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Welcome to the 12th issue of the Research and Scholarship Quarterly!  

We are delighted to share with you this special issue presenting the conference proceedings from the Regent College 
London (RCL) Learning and Teaching Conference 2025. Held in person at one of RCL’s London campuses on 25 April 
2025, the event brought together colleagues from across the College and its partner institutions for a day of collaboration, 
insight and inspiration.

The annual RCL Learning and Teaching Conference brings together academic staff, student support teams and external 
partners to showcase and share best practices in learning, teaching and assessment. With an emphasis on enhancing 
student experience and outcomes, the conference reflects RCL’s commitment to a teaching-focused, scholarship-
engaged and research-informed culture. This year’s theme – “Inspire and Engage: Showcasing our RCL Pedagogies 
and Practices” – highlighted the importance of learner-centred approaches as the foundation of meaningful, impactful 
education.

This issue of the RSQ features conference papers across three key themes: Pedagogy and Practice, Student 
Engagement and Support and Technology and Innovation in Learning. These themes reflect the breadth and depth of 
the conference discussions. From inclusive, hands-on teaching strategies and reflective practice, and the importance of 
emotional and cultural support in learning, to the integration of AI and digital tools – each paper offers insight into how we 
can better serve an increasingly diverse student body. All papers included in this issue have been authored by staff from 
RCL, showcasing the knowledge, creativity and commitment of colleagues across the institution.

In the face of sector-wide challenges – including increased use of technology and AI, mental health concerns, financial 
pressures, global uncertainty and increasing demands for flexibility and employability – RCL continues to innovate with 
purpose. Like many higher education institutions, RCL recognises the need for holistic, forward-facing strategies that 
respond to the emerging needs of a diverse student population. The adoption of the “Prepare, Collaborate, Consolidate” 
(PCC) teaching method exemplifies this commitment, encouraging students to take ownership of their learning and to 
engage more deeply with course content.

This issue also reflects RCL’s commitment to national priorities, including the Office for Students’ (OfS) Conditions of 
Registration, the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) and the UK Professional Standards Framework (PSF), which 
emphasise inclusion and impact. These frameworks reinforce the importance of delivering high-quality education with 
lasting benefits for students. The conference papers showcased herein highlight RCL’s pedagogical strengths and reaffirm 
our mission to provide flexible higher education that empowers learners from all backgrounds to thrive academically, 
personally and professionally.

May this Quarterly continue to inspire you as researchers and scholars! 

Dr Anna Wharton, Editor
Paul Williams, Director of Scholarship and Research

RCL Learning and Teaching Conference 2025: Introduction to 
conference proceedings

*Please note that references and sources are included as hyperlinks within the text, indicated by underlined words or phrases.
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Regent College London (RCL) has recently implemented 

our PCC – “Prepare, Collaborate, Consolidate” – approach 

to content. This paper will dive into the underlying 

pedagogical models that we are utilising to help us as 

teachers and content developers better understand how 

to guide our students to success using this approach. 

These models include the SAMR and TPACK frameworks 

of digital learning as well as concepts such as activating 

schemata, spaced repetition and backwash. This paper 

explores how these models and strategies can be used to 

improve student outcomes with practical examples related 

to teaching and writing module content.

Structure of PCC

In the PCC approach, the “Prepare” stage provides 

students with a reading, video or other activity to engage 

with before the lesson. “Collaborate” is the lesson itself, 

with interactive discussions and activities throughout, 

moving away from the traditional lecture and seminar 

modes to merge the two in a more engaging session. The 

“Consolidate” phase, similar to Prepare, involves readings, 

videos and quizzes to help students synthesise learning 

following the lesson. This format is repeated each week 

of the semester. Content for PCC is created within the 

Learning Management System (LMS), in this case Canvas. 

This allows us to move away from the LMS as a file 

storage tool, and to leverage the pedagogical affordances 

of the LMS to deliver learning enhanced outcomes for 

each session and for the module as a whole.

Digital pedagogies: SAMR and TPACK

RCL’s PCC content has been underpinned by two particular 

digital pedagogies: SAMR and TPACK. 

SAMR: The Substitution, Augmentation, Modification and 

Redefinition (SAMR) model was developed by Dr Ruben 

Puentedura to support thinking around the introduction of 

digital technologies into education.  

Figure 1 below defines the four SAMR levels – substitution, 

augmentation, modification and redefinition.

SAMR provides a way to think about the adoption of 

technology in education. Using the LMS Canvas to store 

and deliver PowerPoint presentations is essentially 

substituting PowerPoint for books and Canvas for a 

bookshelf. Indeed, lessons that do not leverage the 

PowerPoint as an EdTech tool and Canvas as a Virtual 

Learning Environment could easily be taught without 

technology, with no difference in the outcomes. 

It is important to note that there is nothing wrong with 

substitution in general, but SAMR allows us to more fully 

integrate and utilise technology in education. Indeed, PCC 

is about moving from Substitution toward Augmentation, 

in which “technology acts as a direct substitute, with 

functional improvement”. That is, by using the quizzes built 

into Canvas and accessing the built-in learning analytics, 

tools are opened up to teachers and students that simply 

do not exist in a paper-based world.

TPACK: The Technology, Pedagogy and Content 

Knowledge (TPACK) model is a way of thinking about 

our knowledge as teachers. Knowledge exists in three 

domains in this model:

•	 Technological knowledge: How to use the EdTech 

tools we already have such as Canvas, MS PowerPoint 

and MS Teams.

PCC and me: Rationale for and implementation of “Prepare, 
Collaborate, Consolidate”
Chris Baldwin, Director of Digital Academic Strategy

Figure 1: SAMR Model

https://taylorinstitute.ucalgary.ca/resources/SAMR-TPACK
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://taylorinstitute.ucalgary.ca/resources/SAMR-TPACK
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•	 Pedagogical knowledge: How to deliver the learning 

outcomes in class through classroom management 

and teaching skills, for example.

•	 Content knowledge: Having expert knowledge in 

our specialist domains – business, law, engineering, 

computing, health or sports science.

The TPACK model in Figure 2 below demonstrates how 

these domains overlap.

 

TPACK helps us to think about the knowledge we already 

have while PCC helps us to deliver that content knowledge 

through sound pedagogical practice alongside effective 

technological application.

How PCC helps learning

A number of concepts from cognitive psychology are built 

into the PCC methodology to support students to learn 

more effectively. The Prepare stage of PCC aims to lower 

students’ affective filters, recognising that when students 

are exposed to topics ahead of time, they can prepare 

better, which can decrease anxiety and allow them to 

learn more effectively. Activating schemata, whereby 

students are exposed to a concept gradually and over 

time across the three phases of PCC, builds engagement, 

understanding and retention of concepts. 

Additionally, spaced repetition allows for students to be 

shown concepts repeatedly over a period of time; this 

is echoed in PCC as students are initially exposed to a 

concept in Prepare, then in Collaborate, and again in 

Consolidate. Finally, PCC content is also designed to teach 

the full set of learning outcomes which will be assessed. 

This takes on board the concept of backwash, which when 

used appropriately, ensures that assessments align with 

and measure all target outcomes. 

Feedback on PCC

Following the implementation of PCC, we asked staff and 

students for feedback and analysed usage on Canvas. 

Overall, the feedback was positive with comments 

suggesting that largely materials are better; that there is 

more structure to content and teaching is underpinned by 

a more solid pedagogical approach; and that the Office for 

Students (OfS) requirement for a consistent, standardised 

approach is being met. Negative feedback included issues 

around the quality of some materials and challenges 

around getting students to engage. Data from Canvas 

was particularly interesting, showing that since PCC was 

implemented, student engagement (as measured by 

individual students accessing Canvas 20 times per month 

or more) has doubled.

PCC going forward

As use of the PCC model at RCL continues to grow, there 

are several practical strategies that can help maximise 

its impact. Lecturers can encourage students to regularly 

engage with the Prepare and Consolidate sections on the 

LMS, and consider introducing a points-based system to 

boost participation. At the start of each lesson, teachers 

should briefly review – but not complete – the Prepare 

task with students. Similarly, lecturers should revisit the 

Consolidate task at the end of the lesson to reinforce 

learning.

Canvas data can also be a valuable tool to review quiz 

and module-level analytics in order to monitor student 

engagement, note challenging quiz questions and identify 

students who may benefit from additional support. RCL 

staff are encouraged to explore the internal resource 

site for practical tips and ideas on implementing the PCC 

model effectively. Finally, lecturers may feel free to reach 

out to the author of this paper to share their feedback and 

insights on PCC.

Figure 2: TPACK Model

https://taylorinstitute.ucalgary.ca/resources/SAMR-TPACK
https://doi.org/10.37134/jrpptte.vol13.1.1.2023
https://www.mdpi.com/2227-7102/12/4/271
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10648-021-09626-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-020-09572-8
https://ocs.editorial.upv.es/index.php/HEAD/HEAd24/paper/view/17371
https://rtceducation.sharepoint.com/sites/TeachingLearningandAssessment/SitePages/Prepare,-Collaborate-and-Consolidate.aspx
https://rtceducation.sharepoint.com/sites/TeachingLearningandAssessment/SitePages/Prepare,-Collaborate-and-Consolidate.aspx
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Evolving demands of the current and future workforce 

necessitate a shift in pedagogical approaches to cultivate 

analytical, innovative and collaborative skills. According to a 

recent Future of Jobs report, the most in-demand skills for 

2025-2030 are going to be analytical thinking, resilience, 

flexibility and agility, leadership, and social influence. 

Appropriate pedagogical approaches are therefore needed 

to align transferable skills development with the needs of 

employers and enterprise. 

Paulo Freire’s critical pedagogy encourages critical inquiry 

and facilitates meaningful student participation through 

questioning accepted norms and structures, engaging 

students in dialogic learning, experiential learning and 

reflective practice. Pedagogical approaches can be 

applied in different ways across academic levels and 

can be scaffolded in such a way that they are formative 

and developmental, confidence-building, instructive 

and transformative. In my own teaching practice, I have 

experimented with embedding theoretical frameworks to 

support critical exploration and discussion of content at 

both undergraduate and postgraduate level. 

In this paper, I will share one such framework - Cultural-

Historical Activity Theory (CHAT). I outline how I applied 

CHAT in pedagogy, highlighting its potential to challenge 

historical hegemonic structures, to engage students in 

wider socio-cultural perspectives and to cultivate the 

analytical thinking required for the workplace. 

Cultural-Historical Activity Theory 

Developed from the work of Vygotsky and expanded by 

Yrjö Engeström, CHAT provides a systematic and multi-

dimensional lens to examine complex human activity, 

and expose the contradictions or tensions embedded 

within the context. As both a theoretical thinking tool 

and an interventionist methodology, CHAT fosters critical 

consciousness, collective inquiry and transformative 

learning. Figure 1 shows the CHAT framework of analysis as 

developed by Engeström.

 

The key principles of CHAT include the activity system, 

the multi-voiced system and contradictions. Through the 

activity system, activity is mediated by tools or artefacts, 

by rules (societal/regulatory/governance/organisational), 

by a community and by divisions of labour within the 

activity system. The nature of activity is considered within 

the context of time and historicity. The multi-voiced 

system refers to the individual and collective voices and 

perspectives, which are represented and contribute to the 

activity being considered. Contradictions are the tensions 

within systems, which serve as catalysts for change and 

expansive learning.

CHAT as theoretical thinking tool

By understanding the dimensions of a specific activity, 

CHAT encourages learners to critically examine activities 

or problems within broader social, historical, cultural and 

geo-political structures and to develop the capacity for 

problem-solving.

CHAT enables students to interrogate power dynamics 

and challenge normalised practices within the domain of 

Implementing critical pedagogy through analytical frameworks: 
Case studies, outliers and wicked problems
Dr Tricia Tikasingh, Associate Provost

Figure 1: CHAT framework of analysis

https://www.weforum.org/publications/the-future-of-jobs-report-2025/
https://books.google.co.uk/books/about/Pedagogy_of_the_Oppressed.html?id=M4MQAAAAYAAJ&redir_esc=y
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13639080020028747
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13639080020028747
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activity. Researchers have utilised the CHAT framework 

of analysis in a range of contexts including education, 

agriculture, international development, healthcare, human 

resource management and more. Its use in teaching and 

learning can therefore be interdisciplinary.

Through CHAT’s analytical lens, students move beyond 

passive acceptance of societal structures to engage 

in critical inquiry. This participatory approach fosters 

student agency whereby learners contribute to knowledge 

production rather than knowledge consumption; promotes 

collaborative learning whereby dialogue and collective 

inquiry replace hierarchical knowledge transmission; and 

encourages socio-cultural awareness as students recognise 

how historical forces shape contemporary realities. 

CHAT as interventionist methodology

CHAT’s interventionist methodology is another way of 

employing the framework in the classroom to create 

opportunities for expansive learning, which enable students 

to actively reshape their knowledge through cycles of 

questioning, reflection and action. Figure 2 shows the 

expansive learning cycle.

Another practical application of CHAT is Engeström’s 

Change Laboratory, which facilitates collaborative reflection 

and problem solving. Figure 3 shows a representation of a 

Change Laboratory. 

Interventions such as Change Laboratories can transform 

learning environments into dynamic, inclusive, culturally- 

and historically-aware spaces that equip students with the 

skills needed to navigate complex global challenges. 

CHAT in teaching and learning

To provide an example of how CHAT can be applied 

within teaching and learning, I refer to a case in which it 

was implemented within a postgraduate course, an MA 

Global Black Studies, Decolonisation and Social Justice. 

In developing the curriculum for the MA course, one 

assessment was designed to be an outlier case study and 

was situated within the environment of a wicked problem. 

Case studies are useful for exploring the “how” and 

“why” of a problem and can employ both qualitative and 

quantitative data and evidence. Robert Yin’s 2009 book 

defines a case study as “an empirical inquiry about a 

contemporary phenomenon (e.g., a ‘case’), set within 

its real-world context – especially when the boundaries 

between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident”. 

