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W
elcome to JADE. JADE has been 
devised and developed in the Learning 
and Professional Development Centre 
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

FORWARD

P rofessor Sally Brown is Emerita Professor of Higher Education 
Diversity in Teaching and Learning at Leeds Metropolitan 
University and was until July 2010 PVC (Academic). Sally has 
worked in education for more than forty years and was, for five 

years, Director of Membership Services for the Institute for Learning and 
Teaching, prior to which she worked at the University of Northumbria for 
almost 20 years as a lecturer, educational developer and Head of Quality 
Enhancement. 

Sally is a National Teaching Fellow and was awarded a £200,00 NTFS 
grant for three years to research Innovative Assessment at Master’s 
level. Sally is an independant consultant and workshop facilitator who 
offers keynote addresses at conferences and events in the UK and 
internationally. 

Professor Sally Brown | Leeds Metropolitan University
Professor Emeritus of Higher Education Diversity

WHAT REALLY MATTERS IN ASSESSMENT?:  
FIVE KEY ISSUES UNIVERSITIES MUST 
ADDRESS

Keele University’s involvement in the Higher Education Academy’s 
Transforming Assessment programme has provided an opportunity 
for a university-wide strategic intervention to ensure that assessment 
practices and approaches are refreshed and fit-for-purpose. Working 
with Keele staff over several months has provided opportunities for me 
to recognise the quality and extent of the work of the team and to learn 
from your good practice. In this editorial, I seek to provide some further 
pointers for enhancement and suggest some directions for your ongoing 
work. 

Assessment really matters: indeed, as David Boud and the 49 other 
senior managers and educational developers who comprised the project 
team for the pan-Australian initiative Assessment 2020 argue: 

“Assessment is a central feature of teaching and the curriculum. It 
powerfully frames how students learn and what students achieve. It 
is one of the most significant influences on students’ experience of 
higher education and all that they gain from it. The reason for an 
explicit focus on improving assessment practice is the huge impact it 
has on the quality of learning.” (Boud and Associates, 2010, p.1)

“...working with 
Keele staff over 
several months 

has provided 
opportunities for 
me to recognise 
the quality and 

extent of the 
work of the 

team”.
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Royce Sadler, the most cited author on formative feedback 
worldwide, argues the centrality of assessment as a locus for 
student engagement and learning:

“Assessment is a high-stakes activity for students, and has 
a major impact on how they approach learning. Regardless 
of innovations in assessment techniques, developments in 
interpretive frameworks and increased adaptability made 
possible by new and forthcoming technologies, the core activities 
that cover the design and production of appropriate assessment 
tasks, the emphasis on higher order cognitive outcomes, the 
criteria for appraisal, the assignment and interpretation of marks 
and grades, and the overall maintenance of academic standards 
clearly remain ongoing responsibilities for the higher education 
enterprise as a whole.”(Sadler, 2010, p254)

From this I identify five issues that Keele, like every university must 
address. We must:

1. Help students develop assessment literacy to enable them 
to approach learning positively and avoid risky assessment 
practices. This means helping them really get inside the 
assessment processes and understanding fully what terms like 
criteria, weighting and  rubric really mean. Students who have 
developed assessment literacy are more likely to complete and 
succeed in their university studies (Price et al 2012).

2. Make best use of assessment technologies that support 
learning, without letting the tech aspects dictate the focus of 
assignment activity. Effective computer-based assessment, 
assignment handling software, and personalized learning 
pathways where the responses to questions direct students 
to either extension activities or further reinforcement are all 
means of saving staff drudgery (see brown, 2014, Chapter 
nine for example), but the temptation to let the system drive 
assessment practices must be avoided at all costs.

3. Ensure that assessment design results in good constructive 
alignment with the curriculum (Biggs and tang, 2011). This 
means that we need to align what we reckon the students need 
to know or do at the end of a programme of learning, with the 
content we deliver, the pedagogies we use, the ways in which 
we assess their learning and how we evaluate our own teaching. 

PROF. SALLY BROWN

4. Provide assessment tasks that test skills and knowledge 
authentically, rather than focusing on what is easy to assess. 
Authentic assessment connects learning experiences to real-
life needs and measures achievement in realistic contexts. 
Students tend to engage more enthusiastically in assignments 
that they can see make sense and the skills and knowledge thus 
developed can enhance their employability.  

5. Maintain academic standards so that qualifications are 
meaningful. National benchmarks, the requirements of 
Professional, Regulatory and Subject Bodies and the Quality 
Assurance Agency’s Code of Practice, together with a 
university’s own regulatory framework and the advice of 
validation panels and external examiners direct academics 
along the path of academic rectitude, but in the end it is the 
task of individual assessors to use our professional judgment to 
ensure that the marks and grades we give align with appropriate 
standards for the awards sought.

All these issues place a heavy responsibility on assessors, since 
assessment is a complex, sophisticated, highly-nuanced task.  
Many would argue that it is too important to be undertaken by 
inexperienced assessors and so unsurprisingly the Quality Assurance 
Agency explicitly mandates support and guidance for assessors, 
particularly those new to the task.

“Assessment processes are implemented effectively when all 
staff involved have the necessary knowledge and skills, have 
received the appropriate development or training to fulfil their 
specific role, and are clear about their remit and responsibilities” 
(QAA, 2013, p.11).

Keele’s engagement with the Transforming Assessment project 
is set fair to bring about long-lasting and positive change to the 
student experience of assessment at the university, and it is to the 
credit of the team led by Dr. Jackie Potter that you are bringing 
about marked improvements (HEA, 2012) to your systems and 
approaches. May your strenuous, research-informed and well-
directed efforts continue to bear fruit!

WHAT REALLY MATTERS IN ASSESSMENT?

EDITORIAL | 7
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Abstract 
Constructive alignment (CA) and 
blueprinting are central to curriculum 
development at many UK Schools and 
Universities. Their popularity stems from 
their shift in emphasis from assessment to 
learning. They do this by placing School 
identified learning objectives (ILOs) at 
the centre of curriculum and tailoring the 
learning environment to ensure all contact 
time and activities enhance students 
understanding of the ILOs. This is a sizable 
move from traditional approaches, in 
which assessments form the bedrock of 
student learning; this assessment-driven 
approach promotes an environment in 
which students will learn to pass exams 
rather than learn to understand the ILOs. 
In CA the role of assessment is to examine 
whether students have understood the 
core ILOs. Therefore, it is important to 
ensure question banks contain high quality 
questions that collectively cover all ILOs. In 
this review we provide an overview of CA 
and blueprinting and also what constitutes 
a good question. We have concentrated 
on single best answer (SBA) questions, 
because they are a widely used format in 
many high stakes assessments. We review 
current theory on distractor functionality, 
what constitutes a flawed option and the 
impact flaws have on both candidate and 
question performance. 

Keywords
item distractors, blue printing, 
constructive alignment

Introduction

Recently, there has been a paradigm shift in medical education 
towards curriculum blueprinting [Biggs & Tang, 2007; Brown, 
et al., 1989; Mayes & de Freitas, 2013; Swanson, et al., 2010]. 
Blueprinting, also known as matrix mapping, involves detailing 
core intended learning objectives (ILOs) students are expected 
to cover during each academic year, and ensuring assessments 
are matched against them. Blueprinting is closely associated with 
constructive alignment (CA) theory, which involves ensuring ILOs 
are central to learning and teaching [Mayes & de Freitas, 2013]. 
CA is a central doctrine in modern curriculum development and 
can help ensure assessment drives appropriate student learning 
[Mayes & de Freitas, 2013]. Aligning a curriculum involves three 
basic steps:
1. Generation of School ILOs
2. Construction of a learning environment that best delivers 

these ILOs
3. Implementation of an assessment process that tests these 

ILOs 

Aligning teaching, learning and assessment so that they each 
enforce and promote ILO coverage ensures that there is greater 
emphasis on learning ILOs rather than learning for assessment 
[Mayes & de Freitas, 2013]. Good alignment is mediated by the 
School and teaching staff, and involves the production of an 
optimal environment in which students can cover the ILOs. How 
the students respond in this carefully prepared environment, 
including how they integrate their experiences and acquired 
knowledge is the constructive aspect of the process [Biggs & 
Tang, 2007; Phillips, 1995]. 

The importance of CA and blueprinting on good quality 
questions to assess student learning was highlighted by Swanson 
et al.[2010], who reported that exams should be structured on 
the School and student identified ILOs. This approach requires 
each ILO to be identified and targeted questions produced to 
cover them. As a result, this approach requires a large panel of 
questions, with many questions for each ILO [Swanson, et al., 
2010]. Educationally, each ILO should have questions of different 
complexity, which each address different academic needs. For 
example, individual ILOs should have easy, intermediate and 
difficult questions, thus allowing examiners to test basic core 
knowledge covered by ILOs (easy questions), discriminate 
between struggling students and intermediate / excellent 
students (intermediate questions) or identify excellent students 
(difficult questions). Collectively this panel of questions is 
referred to as the core question bank and is central to producing 
high quality exams, which test core academic learning. 

http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/assets/documents/assessment/A_Marked_Improvement.pdf
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/assets/documents/assessment/A_Marked_Improvement.pdf
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/assets/documents/assessment/A_Marked_Improvement.pdf
www.qaa.ac.uk
mailto:c.l.bashford%40keele.ac.uk?subject=
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Targeted question writing against a blueprint will improve both 
the quality of assessment, curriculum coverage and student 
satisfaction. Inadequate or erratic sampling of core course content 
can result in unfair assessment of student knowledge. Brown et al. 
[1989] suggested this predominantly arises through uneven ILO 
assessment; this occurs if staff members provide questions for ILOs  
because they are seen as “easy” to write but not for ILOs which 
are perceived as “difficult” to construct. The result is exams that 
focus on specific areas of the curriculum [Brown, et al., 1989]. 
Although focussed exams with core topics are perfectly valid, too 
many consecutive exams that are not broadly targeted can cause 
student dissatisfaction. If students identify that only small areas of 
the curriculum are assessed in exams, they are more likely to feel 
disheartened due to the large number of non-assessed ILOs they 
have covered [Brown, et al., 1989]. As a result, poor curriculum 
coverage in assessments distracts from CA-theory because it 
encourages students to focus on reoccurring assessed areas, which 
undermines the carefully constructed learning environment [Mayes 
& de Freitas, 2013]. 

The success of CA and blueprinting depends on a large question 
bank containing plenty of high quality questions [Tarrant & Ware, 
2012]. Here we review current theory on what constitutes a good 
question, why distractor quality and number is important and the 
effect distractor flaws have on high stakes assessments. For the 
purpose of this review, we have concentrated on single best answer 
(SBA) questions, because they are a widely used format in many 
high-stakes exams.

The Good, the Bad and the Unreliable: What constitutes 
a good question?

Traditionally, SBA questions are designed to test  factual knowledge, 
with a question or stem, followed by 3-5 options (a single best answer 
and 2-4 distractors) [van Bruggen et al., 2012]. In medical education, 
the stem consists of a vignette that introduces the student to the 
clinical scenario, followed by a question. A good question triggers 
clinical reasoning and cannot be answered without the information 
provided in the vignette. The predominant issue with questions is 
that they test factual recall instead of clinical reasoning, meaning the 
question can be answered efficiently in isolation and the vignette is 
simply present to adhere to format guidelines [Tarrant & Ware, 2012; 
see figure 1 for an example of a flawed question]. 

ARTICLE #1 | 11

A second issue is distractor flaws, classified as either errors (i.e. 
factual and/or scientific errors; see figure 2 for an example) or poor, 
non-functional distractors (see figure 3 for an example) [Tarrant 
& Ware, 2012]. Non-functional distractors were first discussed by 
Wakefield in 1958, who stated an option which is chosen by <5% 
of the cohort is not fit for purpose [Wakefield, 1958]. In a good 
question the correct option and distractors should be linked; if 
possible the distractors should test widely held misconceptions of 
the vignette and / or correct option [Haladyna & Downing, 1993]. 
Evidence suggests that if options are linked, there is an increase 
in distractor selection, making questions harder (reduced item 
facility) and increasing their ability to rank students (increased item 
discrimination) [Tarrant et al, 2009]. However, evidence suggests 
that a high percentage of SBA-questions used in the academic 
setting contain flawed or non-functional distractors. Tarrant and 
colleagues analysed data from 514 SBA questions taken over a 5 
year period (2001-2005) by nursing students at Li Ka Shing Faculty 
of Medicine (table 1). Each was a 4 option question (514 correct 
answers and 1542 distractors). Options that were chosen by <5% 
of the student cohort were scored as non-functional distractors. 
Using this previously reported cut-off [Wakefield, 1958], Tarrant and 
colleagues reported 63/514 (12.3%) questions had no functioning 
distractors, 179/514 (34.8%) questions had 1 functional distractor, 
201/514 (39.1%) questions had 2 functional distractors and only 71/514 
(13.8%) questions had 3 functional distractors (table 1). In addition, 
they reported that questions with more functional distractors had 
a lower item facility and increased discriminatory power [Tarrant, 
et al, 2009]. The authors concluded that the majority of assessed 
questions included non-functional distractors that could readily be 
identified by borderline students, and therefore, offered reduced 
ranking-power [Tarrant, et al, 2009]. 

Learning to Say Enough: What is the optimal number of 
distractors? 

There is conflicting evidence on optimal distractor numbers. Case 
and Swanson reported a strong relationship between the internal 
consistency of a test and the number of distractors associated 
with each question [Case & Swanson, 1994; Swanson, et al, 2006; 
Swanson, et al., 2008]. The data highlighted that increasing the 
number of distractors also increased item discrimination - the 
authors speculate this is due to reducing the chance mark [Case, et 
al, 1994; Swanson, et al, 2006; Swanson, et al., 2008]. 

