analysis 
whilst enabling investigation 

Title
Development, application and 
evaluation of Web 2.0 technology to 
enhance the student experience – Keele 
Student Bites.

Author(s)
Dr. Andrew Morris, Mr. William Stockton, 
Mr. Steve Clipstone and Dr. Russell 
Crawford 

Contact
r.crawford@keele.ac.uk 

School
School of Medicine

Faculty 
Faculty of Health

Abstract
The aim of this project was to develop a 
specific series of four student-generated, 
video-based, guided study objects that 
will integrate into an existing medical 
education resource – Keele Basic Bites 
(KBB) and was dedicated to addressing 
issues impacting on student motivation 
in higher education. This project allowed 
students from Keele to design, create, 
film, edit and distribute four novel 
resources focussing upon relevant issues of 
plagiarism awareness, recognition of stress 
patterns, feedback and procrastination; 
all issues that impact on general student 
learning and the university experience.  
These resources were made by a mixed 
background of students from multiple 
disciplines and were intended to be 
accessible and of value to all university 
student.  In this pilot study, we present 
qualitative data from having tested 
reception of these resources on medical 
students in the first instance, with a view 
to sampling opinion from other student 
groups in future work.
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of the breadth of the data collected as part of this work.  Using this 
methodology we subjected the data to five key stages:  Familiarisation; 
identification of the thematic framework; indexing; charting and 
mapping / interpretation (Krueger, 1994).

Results

As a direct result of this project, we facilitated generation of four novel 
motivational resources suitable for all students in HE, the specifics of 
each are as follows:

• Student Bites A – 145 Views – 2:47 mins – Procrastination
• Student Bites B – 147 Views – 1:46 mins – Panic
• Student Bites C – 39 Views – 3:59 mins – Plagiarism
• Student Bites D – 30 Views – 2:03 mins – Feedback

Video Links

Student Bites A - http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ndyTUwE8DM8
Student Bites B - http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y42Iz4jlwuU
Student Bites C - http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ILzkJQt0EbE
Student Bites D - http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CWakLlsTHvE

From the contextualised focus group discussions and subsequent 
data analysis we identified four major recurrent themes.  These ideas 
were formalised according to the methods outlined previously, into 
descriptive statements concerning the following themes:

• Theme 1 – Video Length
• Theme 2 – Suitability of motivational resources for medical 

students
• Theme 3 – Who should make these resources, staff or students?  
• Theme 4 – Suggestions / need for additional resources

Representative Quotes and Discussion

THEME 1

“The shorter ones, you definitely watched the whole way through but 
some of them I felt… it was a little bit repeated, the same things, so it 
dragged a little bit”

Market research data from a number of sources analyse telemetric data 
for web-based videos, namely: Youtube, Wistia, Dusseldorf University/
QVC – Based on these observations, it is proposed that shorter video-
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based messages are “better”, meaning in the context of market 
research, that they are more likely to be watched (and re-watched) 
in their entirety - for more information on this topic we recommend 
reading:
  
http://www.dynamiclogic.com/docs/white-paper-pdfs/2011/03/22/
whitepaper_dl_tubemogul_apr2010.pdf  

The meta-conclusion from all these sources is that optimal on-line video 
length seems to be between 30s – 2:45mins, a timeframe in agreement 
with the comments from this study.
  
THEME 2

“some of those videos…weren’t medical students and I mean that… it’s 
hard to relate to somebody trying to tell you about…stress at exams 
where it’s generally accepted that medical students do have a lot more 
stress, (and) a lot more work on their plate than some disciplines”

The prevalent attitude, once the data from the study had been grouped, 
was clearly that medical students were not the most suitable target 
demography for general motivational resources (or possibly, these 
specific motivational resources).  Much of the data indicated that due 
to the nature of their course having quite a large existing element of 
pastoral care running through it, they felt these resources were surplus 
to their requirements at the time of watching.  Interestingly, and 
beyond the scope of the current study, these comments may highlight 
a discipline-specific bias in student perceptions of stress and may be 
interesting to explore in further work (Firth, 1986).

THEME 3

“If we had like an FY1(doctor)…saying I’ve done this all before, then I 
think that would be a lot more useful than students” and “A motivation, 
I think, is seeing someone already in a position you want to be in” 

As part of the analysis, it became clear that this group of students would 
better respond to a staff-generated message than a student-generated 
one, even on the same subject areas.  Interestingly, these discussions 
further indicated a strong desire for more targeted resources, tailored 
to medical students specifically and delivered by staff familiar to them.
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THEME 4

“It makes you think about it (the resource) and then you’re like, what is 
the relevance of this and then it comes back to you and it’s quite clever” 
and “needs to be a video that tells somebody that’s it’s okay…Yeah, and 
you can do it”

Given the views emerging from themes 2 and 3, it was perhaps 
unsurprising that the comments centred on how resources could be 
made more applicable to medical students.  Interestingly, the ideas 
that came out of these discussions, encompassing areas like exam 
preparation and how to handle failure are equally applicable to all other 
student cohorts with minimal alteration.  We find it interesting that the 
medical student perception of what constitutes a targeted resource is 
actually very much able to be applied to other student groups and this 
is something we intend to explore in further studies.