In this example of using CHAT in a particular course, 

an outlier case study was chosen for its unique context 

and learning opportunity. Malcolm Gladwell’s 2008 book 

understands an outlier as something that is situated away 

from or classed differently from the main or related body, 

and a statistical observation that is markedly different in 

value from the others in the sample. Outliers may enable 

researchers to observe and apply practice and to improve 

Figure 2: Expansive learning cycle

Figure 3: Change Laboratory representation

https://books.google.co.uk/books?hl=en&lr=&id=xacc6p4sKRoC&oi=fnd&pg=PR9&dq=%E2%80%A2%09Engestr%C3%B6m,+Y.+(2008).+From+teams+to+knots:+activity-theoretical+studies+of+collaboration+and+learning+at+work.+Cambridge+University+Press:+Cambridge.&ots=aOeQWYFnf6&sig=66D2ssr6MpkrZ_rlpsyWsKrqplU&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q=%E2%80%A2%09Engestr%C3%B6m%2C%20Y.%20(2008).%20From%20teams%20to%20knots%3A%20activity-theoretical%20studies%20of%20collaboration%20and%20learning%20at%20work.%20Cambridge%20University%20Press%3A%20Cambridge.&f=false
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781315647654-5/studies-expansive-learning-yrj%C3%B6-engestr%C3%B6m-annalisa-sannino
https://stel.pubpub.org/pub/03-01-miles-2022/release/1
https://books.google.co.uk/books?hl=en&lr=&id=FzawIAdilHkC&oi=fnd&pg=PR1&dq=%E2%80%A2%09Yin,+RK+(2009).+Case+Study+Research:+Design+and+Methods.+California:+Sage+Publications&ots=l-2P-aqYZo&sig=cjOQgiuK7vjWk30nJxKE5K4QxH8&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q=%E2%80%A2%09Yin%2C%20RK%20(2009).%20Case%20Study%20Research%3A%20Design%20and%20Methods.%20California%3A%20Sage%20Publications&f=false
https://books.google.co.uk/books?hl=en&lr=&id=qQc7AQAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PA1978&dq=%E2%80%A2%09Gladwell,+M.+(2008).+Outliers:+The+story+of+success.+New+York,+NY:+Little,+Brown&ots=8i7eajWd7l&sig=2bM3yPWUJTfLGZs04CQIkMFI71o&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://www.imd.org/research-knowledge/strategy/articles/strategizing-practices-from-the-outliers/
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understanding of current practice. Outliers also have unique 

strategies which are grounded in the local environment and 

can offer an opportunity to highlight strengths which can 

be used constructively.

Wicked problems can be found in many areas of society 

including the public sector and international development. 

They are determined by their level of complexity, 

uniqueness, relentlessness and interconnectedness of 

multiple problems across several domains.

Introducing students to CHAT

Students on the abovementioned MA Global Black Studies, 

Decolonisation and Social Justice were introduced to CHAT 

in session two of a particular module, and an exemplar 

case study was discussed within the parameters of the 

CHAT framework. Discussions were linked to CHAT so that 

students could gain confidence in employing it in their 

own critical exploration of their chosen outlier case study. 

Formative tasks included in-class discussions and group 

work which provided mini, informal Change Laboratory 

opportunities. 

The final summative assessment of the module was a 

critical exploration of an outlier case study from a relevant 

region/diaspora. Students were encouraged to use CHAT 

as a conceptual tool to critically unpick the outlier case 

study as the activity system. They were also encouraged 

to use CHAT in combination with other relevant theoretical 

frameworks which they explored in other modules related 

to research methods, epistemology or ontology. My view 

is that the layering of conceptual lenses can potentially 

sharpen analysis or open up new perspectives, insights or 

solutions. 

The teaching team decided to make the final session of 

the module a Change Laboratory session. The classroom 

arrangement was set up in a circle, and students were free 

to occupy the space as they liked, some choosing to sit on 

the floor. This was deliberate in order to reduce the notion 

of “power” as students and tutors became co-creators 

and co-researchers in this exercise. Although this varied 

from the prescribed Change Laboratory setup in the above 

Figure 3, the approach worked very well. 

The activity system to be explored in the Change 

Laboratory was the module itself, which was delivered 

for the first time. This provided an opportunity to receive 

feedback through the lens of tensions which existed in the 

activity system. The parameters of the activity system were 

discussed with engagement noted through a whiteboard 

and sticky notes. The outcome was transformative 

and expansive learning for tutors and students, and 

developmental feedback for future module delivery and 

for use of CHAT in this way. Students and tutors found the 

CHAT framework useful and appropriate for the nature of 

the course overall. 

Concluding thoughts

As the future workforce increasingly demands analytical 

thinking, pedagogical approaches must evolve to cultivate 

critical, collaborative and transformative competencies. 

Cultural-Historical Activity Theory offers an example of a 

multidimensional framework that fosters critical inquiry and 

analysis. Through its integration in educational practice, 

CHAT can enhance problem-solving capabilities, improve 

situated analysis within socio-cultural and historical 

contexts, and therefore equip students with the tools 

necessary to address real-world complexities.

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/02607476.2012.668335
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1540-6210.2007.00866.x
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The world of work is often described as turbulent, with 

stakeholder expectations often diverging from one 

another. With limited resources to fulfil the expectations 

of all stakeholders, leaders are often confronted with 

multidimensional and conflicting tensions. In an attempt 

to balance stakeholder interests, leaders often have to 

navigate contradictory demands, such as the need to be 

innovative while maintaining operational efficiency, and the 

need to uphold ethical standards while pursuing growth 

targets. 

Navigating opposing demands has become a defining 

characteristic of modern leadership. As such, amidst risks 

around stakeholder activism, technological transformation 

and social expectations, the ability to lead authentically 

with integrity and clarity is a key behavioural resource 

that can enable modern organisations to constructively 

navigate the changing world of work. Consequently, the 

world of work demands authentic leaders – individuals 

who are self-aware, morally grounded and capable of 

fostering trust and meaning amidst complexity. This 

paper hears from multiple authors as it explores authentic 

leadership through the lenses of business, engineering 

and healthcare.

Challenges of actualising authentic leadership

Authentic leadership is not a straightforward phenomenon. 

Indeed, leading from one’s authentic self necessitates 

that the leader is capable of being transparent about 

their core values and decisions, even when doing so risks 

exposing their vulnerability. In this regard, to be authentic 

in one’s leadership practices requires that the leader is 

able to reconcile personal convictions with organisational 

constraints; balance openness with authority; and navigate 

stakeholder demands while being true to their internal 

moral compass. 

While these tensions reflect the lived realities of many 

leaders, they are contradictory, and the inability to 

competently navigate them can leave leaders feeling 

uncertain and overwhelmed in their leadership 

responsibilities. Without the tools to engage with these 

tensions constructively, even the most well-intentioned 

leaders may default to defensiveness, superficial 

consensus-building or disengagement.

Introducing a paradox-based approach to authentic 
leadership development

Although business schools across UK universities have 

sought to integrate leadership development into their 

undergraduate and postgraduate programmes curriculums, 

often modules and assessment practices embedded within 

these programmes are structured around linear models 

that emphasise clear-cut solutions to business problems. 

Despite potential, a core shortcoming of these approaches 

to leadership development is that they do not take into 

consideration the competencies that are crucial for 

navigating real-world business challenges whose solutions 

are not necessarily clear-cut. 

To address this gap in leadership development pedagogy, 

we introduce an original framework for authentic 

leadership development called the paradox-based 

approach to authentic leadership development. In this 

framework, we highlight the need for programmes, such as 

those in business schools, to integrate into their curriculum 

of undergraduate and postgraduate programmes learning 

activities that are intentionally aimed at encouraging 

From classroom tensions to boardrooms and clinical readiness: 
Paradox-based learning as an active learning strategy for 
transitioning learners into authentic leaders 
Dr Mohammed Yekini, Senior Lecturer, School of Business
Dr Sana Zahabiyoun, Lecturer, School of Health and Sports Science
Dr Glory Aigbedion, Programme Leader (Interim), School of Health and Sports Science
Md Aminul Islam, Lecturer, School of Engineering and Computing

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10551-020-04550-0
https://journals.aom.org/doi/abs/10.5465/amr.2009.0223
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S002463012300119X
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S002463012300119X
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S014829631100347X
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10490-021-09762-0
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1048984321000011
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1048984321000011
https://journals.aom.org/doi/abs/10.5465/amle.2012.0018
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/joms.12899
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learners to constructively engage in conflicting demands, 

such as short-term versus long-term thinking, autonomy 

versus collaboration or exploration versus exploitation. 

Creating learning environments that require students 

to grapple with competing priorities provides them 

opportunities to realise that traditional binary forms of 

thinking are often inadequate. In this case, exposure to 

contradictory tensions has the potential to strengthen 

self-awareness, and disrupt a cognitive tendency to 

choose one side at the expense of the other. As self-

awareness increases, learners are more likely to seek 

alternative approaches to navigating these tensions, 

which can lead to the nurture of cognitive complexity – the 

ability to recognise, differentiate and integrate multiple 

perspectives or demands simultaneously. 

Instead of approaching problems as having one correct 

answer, learners begin to see how conflicting demands 

are often connected and must be balanced over time. 

Learners become more likely to adopt the use of a “both/

and” logical form of thinking as they recognise that 

opposing forces are not mutually exclusive, but rather 

mutually reinforcing over time. 

Authentic leadership, creativity and radical innovation in 

engineering design

Universities and training centres play a vital role in 

supporting engineering students to embed authentic 

leadership within their vocational practices. This can be 

done through a paradox-based learning approach. When 

engineering students are given opportunities to engage 

with and navigate competing demands, they are better 

prepared for a modern-day workplace.

In a work environment, authentic leadership of complex 

engineering design projects can allow for greater creative 

thinking as it fosters an atmosphere of safety and trust, 

encouraging honesty with oneself, one’s own standards 

and with others. In such an environment, engineers may 

feel more able to share creative ideas which may challenge 

the status quo, thereby fostering progress in product 

and systems design. When openness and integrity are 

prioritised by authentic leaders, engineers have space to 

consider new ways of thinking and to undertake original 

projects, again, allowing for enhanced creativity in the 

field. 

Additionally, transparency in decision-making can 

strengthen the legitimacy of decisions made by authentic 

leaders regarding the human, ethical and cooperative 

aspects of innovative work. In this way, engineers may 

be encouraged to better align their technical choices 

with societal and environmental needs, leading to the 

development of increasingly novel and eco-friendly 

inventions.

When team members can rely on these transparent, ethical 

decisions, they are better prepared to constructively 

engage with uncertainty in their work. Indeed, grappling 

with uncertainty provides space for healthy risk-taking 

and enhances potential for novel discovery and radical 

innovation. Leading with authenticity in the engineering 

field goes beyond strategy; it is crucial for leading the way 

in ethical progress-making. 

Paradox-based learning in healthcare: Fostering 

authentic leadership 

In their quest to deliver high-quality health services 

to patients, healthcare professionals often encounter 

conflicting demands. For example, healthcare 

professionals encounter situations that demand efficiency 

while improving quality; prioritise population health while 

attending to the individual patient needs; and allocate 

limited resources while safeguarding staff wellbeing. 

These conflicting tensions are not necessarily issues to 

be solved, but rather realities to be navigated. Some of 

these tensions involve life-and-death decisions, making 

them especially difficult to navigate. To thrive in such 

environments, these professionals must be equipped with 

the right mindset to navigate the contradictory demands 

of the healthcare service sector. 

Universities where professionals undergo their training 

have a moral obligation to equip these professionals with 

the right mindset and leadership approach to successfully 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0149206307308913
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S014829631100347X
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/22054952.2020.1713522
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10664-015-9374-8
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/lodj-03-2023-0155/full/html
https://www.dovepress.com/rethinking-healthcare-why-paradox-science-is-core-to-the-future-of-hea-peer-reviewed-fulltext-article-JHL
https://journals.aom.org/doi/10.5465/amr.2009.0223
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navigate the contradictory demands that define 

healthcare practices. This is where the paradox-based 

approach to authentic leadership development comes in, 

which asserts that the learning environment should be 

designed to expose and encourage learners to confront 

healthcare’s inherent contradictory demands. By engaging 

with dilemmas such as control versus empowerment, 

standardisation versus personalisation, and efficiency 

versus empathy, future healthcare professionals learn to 

balance competing priorities without compromising their 

core values. 

Without straightforward answers, these paradoxes drive 

learners to reflect on their deeply held assumptions 

and therefore strengthen learners’ self-awareness. This 

experience helps learners to explore and clarify their own 

morality by encouraging them to articulate the principles 

guiding their decisions when values collide. Additionally, 

learning to hold opposing perspectives on an issue can 

strengthen a learner’s sense of integrity. These outcomes 

are hallmarks of an authentic leadership grounded in 

genuineness, ethical conviction and consistency between 

ones’ beliefs and actions.

By engaging with real-world dilemmas in a reflective and 

structured manner, these authentic learning experiences 

can motivate learners to normalise complexity and 

move beyond binary forms of thinking. In leadership 

modules, for example, learners can be introduced to 

workshops that challenge them to meet strict efficiency 

targets on a hospital ward while ensuring each patient 

receives compassionate, personalised care. Students are 

encouraged to engage with the paradox of reconciling 

time pressure with empathy by adjusting workflows to 

preserve human connection. 

By integrating these paradoxical scenarios into curricula 

through case studies, summative assessments, simulations 

and facilitated debates, future healthcare professionals 

have opportunities to engage in critical self-reflection and 

broaden their cognitive complexity capabilities. When they 

grapple with opposing yet interdependent goals during 

their training, they learn to lead with integrity, adaptability 

and authenticity in high-stakes situations.