PHILIP J. YOUNG AND LINDSAY BASHFORD AS STRONG AS YOUR WEAKEST QUESTION



 | 1312 | JADE

In contrast, emerging studies suggest the standard and quality 
of the distractors is more important than the number [Tarrant & 
Ware, 2008; Tarrant & Ware, 2010; Tarrant, et al, 2009]. Tarrant 
& Ware [2010] ran a prospective analysis to see if there was any 
psychometric or educational difference between 3 and 4 option 
SBA-exams. They set a 4-option SBA exam with 41-questions at Li 
Ka Shing Faculty of Medicine. Following post-exam evaluation, the 
authors removed one non-functional distractor per-question and set 
the same 41-question exam, with 3 options per question, to the next 
student cohort. Post exam comparison showed good agreement 
between the two tests, with similar mean test scores (4-option test: 
70.3% v 3-option test: 69.7%); test score ranges (4-option test: 38-
94% v 3-option test: 41-94%); and pass-rate (4-option test: 97% v 
3-option test: 94%) [Tarrant & Ware, 2010]. 

Fewer option numbers reduced item response time, increased the 
performance of the distractors and increased item discrimination 
[Tarrant & Ware, 2010]. The change in response time is well reported; 
Aamodt and McShane [1992] demonstrated that compared with 
4-option questions, due to reduced response times, approximately 
12-15 more 3-option questions can be sat in a 2 hr exam . Distractor 
performance comparison between the 3- and 4- option tests 
showed that there were fewer non-functional distractors in the 
3- option tests compared with the 4-option test (19.5% v 37.4%, 
respectively; table 2). These results are as expected, because the 
3-option test was produced by removing non-functional options 
from the previously sat 4-option test. However, more interestingly, 
with fewer options available, more options were chosen by the 
second cohort (74% functional 3-option distractors v 21% functional 
4-option distractors; functional distractors characterised as those 
chosen by >5% of the cohort; table 2). This is an interesting 
observation, as it suggests reducing option numbers increased the 
performance of the retained distractors and thus improved the item 
discrimination [Tarrant & Ware, 2010]. This contradicts previous 
studies, where decreasing options from 4 to 3 decreased difficulty 
but not discrimination [Swanson, et al., 2008; Aamodt & McShane, 
1992; Haladyna, et al., 2002; Rodriguez et al., 2005]. 

This observation can be explained through option association; 
options can be ranked as strong (identified by >25% of the cohort), 
intermediate (identified by 5-24% of the cohort) or flawed (identified 
by <5% of the cohort). An ideal question, with strong discriminatory 
power, would contain only strong options. However, in reality, most 
questions contain flawed options. If a flawed option was linked, 
clinically or scientifically, with a second, stronger option, students 
could use this link to identify the second option as a distractor. 
Therefore, by removing flawed options, retained options are not 

as easily identified as distractors and are thus chosen by a higher 
percentage of the cohort.

There is Always One: What are the effects of item-flaws 
on high-stake assessments?

Tarrant et al reported the incidence of non-functional distractors in 
SBA-questions [Tarrant et al, 2009] and the impact these distractors 
have on student scores [Tarrant & Ware, 2010]. In a separate study, 
the authors reported that presence of any item flaw specifically 
disadvantaged excellent students, while having no discriminatory 
effect on borderline students [Tarrant & Ware, 2008]. The authors 
reviewed 365 SBA-questions used to assess nursing students at 
Li Ka Shing Faculty of Medicine. A 4-person panel reviewed each 
question for common writing flaws; these were characterised as: 1) 
grammatical and spelling errors; 2) vignette issues (eg unfocused; 
vague; incorrect clinical or scientific information); and 3) option 
issues (e.g. implausible distractors; ≥1 correct option; negative correct 
answers). The panel identified 172/365 (47%) items containing ≥1 
flaws. They then ran a retrospective comparison of student scores 
with the flawed items included (total scale) and without the flawed 
items included (standard scale) [Tarrant & Ware, 2008]. They found 
that fewer students passed the standard scale exam compared 
with the total scale exam (90% v 94%, respectively). However, the 
inclusion of flawed items did have a detrimental effect on the better 
students, with fewer students scoring ≥80% on the total scale exam 
compared to the standard scale exam (14% v 20%, respectively) 
[Tarrant & Ware, 2008]. The authors conclude that the presence of 
flaws was unacceptably high in their SBA-questions and that flawed 
questions inappropriately discriminated against excellent students, 
presumably by introducing confusion and doubt over correct 
options [Tarrant & Ware, 2008]. 

Discussion

In an educational setting where CA pedagogy has moved School 
ILOs to the core of the student experience, it is essential that 
course administrators and tutors produce high-quality assessment 
material [Swanson et al, 2010]. Central to this dogma is blueprinting 
[Swanson et al, 2010; Brown et al, 1989], which by its very nature 
places increased burden on core staff members to produce enough 
questions to develop and maintain high quality question banks 
containing questions with functional distractors [Tarrant et al, 2009; 
Tarrant & Ware, 2010; Tarrant & Ware, 2012]. Failure to do so has 
been shown to effect assessment internal consistency and student 

PHILIP J. YOUNG AND LINDSAY BASHFORD AS STRONG AS YOUR WEAKEST QUESTION
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satisfaction [Tarrant & Ware, 2010; Brown et al, 1989]. The current 
literature predominantly reviews the performance of SBA-question, 
and there are few direct comparisons of the educational and 
psychometric performance of different question formats. However, 
there is evidence that both EM and SBA-questions can be used to 
blueprint curricula [Beullens et al, 2002; Swanson et al, 2010]. 

As stated throughout this review, the standard of the questions 
(irrespective of their format) and their associated options, drives their 
functionality and dictates whether they test minimum competency 
and/or cohort ranking [Tarrant & Ware, 2008; Tarrant & Ware, 2009]. 
To this end it is essential that departments and Schools instigate 
rigorous review processes [Tarrant & Ware, 2012]. Pre-exam, it is 
essential that all questions, irrespective of the experience of the 
writer, are reviewed by an experienced committee to ensure they 
meet pre-designed School standards [Tarrant & Ware, 2012]. Post-
exam, it is important to psychometrically assess each question’s 
performance, including point biserial (using excellent students as a 
marker) and item facility [Tarrant & Ware, 2012]. 

Once Schools have fully evaluated question banks, individual 
assessments can be tailored to meet specific educational needs. 
Ideally an assessment will: 1) test for a minimum required level of 
competency expected from students [Impara & Plake, 1998]; and/
or 2) rank students [Swanson et al, 2008; Swanson et al, 2006; 
Tarrant & Ware, 2008]. These two aims are not mutually exclusive, 
and a well-constructed test should, if required, do both [Tarrant & 
Ware, 2008; Tarrant  Ware, 2012]. However, individual tests could 
be constructed to target one of these two outcomes. For example, 
Tarrant et al reported that 12% of reviewed questions contained 
no functional distractors, meaning that while they are able to test 
competency, they offer little discriminatory value [Tarrant et al, 
2009]. If these questions were recycled, or if the review process 
were able to identify similarly structured questions pre-assessment, 
they could be used to set minimum competency exams. While this 
sort of examination would identify struggling students, it would 
not be able to differentiate between intermediate and excellent 
students due to the reduced discriminatory power of questions with 
predominantly non-functional distractors [Tarrant & Ware, 2008; 
Tarrant & Ware, 2009]. Minimum competency exams are beneficial 
early in an academic year to test students’ background knowledge 
or as a formative guide demonstrating the minimum standards 
required [Shute & Kim, 2014]. In contrast, questions that have 2-4 
distractors could be used to construct a more discriminatory exam 
that was effectively able to rank students within a cohort [Tarrant 
& Ware, 2008; Tarrant & Ware, 2009]. Again, question recycling or 
pre-exam review processes could be used to identify this subgroup 

of questions. 

Considering the importance of distractors - a viable question is 
whether pre-exam standard setting procedures should concentrate 
and revolve around their predicted performance. Most institutions 
will use an Angoff-method to set pass marks and to predict item 
facility [Angoff, 1953; Angoff, 1984]. This process is dependent 
on content experts scoring questions based on how borderline 
students would perform; each question is scored to determine what 
percentage of borderline students would choose the correct option, 
with the mean percentage representing the cut-score [Angoff, 1953; 
Angoff, 1984; Ricker, 2006].  However, in this process the emphasis 
is on the correct option and the panel is not asked to review or 
comment on the distractors [Angoff, 1953; Angoff, 1984; Ricker, 
2006]. Therefore, although Angoff provides a defendable cut-
score, (i.e. it allows prediction of the minimum competency level), 
it provides no information regarding the tests ability to rank the 
cohort [Ricker, 2006]. 

One potential alternative, which could predict discriminatory 
power and allow cut-score assignment, would be a Nedelsky [1954] 
method. As highlighted throughout this review, distractors are an 
essential constituent of a valid, non-flawed question [Tarrant & 
Ware, 2008; Tarrant et al, 2009; Tarrant & Ware, 2010]. As a result 
they should be thoroughly reviewed during the standard setting 
and pre-assessment validation process. While Angoff concentrates 
primarily on the likelihood a borderline student will identify 
the correct option, the Nedelsky [1954] method involves panel 
members identifying distractors borderline students will be able 
to eliminate. As a result, the process involves detailed distractor 
review and produces a panels consensus view on: 1) the number 
of non-functional distractors (if non-function is taken as distractors 
the majority of borderline students could discard); and 2) each 
question’s discriminatory power (based on the number of distractors 
the panel believe borderline students could not discount). 

Detractors of the Nedelsky method have criticised the restricted 
nature of the process (i.e. the number of non-eliminated distractors 
dictates the predicted score) [Brennan & Lockwood, 1980; Ricker, 
2006]. A second issue involves differences between what a panel 
of content experts identify as a flawed distractor compared with 
distractors students can readily identify under exam conditions. This 
is a common flaw to both Nedelsky and Angof, and underscores 
why good panel selection with a spread of content expertise is 
essential to both processes. However, the introduction of a modified 
Nedelsky process early in the question review process could 
improve the general standard of question distractors and potentially 
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improve internal consistency of School assessments. It would also 
provide a panel-led guide to the discriminatory power of individual 
questions without empirical data, allowing tests to be constructed 
to specifically meet both CA- and educational needs.

Conclusion

In conclusion, current evidence suggests that the standard of 
questions and not their format determines their educational value. 
For this reason it is essential that pre-test screening involves 
detailed review of question vignettes, correct options and included 
distractors. 
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Table 2: Distractor performance in 4- and 3- option SBA 
exams

Figure 1: 

An example MCQ that can be answered without the vignette. The 
students do not need to know which enzymes are involved in 
pyruvate production or about the Cori cycle. The final sentence is 
enough, in isolation, for them to answer the question. 

Mike, a 3 year medical student, is studying the enzymes 
involved in the conversion of pyruvate to glucose in red blood 
cells. The process, called the Cori cycle, is important in both 
red blood cells and skeletal muscle, because of the high levels 
of lactate they produced. Lactate production in red blood cells 
is high because they lack which of the following organelles?

A Golgi apparatus

B Mitochondria*

C Nucleus

D Rough Endoplasmic reticulum

Answer: B- mitochondria
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Figure 2: 

An example MCQ with flawed distractors. The question is poorly 
worded, meaning three of the distractors are correct. Depression and 
anxiety are closely linked to suppressed -aminobutyric acid (GABA) 
levels. GABA is an inhibitory amino acid, which can suppress neural 
networks associated with depression. Glutamine is a pre-curser in 
the GABA synthesis pathway- meaning increased glutamine dietary 
intake could address the patient’s symptoms. However, distractor A 
(alanine) and C (glycine) are also inhibitory neurotransmitters and 
could potentially improve the symptoms. 

Phil, a 39 year old financial adviser, presents at his GP surgery 
with general anxiety. He has been relatively stressed at work, 
with his company recently announcing several up-and-coming 
redundancies. During initial consultations, Phil intimates that 
he is unwilling to take anti-depressant medication, having 
read reports linking them with suicidal tendencies. His GP 
discusses although solutions, including cognitive behaviour 
therapy and improved diet. Food rich in which of the following 
amino acids could potential help with the patient’s general 
anxiety?

A Alanine

B Glutamine*

C Glycine

D Tryptophan

E Valine

Answer: B- glutamine
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Figure 3: 

An example of a MCQ with a non-functional distractor. The question 
tests understanding of ions involved in action potentials and 
neurotransmitter release. Magnesium (distractor C) is a flawed 
option- while the others play a direct role in the process under 
normal physiological conditions magnesium plays no functional 
role. It should be noted that elevated magnesium may prolong 
action potentials, meaning scientifically it is a valid option. However, 
this is not a core School ILO, meaning the students have not been 
taught this and, therefore, it is a poor distractor that is unlikely to 
be chosen.

Minnie, an 8 year old girl, is referred to a neuromuscular 
consultant because of skeletal muscle spasms in the neck and 
left arm. Assessment shows the problem is neuromuscular, 
resulting in the generation of extended action potentials in 
the affected skeletal muscle. The consultant prescribes a 
neurotransmitter agonist. Which ion channel is most likely to 
be opened by the agonist?

A Calcium

B Chloride*

C Magnesium

D Potassium

E Sodium

Answer: B- chloride
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The Challenge of Internationalisation: What is 
Internationalisation?

Internationalisation should be perceived as a process and 
not simply as an end. One of the most commonly accepted 
definitions of internationalisation is ‘the process of integrating 
an international, intercultural or global dimension into the 
purpose, functions or delivery of post-secondary education’ 
(Knight 2003: 2).

Not surprisingly, discourse on internationalisation of the 
Higher Education has generated false assumptions around the 
concept. According to Jane Knight, we can summarise these 
false assumptions in five commonly believed myths: (i) foreign 
students will produce more institutional internationalisation; (ii) 
the international reputation a university is a proxy for quality; 
(iii) the international institutional agreements as prestigious and 
attractive to students; (iv) international accreditation translated 
into a more internationalised institution; (v) the purpose of 
internationalisation is the global branding of the institution 
(Knight 2011: 14-15).

According to Philip Altbach and Jane Knight the main motivation 
for internationalization of Higher Educations are the commercial 
advantage, the knowledge and language acquisition and the 
enhancement of the curriculum with international content. 
(Altbach and Knight 2007).

Same as all popularised notions that tend to become a buzzword, 
internationalisation is at hazard to lose its true meaning. 
Brandenburg and de Wit forewarn that apparently there is ‘a 
trend to move from substance to form, and that the popularity 
of this might lead to a devaluation of what internationalisation 
means and implies’ (Brandenburg and de Wit 2011: 15-17). 
Brandenburg and de Wit argue that there is a need to establish 
a common commitment at both institutional and personal level 
to internationalization (ibid 17).

