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JALT Editorial 6(1): Fully automated luxury communism or Turing trap? Graduate employability 
in the generative AI age

Jürgen RudolphA A Director of Research, Kaplan Singapore

Introduction

A 1552 edition of the Poor Laws in medieval Britain stated: 
“if any man or woman, able to work, should refuse to labour 
and live idly for three days, he or she should be branded 
with a red hot iron on the breast with the letter V and should 
be judged the slave for two years of any person who should 
inform against such idler” (cited in Susskind, 2021, p. 219). 
These idle paupers’ large V brand on the breast stood for 
‘vagabond’. The enslaved vagabonds were to be fed bread 
and water. Owners were allowed to make their slaves work by 
chaining and beating them. Vagabond slaves were allowed 
to be bought and sold, and vagabond children could be 
claimed as ‘apprentices’ and be held as such until the age 
of 24 if a boy, or the age of 20 if a girl (Davis, 1966). This 
extreme historical example shows that work was seen as an 
important aspect of the lives of the poor. In later centuries, 
prison-like workhouse facilities were established for the 
poor, with work, confinement, and discipline as deterrents 
(Sparrow, 2016). George Orwell (1933) theorised already 90 
years ago: “I believe that this instinct to perpetuate useless 
work is, at bottom, simply fear of the mob. The mob (the 
thought runs) are such low animals that they would be 
dangerous if they had leisure, it is safer to keep them too 
busy to think”.
 
The role of work changes remarkably when we enter the 
world of the rich and powerful. Through the ages, work 
was often seen as unbecoming for the elites. For instance, 
a law in the ancient Egyptian city of Thebes stipulated that 
nobody could hold office unless they had kept away from 
work for ten years (Aristotle, 2006; see Susskind, 2021). 
In The praise of idleness, Bertrand Russell (2004, pp. 3, 13) 
argued in 1935 that “a great deal of harm is being done 
in the modern world by belief in the virtuousness of work” 
and “that the road to happiness and prosperity lies in an 
organised diminution of work”. In Russell’s (2004) view, the 
leisure class contributed majorly to ‘civilisation’. He opined 
that no one should be obliged to work more than four hours 
a day, with the remaining time free to devote oneself to the 

arts, sciences, literature and the like (Russell, 2004).
 
In 1930, John Maynard Keynes (2013) predicted that 
technological advances would enable employees – at least 
in countries such as the US and the UK – to work only 15 
hours a week. Similarly, Hannah Arendt was well ahead 
of her time when she stated that we live in a “society of 
labourers which is about to be liberated from the fetters 
of labour, and this society does no longer know of those 
other higher and more meaningful activities for the sake 
of which this freedom would deserve to be won” (cited in 
Susskind, 2021, p. 225). A 1960s counterculture slogan was 
“Let the machines do all the work” (cited in Graeber, 2018, p. 
258), and a newer version is one of “fully automated luxury 
communism” (Bastani, 2020).

The concept of Fully Automated Luxury Communism 
(FALC) envisions a society where all needs, not just basic 
ones, are met, eliminating the need for human labour 
due to advancements in artificial intelligence, machine 
learning, and advanced computing. This idea is becoming 
more feasible as many wealthy nations already guarantee 
their citizens’ basic needs. FALC emphasises the dramatic 
reduction or elimination of labour for human benefit, 
arguing that people in affluent societies could work far less 
and potentially thrive more (Bastani, 2020). The realisation 
of this vision does not require a Star Trek-like world, but 
it does necessitate significant societal and technological 
advancements (Lowrey, 2019).

In some classic texts, work was portrayed as divine 
punishment. According to Greek mythology, there was no 
need to work in the Golden Age. However, after Prometheus 
stole fire from the Gods, Zeus punished all of mankind with 
work (Balme, 1984). In Genesis, Adam and Eve roamed 
naked in the bountiful Garden of Eden. However, after Eve 
and Adam ate the forbidden fruit, God condemned them 
both to hard labour – Eve, metaphorically, through painful 
childbirth, and Adam, literally, by making him toil for his 
sustenance (Susskind, 2021). The God of the Old Testament 

Shannon TanB B Research Executive, Kaplan Singapore
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“Cursed is the ground for thy sake; in sorrow shalt 
thou eat of it all the days of thy life. Thorns also and 
thistles shall it bring forth to thee; and thou shalt 
eat of the herb of the field; in the sweat of thy face 
shalt thou eat bread, till thou return to the ground; 
for dust thou art and unto dust thou shalt return” 
(Genesis, chapter 3. 17-19).

In his classic The Protestant ethic and the spirit of capitalism, 
Max Weber (2011) observed that Catholics could confess their 
sins to their priest and the Church would absolve them and 
rescue them from damnation. Unfortunately, confession was 
not an option for Protestants, leading to tremendous tension 
as they never knew whether they would be condemned to 
burn in hell for eternity or go to heaven. For Protestants, 
the best option was their famed work ethic: tireless and 
continuous work through which they could try to prove that 
their souls were worth saving (Susskind, 2021; Weber, 2011). 
In the 20th century’s revival of Puritanism, work came to 
be increasingly valued as a form of self-discipline and self-
sacrifice. Buckminster Fuller’s quote is instructive: “We keep 
inventing jobs because of this false idea that everyone has 
to be employed at some sort of drudgery” (cited in Graeber, 
2018, p. 239).
 
Clearly, work is an iridescent concept. Historically, there are 
instances where work was deemed necessary for the poor or 
for salvation, but undesirable for the privileged. Our future 
may see a world with significantly less work (Bastani, 2020; 
Susskind, 2021), a development accelerated and exacerbated 
by generative AI. As a consequence, inequalities can be 
reasonably expected to become larger. In recent years, the 
world’s richest one per cent owned close to half of all the 
world’s wealth, more than double the combined wealth of 
a staggering 6.9 billion people (Credit Suisse, 2022; World 
Economic Forum, 2020). On the other extreme of the 
spectrum, nearly 22,000 children die each day due to living 
in poverty (Adams, 2017). The world’s small elite of less than 
3,000 billionaires has seen its fortunes grow more during the 
first two years of the recent pandemic than they have in the 
whole of the last 14 years combined (Oxfam International, 
2022).
 
For many people, work has been miserable for a variety 
of reasons. Entertainingly, the late anthropologist David 
Graeber (2018), in his book Bullshit jobs. A theory, 
distinguished between bullshit (BS) and shit (S) jobs (our 
apologies for the faecal language). A BS job is defined as a 
“form of paid employment that is so completely pointless, 
unnecessary, or pernicious that even the employee cannot 
justify its existence even though, as part of the conditions 
of employment, the employee feels obliged to pretend that 
this is not the case” (Graeber, 2018, pp. 9-10). If a BS job 
disappeared tomorrow, it may make no difference to the 
world and even make it a better place. While BS jobs (that 
Graeber hilariously differentiates into flunkies, goons, duct 
tapers, box tickers, and taskmasters) are pointless, they 
differ from S jobs.

The latter “typically involve work that needs to be done and 
is clearly of benefit to society; it’s just that the workers who 
do them are paid and treated badly” (Graeber, 2018, p. 14). 
S jobs “tend to be blue collar and pay by the hour”, whereas 
BS jobs “tend to be white collar and salaried” (Graeber, 
2018, p. 15). Graeber polemically hypothesises that the 
social value of work is “usually in inverse proportion to its 
economic value (the more one’s work benefits others, the 
less one is likely to be paid for it)” (Graeber, 2018, p. 196; see 
Rudolph, 2018).
 
From an ecological perspective, a mass reduction of working 
hours along the lines of Keynes, Russell and FALC, could be 
a major contribution to saving the planet. However, work 
appears to be commonly viewed as an end in itself, and 
there seems to be a consensus “that not working is very bad; 
that anyone who is not slaving away harder than he’d like 
at something he doesn’t especially enjoy is a bad person, 
a scrounger, a skiver, a contemptible parasite unworthy 
of sympathy or public relief” (Graeber, 2018, p. 215). The 
perception of holding a BS job as morally superior to no 
work at all is ironically shared by both the political right and 
left, with ‘more jobs’ being perhaps the only political slogan 
that both sides can agree on. This leads us to the paradox 
of work: while most people hate their jobs, their “sense of 
dignity and self-worth is caught up in working for a living” 
(Graeber, 2018, p. 241; see Rudolph, 2018).
 
With increasing automation, the question of what to do with 
the ‘surplus workforce’ will become ever more pertinent, 
and we will have to reconsider the meaning of work – and 
the meaning of life. A universal basic income (UBI) has 
advocates from across the political spectrum, and pilot 
basic income programmes have been conducted in various 
countries (Weisstanner, 2022). The idea of a UBI is not 
new, with one of the American founding fathers, Thomas 
Paine (1990), wanting it to be large enough for everyone 
to “buy a cow, and implements to cultivate a few acres of 
land” – worth about half of the salary of a farm labourer at 
the time (Susskind, 2021). Apart from UBI, concepts such as 
Conditional Basic Income (CBI) and Universal Basic Services 
(UBS) are worth considering (Bastani, 2020; Susskind, 2021).
 
During the recent COVID-19 pandemic, the economic impact 
has exhibited significant disparities. The adverse effects on 
employment have disproportionately affected lower-paid 
blue-collar workers, as evidenced by a study indicating 
that individuals in the bottom 20 per cent of earners in 
the US were approximately four times more susceptible to 
job loss at the onset of the pandemic compared to their 
counterparts in the top 20 per cent of earners (Susskind, 
2021). With generative AI, white-collar knowledge workers 
(e.g. translators, web designers, coders, copywriters, human 
resources professionals, accountants or lawyers) may be 
most adversely affected. ChatGPT and other generative 
AI could replace several roles, including junior reporters, 
speechwriters, researchers, marketing personnel, and 
legal professionals involved in document processing and 
summarisation. Generative AI technology can handle data 
entry, transcription tasks, simple customer service inquiries, 
translation services, and content creation, indicating a 
shift in the future job market where AI could replace roles 
currently filled by lower-paid foreign workers or outsourced 

reprimanded and punished Adam as follows:
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service providers (Thio, 2023).

The expertise acquired from extensive education or 
substantial experience in a particular field or organisation 
could potentially be integrated into a generative AI tool, 
thereby reducing the threshold for entry (Turner, 2023). 
Large language models (LLMs) can already do many jobs 
better, faster and cheaper than humans. The generative 
AI revolution that started with the launch of ChatGPT-3.5 
last November has proved many experts wrong. It was a 
common expectation that AI would first come for physical 
labour like truck driving or factory work, followed by the 
easier parts of cognitive labour. It was hypothesised that AI 
could one day do coding and, in the more distant future, 
perhaps creative work. It is simultaneously fascinating and 
scary that generative AI has gone in the opposite direction 
and proved the experts wrong. This is demonstrated by 
text-to-image apps like Midjourney that create high-quality 
creative pictures, ChatGPT’s use in fiction writing (Sharples 
& Perez, 2022) and the impressive coding abilities of GPT-4.
 
Initial studies indicate significant enhancements in work 
tasks due to generative AI utilisation, leading to over 30 
per cent time savings and superior output quality, which, 
coupled with GPT-4’s impressive test scores, explains the 
growing yet discreet adoption of AI among students and 
professionals (Mollick, 2023a). Due to the potential of AI to 
boost productivity by 30 to 80 per cent in high-value tasks, 
there is the danger of staff lay-offs. AI, initially disrupting 
the education sector with the introduction of ChatGPT, has 
now evolved to a point where it is indistinguishable from 
human input, raising questions about its use in academic 
tasks (Rudolph et al., 2023a, 2023b). While generative AI 
technology promises personalised tutoring and the potential 
to enhance classroom learning and reduce educator 
workload, the current application of AI in education is 
inconsistent and needs a strategic approach to fully harness 
its benefits (Mollick, 2023a).
 
The advent of generative AI has reignited concerns about job 
displacement, with a 2023 Goldman Sachs report estimating 
that AI could replace a quarter of all human work, potentially 
leading to the loss or degradation of 300 million jobs in the 
US and EU (Kelly, 2023). The report suggests that AI could 
lead to a labour productivity boom similar to the advent of 
electricity and personal computers, but it also highlights the 
risk of increasing income inequality. Sectors such as office 
administration, legal, architecture, engineering, business, 
financial operations, management, sales, healthcare, and art 
and design are expected to be impacted by automation. The 
report also warns of the need for serious discussions about 
managing AI to prevent adverse effects on all classes of 
workers, including wage losses and rapid growth in income 
inequality (Kelly, 2023).
 
Martin Ford identifies three job categories that are likely 
to be relatively immune to AI disruption: genuinely 
creative roles that involve novel ideas and strategies, 
jobs requiring sophisticated interpersonal relationships, 
and roles that demand mobility, dexterity, and problem-
solving in unpredictable environments (Morgan, 2023). 
However, even these professions are far from immune to 
AI’s influence, as many jobs have aspects that could be 

automated. The future of work may involve a shift towards 
more interpersonal skills, with AI handling more routine 
tasks (Morgan, 2023). The Future of jobs report 2023, recently 
published by the World Economic Forum (2023), provides 
a comprehensive examination of worldwide employment 
trends. A major insight from the report is the anticipated 
substantial expansion of the education sector, potentially 
generating more than three million jobs for vocational and 
tertiary education instructors. The report also underscores 
the necessity for individuals to refresh many of their skills, 
with a growing emphasis on cognitive abilities like analytical 
and creative thinking, resilience, and adaptability (World 
Economic Forum, 2023).
 
Our Editorial’s title asks whether we are headed for FALC 
or the Turing trap. Alan Turing, a founding father of AI, 
was a tragic figure. He was a brilliant mathematician and a 
war hero who was instrumental in defeating Nazi Germany 
through his codebreaking and encryption work for the 
British  Government and Cypher School (Hinsley, 1993). In 
1952, however, he was convicted of “gross indecency” due 
to his homosexuality, and he was ‘chemically castrated’  
through injections that rendered him impotent; two years 
later, Turing committed suicide (Peralta, 2022). In 2009, 
then-British prime minister Gordon Brown apologised and 
described the treatment of Turing as “appalling” (BBC News, 
2009). The concept of an imitation game, which later gained 
fame as the Turing test, was introduced by Turing (1950). 
According to this proposition, the measure of a machine’s 
intelligence would be its capability to engage in a dialogue 
that is indistinguishable from human interaction (Rudolph 
et al., 2023b).
 
Erik Brynjolfsson (2022) cautions against a “Turing trap”, 
where societies become overly focused on scaling and 
human-like capabilities in AI, potentially leading to 
automation that displaces human jobs rather than enhancing 
human capabilities. This could result in wealth and power 
concentration, leaving those without power unable to 
improve their circumstances. The risks of generative AI 
spreading errors or misinformation are significant, as is the 
potential for societal backlash if knowledge workers perceive 
their jobs as threatened.
 
The elimination of meaningless tasks by means of 
generative AI could be seen as freeing, allowing for a 
focus on more meaningful work. However, as more tasks 
become automated, the meaning behind these tasks (such 
as writing recommendation letters for our students) may 
be lost, leading to a potential crisis of meaning (Mollick, 
2023b). Stefan Popenici (2023) persuasively highlights the 
importance of imagination in higher education and the 
need for courage among political leaders and educators to 
bring about change in higher education communities that 
contemplate the power of our shared humanity.
 
With the current generative AI revolution, a world with 
significantly less work seems a distinct possibility. That 
raises lots of questions, with which we end this section of 
our Editorial. These questions will require much debate 
amongst all stakeholders of higher education, given its 
current strong employability focus. What is the purpose 
of work? What is the purpose of higher education? What 
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does it mean to live a meaningful life? What happens to 
higher education if there is much less work left? Would this 
make higher education obsolete or is it still meaningful? If 
knowledge work is particularly threatened by generative AI, 
should our students still invest lots of time and money to 
acquire higher education? Are educators’ roles under duress 
or will teachers rather flourish in the age of generative AI?
 
 
An overview of issue 6(1)

The issue at hand is by far our largest issue ever. This was 
certainly not intended, but JALT has become exponentially 
more popular in the first half of this year, and article 
submissions have increased by leaps and bounds. There are 
nine articles on generative AI and higher education: one 
commentary, five research articles, two EdTech articles and 
a brief article. In this bumper issue, there are a total of 21 
research articles, including five articles in a special section 
on ecopedagogy, one commentary, interview, and brief 
article each, three EdTech articles and four book reviews.
 

Articles on generative AI

Our latest issue kicks off with a Commentary by Mills, Bali 
and Eaton, entitled “How do we respond to generative AI in 
education? Open educational practices give us a framework 
for an ongoing process”. Mills et al. propose using open 
educational practices inspired by the Open Educational 
Resources (OER) movement and digital collaboration 
practices that emerged during the pandemic. These 
practices involve leveraging online communities across 
institutions and disciplines, utilising social media, listservs, 
groups, and public annotation for educators to share ideas, 
reflect on emerging responses to AI, and crowdsource 
curation of learning materials. Licensing resources for reuse 
and collaboration with students facilitate student-centred 
approaches and contribute to discussions about AI’s 
future. These practices should be considered provisional 
and subject to reflection and revision based on core values 
and educational philosophies, allowing agility in changing 
technology. Mills et al. provide examples from Spring 2023 
and advocate recognising and supporting these open 
practices to foster collaborative and equitable responses to 
AI across institutions and power dynamics.