Beyond technical skills: Authenticity as the heart of 

healthcare pedagogy

In contemporary healthcare practices, it is recognised that 

the wellbeing of healthcare professionals can significantly 

impact a patient’s responsiveness to healthcare treatment. 

In this regard, many have sought to identify how best 

to support the personal and emotional development of 

healthcare workers. One way to improve this support and 

enhance authenticity in one’s health practices is

through the use of effective pedagogy, which plays a 

critical role in shaping compassionate, ethical and resilient 

healthcare professionals. 

The dominant framework deployed in medical training 

has consistently emphasised the development of 

technical skills and knowledge. However, there is growing 

recognition that authenticity, the ability to align ones’ 

values, beliefs and identity with ones’ clinical practice, 

is critical for improving the effectiveness of healthcare 

practices. Personal authenticity leads to authentic 

leadership in the healthcare context, the development 

of which can be strongly supported in medical training 

through a paradox-based learning approach. This allows 

healthcare students to gain experience navigating 

scenarios of competing demands while considering their 

own values before arriving in the workplace.

When healthcare professionals in the workplace align 

their actions with their core moral values, they also 

foster credibility and reduce patients’ concerns about 

hidden agendas. Credibility strengthens doctor-patient 

relationships by fostering empathy, transparency and trust, 

and patients are more likely to share accurate information 

and adhere to treatment plans when they trust their 

caregivers. Thus, authenticity in one’s healthcare practices 

can contribute to better health outcomes, patient 

satisfaction and overall quality of care. 

Moreover, authenticity in clinical practice fosters 

psychological safety by creating environments where 

healthcare professionals feel secure expressing 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1081/PAD-100104770
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0749597813000897
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(16)31279-X/abstract?cc=y%3D
https://education.jhu.edu/news/shaping-tomorrows-healthcare-the-value-of-advanced-training-in-medical-education/
https://code-medical-ethics.ama-assn.org/ethics-opinions/patient-physician-relationships?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://code-medical-ethics.ama-assn.org/ethics-opinions/patient-physician-relationships?utm_source=chatgpt.com


12 Issue 12 August 2025 

themselves without fear of judgement or reprisal. When 

clinicians act in alignment with their personal and 

professional values, they signal integrity, transparency and 

respect – qualities that encourage open communication 

and mutual trust within healthcare teams. This increased 

openness can reduce feelings of interpersonal anxiety and 

promote a culture where individuals are more willing to 

admit mistakes, seek feedback and support one another – 

hallmarks of psychologically safe workplaces. 

Furthermore, authenticity strengthens a practitioner’s 

sense of identity and purpose, making their work feel 

personally meaningful rather than merely procedural. This 

sense of congruence between self and role enhances 

intrinsic motivation, leading to greater job satisfaction 

and long-term commitment to the health needs of their 

patients. 

Concluding thoughts

This article explored the significance of authentic 

leadership for professionals navigating the complex and 

contradictory demands of modern work environments. 

Across business, engineering and healthcare contexts, 

professionals face tensions such as innovation versus 

efficiency and standardisation versus personalisation. 

Traditional pedagogies often fail to prepare learners for 

such realities, as they prioritise linear problem-solving over 

integrative thinking. 

Therefore, we have introduced a paradox-based 

approach to authentic leader development, arguing that 

this approach offers a crucial alternative to developing 

leaders who can navigate the tensions of the workplace 

by immersing learners in contradictory scenarios to 

strengthen their self-awareness and cognitive complexity 

skills development, both of which are foundational to 

authentic leadership. We assert that by encouraging 

learners to engage with paradoxes, they are supported 

to move away from more binary thinking. We argue 

that these tensions are transformative as they guide 

learners to recognise that opposing demands can be 

mutually reinforcing rather than mutually exclusive. We 

conclude that embedding paradox-based learning within 

professional training is vital for cultivating leaders who can 

balance tensions constructively, and who can foster trust, 

innovation and resilience in their organisations.
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In a landscape of increasing diversity in higher education 

(HE), promoting genuine student engagement is ever 

more vital. This paper asserts that meaningful learning 

starts with an authentic connection and that approaches 

to teaching which are informed by inclusion, teamwork 

and effective engagement can reform classrooms to serve 

learners better. Constructivist theory and pedagogies such 

as the relational method underpin intentional strategies 

– integrating co-creation, addressing learners by name 

and adapting content to learners’ needs – that foster 

environments where learners feel valued and empowered. 

This paper explores how these methods and strategies 

can be better embedded to transform outcomes and 

student engagement.

Learning through collaboration and connection

Vygotsky’s Social Constructivist Theory suggests that 

learning progresses best when students actively interact 

with peers and receive guided support. The theory 

discourages educators from passive and rigid content 

delivery, to focus on interactive and engaging approaches. 

This focus on social collaboration strongly aligns with work 

on relational pedagogy, which places deep connections 

at the heart of learning. Relational pedagogy speaks 

to not only the student-teacher relationship, but also 

student-student connections. Peer interaction can 

support a learning environment in which learners become 

comfortable expressing themselves and learning from 

each other’s perspectives. This is especially valuable in 

settings where diversity, both visible and invisible, can 

play a role in how learners engage and learn.

 

Researchers Carmen Werder and colleagues capture 

this ethos when they state that “We must be in a 

relationship with each other for learning to happen”. This 

view reinforces a co-creation approach, through which 

teachers and learners work together to enhance lesson 

content, assessments or activities. This cooperation 

equips learners to take ownership of their studies, build 

significant academic networks and develop critical thinking 

and communication skills that disrupt traditional learning. 

Relational pedagogy and social constructivism lay a 

foundation for such adaptive and inclusive classrooms as 

they provide insight into trust and equity, and contribute to 

learning in a diverse setting.

 

Connecting through problem-based and adaptive 

learning

Problem-based learning (PBL) is a learner-centred 

approach that promotes connection through collaborative, 

real-world problem solving. By engaging with complex, 

open-ended scenarios that reflect professional challenges, 

students take an active role in their learning. This process 

develops critical thinking and self-led learning, and 

strengthens relationships in the classroom, leading to a 

connected and engaging class.

At Regent College London (RCL), PBL is embedded 

across programme levels to provide relevant, work-

based experiences. For example, students might be 

asked to design an inclusive mentoring activity for peers 

with diverse needs or to assess a company’s financial 

health using ratio analysis. These scaffolded tasks guide 

learners through structured problem solving, encouraging 

cooperation and dialogue. PBL’s emphasis on explicit 

instruction and collaborative learning environments 

enhances academic skills while reinforcing the positive 

relationships essential for meaningful learning.

Adaptive teaching complements PBL by responding to 

learners’ individual needs in real time, further deepening 

connection and meeting students where they are. Rather 

than following a rigid lesson plan, educators adjust their 

approach in real time, deciding when to guide, when to 

challenge and when to focus on co-creative experiences. 

This responsiveness helps students feel seen, supported 

and actively involved in shaping their own learning journey. 

Adaptive teaching is particularly effective in RCL’s diverse 

Meaningful learning through inclusive and active approaches
Vincentia Boham, Programme Leader, School of Business

https://books.google.co.uk/books?hl=en&lr=&id=RxjjUefze_oC&oi=fnd&pg=PA1&dq=Vygotsky,+L.S.+(1978)+Mind+in+Society.+Cambridge+MA:+Harvard+University+Press.&ots=okzXV5p_bt&sig=-NT1tUDcG9CXtBw_gVzwOKKxu_A&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q=Vygotsky%2C%20L.S.%20(1978)%20Mind%20in%20Society.%20Cambridge%20MA%3A%20Harvard%20University%20Press.&f=false
https://books.google.co.uk/books?hl=en&lr=&id=kY7mv-eKNqkC&oi=fnd&pg=PP9&dq=Bingham+,+C+and+Sidorkin+,+A+M+(eds)+No+Education+Without+Relation+.+New+York+:+Peter+Lang+Publishing+&ots=jAQR75MFOj&sig=2dO7LFTSLl0iQBtPMwcVwPm2p2w&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q&f=false
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https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/j.2168-9830.2004.tb00809.x
https://www.torrossa.com/en/resources/an/5543070#page=154
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classrooms, where learners have various needs and 

preferences. Indeed, this approach nurtures a learning 

environment that is inclusive and grounded in authentic 

connection.

Strategies for engagement and connection

Building an inclusive space for learning must include 

the modest but fundamental act of calling learners by 

their given names. Research on student retention and 

achievement emphasises that even small acts can have a 

great influence on an individual’s sense of belonging. For 

students who experience marginalisation or originate from 

mixed cultural settings, being addressed by their preferred 

name can even induce feelings of safety and inclusion. 

Such recognition serves a vital role in encouraging a 

friendly environment.

Implementing strategies such as icebreakers and 

storytelling can also enhance community building in simple 

but fun ways. Storytelling generates the opportunity for 

personal expression and honesty, and supports both 

educators and learners to connect on a human level. It 

conveys culturally-relevant learning and teaching into the 

class, permitting learners to draw on and link their lived 

experiences with content among peers. Icebreakers may 

also contribute to building an inclusive space, encouraging 

learners to share aspirations, knowledge or challenges. 

Research shows that using learning techniques such 

as those above can boost motivation, engagement and 

academic success. Purposefully designed inclusive classes 

set the tone for meaningful participation, especially in 

online or blended settings where building connection 

needs to be intentional. 

Looking ahead: Teaching that connects and endures

As higher education continues to evolve, teaching 

practices must also adapt to meet the needs of 

increasingly diverse classrooms. This paper explored 

adaptive and relational strategies, asserting that 

meaningful learning starts with connection and 

engagement. By shifting from more rigid methods to 

flexible, evidence-informed pedagogies, educators can 

create learning environments that support diverse groups 

of learners to achieve improved outcomes.

At the heart of these strategies lies a commitment to 

interaction and intentionality. Small, deliberate actions – 

using students’ given names, adapting activities, inviting 

storytelling or encouraging co-creation – build trust and 

foster connection. In these ways, learners feel valued 

and empowered to engage more fully. By revisiting 

core principles and applying them in responsive ways, 

educators can design experiences that are inclusive and 

transformative, where meaningful learning is driven by 

connection.

https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/news-and-views/say-my-name
https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode.advancehe-document-manager/documents/hea/private/what_works_final_report_1568036657.pdf
https://moodle.nptcgroup.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/1290007/mod_resource/content/2/Breaking the Ice_Using Ice_breakers and Re_energizers with Adult Learners.pdf
https://www.torrossa.com/en/resources/an/5543070#page=154
https://bolton.summon.serialssolutions.com/#!/search?pn=1&ho=t&include.ft.matches=f&l=en&bookMark=eNp1zM1Og0AUBeCJYSGtvoGLia5J5n8YVzYV25omLqxrMjAXS0MZHKBJ314Ma1f3nJMvd4Gi1rdwg2IqBU84T1mEYpIanUimxC1a9P2JECqVYTF6-RxGB-2Ad-3FNxc4T_kZr_ArXKDx3V-1DT4cwYcrrnzA2_r7CAFnbiztUPv2DkVDGOF-Pkv09ZYd1ttk_7HZrVf7BBgzQ1KVxigN1hEpqHOgCwcFcGnAEQGKTRtLTZUWBbdMgymYVVyb0llCBBclX6LH-W8X_M8I_ZCf_Bha2_Q5NZKmhAk9oad_kaCKGEqInNTDrCDUZd6F-mzDNc_eFRVMp_wXQVtctQ
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Culturally responsive teaching (CRT) has become 

increasingly vital in diverse educational environments, yet 

much of the existing research focuses on school settings 

in the US or Europe, and on English as a Second or Other 

Language (ESOL) learners. This paper discusses a small-

scale, mixed-methods study, which sought to close this 

gap by exploring how CRT is used by lecturers teaching 

widening participation and international students in a UK 

higher education (HE) setting. 

Motivation and cultural context

This study is underpinned by Self-Determination Theory 

which proposes that high-quality intrinsic motivation 

and long-term academic engagement are increased 

when three basic psychological needs are met: 

autonomy, competence and relatedness. The study also 

understands that culture influences the ways students 

interpret educational experiences, including how they 

respond emotionally to learning tasks. The motivational 

framework for culturally responsive teaching integrates 

cultural sensitivity into motivation theory through four key 

motivational conditions:

•	 Establishing Inclusion: Fostering respect and 

connection

•	 Developing Attitude: Promoting relevance and 

choice

•	 Enhancing Meaning: Linking learning to student 

values

•	 Engendering Competence: Supporting success 

through culturally aligned teaching

Quantitative insights

The research team adapted a previously validated US-

based CRT survey conducted with ESOL lecturers to a UK 

HE context, and refined it to 13 items from its original 17. 

Forty-nine lecturers from diverse disciplines completed 

the survey, reporting how frequently they used culturally 

responsive strategies. The results showed high internal 

consistency (Cronbach’s α = .854).

Survey respondents’ most frequently reported culturally 

responsive practices were utilising peer tutors and 

student-led discussions (96%); engaging with students’ 

familial and cultural contexts (94%); and examining 

materials for culturally appropriate images and themes 

(92%). The least frequently used practices were exploring 

student cultures outside class (31.6%); and learning words 

in students’ native languages (31.3%). 

A factor analysis identified three factors aligned with three 

of the four motivational conditions: Establishing Inclusion, 

Developing Attitude and Enhancing Meaning. Two survey 

items were removed during analysis due to low factor 

loadings (the extent to which a variable is associated 

with a particular underlying factor). Factor loadings are 

essential for interpreting the results of factor analysis, and 

help to understand the importance and contribution of 

each variable to a factor.

 

Qualitative insights

Nine interviews and one focus group of six people were 

also conducted to explore the qualitative insights behind 

the survey results. Thematic analysis revealed five key 

themes: importance of CRT, reasons using practices, 

barriers to implementation, improvement suggestions 

and future ideas for CRT practices. The researchers used 

inductive coding without pre-defined categories, and both 

researchers checked the codes to ensure reliability.