Why is it important?

First and foremost, it is an essential requirement for improving 
student’s learning and achievement for the culturally, 
socially and educationally diverse student body. Therefore, 
internationalisation of the curriculum is rooted in the pursuit of 
pedagogical goals for both home and overseas students.

Today’s competitive global market has significantly transformed 
graduate employability by raising the bar of expectations 
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and requirements that employers are asking (Henard et al 2012). 
Therefore internationalising home students would expose them to 
international perspectives and would equip them with awareness 
of a global culture. In other words, the internationalisation of the 
curriculum and globally-focused experience for stay-home students 
would be an asset for their future career prospects (Jackson and 
Huddart 2010). Also, an increasing number of research projects 
undertaken in this field report a direct connection between 
international experience and graduate employability (Crossmen and 
Clarke 2010). Therefore, the process of internationalisation of Higher 
Education is extremely beneficial for both home and international 
students’ graduate employability. An internationalised curriculum 
supports ‘the development of cultural sensitivity and adaptability 
as well as enhancing graduate attractiveness in a globalised and 
internationalised labour market, all key factors in determining 
individual employability’ (ibid). 

In order that all students benefit from the internationalisation of 
the curriculum, it is this authors opinion that educational leaders 
should take certain initiatives rather than expecting that the 
internationalisation will provide equal profits to everyone. Leask 
and Carroll identify three strategic interventions in order to improve 
inclusion and engagement of the students: The first is the alignment 
of the formal and informal curricula. The improved interactions 
between home and international students are dependent on the 
way educators use both the formal and the informal curricula to 
encourage and reward intercultural engagement (Leask 2009). 
The second is the focus on task design and management while 
the third concerns the need for new approaches to professional 
development of academic staff (Leask and Carroll 2011). Leask 
and Carroll conclude that reflective practice of the effectiveness of 
interventions is needed as well. 

There is a growing amount of scholarly literature that draws attention 
to the threats that internationalisation of the Higher Educations 
carries out. The argument that is put forward is that the needs of 
the culturally diverse student cohort lower the academic standards 
of the Universities in a way that an inclusive teaching simply aims 
at the lowest common denominator. However, without omitting the 
challenges that this process poses scholars engaged with the issue 
of internationalisation urge to shift the focus of our perspective. 
Therefore, international students should not be regarded as 
‘problems’ to be solved but as ‘assets’ to internationalisation and 
the generation of new knowledge and new ways of working in the 
academy (Ryan 2011).

In addition, the integration of experiential learning into the curriculum 
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can lead to the increase of student engagement that facilitates the 
enhancement of core graduate skills on communication and critical 
reflection (Harrison 2011).

It is also important for the Higher Education institution as 
well. According to a recent study commissioned for the OECD, 
internationalisation is beneficial for the higher education institutions 
in six ways: (i) “increases national and international visibility; (ii) 
leverages institutional strengths through strategic partnerships; (iii) 
enlarges the academic community within which to benchmark their 
activities; (iv) mobilised internal intellectual resources; (v) adds 
important, contemporary learning outcomes to student experience; 
and (vi) develops stronger research groups” (Henard et al 2012).

What exactly does it involve?

Keele University has committed to ‘provide the highest quality student 
experience to a diverse student body’ (Keele University 2011). Keele 
University has acknowledged the importance of internationalisation 
recently has outlined the University Internationalisation Strategy for 
2013 – 2015 (Keele University 2013).

The Internationalisation Strategic Map 2013 – 2015 includes inter alia 
(Higher Education Academy 2014a):
•	 To embed internationalisation within all aspects of the 

University’s activities
•	 Where appropriate to underpin our teaching and learning 

activities with the broadest range of international comparisons, 
case studies, benchmarks and “world views” 

•	 To promote international, sustainability and interdisciplinary 
perspectives in every student’s programme of study (a shared 
aim with our L&T Strategy). 

•	 To raise our profile and enhance our reputation in key 
International arenas 

•	 To proactively engage with Keele Alumni across the globe 
to effectively support institutional development through 
enhanced profile, recruitment activities, international buddying 
and fundraising 

•	 Proactively promote the benefit and opportunity to learn 
foreign languages 

•	 To ensure consideration of internationalisation in our policy and 
decision making. 

•	 To increase the number of international students taught on-
campus to c. 2,000 (i.e 20% of the total student population) 

•	 To diversify the geographical spread of our international 
student body 

•	 To proactively manage the distribution of international students 

across our programmes. 
•	 To develop programmes that meet the needs of international 

markets at both undergraduate and postgraduate levels. 
•	 To develop an attractive Study Abroad programme that will 

attract significant incoming, (fee paying?) students 
•	 To actively encourage the integration of international students 

both on and off-campus
Therefore, the recruitment of more international students is only one 
of the motivations behind the process of internationalisation. The 
others are the changing demands of the global market that dictate 
a new educational approach that will develop new competitive and 
employable skills for the university graduates. 

 

Dealing with the problem

While it is often considered that the academic discipline of 
International Relations is by definition more ‘internationalised’ than 
others (Higher Education Academy 2014), this is not necessarily 
the case in reality. Unfortunately, though International Relations 
programmes increasingly attract a wide range of international 
students, their content cannot always arguably be described as 
inclusive. Indeed, though the discipline has recently witnessed a 
recruitment boom from international students it has importantly 
failed to address the issue of internationalisation of the curriculum 
(Harrison and Saez 2009). 

There are some practical obstacles in any attempt to internationalise 
the content of modules in the International Relations field. The 
culturally diverse student cohorts that usually undertake these 
modules require the creation of the most inclusive learning 
environment possible for each student. In doing so, there should 
always be clear structure of the content and better alignment the 
Intended Learning Outcomes with the means of assessment. 

The attempts to build an inclusive curriculum face challenges 
that modules in Social Sciences often confront (Higher Education 
Academy 2014b). Key themes and topics that of modules offered 
from International Relations programmes and the subfields 
of international theory, security studies, international political 
economy, international history examine could easily fall in the 
category of ‘sensitive topics’. Issues such as terrorism, Middle 
Eastern conflict and global poverty often conceal cultural prejudices 
and stereotypes. In order to overcome this challenge, tutors could 
address assumptions on cultures by posing specific questions to 
students during the sessions. In doing so, the goal would always 
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be the creation of a learning environment where all students could 
have an opportunity to engage in a discussion of these rather 
‘taboo’ topics in a safe and open space. Therefore, while we could 
choose not to talk to the elephant in the room, it would be highly 
beneficial to address these issues in a mild way in order to engage 
all the students.  

Recognising the significance of Kolb’s experiential learning cycle 
(Kolb 1984), design of the content of these modules should aim 
towards generating a learning experience that would be inclusive for 
a cultural diverse student cohort. Nevertheless, a research project 
recently conducted recommended, among other points, to build in 
‘open’ spaces for students to ‘analyse and share their own learning 
experience and practice’ (ibid). Still, the HEFCE’s subject-specific 
quality assurance report for the Politics and International Relations 
acknowledges the ‘discernible thrust’ for ‘internationalisation’ 
of courses, and a related stress on interdisciplinary (The Quality 
Assurance Agency for Higher Education 2007: 2).

The content of the modules should be designed while taking into 
account the needs for building an internationalised and inclusive 
curriculum. According to HEFCE’s report on the content of Politics 
and International Relations degrees: 

“A single honours graduate in international relations will have 
experienced a curriculum which incorporates elements of 
international political theory and of international political 
analysis. A single honours programme in international relations 
generally aims to communicate the character of world politics 
from both the system and actor perspectives. It includes the 
historical evolution of international systems and of global power 
structures. The main foci in terms of agency are states and 
international organisations, and transnational actors.” (ibid: 5)

One of the problems that tutors could face is the potential lack 
of coordination with other modules. As already outlined above, 
internationalisation is a very-long process that is far beyond the 
capacity of a single module or even programme. Therefore, a 
better coordination at the institutional and departmental level 
could facilitate the dynamics of the whole process. In addition, one 
other major practical issue is the bibliographical sources. There is 
relatively very little academic literature that would support a truly 
internationalised curriculum. Nevertheless, it can be costly to buy 
new textbooks, from the very few available in English language, 
if they would only be useful for a single module. Therefore, the 
institutional collaboration is crucial for resolving this practical 
difficulty. 

As in the rest of English Higher Education institutions, in Keele the 
forms of assessment are being chosen according to the HEFCE’s 
benchmarks. According to HEFCE’s benchmarks for Politics and 
International Relations the forms of assessment can include an 
appropriate balance of the following (ibid): essays, seen and 
unseen exams, book reviews, reports and dissertations; oral and 
written assignments; group and individual work; tutor-directed and 
student-directed tasks; work completed under controlled or time-
constrained conditions and work completed in self-directed study 
time; tutor, peer and self-assessment.

Therefore, the combination of different types of assessment 
should take into account the needs of international students. For 
instance, performance in the tutorial sessions is not assessed for 
certain modules. This could be justified on the basis of two major 
concerns. First, it is imperative to create an inclusive and learning 
friendly environment for all the students. Because the vast majority 
of the international students are not native-English speakers, it is 
often observed that international students are more reluctant to 
participate in tutorial discussions. Therefore, by not assessing the 
tutorial performance it is more likely that more students would be 
willing to participate. The second reason could be more specific to 
the content of the particular modules examining issues classified as 
‘sensitive’ especially in a diverse culturally student cohort. Therefore, 
by not assessing any of the tutorial performance and participation 
of the students, the potential of engagement more students in the 
discussions increase. 

The evaluative framework

Being one of the most discussed issues in the 21st century Higher 
Education sector, the internationalisation agenda has forced 
Universities to develop and employ relevant strategic plans. Yet, 
this has not been reflected in the relevant academic literature. There 
is little being written on discipline-specific action plans (American 
Political Science Association, 2007).

For pursuing a truly internationalising objective, a holistic approach 
is essential to be adopted. After all ‘internationalising curricula is 
not just about content, it also requires changes in pedagogy to 
encourage students to develop critical skills to understand forces 
shaping their discipline and challenge accepted viewpoints’ 
(Zimitat 2008). Therefore, the dimension of internationalisation 
should infuse into all the key elements of the curriculum design and 
development: the learning outcomes, the content, the teaching and 
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learning methods and the assessment, learning resources.

The development of explicitly international learning outcomes 
related to internationalised content throughout the module/
programme is the starting point of the process. These outcomes 
should be effectively communicated to the students pointing out 
the advantages of global competence.

Being a deceitful idea for internationalising course content, especially 
for the discipline of the International Relations, by simply focusing 
on international case studies is insufficient. Though a good starting 
point, internationalising the curriculum of International Relations 
contains much more than simply including a few comparative or 
global case studies. In a rapidly increasing literature dealing with 
challenging dominant paradigms and established epistemologies, 
social sciences disciplines are accused of being developed upon 
Eurocentric knowledge (Wallerstein 1997). Accordingly a critical and 
revisionist literature is being developed in International Relations 
(see for example Hobson 2012). Truly internationalising the academic 
field of International relations requires not only a fundamental 
review of ontological and epistemological paradigms but also the 
production of knowledge within social sciences. Students should 
be able to acknowledge differences in conceptual approaches and 
relate issues in historical and political contexts. Therefore, inclusive 
non-Eurocentric and non-ethnocentric perspectives should be 
encouraged. A truly internationalised curriculum challenges 
hegemonic paradigms and encourages students to develop the 
creative and critical thinking. 

The teaching and learning methods should also be harmonised 
along with the internationalisation aim. Creating an inclusive 
learning environment for a cultural diverse student body could be 
a challenge.  In doing so, the first step would be the acquisition 
of awareness of the learning needs of the student cohort. Only 
after this awareness is established, then several techniques could 
be followed in order to engage all students (Scudamore 2013). 
Engaged students with the content of the module/programme 
and with each other are more likely to critically assess their own 
assumptions, attitudes, and beliefs (Bond 2003: 10). Experimental 
learning methods, such as group work, case-studies, presentations 
and simulations can prove very valuable for achieving internalising 
goals. 

Accordingly, the means of assessment should be carefully designated 
for the achievement of international and intercultural learning 
outcomes. Students should be encouraged to both reflect upon 
their culture and engage with the other students. Recommended 

reading should be selected from a diverse authorship. They should 
unequivocally stimulate the development of global perspectives. 

The internationalisation process should incorporate also the informal 
curriculum. It is also of paramount importance that the total student 
experience is enriched with extracurricular activities that entail 
international and intercultural interactions. These activities should 
focus on the development of international and intercultural skills.

The following table (table 1) provides an indicative account for 
developing an internationalised curriculum. Still, the list given in the 
table below is certainly not exhaustive.
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Table 1: Internationalising International Relations 
Curriculum

Key aspects of the 
Curriculum

Ideas for Internationalisation

Learning Outcomes •	 Developing clearly defined 
internationally-focused learning 
outcomes.

•	 Addressing intercultural learning as 
an outcome.

•	 Encouraging global perspectives.
•	 Reflecting international expectations.

Content •	 Framing Content within a learger 
global context.

•	 Integrating cross-cultural 
perspectives.

•	 Encouraging global perspectives.
•	 Exposing students to non-Western / 

non-Western-centric scholarship.
•	 Challenging Hegemonic Paradigms 

and Practices.

Teaching and 
Learning Methods

•	 Applying student-centred learning 
activities while acknowledging the 
various learning styles and traditions 
of education.

•	 Developing cultural awareness and 
avoiding the cultural stereotyping

•	 Using Experimental learning 
techniques: use group work to 
promote the sharing of multiple 
views of knowledge creation.

•	 Providing Constructive feedback 
to assist students in developing 
international knowledge, skills and 
perspectives.

•	 Encouraging students to use 
examples from their own 
experiences.

•	 Applying various teaching 
techniques to increase inclusiveness 
of the learning environment. 

Assessment •	 Reinforcing the importance of a 
global perspective by including 
questions and tasks that require 
students to draw upon. 

•	 Using multiple forms of assessment. 
•	 Encouraging reflection of students’ 

cultural perspective and engage with 
others on specific issues.

Learning Resources •	 Internationalised recommended 
reading list representing diverse 
perspectives.