In our view, one of the weaknesses of the current study centres on the 
selection of only medical students as evaluators of these motivational 
resources in our pilot work.  Taking further the points raised from our 
findings in the second theme, the next phase of this work will seek 
to repeat the study using a selection of non-medical students from 
the university to help establish whether there might be a different, 
more urgent need for motivational resources for students who are 
not enrolled on courses that carry a significant in-built pastoral care 
component.  Interestingly, this continuation plan will also allow us to 
address whether our conclusions from the fourth theme are also valid 
and that there are broadly more similarities than differences in student 
motivational needs.  This work is currently on-going.

Conclusion and Perspectives

There is clearly a need and a desire for motivational resources 
addressing issues aimed at students to ensure a more positive university 
experience overall. The findings of this study would indicate that it 
is predominantly (student-facing) staff that should be making and 
directing these resources and that when made, they should be short, 
cleverly crafted and targeted appropriately to students (ie, a mixture of 
general and specific resources, based on our finding here).  Resources 
produced in this way could potentially have significant value in helping 
maintain positive motivation for students across the years of their 
study.  Ideas like home sickness, cultivating independence, appropriate 
use of social media etc. will all be addressed as part of this on-going 
project, taking into account the finding of this study to inform a suitable 
strategy moving forward.  Our next step will be to perform a similar 
evaluation using non-medical students before expanding the number 
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of resources available to all university students via the KBB webpage 
(www.keelebasicbites.com).

Thanks

The KBB Team would like to take this opportunity to thank Dr. Sarah 
Aynsley and Dr. Antje Kuhrs for their assistance in running the focus 
groups and all our student actors and directors! Well done.
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Feedback can be defined as 
a tool to ‘motivate’ students 
which can help them to 
improve learning (Biggs, 2011).  
Current literature indicates that 
assessment and feedback are 
key issues related to effective 
teaching and learning in 
higher education (Race, 2005, 
Biggs, 1999, 2011), providing 
information on how feedback 
impacts student progress, helps 
the teacher (and students) 
identify weaknesses and 
strengths.  The Essay Feedback 
Checklist (EFC) has previously 
been used (Norton et al, 2002) 
as a two-way communication 
and interactive tool between 
students and tutors, which 
helped rank their level of 
confidence in each assessment 
criteria. Students were asked 
to submit the EFC with their 
essay and tutors gave them the 
evaluation underneath, for each 
criteria, with their comments.

The general finding of this 
research into the effectiveness 
of EFC indicates that students 
who shared in the study found it 
a useful tool to remind them of 
the criteria tutors were using in 
marking, and concluded that it 
was also useful to get feedback 
on each of the assessment 
criteria.  Further, the EFC was 
shown to be more effective in 
terms of sharing feedback with 
learners online, giving them the 
comments and sending it back 
to tutors; to give students a 
chance to see tutors comments, 
and ask about their evaluation.

Technology and 
Feedback

The literature indicates the 
importance of assessment 
and feedback in teaching and 
learning, with Ramsden (2003) 
arguing that: 

‘Assessment sends messages 
about the standards and 
amount of work required, and 
about which aspects of the 
syllabus are the most important. 
Too much assessed work leads 
to superficial approaches; clear 
indications of priorities in what 
has to be learned and why it has 
to be learned, provide fertile 
ground for deep approaches’.

In thinking about applying 
effective assessment, Nicholls 
(2004) identified three criteria:

Feedback: that means giving 
students information about 
their progress. For students, 
it helps them to know their 
performance. For the tutor, 
it helps as well to know how 
effective the teaching is on 
learning outcomes.

Progress: it helps to know the 
students’ progress in the short 
and long term, which helps to 
enhance the students learning.

Motivation: that helps students 
achieve what they intended to 
achieve.

Tennant et al, (2010) critically 
acknowledge the role of 
assessment in student learning.  
They focused on the changing 
assessment landscape as a 
result of many factors, for 
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students’ work can have great potential 
for their learning (Race, 2005). However, 
traditional practices of providing feedback 
are no longer effective and students do 
not always make use of this potential. The 
reason which may be behind why students 
do not use feedback in a proper way is a 
lack of communication between tutors and 
students in providing feedback.  This study 
attempts to find out what technology and 
support is available at Keele University 
which could enable new ways to engage 
students in feedback. It also highlights the 
critical role of technology in assessment 
and feedback and its relationship to 
student learning.  This study aimed to help 
students engage more with their feedback 
through the use of an online interactive 
tool (the Live Essay Feedback Checklist). 
This research also provides some 
suggestions for tutors which may help to 
provide feedback through use of this two-
way communication tool.  The findings 
of this study show that students prefer to 
receive electronic feedback from tutors 
and use online modes and interactive tools 
to discuss feedback with them.
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example: the growth of participation in higher education worldwide 
as a result of rising student numbers and the decline of resources per 
student and the increasing diversity of student populations, which forces 
universities to reassess their ideas about assessment and to provide 
greater support for students from diverse backgrounds to achieve 
assessment standards. They argue that the above challenges will reflect 
on the role of technology in undertaking assessment.  Accordingly, 
technology will possibly help to encourage tutors and students to 
develop participative feedback, which might positively affect students’ 
learning.  The use of technology could enhance student engagement 
with feedback (Hepplestone et al, 2011). These authors argue that: 
‘Returning feedback online enables students to receive feedback in a 
legible format, and to engage with it in privacy. Electronic templates 
aligned with assessment criteria and comment banks enable feedback 
to be generated in a consistent and equitable way’, thereby using an 
interactive approach in giving students the feedback they expect from 
tutors reflects positively on their learning progress. Also, it helps tutors 
to explain their evaluation to students for more support and to enhance 
their learning in the future (Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick, 2006).