The second article on generative AI is Sullivan, Kelly, and 
McLaughlan’s “ChatGPT in higher education: Considerations 
for academic integrity and student learning”. Sullivan 
et al. explore the disruption of AI tools like ChatGPT in 
higher education, analysing news articles from Australia, 
New Zealand, the US, and the UK. The authors delve into 
university reactions, academic integrity dilemmas, the 
limitations of AI outputs, and the potential for enhancing 
student learning. The public and university responses have 
been mixed, mainly focusing on academic integrity and 
innovative assessment. Yet, there is an underrepresentation 
of debate about AI’s potential to boost participation and 
success for disadvantaged students. The authors conclude 
by emphasising the need for academia to adapt to this new 
AI-influenced landscape.
 

The second article on generative AI is Rasul et al.’s “The role 
of ChatGPT in higher education: Benefits, challenges, and 
future research directions”. It examines the potential benefits 
and challenges of using ChatGPT in higher education in the 
context of a constructivist theory of learning. The authors 
present five advantages, including facilitating adaptive 
learning, personalised feedback, aiding research, automated 
administrative services, and innovative assessment creation. 
They also identify five challenges: academic integrity, 
reliability, inability to assess and develop graduate skills, 
limitations in learning outcome evaluation, and potential 
biases and misinformation. The paper recommends the 
cautious use of ChatGPT in academia to maintain an 
ethical, reliable, and effective application, proposing several 
measures to improve students’ learning experiences.
 
Third, Firat’s study, “What ChatGPT means for universities: 
Perceptions of scholars and students”, provides diverse 
insights from scholars and PhD students across four 
nations, revealing nine key themes that frame the potential 
effects of AI on education. These include assessment, 
evaluation, ethics, digital literacy, and the changing role 
of educators. Firat notably encourages future exploration 
of AI’s ethical implications and strategies for managing 
privacy. Highlighting the importance of weighing the risks 
and benefits of AI integration in education, the research 
significantly contributes to discussions about AI’s role in 
education. It underscores the need for responsible, ethical 
adoption.
 
Fourth, Limna et al.’s paper, “The use of ChatGPT in the 
digital era: Perspectives on chatbot implementation”, studies 
Thai educators’ and students’ perceptions of ChatGPT in 
education. Participants appreciated its potential to provide 
instant feedback, answer queries, and support students, 
while educators saw it as a tool to reduce their routine 
tasks. However, concerns emerged about the chatbot’s 
accuracy, potential loss of teacher-student interaction, and 
issues related to privacy and data security. These insights 
could guide educators and policymakers in implementing 
ChatGPT in higher education settings.
 
Fifth, Khademi’s contribution, “Can ChatGPT and Bard 
generate aligned assessment items? A reliability analysis 
against human performance,” examines the potential 
applications of ChatGPT and Bard in assessment and 
teaching. Specifically, the paper measures the reliability 
of ChatGPT and Bard in rating the complexity of writing 
prompts against trained human raters using Intraclass 
correlation (ICC). The results show that ChatGPT and Bard 
have a low reliability compared to human raters.
 
Sixth, Xames and Shefa’s paper, “ChatGPT for research and 
publication: Opportunities and challenges”, explores the 
opportunities and challenges in adopting OpenAI’s ChatGPT 
for scholarly research and publication. The authors argue 
that ChatGPT has far-reaching implications for academic 
research and publication and investigate its current use 
in contemporary research. They outline the opportunities 
that ChatGPT could offer, including making the research 
and publication process more efficient. They also discuss 
challenges and concerns such as AI authorship, unintentional 
plagiarism, and threats of international inequalities. The 
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authors conclude with optimistic expectations for ChatGPT 
adoption in research in the future.
 
Seventh, Rudolph, Tan, and Tan’s “ChatGPT: Bullshit spewer 
or the end of traditional assessments in higher education?” 
discusses ChatGPT and its use cases. The article provides a 
brief history of OpenAI and its recent shift to a commercial 
business model. The authors conducted an early literature 
review and experimented with ChatGPT to explore its 
relevance for higher education, focusing on its implications 
for learning, teaching, and assessment. They position ChatGPT 
within current Artificial Intelligence in Education (AIEd) 
research, discussing student-facing, teacher-facing, and 
system-facing applications and providing recommendations 
for students, teachers, and higher education institutions.
 
Finally, another EdTech review by Rudolph, Tan, and Tan 
titled “War of the chatbots: Bard, Bing Chat, ChatGPT, Ernie 
and beyond. The new AI gold rush and its impact on higher 
education” explores the rapid developments in the chatbot 
space and how they impact higher education. It compares 
selected chatbots in the English and Chinese-language 
spaces and provides their corporate backgrounds and brief 
histories. Rudolph et al.’s article systematically compares the 
chatbots across a multi-disciplinary test relevant to higher 
education, concluding that there are currently no A-students 
and no B-students in this bot cohort. The article provides four 
types of recommendations for key stakeholders in higher 
education: faculty in terms of assessment and teaching & 
learning, students and higher education institutions.
 
 
Research articles on diverse topics
 
In addition to the aforementioned nine pieces on generative 
AI, there are many other interesting pieces in this issue. 
Bommenel, Ek and Reid’s paper “Using teaching and learning 
regimes in the international classroom to encourage student 
re-subjectification” addresses the challenge of increased 
diversity in academic backgrounds among multinational 
student groups. The authors use the Teaching and Learning 
Regimes (TLRs) concept to explore the encounter between 
different assumptions, rules, relationships, and practices 
that influence teaching and learning in higher education. 
They argue that TLRs are a tool for teacher reflection and 
can be applied in the classroom through student-teacher 
interaction. The authors analyse written student reflections 
as expressions of the Self, drawing on Michel Foucault’s 
work. They conclude that reflection on TLRs can be helpful 
for students but also run the risk of promoting conformity in 
the neoliberal university.

Next, Hardy et al.’s empirical study, “The role of online 
tourism education and its impact on student wellbeing 
during a ‘COVID-pause’”, investigates if online education 
can enhance psychological well-being during a pandemic. 
The study, involving a free online Graduate Certificate 
course offered by the University of Tasmania and the 
Tourism Industry Council of Tasmania for residents affected 
by COVID-19, used a web-based survey and focus groups. 
The findings indicate that online higher education in 
tourism can promote well-being during prolonged crises. 
Participants reported achievement and well-being, with the 

hybrid model fostering a sense of community.

Trotter and Qureshi’s study, “Student perspectives of 
hybrid delivery in a transnational education context 
during Covid-19”, investigates students’ experiences at 
a TNE branch campus in the UAE during the transition to 
hybrid delivery due to the pandemic. Using open-ended 
survey questions, they gathered insights about the hybrid 
model’s effectiveness, areas of improvement, and student 
suggestions. Despite successfully implementing the hybrid 
model, issues regarding technology, engagement, support, 
and the benefits of remaining online emerged. Students also 
offered solutions to enhance future hybrid delivery quality.

Millican, Templeton, and Hill’s paper, “Exploring the impact 
of disruption on university staff resilience using the dynamic 
interactive model of resilience”, investigates COVID-19’s 
impact on university staff in South West England, using the 
Dynamic Interactive Model of Resilience (DIMoR) to assess 
protective and risk factors. Their mixed methods study, 
involving an online survey and individual interviews with 159 
staff members, underscores the importance of considering 
individual and broader contexts when evaluating resilience, 
as well as the role of proximal and distal influences. The 
authors propose that the DIMoR can guide understanding 
and future responses during disruptions.

Teo’s research article, “Understanding the Uzbekistani 
higher education context through the lens of reorientation”, 
aims to create a research-based framework for graduate 
professional development to help university graduates 
adapt to a changing labour market. The framework consists 
of four pillars: acculturation, career skills, astuteness, 
and competence; with 16 categories under each pillar 
representing different skills and abilities graduates can 
acquire. The author consulted with relevant parties and 
analysed data from surveys, interviews, and scholarly articles 
to develop the framework. Graduates, their supervisors, and 
higher education institutions can use the framework to 
better prepare students for life after graduation.

Chung and Chapman’s study, “Intent to transfer learning 
amongst adult learners with differential learning 
orientations”, analyses the intent of adult learners in 
Singapore’s SkillsFuture training programmes to apply their 
learning to their workplaces. Using cluster analysis, they 
identify three learning orientation profiles: Idealists, Self-
Actualists, and Pragmatists, based on learners’ motivation 
and intent to transfer learning. Differences emerged in 
aspects like completion rewards, enrolment choice, support 
received, and perceived relevance of the programmes, 
providing insights to enhance the SkillsFuture initiative and 
similar programmes. The research discusses implications for 
policy and strategy to maximise the initiative’s workplace 
benefits.

Or’s paper is titled “Towards an integrated model: Task-
Technology fit in Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use 
of Technology 2 in education contexts”. The Unified 
Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology 2 (UTAUT2) 
model is widely adopted for exploring new technological 
systems, demonstrating its effectiveness in predicting 
users’ intentional use. While initially aimed at commercial 
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applications, numerous studies have since applied the 
model to educational technologies such as e-learning, 
learning management systems, mobile learning, e-books, 
and instructional tools. Or’s paper revisits previous research 
based on the model and suggests a fresh research model 
that combines the Task-Technology Fit theory with UTAUT2, 
aiming to investigate the acceptance of educational 
technology.
 
Sönmez and Çakır’s “A study on enhancing writing motivation 
using collaborative technologies” examines the impact of 
wiki-supported, blog-supported, and traditional classroom 
writing activities on the writing motivation of secondary 
school students. The researchers used experimental 
research methods and a quasi-experimental design with 
pre-test-post-test control groups. Data was collected from 
two experimental groups and one control group before and 
after the experiment, and a two-factor ANOVA for mixed 
measures was used to analyse the data. The results showed 
no statistically significant differences in writing motivation 
between the three groups. The study suggests that changing 
motivation is not solely dependent on technological tools.
 
Next, Khan, Ramanair, and Rethinasamy’s study, “Perceptions 
of Pakistani undergraduates and teachers of collaborative 
learning approaches in learning English”, creates and 
validates questionnaires for a Collaborative Learning 
Approach (CLA). They examine perceptions of English as a 
Secondary Language (ESL) students and teachers on CLA 
and the challenges in its implementation. By adapting items 
from existing CLA questionnaires for the Pakistani context, 
they developed five-point Likert scale questionnaires. After 
validation by ESL experts and a pilot study with 60 students 
and ten teachers, the questionnaires demonstrated good to 
excellent reliability.
 
Shabitha and Mekala’s paper, “Impact of integrated writing 
tasks on thinking and writing skills of Indian ESL learners”, 
investigates how task-based language teaching can 
enhance thinking and writing skills. They suggest writing 
tasks should stimulate learners’ working memory and 
offer relevant, engaging content-generation opportunities. 
Testing this with structured writing tasks administered to 
postgraduate students in India, they found a significant 
correlation between task variables, students’ thinking, and 
writing skills. They advocate for real-life related tasks that 
align with students’ cognitive domains, emphasising task-
based language teaching’s role in developing thinking and 
writing skills.
 
Shah and Calonge’s paper, “Refugees’ experiences with 
online higher education: Impact and implications through 
the pandemic”, investigates refugees’ experiences with 
online higher education during COVID-19, exposing 
inclusivity challenges and unforeseen issues. They identified 
three key themes from a literature scoping review: COVID-
19’s impact on refugees and online higher education, the 
multiple barriers refugees face, and socioeconomic status 
and mental health influence. The research suggests refugees 
have limited opportunities and access to online higher 
education, affecting their education, social integration, 
financial stability, and mental well-being, underscoring the 
need for policy and practice changes.

Gono and de Moraes’s study, “Student appraisals 
of collaborative team teaching: A quest for student 
engagement”, examines team teaching’s role in 
enhancing student learning and fostering diverse ideas. 
It underscores the benefits of team teaching, including 
improving critical thinking skills and student engagement. 
The findings emphasise the role of student motivation, 
clear communication, and active participation for deeper 
learning. The study underlines potential challenges, such 
as miscommunication, which can create mixed messages 
and hamper learning and engagement. This research aids 
understanding of student learning and highlights the 
importance of effective knowledge delivery.
 
The next two research articles transport us to Nigeria. 
Alordiah, Omumu, and Omenebele’s study, “Investigating 
why students in Nigeria perceive education as a scam,” 
uses semi-structured questionnaires to understand why 
some Nigerian students view education sceptically. 
Findings suggest that perceived financial advantages of the 
uneducated, graduate unemployment, and dissatisfaction 
with societal values and the curriculum contribute to this 
perception. The authors propose government actions to 
create graduate jobs and a more practical curriculum. The 
study provides evidence supporting the negative slogan but 
calls for further research across other Nigerian states for 
validation.

Owan, Owan and Ogabor’s (2023) study “Sitting arrangement 
and malpractice behaviours among higher education test-
takers: On educational assessment in Nigeria” examines 
exam misconduct behaviours under three different seating 
arrangements. The authors observed numerous instances 
of cheating, such as copying, script exchange, and peer 
discussion. Results showed that malpractice behaviours 
varied depending on seating arrangements and were not 
significantly gender-dependent, although males exhibited a 
higher rate. Owan et al.’s study reveals a significant reliance of 
cheating on the seating arrangement, suggesting examiners 
should strategically combine gender separation and inter-
class sitting to curb exam fraud and improve performance 
assessment.

Hill, Derbyshire, and Merlane’s paper, “Exploring 
undergraduate experiences: A hermeneutic 
phenomenological study of academic internships in nursing, 
midwifery, and health at a northeast higher education 
institution in the UK”, examines UK healthcare students’ 
experiences participating in innovative internships during 
their summer break. This pioneering research offers insight 
into professional health education internships, with findings 
having international relevance. These insights could shape 
and broaden opportunities for healthcare students looking 
to work within higher education institutions worldwide.

Finally, Ermol’s research, “The effects of the SNAPPS model 
on clinical learning experiences for Physician Assistant 
students”, investigates the impact of the SNAPPS six-step 
clinical teaching model on the clinical learning experiences 
of PA students. The study used a Solomon-four group design 
with a pre- and post-training survey. Findings indicate a 
significant effect on domains such as Control of Session, 
Communication, and Evaluation. Although the SNAPPS 
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groups seemed to reflect more critically on their learning 
experiences, further research is required to comprehend 
the potential benefits and limitations of SNAPPS in clinical 
experiential learning settings.
 
 
Special section on ecopedagogy
 
The special section on ecopedagogy is guest-edited by 
Eunice Tan, Jürgen Rudolph, and Stevphen Shukaitis. It 
had its origins in a University of Essex – Kaplan Singapore 
symposium in mid-2022. We start the section with Strauß’s 
paper, “Narrating future(s) with others: teaching strategic 
sustainability management in a relational key”. It examines 
the potential of a relational approach to future scenario 
planning for sustainability management education. It 
highlights the need for a transformational shift in how 
humans relate to each other and the natural world to achieve 
sustainability. The article describes a course design that 
uses narratives to sensitise students to the nature of reality 
and enable them to shape current and future realities with 
others. It also emphasises the role of aesthetics in developing 
transformational capacities. The article concludes by 
reflecting on the limitations of relational course designs in 
cultural settings dominated by individualism, nature/culture 
divide, and anthropocentrism.
 
Next is Kefalaki’s “Education for sustainable development 
(ESD) in the Greek education system”. She discusses the 
implementation of Education for Sustainable Development 
(ESD) in secondary schools in Greece through a literature 
review and interviews with educators. The paper argues 
that ecopedagogy can offer a critical perspective on ESD 
and suggests contemporary approaches for integrating 
sustainability education into the curriculum. It also highlights 
the challenges and needs of the Greek educational system 
to promote sustainable development education. Kefalaki 
provides ideas for stakeholders and the government to take 
action towards a better environmental future.
 
The following study by Muangasame and Wongkit, 
“Ecopedagogy as an educational approach for vulnerable 
rural communities”, focuses on implementing environmental 
studies or ecopedagogy in Thailand’s Sapphaya community 
to develop sustainable tourism. The article discusses six 
practical steps in learning experiences of ecopedagogy 
within the community. A qualitative approach was adopted 
from Participatory Action Research with three stages of 
investigation to develop and reflect on the knowledge 
gained. The study aims to raise awareness of the impacts of 
tourism on the environment and change tourists’ behaviour 
to become more responsible while enjoying tourism 
activities in the destination.

Next, Lorenz and Guan’s study, “Engaging students in 
cross-disciplinary module design: a case study on the co-
creation of a sustainability module in Singapore”, involves 
students in creating a learner-centric sustainability module, 
incorporating economic, environmental, and social 
pillars and the UN Sustainable Development Goals. Using 
multidisciplinary groups, students considered sustainability 
and pedagogy from an educator’s perspective. Despite 
challenges like time constraints and knowledge gaps, 

surveys and group reports showed positive outcomes, 
including a changed perception of pedagogy and a sense of 
accomplishment. The study confirmed the students’ ability 
to create a well-designed, cross-disciplinary sustainability 
module.

Finally, Tan, Wanganoo, and Mathur’s “Generation Z, 
sustainability orientation and higher education implications: 
An ecopedagogical conceptual framework” explores the 
sustainability orientations and educational outcomes of 
Generation Z, the new generation of adults entering the 
workforce and becoming leaders. There has been little 
research on the collective dimensions of ecopedagogy, Gen 
Z perceptions, and policy implications in higher education. 
The paper critically reviews the literature on Gen Z and 
proposes an ecopedagogical conceptual framework for 
further empirical research.
 
 
Interview
 
Rudolph and Tan interviewed Stephen Preskill. Preskill is a 
professor emeritus at Wagner College and specialises in 
American educational history and leadership studies. He was 
also an elementary and middle school teacher for nine years. 
The interview is titled “Learning leadership personified. 
An interview with Professor Stephen Preskill”. It explores 
Preskill’s latest book Education in black and white, and 
discusses Myles Horton’s and other learning leaders’ anti-
racism, dialogical approach, and exemplary lives. Preskill 
discusses the heirs of Horton and the pitfalls of charismatic 
leadership. The interview also systematically discusses  
Preskill’s other books, some of which were co-authored with 
Stephen Brookfield, who had been previously interviewed in 
JALT (Brookfield et al., 2019, 2022). Preskill also talks about 
his positive experiences as a lifelong learner and advises on 
dealing with academic writing difficulties.
 