Lecturers generally felt that CRT plays an essential role 

in enhancing student engagement, particularly through 

making content more relatable and through promoting 

inclusive classroom atmospheres. Participants stated 

that CRT allows them to incorporate diverse student 

perspectives and to foster respect, connection and 

understanding across cultural lines. One lecturer remarked 

that CRT “helps students understand and relate to 

the context and the concept of what you’re teaching”, 

suggesting it is a powerful way to form connections.

 

Exploring culturally responsive teaching in UK higher education
Dr Elizabeth Kaplunov, Senior Lecturer, School of Health and Sports Science
Alex Avadanei, Programme Leader, School of Health and Sports Science
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The data also shed light on why certain CRT practices 

were used more than others. Lecturers highlighted 

the value of getting to know students’ families and 

backgrounds as a strategy for building rapport and trust. 

They also frequently encouraged students to use cross-

cultural comparisons to promote critical thinking, and 

worked to ensure that classroom content and images were 

inclusive and culturally appropriate as an important step 

toward creating a welcoming learning environment.

Barriers and lecturer suggestions

While their enthusiasm for CRT was clear, lecturers 

also described a range of barriers to implementation. 

Language use in classrooms was a noted issue, with 

some lecturers feeling that when students conversed in 

their native languages, it could alienate others. Cultural 

misunderstandings – such as differing expectations about 

student participation – also emerged as challenges. 

Additionally, a few participants described discomfort 

stemming from conflicting personal and cultural 

boundaries, particularly in interactions where norms 

around gender or familiarity differed.

To address barriers and improve their practices, lecturers 

suggested enhancing diversity awareness, addressing 

personal and institutional biases, and ensuring that 

teaching materials are accessible and inclusive, for 

instance by using high-contrast slides to accommodate 

learners with visual processing differences. In looking to 

the future, participants expressed interest in creating more 

nurturing classroom environments, incorporating engaging 

activities focused on cultural exchange, and recognising 

and celebrating students’ cultural events and holidays as a 

means of fostering belonging and identity.

Refining and expanding the CRT scale 

Researchers further validated the 13-item CRT scale 

for a UK HE setting by revising the instrument following 

cognitive interviews with lecturers. Items were refined 

for clarity, and definitions were added for terms such as 

“acculturation”, “peer tutors” and “classroom preferences”. 

This process resulted in a second survey of 16 items, 

which was distributed to 66 lecturers – 54 from one UK 

higher education college and 12 from other HE institutions. 

Many of the original 13-item survey participants also took 

part in this second survey.

The updated 16-item survey continued to reveal high 

engagement with CRT practices, closely aligning with 

the results from the 13-item survey. Practices such as 

providing feedback (78.8% “Always”) and checking that 

class materials are culturally appropriate (53.0% “Always”, 

27.3% “Usually”) remained among the most frequently 

used, mirroring the first survey. Similarly, efforts to get 

to know students’ backgrounds (45.5% “Always”, 39.4% 

“Usually”) persisted as a clear priority for lecturers across 

both survey versions.

The least frequently used practices also remained largely 

unchanged. Few lecturers reported spending time outside 

class learning about students’ cultures and languages 

(13.6% “Always”) or learning words in students’ native 

languages (16.7% “Always”). There was a modest decline 

between the first and the second survey around practices 

using peer tutors and student-led discussions. This shift 

may reflect changes in item wording or interpretation 

rather than substantive change in practice. In general, 

the consistency across the two instruments adds further 

validity to the findings, suggesting stable patterns in 

how lecturers engage with culturally responsive teaching 

across UK higher education contexts.

Looking to the future

This study highlights that CRT in UK higher education is 

both relevant and essential. By linking student motivation 

to cultural awareness, and grounding practices in both 

theory and real-world experiences, lecturers can foster 

inclusive environments where all students feel seen, 

supported and empowered to succeed.

*This research project was funded by the Regent College London 

Regent Research Fund (RRF).

https://www.ncrm.ac.uk/resources/online/all/?id=20816
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At Regent College London (RCL), the faculty who teach 

on the Sports Programme are focused on combining 

theory with practice, in part through embedding hands-

on practical sessions into the curriculum. In this context, 

practical sessions are structured, laboratory-based 

experiences in which students conduct hands-on activities 

directly tied to learned theoretical concepts. This short 

paper considers the value of practical sessions and 

demonstrates how RCL’s unique higher education model 

encourages the implementation of such within the student 

experience.

Why practical sessions work better at RCL

RCL’s three-hour teaching blocks can be both a challenge 

and an opportunity. Research shows that one challenge 

can be the extended periods of passive learning which can 

diminish engagement and reduce cerebral blood flow. This 

can be combatted, in part, with variety through integrating 

lab work into longer sessions as this provides stimulation 

and a breath of fresh air into a learning session. Classes 

at RCL are also generally smaller in size compared to 

other higher education institutions. This helps to eliminate 

timetabling and room size issues (often a limitation of 

laboratories) which can hinder the ability to incorporate 

practical sessions into the curriculum. 

Creating a workplace model through a Sports 
Consultancy Service

It is vital that students are exposed to the real-life 

applications of their knowledge before entering the 

modern workplace. At RCL, we are currently piloting a 

Sports Consultancy Service in the School of Health and 

Sports Science, which we believe will fulfil this goal. The 

service will initially open to staff members and offer a 

range of sports and health related fitness tests. Students 

will perform these tests under supervision of the Sports 

team faculty.

Before performing any tests, students will also take 

part in the process of collecting participants’ informed 

consent and performing medical screenings. At this 

time, participants will be provided a questionnaire to 

complete, details about the tests to be performed and 

any associated risks, and information on data storage. 

Following this, a medical screening will be conducted 

using the Physical Activity Readiness questionnaire 

(PAR-Q). The PAR-Q is based upon guidance from the 

American College of Sports Medicine and widely used 

by sports scientists, fitness trainers and coaches. If any 

medical issues are made known, participants will be 

advised to first seek medical clearance from a medical 

doctor. 

Through taking part in these preliminary processes, 

students will gain valuable experience and transferable 

skills. Under faculty supervision, they will have the 

opportunity to practise gathering and storing sensitive 

health data. Managing sensitive data and complying with 

the General Data Protection Regulation is a skill used 

widely across all sectors. Students will also develop strong 

communication skills as they speak with clients and guide 

them through a range of complex processes. As a result, 

students will be better prepared for roles in a range of 

workplaces.

A common catch-22 facing graduates is the need to 

have experience for a job, but needing the job to gain 

the experience. Through their involvement in the Sports 

Consultancy Service, RCL Sports students will acquire 

direct experience delivering performance and fitness 

tests, further preparing them for the workplace. The 

students will deliver and execute both a functional 

movement screen (FMS) and VO2 max test. The FMS is a 

standardised tool consisting of seven tests, which assess 

a range of basic movement patterns. Each is given a 

score out of three for a maximum possibility of 21. This is 

a sector specific skill which brings into practice anatomy 

knowledge that the students learn during their course, and 

which gives them real life context and variability to apply 

this theory. 

From theory to practice: Enhancing student engagement through 
hands-on learning
Dr Ryan Norbury, Lecturer, School of Health and Sports Science
Duncan Mahon, Laboratory Technician, School of Health and Sports Science
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The students will also deliver the gold standard of aerobic 

fitness testing, the VO2 max test. The test measures the 

participant’s ability to utilise oxygen during exercise and 

gives an indication of cardiovascular fitness. This test 

is not only for athletes, but for anyone trying to improve 

their general fitness or health. By conducting these tests, 

RCL students will gain the knowledge to setup and deliver 

complex tests involving human subjects, where they must 

deploy a range of problem-solving skills, data analysis and 

teamwork.

The Sports Consultancy Service, then, can be seen to 

leverage RCL’s unique delivery model of extended sessions 

and smaller cohorts as this presents an ideal environment 

for embedding practical sessions. Not only do students 

have the unique opportunity to learn specific sector-

relevant skills alongside other transferable skills, but 

they actively enjoy the learning experience. Indeed, their 

most frequent question to lecturers is, “Do we get to do a 

practical session today?”

Duncan Mahon, Laboratory Technician at RCL, conducting a functional movement screening to assess full body mobility and flexibility.
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As educators, we often pause to ask ourselves “Am I 

doing it right?” This question, while simple, can be a 

powerful entry point into a deeper process of scrutiny 

and appraisal known as critical reflection. According to 

Stephen Brookfield’s 2017 work: “Critical reflection is, 

quite simply, the sustained and intentional process of 

identifying and checking the accuracy and validity of our 

teaching assumption”. The author further explains that 

we all have our distinct assumptions and beliefs which 

guide and inform our actions. Critical reflection offers an 

opportunity to uncover and question these taken-for-

granted assumptions, enabling us to examine them with 

careful thought. 

This process can empower and transform our teaching, 

making it a more intentional, engaging and evolving 

journey. It also steps in to offer guided and meaningful 

ways to interrogate and question how and why we do 

things within our classrooms and beyond. Yet, many 

of us may not fully engage in critical reflection due to 

limited time, lack of resources, lack of understanding of 

the process, uncertainty about its value, or even fear of 

confronting uncomfortable truths. 

In this short piece, I explore the concept of critical 

reflection in the context of teaching practice, drawing on 

Brookfield’s four lenses to deepen reflective thinking. This 

approach not only enhances teaching and learning but also 

strengthens professional recognition through applications 

such as Advance HE Fellowships.

Understanding critical reflection

In the definition provided above, critical reflection is 

not simply about considering what went well or poorly 

during a class or how many students liked or did not like 

a particular activity, but rather it is about challenging the 

underlying beliefs, norms and assumptions that guide our 

choices in the classroom and overall institution.  

Unlike general reflection which focuses on the tip of 

the iceberg (e.g., how to set up the room for teaching 

or what questions to ask to check understanding), 

critical reflection involves a more deliberate and deeper 

interrogation of our teaching against multiple perspectives. 

It asks us to confront uncomfortable truths, such as: Is my 

curriculum representative of our student body? Does it 

privilege certain voices above others? 

The examples above require time, space and resources to 

think, reflect, experiment and challenge assumptions and 

beliefs to find meaningful answers. Yet, one key question 

remains: How do we go about critically reflecting on our 

teaching practice? Brookfield suggests four important 

lenses which can guide our thinking and reflection 

effectively. These lenses prompt us to unpack our teaching 

practices, allowing us to perceive familiar practices and 

norms through a critical angle. 

Brookfield’s framework for critical reflection

Brookfield’s four lenses for critical reflection are 

personal experience, the students’ eyes, our colleagues’ 

perceptions and theory. 

Personal experience: Reflecting on our teaching journey 

reveals patterns in our decision-making. For instance, I 

used to believe that using colourful slides with visuals 

and animations would make my teaching more engaging 

and enjoyable. However, I have come to realise that overly 

polished slides can unintentionally disadvantage students 

with disabilities or specific learning needs (e.g., dyslexia), 

reducing the accessibility of the content and potentially 

jeopardising their learning experience. 

The students’ eyes: Evaluating our teaching practice 

through the students’ eyes is central to a learner-centred 

approach. Student feedback, whether gathered formally 

through standardised evaluation forms or informally 

through end-of-session check-ins, offers valuable 

insight into how our teaching is received. For example, 

when several students expressed feeling patronised by 

the way I demonstrated a time management planner, I 

recognised the need to revise my approach. This led me to 

“Am I doing it right?”: Enhancing teaching through critical reflection 
Dr Riadh Ghemmour, Lecturer, Academic Skills

https://www.google.co.uk/books/edition/Becoming_a_Critically_Reflective_Teacher/DLXyDQAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1&dq=Brookfield,+S.D.,+(2016)+Becoming+a+critically+reflective+teacher.+San+Francisco:+Jossey-Bass.&printsec=frontcover
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explore more appropriate models and techniques for time 

management, ultimately shifting towards more interactive 

and collaborative planning sessions.

Our colleagues’ perceptions: Having a critical and trusted 

colleague can spark new conversations, lead to fresh 

avenues for reflection and unearth underlying beliefs and 

assumptions about our teaching practice. Engaging in 

reflective dialogue with colleagues is an effective way to 

challenge echo chambers and gain novel perspectives. 

Critical friends encourage you to describe a problem or 

situation, ask you questions about it and recommend 

ways to think it through carefully for the betterment of 

teaching practice. At Regent College London, an emphasis 

on peer-observation provides a valuable opportunity for 

colleagues to attend and observe each other’s classes, 

offer constructive feedback and contribute to meaningful 

change, affirmation and pedagogical transformation. 

Theory: Reading pedagogical literature helps educators 

to frame their teaching within wider educational debates. 

However, for many academics finding time to engage with 

this wealth of literature remains a challenge. It is therefore 

essential that institutions provide dedicated time, space 

and resources, such as reading groups, reflective forums 

or knowledge exchange initiatives to support critical 

engagement with educational theory. Theory has the 

power to enrich practice and widen understanding. In my 

own experience, the work of influential educationalists 

such as Paulo Freire, bell hooks, Gert Biesta and Henry 

Giroux has given articulate expression to ideas and 

feelings I had intuitively held about my teaching. Their 

insights offered not only a language through which to 

understand my practice, but also affirmation and a sense 

of empowerment.

Concluding thoughts

Embedding critical reflection in our professional routines 

is not just a personal gain – it is increasingly found in 

institutional expectations and standards. Frameworks such 

as Advance HE’s Professional Standards Framework (PSF) 

encourage educators to demonstrate reflective practice 

as part of their teaching excellence. Using Brookfield’s 

lenses and reflective documentation can strengthen such 

applications and, more importantly, embed a culture of 

openness, curiosity and transformation within teaching 

teams.