Hepplestone et al, 2011 indicated that by using technology in providing 
feedback, students are given the time and space to read, engage 
with, and reflect on their feedback. They also claim that the use of 
technology to support this approach enables students to read and 
respond to feedback when they are emotionally ready and privately, 
with the immediate release of their grade afterwards. They noted that, 
through technology, tutors can formally involve students in reflection 
and/or dialogue in relation to the feedback they receive.  Therefore, 
technology is an established mechanism to help students receive 
timely feedback and it may also help them be more engaged with the 
feedback provided, allowing them to work forward with the feedback, 
creating an interactive environment with tutors to discuss and reflect 
feedback.  Additionally, it was thought that giving students’ feedback 
before releasing the marks could also help them value feedback 
comments more when published in advance of the grade (Hepplestone 
et al, 2011).

Rationale 

This section will detect and critically explore the emergence of new 
practices to the online electronic Live EFC in learning, the impacts of 
such practices, and the advantages and disadvantages of technology.  
In previous research with students about feedback (Mansour, 2013), 
they indicated that they are looking for timely, personal and detailed 
feedback:
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‘I want a timely feedback to tell me whether or not I have done well, 
where I‘m lacking, whether or not I have been able to understand the 
essay question’ (Student A). 

‘I am looking to know what kind of weaknesses and advantages were in 
my essay, also how to improve it in the future. I am looking as well for 
some suggestions on how to do it (Examples)’ (Student B).

‘I am looking for some suggestions for grammar and coherence linking 
words and how to make the idea logical. I also prefer to have online 
feedback from my tutor’ (Student C)

The above quotes indicate that students are not just in search of 
feedback that provides information on their actual performance, but 
also information about how to progress their performance in the future. 
They claim that feedback has to be on time and should be personalised 
in terms of reflecting every student’s strengths and weaknesses. The 
quotes also point to the importance of dialogue over feedback.  This 
study aims to help students to be more engaged in their feedback by 
using an innovative tool (online Live EFC) that might help students to 
better understand tutors’ feedback, and permit them to ask questions.  

The EFC

The Essay Feedback Checklist (EFC) is a tool that helps students to 
improve their essay writing (Norton et al, 2002). Designing the EFC 
involves making a list of the assessment criteria by which students’ 
essays are marked. Students are then asked to rate these criterion prior 
to submission of their assignment. Their ratings are submitted along 
with their essay. In this case, the EFC will act like a ‘reminder to students 
about the essential elements of their assignments that they should be 
focusing on, while they are actually writing’ (Norton, 2009). 

The EFC can also be used by the tutor to provide a rating of the 
assessment criteria. This can then be used to provide specific feedback 
about any differences between the student and tutor ratings (Norton, 
2009).  The EFC in this case will be used to help students improve 
their essay, as well as helping the tutor to give effective feedback, in 
agreement with Norton (2009), who indicated that:

‘EFC gives students practice at judging the worth of their own work, 
as well as acting as a reminder to them about what to focus on when 
writing their essays’

When the EFC has been used in previous research (Mansour, 2013), 
students were provided with the assessment criteria at the start of 
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the assessment process, so that they understood what was expected.  
Within the EFC, students can complete and self-assess their work 
against the assessment criteria.  First year students who were willing to 
take part in this study were given the EFC as a paper copy.  The tutors 
marked their essays, filed the EFC and returned it back to them via 
email, or personally. Some students contacted their tutors afterwards, 
because they had some questions regarding feedback. The tutors 
returned to them with more clarification about the feedback either face 
to face or via email.  Our central premise was that if the EFC could be an 
online tool between tutors and students, this could help both of them 
to discuss the feedback provided and give students an opportunity to 
ask more questions about their feedback.

Research Methods

This investigation has been explored with Keele foundation year 
students. The tutor was very keen to explain to students that 
participation in the project was voluntary. It had also been explained to 
students the purpose of the project and the possible benefits of taking 
part in this research: to improve their essay writing, and to help them 
be more engaged with the feedback provided, which could help them 
in the future to enhance their essay writing practice. Students were 
provided with an information sheet about the project and they signed 
a consent form.  A focus group approach was chosen for this study, 
because of the small number of students taking part (12 students).  
Further, we felt that a survey or a questionnaire perhaps would not 
have been as helpful for providing in-depth and detailed insights about 
students’ experiences.  A focus group approach was determined to be 
a suitable tool to collect these data because it facilitated students to 
express their ideas and share their experiences about the project.  In the 
focus groups, an independent interviewer created a situation where all 
participants felt comfortable in expressing their views and responding 
to the ideas of those around them (Walker, 1985). However, there are 
draw backs to adopting a focus groups approach (Smith et al, 2012), 
and in this study, the tutors were instructed to encourage students to 
be explicit in their views, thereby exploring both the disadvantages as 
well as the advantages of this tool.
 