 
Ed-Tech
 
In an earlier section on generative AI, we already summarised 
Rudolph et al.’s two contributions to the EdTech section. 
The remaining contribution by Grafton et al. is titled 
“Development and operationalisation of a mixed reality 
interactive virtual patient application for online nursing 
Objective Structured Clinical Examinations”. In a 2020 
Bachelor of Nursing Clinical Health Assessment skills course 
in Singapore, face-to-face classes were abruptly cancelled 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic. To adapt, innovative 
strategies were quickly implemented to allow students to 
complete clinical skills laboratories and Objective Structured 
Clinical Examinations (OSCEs) online. Grafton et al.’s paper 
focuses on developing and implementing a mixed-reality 
interactive virtual patient application used for online OSCEs.
 
 
Book reviews
 
The final section encompasses four book reviews. Mihaylov 
examines the book Hopeful pedagogies in higher education, 
edited by Seal (2021) and begins with a personal account 
of her experience as a mid-career educator. The book 
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is a compilation of contemplations on incorporating 
critical pedagogy within a neoliberal higher education 
framework. Its primary inquiry pertains to whether the 
purpose of education should prioritise personal and social 
transformation or social mobility and career results. Mihaylov 
evaluates the book’s structure, highlights its effectiveness in 
practical implementation, and addresses its limitations.
 
Sutton provides an additional two book reviews. He 
first examines Seelow’s (2023) Games as transformative 
experiences for critical thinking, cultural awareness, and deep 
learning: Strategies & resources. The book aims to utilise 
games in education to create positive and progressive 
transformative learning experiences and focuses on 
achieving pragmatic learning outcomes. Sutton praises 
the book for its insightful content on game description, 
rules, learner reactions, learning outcomes, and critical 
appreciation, which can positively impact learner motivation 
and engagement. Sutton recommends the book for its well-
structured approach and emphasis on gradually improving 
learners’ learning and well-being.

In his second book review in the current issue, Sutton 
lauds Sayan Dey’s book Green academia: Towards eco-
friendly education systems, a critique of Western-centric 
knowledge systems and a call for the integration of eco-
centric indigenous knowledge into mainstream education. 
The book argues that the current education system, shaped 
by colonialism and capitalism, commodifies knowledge and 
neglects the environment. Dey proposes a shift towards 
‘green academia’, which values and incorporates indigenous 
knowledge systems, and advocates for a more sustainable, 
eco-friendly approach to education.

Finally, Rudolph reviews Stephen Preskill’s book Education 
in black and white. Myles Horton and the Highlander 
Center’s vision for social justice. It is beautifully written and 
chronologically organised, providing a critical history of 
Highlander and Myles Horton’s involvement. Preskill’s book 
is not a hagiography, as he highlights Horton’s insufficient 
credit for Highlander’s influential female leaders and missed 
opportunities to support them better. The book contains 
fascinating themes that encourage critical reflection, and 
it is highly recommended for adult and higher education 
practitioners. It provides early examples of successful 
student-centred pedagogies and how radical ideas have 
become accepted but acknowledges that the struggle 
continues, as seen in the Black Lives Matter movement.
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How do we respond to generative AI in education? Open educational practices give us a 
framework for an ongoing process

Anna MillsA A English Instructor, College of Marin, Kentfield, California, USA

Abstract

With the release of ChatGPT in November 2022, the field 
of higher education rapidly became aware that generative 
AI can complete or assist in many of the kinds of tasks 
traditionally used for assessment. This has come as a shock, 
on the heels of the shock of the pandemic. How should 
assessment practices change? Should we teach about 
generative AI or use it pedagogically? If so, how? Here, we 
propose that a set of open educational practices, inspired by 
both the Open Educational Resources (OER) movement and 
digital collaboration practices popularized in the pandemic, 
can help educators cope and perhaps thrive in an era of 
rapidly evolving AI. These practices include turning toward 
online communities that cross institutional and disciplinary 
boundaries. Social media, listservs, groups, and public 
annotation can be spaces for educators to share early, 
rough ideas and practices and reflect on these as we explore 
emergent responses to AI. These communities can facilitate 
crowdsourced curation of articles and learning materials. 
Licensing such resources for reuse and adaptation allows us 
to build on what others have done and update resources. 
Collaborating with students allows emergent, student-
centered, and student-guided approaches as we learn 
together about AI and contribute to societal discussions 
about its future. We suggest approaching all these modes 
of response to AI as provisional and subject to reflection 
and revision with respect to core values and educational 
philosophies. In this way, we can be quicker and more agile 
even as the technology continues to change. 

We give examples of these practices from the Spring of 
2023 and call for recognition of their value and for material 
support for them going forward. These open practices 
can help us collaborate across institutions, countries, and 
established power dynamics to enable a richer, more justly 
distributed emerging response to AI. 

Keywords: ChatGPT; entangled pedagogy; generative 
AI; GPT-3; GPT-4; large language models; LLMs; OEP; 
OER; higher education; open educational practices; Open 
Educational Resources; open pedagogy; PICRAT.

Educational shocks

For many students and faculty, Fall 2022 was the semester 
that promised relief from COVID-related concerns; gone 
were masks from many campuses, hybrid flexible classroom 
set-ups, and a sense of precarity of safety (note: we 
acknowledge there were still risks and for many; it was 
and continues to be unsafe, but most institutions by Fall 
of 2022 had moved on from concern about COVID). The 
sense of normality after several years of constant shifting 
and calibration ended with the arrival of ChatGPT, a form 
of generative AI with disruptive potential like COVID but 
without the overwhelming attention and support that came 
with the pandemic. Even though generative AI had existed 
for quite some time, it suddenly became a topic of focus in 
education circles through articles like “The college essay is 
dead” in The Atlantic by Stephen Marche (2022). Since then, 
millions, if not billions, of words have been both written 
and generated (by AI), exploring what this all means for 
education.

Shocks in education, like the COVID-19 pandemic or the 
advent of ChatGPT and other AI text generators, create 
a need to respond quickly, even though we often have 
insufficient local knowledge to take action. Open and public 
scholarship becomes a space for us to find and support one 
another as we build expertise through a turbulent time. This 
openness as a worldview, process, or attitude (Koseoglu & 
Bali, 2016) can include sharing amongst instructors within 
and across institutions and an openness to collaborate with 
students and other stakeholders.

Our first response to educational shocks should be to check 
in with our values. adrienne maree brown (who prefers to 
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write her name in lowercase) reminds us that “intentional 
adaptation” can be invaluable to navigating change. We can 
ground our intentions by refocusing on our goals and values. 
Change can be a “shock” (like an earthquake in nature or the 
COVID-19 pandemic in academia/education) or a “slide” (a 
slower change that we have more time to adapt to). Our 
role is to

harness the shocks and direct the slides – all towards 
achieving the systemic, cultural and psychic shifts 
we need to navigate the changes with the greatest 
equity, resilience and ecological restoration possible 
(brown, 2017).

It has been a challenge for many institutions and individuals 
to respond, in part because generative AI has been a moving 
target, with changes happening constantly throughout the 
early part of 2023. The challenge also lies in the variety of 
faculty reactions: generative AI seems to challenge, concern, 
or excite faculty in very different ways. This has made it 
difficult for institutions to come up with clear guidance and 
support.  We saw a great wave of concern about academic 
integrity implications. We also saw faculty with backgrounds 
in data rights and digital privacy issues, like Lauren Goodlad 
and Samuel Baker (2023)  and Autumn Caines (2023), who 
discouraged students from using language models but 
advocated teaching about the systems so students would 
understand the risks and ethical concerns. Other faculty 
have been excited to explore pedagogical applications of 
language models. Wharton Business School professor Ethan 
Mollick has shared his experiments introducing multiple 
uses of generative AI in his courses on his blog, “One Useful 
Thing.” Marc Watkins (2023) has shared his applications 
of generative AI in the writing classroom in his substack 
Rhetorica.  

Gradually, interest in pedagogical applications has become 
more widespread. As Rasul et al. (2023, p. 3) put it, “the 
scholarly community is actively investigating the most 
efficient and responsible methods to integrate ChatGPT into 
tertiary education.” Even among faculty generally positively 
disposed toward the technology, though, studies of faculty 
perceptions note significant concerns and uncertainty about 
how to rethink assessment (Limna et al., 2023; Firat, 2023). 
Meanwhile, many more faculty have barely begun to learn 
what these tools are or to reflect on what they mean for 
education and how to adjust next.  

Our sense is that generative AI feels deeply threatening 
to many faculty because it seems to co-opt the forms of 
assessment that are integral to their teaching.  Many 
faculty work under deep pedagogical and philosophical 
understandings about how they teach, what they teach, 
and what a classroom is, culminating in demonstrations 
of learning that are often written, visual, or presentational 
outputs, ideally, entirely created by the student (or with other 
students in group projects). Many faculty have thought, 
tested, and further connected the intellectual underpinnings 
of their teaching so that all things from syllabi to outputs fit 
as a strongly reinforced web.  For many, generative AI takes 
a pair of scissors and cuts apart that web.  And that can 
feel like having to start from scratch as a professional. Given 
that the pandemic itself also had that effect, we’re left with 

educators feeling overwhelmed, lost, maybe struggling, or 
maybe ignoring AI altogether–not because they don’t want 
to navigate it but because it all feels too much or cyclical 
enough that something else in another two years will upend 
everything again. How to begin to respond to this shock 
when we are in this state of overwhelm? Many folks are 
looking for leadership. 

Open educational practices (OEP) as shock absorber

The “shock” and “overwhelm” framing has dire connotations. 
Yet this challenge or even crisis in education offers an 
opportunity to demonstrate some of our best strengths, such 
as creativity and collaboration.  For instance, the pandemic 
demonstrated educators’ robust ability to work together 
across collaborative tools such as Google Docs, Zoom, 
and social media. It amplified levels of digital collaborative 
literacy. At this moment, we need to merge that with open 
educational practices to more effectively and collectively 
move forward in the age of generative AI such as ChatGPT. 

Open educational practices (OEP) grew out of the Open 
Educational Resources (OER) movement. Open education 
practices can broadly be understood to offer agile, 
collaborative approaches across institutions, systems, age 
categories (high school versus college), and nations. With 
open practices, educators can move forward through 
uncertainty with hope and mutual support. In a moment 
of overwhelm, we can turn toward each other and toward 
students and share imperfect, incomplete insights and 
experiments. With ongoing collaboration, these partial 
contributions can build toward better emergent responses 
to AI as we pool our resources, whether or not we have local 
support systems and like-minded individuals in our vicinity.

While best known for free textbooks and Creative Commons 
licenses, the OER movement offers much more. In particular, 
David Wiley (2014) developed a now canonical description 
of the rights of users of open educational resources, also 
known as the “5 Rs” of OER (Retain, Reuse, Revise, Remix, 
Redistribute):

Retain – the right to make, own, and control 
copies of the content

Reuse – the right to use the content in a wide 
range of ways (e.g., in a class, in a study group, 
on a website, in a video)

Revise – the right to adapt, adjust, modify, 
or alter the content itself (e.g., translate the 
content into another language)

Remix – the right to combine the original or 
revised content with other open content to 
create something new (e.g., incorporate the 
content into a mashup)

Redistribute – the right to share copies of the 
original content, your revisions, or your remixes 
with others (e.g., give a copy of the content to a 
friend) (Wiley, 2014)

●

●

●

●

●
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Each of these “rights” is a description of a way of working 
with learning materials. Yet other scholars have gone further 
to call for an explicit focus on these practices rather than 
on the resources themselves and the rights granted by their 
licenses. As Catherine Cronin (2017, p. 2) has explained, 
“Open educational practices (OEP) is a broad descriptor of 
practices that include the creation, use, and reuse of open 
educational resources (OER) as well as open pedagogies and 
open sharing of teaching practices.” When we think of OER, 
we might tend to think of a textbook produced by an author, 
but the creation of new resources is only one aspect of an 
ecosystem that is more about process than product. Cheryl 
Ann Hodgkinson-Williams and Henry Trotter (2018) point 
out that open educational practices can include curation 
and distribution of resources, facilitated by crowdsourcing 
and open peer review.

Below, we describe some specific open educational practices 
that have helped us in responding to AI: engaging with 
broad communities, sharing rough work, crowd-sourcing 
curation, building on others’ experiments, collaborating 
with students (also known as open pedagogy), and planning 
for continuous revision and reflection. There are inevitably 
more practices than we can list, but we believe these provide 
a rich start to helping educators find their way through 
generative AI and other future shocks.

Positionality

It may be worth noting that while the three of us authoring 
this paper together knew each other beforehand, we became 
closer in the process of navigating the impact of generative 
AI in education, and have been inspired by and sometimes 
contributed to each other’s open practices as we describe 
them in this article.

Anna has taught writing at City College of San Francisco 
and College of Marin for 17 years. These are non-selective, 
open-access public two-year colleges in the San Francisco 
Bay Area. I have written an Open Educational Resources 
textbook, How arguments work: A guide to writing and 
analyzing texts in college (Mills, 2020), that has been used 
at over 55 colleges; I have revised it in collaboration with 
colleagues and continue to try to improve it and add 
ancillary materials. In the last two years, I have become 
active in social media discussions of OER, writing pedagogy, 
and AI and created a resource area on AI for the Writing 
Across the Curriculum Clearinghouse (Mills, n.d., 2022).

Maha is a professor of practice (faculty developer) at the 
Center for Learning and Teaching at the American University 
in Cairo in Egypt. This is a private liberal arts institution in an 
emerging economy. I often test out my unfinished ideas on 
social media and on my blog and learn from dialogue with 
others in my Personal Learning Network before I bring these 
ideas back into my institution. For example, Anna and I gave 
a global Equity Unbound workshop about AI before I gave 
any of my local workshops on AI.  

Lance has been teaching at different New England institutions 
for 17 years, while also working at the intersection of 
technology and education for institutions from community 

college to Ivy League for the past 12 years. Currently, I am the 
Director of Digital Pedagogy at College Unbound, a college 
of primarily adult students who are predominantly Women 
of Color. For much of my life, technology held promise and 
opportunity; but the more that I examined my whiteness, 
masculinity, middle-class status, and bisexuality, the more 
I recognized the challenges, critiques, and trappings that 
technology can create. These considerations have shaped 
my engagement with generative AI and inspired me to make 
sure that students, in particular, are part of the conversation.  

Turning toward community

Higher education has traditionally invested time and energy 
in departments, educational institutions, and disciplinary 
associations. However, open educational practices focus 
on forms of community that cross institutional boundaries, 
disciplinary silos, and national borders. When there is a 
“shock” we first look to existing patterns and platforms 
for interaction. Pre-pandemic some people had already 
built Personal Learning Networks (PLNs) as conceived 
by Connectivist discourse (Whitby, 2013). The pandemic, 
however, represented a time when educators rapidly gained 
new digital collaborative skills. Within the first six months 
of ChatGPT’s release, many of us further honed these skills 
and expanded our Personal Learning Networks (PLNs). Our 
loose ties with global peers become a “cushion” during the 
“shock.” Even if we don’t have the answers, we know there are 
others to converse with and learn with. Beyond institutional 
communities, our job status is less directly implicated, and 
we may feel freer to disclose our uncertainties in informal, 
often digital communities. Below we explore examples of 
the most flexible, broadly accessible, and agile formats for 
such discourse: social media, groups, and listservs, and, to a 
lesser degree, public annotation.

Social media 

As most academics are probably aware, Twitter, LinkedIn, 
Facebook, and Mastodon have all hosted and continue to 
host a high volume of discussions on language models 
and other forms of generative AI in higher education. 
These platforms often facilitate surprising collaborations. In 
one example, Juan David Gutierrez of the Universidad del 
Rosario in Colombia and Anna Mills’ Twitter interactions 
led to Gutierrez translating a piece by Lauren Goodlad and 
Anna Mills (2023), “Adapting college writing for the age of 
large language models such as ChatGPT: Some next steps 
for educators” into Spanish. Anna gave feedback on and 
helped with the English translation of Gutierrez’s (2023) 
policy on generative AI; she later featured that document in 
her presentations as a model for educating students about 
risk through policy. 

TikTok and Instagram are less commonly used by educators 
but seem to offer more opportunities to interact with 
students. For example, Maha learned from Tiktok and 
Instagram student accounts the tips and tricks students 
used to fool AI detectors, which helped her while testing 
the efficacy of AI detectors and advising faculty. She found 
it an interesting way to “listen to students” who were not 
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directly her own. Anna has observed this as well as she read 
the debates among students in the comments on student 
TikTok videos about supposedly plagiarism-free AI essay 
assistance.

Social media is also useful for learning and assistance with AI. 
Twitter has been the predominant platform for this, but the 
others also host a high volume of tips and newbie questions. 
Maha found some local accounts on Tiktok and Instagram, 
which explained to people in Egypt how to gain access to 
ChatGPT even though it was not enabled for Egypt. Lance 
found Instagram Reels (recycled TikToks) and Instagram 
posts sharing ChatGPT prompts and news.