At an institutional level, creating space for regular 

reflective conversations through forums such as peer 

observation, collaborative teaching or reading groups 

can achieve genuine pedagogical development. Critical 

reflection is not about perfection. It is about being open 

to discomfort, embracing uncertainty and committing 

to continuous growth. It allows us to see teaching not 

as a fixed identity but as a dynamic practice shaped by 

students, colleagues, contexts and evolving knowledge. 

So, the next time you ask yourself “Am I doing it right?”, 

resist the urge for a quick yes or no. Instead, ask: Why do 

I think this is right? Who benefits? Who might be left out? 

And how can I do better? 
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This paper outlines the implementation of blended learning 
and innovative pedagogical strategies by the Sports 
Programme team at Regent College London (RCL) to 
enhance student engagement in both face-to-face and 
online settings. These approaches support the Office for 
Students (OfS) Conditions of Registration, particularly B1 
(Academic experience), B2 (Resources, support and student 
engagement), and B5 (Sector-recognised standards).

Traditional approaches in teaching and learning
Conventionally, higher education has emphasised content 
delivery and lab activities during scheduled class times, 
assuming a uniform level of student preparedness. In 
reality, students often have varied academic backgrounds, 
leading to disengagement and uneven learning outcomes. 
In this more traditional approach, post-class assignments 
typically require students to work independently with 
limited guidance, which poses challenges for those lacking 
foundational knowledge or confidence. In response, the 
Sports Programme team has aimed to improve access 
to resources, support and student engagement through 
updated pedagogical methods.

Blended learning at RCL
Blended learning is central to RCL’s delivery model, 
combining in-person instruction with online and self-
directed learning. This format allows students to progress 
at their own pace, maximises face-to-face sessions for 
collaborative work and critical thinking, and encourages 
independent learning.

For RCL’s largely mature student cohort, many of whom 
juggle family and work commitments, this blended learning 
approach offers crucial flexibility. However, it also requires 
students to take greater responsibility for their academic 
progress. Another component of the Sports Programme 
team’s approach is RCL’s Sports Science and Nutrition 
Laboratory, a modern facility offering hands-on learning 
experiences that develop industry-relevant skills applicable 
in both sports and clinical contexts. 

RCL’s recent adoption of the “Prepare, Collaborate, 

Consolidate” (PCC) model has contributed to the team’s 
approach to blended learning. In the model, PCC stands for:

•	 Prepare: Students engage with asynchronous 
materials on the Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) 
before class.

•	 Collaborate: In live lectures (in person or via MS 
Teams), students participate in interactive activities.

•	 Consolidate: After class, students complete self-
directed study or testing to reinforce learning.

Strategies to enhance engagement in Sports 
Programmes
The Sports Programme team uses a range of strategies 
beyond traditional classroom teaching to increase student 
engagement both online and offline.

In-person learning: Hands-on learning is a core feature. 
One example is RCL’s Sports Consultancy Service, where 
students assess flexibility and muscle strength. These 
activities offer transferable skills and simulate real-world 
applications, involving RCL staff or external stakeholders. 
Practical lab sessions using equipment such as the 
treadmill, Wattbike for oxygen consumption testing and 
countermovement jump tests further reinforce theoretical 
knowledge and promote active participation.

Presentation skills development: To support 
communication skills, the team incorporates video recording 
into assessments. Many students, especially those for 
whom English is not a first language, fear public speaking. 
Through formative recorded presentations, students receive 
feedback via a standard rubric that helps them reflect and 
improve. This process builds confidence and prepares them 
for summative assessments.

Online and independent learning: Online strategies 
aim to enhance digital learning with innovative tools and 
activities. For example, students can complete self-tests 
like pulse counting at home to estimate heart rate. These 
simple activities promote engagement in practical content 
remotely.

A Sports Programme team’s cohesive approach to enhancing 
student engagement through blended learning
Dr Sophia Ha, Head of Programmes (Interim) – Sports, School of Health and Sports Science

https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/regulatory-framework-for-higher-education-in-england/part-v-guidance-on-the-general-ongoing-conditions-of-registration/condition-b1-academic-experience/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/regulatory-framework-for-higher-education-in-england/part-v-guidance-on-the-general-ongoing-conditions-of-registration/condition-b1-academic-experience/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/regulatory-framework-for-higher-education-in-england/part-v-guidance-on-the-general-ongoing-conditions-of-registration/condition-b2-resources-support-and-student-engagement/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/regulatory-framework-for-higher-education-in-england/part-v-guidance-on-the-general-ongoing-conditions-of-registration/condition-b2-resources-support-and-student-engagement/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/regulatory-framework-for-higher-education-in-england/part-v-guidance-on-the-general-ongoing-conditions-of-registration/condition-b5-sector-recognised-standards/
https://www.scirp.org/reference/referencespapers?referenceid=2143722
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The Visible Body app supports Anatomy and Physiology 
learning through interactive 3D models, helping students 
revise outside class. Students also benefit from access to 
the SportDiscus database for academic journals, as well as 
a range of e-textbooks and recommended print materials.

Impact on student engagement and learning outcomes
These blended learning strategies have been shown to 
positively influence student satisfaction and academic 
success in the Sports Programmes’ Module Evaluation 
Questionnaires (MEQ). In the Anatomy and Physiology 
module, students appreciated teamwork opportunities 
and found tools like the Visible Body app and supporting 
videos valuable for their understanding. In the Physiology 
of Exercise module, practical lab sessions allowed students 
to grasp complex concepts easily through experiment. 
Group discussions and results comparisons deepened 
their learning experience. Students described the modules 

as engaging, insightful and highly beneficial, and overall, 
MEQ results indicated strong levels of satisfaction across 
the Sports Programmes. In fact, five modules received 
100% positive feedback, with students highlighting the 
organisation of sessions, relevance of content and support 
from academic staff and the Student Support Officer.

The adoption of blended learning and the PCC model, 
supported by a mix of in-person and online engagement 
strategies, has significantly enriched the learning 
experience within the Sports Programmes at RCL. High 
levels of satisfaction reported through MEQ, alongside 
strong feedback on resources and teaching methods, 
demonstrate the success of this approach. These 
innovations reflect the team’s commitment to meeting the 
OfS B Conditions of Registration by providing high-quality 
learning, sufficient support and alignment with sector 
standards.

Jodie Teale, Senior Lecturer at RCL, conducting a VO2Max test to assess an athlete’s maximal aerobic capacity.

https://www.visiblebody.com/
https://www.ebsco.com/products/research-databases/sportdiscus
https://www.visiblebody.com/
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Over the past decade, the number of international 

students enrolled in UK universities has increased 

dramatically. In the 2022-23 academic year, there were 

758,855 international students, making up 26% of all 

higher education students in the UK. Although this number 

dipped slightly to 732,285 in 2023-24, international 

students continue to play a vital role in shaping the UK 

university landscape. 

English proficiency among home students

However, these statistics offer only a partial picture of 

English language proficiency, as they do not distinguish 

between native (NS) and non-native speakers (NNS) 

among international students. This gap becomes even 

more pronounced when considering UK “home” students 

who speak English as an additional language. Because 

these students are classified as home students, their 

language proficiency is rarely assessed or supported once 

they begin their university studies.

This is particularly important to understand in foundation 

year programmes, where students often enter with varying 

levels of English proficiency. While they may meet the 

entry language requirement, many continue to struggle 

with everyday communication. Many universities offer 

pre-sessional English for Academic Purposes (EAP) 

courses, which typically focus on academic writing and 

formal vocabulary, but neglect key areas such as grammar, 

general vocabulary and speaking fluency. Overall, 

research suggests that foundation year students face 

two primary challenges: mastering academic English and 

developing general communication skills for presentations, 

discussions and group work. These challenges create 

language barriers that hinder learning and engagement, 

regardless of students’ intelligence or potential.

Insight from a Needs Analysis with foundation year 

students

At one UK higher education college, the business 

foundation year programme includes a diverse mix of 

international students and UK-based learners who speak 

English as a second language. In my role as an English 

tutor, I have seen firsthand how language difficulties 

impact students’ participation and performance, despite 

many of these students having lived in the UK for many 

years. The English team in this college’s School of Business 

recently conducted a Needs Analysis with two cohorts 

and found that while 72% had lived in the UK for over five 

years, only 3.4% identified as native English speakers. The 

majority rated their English as intermediate, with grammar 

and vocabulary reported as the most common challenges.

This underscores a common misconception that living 

in an English-speaking country automatically equates to 

strong English language skills. In reality, many students 

are unprepared for the specific demands of academic 

communication in business education. Success in this field 

requires more than understanding of content; it requires 

clear and confident communication, both written and 

spoken. Students must be able to write structured reports, 

take part in group discussions, deliver presentations 

and understand technical vocabulary. Recent research 

demonstrates that language-related difficulties notably 

impact students’ academic performances. As proficiency 

improves, students encounter fewer barriers to learning, 

resulting in higher engagement and academic success.

The Needs Analysis also collected information on student 

preferences on English language support delivery. The 

highest proportion of students at 31% said they preferred 

online English classes, while 27% favoured face-to-

face learning and 18% preferred to engage with online 

Bridging the language gap: English proficiency and student 
engagement in foundation year business programmes
Besiana Tifeku, English Tutor, School of Business

https://www.hesa.ac.uk/news/08-08-2024/sb269-higher-education-student-statistics/location
https://monitor.icef.com/2025/03/full-year-data-highlights-decline-in-foreign-enrolment-in-uk-universities-in-2023-24/
https://www.google.co.uk/books/edition/The_Routledge_Handbook_of_English_for_Ac/NjJ-CwAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=0
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/00336882231167611?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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resources and self-study. The remaining 24% of students 

selected other formats for language support, reflecting 

a range of learning habits and needs. This variety of 

responses highlights the importance of offering a flexible, 

blended approach to instruction that combines digital tools 

with classroom interaction to meet diverse needs and 

maximise engagement.

Integrating English instruction with academic content

To address these challenges, the English team have 

implemented strategies to support language development 

alongside academic studies. One key approach is 

integrating general English instruction with academic 

content. For example, grammar and vocabulary support 

are embedded into lessons focused on case studies or 

report writing. Task-based learning activities, such as 

debates and role-playing, help students practise speaking 

in realistic contexts. Step-by-step scaffolding enables 

students to break down complex tasks into manageable 

stages, building confidence and encouraging practice in a 

supportive environment.

Group work and peer feedback also play a big role in our 

approach. Students often feel more comfortable learning 

from each other, and collaborative activities provide 

them regular opportunities to use English without the 

pressure of formal assessment. Digital tools such as 

integrated quizzes, live polls and interactive whiteboards 

support vocabulary development, grammar practice and 

pronunciation, while accommodating diverse learning 

preferences. 

Embedding language support in the curriculum

This author believes that language support should be a 

core component of foundation year business courses, 

not an optional add-on. With just 3.4% of our students 

identifying as native English speakers, more than 95% 

face some form of linguistic challenge. Embedding 

language instruction within academic modules is not only 

appropriate, but necessary to ensure students can fully 

access and engage with course content.

Importantly, embedded language support benefits all 

students, including native speakers. It clarifies academic 

expectations, improves metacognitive awareness of 

communication strategies and fosters inclusive peer 

collaboration. Indeed, language support props up 

academic literacy development and is most effective when 

integrated into subject teaching and made relevant to 

disciplinary tasks.

The language gap in foundation year business 

programmes is a real and ongoing issue. Insufficient 

targeted language support affects students’ academic 

performances, confidence and engagement. By 

recognising the importance of general English skills and 

embedding instruction into content delivery, we can 

provide students with a stronger foundation for future 

success.

https://www.google.co.uk/books/edition/Academic_Literacy_and_Student_Diversity/aMOlBwAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=0
https://www.google.co.uk/books/edition/Academic_Literacy_and_Student_Diversity/aMOlBwAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=0
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Underachievement in higher education remains a pressing 

concern despite decades of research and increasing 

support services across universities. Defined as the gap 

between a student’s academic potential – often assessed 

through intelligence or aptitude tests – and their actual 

performance, underachievement can manifest as poor 

grades, disengagement and inconsistency. For educators, 

understanding the psychological and contextual drivers of 

this phenomenon is essential in supporting students to reach 

their full potential.

Theoretical foundations: Why students underachieve

Several psychological theories provide a foundation for 

understanding underachievement. Achievement Motivation 

Theory posits that student performance is largely influenced 

by two key forces: the desire for success and the fear 

of failure. Students who prioritise avoiding failure may 

underperform as a self-protective mechanism, avoiding 

challenges that could threaten their self-esteem. In contrast, 

those with a high need for achievement actively pursue 

academic challenges, often performing better.

Another important framework is Attribution Theory, which 

explains how students interpret their academic successes 

and failures. Underachieving students tend to attribute 

failures to internal, stable causes, such as a perceived lack 

of ability. This mindset often leads to learned helplessness, 

in which the student comes to believe that no amount 

of effort will change the outcome, reinforcing a cycle of 

underperformance.

Self-regulation theory also provides crucial understanding, 

suggesting that successful students employ effective 

self-regulatory strategies, such as time management, goal 

setting and reflective practices. Conversely, underachievers 

often lack these skills, which hampers their ability to plan, 

monitor and evaluate their learning processes. Finally, 

cultural and political contexts, such as minority status or 

political identity, can shape a student’s academic path, 

influencing course selection, engagement and achievement.

Psychological barriers: Anxiety, perfectionism and self-
concept

Beyond theoretical models, psychological factors can 

play a direct and immediate role in underachievement. 

Academic anxiety, particularly test anxiety, can significantly 

impair concentration, promote procrastination and reduce 

performance. Similarly, maladaptive perfectionism can lead 

students to avoid assignments altogether out of fear they 

will not meet their own impossibly high standards.