Design the Online Live EFC

Our goal was to find a way to turn the EFC into a live interactive tool.  
We looked for advice from colleagues at Keele Management School 
and at the Learning and Professional Development Centre (LPDC) at 
Keele University and after discussions, It was agreed to use Google 
forms to design the EFC, send it to students, collect responses from 
them and then provide the feedback and activate their contribution if 
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they want more clarification.  Google doc seems to be an appropriate 
way to design an interactive Live EFC, because staff and students at 
Keele University use Google.  Briefly, to create a form on Google forms: 
go to Google forms and then create a new form (Figure 1). It will move 
you to another screen where you can enter a description for the form, 
the question title, and then choose the question types (text, tick boxes, 
multiple choices, scale…).  Tick boxes need to be selected and put ‘C’ 
for the completely confident choice, ‘P’ for partially confident and ‘N’ 
for not at all confident (Figure 2).

Figure 1

Figure 2

DR. HALA F. MANSOUR

After creating the EFC form on Google forms (Figure 3), the response 
destination has been selected to be students in the targeting module. 
From the confirmation page, you can set out the confidentiality of the 
form. In this study, we chose that responders could not edit the form 
after submission. This gives a chance to write down tutors’ comments 
and share it again afterwards with students.

Figure 3

The live EFC we constructed was shared with project colleagues after-
wards, before sending it to students. They were asked to do some ed-
iting to the form and answer the questions to make sure that it worked 
fine.  After that, the form were sent to students at their email addresses, 
before the submission of their essay, and they were asked to be aware 
of the marking criteria involved in the form, and rank their confidence 
level for each criterion (Figure 4).
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Figure 4

After the submission of the essay, students filled in the form and sent 
it back with the self-evaluation of their work (Figure 5). The responses 
could be shown in a spreadsheet form (Figure 6). The form allows for 
a summary of responses, and some statistical analysis to the responses 
for each criterion (Figure 7).

Figure 5
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Figure 6

To write up feedback in each criterion, we were required to right click to 
each cell and then add tutor comments and feedback (Figure 7).

Figure 7
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Evaluation of the Project

This section provides an evaluation of the project from the tutor 
perspective (reflective self-assessment). It also explores students’ 
experience with the tool.  It will evaluate and critique the usability and 
accessibility of the chosen technology. 

The Live EFC

From tutor perspective, the online Live EFC was thought to be easy to 
use and very helpful in providing detailed feedback. It allowed tutors to 
add feedback to the form and send back to students online, rather than 
seek a direct way to give it to them. The tool was thought to be good 
in terms of accessibility for tutors and for students as well. It helped to 
provide feedback on time, as well as build up a dialogue with students 
on their feedback.  From the tutor’s point of view, the main limitation 
of using the form was how to combine it with marking on Turnitin, and 
how to then link it to the Grademark.

From the students’ perspective and via the focus group data, they 
indicate the following:

‘EFC via Google helped me to plan my essay, and create structure to 
achieve high grades. It helped me as well to look at the feedback again 
and ask my tutor online about it’ (Student D). 

‘Giving instructions is important. In this module, we were given lecture 
slides about essay writing and the use of the EFC, which was helpful’ 
(Student E).

‘The online LEFC gave me a structure which I found easier to follow 
and therefore write the essay. It helps to keep reviewing my feedback’ 
(Student F).

‘The online EFC helped in better understanding of what needs to be 
done in the essay, and how it should be set out. It also encouraged me 
to ask my tutor about my work and his evaluation to it’ (Student G).

‘I prefer to receive online feedback not a face to face one. I can read the 
online feedback again and again at any time….I think the online form is 
helpful’ (Student H)

It seems from the quotes above that the Live EFC gives students an 
opportunity to follow up their work after submission, and to be more 
engaged with the feedback provided. It also helped to create a dialogue 
between students and tutors about feedback, which may help them to 
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improve their level of confidence, as well as their learning.

Limitations of the Project

As indicated earlier in this study, the main limitation is the number of 
students shared in this project.  This may have limited the generalisability 
of the results in some way.  Another limitation is that this project was 
applied to one module for foundation year students and results may 
vary if it were applied to another group of students.  Although beyond 
the scope of the current study, this would be an interesting follow up 
project.

Innovation

The innovation in this project is that it is taking the initiative to use a 
new tool in providing feedback for students (The Live EFC). It is also 
working to change some teaching practices by applying a ‘Teaching 
Beyond the Classroom’ approach through provision of feedback for 
students at different times of the year, and allowing them to query 
tutor‘s feedback.  The study has explored how to convert the EFC from 
a paper copy to an electronic and online form via Google documents, 
working to open a dialogue at KMS and in the Foundation Year Centre 
about feedback provided to students, and the level of engagement 
they should have which might help to promote thinking about how we 
provide feedback at Keele University, and how we could encourage the 
student voice and increase engagement with feedback.