Listservs and groups 

Both public and private listservs and groups have seen 
a great deal of discussion and resource sharing around 
generative AI in higher education. Inevitably, many 
discussions have taken place on department listservs and 
discipline listservs, but new cross-disciplinary groups have 
also arisen specifically focused on AI. These semi-private, 
moderated listservs have grown quickly and stayed active; 
they have helped to connect discussions across disciplines 
and institutions. One example is “Higher Ed discussions of 
AI writing Facebook group” (https://www.facebook.com/
groups/632930835501841/), started by Laura Dumin of the 
University of Central Oklahoma. It comprises 2,945 members 
as of May 17, 2023 and saw 157 posts in the preceding 
month. Dumin describes it thus:  

This is a group for educators in Higher Ed to discuss 
ideas around using (or not using) AI writing programs 
in writing courses… We welcome discussions 
about AI use in the classroom, how to structure 
assignments to make the best use of writing and 
critical thinking skills, classroom and institutional 
policies surrounding AI use, and other topics in 
the same spirit as these. We hope people will feel 
comfortable asking questions and sharing articles/
assignments/policies related to how AI is impacting 
our teaching.

The “AI in Education Google Group” (https://groups.google.
com/g/ai-in-education?pli=1) hosted by instructional 
designer Daniel Stanford grew out of the Professional and 
Organizational Development (POD) Network in Higher 
Education listserv and had 706 members as of May 30, 2023. 
It coordinates regular Zoom discussion sessions attended by 
more than 100 members. Examples of other groups include 
the regular attenders at Bryan Alexander's Future Trends 
Forum, which has hosted half a dozen live virtual gatherings 
on generative AI since December. Open Education Global’s 
discussion forum has hosted explorations of AI, often led 
by Alan Levine (https://connect.oeglobal.org/tag/ai). In 
addition, focused spaces like the subreddit on ChatGPT 
(https://www.reddit.com/r/ChatGPT/) have allowed dialogue 
about AI and learning between education professionals, 
students, and the general public.

Public annotation

We see much sharing of documents: articles on AI in higher 
ed, sample policy statements, lesson plans, news coverage, 
and records of ChatGPT sessions. Social media and groups 
offer the chance to comment on each document, but public 
annotation of the documents offers another way to extend 
the discussion. For example, a popular New York Times article, 
“Alarmed by A.I. chatbots, universities start revamping how 
they teach” (Huang, 2023) saw 3,566 comments in January 
2023.  

When we want to annotate line by line as we might in Word 
or Google Docs, we can use the platform Hypothes.is, which 
allows users to add comments tied to specific highlighted 
text in any web page. Other users can then see a comment 
pane with all public responses to the text in the margin. Direct 
links to comments can also be reshared on social media and 
listservs. In collaboration with the Education Director of 
Hypothes.is, Jeremy Dean, Anna has promoted the idea of 
coordinating educators’ discussions through margin notes. 
She added an invitation at the top of her list of sources on 
AI in higher education: “Let’s share ideas on these readings! 
Comment in the margins of any online article with public 
Hypothesis annotations. Tag your comments and view 
others’ comments with the tags ChatGPTedu and AItextedu.“ 
Thus far, we see 125 comments tagged ChatGPTedu 
(https://hypothes.is/search?q=tag%3AChatGPTedu), though 
there are likely many more not tagged. On Twitter, Anna 
invited public comment (https://twitter.com/EnglishOER/
status/1623113529103634432?s=20) on OpenAI’s “Educator 
considerations for ChatGPT” (n.d.) which led to a discussion 
in the margins among 8 users. 

Share early, share rough, be curious

The cross-institution, often cross-disciplinary social media 
and online group spaces described in the previous section 
allow us to make mistakes and progress and learn from each 
other before bringing ideas back to our institutions. As we 
explore concerns about academic integrity and excitement 
about pedagogical possibilities, we share questions, 
processes, and incomplete thoughts on social media, blogs, 
webinars, and lists. In these spaces, we can share and learn 
from imperfect, early responses, labeling them as such. This 
creates a greater sense of playfulness and experimentation 
to get through paralysis, lower the bar, and be willing to 
share materials that respond to recent updates in the 
technology. 

The practice of sharing rough ideas isn’t just beneficial 
because it allows us to respond to AI as the tech updates 
rapidly. It is part of a deeper invitation to open practices 
that emphasize collaboration and trust. Maha has explored 
the concept of “self as OER” or “open self” (Koseoglu & 
Bali, 2016), which embraces openness as a worldview and 
attitude. She suggests that we should value making one’s 
thought process open to others and being open to changing 
one’s perspective through dialogue. This openness is fruitful 
and encourages similar openness in others.
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It is important, of course, to be mindful about the risks 
of putting out incomplete thoughts. We make ourselves 
vulnerable by doing this, and while many times the response 
is supportive, at times we do see harsh criticisms, an 
ungenerous tone, and trolling in response to these offerings. 
Setting community norms around supportive response, 
whether on social media, on listservs, or other platforms, 
is crucial to making the sharing of rough ideas sustainable. 
In the absence of such norms or any way to enforce them, 
community members sometimes come in to support one 
another.

Anna shares a rough resource list

I, Anna, first began to explore large language models and 
their implications for writing assessment in June 2022. Faculty 
leaders like Lauren Goodlad, Marc Watkins, Mike Sharples, 
Sarah Elaine Eaton, Thomas Lancaster, John Warner, Maha 
Bali, and Leon Furze were already writing and presenting 
on the topic. However, at the time, I wasn’t finding many 
curated lists of articles. I knew that many of my colleagues 
were just approaching the topic, and direct access to the 
resources I had learned from might save them a bit of time. 

I was used to doing curation work in the world of Open 
Educational Resources since I maintained a list of open 
textbooks and other Open Educational Resources for college 
writing and literature in my role as the English Discipline 
Lead for the Academic Senate for California Community 
Colleges OER Initiative. I was familiar with the challenges 
of finding and assessing open educational resources, and 
had led webinars introducing English instructors to the 
landscape of OER. AI had some commonalities with OER in 
that it could seem technical, intimidating, and overwhelming. 
When I didn’t find many online spaces that offered guidance 
on generative AI and teaching writing, I decided to take an 
attitude I had learned in the Open Education community: 
why not put something out there even if it was imperfect?  If 
I offered a resource list under an open license, I and others 
could always revise or remix it later.

The Writing Across the Curriculum (WAC) Clearinghouse, 
housed at Colorado State University, seemed like a good fit 
because I knew they were committed to Open Access journals 
and books, had worked with OER platforms like LibreTexts, 
and had hosted collaborative projects like the First-Year 
Composition Archive of course materials. I reached out to 
Mike Palmquist, the director of the WAC Clearinghouse, and 
he and Lee Nickoson generously supported the plan.

The following disclaimer went right at the top of the list: 
“This is an open and evolving list put together by a writing 
teacher who is not an expert in the field, with suggestions 
from a few other more knowledgeable folks.” I have kept 
the disclaimer, and the rough nature of the list doesn’t 
seem to have reduced its usefulness. As of May 25, 2023, 
according to Lee Nickoson’s report on the Writing Across 
the Curriculum Clearinghouse website analytics, more 
than 10,000 distinct individuals have visited the AI and 
Teaching Writing resource area (32,845 total visitors and 
15,076 unique IP addresses). The number who have visited 
the Google Doc list of sources is likely significantly higher, 

though we have not yet configured a tracking system. Many 
of the references to the list that we come across go directly 
to that Google Doc rather than to the WAC Clearinghouse-
hosted page.

We have seen many grateful comments come in on the 
Google Doc, on Twitter and Mastodon and by email. In one 
example, Carol Bailey tweeted in February, “[T]here's so 
much being written now, it's hard to stay on top of it all! 
Thanks for all the care you put curating this resource - it's 
always my #1 recommendation” (2023).

Lance Eaton shares College Unbound’s generative AI 
policy plan 

Lance’s story

My discussions with my friend and colleague Autumn Caines 
soon after the release of ChatGPT helped me envision 
a process for College Unbound to respond. At College 
Unbound, we recognized that it was going to be a shifting 
landscape. We crafted a temporary policy that had some 
flexibility in it – by and large, deferring to faculty whose 
individual context might require a different policy. However, 
we made sure there was at least something the faculty could 
look at for guidance.  

While I know there were lots of hot takes on generative 
AI and education by the end of January, I still thought it 
necessary to share my own exploration on my blog and 
capture in a public space some of the working and thinking 
that was going on at College Unbound (Eaton, 2023b). My 
sense was that resources were not the only way to help; 
colleagues might want to hear how others were trying to 
make sense of the shifting terrain.

Anna’s response 

I, Anna, had been grateful to many colleges for sharing AI 
policies I included in my resource list. It stood out to me, 
though, when Lance not only shared his policy on January 
9, 2023, but made clear that it was a temporary one. The 
idea of a provisional policy resonated with me as valuable 
recognition of the ongoing process we wouemotld need. 
Lance shared his institution’s staged plan for offering faculty 
development, writing a new policy with students, and 
reassessing. He even shared the letters sent to students and 
faculty about the temporary policy. The letters admitted, 
“This policy is not comprehensive – it really can’t be at this 
time.”

When Lance shared his plan on Twitter, Risang Baskara 
commented, “Dear Lance, I would like to ask your permission 
to use this document as one of the readings in our next 
department FGD discussing ChatGPT…We may want to 
replicate some steps as they are very clear.” Carol Bailey 
commented, “It’s REALLY impressive. I so hope I can get my 
university to do something similar. Many thanks for sharing!”
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Maha Bali shares ideas for teaching with and about AI

I, Anna, have felt energized and inspired by the way Maha 
shares so many ideas so quickly in a spirit of generosity. 
She trusts that other educators share her passion and will 
join her in inquiry.  I have come to understand that this 
practice is one of the intentionally cultivated strengths that 
helps her connect with so many people as an international 
faculty development leader. She shares and makes mistakes 
on Twitter and on her blog, gets feedback, and then comes 
back to her institution ready to give more leadership based 
on what she’s learned. 

Since January, she has been publicly exploring ways 
educators can respond to generative AI. For example, on 
January 5, 2023, she shared a post titled “What if we create 
a culture of ‘transparent assessment’ (AI & AI)” (Bali, 2023a), 
Here, she wrote, “I woke up this morning with this thought, 
related to Academic Integrity (AI) and Artificial Intelligence 
(the other AI). What if we took a ‘disclosure of learning 
process’ approach rather than [a] prevent and punish 
approach? Ask students to show how tech (and people!) 
helped them along the way. This would enhance their 
metacognition and give us insights on how they learn these 
with or without AI.” She embedded the Twitter post where 
she had raised this idea and received 18 replies. On January 
15, she shared a series of questions on Twitter and on her 
blog:  “So what are the characteristics of an assignment that 
AI cannot fully succeed in writing? Is that the right question? 
Or is the question we should be asking: How do I design 
an assessment that makes my students want to truly learn? 
That motivates inquiry and expression?” (Bali, 2023e). What 
stood out to me here was that she shared her uncertainty 
about how to focus her own thinking. I was feeling similar 
uncertainty, and felt welcomed by her tweet, empowered to 
be honest. Surely others felt similarly relieved to hear both 
the concerns and approaches and the informal tone coming 
from a known leader. The tweet was viewed by over 50,000 
people, and a rich discussion with over 50 replies followed.

Maha has continued to share her process of inquiry around 
AI throughout the spring. She described the “crush” she 
had when she first began to experiment with ChatGPT and 
the evolution of this crush into something more grounded 
(“How not to be overly impressed with ChatGPT”: Bali. 
2023c). She explored how to ethically cite ChatGPT (Bali, 
2023b) and updated her post with ideas gleaned from 
Twitter responses. She also suggested that we invite students 
to read speculative fiction stories about the future of AI in 
education (Bozkurt et al., 2023) from a special issue of the 
Asian Journal for Distance Education. Then, she suggested, 
we could ask students to comment on one or more of the 
possible futures or write their own brief speculative fiction 
piece. Maha’s own short story in the journal imagined 
how an AI-generated “teacher” bot might offer a student 
choices about the teaching style the student preferred while 
responding to the student’s emotional needs and nudging 
the student to seek out peers and teachers for other kinds 
of care and teaching.

Curate resources with crowdsourcing 

Though we need a lot of public discussion on generative 
AI in education, as the reflections proliferate, they can also 
contribute to a sense of overwhelm and paralysis. At the 
Future of Writing Symposium at the University of Southern 
California, Jeremy Douglass described what he experiences 
as a “firehose” of takes on AI and writing in higher education. 
We may share resources and initiate discussions on social 
media and listservs, but these platforms do not serve to 
organize the information or compare like resources over 
time. Asking the “hivemind” for just-in-time pointers can 
work, but it has its limits. Social media and listserv interactions 
are too haphazard and shifting to serve as anchors. 

Most of us, then, have to rely on curation. Here, we propose 
incorporating crowdsourcing into curation as an open 
educational practice that helps make curation more efficient, 
sustainable, and collaborative. 

Crowdsourced curation can take place on platforms 
designed for the purpose. The Zotero ChatGPT group has 
166 members and 315 items (https://www.zotero.org/
groups/4888338/chatgpt). OER Commons (https://www.
oercommons.org/) and Merlot (https://www.merlot.org/
merlot/) allow users to tag, rate, review, and bookmark 
open educational resources (OER). Users can create and 
share their own lists of these resources. However, Anna and 
Lance’s crowdsourced curation projects have not required 
curation platforms but have instead simply used Google 
Docs and Google Forms.

Lance Eaton’s syllabus and policy collection

Often, people need language or examples to think with or 
against to build it into their work. I realized crowdsourcing 
syllabus policies around generative AI could help me 
and others. It was something I could do in a moment of 
uncertainty. I went to my different social media platforms 
(Facebook, Twitter, Mastodon, LinkedIn, Reddit) and shared 
a call for folks to submit their policies. The crowdsourced 
syllabi policies document has continued to grow over the 
Spring 2023 semester with over 30 contributions (https://
docs.google.com/document/d/1RMVwzjc1o0Mi8Blw_-
JUTcXv02b2WRH86vw7mi16W3U/edit). Tatiana Torres 
Zapata also translated the syllabi policies into Spanish 
for larger linguistic impact (https://www.canva.com/
design/DAFfvwSGoO0/g7CZUnl4IFfeglf2YzfIOA/edit?utm_
content=DAFfvwSGoO0).

Knowing that people would have different comfort levels 
with Google Docs (where I put the policies), I made the 
decision to make the Google Doc view-only and had folks 
submit their policies via a Google Form. This extra step did 
create friction, and that inevitably meant fewer policies.  Yet, 
it was important to keep the layout clear and consistent 
for others.  It also saved me time of regularly perusing the 
document to see or update changes.     

Maha’s comment: The diversity of policies shared on Lance’s 
curation became an inspiration for my colleagues locally. 
As a faculty developer, I could showcase all these different 
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approaches in different courses around the world for others 
to adopt or adapt.

Anna’s resource list updates, assisted by crowdsourcing

As I, Anna, developed the Writing Across the Curriculum 
resource list with Lee Nickoson’s editorial suggestions, I 
also reached out on Twitter to share my work-in-progress 
and solicit recommended sources. At the top of the list, I 
added a general invitation: “Please use the Google Docs 
commenting feature to suggest additional sources!” I 
committed to recognizing all those who contributed by 
name in a footnote.

While we initially planned to publish the list directly on 
the Writing Across the Curriculum Clearinghouse site in 
parallel with other resource areas hosted there, it gradually 
became clear that the provisional, easily updatable nature 
of the Google Doc list was more suited to the continuing 
uncertainty and rapid change around the topic. The 
familiarity of the Google Docs platform commenting and 
suggesting mechanisms encouraged more participation 
than other platforms likely would have (a phenomenon 
consistent with the insights of entangled pedagogy, as 
we discuss further on). As a commercial, general-purpose 
platform already heavily used for commenting, it presents a 
minimal cognitive load barrier to most users. 

Crowdsourcing proved an invaluable way to keep the list 
updated and expand it beyond my own capacities. The 
resource list document shows 103 substantive suggestions 
as of May 2, 2023. (There were actually a total of 689 
comments or suggestions, but many of those were blank 
or typos as people didn’t realize that they had suggesting 
privileges.) In addition, I received a dozen or so emails with 
suggestions for additions to the list. 

Crowdsourcing assignment prompts to run through 
ChatGPT

Crowdsourcing can also be used in conjunction with other 
community events like online workshops. Anna and Maha 
ran a free hands-on workshop via the organization Equity 
Unbound on Zoom. In the process of preparing for it, we 
created an editable Google document where anyone could 
contribute their assignment prompts for us to run through 
ChatGPT (in case people did not have access to ChatGPT) 
and other AI platforms. This document eventually became 
a reference for understanding how AI responded to a 
variety of assignment prompts. It was especially useful at 
a time when the ChatGPT server was sometimes down, and 
someone trying to run a demo would not have been able to 
run it live. 

“100+ creative ways to use AI in education”

Creativity for Learning in Higher Education or #creativeHE 
is “an open collaborative community for creative and 
innovative practitioners and students,” headed by Dr. 
Chrissi Nerantzi of the University of Leeds (Nerantzi et al. 

(Eds)., 2023). In spring 2023, along with Antonio Arboleda, 
Mariana Karatsior of the University of Macedonia, and 
Sandra Abegglen of the University of Calgary, she launched 
a project called “100+ Creative Ways to Use AI in Education” 
(https://creativehecommunity.wordpress.com/2023/02/02/
creating-a-collection-of-creative-ideas-to-use-ai-in-
education/). The invitation laid out the philosophy that 
“Experimentation is at the heart of education… Ideas shared 
may be in embryonic stage, half-baked but worth exploring 
further through active and creative inquiry.” The organizers 
set a deadline of March 31 and offered a template for a 
single Google slide that any professional in higher education 
could fill out.

