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Students may be ‘determined from above’ (Freire), 
‘schooled down to size’ (Illich) or just dis-engaged?

• , ‘well we’re students so we are 
interested in assessments that give us 
the highest marks’. 

• I'm not paid to make the curriculum, 
I'll just roll with the punches. In all 
honesty the way education is going 
why not just let us all pass and release 
us into a world where we can work in 
a bar or Tesco metro with all the other 
undergraduates

• One third of students have had 
suicidal thoughts in the last year (NUS 
2017)







The focused feedback failure

• Ask students to direct feedback to areas of concern… ‘focused 
feedback’

• As suggested by educational literature and the NUS
• 13 modules recruited
• Years 1,2,3,4 and postgraduate
• >700 annotated student scripts collected and analysed
• What could go wrong?



Only 6% of students requested 
‘focused feedback’

Those that did focused on 
relatively superficial issues 

(eg references)

‘what if it's wrong and I would draw their [the tutor's] 
attention?’



I think the previous system was quite 
superficial, and fairly easy to get 
around, because I’d go and watch a 
colleague, someone I was friendly with, 
and the debriefing from that session 
would be usually pretty friendly, and 
then somebody else who was friendly 
with me would come in and watch my 
sessions, and in the course of two or 
three years we’d go around the loop…
Bryne et al. 2010. CONSPIRACIES AGAINST THE LAITY



• Imagination Gap
• Performative con
• Shavian conspirac
• Symbolic barrier





The Students as Colleagues Project

Key Questions
• Can students act as useful reviewers of teaching practice?
• Does evaluative feedback on teaching practice from students and 

from academic peers differ:
- in amount?
- in emphasis?
- in tone?

• What are the broader effects and implications of involving students as 
colleagues?

The ‘student voice’?



Louise Bunce, Amy Baird & Siân E. Jones (2017) The student-as-consumer 
approach in higher education and its effects on academic performance, 
Studies in Higher Education, 42:11, 1958-1978



Kantian beauty: ‘thinkfeel’ or ‘truthfeel’ 
(‘like the feeling of having a thought without having 
one’ Tom Morton)

Threshold concepts



The Roy ‘Chubby’ Brown Problem:
‘Leave as you arrived.. only more so’ Stewart Lee



Model answers: Student preferences?

‘I prefer to receive feedback as handwritten because you don’t 
just give the right answer you tell us where we went wrong too..’.

‘..(it is) a friendlier way of marking with comments..(which can) 
prove helpful’ 
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Model answers: Student performance?
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Students acknowledge their limitations and 
deserve expertise :

‘I am personally more interested in participating in 
deciding how the course will be delivered than the actual 
content of the course itself; not through fear of the 
unknown or indifference but rather that in that matter I 
feel it is sensible and most beneficial to our education to 
defer to the wisdom of our teachers.’



• Consumer 
psychology

• Incorrect 
pedagogy

• Inadequate 
expertise



Moving forward? Partnership and co-creation:

Foundational values 
for student-faculty 
partnerships 
articulated in Cook-
Sather et al. (2014) 
are that of “respect,” 
“reciprocity,” and 
“shared 
responsibility.” 



Student as 
Colleague

Academic 
Peer

Positive 0.02

Negative NS

Directive NS

Words NS



And the broader implications?
• SaC: ‘I think the most important thing is that seeing that even 

though everything seems to be so fixed here at university its 
actually not. If you find a way to ..talk to the right people then 
there will be someone interested in hearing your feedback and 
improving and changing, and things are not as fixed as they look..’

• SaC: ‘..it definitely broadens my mind to what its like in your head 
basically to how it feels up there and what your concerns are 
because a lot of the time the student will forget the lecturer is a 
person… we see our teachers in school and think they live there 
basically..’

• Radical collegiality? ‘students need to have freedom enacted 
before their eyes by actual human beings’ R.Rorty, on Dewey.



Original arrangement Arrangement following 
discussion

Teaching and learning practice
All lessons in classrooms ‘Sandwalks’, trips, pubs

Two hour lectures or one 
hour tutorials

Up to 6 hours of ‘blocked’ 
time

Clear distinction between 
lectures and tutorials

Distinctions between 
didactic lecturing, 
discussions and problem 
solving blurred

Module evaluated by a 
standard ‘end-of-module’ 
questionnaire

Continuous evaluation; 
‘bootgrit’, facebook, 
discussion



Assessments and feedback
An unseen, three hour, end 
of module exam (60%)

An open book, ‘take home’ 
examination with five days 
for completion, based 
around three critical essays
(50%)

A critique of a fabricated 
scientific study, due in week 
5 of semester (20%)

A critique of a published 
scientific paper, due in week 
4 of semester (30%)

Written feedback on the 
critique by week 7 

One to one oral feedback 
week 6, replacing and 
enhancing a timetabled class





Quality assurance for an ecology of learning?

• Plenty of space for honest reflection (ecosystems are 
dynamic and complex)

• A focus on processes not only products (what is the 
vigour of the learning ecosystem - the rates of flow 
between nodes)?

• Low stakes assessment – formative at first – with 
plenty of chances to try again (resilience)

• A culture of fun and encouragement (trust..)
• Collaborative work and co-creation (the whole is 

greater…)
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