A student’s self-esteem and academic self-concept – how 

they perceive their own academic abilities – strongly predict 

motivation and success. Students with a negative academic 

self-concept may disengage, doubting their capabilities 

and limiting their participation in class activities or 

assessments. Social influences, from parental expectations 

to peer interactions, can either buffer or exacerbate 

underachievement. Supportive environments help students 

build confidence and overcome psychological obstacles, 

while unsupportive contexts may reinforce feelings of 

inadequacy and isolation.

The research gap: Localised understanding of 
underachievement

While much has been said about underachievement on a 

broad scale, there is a gap in our understanding of how 

psychological variables play out in specific educational 

settings. These researchers conducted a mixed-methods 

study to explore these dynamics within a localised student 

population. The study involved 94 students from a UK higher 

education college, including individuals from a diverse 

range of backgrounds. By focusing on students from a 

specific institution, the researchers sought to uncover how 

self-confidence, cultural background and foreign language 

competence influence academic performance.

Quantitative findings: Measuring confidence in academic 
behaviours

To assess students’ academic confidence, the researchers 

employed the Academic Behavioural Confidence (ABC) scale 

developed by Paul Sander and Lalage Sanders in 2009. The 

Psychological factors influencing student underachievement
Dr Alicja McGarrigle, Senior Lecturer, School of Health and Sports Science 
Dr Elizabeth Kaplunov, Senior Lecturer, School of Health and Sports Science 
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ABC scale measures confidence across four areas:

•	 Verbalising, e.g., responding to questions in lectures.

•	 Grades, e.g., passing assessments on the first attempt.

•	 Studying, e.g., managing workloads and deadlines.

•	 Attendance, e.g., attending tutorials and lectures.

Study participants rated their confidence levels on a five-

point scale. Data revealed three significant trends:

1.	 Cultural comfort: Students who felt comfortable 

with how lessons are conducted in the UK education 

system were more confident in attending classes, 

developing study skills and achieving high grades.

2.	 English language proficiency: Higher confidence in 

English skills correlated with greater confidence in 

verbalising ideas, completing assessments and using 

effective study techniques.

3.	 Self-confidence: Students with low self-confidence 

showed particularly low confidence in verbal 

communication, highlighting a strong connection 

between personal belief systems and academic 

expression.

These findings affirm that academic confidence is intricately 

tied to psychological variables and that enhancing students’ 

self-belief and linguistic confidence can directly influence 

their academic behaviours.

Qualitative findings: Listening to student voices

To complement the survey data, five students participated 

in semi-structured interviews. Following the interview, data 

were coded using the qualitative data analysis software 

NVivo and ATLAS.ti to facilitate enhanced data visualisation. 

Thematic analysis was conducted and key themes were 

identified through the implementation of open coding and 

grounded theory.

Three central themes emerged from this qualitative data:

1.	 External barriers to academic success: Students 

cited work responsibilities, family obligations and 

institutional limitations as major hindrances. These 

factors, although not psychological in nature, indirectly 

affected their mental state and capacity to engage 

with academic work.

2.	 Psychological barriers to performance: Fear of 

failure, perfectionism and lack of self-confidence 

were recurring themes. Students expressed anxiety 

around assessments, reluctance to ask questions and 

a tendency to avoid engagement to protect their self-

image.

3.	 Coping strategies and motivation: Despite challenges, 

students demonstrated resilience. They highlighted the 

role of tutor support, personal determination, natural 

curiosity and long-term goals as key motivators. Some 

students were able to stay focused and committed 

because they received targeted support and help 

to understand how academic skills translate to the 

professional landscape.

Practical applications and future directions

In response to the study’s findings, the researchers 

implemented academic skills training sessions with students 

to focus on reflective practice, independent research and 

academic planning. These sessions aimed to equip students 

with the tools needed to navigate their academic journeys 

more confidently and independently. A journal article 

based on this research is in preparation for the Journal 

of Educational Psychology. The team will also present 

their findings at key learning and teaching, and inclusive 

education conferences, further promoting dialogue on 

inclusive and supportive academic practices.

Underachievement in higher education is not simply a 

matter of lack of effort or lack of ability. It is a complex 

interplay of psychological, social and contextual factors. 

This research highlights the critical role that confidence, 

mindset and the ability to cope with psychological barriers, 

both internal and external, play in student success. By 

recognising and addressing the psychological dimensions 

of underachievement, educators and institutions can 

create more inclusive, supportive environments where 

all students have the opportunity to excel. Interventions 

such as skills training, cultural acclimatisation projects and 

directed confidence-building support can make a significant 

difference in closing the gap between potential and 

performance.

*This research project was funded by the Regent College London 
Regent Research Fund (RRF).
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Emotional intelligence (EI) is increasingly recognised as 

a key component of student development within higher 

education. Defined as the ability to understand, manage 

and use emotions effectively, EI influences how students 

navigate academic challenges, communicate with others 

and manage personal stress. Studies have found EI to be 

associated with academic performance and resilience.

These researchers conducted a study to explore the impact 

of embedding EI workshops into the educational experience 

of students at a UK higher education college. The aim was 

to investigate whether targeted training could enhance 

students’ emotional competencies and how students 

perceived the value of such training in their academic and 

personal lives. The project piloted three workshop delivery 

formats and used both quantitative surveys and qualitative 

feedback to assess outcomes.

EI as ability or trait

The Ability Model views EI as a set of cognitive skills 

involving the perception, understanding and regulation of 

emotions. It includes four branches: perceiving emotions, 

using emotions to facilitate thinking, understanding 

emotions and regulating emotions. This model informed the 

workshop design by targeting skills-building in areas such 

as empathy, emotional regulation and decision-making. 

Alternately, the Trait Model conceptualises EI as personality 

traits such as adaptability, assertiveness and emotional 

expression. The traits are assessed through self-report 

tools, revealing how individuals experience and apply 

emotional skills in everyday life. 

Both models highlight EI’s significance in academic 

contexts. Indeed, one study found EI to be the third 

most important predictor of academic success after 

intelligence and conscientiousness and research suggests 

that structured EI interventions can enhance motivation, 

academic achievement and coping strategies. 

EI contributes to both intrapersonal and interpersonal 

domains, which are essential for academic success. 

Intrapersonally, EI supports self-regulation, time 

management and resilience, key skills for managing 

coursework and stress. Interpersonally, EI enhances 

communication and conflict resolution, contributing to 

more effective collaboration and classroom engagement. 

Research suggests that final year students exhibit 

higher levels of EI due to their exposure to academic and 

professional environments. This suggests that EI can be 

developed over time, supporting the case for integrating it 

into the formal curriculum. 

Training programmes that explicitly teach these skills 

enhance equal access to opportunities for all students, 

including those from international and widening 

participation backgrounds. The EQStudents initiative 

across Europe supports EI development through structured 

programmes in schools and universities. Research has 

additionally shown that EI correlates positively with physical 

activity, career motivation and student wellbeing. These 

findings reinforce the idea that EI training contributes to 

holistic student development.

EI workshop pilot project

This study was conducted with 103 students from Levels 3 

and 7 at a UK higher education college. The study focused 

on these two levels to investigate potential differences in EI 

between students at the beginning and at the end of their 

academic journey. The student population represented 

adult learners, international students and those from 

widening participation groups. The intervention consisted of 

six one-hour EI workshops focused on the following topics:

Improving emotional intelligence for student confidence, coping 
and communication
Alex Avadanei, Programme Leader, School of Health and Sports Science
Dr Fatemeh Azizi, Programme Leader, School of Health and Sports Science
Emma Buhtina, Head of Student Support
Dr Elizabeth Kaplunov, Senior Lecturer, School of Health and Sports Science
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•	 Session 1: Self-awareness and emotional 
identification

•	 Session 2: Self-regulation and managing personal 

emotions

•	 Session 3: Building resilience and sustaining 
motivation

•	 Session 4: Empathy and social awareness

•	 Session 5: Conflict resolution and emotional support

•	 Session 6: Building relationships and applying EI in 
decision-making

The workshops were piloted in three different formats, 

varying in session frequency and duration. The Schutte 

Self-Report Emotional Intelligence Test (SSEIT), Situational 

Test of Emotional Understanding (STEU) and Situational 

Test of Emotion Management (STEM) were used to measure 

EI levels before and after the workshops. Complementary 

qualitative data were gathered through open-ended 

surveys.

Quantitative insights: Measuring EI skills

Across all pilots, quantitative results showed no statistically 

significant changes in EI scores following the workshops. 

However, each pilot revealed certain non-significant trends. 

In Pilot 1, all six sessions and three surveys were delivered 

within a single day. The results revealed the non-significant 

trend that 42% of students had increased STEU scores 

post-workshop. However, the surveys were long, and many 

students appeared to complete them quickly following 

the intensive six-hour workshop. This tendency to rush 

through the post-surveys may have contributed to the non-

significant results, as responses were likely less thoughtful 

or accurate. Additionally, comprehension difficulties among 

non-native English speakers, particularly with the complex 

language of the STEU and STEM measures, may have 

further impacted the quality of the data. 

In Pilot 2, sessions 1-3 were delivered in one day and then 

sessions 4-6 were delivered in one day to participants two 

weeks later. This pilot utilised only the SSEIT survey, and 

results revealed a non-significant trend in that the SSEIT 

post-workshop mean was higher than the pre-workshop 

mean. 

Pilot 3 appeared to be the most effective and manageable 

format, distributing the six sessions over three weeks. This 

pilot used only the shorter, more accessible SSEIT survey. 

In Pilot 3, although not statistically significant, 52% of 

students showed increased EI scores. Overall, challenges 

across all three pilots included survey fatigue and reduced 

engagement. These observations highlight the importance 

of minimising cognitive load and survey length in future 

research designs to improve response quality and data 

validity. 

Qualitative feedback

Open-ended surveys completed by study participants 

revealed three key themes around their understanding of 

EI, application of EI skills and feedback on the workshop 

format. Participants described enhanced understanding 

of EI, noting it to be vital for relationship-building, conflict 

resolution and emotional expression. Many articulated a 

nuanced understanding of how emotions can influence 

behaviour.

Additionally, participants reported practical application 

of their enhanced EI skills in academic settings and daily 

life. Emotional control, communication and self-awareness 

were also commonly mentioned as future-use areas. One 

participant noted, “I will use it to express my feelings and 

overcome conflict” while another stated, “I will apply this 

knowledge to communicate and understand others better”.

Finally, with regard to the format of the workshops, 

students expressed a strong preference for interactive 

activities and requested more time for discussion and 

follow-up support. One person suggested, “Incorporating 

group discussions, role-playing and live polls can enhance 

engagement” while another noted that, “Allocating time for 

peer feedback and reflection would be beneficial”.

An additional, brief survey conducted three weeks after the 

training revealed that students had applied EI skills in real-

world contexts. They reported using the 4-7-8 breathing 

technique for exam stress, active listening to reduce conflict 

and improved sensitivity during communication.
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Practical changes and future directions

In response to the above findings, several practical changes 

will be implemented in future projects stemming from this 

study. Pilot 3’s format of two sessions per week over three 

weeks will be adopted as this format reduces participants’ 

cognitive overload and allows time for reflection. 

Additionally, the SSEIT will be the sole survey tool for 

future research due to its simplicity and reliability. Based 

on student suggestions, future workshops will incorporate 

more interactive elements and provide post-workshop 

follow-up opportunities. Expanding participation to Levels 4, 

5 and 6 will also help evaluate broader applicability. Finally, 

long-term tracking of academic outcomes will also help to 

assess the real-world impact of EI training.

This study highlights the subjective and practical benefits 

of embedding EI workshops into the higher education 

experience. While quantitative data did not show significant 

changes in EI scores, the observed trends and rich 

qualitative feedback indicate that students value EI training 

and perceive personal growth. Although future research 

with larger samples and longitudinal design is needed to 

further understand and confirm these promising findings, 

EI development should be considered a critical part of 

academic support, particularly for international and non-

traditional students. Structured, well-paced EI training that 

combines theory and interactive learning has great potential 

to support emotional wellbeing, academic resilience and 

future career readiness. 

*This research project was funded by the Regent College London 
Regent Research Fund (RRF).
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As artificial intelligence (AI) becomes increasingly prevalent 

in higher education (HE) settings, its relationship with and 

impact on students’ critical thinking (CT) skills has become 

a central concern for institutions and educators alike. This 

paper explores how AI tools influence the development of 

CT skills; examines key challenges and ethical implications 

of AI usage in education; and presents strategic approaches 

to harmonise AI usage with pedagogical goals. Drawing 

from eight studies and a thematic analysis of AI-CT 

dynamics, the findings underline the necessity for human 

oversight, AI literacy and creative engagement to ensure 

that AI supports rather than replaces authentic intellectual 

development.

AI technologies have become ubiquitous in education, 

often sparking debate about their impact on students’ 

critical thinking abilities. Despite growing enthusiasm for 

AI’s potential to personalise learning and automate tasks, 

educators express concerns about reduced student 

engagement, a decline in in-depth analytical thinking, 

and an overdependence on algorithm-generated content. 

While AI integration in education appears inevitable, 

its implementation must prioritise the enhancement of 

educational outcomes – particularly the cultivation of CT, a 

core academic and life skill.

Critical thinking and AI

Critical thinking involves forming judgements through 

goal-directed and evaluative processes. Lavinia Marin 

and Steffen Steinert’s 2022 work argues that CT does not 

rely on a specific faculty but reflects how intellectual skills 

are deployed in pursuit of truth rather than convenience. 

Recent research further defines CT as the ability to analyse, 

evaluate and synthesise information while the Critical 

Thinking Disposition Inventory outlines key traits of critical 

thinkers, including open-mindedness, truth-seeking, 

cognitive maturity and self-confidence – traits potentially 

affected by the ways in which students interact with AI 

tools.