Maha supported the project, inviting the organizers to an 
Equity Unbound workshop on AI that she and Anna were 
hosting. She developed three slides of her own describing 
creative approaches to teaching about AI. She used an AI 
drawing app, Quickdraw, to introduce students to basic 
concepts around AI, including bias, in an interactive way. 
When Time Magazine exposed OpenAI’s reliance on the 
exploitation of Kenyan workers to make ChatGPT safer 
(Perrigo, 2023), Maha created a wolf-in-sheep’s-clothing 
meme to stimulate discussion with students. She also shared 
a playful activity where she asked students to discuss which 
metaphors best applied to AI and offered several of her 
own, from fast food to store-bought cake.

Anna: Inspired by meeting the #creativeHE organizers at the 
workshop I did with Maha, I created a learning management 
system module on Critical AI Literacy and Critical Assessment, 
building on assignments I had tried with students in Fall 
2022 (https://ccconlineed.instructure.com/courses/7707/
modules#module_60328). I chose a handful of videos and 
articles to introduce students to language model capabilities 
and risks. A sequence of assignments featuring collaborative 
annotation allowed students to build understanding and use 
it to reflect on the shortcomings of ChatGPT output on an 
assignment that met learning goals for our class. My learning 
management system, Canvas, offered a sharing space called 
Canvas Commons. When I searched on “ChatGPT” and AI on 
Canvas Commons, though, I found very little. That gave me 
confidence that I would be contributing even if mine wasn’t 
polished (I would have liked to add full lesson plans, images, 
examples, and much more). I shared the assignment on 
Twitter, and the learning management system module was 
downloaded or imported 85 times from Canvas Commons. 

Build on what others have done

Openly-licensed policies, slides, handouts, and assignments 
make it possible for individual teachers, departments, and 
institutions to customize their own versions. We can directly 
revise what others have done if it is open-licensed. Finding 
Creative-Commons-licensed materials means we have 
something to build on quickly whether or not our institution 
offers this kind of guidance. Another advantage is that 
anyone, not just the original authors, can update materials 
as the technology evolves. 

Here are a few examples of ways building on open-licensed 
materials has proved useful in Spring 2023. We hope that 
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future studies can look more rigorously at how frequently 
open-licensed policies and instructional materials on AI are 
adapted or reused.

Lance has gotten numerous requests to use 
or adapt the College Unbound policy (made 
easier by the fact that the policy has a Creative 
Commons license).  

Anna has been sharing open-licensed 
presentation slides on Twitter and has heard 
back that they have been repurposed at other 
colleges (Mills, 2023c; Dreeme, 2023). One note 
from John Roberton @KavuBob (2023) read “@
EnglishOER a quick note of thanks! we had a 
chatgpt workshop planned and I shared your 
openly licensed slides with copresenters. It’s 
possible that you got more than a few citations 
as adapted versions of your slides showed up in 
our combined slidedeck!”

Abram Anders, a professor of English at Iowa 
State University, incorporated slides from 
one of Anna’s open-licensed presentations 
in his own open-licensed presentation, “How 
to Use ChatGPT to Boost Your Research and 
Teaching.” Anna then incorporated ideas from 
and referenced his slides in a later presentation.

Anna’s colleague Dayamudra Dennehy (2023), 
Distance Education Coordinator at City College 
of San Francisco, drew on Anna’s resource list 
and slides to make her own presentations and 
tailored list for City College of San Francisco. 
Then Anna and Dayamudra had informal 
conversations about AI and then recorded and 
shared a conversation, “Writing as a process: 
reflecting on ChatGPT as educators” (Dennehy 
& Mills, 2023). 

●

●

●

●

Collaborate with students

As we noted earlier, open educational practices include 
collaboration with students in the creation of learning 
materials, often referred to as “open pedagogy.” Robin 
DeRosa and Rajiv Jhangiani (2017, para. 14) describe open 
pedagogy as “an access-oriented commitment to learner-
driven education and a process of designing architectures 
and using tools for learning that enable students to shape 
the public knowledge commons of which they are a 
part”. Collaborating with students on AI-related materials 
enables emergent, student-centered, and student-guided 
approaches. This is especially appropriate to the current 
juncture since instructors and students are learning together 
as the technology and social norms around it evolve rapidly. 

Lance Eaton’s collaboration with students at College 
Unbound

Lance: Over the years, I have been seeking clarity about 
students, agency, and ways to create learning spaces as 
less hierarchical. This is something my institution, College 

Unbound, centers in much of our work. The more that I 
recognize that I am in community with students and that 
we can learn together, the more possibilities to connect, 
collaborate, and learn with students reveal themselves. Open 
pedagogy has shaped my work for about eight years now, 
so in any course, I look for opportunities for students’ works 
to live beyond the course. With my Provost’s permission 
and enthusiasm, I launched a one-credit course called AI & 
Education in Spring 2023, where the students and I learned 
about generative AI and proposed a set of usage policies for 
students and faculty.  

My goal is not just to collaborate but to center students 
and their thoughts. So much of the conversation I have 
seen since the rise of ChatGPT and other generative AI 
has been exclusively faculty and administration.  A lot of 
rich individual conversations occur in classrooms, and 
that is equally important, but the public discourse around 
generative AI in higher education is almost entirely devoid 
of student voice (Sullivan et al., 2023).  I knew the College 
Unbound students could help to address that. Centering 
student voices was also important to me because I and my 
institution are actively working to develop antiracist and 
justice-oriented practices.  We have a student body that is 
over two-thirds BIPOC women, and we strive to recognize, 
support, and respond meaningfully to our students.  

In the AI & Education course, students read about 
and played with generative AI to better understand its 
benefits, limitations, and ethical underpinnings. Weekly, 
students asked and recorded eight to ten questions and 
answers from ChatGPT in addition to learning more about 
generative AI and educational considerations. This provided 
the background for us to develop our usage policy. In the 
latter half of the class, each student proposed their own 
guidelines, and then we determined together which pieces 
of each other’s guidelines we wanted to incorporate into the 
collective document. Initially, students were only allowed to 
suggest pieces of others’ guidelines and to endorse others’ 
suggestions. We reviewed the resulting collective policy to 
iron out inconsistencies, add more details, and clean up the 
language across the policy. At this point, students could 
return to their own policies to add anything that was missing 
or not sufficiently addressed.   

This process created space for all to explore, discuss, and 
reflect on their own before jumping into creating policy.  
Students have different levels of experience with the 
technology, creating institutional policy, and navigating their 
own feelings about using generative AI. Moving from the 
personal to the collective allowed for folks to feel grounded 
and also to support and endorse one another’s work. They 
were able to learn and lean on others’ insights and polish 
a final output that reflected collective efforts (Eaton (Ed.), 
2023).  

The policy document became a platform for further 
highlighting of student voices in various forums. Early on, 
I knew that I would be both presenting and writing about 
this. Given my work in higher education and instructional 
design, it’s not the first time that I have been engaging with 
a topic (OER, hybrid flexible learning, digital service learning) 
before it had really taken off across higher education. I knew 
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I would inevitably find myself writing and talking about it. 
However, given that I had been collaborating with students, 
I wanted to make sure they, too, were included in some of 
the writing and conversations. 

By February 2023, several students were interested in 
continuing the conversation outside the classroom, and so I 
brought them to be on a one-hour panel at the NERCOMP 
annual conference in Providence, Rhode Island, in late March. 
Their insights and thoughtful contributions to the discussion 
led this room of 25+ leaders in higher education to realize 
the importance of having students as part of the process (at 
the end, the first words out of participants’ mouths were, 
“Now, I know what I need to do when I get back to campus; 
get students in the conversation.”). The students also did a 
NERCOMP webinar panel for a room of 70 leaders in higher 
education. In future months, they will be interviewed on 
podcasts and also keynotes at three academic gatherings 
(including EDUCAUSE 2023). They are engaged in writing 
with me to further share our thoughts and findings. 

Other examples of collaboration with students

We’ve seen a range of examples of student involvement 
which we won’t describe in detail. 

Maha’s institution, the American University 
at Cairo, surveyed students in the process 
of developing AI guidelines. One thing they 
learned through the survey was that for certain 
uses of AI students did not feel the need to 
disclose to faculty because these uses did not 
impact the actual text produced and submitted. 
Maha has also had deeper collaborations with 
particular students interested in writing and 
reflecting on AI, like Yasser Atef, who is an 
active Twitter user and was doing work study 
as an accessibility intern at her department. 
Yasser helped test the accessibility of various AI 
platforms for students with visual impairment.

A Boston University class led by Wesley 
Wildman developed a policy later adopted by 
the data science department (Bray, 2023). 

Lauren Goodlad, director of the Critical AI 
Institute at Rutgers University, uses the Critical 
AI blog to publish select “Student Insights” 
developed in her classes. One example is “The 
search for creativity: Does Artificial Intelligence 
like Gpt-3 have what it takes to tell its own 
stories?” (Tai, 2023). 

A student panel at the University of Leeds on 
AI in education, coordinated by Stephen Taylor 
(2023).

A student panel at the UC San Diego Academic 
Integrity Office “Threats & Opportunities” 
Virtual Symposium (https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=y0P1KyM0ubE).

●

●

●

●

A student panel at Colgate College (https://
thecolgatemaroonnews.com/43246/news/
student-panel-discusses-implications-of-
artificial-intelligence-at-colgate/)

●

●

Plan to keep revising

We need to be ready to make quick updates as the technology 
and our understanding of its implications evolve. We can 
plan for policies and pedagogical frameworks around AI to 
be provisional and to keep changing. This allows us to focus 
on process, collaboration and reflection in the moment 
rather than getting it right for all time.

Emergent policy in response to paradigm shifts at 
College Unbound

Lance: In College Unbound’s approach, we recognized 
that it was going to be a shifting landscape.  We crafted 
a temporary policy that had some flexibility, by and large, 
deferring to faculty whose individual context might require 
a different policy depending upon their courses and 
their students. However, we made sure there was at least 
something faculty could look to. Going forward, we see the 
student-developed policy as an opportunity for ongoing 
development, not as a static endpoint.  Yes, these students 
will develop and test out recommended usage policies for 
us going forward. And yes, AI itself and our attitudes toward 
AI will continue to change. Therefore, we see this as a step 
in ongoing policy guidance.  We also realized the potential 
of this process of emergent response to help us approach 
other new technologies yet to come, as well as other sudden 
or dramatic shifts (e.g. the pandemic). Besides allowing 
for agility in the institutional response, such a practice of 
ongoing revision in collaboration with students centers the 
students and gives their work meaning through real-life 
application.   

An evolving resource list 

Anna: The Writing Across the Curriculum Clearinghouse 
resource list is a dynamic document shaped not just by 
Google Doc comments but by suggestions and feedback on 
Twitter and through email. I continue to modify the category 
structure of the resource list as I add to it; for example, I 
added a section on using AI for help preparing teaching 
materials and one on assignments involving AI, as well as a 
section for materials in Spanish. To keep the list manageable, 
I moved pre-ChatGPT materials to an “additional” list (Mills, 
n.d.).

Crowdsourcing comments have brought not just new 
sources, but pushback that has helped me revise and improve 
the list. For example, Mike Sharples, an early explorer of the 
terrain who published Story machines: How computers have 
become creative writers (Sharples & Perez, 2022), posted on 
Twitter to correct my placement of his book in the section 
labeled “Books on AI in General.” I invited him to curate 
the section on creative writing and was delighted when he 
accepted.
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Lauren Goodlad’s concern about AI hype in some New York 
Times articles led me to add an additional disclaimer: “Please 
note that inclusion in this list does not indicate endorsement. 
Some of these resources include various forms of AI hype 
or claims that have not been verified. They are provided to 
give a general sense of the landscape of discourse around 
the topic.” I also separated out some of the most egregious 
instances of misleading articles into their own section 
toward the end, titled “Prominent Pieces That May Include 
Hype Or Inaccuracy.” 

I initially resisted a request for a section on using ChatGPT 
with students, though others echoed the request and 
offered sources in the comments. I wasn’t sure I wanted to 
encourage teachers to rush to incorporate the new product 
into their teaching. Later, as I saw how many teachers were 
beginning to write about pedagogical applications, I did 
create such a section.

Refocus on values as we assess our process and 
pedagogy

We have described a continuous process of experimentation, 
collaboration, building on each other’s work, and revising 
our responses to AI. But on what basis will we revise? As 
we noted at the beginning, a process of “Intentional 
Adaptation” described by adrienne maree brown (2017), is 
a chance to reflect on core values and goals. What criteria 
can we use to evaluate both our practices as we explore the 
questions raised by AI and also the pedagogical value of any 
approaches we come up with?  We find two frameworks for 
thinking about technology integration in education helpful 
here: PICRAT and entangled pedagogy. 

PICRAT

The PICRAT model is a “technology integration model” that 
emphasizes student agency, engagement, and creativity 
as well as teacher reflection. PICRAT supports teachers in 
seeing the impact of integrating a particular technology on 
two dimensions: how it transforms their own practices, and 
how it impacts student learning. The “PIC” refers to students’ 
relationship to technology, with the PIC standing for Passive, 
Interactive, and Creative. The “RAT” refers to how the 
technology is impacting the teachers’ pedagogy, and RAT 
stands for Replacement, Amplification, and Transformation 
(Kimmons et al., 2020, 2022). This framework can be useful 
to discuss both the integration of AI into education and 
the use of open educational practices (OEP) in the ways we 
respond to the appearance of AI in our lives. Since this paper 
is focused on OEP, we’ll give examples of that.

In terms of open education, from the student/learner side: 
a passive use of open education in the AI movement is to 
assign students an open textbook about AI to read; a more 
interactive approach is to have students interact on social 
media with other students around the world to discuss their 
attitudes towards AI, or to collaboratively annotate articles 
about AI; a more creative approach would be to have 
students co-create the guidelines/policies for AI use in their 
institution or class, or to have students test AI for bias and 

publish the results. Inasmuch as open educational practices 
include collaboration with students, often termed open 
pedagogy, these practices would generally be creative on 
the PIC scale as they lead students to participate in creating 
learning materials.

The PICRAT model does not stop at separating out the 
PIC from the RAT, but encourages teachers to reflect on 
the combination of PIC and RAT. For example, if a teacher 
“replaces” a commercial textbook with an open textbook 
on AI, for students, it is a passive experience. If a teacher 
encourages students to develop their own AI guidelines, 
they’ve most likely transformed their own practices while 
having students do this creative work, because learners are 
likely to come up with guidelines very different from what 
they would have come up with on their own; if a teacher 
creates their own guidelines from a crowdsourced Google 
doc of other guidelines, the crowdsourcing process itself 
would have been a kind of amplification (because the 
teacher sees more guidelines than they would have seen 
without open education) or even transformative to the 
teacher (if the teacher synthesizes something new from 
seeing so many guidelines), but the student experience will 
be passive (they receive guidelines that were “found” using 
open education, but they have no input into them). 

Entangled pedagogy

While the PICRAT model is extremely helpful for teacher 
reflection, and it does recognize the teacher and learner 
dimensions at multiple levels, it still tends to implicitly 
suggest that there is a relatively neat relationship between 
technology and pedagogy. Either the technology influences 
the pedagogy or the pedagogy leads the technology. 
Inspired in part, perhaps, by Marshall McLuhan’s famous 
call to focus on the medium, not the message, Tim Fawns’ 
(2022) concept of “entangled pedagogy” acknowledges 
the interdependence of technology and pedagogy. Fawns 
(2022, p. 711)  describes a “mutual shaping of technology, 
teaching methods, purposes, values and context.” 

Fawns (2022) proposes an aspirational view of entangled 
pedagogy where educators, learners, and any other 
stakeholders can respond to complexity and uncertainty 
constructively by building on values and ethics in collective, 
responsive, contextualized ways. In the case of open 
educational practices and AI, our interactions as educators, 
educational developers, students, and administrators with 
particular social media platforms and the tools we use to 
crowdsource, dialogue, and co-create all influence our 
discussions and decisions and how they enact our values. 
For example, when we crowdsource via open Google Docs 
or Slides, we open ourselves up to messiness or trolling, but 
the openness may facilitate more sharing. When we use 
platforms like Twitter to interact, each sharer’s individual 
network of contacts, the possibilities of private messaging, 
the length of a Tweet, all influence the kind of conversations 
that occur. Sharing on a platform like Instagram or Tiktok 
may result in responses from more young people (like 
undergraduate students), whereas sharing on LinkedIn or 
Twitter may garner more professional attention. The ease 
with which our students can access AI, their digital literacies, 
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and our own, all influence the emotional relationship we 
have with the technology. The availability of support in our 
open networks or lack thereof, our intersectional identities, 
and the ways these identities play out locally and globally, 
all will influence how much we share or choose not to share. 
The takeaway here is that we should continue to carefully 
watch the interactions between the media we use and the 
conclusions we draw in our open educational practices 
around AI.

How do we support and promote these open educational 
practices around AI?

We need to invest in open educational practices to prepare 
for shocks and ongoing changes in higher education. 
Though many of the practices we have described can be 
carried out without dedicated funding, they certainly involve 
labor. Some are thankfully easy and quick and can still have a 
significant impact. A person reading the WAC Clearinghouse 
resource list can suggest an additional article in a minute or 
two. Making a Google Doc lesson plan public and tweeting 
out a link to it takes a few more minutes. Of course, those 
individual actions won’t happen in isolation; they come 
out of the faculty member’s engagement with broader 
communities (disciplinary, professional, and academic). 
They more or less presuppose that the faculty member is 
spending significant time keeping up with developments in 
AI and education. If open educational practices around AI 
are just one more “should” added on to the others, how 
many faculty will feel they have the additional capacity? 
Here we offer a few suggestions.