Conclusion 

The use of technology to support assessment practices has had a 
long history (Nicol and Milligan, 2006).  Developing online, interactive 
ways to encourage students to engage with their feedback is the 
primary objective from our work. Thus, we find evidence to support 
our idea that this EFC interactive technology has increased attention, 
interest, preparation, and retention for students getting feedback on 
their work.  The findings of this project support the argument that 
students appreciate feedback and that they are looking to develop 
their writing skills. The findings also indicate the importance of creating 
an interactive method of communication between students and tutors. 
Students as digital natives recognise in this project the importance of 
online interaction with tutors, and respond very well to sharing their 
work and getting feedback on how to improve it.  Overall, students 
expressed a strong preference for online feedback, claiming that online 
feedback through EFC provided greater flexibility in access to their 
feedback, enabling them to read and respond. 
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This project has also helped to change our personal teaching practices, 
because it has helped us recognise the importance of considering 
student voices and highlighted how engaging those in teaching 
practices could reflect positively on student learning in a broad way.  
This project and other like it may open the door for tutors to think 
more about the role of technology in teaching and learning in higher 
education.
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Context and Objectives

Research methods modules 
involving statistical analysis 
are a mainstay of psychology 
undergraduate programs; 
however, they are also 
typically students’ least 
favourite module.  Of the third 
year psychology students 
surveyed at Keele University, 
68% disagreed or strongly 
disagreed when asked if they 
felt confident using SPSS (the 
package most commonly used 
for data analysis in psychology).  
Eighty-eight percent also 
agreed or strongly agreed with 
the item “I would like more help 
with SPSS”.  Despite taking 
research methods classes in 
years one and two, students 
still tend to lack a mastery of 
the topic by their third year, and 
are often unable to apply their 
knowledge to novel data sets.
  
This is a serious learning 
and teaching issue, as the 
resulting demotivation can 
have an adverse effect on 
learning and retention of new 
skills (e.g. Coutinho, 2008; 
Duijnhouwer, Prins, & Stokking, 
2010) and on students’ overall 
engagement with the subject. 
The current project aimed to 
produce teaching materials 
that students could use to 
augment their existing abilities, 
and increase their confidence 
when using SPSS.  A series of 
YouTube video tutorials were 
created, for students to view 
at their convenience.  Similar 
videos have been shown to be 
effective in other disciplines 
(e.g. Stefanidis, Korndorffer, 
Heniford, & Scott, 2007). Thus 
it was hypothesised that use 

of such materials would be an 
expedient, efficient method to 
increase students’ familiarity 
with SPSS, and their overall 
competency with statistics.
  

Methods

Participants

Twenty-one first year individuals 
(9 male, mean age=18.76 years; 
SD=.78) took part in return for 
£10.   Participants were recruited 
by mailout and had already 
undertaken approximately 10 
weeks of statistics lectures.

Video construction

Screencasts of SPSS were 
captured using screencast-
o-matic (www.screencast-
o-matic.com) a free web-
application.  This tool requires 
no installation and can be 
used on almost any computer.  
Videos were exported from 
the web-app as .avi files.  
Narration was overlaid to the 
video using Quicktime Player 
Pro.  The resulting files were 
then uploaded to YouTube.  
Captions and links were added 
to some videos using YouTube’s 
annotation tool.  All videos can 
be found at www.youtube.com/
cspsychology

Procedure

Participants were seated at 
a computer and completed 
a consent form.  They then 
provided measures of their 
statistics competency (see 
Table 1) on a 6-point Likert scale 
with a higher score indicating a 
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more positive response.  Participants were asked to navigate to the 
YouTube playlist containing all videos and to download the required 
data sheets:

Data sheet 1 (http://tinyurl.com/statsdata1).  The first half of the playlist 
guided participants through a simple comparison between two groups, 
using a t-test.  A demonstration used one variable in the analysis, then 
participants were asked to mimic the procedure with another.  The start 
of the next video showed the result they should have obtained, and 
contained a link to a separate video to show what they should have 
done (if needed).  

Data sheet 2 (http://tinyurl.com/statsdata2) The second half of the 
playlist used a more complex data sheet.   Four hypotheses were 
presented as clickable links within the video.  Participants were asked 
to attempt one themselves, then click the link to see if they had done 
it correctly.  

At the end of each video, a link was presented taking participants back to 
the list of four hypotheses to retry as necessary.  When participants had 
used the videos to their satisfaction, a second survey was distributed 
asking for opinions on their convenience and usefulness (see Table 2) 
using the same response scale as before. Participants were then paid, 
thanked, and dismissed.  

Results

Analyses were performed on all survey measures using a one-sample 
t-test, with the mid-point of the response scale (3.5) as the comparison 
value.  As can be seen from table 1, participants were not confident in 
their abilities in statistics, and disliked the topic. 
 
Table 2 shows participants’ responses after viewing the videos.  It is 
apparent that students were very positive about the materials, and 
gave appraisals significantly above the response-scale mid-point for all 
measures.
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In future work, we aim to produce videos demonstrating more complex 
data analysis procedures for use in psychology.  However, we believe 
such videos can be a powerful tool for a variety of subjects.  We en-
courage colleagues to utilise these technologies to their fullest, as they 
can clearly make a considerable difference to students’ understanding, 
confidence, and enjoyment of a subject. 
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Table 1 Participant’s feelings towards statistics

Table 2 Participant’s responses after viewing videos

Discussion and Conclusion

Statistics are an essential skill in the analysis of psychological data, but 
are usually unpopular due to their perceived difficulty and obtuseness.  
This project aimed to produce videos that could assist students’ learn-
ing on this topic, and to improve their fluency with SPSS.