•	 Recommended reading material 
form a wide range of texts, journals 
and web based resources.

•	 Expose students to non-Western / 
non-Western-centric scholarship.

•	 Exploring technology to supplement 
and facilitate learning, teaching and 
assessment activities (e.g. recording 
lectures).

The Informal 
Curriculum

•	 Encouraging global-orientated extra-
curricular activities.

•	 Encouraging collaboration of the 
diverse student cohorts.

•	 Promoting Academic mobility / 
exchange programmes. 

Conclusion

This article has highlighted the need for creating an inclusive 
content for a diverse student body. There are a number of steps to 
take for successfully dealing with the process of internationalisa-
tion of the Higher Education sector. An internationalized curricu-
lum would ensure that all students were exposed to international 
perspectives and allow building of global competence. Learning 
outcomes, goals and assessment should also explicitly include 
Internationally-focused competencies in diverse student cohorts. 
Nevertheless, internationalisation is a long, multi-contextual and 
multi-dimensional process and there are certainly many areas that 
need to be explored and reflected further.
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Introduction

The following is a reflective review of my role as a Pharmacy 
Programme Technician within the School of Pharmacy at Keele 
University. The reflection was originally written as part of a 
portfolio for the PG Teaching and Learning in Higher Education 
(THLEP) programme whilst I was employed in a technical 
support role specialising in areas of pharmacy practice and 
dispensing. TLHEP is primarily designed for academic members 
of staff but I undertook the course because some of the roles 
that I carried out crossed into teaching and learning support 
rather than being purely ‘technical’. Alongside TLHEP, I was 
also completing a Masters in Professional Studies in Education 
at Manchester Metropolitan University. As a qualified teacher 
of Business and Information Technology, for the 11-18 age, the 
Masters course allows me to compare and contrast the links 
between adult education and state education.

I became a qualified pharmacy technician in 1993 and have 
worked in community and hospital pharmacy until I decided 
to make a career move into education. One thing that became 
clear to me after working in Further Education was that I missed 
the pharmacy environment and yet I enjoyed working with 
students. Working for the School of Pharmacy has allowed me 
to combine my interest in pharmacy and education and after 5 
years at Keele, I am now a Teaching Fellow in Pharmacy Practice.

The MPharm course at Keele University has continually evolved 
since the original work was written. Innovate teaching practices 
have been introduced and the course is currently being re-
accredited with the General Pharmaceutical Council (GPhC). 
Changes to the curriculum and learning outcomes have been 
updated but many of the educational theories within the course 
and the reflective review still remain. It is hoped that the article 
will share some of the good practice that takes place within 
the School of Pharmacy and demonstrate how reflection can 
lead to the continual improvement of one’s own professional 
development and an improvement to the teaching and learning 
practices for students.
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I can share my experience with the students so that they can 
develop their own reflective writing and CPD planning. Reflection 
has become ingrained in the way that I work as I continually review 
what I have done, and consider whether there would be better ways 
of working in order to improve the teaching and learning experience 
for the student.

Figure 1 GPHC’s Learning Cycle (GPhC 2011)

Some of the CPD that I carry out involves updating my knowledge 
of pharmacy practice and keeping up to date with changes to 
the British National Formulary (BNF) as this key resource used in 
dispensing is updated every six months. Unlike some subject areas, 
teaching material regularly needs reviewing as medicines use and 
pharmacy law is constantly changing. Teaching material used in one 
academic year has to be reviewed before being used again in order 
to check for any changes that may have taken place. Pharmacy 
as a profession is also undergoing a great deal of change and in 
order to keep up to date with the Profession, CPD is a must. The 
greatest difficulty I face is keeping up with changes when I am no 
longer working in the pharmacy setting and therefore removed 
from the first-hand experience gained from working in a pharmacy 
environment.

TRACEY COPPINS

Why do we need to carry out Continuous Professional 
Development?

The need for Continuous Professional Development (CPD) within 
Pharmacy

As a registered pharmacy technician, I have to regularly engage in 
learning activities in order to meet the requirements for Continuous 
Professional Development (CPD) set out by the GPhC. The nature 
of the CPD can take a variety of forms including reading a journal 
article, having a learning conversation or attending a training course. 

In 2004, the Royal Pharmaceutical Society of Great Britain 
(RPSGB), the former regulatory body for pharmacy, reported that 
the pharmacy professionals of the future need to keep abreast of 
technical and scientific developments and they must have the skills 
to be independent learners. The GPhC’s CPD cycle of learning is 
illustrated in figure 1 and is similar to Kolb’s learning cycle (see figure 
2). The learner can enter the cycle at any stage but all parts of the 
cycle need to be visited in order for a deeper level of learning to 
take place.

Kaartinen-Koutaniem and Katajavuori (2006) recommend that the 
preparation for life-long learning, needed for a career in Pharmacy, 
should begin during initial pharmacy education and therefore it is 
essential that those teaching Pharmacy must be engaged in the 
process themselves. Metacognitive skills need to be developed to 
help students to reflect upon their learning in order to develop a 
deeper understanding of the subject. The MPharm course achieves 
this for students with the use of a reflective portfolio in each stage 
of the course. The structure of the portfolio CPD cycle is similar 
to that which students will complete once they are registered 
pharmacy professionals.

As part of my requirements for CPD for the GPhC, I am expected to 
•	 set my own learning targets, 
•	 be able to plan how I will carry out learning 
•	 do the learning
•	 reflect upon and evaluate the learning in order to state how it 

will or has improved my practice

Having to complete a similar format of CPD, to that of the students, 
engages me in the process of reflection in my own work. As such, 
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they need that kind of support. The preference seemed to be for the 
study skills to be a part of the teaching sessions that they attend. 
The majority of students did not think that there was any benefit 
to knowing their learning style but being made to think about the 
various ways of learning helped them to reflect on how they prefer 
to learn and how they could adapt their learning techniques to suit 
them. There was no correlation between having a certain learning 
style and performance in assessments. 

Another important realisation from carrying out the research into 
learning styles during the transition to HE, was that student’s do 
not think that they just need support during the first few months 
of their course. The transition between each level of the course, 
and when completing any new task or assessment for the first time, 
also needs consideration. For this reason, in my own teaching, time 
has be planned in to sessions to ensure that students are equipped 
with the knowledge of what is required of them to complete new 
learning experiences in order to ease their transition throughout the 
course. Some may argue that this can lead to spoon-feeding but in 
order to become an independent learner, I believe that the students 
need to know what is required of them in order to independently 
undertake the learning required.

Teaching in the School of Pharmacy 

The MPharm course is delivered via a wide range of teaching 
methods including traditional methods such as lectures, workshops, 
tutorials, seminars, practical laboratory sessions and newer 
innovative methods incorporating the use of learning technology 
such as the KAVE (Keele’s Active Virtual Environment), the KLE 
(Keele Learning Environment) and KUiz which makes use of mobile 
learning (M-Learning). There are advantages and disadvantages to 
all teaching methods and some of these will be discussed in the 
following sections. However for the MPharm course, teaching has to 
be designed using methods that will allow the learner to meet the 
Intended Learning Outcomes (ILO’s) set out in Future Pharmacists 
– Standards for the Initial Education and Training of Pharmacists 
(GPhC 2011).

Teaching methods in pharmacy education have changed in 
recent years. Petit et al (2008) explain that in order to prepare 
pharmacists for a career in 21st century pharmacy, and also to meet 
the requirements for Masters Degrees in the QAA qualifications 
framework (QAA 2008), new teaching strategies have had to 
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The need for Continuous Professional Development within Education 

To further improve my own professionalism and knowledge within 
Education, I undertook an MA in Professional Studies at Manchester 
Metropolitan University. For my dissertation, I carried out qualitative 
research with students from the School of Pharmacy that looked 
at whether learning styles change in the transition to HE. Having 
been told in Initial Teacher Training (ITT) that it was important 
to teach students in a way that suited their learning style, I was 
interested in whether learning styles would change in order to 
accommodate the new methods of teaching and assessment used 
in the School of Pharmacy, such as the use of the Keele Animated 
Virtual Environment (KAVE) and Objective Structured Competency 
Exams (OSCE’s). I also wanted to consider whether students with 
certain learning styles performed better academically than others. 

Two learning styles theories were focused upon, and students 
completed questionnaires at the beginning of their first academic 
year and again after the first semester in order to see what their 
learning styles were at the beginning of the course and whether the 
learning styles changed after experiencing new teaching methods. 
Using the data, assessment results were used to see if there was any 
correlation between performance and learning styles. 

The main findings of my research showed that getting students 
to identify their learning style alone does not help to improve 
learning. It is not the learning style theory that is important as there 
are over seventy theories each with their own advantages and 
disadvantages. What does help, according to Coffield et al (2006), 
is when students are made aware of learning styles in conjunction 
with learning approaches and study skills. In order to maximise their 
learning potential, students should be taught using a variety of 
learning or teaching methods.

In a series of focus group meetings, students told me that they 
preferred to know what is expected from them, how the learning 
will benefit them, and how they are going to be assessed. Once they 
can see the point to the teaching, they are more motivated to learn. 
Some complained that lecturers just expected them to know how to 
write an essay and not plagiarise, or how to participate in a group 
work task when certain members are not contributing. Students felt 
that study skills are something that needs teaching as much as the 
subject content, especially when it is something that they haven’t 
experienced before at undergraduate level. However, where study 
skills are taught as a discrete subject, many students do not feel that 
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through experience using a cyclical process. Students need to 
experience the whole of the cycle in order for effective learning to 
take place. The points in the cycle can be explained as the following
•	 Concrete Experience - being involved in a new learning 

experience

•	 Reflective Observation - having time to be able to reflect on the 
experience from different perspectives 

•	 Abstract Conceptualisation -learners need to process and re-
process their ideas in order to integrate it in to a logical theory

•	 Active Experimentation - students can put theory into practice 
to make decisions, solve problems and test implications.

Figure 2 The Kolb Learning Cycle (Fry, Ketteridge and 
Marshall 1999)

MPharm students will go through the cycle within each stage of the 
course and as they move through the stages because of the wide 
range of teaching and learning activities, placements, reflective 
portfolio writing and because of the spiral curriculum. The spiral 
curriculum is represented in Figure 3 and shows how the breadth 
and depth of knowledge is built on year upon year during the four 
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be designed that allow students to demonstrate that they can 
achieve the ILO’s. Instead of using level descriptors for ILO’s such 
as compare, contrast, analyse, and evaluate fitting in with Blooms 
taxonomy of learning, the GPhC use Millers triangle. 

Miller’s triangle is a pyramid of levels of learning. The levels do not 
equate to the stages of the course and it allows for the assessment 
of competency as well as knowledge. Typical at Level 1 – Knows, 
knowledge is needed that can be applied in the future to demonstrate 
competence. Assessments may include essays, oral examinations 
and multiple choice questions. At Level 2 – Knows how, assessments 
may include essays, oral examinations and laboratory books. Level 
3 – Shows how, enables a student to demonstrate that they can 
perform in a simulated environment or in real life. Assessments may 
include OSCE’s, simulated patient assessments, dispensing practical 
exams and taking a patient history. At Level 4 – Does, the student 
should be able to work independently and consistently in the 
complex situation of an everyday or familiar context.  Assessments 
allow the student to demonstrate that they can perform the same 
procedure repeatedly, accurately and safely. In order to demonstrate 
that a person is competent, they need to be allowed to show that 
they can do something and experiential learning activities need to 
be facilitated.

Experiential Learning and Pharmacy Practice

I was asked to help plan and prepare an activity for final year students 
which would allow them to check a number of prescriptions based 
on legal validity and clinical accuracy within a set time limit. For the 
first time in their education, they also had to check that legal entries 
made by someone else, in the Prescription Only Medicines register 
and Controlled Drugs register, were correct and that the medicines 
were dispensed and labelled correctly rather than completing this 
dispensing process themselves. I wanted the session to be related 
to experiential learning theories where students have a direct 
encounter with the phenomenon being studied rather than merely 
thinking about it or considering the possibilities.

There are a number of theories for experiential learning or ‘learning 
from experience’ but the most popular theory is David Kolb’s 
Learning Cycle (Fry, Ketteridge and Marshall 2007). Kolb’s Cycle 
(see Figure 2) has been modified by many learning theorists and 
adapted to suit different types of learning experiences; however the 
basic theory is based on the notion that not all learning or ideas 
are fixed or cannot be changed, but can be formed or re-formed 
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complete the dispensing processes on their own. They have to 
recall facts about what makes prescriptions legally valid and apply 
their limited clinical knowledge to check prescriptions for safety 
and appropriateness. The range of clinical and pharmaceutical 
formulation knowledge is increased in Stage 2 and the range 
of problems on prescriptions become more complex. Students 
have to analyse patient medical histories to assess if treatment is 
appropriate.  In Stage 3, students do not do any practical dispensing 
sessions but learn about the therapeutic prescribing regimes and 
evaluate prescribing data. This culmination of knowledge is what 
was being tested in this task along with the new skills of checking 
another person’s work for accuracy.  

After checking the prescriptions, students were provided with the 
answers to the tasks and were allowed to discuss answers with each 
other to find out why they were correct or incorrect. This reduced 
the amount of input from academic staff but students were learning 
by talking, reading, saying and doing in order to maximise learning 
as recommended by Ekwall, Eldon and Shanker (1988). This task 
has since been developed and adapted and is part of a range of 
summative competency-based assessments in the later stages of 
the MPharm course.

Electronic and Mobile Learning in the School of Pharmacy

Within the School of Pharmacy, a mobile technology based web 
application (app) has been developed which can create quizzes 
from PDF’s of PowerPoint slides that can be rendered for touch 
screen devices supported by Android and Apple. After a lecture 
has taken place, academics can adapt slides to include multiple 
choice questions and students can use this form of mobile learning 
(M-Learning) as a revision aid. 

M-learning allows students to decide when, where and how they will 
choice to do their learning according to Sølvberg and Rismark (2012). 
It could be argued that learning from a book or a file containing 
lecture notes is mobile learning but the amount of information that 
can be carried around is limited compared to the amount of data 
that can be accessed or stored on portable electronic devices. If 
students do not have the required smart phones and tablet’s to 
access KUIZ, then it is also available as a web-based version that 
can be accessed online, therefore increasing the accessibility to the 
material. 