Value the open educational practices we already engage in

Many powerful open educational practices are things we 
already do, on platforms we already use. We can reduce 
the sense of overwhelm by focusing first on these practices 
rather than on adding new burdens. A first step that involves 
no labor or cost is to simply recognize the importance of 
sharing on listservs and social media to higher education’s 
response to shocks like AI. The pandemic has helped us all 
learn to collaborate digitally, and we should celebrate the 
ways people are already present online and ready to engage. 
For example, Maha’s department curated what faculty at her 
institution locally were doing about AI in a newsletter and 
shared the open-access newsletter (normally only shared 
locally) on social media and listservs. This was a small step 
that made a big difference to others.

Valuing open practices can take place on an individual level 
as we shift our thinking about how much we are contributing, 
but it will have even more impact if we see a cultural shift 
in academia toward valuing these practices as elements of 
scholarship and teaching.  Not only prestige, but recognition 
in terms of hiring, tenure, and promotion decisions could 
reflect the value of these practices to our work as educators 
responding to the exigencies of our time.

Frame open educational practices as mutual assistance

Another way to decrease the sense of overwhelm around 
open educational practices is to think of them as ways we 
help ourselves and others at once. We turn to these practices 
for support, and when we offer support to others, we get 
much-needed feedback and validation. Sharing our ideas, 
experiments, and expertise broadly beyond our institutions 
can energize us to keep reflecting and evolving our practice. 
Reciprocity in openness need not require equality of offers 
in real time – we give when we are able, we seek support 
when we need it (brown, 2017), and we trust that within our 
networks, it eventually balances out to an extent.

Compensate the labor involved

Of course, the work of open educational practices needs to 
be celebrated and supported in material ways as well. In part, 
shifting hiring and promotion criteria could help faculty to 
prioritize these practices over other time-consuming forms 
of scholarship. But we also see a need for dedicated funding 
to encourage OEP. Historically some funding efforts for open 
educational resources have been centered around saving 
students money on textbooks. That won’t work so well in 
relation to AI because we’re generally not substituting for 
textbooks students would otherwise purchase. However, we 
might still build on alternate funding structures developed 
in the open educational resources movement. These have 
included funding to support professional development, 
resource curation funding, funding to pay peer reviewers, 
and funding for open educational resources “liaisons” on 
individual campuses. 

We should note that compensation for the labor of open 
educational practices related to AI should be seen in the 
context of concerns about compensation for labor and 
pressure on faculty in higher education overall. Many 
practices that address academic integrity concerns around 
AI focus on student engagement and demand more time. 
Rudolph et al. (2023, p. 15) recommend in order to prevent 
AI misuse, higher education institutions “avoid the creation 
of an environment where faculty is too overworked to 
engage and motivate their students.”

Conclusion: Toward social justice through an open 
response to AI

One of the main features of all the practices we have 
described is that they are cross-institution, cross-disciplinary, 
and open to participation and leadership from all levels of 
academic hierarchies, including students and non-tenure-
track faculty. They cross countries and cultures as well. As 
such, they have the potential to work against inequities in 
power and resources.

These open practices help extend the resources of richer 
institutions to under-resourced institutions. Many schools 
have no centers for teaching and learning and very little 
support for professional development. In others, there is 
just one person responsible for supporting faculty in these 
ways. All education developers lean on open resources for 
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community, enrichment, and emotional support. While we 
strongly encourage this kind of sharing, we caution that this 
may reproduce privilege in what ends up getting shared 
and amplified: the viewpoints of Western/economically 
privileged institutions over other parts of the world that 
are less economically strong; certain cultures such as U.S.-
based education systems over others, etc. For example, we 
might easily fall into the trap of supposing that educators 
from under-resourced institutions or developing economies 
should follow the lead of faculty who have more institutional 
support. At the same time, open practices do allow faculty 
from under-resourced and less highly regarded institutions 
to amplify their voices and take on leadership in response 
to AI. 

Open educational practices do not support social justice by 
default. Aspirations toward participatory, anti-hierarchical 
inquiry may not turn out utopian in practice. We also 
caution that many of the technologies used in open 
sharing themselves may make users vulnerable, violate 
individuals’ privacy, and carry and reproduce neocolonialist 
assumptions. The act of sharing itself can pose risks or 
cause harm to those living under authoritarian regimes. And 
“parity of participation” (Fraser, 2008) may not occur if the 
designers of spaces come with their own epistemologies 
that leave little room for someone from a different culture 
or background to modify them. We are all embedded in 
hierarchical relations whether we are aware of it or not, and 
we will have to struggle not to perpetuate those hierarchies. 
As Sara Ahmed (2014) has observed, “It takes conscious 
willed and willful effort not to reproduce an inheritance.” 

Still, we aspire towards open educational practices that 
share values in common with critical pedagogy, pedagogies 
of liberation, and anti-racist pedagogy. We call for an 
ongoing examination of the positionality of participants and 
the power dynamics involved in order to foreground equity 
as we respond to AI in higher education. 

We, Maha, Lance, and Anna, look forward to rich exchanges 
and mutual support as we continue to explore AI in 
education through these practices. We hope that others will 
find that the open educational practices framework gives 
them hope as they contemplate the uncertainty around AI in 
the short and long term. Perhaps there are practices we have 
mentioned that you would like to try? Or perhaps you are 
willing to share a comment or a response to our article. We 
hope you will, whether through social media, email, public 
annotation via Hypothes.is, or another means.
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ChatGPT in higher education: Considerations for academic integrity and student learning
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The release of ChatGPT has sparked significant academic integrity 
concerns in higher education. However, some commentators have 
pointed out that generative artificial intelligence (AI) tools such as 
ChatGPT can enhance student learning, and consequently, academics 
should adapt their teaching and assessment practices to embrace the 
new reality of living, working, and studying in a world where AI is freely 
available. Despite this important debate, there has been very little 
academic literature published on ChatGPT and other generative AI tools. 
This article uses content analysis to examine news articles (N=100) about 
how ChatGPT is disrupting higher education, concentrating specifically 
on Australia, New Zealand, the United States, and the United Kingdom. 
It explores several key themes, including university responses, academic 
integrity concerns, the limitations and weaknesses of AI tool outputs, 
and opportunities for student learning. The data reveals mixed public 
discussion and university responses, with a focus mainly on academic 
integrity concerns and opportunities for innovative assessment design. 
There has also been a lack of public discussion about the potential 
for ChatGPT to enhance participation and success for students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds. Similarly, the student voice is poorly 
represented in media articles to date. This article considers these trends 
and the impact of AI tools on student learning at university.
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Introduction 

In November 2022, U.S. company OpenAI released ChatGPT, 
an artificial intelligence (AI) program that draws upon a large 
language database to generate responses from text-based 
inputs entered by humans. While AI programs had existed for 
several years before the release of ChatGPT, the quality and 
degree of sophistication of its outputs have sparked major 
academic integrity concerns about how students might use 
these tools inappropriately for university assessments. Less 
than two months after its release, some academics have 
detected up to one-fifth of students using AI programs in 
assessment tasks (Cassidy, 2023). The actual rate of student 
use may already be much higher. A survey of over one 
thousand university students in January 2023 reported that 
over one-third were using ChatGPT for assessment writing. Of 
these students, 75% thought it counted as cheating but did 
so anyway (Intelligent, 2023). These student behaviours led 
some universities to ban the use of ChatGPT and prompted 
some academics to describe such tools as a “threat” and a 
“plague on education” (Sawahel, 2023; Weissman, 2023).

Academic perspectives on ChatGPT to date, however, have 
not unanimously declared AI tools as a monumental threat 
to higher education. Other responses have been more 
nuanced, pointing out that while ChatGPT can contain 
factual inaccuracies and biases, it can enhance student 
learning. Consequently, academics should adapt teaching 
and assessment practices to embrace the new reality of 
living, working, and studying in a world where AI is freely 
available (Liu et al., 2023; García-Peñalvo, 2023; Rudolph et 
al., 2023). These tools, in short, provide an opportunity to 
rethink a focus on producing written tasks and instead focus 
on what students are doing to develop high-order critical 
thinking skills (Hess, 2023). They also enable students to 
learn complicated concepts in plain language and improve 
inclusion for people with communication disabilities 
(Hemsley et al., 2023; Starcevic, 2023). In this way, universities 
and their respective academics should focus on teaching 
students how to use ChatGPT and similar tools in ethical 
ways that foster critical thinking (García-Peñalvo, 2023).

This important debate necessarily requires further research 
into the ways that ChatGPT is being discussed in a higher 
education context. In broad terms, AI and its impact on 
learning have been researched for decades (Popenici & Kerr, 
2017; Dodigovic, 2005; Garito, 1991; Frasson & Gauthier, 
1990; Brown et al., 1978). More recent systematic reviews 
focused on AI in higher education highlight that studies tend 
to frame AI principally as a tool for improving assignment 
feedback and assisting with administrative duties rather 
than exploring concerns relating to academic integrity 
(Ouyang et al., 2022; Zawacki-Ricther et al., 2019). A deeper 
exploration of these studies is beyond the scope of this 
article, as these were published before highly sophisticated 
generative AI tools were available and widely accessible.

At the time of writing, very little academic literature has 
been published on ChatGPT and other generative AI tools. 
One academic literature review published in January 2023 
explored ChatGPT features and their implications for 
university teaching and learning (Rudolph et al., 2023). 
Another recent journal article has explored social media 

sentiments about ChatGPT in the context of education, 
finding that the public discourse has been generally positive 
so far (Tlili et al., 2023). In contrast, news articles about 
ChatGPT in higher education have not yet been explored 
comprehensively. These articles have dominated the 
publication landscape as of February 2023, which in itself 
necessitates further examination into the observable trends 
in discourse as the media contributes directly to public 
opinion on topical issues (McCombs & Valenzuela, 2020). 

Previous studies on AI indicate that most people possess a 
basic level of literacy as to how these tools work. However, 
the general public understanding of AI is patchy across 
different populations and is influenced by media coverage 
(e.g., Nader et al., 2022; Selwyn & Gallo Cordoba, 2022; 
Sun et al., 2020). Coverage of AI over time has included 
sensationalistic portrayals (e.g., the AI apocalypse), but 
overall tends to position AI positively as a useful tool (Garvey 
& Maskal, 2019; Sun et al., 2020). That said, Ouchchy et al.’s 
(2020) analysis suggests that the media lack depth when 
discussing ethical and policy issues surrounding AI. More 
research is still needed to understand the patterns of media 
coverage for emerging technologies such as ChatGPT.

Research focus

This article provides one of the first investigations into how 
ChatGPT is disrupting higher education. Two broad focus 
areas guided this analysis: i) exploring key themes in news 
articles about ChatGPT in a higher education context, and 
ii) the extent to which these discussions frame ChatGPT 
as a potential tool for learning and supporting diverse 
students rather than an academic integrity risk. Through a 
content analysis of 100 media articles from Australia, New 
Zealand, the United States and the United Kingdom, the text 
was coded to explore several key themes in relation to the 
impact of ChatGPT on higher education, including university 
responses, academic integrity concerns, the limitations and 
weaknesses of AI tool outputs, and opportunities for student 
learning. This article critically analyses these results and 
considers the implications of AI tools on student learning 
at university.

Method

This research was conducted in February 2023. After first 
scoping the project, it was submitted for review through our 
university’s human ethics review process and was considered 
exempt (REMS number: 2023-04151). We then performed 
a systematic search for a combination of these key terms: 
‘Artificial Intelligence’ and ‘Machine Learning’; ‘ChatAI’; 
‘OpenAI’ and ‘GPT’; ‘College’, ‘University’ and ‘Tertiary 
education’, and included indexed terms where appropriate. 
The search covered English language newspapers and 
online news sources across Australia, New Zealand, the 
United Kingdom, and the United States using Newsbank, the 
ProQuest databases, Australia & New Zealand Newsstream 
and the US Newsstream, and hand-searched the top ten 
national broadsheet newspapers (identified by ranked 
subscription figures) from each region where they were not 
indexed by these databases. The timeframe for these articles 
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was between 2020 and February 2023. 

Search results were filtered by title and first paragraph for 
each article, evaluating them for suitability according to our 
inclusion and exclusion criteria. The inclusion criteria were: 
(1) a discussion of ChatGPT in relation to academic integrity 
issues, (2) examples of usage and teaching responses to 
ChatGPT, and (3) university policies regarding AI tools. The 
exclusion criteria were: (1) non-tertiary institutions and, (2) a 
general discussion of artificial intelligence in education, (3) 
research considerations outside of teaching practice. The 
figures for the initial searches and filtered results are found 
in Table 1.

Table 1. Search result numbers by database.

Potentially relevant articles retrieved by the initial search 
were imported into EndNote for de-duplication, and co-
authors read through the full article texts for relevance. 
Articles were removed if they were duplicates or focused on 
primary and high schools or discussed AI without a specific 
focus on the university context. This left one hundred articles 
in the final corpus for analysis.

The final news articles were downloaded using the 
NCapture Google Chrome add-on and imported into Nvivo 
for analysis. Following Neuendorf et al.’s (2017) content 
analysis guidebook, the first author read a subset of the 
articles and created a preliminary codebook based on the 
most common themes encountered. This was then refined 
with another sample of articles. We also coded who spoke 
in the article, focusing on whether university staff, students, 
or ChatGPT were quoted or had a voice in the media, as 
Sun et al. (2020) argue that examining how stakeholders are 
represented in the media provides important insight into 
the framing of AI. The corpus was then split into sections, 
with each author coding one section. Following the coding, 
the authors discussed any codes or guidelines that were 
not clear for a final revision of the codebook (presented in 
Appendix 1). Two authors then cross-moderated the coding 
using the final codebook and checked the text by theme to 
ensure each one had internal validity and accuracy. Nvivo’s 
Sentiment Analysis tool was used to estimate the positive 
and negative valence of articles towards the topic. Its Query 
tool was used to count examples of specific word usage. 

Results

Sentiment analysis found that all articles contained both 
positive and negative language. These were relatively 
balanced in the number of times positive (n=912) and 
negative (n=1034) language was coded. The most common 
themes that arose in the data were general concerns about 
academic integrity (n=87) and ways that students could be 
discouraged from using ChatGPT (n=87). There were fewer 
articles that discussed how and why ChatGPT could be used 
productively in teaching (n=58) or that explicitly stated a 
university’s institutional policy towards ChatGPT (n=41). A 
full list of code themes and article count is provided in Table 
2.

Table 2. Code definitions and article count.

Academic integrity

The primary theme raised in the articles was academic 
integrity concerns (n=88). Most articles included generic 
discussions of cheating, academic dishonesty, or misuse. 
For example, the “potential threat of artificial intelligence 
as a tool to facilitate student cheating” (AI alert: Unis fight 
chatbot cheating, 2022); “students can now outsource their 
essay writing to the chatbot” (Venkataraman, 2023); or 
“there is definitely a risk of increased plagiarism” (SUNY’s 
university at Albany: ChatGPT and the future of education 
– A Q&A with George Berg, 2023). There were also several 
examples of ChatGPT being used to cheat on entrance 
exams to university, such as claims that “in addition to 
ChatGPT’s ability to write college application essays, it has 
also passed an MBA exam … and passed tests required 
for medical licenses and business degrees” (Erdem, 2023). 
These concerns were sometimes accompanied by generic 
statements that students need to be educated about how 
AI relates to academic integrity (n=25). For example, “our 
priority is to educate our students and staff to use AI 
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appropriately” (AI is part of ‘our future, we need to embrace 
it’, 2023) and “be explicitly clear about expectations for your 
students … how they may or may not get help when they’re 
preparing assignments” (Stannard, 2023).

Many articles (n=51) also discussed the ability of 
universities to detect when ChatGPT or AI was used to write 
assignments. Multiple programs were mentioned as being 
able to detect AI-written text, including OpenAI’s Open 
Text Classifier, Turnitin, GPTZero, Packback, HuggingFace.
co, and AICheatCheck. However, other articles claimed that 
“the technology to detect AI-generated content is not very 
sophisticated” (Shea, 2023), “is currently easily defeated” 
(Colbran et al., 2023) and “isn’t always accurate” (Davis & 
Kumar, 2023). Some academics were also quoted as saying 
they did not need an AI detection program as they were 
able to detect a shift in the tone and were familiar with their 
students; for example, “I’ve read the student’s other work. 
This doesn’t sound like them” (Burkhart, 2023).

Less common sub-themes in academic integrity included a 
specific example of students that were caught using ChatGPT 
(n=20). These were normally used as a hook to introduce 
the article, such as “I know of a student who failed their 
course because they cheated with it” (Bita, 2023b) and “the 
student confessed to using ChatGPT” (Huang, 2023). There 
were some concerns that particular subjects might be more 
vulnerable to ChatGPT than others (n=16). However, there 
was disagreement regarding which disciplines were more at 
risk. For example, Jacobson (2023) claimed that social sciences 
and arts were most under threat. In contrast, an academic in 
another article stated that “within the English department, 
there‘s always been a sense that the kind of writing that 
we require really does not lend itself very well to what we 
understand these services are doing” (AI writing tools garner 
concern about academic integrity, education from faculty, 
2023). Similarly, in science disciplines, one academic stated 
that “ChatGPT is less effective for her computer science 
assignments, which rely less on information recall and 
more on problem solving” (Taylor, 2023), while a student in 
another said they were using ChatGPT for “computer science 
and statistics classes” (Huang, 2023).