The results from the analysis suggest this endeavour was very success-
ful.  Participants indicated that online materials clarified what was re-
quired for their analysis, and that they helped them understand statis-
tics better.  Participants also reported feeling more confident in tackling 
a new set of data subsequent to this.  This is a key finding from this 
project, as it is essential for students to gain mastery of data analysis as 
a whole, and that they are capable of transferring their analytical ability 
to novel material.  

The data from this project also indicates that students are comfortable 
with using online materials to augment their learning.  The technology 
is now available to making helping leaners with troublesome topics in 
this fashion very easy indeed.   
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The Learning and Professional 
Development Centre (LPDC) 
recently organised an event 
designed to provide an 
opportunity to discuss, share 
and develop practice in 
supporting the international 
student experience in 
a transnational Higher 
Education context.  The aim 
was to identify some of the 
challenges, share best practice 
that works in varying contexts 
and identify support to help 
colleagues navigate these 
issues in their own practice. 

The event was held centrally 
in the Chancellor’s Building 
and ran in two complementary 
parts.  The first part was a 
welcome and introduction 
from Russell Crawford of the 
LPDC who set the scene for the 
afternoon and helped focus the 
upcoming discussion to address 
outcomes from the event 
that might be used to inform 
practice.  This introduction was 
followed by a contextualised 
presentation from Russell Clark 
of the Language Learning Unit 
(LLU), who used a number 
of reflective and insightful 
examples to illustrate the myriad 
issues that university staff face, 
including a very informative 
video illustrating how some 
international students at 
Keele view issues of academic 
integrity (AI).  After this portion 
of the event the 30 session 
participants from right across 
the institution broke up into four 
smaller groups for a facilitated 
task where group members 
brought along case studies or 
personal anecdotal examples 
from their own teaching to 
discuss.  Facilitator pairs (two 

per group) at this event were:  
Carole Watkins (School of 
Health and Rehabilitation - 
SHAR) and Russell Clark (LLU); 
Jen Smith (LPDC) and Russell 
Crawford (LPDC and Medical 
School); Patricia Owen (School 
of Nursing and Midwifery) 
and Jon Parker (Politics, 
Internationalisation and 
Philosophy); Barbara James 
(LLU) and Fay Harris (Student 
Experience Manager, KeeleSU).
  
These contributor pairings 
facilitated their groups in a 
syndicate-style approach to 
tackle questions regarding 
anecdotal case studies / 
experiences around the subject 
of academic integrity, based on 
their own experiences. Groups 
assigned scribes to later report 
back to the larger audience.  The 
remainder of this event report 
will aim to capture the main 
points of these discussions as 
both a record and outcome of 
the event itself and as a way 
to inform a wider institutional 
conversation around issues of 
academic integrity.

There was a general feeling that 
the use of the Turnitin program 
and its output - an originality 
index, was not appropriate 
to use as the decisive factor 
in deciding whether further 
investigation of issues of 
student AI was necessary. This 
lead to a general consensus 
within the group, and then again 
within the larger audience, 
that staff needed a greater 
understanding of both the 
value and limitations of Turnitin 
and how best practice informs 
use of the originality report.  It 
was noted that the LPDC ran a 
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number of session every year that 
offered training in use of Turnitin.

This discussion group then 
switched focus to address the 
challenges regarding unrealistic 
expectations on (in some cases, 
inexperienced) markers when 
dealing with marking from large 
numbers of students, which 
might make following up on AI 
issues more challenging and 
thus, less appealing for staff to 
pursue.  This was seen by the 
larger audience as an issue of 
staff training and prompted the 
first suggestion of a centralised 
Keele AI support mechanism as 
one way to offer staff training 
outside the remit of the individual 
schools.  This idea was considered 
good for promoting examiner/
marker rigor and parity across the 
institution and it was also noted 
this was precisely the type of 
good practice the UK professional 
standards framework was trying 
to promote.  Discussion then 
turned towards asking whether 
there was a need to move away 
from a high dependence on 
essay-based assessment, which 
might help address some of the 
worst AI issues international 
students faced.  The counter 
argument was made that the 
essay-based writing assessment 
method tested specific skills and 
that it was down to individual 
modules to determine whether 
their assessment models could or 
indeed, should be changed.

There was some discussion 
around how best to identify 
issues of AI when there was a high 
degree of paraphrasing in use 

within students’ work, especially 
when staff under-familiarity with a 
topic might also be a confounding 
factor.  Again, it was agreed this 
was a staff training issue and for 
the second time, a centralised 
Keele institutional support 
mechanism was suggested as a 
solution to this problem. 

A second discussion group 
explored student interpretations 
of the term “proofreading”:  
concluding that to students it 
means getting someone to check 
the work over, leading to potential 
AI issues down the line.  This 
group touched on the issue of 
getting the LLU to provide more 
advice and guidance on content 
and there was a spirited debate as 
to how that passes responsibility 
to the student from the tutor and 
whether this was either fair or 
good practice.