Leading up to the main dispensing exam, some students had 
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year MPharm course and pre-registration year. Once students enter 
their career as a professional pharmacist, they will continue the 
learning cycle as they will have to complete reflective CPD in order 
to meet the requirements of the regulatory body of pharmacy, the 
General Pharmaceutical Council (GPhC) as explained earlier. 

Figure 3 The Spiral Curriculum (GPhC 2011)

Linking in with creating an experiential learning task, according 
to Ekwall, Eldon and Shanker (1988), cited in Ginnis (2004:p24,) 
people can generally recall
•	 10% of what they read, 
•	 20% of what they hear, 
•	 30% of what they see, 
•	 50% of what they both hear and say, 
•	 70% of what they say, 
•	 90% of what they say as they do something

Because of how the brain stores memories, it is recommended that 
to maximize learning, learning should be made active and episodic 
including physical doing as well as speaking, listening and reading. 
Learning experiences that are real experiences and are memorable 
should be created. 

I believed that the task of checking prescriptions fitted in with the 
spiral curriculum, Blooms taxonomy of learning and experiential 
learning because in the first year of dispensing, students have to 
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be able to give the support students need myself as I am not a 
specialist in every area. In supporting students, I should be aware 
of the problems that they may face and be able to sign-post them 
to where they can get the specific support or guidance that they 
need such as the Student Support and Development Services within 
Keele University. 

I have always believed in trying to create a learning environment that 
is inclusive to all learners and caters to those who have individual 
learning needs. The cartoon in figure 4 sums up ‘inclusive practice’ 
nicely as it shows that additional practices are not always needed as 
sometimes there is a solution that can work for everybody. Creating 
a supportive and inclusive learning environment limits the use of 
additional practices to meet individual needs and adapts routine 
practices to meet the entitlements of all students. Good practice 
should be anticipatory, proactive, and flexible and embedded across 
the Institution (HEFCE 2009). Inclusive practice and embracing 
diversity is important and Biggs and Tang (2007) talk about a time 
when universities contained ‘highly selected students’ who were 
happy with the lecture and tutorial approach to teaching. 

In recent years though, the student population has diversified 
greatly. The range of ability and motivation in the classroom has 
widened and the way that teaching is delivered and managed has 
had to change. At an institutional and classroom level, there is a 
legal requirement under the Equality Act 2010 (direct.gov 2011), to 
ensure that no person is unfairly treated or discriminated against 
because of their religion or beliefs, gender, sexual orientation, 
age, race, disability or specific learning difficulty from pre-entry 
application to graduation and beyond.
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requested extra support and looking at their work, I realised that 
many still did not know common Latin abbreviations used on 
prescriptions. As I was interested in using the new technology, I 
asked students if they would use KUiz to revise for the dispensing 
exam. There was an overwhelming response that they really enjoy 
using KUiz as they were making use of the app in other modules. 

Students said that they liked the app because it was convenient and 
easier to use their phones to revise from when they had a spare few 
moments, compared to having to get out books and files. Others 
liked the fact that they know lecturers did not have access to the 
results if they got the material wrong; instead they could re-read 
the sections that they were unsure of. This demonstrated to me that 
students do take responsibility for their own learning and identify 
their own learning needs more than I assumed that they did. 

After some initial training, I created a KUiz based on commonly 
used abbreviations in Pharmacy and prescription writing. The one 
disadvantage with KUiz is that it does not collect any information 
about how students have performed and whether there are any 
common areas of weakness. When using quizzes built within the 
KLE, I can see who has completed the quiz and what answers they 
have selected. This provides useful information on who is engaging 
in the material and how well the dispensing groups are progressing. 
However, after a simple evaluation with students, they told me that 
they had used KUiz, felt more confident with the abbreviations and 
would like to see more material developed.

Equality within Pharmacy Education

Equality and Diversity – creating an inclusive learning environment 

During the write up of the TLHEP portfolio, an area of importance 
was equality and diversity within HE, especially with the 
introduction of the Equality Act 2010. The following discusses how 
I have contributed to creating an inclusive and supportive learning 
environment for learners on the MPharm programme and how the 
MPharm also meets the requirements of students from a diverse 
background.

Since working in education, I have increased my awareness of the 
diverse needs of students and some of the ways in which they can 
be supported. More importantly, in my role as a Professional Mentor 
and Personal Tutor, I have realised that I do not always need to 
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•	 Academic guidance 
•	 Professional development guidance 
•	 Programme guidance 
•	 Learning support 
•	 Personal guidance 
•	 Administrative guidance.

Guidance should start from when the student first approaches the 
university and then continue even after the exit from university. In a 
synthesis of research for the HEA, Jones (2008) identified six main 
factors for non-completion, three of which include
•	 a lack of preparation for HE (especially in academic terms)
•	 courses/institutions not meeting up to expectations 
•	 a lack of academic experience (such as having not study skills 

or being unfamiliar with approaches to teaching and learning)

In order to support students during the transition, and to avoid 
withdrawal from HE, a variety of support is essential. Most students 
tend to withdraw at the end of the first year as this is when they 
have the most to deal with and so a supportive learning environment 
and good induction is essential (Yorke 2000). For most courses, the 
pressure of exams at the end of a year of study can cause stress for 
students. In the MPharm course, students have exams at the end of 
each of the three cycles within Stage 1 of their studies. Although 
this means that assessments take place early in the course, it gives 
students some reassurance about their progress early in their 
studies and reduces the stress of sitting an assessment for the first 
time after a long period of study.

Inclusive Education and Specific Learning Difficulites - Dyslexia

   
Before talking about what I did to support a student with dyslexia, 
a burning issue for me is the use of the word difficulty when applied 
to the context of Specific Learning Difficulties – Dyslexia (SpLD-
Dyslexia). When I started my teacher training the word disability 
was used rather than difficulty. As a dyslexic myself, I did not 
consider myself as ‘learning disabled’ as I could quite easily ‘learn’. 
Some tasks required more time than it did for others, and even 
now I do not like to admit that I have a learning ‘difficulty’.  I may 
approach tasks in different ways to others and therefore I prefer the 
term a ‘learning difference’ to difficulty. Stein (2009) talks about 
how a dyslexic’s brain is wired up differently to non-dyslexics, not 
wrongly, but just differently, and my favourite definition of dyslexia 
is ‘Dyslexia should be seen as a different learning ability rather than 
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Figure 4 Inclusive Practice (Giangfreco 2007) 

For those directly supporting learning, there is a requirement to 
ensure that learning material is accessible for students who may 
be visually or hearing impaired, have a specific learning difference 
such as dyslexia or dyscalculia, or have English as a second 
or additional language. In order to be proactive and meet the 
requirements of the Equality Act 2010, teaching practice should be 
inclusive and supportive and institutions should make reasonable 
adjustments to room layouts and equipment before they are 
needed rather than as a reaction to an individuals need e.g. in the 
case of practical laboratory work, workbenches may be too high 
for a wheelchair user to access and adjustable height benches 
should be installed.

I believe that even for students without specific learning needs, there 
may be a requirement for some kind of guidance and support in 
order for them to apply to, and remain at university until graduation. 
This is reflected in research regarding the transition to HE, and 
Wallace (1999) lists six types of guidance required by student as
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the prescription Quantity, Drug name, Formulation, Strength, Dose, 
Frequency of dose regime and Specific instructions.

I also found out that the student struggled with the amount of writing 
required for each prescription as a lot of the required information is 
copied onto the worksheet from the BNF which increased the risk of 
error, and he had problems using the prescription labelling software. 
The following changes were implemented not just for the dyslexic 
students, but for all students as it would be seen to benefit them all 
thus creating an inclusive learning environment:
•	 Students could annotate the prescription labels rather than 

having to write out the information onto the worksheet.  
•	 The prescription labelling system was refined to show a limited 

number of products (Some products had up to seventy-
five entries for the same medicine with just the pack size or 
manufacturer being different) 

•	 The prescription labelling software manual was adapted so that 
it is easier to follow and more compact

In order to improve the manual the main body of text was changed 
to a larger point size in Comic Sans, as this is a font that most 
dyslexic students find easier to read and that letters such as ‘g’ 
and ‘a’ are shown as they would be written i.e. g and a (Mills et al. 
2001). Although the research was carried out on secondary school 
age students, Mills et al. (2001) also found that even non-dyslexic 
students preferred a 14-point font rather than a 12-point font (see 
figure 5). Ellington and Race (1993:p.47) suggest that the reading 
level of instructional material should be well below that of the 
intended audience so that effort is put into mastering the content 
rather than reading it, and for this reason, I changed the user guide 
into clear sections, with short sentences removing any unnecessary 
words.

TRACEY COPPINS

a ‘disability’ (Pollock and Waller 1994). This removes the idea that 
the learner is not able to learn, but that they learn in a different way. 
This then ties in with many learning style theories that advocate 
that students should be taught in a way that suits their preferred 
learning style. It does not discount the fact that someone is dyslexic, 
but that everybody learns differently and should be taught and 
assessed in a style that meets their strengths and preferences and 
does not exclude them from participation. 
 
I worked with a student who failed his dispensing exam and re-sit 
attempt and therefore had to re-sit the dispensing module. The 
student was dyslexic and it was decided for the first time within 
the School, that he and all students with a SpLD could use extra 
time in the dispensing exam. I worked with the student on a one-
to-one basis to provide extra support and guidance. After talking 
with the student and reading his dyslexia assessment report, I tried 
to identify ways in which improvements could be made to the way 
in which we operate systems and present information in dispensing 
sessions. The suggestions were based upon what I had learnt whilst 
undertaking a postgraduate diploma module about creating an 
inclusive learning environment for those with dyslexia.

The student’s main area of difficulty was with his working memory 
and processing skills rather than a phonological difficulty which 
makes it difficult for him to retain information that he is reading 
and make notes at the same time. In order to make reasonable 
adjustments to the assessment of his work, it was suggested that 
the student could present his information orally or use electronic 
worksheets rather than having to write answers. Although this 
would be favourable to a number of students, it would create extra 
costs in staff time and therefore would only be offered to those with 
a specific need. The student was entitled to rest breaks and any 
other reasonable adjustments for assessment but he decided that 
he wanted to limit any changes to the assessment as he wanted to 
feel that he had passed the exam on his own merit and under the 
same conditions as his peers rather than because he had been given 
allowances that other students did not receive.

Instead of changing assessment procedures (apart from the 
allocation of extra time if he wanted to use it), we discussed how he 
approached the prescriptions in the dispensing classes and created 
a flowchart of the processes that he needed to carry out so that 
there was a logical order to his work. One method that worked well 
was creating mnemonics in order to remember lists of required 
information on a prescription, e.g.  ‘Queuing at DFS twice’ to buy 
a sofa (Q’ing at DFS DFS) so that he could remember to check for 
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The best advice that I could give to the student was for him to make 
an appointment with the Language Learning Unit, based in the 
Faculty of  Humanities and Social Sciences, who over a wide range 
of support for International students. For a while, I felt that I had 
not supported him fully in my role as I had not solved his problem 
for him, but mentoring is about acting as a sounding board for the 
mentee and assist them in problem solving and decision-making 
not solving problems and making decisions for them (Rolfe 2010). 
During the next academic year, I planned to assess written work at 
an earlier point, in order to refer or offer support at a point before 
the student begins to fail and therefore they should be able to build 
on what they already doing correctly rather than having to re-do 
incorrect work. Looking back on this, earlier assessment of work 
helped to identify problems and students were able to identify and 
access the extra support that they needed.

 

Summary

Since the writing of the reflective portfolio I have continued to 
keep up with the CPD requirements for the GPhC and I now have 
Fellow membership with the Higher Education Academy. I have 
to show a commitment to improving my own scholarship and 
improving the teaching and learning environment for students as 
well as maintaining my knowledge of Pharmacy Law, Ethics and 
Practice. My main areas of interest are based in supporting students 
learning by teaching in a way that is inclusive, and involves the 
students in taking responsibility for improving their own learning 
and performance. 

Due to the impending re-accreditation of the MPharm course in 
December 2014, the School of Pharmacy has continued to review 
and improve the MPharm course from the way in which students are 
taught to the way in which they are accessed. I am lucky to work 
in an environment where there is a culture of embracing new and 
innovative teaching methods. In future years as I progress in my role 
of teaching fellow, I hope to be able to develop some of my own 
innovative teaching sessions and be able to design assessments 
that meet the needs of a diverse range of learners. For now, I am 
continuing with the next stage of the TLHEP and will be undertaking 
the Teaching and Learning with Technology in the new year. 
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Figure 5 Preferred choice of font style and size (Mills et 
al. 2001)

On the day of the dispensing exam, the student only used five 
minutes of his twenty-five minutes extra time and passed the exam 
with a grade of 95%. He felt that this was down to the changes in the 
way he works and because he knew that he could use a few minutes 
extra if he needed to, which added to his self-confidence. He valued 
the support and guidance that he received and thought that if he 
hadn’t received it, he would have worked in the same way that he 
previously had and not passed the exam.

Inclusive Education – English as an additional language

One area where I struggled to offer support was within my role as 
a Professional Mentor. One of my mentee’s was an international 
student and English was not his first language. We were able to have 
conversations about his developing knowledge and understanding 
regarding pharmacy practice but when it was time to submit his 
written portfolio, I found it very difficult to understand some of the 
pieces and most were written as bullet point lists rather than a 500 
word reflective account of an incident. My first thought was to try to 
correct some of the grammar in the written work, but I realised that 
this would not help the student to understand what the problems 
were and be able to apply the rules to other work. Also, there wasn’t 
time for me to offer him the support that he needed. 
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Role Models and Mentors

Aurora provides an opportunity to access support from inspiring 
female leaders via role models and mentors. Role models act as 
discussion facilitators at each Aurora development day and are a 
mix of academic and professional leaders. The profiles of all role 
models are on display at the development days so you can take 
the opportunity to network, pick up valuable tips and understand 
different perspectives about successful (or not!) leadership paths 
and styles. Each Aurora participant is also linked with a mentor 
based within their own institution. Creating a mentoring pair is a bit 
like online dating; profiles of what the mentee wants are compared 
against the pool of mentors who have volunteered to take part in 
this initiative, to find the best match. The mentoring relationship is 
driven by the mentee and works best when you have a clear idea of 
what you want to achieve. Is it advice about a specific problem? The 
next move for your career? Developing particular skills? You and 
your mentor set the rules of engagement, including how frequently 
you meet. Participants’ experience of mentoring varied and in 
some cases the initial pairing had to be revisited, but for many of 
us, mentoring was crucial to maximising the value of Aurora and 
developing our careers. 