Avoidance

A theme equally as common as academic integrity concerns 
was ways to encourage students to avoid using ChatGPT 
(n=87). There were many articles (n=62) that referenced 
universities changing their course, syllabus, or assignments 
to be less vulnerable to ChatGPT outputs. Many academics 
and universities were portrayed as moving back to invigilated 
examination as the primary response (e.g., “you’ve got to 
put them in a room with no (internet) access, with a pen 
and paper and no technology” (Bita, 2023b), “universities in 
Australia have returned to pen-and-paper examinations in 
response” (Littleton, 2023)). However, there were also claims 
that “a wholesale return to exams was not the answer” 
(Weale, 2023) and that universities should avoid the “easy 
option” (AI has power to ‘liberate’ learning, 2023) and focus 
on redesigning tasks to be authentic and measure critical 
thinking. There were many suggestions to revise assessments 
that were perceived as difficult for ChatGPT to emulate (e.g., 

podcasts, oral presentations, laboratory activities, group 
work, handwritten work, participation grades, vivas, and very 
specific assignment prompts). 

Half of all articles argued that ChatGPT should be avoided 
because it was likely to make errors and had inherent 
limitations (n=50). Many of these related to how ChatGPT 
works, in that “it make[s] stuff up, but it sounds plausible” 
(Chatbots ‘spell end to lessons at home’, 2023) and may 
produce incorrect information. Other limitations listed 
were that ChatGPT could not offer an opinion, is limited to 
events before 2021, cannot look up information in external 
databases, does not provide references, makes mathematical 
mistakes, and lacks creativity or critical thinking in its writing 
style. Some concerns were also raised about copyright, 
privacy, and security of student data.

Interestingly, fewer articles (n=32) explicitly made the link 
between using ChatGPT and learning outcomes. Several 
articles argued that the process of learning and writing 
are intrinsically connected, such as claiming that “writing is 
how we discover what we think about whatever topic we 
have been studying” (Goodman, 2023). Other articles and 
speakers claimed that AI made assignments too easy and 
that it was the difficult parts of content and process that 
enabled learning to happen. For example, “if they bypass 
the learning process, which is struggling with the material, 
by using something like ChatGPT, then they’re kind of 
cheating themselves out of an education” (AI writing tools 
garner concern about academic integrity, education from 
faculty, 2023). It was hypothesised in multiple articles that 
students would lose critical thinking skills “because it implies 
that class work is completed with the end goal of getting a 
‘good grade’, as opposed to actually trying to understand 
material” (AI writing tools garner concern about academic 
integrity, education from faculty, 2023).

Policy

More articles cited institutions or departments that had 
banned ChatGPT (n=18) than those that had allowed its use 
(n=10). However, the most common response quoted was 
that a particular university was undecided about its policy 
(n=22). These universities were described as ‘updating’, 
‘reviewing’ and ‘considering’ their policies. A few universities 
described not wanting to ‘rush into’ a new policy given the 
fast-evolving situation. In the absence of official institutional 
policy, several articles stated that individual academic staff 
would create revised policies on a course-by-course basis. 
Universities that had determined ChatGPT use would not 
be allowed had already updated their academic integrity 
policy or honour code or believed that AI use was already 
banned under the existing definitions of contract cheating. 
Where universities had allowed the use of ChatGPT, this was 
normally followed by classifications that its use needed to 
follow ‘stringent rules’ and be disclosed or acknowledged 
in assignments. Two articles also clarified that although a 
specific university was not banning ChatGPT, individual 
academic staff might still choose to do so in particular 
assessments or units.
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Embrace

Nearly half of all articles (n=45) contained some discussion 
of how ChatGPT could be incorporated into teaching. 
These included generic statements that AI should be 
used in teaching (e.g., “AI models should be meaningfully 
integrated into teaching and learning” (Kovanovic, 2022) or 
incorporated as part of assignment tasks (e.g., “[the academic] 
would like to integrate its idea generating abilities into 
some class assignments” (Weinreis, 2023)). However, there 
were also several more specific ideas to improve learning. 
These included using AI to personalise assignment tasks, 
getting an AI tool to edit or provide feedback on student 
work, providing simple explanations of difficult concepts, 
brainstorming ideas, debugging code, producing first drafts, 
generating exemplar assignments for class critique, creating 
rubrics, overcoming writer’s block, and generating citations.

The two most common reasons provided for allowing 
students to use ChatGPT were that it was too hard to 
ban (n=25) and that students would need to use it in the 
workplace (n=24). Attempts to ban ChatGPT outright were 
seen as a “fool’s errand” (“AI chatbot is reshaping education,” 
2023) because too many students were already using it, it 
would be too time-consuming to enforce, and blocking it 
on university computers would just prompt students to use 
a VPN. Banning AI was considered to be “neither feasible 
nor advisable” (Weale, 2023) and “fighting it is pointless” 
(Goodman, 2023). Some commentators linked the difficulty 
of banning ChatGPT back to the ability to detect AI writing, 
for example, “do tertiary institutions want to fund an 
ongoing war between AI-generated output and AI detection 
systems?” (Colbran et al., 2023). Some articles compared 
ChatGPT to calculators (n=13) or Wikipedia (n=9) in terms 
of being a disruptive technology that could not be avoided.
Articles that mentioned the relevance of ChatGPT to the 
workplace (n=24) generally did so quite fleetingly; for 
example, “our students will go to work in a world where 
they’re expected to use these tools to be more productive” 
(Paykamian, 2023). There was little discussion of how AI would 
actually be used in the workplace except for a few vague 
mentions of copywriting, autocompleting tasks, and drafting 
memos and emails. There was no mention of collaborating 
with industry partners or using work-integrated learning to 
effectively support students in learning to use AI.

There was very little commentary on using ChatGPT to 
improve equity outcomes for students (n=10). Four articles 
mentioned using ChatGPT might reduce anxiety in students 
who were starting an assignment, especially if they did not 
have a strong academic background or possess positive 
help-seeking behaviours. For example, “some sort of AI tutor 
would make students feel less ‘ashamed’ in getting help” 
(Hartpence, 2023). Three articles mentioned that non-native 
speakers could use ChatGPT to improve their writing skills 
or “level the playing field”. Only two mentioned supporting 
students who had difficulty accessing campus, and just one 
mentioned disability—but only briefly and not specifically in 
relation to assessment: “for people with a disability, [AI] can 
gift the power of speech, sight and mobility” (Bita, 2023a). 
One article argued that ChatGPT could exacerbate inequities 
“between students who have knowledge of the technology 
and those who do not” (Hampton, 2023).

Voice

It was obvious that the primary voice being portrayed 
in the media was that of the university (n=79). University 
leaders, unit coordinators, computer scientists, academic 
integrity researchers, professional staff in student support 
and student conduct, and teaching assistants were all 
quoted extensively. Of the articles that cited university staff, 
nearly half (n=38) quoted three or more different university 
representatives. By comparison, student voices were only 
quoted in 30 articles, and only seven of those quoted more 
than three students. In four articles, the only student voice 
was that of Edward Tien, a student who invented ChatGPT 
Zero for detecting the use of AI in assignments; and another 
two articles used survey data to represent the student voice 
rather than individual students. In several articles (n=4), 
students agreed to speak to the media on the condition of 
anonymity. When excluding surveys and Edward Tien, the 
student voice was only marginally more present than that 
of ChatGPT itself, which was represented in 22 articles. Of 
these, most (n=15) used output from the ChatGPT program, 
while seven used information provided by an OpenAI 
spokesperson or company statement.

Discussion

With respect to ChatGPT, news articles published in late 2022 
and early 2023 appear to focus broadly on general public 
interest issues relating to its use; namely, the opportunities 
it affords for academic dishonesty and passing traditional 
exams over and above the opportunities to enhance access 
and participation in higher education for all students (Kelly, 
2023). The sentiment in news articles seems to be much 
more mixed than the positive discourse found on social 
media (Tlili et al., 2023) or in coverage of other AI tools (Sun 
et al., 2020; Garvey & Maskal, 2019). In other words, the 
media and literature need to shift rapidly to interrogate the 
risks and opportunities of ChatGPT for university teaching 
and learning more closely.

Academic integrity concerns were discussed more 
frequently in these articles than opportunities for enhancing 
learning and teaching using ChatGPT. To some degree, this 
was predictable; general readers of news articles are more 
likely to be interested in controversies about cheating 
rather than good teaching practices. Academic integrity 
researchers have observed that plagiarism stories in the 
media frequently occur, as they tend to attract the attention 
of a large audience (Eaton, 2021). It is important to reflect 
on the implications of such a trend. Positioning the use of 
ChatGPT as a tool for cheating more often than a tool for 
learning can influence the perceptions that general readers 
have on the value of a university education, academic views 
on other institutional responses, and student thoughts on 
how such tools could be used in appropriate ways. Student 
perceptions are especially critical, as social norms can impact 
the likelihood of cheating (Hutton, 2006). Students reading 
multiple articles about students using ChatGPT to cheat may 
make them more likely to engage in that behaviour themself. 
Universities cannot moderate the media articles that are 
published, but academics can redesign assessment tasks 
in such a way that they cannot be completed as easily by 
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AI tools. Large-scale research into student rates of contract 
cheating, for example, indicated that the perception there 
were frequent opportunities to cheat in assessments 
increased the likelihood of exhibiting cheating behaviours 
(Bretag et al., 2018). One strategy to miminimise this 
possibility could be adopting more personalised reflective 
tasks contextualised to subject content. This view was 
prevalent in our data, with the adaptation theme found in 
over half of the articles. However, we observed disagreement 
on the best way to adapt assignments and which type 
of assignments and subjects would be most vulnerable 
to being replaced by AI. It is also important to note that 
ChatGPT is consistently evolving, so the limitations of AI and 
detection software discussed in the articles may quickly be 
superseded.

With respect to articles that commented on university 
positions on AI tools and their connection to academic 
integrity, most suggested that revisions would be needed 
but stopped short of specifying how those revisions 
would manifest in university policies. Updating university 
policies take time for approval through various governance 
committees, so it is likely that clearer policy positions about 
AI tools in an academic integrity context will become more 
common later in 2023. Discussing exactly what practices 
would be acceptable and not acceptable when using 
ChatGPT also takes time to consider thoughtfully, as the 
availability and degree of sophistication of these types of 
tools are unprecedented. Clear guidelines will need to be 
established for respective university staff and students as to 
how ChatGPT could be used in ethically appropriate ways. 
As seen in the article themes, given the ease with which 
students can access AI tools and the scale that they are 
being adopted in industry, banning its use does not seem 
like a practical approach. 

While embracing ChatGPT must contain obvious conditions 
(e.g., appropriate acknowledgement of its use and the 
possibility of AI tools producing factual inaccuracies and/
or biases), the opportunities to enhance student learning 
are enormous. Some articles in this research explored 
how ChatGPT can provide plain language explanations to 
complex concepts, suggest organisational structures for 
writing an assessment task, give grammatical feedback, and 
develop sample practice quiz questions for test preparation. 
Student use of ChatGPT also has the potential to improve 
employability outcomes, as such tools will revolutionise 
the ways in which many industries operate (Mollick, 2023). 
The best-performing students will be those that develop 
the critical thinking and information literacy skills to 
appropriately enter inputs and analyse the outputs that 
ChatGPT and other AI tools produce (Hess, 2023). Although 
the media coverage mentioned workplace relevance, 
industry spokespeople were missing from the discussion, and 
there was very little depth in the discussion of how ChatGPT 
would be used in the workplace or work-integrated learning. 
University educators need to consider deeply how they can 
develop student capacity to use these tools critically so they 
have unique skills in the graduate employment market that 
cannot be performed by ChatGPT. 

ChatGPT also provides unique opportunities to enhance the 
academic success of students from different equity groups. 
This was not a common theme in the coding results and 
needed more discussion in the literature. Through plain 
language outputs, ChatGPT has the potential to demystify 
academic conventions for non-traditional students, such 
as those who are the first-in-family to study at university. 
Students from non-native English-speaking backgrounds 
can use ChatGPT for grammatical feedback on their writing. 
There is also potential to use it as a quasi-translator, especially 
for complex terms that may be difficult to understand if 
English is not a student’s native language. For students 
with accessibility needs, such as those with communication 
disabilities, ChatGPT can understand poorly written 
commands and pull information together in a digestible 
summary for those with low literacy skills (Hemsley et al., 
2023). Mainstreaming accessibility technology can improve 
engagement for students with disabilities and reduce the 
stigma around seeking support (McNicoll et al., 2019). All 
these affordances necessarily come with the qualifier that 
ChatGPT does, at times, present factual inaccuracies and 
biases in its outputs. Still, overall, the opportunities to use 
ChatGPT as another tool to support diverse student needs 
are exciting. It will be interesting to observe how the AI space 
develops with regard to accessibility and inclusion over the 
coming years, especially as paid services are introduced and 
other output forms (e.g., voice) may be made more available. 

A final reflection on the coded data is that the media 
discussion about ChatGPT focused mainly on academic 
and institutional perspectives, with limited discussion on 
student views about AI tools. It is reasonable to expect such 
a trend because the first step in a response must come from 
staff regarding assessment design and academic integrity 
policies. Its release also coincided with the end of the year, 
and as such fewer students were likely to be engaging in 
study during the holiday period. However, there is a need to 
shift the discussion about ChatGPT to a more constructive 
student-led discourse. The limited coded data relating to 
students either referred to examples in a cheating context, 
mentioned Edward Tien as the creator of ChatGPT Zero, 
or a small number of anonymous students sharing their 
perspectives. Only two articles listed students as authors. For 
the higher education sector and its respective institutions 
to ensure students use AI tools appropriately and ethically, 
they must necessarily involve students in the conversation, 
as including voices from all stakeholders in the media can 
lead to a more sophisticated discourse around AI (Sun et al., 
2020). In practice, student associations and student partners 
can take a proactive role in collaborating with university staff 
in policy development, educational resources, assessment 
design and communication strategies (Matthews & Cook-
Cather, 2021). A university-wide approach to student 
partnership improves student engagement and retention 
(Millard & Evans, 2021) and should be a key part of 
institutional approaches to AI.
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Limitations and recommendations for future 
research

In this research, we analysed coverage in mainstream news 
databases and did not explore alternative news sources. 
Compared to Tilili et al.’s (2023) analysis of education 
bloggers’ views, we observed similar themes of how ChatGPT 
would transform education and its propensity to produce 
errors and inaccuracies. However, Tilili et al. (2023) found 
more social media discussion of feelings and ethics that 
were largely absent in our news dataset. Our study covered 
a relatively small number of media articles (N=100). The 
high number of duplicates that were filtered out suggested 
that there is a great deal of text-sharing and reuse between 
media outlets in our sample (Nicholls, 2019). It is also unclear 
how much of the media coverage was initiated by journalists 
compared to media releases and PR from universities, which 
have an increasing influence on news coverage (Vogler & 
Schafer, 2020). We also only examined news coverage in 
select Western countries, contributing to the imbalance in 
academic studies of Western news, particularly news from 
the United States (Hendrickx & Pakvis, 2022). 

The findings of this article could be expanded upon by future 
researchers in several different ways. Expanding the search 
methodology we used to incorporate non-Western sources 
would provide a more comprehensive global review of how 
ChatGPT is being positioned across all areas of the world. 
As the student voice was missing from almost all the articles 
that we coded, conducting surveys and focus groups would 
provide another valuable means in which to understand 
better the direct ways in which students are engaging with 
ChatGPT and similar generative AI tools. Future researchers 
might also consider exploring academic staff views on 
ChatGPT, the extent to which it is used as a teaching tool, 
and how assessment tasks have been modified to mitigate 
the risk of inappropriate student use.

Conclusion

While there has been plenty of controversy surrounding the 
release of ChatGPT and its implications for higher education, 
there are clear opportunities to enhance student learning 
and access. This content analysis of news articles highlighted 
that the public discussion and university responses about 
ChatGPT have focused mainly on academic integrity 
concerns and innovative assessment design. The literature 
also revealed a lack of a student voice in the conversation so 
far and that there is potential for AI tools to enhance student 
success and participation from disadvantaged backgrounds. 
Academics and university representatives should be aware 
of the frames they choose to discuss when engaging with 
the media, as news coverage can influence social norms 
towards student cheating behaviour and public perceptions 
of universities. This demonstrates a need for further research 
and discussion about the implications of AI tools, including 
ethical use, innovative teaching and learning practices, and 
ensuring equitable access to educational opportunities. As 
these technologies continue to advance, it is important for 
universities to adapt and embrace the use of AI tools in a 
way that supports student learning and prepares them for 
the challenges of an increasingly digital world. 
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This paper examines the potential benefits and challenges of using the 
generative AI model, ChatGPT, in higher education, in the backdrop 
of the constructivist theory of learning. This perspective-type study 
presents five benefits of ChatGPT: the potential to facilitate adaptive 
learning, provide personalised feedback, support research and data 
analysis, offer automated administrative services, and aid in developing 
innovative assessments. Additionally, the paper identifies five challenges: 
academic integrity concerns, reliability issues, inability to evaluate and 
reinforce graduate skill sets, limitations in assessing learning outcomes, 
and potential biases and falsified information in information processing. 
The paper argues that tertiary educators and students must exercise 
caution when using ChatGPT for academic purposes to ensure its ethical, 
reliable, and effective use. To achieve this, the paper proposes various 
propositions, such as prioritising education on the responsible and ethical 
use of ChatGPT, devising new assessment strategies, addressing bias and 
falsified information, and including AI literacy as part of graduate skills. 
By balancing the potential benefits and challenges, ChatGPT can enhance 
students’ learning experiences in higher education.
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Introduction 

Generative Pre-trained Transformer (GPT), which was 
released by OpenAI (San Francisco, California) in 2018, is a 
type of Large Language Model (LLM) that aims to replicate 
human language processing capabilities (Cascella et al., 
2023). It leverages deep learning and powerful algorithms 
to perform various language-related tasks, such as text 
generation, question answering, and translation, while 
comprehending the context to produce responses that 
resemble human language (Lund et al., 2023). OpenAI 
released the ChatGPT-3.5 language model family in 
November 2022 and, subsequently, the ChatGPT-4 family 
in March 2023 (Skavronskaya et al., 2023). This chatbot can 
engage in coherent and contextually relevant conversations 
by responding based on its comprehension of the language 
and context of the prompts (Gilson et al., 2023; Pavlik, 2023). 
Anyone can sign up for ChatGPT on OpenAI and start using 
the free, conversational beta version of GPT-3.5 or subscribe 
to GPT-4 for a fee of $20/month, and both can be used 
without any training (OpenAI, 2023).