This group then embarked 
on an exploration of the grey 
area between AI and academic 
misconduct, especially where 
student commissioning of 
written work is concerned and 
the question was asked: How 
much help re: correction is or 
is not academic misconduct?  
There was no firm agreement on 
this point, but much debate that 
resulted in a second discussion 
opening up that addressed 
whether one of the issues was 
whether or not a standard of 
English is being assessed in the 
first place?  Despite a lack of 
firm conclusion for this point, the 
very fact these questions were 
asked is indicative of the level of 
commitment around this issue 
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this discussion, there were some 
thoughts about the relative 
merits of re-badging plagiarism 
information to remove its negative 
connotation and adversarial 
language towards instead 
promoting and supporting good 
practice.  For example, how to 
write a good essay-style sessions 
and altering assessment towards 
more reflective and highly 
personalised subject matter 
(where possible) was thought to 
go some way towards predicating 
against factory-produced essays 
from external companies.  There 
was general agreement for this 
approach but it was also noted 
that the negative side of the AI 
equation was still necessary but 
that re-focus on assessment was 
a good future direction in most 
cases.

At this point, the question was 
asked:  How do we allow “face-
saving” whilst enabling help-
seeking behaviour in international 
students and what challenges 
does this raise?  Mostly, it was 
conceded that pro-active advice 
was not sought on the part of 
the international student and 
that more often than not help 
is provided (wrongly or rightly) 
though the peer network.  Taking 
this line of thought one step 
further, the case was made for 
mixing international students and 
home students  in class as one way 
to disseminate practice (good?) 
of referencing and other AI skills, 
but it was further conceded that 
this was not always possible to do 
and that peer education had limits 
in terms of knowledge quality. 
 

There was a very interesting 
discussion on the relative re-
writing of some course handbooks 
year on year and how this might 
be seen as ”acceptable” self-
plagiarism from staff and what 
sort of message, if any, is being 
sent by this practice.  This sparked 
a lively discussion exploring 
varying levels of “acceptable” 
self-plagiarism and it was noted 
from numerous colleagues that 
many research papers recycled 
their introduction materials from 
publication to publication and 
whether this was also a mixed 
message to students.  There 
was a very useful discussion on 
extenuating circumstances (ECs) 
which touched on the fact that 
in some academic misconduct 
cases, ECs are not declared, 
which it was felt muddied the 
waters when looking into these 
cases.  This discussion linked back 
to explore the reasons students 
do not seek support from staff 
and how to address this problem 
effectively.

The final discussion group 
explored issues of equality 
between home and international 
students (including EU students in 
the “home” category) and made 
a strong argument that many of 
the AI issues were entirely subject 
dependent and that there was 
a large conceptual difference 
between science-based and arts-
based students – particularly 
in assessment methods used in 
schools to determine competence 
in some professional courses.  
This group also further made the 
point that there was a palpable 
need for centralised support 
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from those taking part in the 
discussion.

The end point on this 
conversational journey was the 
issue of students with dyslexia 
receiving extra support and it was 
queried as to whether or not it was 
then fair for international students 
to expect to receive equivalent 
support if they had a similar 
issue with dyslexia in their own 
language.  At this point, note was 
made that international students 
admitted for study at Keele with 
International English Language 
Testing System (IELTS) scores of 
6 (of a possible 9) are therefore 
sent the message that their level 
of English is sufficient for their 
programme of study, having 
met the minimum requirements. 
This prompted the group to 
then ask whether it was fair to 
subsequently mark students 
down for a poor level of English.  
This touched on issues and wider 
audience discussion of targeting 
assessment appropriately and 
whether the exam was intending 
to test English writing skills or 
some other parameter.  This 
discussion also asked whether 
there was a duty of care from 
Keele University to educate 
students on the relative value 
of IELTS before embarking on a 
Keele course.

The third discussion group 
explored the cost, time and visa 
implications of students enrolling 
on a pre-sessional English 
language course before the 
academic years began, and the 
further point was made that Keele 
needed to promote the negative 

impact of student commissioning 
of written work on a budding 
academic career and the stigma 
associated with a misconduct 
claim early in academic life.

This group echoed the previous 
argument for a general, centralised 
Keele support mechanism for 
international students (beyond 
those already offered by the LLU) 
dealing specifically with study 
skills and good practice as well 
as educating students about the 
hazards of some poor practice, like 
commissioning.  This group also 
noted that despite compulsory 
testing at post-graduate level, 
there were still language issues 
and perhaps, even less support at 
this level too, which would again 
be potentially addressed by a 
new Keele support mechanism 
under proposal.

This group promoted the idea (if 
not the cost!) of more international 
exchanges of lecturers and 
students, specifically exchange 
with South East Asian universities, 
which prompted discussion of 
the relative pros and cons of 
cross-cultural exchange, resulting 
in agreement that it was one 
of the long term strategies of 
more effective understanding 
and working with international 
students.