Action Learning

The programme also included a scheduled day of Action Learning 
(McGill & Beaty 1995). Participants were assigned to ‘Action Learning 
sets’ of between seven and nine women, and consisting of a mix 
of women from academic and professional roles from different 
institutions. Each woman bought to the day a current problem or 
issue they were experiencing in the workplace and over the space 
of about half an hour other participants asked questions about the 
issue. The idea of the questioning was not to solve the issue for the 
women, but to encourage her to reflect on the issue and perhaps find 
a way forward for herself. Through the questioning of our own direct 
experiences we were able to achieve a form of learning ‘by doing’ 
(Smith and O’Neil, 2003). The Aurora programme included only 
one scheduled action learning set; however, the anticipation was 
that the positive experience would encourage each ‘set’ to continue 
to meet up and provide an ongoing supportive and collaborative 
network. Our experiences of Action Learning sets were somewhat 
varied, with some groups flourishing and one group floundering. 
Nevertheless, the overall experience was generally positive. For 
those new to the technique the opportunity to put ‘action learning’ 
into practice was beneficial. Some ‘sets’ have already had fruitful 
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Abstract 
The Aurora programme is a leadership 
initiative for women in academic and 
professional roles and is designed to 
address the lack of women in senior 
positions within UK Higher Education 
Institutions (HEIs). In October 2013, 
13 female staff from academic and 
professional roles at Keele joined the 
inaugural Aurora Women’s Leadership 
Programme run by the Leadership 
Foundation for Higher Education (LFHE). 
Here we describe some of the unique 
elements and key successes of the Aurora 
programme based on our collective 
experiences, reflections and informal 
group discussions.

Introduction

In 2011-12, 56% of all students in UK HEIs were female (UUK, 
2013), yet the growth in the number and proportion of female 
students entering HE is not matched by the number of women 
in senior positions and leadership roles within universities 
(Morley, 2013). Keele has recently taken positive steps to begin 
to address these issues and the University’s 5-year commitment 
to the Aurora Women’s Leadership Programme is just one 
such example. In October 2013, 13 female staff from academic 
and professional roles at Keele joined the inaugural Aurora 
programme. The programme consisted of four development 
days (Identity, Impact and Voice; Power and Politics; Core 
Leadership, Adaptive Leadership) alongside a day of action 
learning. Inspiring speakers; our highlights included Tani Grey-
Thomson and Oona King, round table discussions facilitated by 
inspiring female ‘role models’ and networking opportunities all 
contributed to a series of excellent and motivational days. 

Networking

A key theme of the programme was building and developing 
networks and making, lasting mutually supportive connections. 
One of the key strengths of the development days was the 
mixing of Aurora participants from academic and professional 
roles alongside role models; women from participating 
institutions already in a substantive leadership role. The mix 
of participants from different institutions, backgrounds and 
career paths allowed for a greater variety in discussions and 
helped to build bridges between women from different career 
backgrounds. Participants found the input from those working 
in other areas to be valuable, relevant and, overall, there were 
many shared experiences. The programme also provided a 
variety of networking opportunities beyond the development 
days, including the participation in action learning sets, the 
Aurora mailing list, and the potential to network with other 
Aurora participants, mentors and role models from within your 
own institution. The value and importance of, not just creating, 
but using networks and contacts was also stressed throughout 
the development days and through the supplementary 
resources that participants had access to. Those participating 
in the programme were challenged to think about themselves, 
their professional identity and their careers and to use contacts 
and networks to provide support, feedback and insight to do 
this. 
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post-programme meetings and others have agreed to meet up on 
a regular basis. 

Looking to the future

Following the inaugural Aurora programme the Leadership 
Foundation will be undertaking a longitudinal study to see whether 
successful completion of the programme results in any change in 
participant behaviour, such as increased engagement in leadership 
activities. We anticipate that several women from the Keele cohort 
will be engaged in this research. As part of its Athena SWAN action 
plan, Keele has recently made a five-year commitment to the Aurora 
Programme and we are keen for other women at Keele to make the 
most of this opportunity. As the programme enters its second year 
and a new group of women prepare to attend these productive and 
empowering development days, it is essential that we put measures 
in place at Keele to ensure that the skills and connections which 
are acquired are nourished and shared. Completion of the Aurora 
Programme is recognised at the annual staff development awards 
event and we have a regular networking lunch to support and 
encourage one another. We also hope that many of the past and 
current Aurora participants will go on to become role models and 
mentors to future participants. As more Keele Aurorans emerge, it 
is our hope that we will become a vibrant and visible community, a 
mix of women in academic and professional roles working together 
and with others. Come join us!

Keele Aurora participants 2013/14 were: Jane Boylan,   Ruth 
Beardmore, Samantha Hider,   Sue Hunter,   Clare Jinks, Sarah 
Lane, Ceri Morgan, Kelly Montana-Williams, Yvonne Reinwald, Sue 
Sherman, Claire Slater-Mamlouk, Katie Szkornik and Jo-Anne Watts. 

More information about the Aurora Programme can be found at: 
http://www.lfhe.ac.uk/en/programmes-events/you/aurora/

The next internal application round for Keele staff will be in early 
autumn 2015. Please contact Jan Kincaid (j.a.kincaid@keele.ac.uk) 
at the Learning and Professional Development Centre for more 
information. 

More information about Athena SWAN and other gender-equality 
initiatives at Keele can be found at: http://www.keele.ac.uk/
athenaswan/
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that would deliver ‘bite-sized’ pieces of information concerning the 
services offered and the resources available. 

Development

The initial stage of the development process involved analysing and 
identifying which were the most important pieces of information 
needed by a new student during the induction phase of their course. 
This was achieved by way of a three step process.  The initial stage 
involved a breakdown and assessment of the pre-existing induction 
course to identify the areas that would benefit from more detailed 
explanation.  Following on from this the e-learning team went 
through a process of creating mind or concept maps.  The aim of 
visually representing a task such as searching for a book enabled the 
team to break down the process of a task into detailed stages which 
were then recreated in the production of the e-tutorial.  Although the 
use of mind or concept maps is not a traditional method of gaining 
data it is an increasingly used tool that has shown to be effective in 
identifying themes and interpreting meaning. (Faubert et al. 2009, 
p79).  Once a step by step analysis of the task had been created the 
team moved on to the creation of the first basic e-tutorials.
Following there completion they were passed on to a focus group 
of nursing students for their opinion and suggestions.  The feedback 
that resulted proved most useful and included such suggestions as 
the inclusion of audio, a set of ‘Jump to’ links, the numbering of the 
slides in order to check progress and the development of a more 
interactive user experience.  

In order to continue to meet the requests of the users and maintain 
a high standard of quality and consistency across the various 
e-tutorials a template was developed to guide each individual 
within the development process. It included such instructions as 
maintaining a consistent colour pallet, a standard screen size and 
keeping to a basic common layout. The creation of each tutorial 
also involved the use of several differing computer programmes and 
tools. These included and continue to include:
•	 Mediator – Licensed by Keele University and used to create the 

core of the presentations.
•	 Audacity - A free online programme that is used to produce 

audio recordings
•	 Screenr - Another freely available tool that is used to record 

screen activity which can be then used to guide the student 
through a webpage.

•	 YouTube – The third party video hosting website that the Health 
Library uses to store its videos.
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Abstract 
E-learning, in its varying forms, is 
becoming an important tool within 
education and information management.  
It allows for the dissemination of 
information to large numbers of people 
without the need for ‘face to face’ tuition 
or guidance.  In order to add to the 
growing body of case study literature in 
this area and possibly assist those who are 
contemplating a similar plan it was decided 
that the following study be produced.  In 
2011 it was decided that the new users of 
the Health Library of North Staffordshire 
could benefit from the creation of a set 
of online interactive tutorials designed 
to assist them in their use of the library.  
Following a short period of investigation 
to decide the subject matter of the 
initial e-tutorials it was decided that they 
would be presented under two distinct 
headings.  ‘Getting Started’ would consist 
of e-tutorials detailing such tasks as 
finding a book or article within the library 
and ‘Information Skills’ would consist of 
e-tutorials designed to assist users in 
such areas as assessing the quality of 
information and communication.  The 
impact of the tutorials and the feedback 
that has been received, to date, has 
been good.  The existing tutorials are 
continually updated and new tutorials are 
in development.  

Introduction

E-learning, which can and has been described as ‘learning 
facilitated and supported through the use of information and 
communications technologies’ (Clarke et al. 2005, p33), is 
now becoming a major medium in the field of education. As 
a result, the traditional academic library has been presented 
with a range of new challenges to address. Since 2011 the Health 
Library of North Staffordshire has been attempting to address 
these issues and adopt an e-learning strategy that can be 
incorporated into the existing services it provides.  In doing so it 
is hoped that both students and National Health Service (NHS) 
staff members would develop their information skills within an 
academic setting.  It is the purpose of this short Highlight article 
to introduce the reader to the ongoing project by outlining how 
and why it was developed, the methods and tools incorporated 
into the process, its achievements to date and looking forward, 
what may be achieved in the future.  

Health Library of North Staffordshire, which is located at the 
Clinical Education Centre of the Royal Stoke University Hospital, 
provides a joint service to students and the NHS. As a result, 
it has a diverse range of users. In addition to students and 
academics of the Health Faculty it serves the staff of a busy 
hospital and the wider NHS community.  The varied users 
have differing levels of experience in information literacy and 
technology and also differing levels of available time.  In order to 
provide a comprehensive and professional service to the various 
users it was decided that a series of online e-tutorials would 
be created in order to inform patrons of the services available 
and guide them through some of the skills required. The initial 
development of the Health Library e-learning programme 
began in 2011 after one of the Librarians was approached by 
the School of Nursing. The School were concerned about the 
size of the expected cohort for that year and did not want any 
of the expected students to miss out on part of their induction 
programme provided by the Health Library.  It was thus 
conceived that the first tutorials to be created should focus on 
key information regarding the library that can be delivered to 
students during the process of their induction. 

The result of this early stage in the developmental process was 
a short period of consultation and investigation conducted by 
a focus group of the concerned parties. These included library 
staff, academics from the School of Nursing and Midwifery, 
technical staff and students studying nursing and midwifery.  
At the conclusion of the consultation period it was decided 
that the library would produce a series of short online tutorials 
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The continuous development has also been matched by a steady 
increase in the number of individuals accessing the online e-tutorials, 
as is clearly indicated by the following:

Overall the development of e-learning at the Health Library of North 
Staffordshire has been a great success. Feedback has been positive 
and the usage continues to increase. As a result, the project team 
continue to look to the future and develop new content that will 
assist users in their learning process.  The next major step to be 
taken will be the development of e-tutorials that can be viewed via 
tablet computers and other hand held mobile devices.   

DANIEL S. WYATT

User satisfaction continues to be an important aspect of the 
e-tutorials as it was at the outset of the process. For this reason a 
link to a feedback form was also thought to be very important. The 
tutorials are hosted by the Health Library website due to the lack 
of a Health Library presence on the Keele Learning Environment 
(KLE). However, this has allowed the project team to maintain the 
usage and develop detailed statistics which have proved important 
to further expanding the e-learning service.

Achievements

Since the Health Library took its first tentative steps into the realm 
of computer facilitated learning the e-learning working group 
has continued to develop new tutorials and ideas for expansion 
and much has been achieved. The initial series of e-tutorials were 
released in September 2011 and presented, as they are today, under 
two titles, ‘Getting started’ (http://www.keele.ac.uk/healthlibrary/
training/gettingstarted/#HealthLibrary) and ‘Information Skills’ 
(http://www.keele.ac.uk/healthlibrary/training/informationskills/). 
These were followed, in March, by e-tutorials that addressed such 
things as ‘Finding information on the internet’ and ‘Using e-books’.  
An important stage in the development process occurred between 
2012 and 2013 when the working group took steps to gather 
feedback from the library users in the form of a survey.  With the 
incentive of a series of prizes a feedback form was added to the 
e-tutorial pages and advertised to other library users.  Although the 
results of the survey were limited it did offer some interesting insight 
into how the tutorials were being received by the library users.  The 
overall rating given by students and other users was excellent with 
positive feedback across all parameters of the survey.  

Although the e-learning working group have other commitments 
the development of tutorials is ongoing and continues to this 
day. As can be seen by the following table since the inception of 
the process in 2011 new e-tutorials continue to develop and have 
also been supplemented by the addition of videos hosted by the 
YouTube video hosting sight. 
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Ritchie, Anne (2010) ‘The Library’s role and challenges in 
implementing an elearning strategy: a case study from northern 
Australia’, Health Information and Libraries Journal, 28 (1).

Nesbit, J. C. & Adescope, O. (2006). ‘Learning with concept and 
knowledge maps: A meta-analysis.’ Review of Educational Research 
76(3)

Overview

The above presented case study has outlined the process of 
introducing an e-learning strategy to the already existing services 
offered by the Health Library of North Staffordshire.  It has addressed 
the reasons why the concept of e-learning was originally suggested 
and summarised the process by which the initial e-tutorials were 
created.  It has detailed the changes and adaptations made in order 
to streamline the production process and the tools used.  In addition, 
a list of achievements that have been made during the course of the 
project is also detailed.  Overall, the above article has presented a 
concise description of the project to date, its results and its future 
direction.  It serves as an important case study for those interested 
in the integration of e-learning into a library or information services 
setting and also as the basis for a more in depth article in the future. 
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subject was that individuals who are on the autistic spectrum might 
benefit from consideration of their well-documented difficulties 
within social learning environments (such as small group or PBL-
type classes) and that this could be further incorporated into the 
underlying pedagogy of curriculum design to minimise the impact 
of, and even aid, those who struggle with social intuition.  Further, 
teachers could perhaps be more mindful of the “herd effect” on 
students and the risk of these students losing their own opinions to 
the social pressure inherent in small group classwork.  In essence, 
we might further consider using social cognition theory to inform 
HE pedagogy and curriculum design.