Modern classrooms feature a variety of AI applications, 

ranging from large language models like ChatGPT 

and Gemini to learning assistants such as Kahoot and 

SummarizBot. AI’s appeal lies in its ability to generate 

content, provide real-time feedback and personalise 

instruction. However, emerging studies suggest that this 

convenience may unintentionally dampen students’ CT 

engagement if it is not managed with human oversight.

Findings and challenges

We conducted a thematic analysis across eight 

experimental studies to assess the effect of AI on CT 

in academic settings. The findings revealed nuanced 

outcomes. While AI can facilitate learning, overreliance 

may compromise analytical reasoning, active inquiry and 

the ability to distinguish bias from fact. This often results 

in students practising a form of cognitive offloading. These 

results align with wider research showing that passive 

consumption of AI-generated responses can hinder 

the development of inquisitiveness and independent 

judgement.

After consolidating the findings, our study revealed three 

primary challenges associated with the integration of AI 

in educational settings. Firstly, there was a noticeable 

reduction in student engagement. Many learners tended 

to rely on AI for swift responses, which led to a diminished 

interaction with the foundational concepts of their studies. 

Secondly, a decline in analytical skills was observed. 

When students accepted AI-generated output without 

critical examination, their capacity to assess arguments 

and evaluate evidence deteriorated. Finally, the research 

highlighted the risk of learners uncritically accepting 

misinformation. AI systems, while often persuasive in 

tone, can produce biased or factually inaccurate content 

that appears credible. This, in turn, contributes to the 

reinforcement of existing misconceptions among learners.

Addressing the challenges

All eight studies that were analysed demonstrated 

that effective integration of AI in HE requires proactive 

strategies. First, human oversight must guide AI use, 

Integrating AI to enhance critical thinking in higher education
Dr Maryam Pakzadian, Lecturer, School of Business
Dr John D. Attridge, Lecturer, School of Business
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ensuring that educators maintain control over curricular 

decisions and student assessments. Second, promoting 

ethical use of AI requires educators to address algorithmic 

bias and foster inclusive pedagogical practices. Third, 

active engagement should be encouraged by training 

students to critically interrogate AI-generated content.

Students must also be taught the limitations of AI. 

Educators should highlight the contextual nature of AI 

outputs and encourage reflection on where these tools fall 

short. Collaborative learning environments, where AI is a 

co-participant rather than a replacement, can reinforce peer 

interaction and deepen understanding. Finally, all but one 

of the studies concluded that balancing automation with 

creativity is essential for students to create, question and 

adapt rather than passively receive.

Creative strategies for integration

Several innovative pedagogical strategies have emerged 

to support AI integration in education while fostering 

critical thinking. One approach involves interactive support, 

where AI tutors and chatbots engage students in Socratic 

dialogue to prompt deeper inquiry. Real-time feedback 

mechanisms, such as instant response systems, further this 

by encouraging critical reflection on reasoning. 

Customised learning enables the delivery of personalised 

content, enhancing accessibility and inclusion for diverse 

learners. AI also facilitates co-creation and collaboration 

through group projects where students develop and expand 

upon AI-generated ideas. Embedding AI-literacy education 

in curricula helps learners develop critical awareness of 

AI’s affordances and limitations, promoting ethical use. 

Innovative assessment practices that require higher-order 

thinking help reduce overreliance on generative tools. 

Finally, aligning AI use with personal development goals, 

such as fostering ethical self-reflection, cultivates academic 

integrity and responsibility.

Takeaways

As AI becomes embedded within educational ecosystems, 

educators must rethink not only their teaching methods 

but also how CT is defined and assessed. The emphasis 

should shift from passive adoption to intentional integration 

grounded in human oversight, ethical considerations and 

pedagogical purpose. Further research is required to 

develop scalable models for AI-enhanced CT education that 

reflect the complexity and diversity of multiple HE contexts.

A structured roadmap for AI integration can support 

educators in aligning digital tools with learning outcomes. 

This includes establishing clear AI policies, setting goals, 

selecting appropriate AI tools, training staff, piloting 

initiatives, and scaling AI-use based on feedback and 

performance metrics. Ultimately, educators should 

champion a balanced approach where AI serves as a 

catalyst for deeper thinking, not a shortcut around it.
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The integration of digital tools in higher education is 

changing the way students engage with course material, 

both in the classroom and beyond. This is particularly 

relevant in disciplines such as anatomy and physiology, 

where research demonstrates that visualising the 

structure of the human body plays an important role 

in comprehension. In response to this, the Sports 

department at Regent College London (RCL) began 

exploring innovative ways to embed interactive learning 

tools into the curriculum, to support students outside the 

classroom. One such tool is Visible Body (VB), a virtual 3D 

platform for anatomical exploration that was introduced to 

students enrolled in Level 3 and 4 anatomy modules. This 

paper outlines the outcomes of a small-scale study, which 

focused on exploring the effectiveness of the additional 

software VB in enhancing student learning experiences.

Digital tools for learning

The use of virtual learning software and supplementary 

digital tools has grown significantly across higher 

education. These platforms are not only convenient 

but have been shown to increase student autonomy, 

engagement and confidence. In anatomy and physiology, 

where students must recall and understand the 

relationships between multiple systems and structures, 

traditional textbooks often fall short. VB bridges this gap 

by allowing learners to manipulate and explore the body in 

ways which may not usually be possible. The adoption of 

such a tool is part of a broader pedagogical trend toward 

blended and active learning approaches, in which digital 

resources supplement in-class instruction.

The study

To evaluate the impact of VB, Level 3 and 4 students 

enrolled in an Anatomy and Physiology module and a 

Functional Anatomy module were invited to complete a 

mixed-methods questionnaire. A total of 51 students were 

invited to participate, with 23 completing the survey. The 

questionnaire included Likert-scale ratings, multiple choice 

and open-ended questions. It addressed usage frequency, 

preferred platforms, perceived benefits and overall 

satisfaction.

The survey aimed not only to understand how often 

students used the software, but also to capture qualitative 

data on how the tool supported students’ understanding 

of course content. The integration of VB into the virtual 

learning environment (VLE) Canvas also allowed lecturers to 

track student engagement and embed interactive content 

directly into the VLE.

Results and student feedback

Of the 23 respondents, 70% reported using the application 

at least once per week, primarily via the web version, with 

some using the mobile app. While a minority of students 

indicated less frequent use, all respondents (100%) stated 

that they would recommend VB to peers. This highlights 

a perceived sense of usefulness, even among those who 

were occasional users. Table 1 shows how often survey 

respondents used VB while Table 2 shows respondents’ 

preferred way to access VB.

Learning through software: Exploring the impact of Visible Body on 
student experience
Humza Fazli, Lecturer, School of Health and Sports Science

Usage 
category

Number of 
students

Percentage

Weekly 16 69.6%

Rarely 5 21.7%

Other/ 
No response

2 8.7%

Platform type Number of 
students

Percentage

Web version 15 65.2%

Mobile app 5 21.7%

Both/Not 
specified

3 13.0%

Table 1: Frequency of Visible Body usage

Table 2: Preferred platform for Visible Body

https://ejournal.radenintan.ac.id/index.php/IJSME/article/view/6474
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Qualitative feedback from the survey additionally provided 

rich insight. Students reported that VB improved their ability 

to visualise complex structures within the human body. One 

student stated, “The 3D models helped me to understand 

the structure of the body and quizzes for revision”, while 

another noted, “I was able to understand the module faster 

by using VB”. These comments reflect a theme of increased 

clarity, engagement and motivation; supporting the notion 

that VB was found to be useful and a beneficial supplement 

to student learning.

Several students appreciated the self-paced, explorative 

nature of the tool, which allowed them to revisit challenging 

concepts outside of teaching hours. Others mentioned 

that the ability to rotate and dissect virtual models made 

them feel more prepared for assessments and practical 

discussions in class. The inclusion of quizzes and diagrams 

also supported revision methodologies and reinforced 

learning outcomes.

Implications for teaching and learning

The integration of VB into the VLE supports a blended 

approach that combines face-to-face instruction with online 

and computer-mediated activities. This innovative method 

aligns well with the Office for Students (OfS) Conditions 

of Registration B1, B2 and B5 by ensuring students receive 

a high-quality academic experience, sufficient support 

and meaningful engagement with their learning. Moreover, 

the use of additional software not only helps reinforce 

theoretical knowledge but also fosters self-directed 

learning, encouraging students to take ownership of their 

educational journey which is a key element of studying in 

higher education.

From a teaching perspective, the use of additional 

software is applicable to all disciplines. Educators should 

aim to embed relevant models, exercises and animations 

directly into modules found on their VLE. This will facilitate 

a stronger connection between in-class content and 

supplementary resources students may engage with 

outside the classroom. This approach can also help 

reduce cognitive load and make abstract concepts more 

accessible, particularly for students who may find it difficult 

to grasp such concepts.

Conclusion and future recommendations

The findings from this small-scale study strongly support 

the use of additional learning tools such as VB in higher 

education. Students found the tool engaging, user-friendly 

and effective in deepening their understanding of human 

anatomical structures. By expanding student learning 

opportunities beyond the classroom, additional software 

may encourage repetition, exploration and reflection; three 

key elements of effective learning. 

It is recommended that future studies evaluate the long-

term impact of tools such as VB on student performance 

and retention. Additional research could seek to explore 

how additional learning tools influence study habits, 

confidence and practical application in professional 

practice. Integrating student feedback into ongoing 

development and embedding virtual tools to a greater 

capacity within course material may further ensure 

that learners are supported with inclusive, effective 

and innovative educational experiences outside of the 

classroom.

https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/regulatory-framework-for-higher-education-in-england/part-v-guidance-on-the-general-ongoing-conditions-of-registration/condition-b1-academic-experience/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/regulatory-framework-for-higher-education-in-england/part-v-guidance-on-the-general-ongoing-conditions-of-registration/condition-b2-resources-support-and-student-engagement/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/regulatory-framework-for-higher-education-in-england/part-v-guidance-on-the-general-ongoing-conditions-of-registration/condition-b5-sector-recognised-standards/
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Oral presentations are a common type of assessment in 

higher education, yet many students feel underprepared. 

At Regent College London (RCL), Level 3 students 

complete two presentations in term one. However, 

many face challenges such as poor structure, limited 

practice and low confidence, issues which are particularly 

noticeable among students who speak English as an 

additional language. For them, the pressure of public 

speaking can feel overwhelming and lead to weaker 

performance and lower marks. Instead of feeling confident 

and proud, students often complete presentations feeling 

disappointed and unsure.

Feedback alone is not enough

In many courses, there are few opportunities to practise 

presentation skills before the final assessment. Students 

often receive limited feedback, or none at all, until their 

final performance has been marked. Feedback that is too 

short, unclear or disconnected from the task often fails 

to support learning. Without time to reflect and apply 

suggestions, students are unable to improve. Indeed, 

research shows that feedback supports learning only 

when it is part of a wider process, not when it stands as a 

single comment prior to a deadline.

Video and self-assessment improve outcomes

Video recordings provide a unique opportunity for 

students to watch and analyse their own work. With the 

help of a checklist provided by lecturers, students can 

carry out structured self-assessment, and become more 

independent in their learning. Research highlights that 

this type of reflection can support better planning and 

delivery, as it allows them to see both their strengths and 

areas for improvement. Indeed, when video recordings are 

used alongside structured self-feedback, peer feedback 

and tutor feedback, students gain a clearer picture of their 

performance. For example, a student may notice that they 

speak too fast or read too much from the screen while 

another may realise they need to improve eye contact or 

reduce filler words. Watching themselves allows students 

to connect comments to actual moments in their delivery. 

Additionally, peer feedback encourages students to listen 

critically to others and to learn from their classmates. 

Tutor feedback on the recording can also be more specific 

and easier for students to understand. For example, a 

tutor might say, “Try to pause here to allow your point to 

settle”, while showing that exact moment in the video. This 

approach turns feedback into a more useful and practical 

learning tool.

 

Another study showed that students who use video 

practice often score higher in presentations. Weekly video 

tasks help them build better structure, timing and delivery. 

At RCL, 20% of the final mark in certain modules is based 

on these skills. By reviewing their progress regularly, 

students become more confident and engaged, and more 

in control of their own success.

Recommendations for lecturers

To improve student experience and performance in 

presentations, it is useful to include a short video-

recorded presentation task before the main assessment. 

This gives students time to rehearse and reflect on 

their delivery. Providing a clear checklist or marking 

guide is also helpful to provide students and peers with 

a structured and focused format for feedback on key 

presentation skills.

Video recordings are a simple but effective tool to 

help students prepare for presentations and benefit 

from feedback. They make the learning process more 

active and visible. Students are no longer passive 

receivers of feedback but active participants in their 

own development. Through regular practice, guided 

reflection and varied feedback, learners build the skills 

and confidence to become increasingly independent and 

successful.

Using video recordings to improve student presentations and 
feedback
Luis Iglesias, Lecturer, School of Health and Sports Science
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Machine learning (ML) models have been widely adopted 

to improve personalised learning experiences, increase 

engagement and enhance teaching efficiency in higher 

education. This paper explores a proposed study to use 

a data-driven machine learning model to support the 

measurement of student achievement in a UK higher 

education college. However, there are many factors 

which can influence academic achievement such as 

self-confidence, financial status, language and cultural 

barriers, and academic and pastoral support. As a result, 

developing an appropriate and fair clustering model 

presents a challenge for researchers.

Machine learning models

Machine learning models require substantial datasets to 

be effective. Algorithms such as K-means and Principal 

Component Analysis (PCA) help uncover meaningful 

patterns and reduce complexity. K-means, a widely used 

unsupervised ML algorithm, does this by clustering similar 

data points while PCA identifies the most influential 

variables within the data.

Specifically, K-means partitions a dataset into a predefined 

number of clusters by selecting initial centroids (either 

manually or randomly), calculating Euclidean distance 

between data points and centroids, and then updating 

the centroids based on the mean of assigned points. The 

optimal number of the clusters is determined by the elbow 

method. Figure 1 below shows the implementation of 

K-means with three clusters.