There was a general agreement 
around all the tables that 
formative assignments had a firm 
role to play in aiding AI education, 
with a number of good practice 
examples from schools like SHAR 
contributing to the balance of 
evidence.  As a spin off from 
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students in the face of numerous 
difficulties was to be applauded 
and that ultimately, it was relatively 
few students that faced academic 
misconduct problems and that 
they acknowledged the vast 
majority of Keele`s international 
cohort were outstanding and 
highly valued contributors to 
Keele`s diverse community.

It only remains to thank each 
of our facilitator contributors 
for a job well done and each of 
the delegates for engaging so 
enthusiastically with this event.  
If you would like to discuss more 
about any of the issues raised by 
this article, please get in touch 
with Russ Crawford at the LPDC 
on r.crawford@keele.ac.uk
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for education and language for 
students, post-graduate students 
and staff, making no distinction 
between the relative needs of 
part-time or full-time, instead 
concluding that the support 
should be both generic and 
targeted to have maximum effect 
across the institution.  There was 
general agreement with this idea 
and an awareness that this would 
come with some cost and staffing 
implication but it was felt that it 
was worth exploring.

There was a very interesting 
discussion of the ability to detect 
dyslexia in international students 
and a general feeling that it was 
possible, since diagnosis before 
Keele would have been in their 
own language. However it was 
discussed that teaching staff 
at Keele might not be able to 
pick up on potential dyslexia in 
international student due to this 
potentially confounding factor 
when dealing with language 
and writing issues that arise.  
There was feeling that some 
unfortunate students might be 
hit with a “double whammy” of 
poor language skill and dyslexic 
problems, to further impact on 
their studies.  The general feeling 
around the room was that whilst 
this is a real issue, the proposed 
centralised support mechanism 
might also help address some of 
these concerns.

This group revisited the issue 
of stringency in the IELTS and 
argued that this test might not 
be a good enough discriminator 
within cohorts of international 
students.  Further, there was an 

agreed feeling that constructive 
feedback from staff at Keele 
should balance positive and 
negative feedback carefully to 
avoid demotivating international 
students and also, in agreement 
with a previous group’s point, 
focus upon encouraging good 
practice and dialling back the 
negative side where practical.

There was also exploration 
of cultural norms at play in 
classrooms, making these 
environments challenging for 
inexperienced staff, especially 
around issues of gender 
interactions (both within cultures 
and cross-cultures) or entrenched 
practices of respect for the 
teacher e.g. not questioning 
them) getting in the way of 
learning.  This point was accepted 
around the room and again, a 
centralised support mechanism 
was identified as a possible way 
to address both staff training and 
support for international student 
that were affected by these issues.  
The final point of the day that 
was made met with significant 
agreement from the gathering, 
was that the AI policy information 
(at least) should be translated into 
as many languages as possible to 
address issues of intertextuality 
(including, but not limited to, a 
lack of a direct translation for 
plagiarism) between cultures 
and aid in the education of staff, 
international and home students 
around this important issue.

The afternoon ended on a 
particular high point, where all 
assembled agreed that the efforts 
and hard work of international 
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hope you enjoyed the very first edition of JADE – The 
Journal of Academic Development and Education, 
from the Learning and Professional Development 
Centre at Keele University.  

You are reading the culmination of a great deal of work 
and effort from a number of Keele staff and students.  For 
those who have been involved in making this journal a 
reality, I would like to take this opportunity to thank you all.  
A learning and teaching journal published at Keele was an 
idea that was universally welcomed as a new initiative from 
the start by students, staff and senior management.  That 
is one of the best things about this University… its ability to 
embrace new ideas and to drive forward the sharing of best 
practice.  The first question I usually field as managing editor 
of JADE is “Where did you come up with that name?”… my 
answer, the bath!  The second and more useful question I 
have to regularly field is; “There are other teaching and 
learning journals out there, why publish one from Keele?”  
My answer always draws attention to the myriad ways that 
Keele encourages its most valuable resources to continually 
strive for excellence in everything that they do and then I 
simply add that JADE is one mechanism by which to harness 
these efforts.  As part of the JADE infrastructure we have 
assembled a huge reviewer pool comprising a diverse cross-
section of staff and student reviewers from almost every 
corner of Keele to ensure that JADE has expertise across the 
gamut of teaching and learning topics and to effectively tap 
into the incredibly wide range of educational experience we 
have on offer as an Institute.

I have been at Keele for a little over 5 years, a positive 
neophyte compared to many, and in that time I have taught 
both students and staff and can tell you that in my experience 
there is very little difference… good teaching and learning is 
always good teaching and learning and JADE will help us all 
to share, optimise and express these most critical parts of 
higher education.

So now all you have to do is sit back, relax and think about 
what YOU would contribute, think about your own learning 
and teaching experiences…. and then say it with JADE.

EDITOR’S EPILOGUE
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Learning and Professional Development Centre
Keele University, Keele, 
ST5 5BG, United Kingdom

http://jadekeele.wordpress.com/

Open Call for Submissions
The Learning and Professional Development 
Centre is pleased to announce an open call 
for submissions on any aspect of teaching, 
learning or assessment for the next issue of 
J.A.D.E.  

For those interested in publishing their 
educational research in J.A.D.E there is a 
short video introduction to the journal and 
full instructions for authors available at: 

http://jadekeele.wordpress.com