Dr. Beatrix Krause from the University of Oxford presented data 
exploring the development of mathematical abilities and learning 
using a range of neuropsychology measurements, including 
magnetic resonance spectroscopy (MRS - a non-invasive method to 
image regions of brain activity).  She and colleagues postulated that 
an imbalance in the gamma-aminobutyric acid (GABA) / Glutamate 
(major inhibitory and excitatory neurotransmitters, respectively) 
ratio might be responsible for some elements of schizophrenia and 
panic disorders.  Whilst listening to this talk it occurred that it might 
be a possible to use MRS measurements to investigate correlation 
between the levels of these neurotransmitters and student stress, 
anxiety and motivation levels and then to test the effects of diet 
and exercise on this balance.  Dr. Krause reported the GABA / 
Glutamate ratio also correlated with mathematical ability and 
showed some very convincing data linking it to the balance of these 
neurotransmitters.  Dr. Marinella Cappelletti (Goldsmiths University 
of London) presented her data on numeracy and learning in aging, 
offering evidence that aging slowed down mathematical processing 
but, interestingly, number acuity actually improved with age 
(Duverne et al, 2009).  She presented psychometric data showing 
differences in number acuity between young and old participants 
in her study.

The second Keynote of the event was from Prof. Carol Martin 
(Arizona State University), who discussed gender and the social 
worlds of children.  Prof. Martin outlined her experience of gender 
research and mixed methodologies, from statistical analysis to 
social networks.  She informed the delegates that children (and 
by extension, adults) process information and self-socialise into 
gender roles and that it is through these gender schemas (formed 
in childhood) that individuals “learn” the different gender roles (an 
active process) which leads to an inaccurate assumption of these 
roles, which results in stereotypical gender role expectations.  Given 
the high profile nature of gender equality in the current higher 
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professional development, learning and teaching might seems 
quite dispirit.  This event revealed a much more closely linked 
pedagogy and practice that this author had perhaps first 
suspected….and the setting didn`t hurt!  The rich diversity of 
subject areas on show, even within this large subgroup of the 
British Psychological Society (BPS) offered ideas, applications, 
perspectives, research methods and good practice that is well 
worth exploring for those outside this specific subject area.  As 
such, the purpose of this article is not to outline a blow by blow 
account of the event, but rather to offer JADE readers a broad 
learning and teaching perspective on just some of the ideas on 
display and to convincingly make a very specific point:

Interdisciplinary thinking as a pedagogic method is a 
powerful tool in any teachers’ arsenal  

As such, what follows are thoughts filtered through my personal 
medical education, pedagogic and bioscience perspective… just 
imagine what YOUR perspective might have been.

The first of a number of keynote lectures and overall event 
opener was from Prof. F. Happe (Kings College London), which 
explored the developmental effects of “mind-blindness” in 
autism spectrum disorder.  As a relative newcomer to research 
focussing on autism, I was surprised to find out that around 
1:100 children and adults are affected by autism and from a 
higher education (HE) perspective, support for autistic students 
impact almost every level of university infrastructure, from staff 
training to assessment methods (http://www.autism.org.uk/
working-with/education/education-professionals-in-fe-and-he/
education-meeting-the-needs-of-students-in-fe-and-he.aspx).  
Diagnosis of autism is made entirely on the basis of behaviour, 
rather than any detectable genetic or medical criteria.  This 
keynote was particularly interesting because it outlined a 
psychology theory that I believe more people should be aware 
of….Theory of Mind:  The ability to recognise others thoughts or 
somewhat reductively; the ability to “put yourself in the shoes of 
another”.  Whilst this theory has been debated for years it does 
present itself as an idea that might by applied by HE teachers 
as a perspective to aid in understanding the behaviours of some 
challenging students.  From a neuroscience point of view, the 
temporal cortex and the limbic system are heavily implicated in 
controlling these responses and interestingly, these areas of the 
brain are also involved in a number of student-relevant cognitive 
skills such as facial recognition, memory, language and emotion.  
A very useful idea that occurred while learning about this 
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fast knowledge acquisition, both informational and behavioural.  
She went on to highlight that these testimonies were not always 
reliable and in some cases, wholly unreliable.  The point of her talk 
was focused on how students essentially “filter” skills and credibility 
from various sources (peer, staff etc.).  For this author, her talk raised 
a great many questions about trust in sources of information at 
university and the possible weakness of a totally peer-informed or 
self-directed model of student study which might leave the learner 
open to “incorrect” information.  Indeed, courses that adopt a 
heavy student-centric learning model might have to take additional 
account (risk vs. reward) of this effect to ensure independent study 
is insulated against negative influence from peer-group social 
consciousness.

A number of speakers from the University of Amsterdam presented 
research on cognitive bias modification (CBM) – related to the more 
widely known cognitive behavioural therapy, where therapeutic 
practitioners help patients to reduce stress and anxiety whilst 
fortifying emotional resistance through retraining of thoughts, 
successful in around 50% of instances.  CBM, in theory, allows 
individuals to change how they look at normal thoughts and helps 
them re-focus away from dwelling on the negative aspects to an 
unhealthy degree.  These methods were mentioned in relation to 
neuro-typical (or “normal”) coping strategies for stress and anxiety 
as well as having impact on those with obsessive compulsive 
disorders.  Whilst a very interesting area of study, the data presented 
was very much pilot work but did show a great deal of potential.  
One thought that occurred during these sessions was that there 
might be a benefit in using a CBM-related approach to address 
anxiety, stress and depression in the student population (or even 
the staff, for that matter!) both in terms of handling and recognising 
these issues, especially during assessment periods.

One of the most interesting keynote lectures was from Prof. Patti 
Valkenburg (University of Amsterdam) entitled “The Smartphone 
Generation” and highlighted points on childhood exposure to 
and use of social media (particularly Facebook and Whats App).  
Prof. Valkenburg highlighted the effects the Teletubbies had on 
revealing the infant as a potential target audience in advertising….
that demographic might be a little early to target for the higher 
education advertising market!  What was also very informative was 
that the speaker then explored the increasingly common trend of 
young people simultaneously accessing information on multiple 
monitors/screens and the idea of social multitasking with her 
statistics showing that out of every 6 hours spent online, the typical 
adolescent spends 3 of those hours on social media….a trend that 
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education climate, this was an extremely informative lecture which 
raised a number of valuable points from a university point of view.  
Her work highlights the role of peers in gender development, 
showing that young individuals are naturally drawn to same-gender 
peers with no clear explanation of why this gender segregation 
happens but it was postulated that “social dosage” (exposure) 
was an influencer of this phenomenon.  This author was interested 
to explore whether this was also the case in the higher education 
setting, given the unavoidable gender segregation inherent in 
certain subjects, such as nursing or mathematics, where it is simply 
not currently possible to equally mix the genders in classes due 
to the male:female ratio these subjects traditionally attract.  The 
questions in this session raised a very interesting point around 
teachers perhaps doing more to “encourage” mixed gender pairing 
in laboratory, small group and field work environments in order 
to encourage development of communication skills / strategies 
towards improving student self-esteem and peer relationships for a 
better learning experience overall.  The debate centred on whether 
it was the role of the teacher to directly enforce, encourage or 
facilitate this as a curriculum design strategy to promote integration 
of inter-gender communication skills into higher education courses.  
In theory, this might go some way towards improving attitudes 
and comfort levels in interaction between genders, something that 
vocational courses such as medicine, nursing and physiotherapy 
might particularly benefit from.

There were an excellent groups of talks centred around ostracism, 
empathy and social networks by Dr. Kate Ellis-Davies (University 
of Cambridge) and Dr. Harriet Over (University of York).  These 
presenters examined the effects of ostracism on young individuals 
and looked at the negative aspects of social exclusion.  They 
quite convincingly made the case for a range of complex factors 
accounting for and allowing redistribution of, an ostracised 
individual back into a social group.  They also detailed the impact of 
various moderators on influencing ostracism, such as gender, age, 
culture and personality factors.  The take-home point for this author 
from their collective works was that higher education teachers 
might benefit from additional training in recognising, evaluating and 
combatting ostracism especially in small group work where there 
is a significant HE equality and diversity agenda to be upheld too.  
Indeed, empathy awareness training for staff and students might 
help raise awareness of implicit and explicit ostracism for any / 
all of the listed factors.  Dr. Shiri Einav (University of Nottingham) 
discussed the issue of trust in majority opinion and explored how 
people rely on the testimony of others all the time and that this 
taps into the collective knowledge of social groups and allows for 
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instrument and see where you are on the narcissism spectrum!  
(please note, this is only a bit of fun but it might be interesting to 
consider how certain narcissistic traits are actually a real plus in a 
competitive higher education environment!).

Taking forward this idea of the importance of styles of feedback, Dr. 
Yvonne Skipper from Keele gave a talk on the impact of feedback 
on girls and boys choices to study and persist in science subjects.  
Dr. Skipper informed us that both the perception of a tasks value 
and the expectation of success were determinants of how a young 
person choses a path in education with the perception that science 
subjects require a more innate talent to succeed in and that science 
subjects suffered from a traditional male imagery, which it was 
postulated was partially responsible for the reduced number of 
girls in science subjects.  Dr. Skippers work proposes that feedback 
might help redress this balance and highlights that girls seem more 
sensitive to both the positive and negative effects of different 
feedback styles (Skipper and Douglas, 2012).

At the close of this 3-day event, it was obvious to this author that 
the critical perspectives of the research taking place within the 
BPS developmental psychology group were quite remarkable, with 
many of their developmental interventions and new ideas having 
real applications in the wider pedagogy of the higher education 
sector.  Theory of mind, executive function, bullying behaviours, 
gender bias, smartphones and gamefication in learning are all 
cross-disciplinary issues that featured prominently at this event.  
On offer were a range of perspective on many inputs into teaching 
and learning practice, opening discussions on techniques and mixed 
methods research styles commonplace in psychology research also 
applicable to wider higher education learning and teaching.

If the least impact of this event report is to encourage JADE readers 
to identify and explore even one of these ideas, then the exercise 
has been worthwhile but I would like to strongly put forward the 
idea that cross-disciplinary research methods in learning and 
teaching education is a potentially exciting approach to adopt.  
Indeed, many of the research styles, rigor and good practice on 
display could benefit teaching and learning research because 
feedback, attention, memory, diversity, gender and technology are 
watchwords of teaching in higher education whilst brain scanning, 
eye tracking, physiological stress measurements, questionnaire 
instruments and many others are useful potential tools  to help 
pedagogic researchers (i.e., all teachers) understand how to aid 
and improve the overall student experience (both academic and 
pastoral) of higher education.

RUSSELL CRAWFORD

the higher education sector is well aware of.  From a pedagogic 
standpoint, Prof. Valkenburg proposed that in light of these trends, 
a multi-directional model of education delivery should be adopted 
to a greater degree to take account of the “digital natives” preferred 
learning modes, essentially moving away from a traditional 
transmissive mode of learning and teaching delivery towards one 
that more fully incorporates social media as an educational tool.

The fifth keynote lecture looked at the neural basis of “executive 
function”, defines as goal-directed cognitive control processes 
linked with the prefrontal cortex by Dr. Yusuke Muriguchi (Joetsu 
University of Education, Japan).  Dr. Muriguchi postulated that 
socialisation was critical in executive function development in 
young people and proposed that using executive function training 
of education might help performance in task-based teaching.  The 
impact of this in higher education is obvious, if executive function 
training methods were incorporated into practical-based teaching 
and learning activities then adopting a more meta-cognitive 
approach to this type of teaching might aid in student performance 
of these tasks, especially in competency-based practical subjects 
like the Health sciences.

One of the best sections of the conference for this author was a 
series of seminars looking at narcissism and narcissistic tendencies: 
defined as a grandiose, self-inflated image in need of validation 
from others.  Narcissism is linked closely with the idea of an 
individual having very high self-esteem and enhanced levels of 
positive emotions.  So far, so familiar…but the flip side of narcissism 
is a vulnerability to negative emotions such as depression, anger 
and anxiety when that positive self-image is challenged.  Essentially, 
positive feedback feeds a narcissist and there does seem to be a 
gender bias towards males where narcissism modulates shame-
based anger.  These sessions highlighted the need for careful 
consideration in higher education of the types of feedback that we, 
as educators, are providing and placed an onus on us to ensure that 
positive feedback is judiciously applied where appropriate.  In the 
inevitable event of negative feedback being necessary, care should 
thus be taken that this has minimal impact on the ego of the recipient 
as there were some discussions about these individuals having 
difficulty dealing with negative feedback in a positive way unless 
couched in careful terms to preserve self-esteem.  Essentially, the 
way in which feedback is delivered might end up being as important 
as the feedback itself and JADE readers should watch this space 
for some Keele-based research on this very subject.  As a little bit 
of reflective fun have a look at this link:  http://psychcentral.com/
quizzes/narcissistic.htm for a quick and somewhat “dirty” question 
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What Makes Good Teaching?

‘What makes good teaching?’ is an open question the answer 
to which depends on how ‘good teaching’ is judged – from 
the student’s or the teacher’s perspective? A judgment based 
on outcome (i.e. learning) or process (i.e. theory)? Here ‘good 
teaching’ is addressed at two levels. The first, and perhaps 
the most pertinent, especially with regards to the intended 
outcome, is teaching at the ‘micro’ level i.e. teaching at the ‘front 
line’ in the lecture hall or laboratory class. The second is at the 
‘macro’ level – education as determined by policy, professional 
networks, prescribed frameworks, and cultural and societal 
change (see e.g. works by P. Trowler at Lancaster University) 
and also incorporates the recently developed concept of the 
professionalization of teaching in higher education.

Initially ‘good teaching’ at the micro level can be seen as a 
reflection of teacher qualities. Even from personal experience 
it is clear that an enthusiastic and inspiring teacher can 
make learning a true ‘flow experience’ (see work by M. 
Csikszentmihalyi at Claremont Graduate University). There are 
numerous stereotypical qualities a confident and experienced 
teacher is ‘expected’ to have, including a large knowledge 
base, adaptability to different teaching styles and subjects, 
and good organizational skills. According to Brookfield (1990) 
to be the ‘perfect teacher’ is an unattainable goal, as this 
would incorporate too many different character traits. Instead 
a personal approach is recommended, with the ultimate goal 
being students learning rather than being a ‘perfect teacher’ 
(Brookfield 1990). If good teaching practice is evidenced through 
student’s work - i.e. ILO’s are reached, assessments passed and 
learning has been achieved, then this could be categorised as 
‘good teaching’. However, good teaching should be subject to 
continued improvement of skills, achieved through reviews from 
peers, review of one’s self and an ability to modify teaching 
practices accordingly (Brookfield, 1995, Rowland, 2000).