 

Relevant studies

In 2022, a team of researchers used an unsupervised 

ML technique to categorise Malaysian higher education 

students from the lowest income group (B40) based 

on academic performance. Using clustering algorithms 

including K-means, Balanced Iterative Reducing and 

Clustering using Hierarchies (BIRCH), and Density-Based 

Spatial Clustering of Applications with Noise (DBSCAN), 

the researchers analysed data on demographics, co-

curricular activities, awards, industrial training and 

employment. The optimised K-means model produced the 

most effective results as it categorised students into five 

clusters and offered insights for policymakers to reduce 

dropout rates and enhance graduation outcomes. 

It is important to note the limited generalisability 

of this particular study given its focus on a specific 

socioeconomic group in a specific national context. 

Moreover, while clustering can provide valuable groupings, 

it cannot identify causal relationships between variables, 

and the lack of independent validation limits the model’s 

predictive accuracy. 

In 2024, another study used PCA to reduce data 

dimensionality and identify key factors influencing 

academic achievement among final year students in 

the Computer Science and Business Administration 

departments of a university in Saudi Arabia. They 

analysed survey feedback from faculty members and 

students, and course portfolio data. From this, their 

research proposed the development of early indicators of 

academic shortcomings and potential solutions. Findings 

indicated that “knowledge percentage” – the proportion 

of core knowledge delivered and assessed – is the most 

influential factor (weight of 0.999) influencing academic 

achievement, followed by other contributing factors such 

as the use of assistive technologies and qualifications 

of lecturers. Although insightful, the study’s findings are 

limited to the departments involved and do not establish 

causality. 

Using machine learning models to understand student achievement
Dr Md Mizanur Rahman, Lecturer, School of Engineering and Computing
Md Aminul Islam, Lecturer, School of Engineering and Computing 

Figure 1: Implementation of K-means with 3 clusters

https://doi.org/10.1186/s41239-019-0171-0
https://www.mdpi.com/2813-4346/4/2/17
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Ricarda-Steinmayr/publication/351870823_Academic_Achievement/links/6200dd13b44cbe422729fcbc/Academic-Achievement.pdf
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-981-99-0026-8_2
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0020025522014633?via%3Dihub
https://arxiv.org/abs/2502.00851
https://arxiv.org/abs/2502.00851
https://www.bombaysoftwares.com/blog/introduction-to-k-means-clustering
https://www.bombaysoftwares.com/blog/introduction-to-k-means-clustering
https://www.mdpi.com/2076-3417/12/19/9467
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-031-70518-2_21


36 Issue 12 August 2025 

Proposed study

Building on the above studies, these researchers propose 

to build a data-driven ML model to identify factors 

influencing student achievement at one UK higher 

education college. The outcomes are expected to enhance 

institutional understanding of student behaviours and 

academic trends and to support more effective enrolment 

strategies and student support services. 

In addition to K-means and PCA, other clustering 

algorithms such as Hierarchical Clustering, BIRCH and 

DBSCAN can be employed to generate comparative 

insights into how student profiles are grouped based on 

performance indicators. The study seeks to evaluate the 

strengths, limitations and accuracy of each algorithm, 

which may guide future researchers, educators and 

administrators in selecting suitable data-driven models for 

future learning analytics.

To ensure meaningful results, these researchers aim to use 

large, recent datasets from a UK higher education college, 

and to additionally survey 200 students and alumni of 

the institution. Data quality can be improved through 

cleaning and preprocessing to ensure the data-driven 

models identify hidden patterns and provide actionable 

insights. Models may be developed using Python with 

libraries such as Pandas, Scikit-learn, Seaborn and NumPy, 

alongside the Orange data mining tool for visualisation and 

validation.

Concluding thoughts

This study aims to leverage machine learning models 

to uncover patterns in student achievement and inform 

institutional strategy at a UK higher education college. 

By applying a range of clustering and dimensionality 

reduction techniques to different datasets, these 

researchers seek to inform targeted learning and support 

strategies to engage students better, enhance institutional 

planning and guide future educational analytics research. 

By using robust and large datasets, the study aims to 

provide actionable insight while highlighting the potential 

and limitations of machine learning in an academic 

context. Finally, the study seeks to support the overall 

enhancement of academic performance at the UK higher 

education college and to support institutional data-driven 

decision-making. 
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As artificial intelligence (AI) continues to reshape the 

educational landscape, questions surrounding pedagogical 

relevance, learner agency and epistemological coherence 

have gained renewed urgency. Traditional educational 

models, which are largely linear, rigid and content-driven, 

struggle to accommodate the complexity, uncertainty 

and adaptivity required by the digital era. The current 

paradigm often fails to reflect the interconnected and co-

evolving realities of knowledge ecosystems. In response 

to these challenges, this paper proposes the Symbiotic 

Learning model – a holistic pedagogical framework built on 

reflective practice, systems thinking, quantum cognition 

and AI integration. This model seeks to facilitate adaptive, 

inclusive and ethically engaged learning experiences that 

are responsive to the demands of the 21st century.

Theoretical foundations

The concepts within the proposed Symbiotic Learning 

model, shown in Figure 1 below, are rooted in 

interdisciplinary traditions that converge around the co-

evolution of human and technological systems. 

 

Originally written in 1938, John Dewey’s book Experience 

and Education stands in strong support of experiential 

learning, or integrating lived experiences into the 

construction of knowledge. Dewey argues that learning 

emerges from the interaction between the learner and 

their environment, mediated by reflection and inquiry. 

Vygotsky’s work in 1978 extends this perspective through 

his sociocultural theory, which positions language and 

social interaction as central to cognitive development. 

Donald Schön’s 1983 publication on reflective practice 

furthers this line of thought by foregrounding the role 

of practitioners in shaping and being shaped by their 

professional contexts.

The Distinctions, Systems, Relationships, and Perspectives 

(DSRP) framework, a systems thinking model, recognises 

that learning is not an isolated event but a systemic 

process involving interrelated components. Systems 

thinking equips learners with the tools to navigate 

complexity, identify causal patterns and understand 

emergent properties within dynamic systems. This 

approach aligns well with the non-linear and adaptive 

nature of contemporary educational environments in the 

proposed Symbiotic Learning model.

The Symbiotic Learning model is further built upon 

the concept of quantum cognition, which challenges 

classical logic and deterministic reasoning. Quantum 

thinking embraces paradox, simultaneity and probabilistic 

reasoning, enabling learners to entertain multiple 

perspectives and uncertainties. Such cognitive flexibility is 

essential in navigating AI-mediated learning environments, 

where outcomes are not always predictable, and 

knowledge is often fragmented and contested.

The integration of AI into the proposed Symbiotic Learning 

model draws on another model of AI-enhanced education, 

Symbiotic learning in the AI age: Integrating reflective practice, 
systems thinking and quantum cognition for adaptive and inclusive 
education
Dr Xavier Matieni, Senior Lecturer, School of Engineering and Computing

Figure 1: Symbiotic Learning model

https://www.google.co.uk/books/edition/Experience_And_Education/UWbuAAAAMAAJ?hl=en&gbpv=0&bsq=Dewey,%20J.%20(1938).%20Experience%20and%20education.%20Macmillan.
https://www.google.co.uk/books/edition/Experience_And_Education/UWbuAAAAMAAJ?hl=en&gbpv=0&bsq=Dewey,%20J.%20(1938).%20Experience%20and%20education.%20Macmillan.
https://www.google.co.uk/books/edition/Mind_in_Society/RxjjUefze_oC?hl=en&gbpv=1&dq=Vygotsky,+L.+S.+(1978).+Mind+in+society:+The+development+of+higher+psychological+processes.+Harvard+University+Press.&printsec=frontcover
https://www.google.co.uk/books/edition/The_Reflective_Practitioner/E85qAAAAMAAJ?hl=en&gbpv=0&bsq=Sch%C3%B6n,%20D.%20A.%20(1983).%20The%20reflective%20practitioner:%20How%20professionals%20think%20in%20action.%20Basic%20Books.
https://www.mdpi.com/2079-8954/10/2/26?utm_campaign=releaseissue_systemsutm_medium=emailutm_source=releaseissueutm_term=titlelink15
https://www.google.co.uk/books/edition/Quantum_Models_of_Cognition_and_Decision/0vxvhTG_ZLAC?hl=en&gbpv=0
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED584840
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which advocates for learner-centred, data-informed 

and ethically grounded applications of AI. Rather than 

replacing educators, AI in this context serves as a scaffold 

for metacognitive development, adaptive feedback and 

personalised learning pathways. Indeed, the co-agency of 

learners and intelligent systems is a defining feature of the 

Symbiotic Learning model.

Integrative studies and curriculum design

The integrative dimension of Symbiotic Learning echoes 

a call made in General System Theory by Professor 

Kirtley Mather for integrating studies in general education 

and moving toward more interdisciplinary approaches. 

Mather argues that this is essential to forming a coherent 

understanding of reality and moving past fragmented 

knowledge domains. Symbiotic Learning extends this 

vision by embedding interdisciplinary inquiry within the 

core structure of the curriculum. It equally promotes 

curriculum co-construction, where learners and educators 

collaboratively define learning goals, assessment criteria, 

and knowledge trajectories.

This approach also resonates with the principles of 

inclusive pedagogy as a process that transforms 

mainstream structures and practices to accommodate 

diverse learners. By involving students in the co-design 

of learning environments and employing adaptive 

technologies, Symbiotic Learning facilitates inclusion 

not merely as an outcome but as a dynamic and ongoing 

process.

Assessment and AI

One of the most pressing challenges in AI-driven 

education is the transformation of assessment 

practices. Traditional assessment models often privilege 

standardisation and memorisation over creativity, 

reflection and adaptability. The Symbiotic Learning 

model seeks to address this issue by foregrounding 

metacognitive skills and reflective assessment. Learners 

engage in continuous self-evaluation, supported by AI-

generated feedback that highlights learning patterns, 

knowledge gaps and potential growth areas.

This model advocates for the ethical use of AI in 

assessment, promoting a culture of integrity, transparency 

and responsible AI use. A recent study reveals a growing 

tension in this area – faculty use of generative AI for 

efficiency, such as summarising texts or generating 

quizzes, while simultaneously questioning student use 

on grounds of academic integrity. Meanwhile, research 

shows that students may turn to AI tools out of necessity, 

particularly when assessments feel formulaic or 

disconnected from authentic learning. 

Academic communities around the globe are calling for 

clearer, culturally sensitive ethical frameworks to guide 

AI adoption. Symbiotic Learning echoes this call for 

transparency, ethical reflection and mutual accountability. 

It positions AI not as a replacement for human reasoning 

but as a cognitive scaffold – a reflective mirror that 

prompts deeper inquiry, metacognitive awareness and 

epistemic humility.

Here, Symbiotic Learning invites institutions to reimagine 

assessment by designing tasks that emphasise originality, 

collaboration and process over product. This reduces 

reliance on superficial AI use while enhancing student 

engagement with complexity. This aligns with evidence 

suggesting that students are less likely to engage in 

academic misconduct when assessments are perceived as 

meaningful, fair and connected to real-world reasoning.

Invitation for model validation

While the Symbiotic Learning model is theoretically robust, 

it also invites empirical validation through Design-Based 

Research (DBR). DBR is a methodological approach that 

involves iterative design, implementation and refinement 

of educational interventions in real-world settings. It 

is particularly suited to the development of innovative 

pedagogical models that aim to balance theoretical rigour 

with practical relevance.

DBR is a mixed methods approach, which may include 

reflective journals, focus groups and video diaries to 

capture learner narratives, while learning analytics and 

https://www.google.co.uk/books/edition/General_System_Theory/N6k2mILtPYIC?hl=en&gbpv=0&bsq=inauthor:%22Ludwig%20von%20Bertalanffy%22
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01411926.2010.501096
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0160791X23001756?via%3Dihub
https://ro.ecu.edu.au/ecuworks2022-2026/2501/
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s41239-024-00453-6
https://ro.ecu.edu.au/ecuworks2022-2026/2501/
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/BF02504682
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surveys provide quantitative measures of engagement, 

adaptation and metacognition. Thematic coding and 

statistical analysis are employed to identify patterns and 

test hypotheses. Mixed-methods triangulation ensures 

the reliability and validity of findings, aligning well with 

the multi-dimensional nature of the Symbiotic Learning 

framework.

Implications for policy and practice

Symbiotic Learning holds notable implications for 

educational policy and practice. It challenges institutions 

to move beyond tokenistic uses of technology toward 

integrated, ethical and learner-centred approaches. 

It also calls for a re-evaluation of teacher roles, from 

content deliverers to facilitators of inquiry and reflection. 

Professional development programmes must therefore 

include training in systems thinking, quantum cognition 

and AI ethics.

At the policy level, the model aligns with frameworks such 

as the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) in the UK, 

which emphasises student engagement, learning gain 

and inclusive practices. It also contributes to the wider 

discourse on decolonising the curriculum by foregrounding 

diverse epistemologies and learner voices in curriculum 

design.

Conclusion

Symbiotic Learning presents a compelling vision for 

education in the AI age. By integrating reflective practice, 

systems thinking, quantum cognition and AI, it offers an 

adaptive, inclusive framework that addresses current 

challenges and anticipates future demands. It equips 

learners with the cognitive, ethical and technological skills 

needed to navigate complexity.

More than an abstract theory, Symbiotic Learning serves 

as a practical blueprint for systemic reform. It empowers 

institutions to foster inclusive, inquiry-driven and ethically 

grounded environments, fostering cognitive flexibility and 

collaboration in an uncertain world. Ultimately, it reaffirms 

education’s core purpose: to help individuals think, act and 

live meaningfully – not just for today, but for the better 

future they must help create.
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