Alongside teacher qualities, self-reflection and peer review, 
comes the more structured and theoretical approach to 
‘good teaching’. Numerous pedagogical constructs have 
been developed to formalise, categorise and highlight the 
developmental nature of learning. Can ‘good teaching’ also be 
measured by the use of these? Perhaps the most widely used 
framework is that of Bloom, (1956). Bloom’s ‘taxonomy’ is a series 
of 6 words acting as learning goals arranged in a hierarchy, with 
each level representing increasingly complex thinking skills. The 
taxonomy was initially developed “to facilitate communication” 
between educators (Bloom, 1956, p.10), a prerequisite to the 

In conclusion, I would like to warmly thank Prof. Patrick Leman, Dr. 
Yvonne Skipper and the rest of the BPS Developmental Section 
committee for the invite allowing JADE to attend this event and 
for their enthusiastic welcome into the fascinating world of the BPS 
developmental psychology group.
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use of which is an understanding of student’s previous experience 
(Bloom, 1956). According to Svinicki and McKeachie (2011), Bloom’s 
taxonomy was modified by Anderson and Krathwohl in 2001 in 
order to increase its effectiveness when applied directly to teaching. 
Other constructs include that of Perry published in 1970 and Biggs 
and Collis’ SOLO taxonomy published in 1982, both of which outline 
the development of higher thinking skills over time (Svinicki and 
McKeachie, 2011). 

An elementary knowledge of student’s learning styles is essential as 
to solely cater for one learning style in teaching could be seen as 
discriminatory. The four learning styles are as follows: Visual, Aural, 
Read/Write, Kineasthetic (Boyle, 2007, Fleming and Mills, 1992), 
however, a combination of these often works best, as succinctly 
explained in this Old Chinese Proverb, (Mogk, 2007, p.93):

“I hear and I forget
I see and I hear, I remember

I see, I hear and I do, I understand’

This proverb provokes the question ‘what is learning?’ solely 
remembering or a deeper understanding? This question is echoed 
in the six “categories of learning” presented by Brockbank and 
McGill (1998) who summarized previous work on how learning 
can be described. The categories outlined are as follows: “1) a 
quantitative increase in knowledge, 2) memorizing, 3) acquisition of 
facts, methods etc. which can be retained and used when necessary, 
4) the abstraction of meaning, 5) an interpretation process aimed 
at understanding reality and 6) developing as a person” (after 
Brockbank and McGill, 1998). As can be seen, there are a range of 
interpretations of what learning is and its degree of complexity and 
the above mentioned learning styles provide a means to develop 
a more efficient way to achieve these goals.  Determination of 
one’s learning styles was initially intended for students to reflect on 
their own learning (Fleming and Mills, 1992), as the concept of self 
reflection also applies to learners as well as ‘teachers’. This was a 
concept familiar to Albert Einstein:

“I never teach my pupils. I only attempt to provide the conditions in 
which they can learn”

http://www.quotationspage.com/quotes/Albert_Einstein/

The idea of student empowerment in the learning environment 
is becoming increasingly popular (e.g. Wirth and Perkins, 2008, 
Perkins, 2007, Wirth, 2007). Problem based learning, studio teaching 
and encouraging students to understand what learning means are 
already used within the discipline of Geology (e.g. Wirth and Perkins, 
2008, Perkins, 2007, Wirth, 2007). From my perspective, this 
approach is perhaps the essence of good ‘teaching’, or alternatively 
good ‘learning’, as it encompasses less teaching in its traditional 
sense (i.e lecturing) and instead passes the baton to those who will 
most benefit. This practice also emphasizes learning as the desired 
outcome, which in the end is the goal of all good teaching.

“The University as a Mirror of Society” is a striking statement made 
by Östholm, (2005 pg. 55) and can be interpreted in many ways. 
However, it is a good analogue for the aim of the ‘macro’ aspect 
of teaching. At the ‘macro’ level policies are implemented and 
frameworks put in place to ensure university teaching and education 
keeps pace with the changing educational and employment climate. 
The university provides the highest level of teaching available, and 
it is the university’s duty to ensure this education is both of a high 
quality and of use. The development of the White Paper ‘The future 
of higher education’, and the UKPSF for teaching and supporting 
learning in higher education (e.g. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
The_UK_ Professional_Standards_Framework_for_teaching_
and_supporting_learning_in_higher_education) validates the 
above quote by Ostholm (2005). As a small example, as society 
develops into an ‘information age’ where exposure to information is 
overwhelming, education has to modify to ensure learners are able 
to filter out information fit for their purpose, i.e. become intentional 
learners (e.g. Wirth, 2007). The increasing awareness of pedagogic 
theory and the development of teaching skills through e.g. the HEA, 
makes teaching at higher education level a professional practice, 
and not something a university ‘does’ subordinate to research 
(Secretary of State for Education and Skills, 2003).

To conclude, in my opinion, both the micro and macro levels are 
indispensable for good teaching to take place. The macro aspect 
provides a strong framework and subject-based guidelines 
developed through understanding the demands of society and 
the changing face of education. Around this the micro aspect can 
mould itself, allowing each teacher to be individual, to connect with 
the students and still achieve the necessary goals. Ideally the micro 
and macro components should work together like two cogs in a 
machine, each feeding the other with information from their own 
circles of movement. One cannot work without the other.
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Introduction

As someone who is relatively new to teaching at university level, 
having been in a teaching post since October 2012 (starting 
as a Teaching Fellow and becoming a Lecturer in September 
2014), it has been of great personal interest and importance to 
question what constitutes good teaching at university level. This 
journey has involved consideration of the different techniques 
and pedagogic theory written about university teaching, 
both in general and for subject-specific literature concerning 
Environment and Sustainability teaching.

During my time teaching at Keele University and as a 
postgraduate demonstrator at the University of St Andrews 
alongside my PhD, it has been necessary to teach using a 
variety of techniques and in a range of different environments 
including in laboratories, seminars, tutorials, field trips and 
lectures. This experience provided an insight into the benefit of 
using different teaching methods, but until recently this had not 
been supported by research into the pedagogic underpinnings 
of these practices.

The aim of this paper is to review some of the pedagogic 
literature already published concerning what makes good 
teaching and think about how this can be used at university 
level to allow both the teaching staff and the students to get 
the best experience possible.

Teaching pedagogy

There are multiple approaches to teaching that we can choose 
from to adapt as best practice including: teaching as an 
authoritarian (Ramsden, 1992); teaching as a facilitator (Ramsden, 
1992); and Bloom’s Taxonomy of Education Objectives (Bloom, 
1956) that takes the approach of building students’ skills so 
that they move from knowledge through to evaluation. Often 
the best approach to teaching is to choose from the range of 
techniques that are used within the pedagogic literature and 
practice them in a way that best suits the teaching situation. 
The decisions concerning the modes of teaching should take 
into account that not all students learn in the same way (Kolb, 
1984), therefore a range of methods should be used where 
possible – for example using a mixture of written instructions, 
power point, videos and class practicals to teach students about 
statistics. This multi-resource approach is not only suitable for 
a range of learning styles, but also means those involved in 
delivering the material should be able to adapt to teaching in 
different situations, something which is often necessary. This is 

especially the case in disciplines such as geography, geology and 
environmental sciences where a mixture of laboratories, lectures 
and field trips are used to teach students.

Good teaching theory

To embody good teaching we should ensure that, where possible 
and sensible, new techniques and technologies are utilised in our 
teaching, and even if the new techniques do not work we can learn 
and develop better teaching practices as a result. For example, 
including an element of student participation in lectures and the 
use of demonstration of techniques to students where possible 
(Newble and Cannon, 1995). If any new elements do go wrong, or if 
something else happens that is unexpected, good teaching practice 
should help deal with them. Being prepared and having a good 
knowledge of the material that you are covering in the session can 
help allow teaching to continue, or if this is not possible then it is 
important to not become embarrassed or overly apologetic, rather 
just say that the lecture will be re-organised to a later date.

Good teaching should also involve (adapted from Newble and 
Cannon, 1995; pages 2 and 3):
1. Presenting material in a clear and logical manner
2. Enabling the students to understand the principals of the topic 

being taught
3. Being concise but informative
4. Informing the students of the practicality of the material and 

theory being taught
5. Showing the students that you have the expertise in the subject
6. Providing students with feedback that is constructive
7. Ensuring students can follow the lecture due to the correct use 

of pace and volume.

Good teaching practice must also acknowledge that when teaching 
in higher education, we are preparing students for work after they 
graduate, therefore it is also important to ensure that they are 
graduating with the necessary key skills. Often these are set out 
by the institution that we are teaching in, e.g. the Keele Graduate 
Attributes, but also through reading material produced by national 
bodies such as the Higher Education Academy`s (HEA) Geography 
Earth and Environmental Sciences (GEES) Employability Profile 
(2005), which helps those teaching in GEES subjects identify key 
skills in their discipline that graduates should have to be competitive 
within the workforce after graduation. It is our responsibility as 
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teachers to keep up to date with the key employability skills that 
are being sought by employers from our graduates, and then ensure 
that we embed these within our teaching.

Assessment of students is a key element of any teaching – it is 
important to ensure that students have the correct knowledge and 
skills to complete any assessments, understand the purpose of the 
assessment, and that students are not being over-assessed as this 
is likely to cause them to disengage. Additionally, good teaching 
involves providing prompt and constructive feedback that is of use 
to the students and allows them to track their progress over time. 
It is important that we remember to get students to assess our 
teaching in a suitable format, such as informal feedback throughout 
the module to enhance teaching for the current cohort, and end 
of module feedback forms, to see what they feel is working well 
and what is less accessible and/or popular with the students. Such 
feedback should be treated as an indicator of the way in which we 
can improve our teaching.

Conclusion

When developing new modules or teaching material, it is impor-
tant to ensure that there is a clear set of intended learning out-
comes (ILOs) in place for the teaching team and the students to 
view. These should be realistic, achievable within the time available 
for material delivery and fit within the school, university and wider 
academic communities’ aims, objectives and literature on teaching 
techniques and outcomes. It is important that the teaching team 
clearly identify these ILOs to the students – for example by includ-
ing them in the module handbook and talking to students about 
them during introductory sessions. Students should be told how 
these ILOs will be addressed so that they feel they know what their 
targets are for the module, and are able to see how these targets 
are being met as the module progresses. This helps motivate those 
delivering the material to ensure that they meet the ILOs, other-
wise students may question the validity of the module and what 
they are being taught; ultimately at times good teaching comes 
down to managing the expectations of students who now want to 
get quality of service based on the amount they pay for their fees.
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s has become the tradition, I would like to use 
my epilogue as a way to draw together some 
of the various themes that have emerged from 
this 3rd edition of JADE and to use this space 
to highlight that JADE has it`s metaphorical 

finger firmly on some of the big issues in current 
educational research and practice.

Prof. Sally Brown kindly starts us off this edition, with a 
short editorial drawing attention to the participation of 
Keele in the Higher Education Academy’s Transforming 
Assessment programme whilst providing us with some 
very useful advice on future directions we might consider 
taking.  This links very neatly with the article by Phillip 
Young and Lindsay Bashford, which looks at how an 
educational theory called constructive alignment is 
applied towards blueprinting assessment in curriculum 
design.  The take home message apparent to me from 
both these pieces of work is that diversity of assessment 
benefits student learning.

  
In this edition we also had a reflective account from 
Tracey Coppins which mentions Keele`s Active Virtual 
Environment…the KAVE!  Having been on the KAVE 
tour and experienced it first -hand, I think there are 
some extremely interesting pedagogic dimensions (if 
you`ll pardon the pun!) to supporting learning with such 
technology and I wonder how long it will be before we are 
widely using this sort of immersive learning technology 
in assessment as well.  Likewise, the Highlight article 
from Daniel Wyatt exploring the use of e-tutorials and 
sharing good practice from the Health Library provides 
an interesting example of technology actively facilitating 
student learning by essentially training people how to get 
the best out of the resources available.

 
Indeed, if assessment is the primary theme for this 
edition, then the secondary theme is most definitely 
internationalisation.  Perhaps this is more to do with my 
own professional filters but when reading these studies 

A
and reflections I strongly identified with Tracey Coppins 
Highlight when it sums up very neatly….what works for 
international students, works for every student.  Many of 
the front-line teaching experiences that Ilia Xypolia was 
talking to in her Highlight were aspects of interacting 
with international students that I could also relate to.  
Her article explores the internationalisation aspects of 
curriculum design in one programme at Keele but this is 
an important theme that has become a main focus for 
the Higher Education Academy (HEA) moving into the 
New Year and Keele has been fortunate enough to secure 
research funding on this subject.

With a cautionary view on context for this idea, as 
a teacher I have personal experience (as I`m sure 
many JADE readers also have) in recognising that any 
improvement I make in my teaching materials which is 
intended to enhance inclusivity for international students, 
never fails to collaterally enhance the learning for all my 
students.  Easy to say….but a change in thinking for some 
and I passionately believe that sharing of good practice 
plays a central role in raising awareness of this.

Alongside the two main themes this edition, we have 
articles telling readers more about the AURORA 
programme at Keele, which is designed to encouraging 
women’s leadership development and an event report 
where JADE was invited to join the British Psychological 
Societies Developmental Group annual conference 
to explore cross-disciplinary educational research 
perspectives  I was particularly excited to receive two 
Letters to the Editor on the same subject….each with 
very different reflections on what makes “good” teaching.  
These articles remind me that teaching is a very personal 
expression of style and equally as diverse in that regard.

Please enjoy this 3rd Edition of JADE, and with submissions 
already starting to come in for the next one, 2015 looks 
to be an informative year for educational research and 
practice at Keele.

Dr. Russell Crawford
Managing Editor
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