Large language models have become a subject of interest in 
higher education due to their extensive range of applications, 
especially as there are now other similar options, such as 
Bing Chat, Bard, and Ernie (Rudolph et al., 2023b). As such, 
it is important to carefully consider the potential benefits 
and challenges associated with their use. Previous studies 
have covered large language models from students’ and 
academics’ perspectives (Farrokhnia et al., 2023; Pérez et 
al., 2020). Large language models have various applications 
that can assist students in their learning journey as 
perceived by them. Researchers have used large language 
models to produce interactive educational resources, such 
as quizzes and flashcards, with the aim of enhancing student 
learning and involvement (Dijkstra et al., 2022; Gabajiwala 
et al., 2022). Furthermore, recent studies have shown that 
GPT-3 can stimulate curiosity, enhance students’ question-
asking skills, and generate programming code explanations 
(Abdelghani et al., 2022; MacNeil et al., 2022). On the other 
hand, from the academics’ perspective, it has been reported 
that they have sufficient digital skills but low AI-related 
skills. Academics acknowledge that ensuring the responsible 
integration of AI into education is critical (Fadel et al., 2019; 
Polak et al., 2022). Recent studies have reported that large 
language models can be a useful resource for academics 
to evaluate students’ pedagogical abilities. Grading effort 
could be reduced by up to 85% (Bernius et al., 2022; Moore 
et al., 2022).

Since ChatGPT was introduced in November 2022, 
researchers have initiated investigations to understand 
the impact and challenges this technology will present to 
the education sector, particularly at the tertiary level. For 
example, in the clinical research and education domain, 
Cascella et al. (2023) discuss how ChatGPT can aid clinical 
practice, scientific production, and the logical analysis of 
public health-related topics. However, they also examine the 
potential misuse of ChatGPT in medical education. Kasneci et 
al. (2023) discuss ChatGPT’s advantages and disadvantages 
from both students’ and academics’ perspectives. Tlili et al. 
(2023) addressed early adopters’ experience in education. 
They emphasised that ChatGPT is a critical tool for academia, 

but conscious use is recommended until specific guidelines 
are established for safe usage. The present study is also 
a perspective study that discusses the role of ChatGPT’s 
impact on the future of higher education. However, unique 
from the rest to the best of our knowledge, this study is the 
first to discuss perspectives from a theoretical basis, namely, 
the constructivist theory of learning. This theory is employed 
as a framework to explain how technology can be used for 
active, collaborative, and personalised learning in higher 
education. Given this context, our article aims to respond to 
the following two research inquiries: 

RQ1: What are the key benefits of ChatGPT for the future of 
higher education?

RQ2: What are the key challenges of ChatGPT for the future 
of higher education?

To address the two aforementioned inquiries, we have 
identified five critical benefits and five challenges of 
ChatGPT that will affect the higher education sector. A team 
of experienced academics and practitioners shared their 
perspectives in the present study. For each benefit and 
challenge, we have presented one or more propositions. We 
hope that researchers, academics, and practitioners in the 
higher education sector will find these perspectives valuable 
for their research and practice. The article will be structured 
as follows in the remaining sections. First, we will provide 
a brief overview of the ChatGPT tool, followed by a brief 
overview of the constructivist theory of learning. We will also 
highlight how the ChatGPT tool could effectively facilitate 
constructivism learning. Next, the article will discuss five key 
benefits of ChatGPT for the future of higher education. In 
the subsequent section, five key challenges of ChatGPT for 
the future of higher education will be discussed. Following 
this, we will briefly introduce a framework based on the 
proposed propositions. Finally, the article will conclude 
by presenting the study’s limitations and suggesting key 
directions for future research.

Literature review 

An overview of ChatGPT

OpenAI, a US-based company established in 2015, developed 
ChatGPT, and the 3.5 version was released in November 
2022. This cutting-edge artificial intelligence chatbot uses 
deep learning techniques and has been trained on a huge 
amount of online text data (Kung et al., 2023; OpenAI, 
2022; Taecharungroj, 2023). GPT stands for generative pre-
trained transformer, meaning that it can understand inputs 
provided by humans and produce a response text that is 
highly similar to the language used by humans, making it 
almost impossible to distinguish between a human and an 
AI-generated text (Flanagin et al., 2023; Kung et al., 2023; 
Thorp, 2023). OpenAI has made several machine learning 
(ML) products available to the general public, with DALL-E 
and ChatGPT among the most well-known (Lund et al., 
2023). GPT reached one million registered users in five days 
and 100 million active users within less than three months 
(Ahmed, 2023; Rudolph et al., 2023b).
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ChatGPT is a natural language processing tool that utilises 
regression language modelling techniques to predict 
subsequent words with high precision, attributed to its 
access to billions of parameters and extensive data volumes 
(Taecharungroj, 2023). Although other language models, 
such as BERT, RoBERTa, and XLNet, aim to achieve similar 
objectives, their capabilities have been outperformed 
by ChatGPT-3.5 (Lund et al., 2023). It is because of its 
extensive data stores and efficient design that ChatGPT 
can handle increasingly complex queries, going beyond 
simple inquiries (Liu et al., 2022a; Liu et al., 2022b; Lund 
et al., 2023). Furthermore, in March 2023, ChatGPT-4 was 
introduced, showing significant improvements in reasoning 
and conciseness compared to its predecessor. However, it 
is important to note that the output generation speed of 
ChatGPT-4 is slower than ChatGPT-3.5 (OpenAI, 2023).

Both the 3.5 and 4 iterations of ChatGPT have gained 
considerable interest from universities worldwide as 
disruptive tools for teaching, learning, and supporting 
students (Kasneci et al., 2023; Nautiyal et al., 2023). Many 
universities have started exploring how to incorporate 
this AI-driven solution into their pedagogical approach, 
recognising its potential to transform traditional teaching 
methods, enhance student involvement, and foster tailored 
educational experiences. However, some academics and 
researchers express concerns regarding the potential ethical 
consequences of using AI in educational environments, such 
as information privacy, algorithmic bias, and the possible 
reduction of human interaction, among others (Flanagin 
et al., 2023; Thorp, 2023). Consequently, the scholarly 
community is actively investigating the most efficient and 
responsible methods to integrate ChatGPT into tertiary 
education.

Constructivist theory of learning

As a dominant educational philosophy, constructivism 
significantly influences modern learning and teaching 
processes (Qureshi et al., 2021). The origins of constructivism 
can be traced back to the works of Dewey (1929), Bruner 
(1961), Vygotsky (1962), and Piaget (1980). Two essential 
components of constructivism learning theory are the 
definition of learning and the approach to learning (Li, 
2022; Qiu, 2019). These essential elements should be 
integrated into an optimal learning environment for 
students. According to constructivism, learning is a dynamic 
process of knowledge construction shaped by students’ 
needs, learning materials, tools, and the overall learning 
environment (Taber, 2011). Academics play a leading role 
in the teaching process by addressing students’ needs, 
providing relevant learning materials, and offering helpful 
tools (Qiu, 2019). Constructivism learning theory emphasises 
autonomous and active learning, while traditional teaching 
focuses on the passive acceptance of knowledge imparted 
by academics (Ma & Tsai, 2021).

Constructivism is a theory rooted in observing and 
systematically investigating how individuals acquire 
knowledge, drawing inspiration from domains such as 
philosophy, psychology, sociology, and pedagogy (Bada 
& Olusegun, 2015). Baser and Mutlu (2011) discovered 

that educators who integrate educational technologies 
into their teaching processes could engage more students 
in their learning. While much of the early work in formal 
instructional design and teaching was grounded in 
objectivist philosophy, contemporary scholars have found 
constructivism learning to be more effective because of its 
ability to develop critical problem-solving skills (Tam, 2000). 
Behavioural theories of learning posit that learning is a 
function of environmental stimuli manifested in the form of 
behavioural changes, whereas cognitive theories of learning 
(where constructivist theory is rooted) establish that learning 
occurs when the learner acquires knowledge and skills that 
help in forming mental structures aided by the processing 
of information and beliefs (Schunk, 2012). The constructivist 
theory emphasises the importance of students constructing 
their own understanding of knowledge. Regarding the use 
of educational technologies in teaching and learning, it 
has been found that technology can accelerate students’ 
interactive and engaging learning experiences, allowing for 
exploration and experimentation (Makewa, 2019).

A technology-supported constructivism learning 
environment has been found to be very effective in 
the context of students’ access to information and the 
analysing, interpreting, and organising of that information 
to develop their knowledge base (Kılıç et al., 2003). Later, 
Makewa (2019) found the relevance of constructivist theory 
in technology-supported knowledge transfer. In line with 
the constructivism approach, technologies in the learning 
process enable students to manage their own skills and 
knowledge to decide exactly what they require to address 
their knowledge gap (Adar & Kandemir, 2008). Therefore, 
it is clear that ChatGPT, as an AI-powered tool, has the 
potential to facilitate a constructivism learning experience 
for students by enabling them to explore and experiment 
with ideas, ask questions, and receive immediate feedback 
that allows them to construct their own understanding of 
knowledge.

The educational significance of ChatGPT and 
constructivist theory

In the following sections, we will discuss ChatGPT’s influence 
on the future of higher education in more detail. Before that, 
it is worth noting that the constructivism learning theory 
can be considered while discussing ChatGPT’s benefits and 
challenges in the higher education section. The constructivist 
theory of learning emphasises the importance of learners 
actively exploring and investigating new knowledge 
(Piaget,1980; Schunk, 2012), and ChatGPT can facilitate 
this process. By engaging students in conversation and 
encouraging them to participate in the learning process, 
ChatGPT can scaffold their prior knowledge and experiences 
to help them construct new knowledge. Additionally, 
ChatGPT’s individualised feedback can support this process 
by building on their prior knowledge and experiences and 
providing personalised suggestions for further learning 
(Ippolito et al., 2022; Vygotsky, 1962). This feedback can 
help students detect errors and guide them towards 
successful improvement, making ChatGPT an effective 
“More Knowledgeable Other” (MKO) in the learning process 
(Geng & Razali, 2020).
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Furthermore, constructivist theory emphasises the 
importance of authentic assessment, which assesses 
students’ abilities to apply knowledge and skills to real-
world contexts (Wiggins, 1990). Incorporating ChatGPT into 
the assessment process can help students construct their 
knowledge actively. By building on their prior knowledge 
and experiences, ChatGPT can provide personalised 
feedback that guides them towards successful improvement 
and helps them detect errors in their work. This feedback 
serves as an MKO, facilitating the construction of new 
knowledge. Adaptive learning, a foundational concept of 
constructivist theory, suggests that learning is constructed 
based on previously acquired knowledge (Schunk, 2012). 
ChatGPT’s logical algorithms that build new knowledge 
based on existing knowledge align with this approach (Hein, 
1991). Thus, ChatGPT is an effective tool for facilitating 
constructivism learning.

Benefits of ChatGPT in higher education 

The wide variety of applications offered by large language 
models, such as ChatGPT, has made them literally a 
juggernaut in the higher education sector, especially in 
the tertiary education section, from both the students’ 
and academics’ perspectives. In addition, they have great 
potential for academic learning designers to better perform 
their tasks. While students, academics, and practitioners 
could benefit from ChatGPT, the relevant challenges, such 
as ethical considerations, data privacy, and bias, should be 
carefully addressed.

Adaptive learning 

Adaptive learning is an educational approach that tailors 
learning experiences to the unique needs of individual 
learners through personalised feedback and resources (Yang 
et al., 2013; Huang & Shiu, 2012). In the online learning 
context, Kerr (2016) defines adaptive learning as a way of 
delivering learning materials where a learner’s interaction 
with previous content determines the nature of materials 
delivered subsequently. This education method utilises 
computer algorithms and artificial intelligence to provide 
personalised resources and learning activities (Kaplan, 
2021). However, implementing adaptive learning requires 
significant time and resources (Kuo & Chang, 2022; Peng 
et al., 2019). Nonetheless, adaptive learning systems aim 
to transform students from passive recipients to active 
collaborators through a scaffolded approach to learning 
(Deng & Yu, 2023; Zawacki-Richter et al., 2019).

Large Learning Models (LLMs) such as ChatGPT provide 
a scaffolded approach to learning that is consistent with 
the constructivist theory of learning (Schunk, 2012). As 
discussed previously, the theory holds that learning is 
constructed based on previously acquired knowledge, and 
cognitive abstraction based on previously held knowledge 
leads to the construction of new knowledge. Integrating 
ChatGPT API (i.e., Application Programming Interface) into 
an institution’s learning management systems enables 
educators to create personalised learning experiences that 
are student-centred and active, based on the student’s pre-

existing knowledge (Chen et al., 2023). Students can access 
individualised just-in-time feedback through a chatbot 
that can provide easy-to-understand explanations, inspire 
exploration of relationships between constructs, and provide 
on-demand access to educational resources and support. 
This enables educators to effectively develop tailored lesson 
plans through LLMs such as ChatGPT, promoting higher-
order thinking and, subsequently, knowledge creation (June 
et al., 2014).

ChatGPT can effectively achieve adaptive learning through a 
constructivism approach by building on existing information 
through appropriate prompts (Rudolph et al., 2023a). This 
improves learning by connecting previous knowledge to 
make new connections and meanings that lead to new 
knowledge. The conversational nature of LLMs such as 
ChatGPT facilitates the active construction of students’ 
knowledge as they are continuously engaged with the 
task, encouraged to find patterns through a scaffolded 
approach (Stapleton & Stefaniak, 2019), and learn through 
experimentation and experience, which is an important 
part of knowledge generation (Rudolph et al., 2023a). In 
contributing to a smart learning environment, ChatGPT can 
utilise big data and learning analytics to monitor student 
performance, predict success, and respond to students, 
including their emotional states, in real-time, resulting 
in personalised adaptive learning (PAL) that is consistent 
with constructivist theory (Peng et al., 2019; Rudolph et al., 
2023a).

Overall, incorporating ChatGPT in the learning process 
enables educators and students to benefit from personalised 
learning experiences, efficient and effective use of 
resources, and adaptive learning approaches that enhance 
the learning outcomes for all, consistent with the principles 
of constructivist theory (Bada & Olusegun, 2015; Stapleton 
& Stefaniak, 2019). By facilitating thinking and problem-
solving skills, students can engage in discovery learning, and 
educators can provide prompts that facilitate the learning 
process rather than a didactic approach (White et al., 2014; 
Kasneci et al., 2023). This approach facilitates personalised 
learning through a spiral curriculum approach, which is 
a teaching method where a particular topic or concept is 
revisited repeatedly throughout a student’s education, 
leading to self-discovery and learner-centred knowledge 
construction (Kasneci et al., 2023) while allowing students to 
undertake self-evaluation of their learning and refine their 
own problem-solving approaches (Rudolph et al., 2023a).

Proposition 1 (P1): Higher education institutions should 
look to integrate LLM APIs into their learning management 
systems as part of an adaptive learning system. In particular, 
this could be used to encourage students to dive deeper 
into each particular topic.

Proposition 2 (P2): Educators should explore the utility 
of augmenting their teaching approach with LLMs in 
developing tailored lesson plans.

Proposition 3 (P3): Future research may empirically test 
whether and how student interaction with ChatGPT facilitates 
student learning outcomes.
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Individualised feedback

Individualised feedback, which is based on the constructivist 
theory of learning, is a valuable pedagogical approach that 
provides personalised guidance to students and enhances 
their learning journey (Nicol & Macfarlane-Dick, 2006; Hattie 
& Timperley, 2007; Pritchard, 2017). The theory posits that 
learning occurs when new knowledge is built into existing 
knowledge. Individualised feedback adds value to the 
student’s existing knowledge, leading to improved subject 
comprehension, motivation, and performance (Shute, 
2008). In addition, it promotes self-regulated learning and 
a supportive learning environment by allowing students 
to set goals and develop strategies to achieve those goals 
(Brookhart, 2008).

The deployment of advanced LLMs like ChatGPT presents an 
opportunity for both automating and augmenting feedback 
in the context of learning (Raisch & Krakowski, 2021). 
Educators can automate parts of the feedback process, 
such as providing formative feedback to students before 
submitting their final work, to enhance learning (Farrokhnia 
et al., 2023; Sok & Heng, 2023). In addition, educators can 
augment their assessment feedback by drawing on their 
subject-matter expertise and focusing on providing higher 
levels of detail in feedback rather than spending time on 
structural items like grammar and referencing, which can be 
easily generated by LLMs (Kasneci et al., 2023).

As indicated earlier, ChatGPT can provide individualised 
feedback based on the students’ prompts, making 
learning a more rewarding experience (Bridges, 2009; 
Weldy & Turnipseed, 2010). Specifically, the diagnostic 
feature of ChatGPT has the potential to serve as the MKO, 
providing diagnostic individualised (formative) feedback 
that helps students detect errors and guides them to 
improve successfully. This feedback supports a student’s 
construction of their own knowledge and understanding by 
allowing them to ask questions and seek information in an 
adaptive and individualised way rather than relying solely on 
traditional learning methods like lectures and textbooks. This 
is consistent with the constructivist theory of learning, which 
emphasises the importance of building new knowledge into 
existing knowledge and scaffolding to support the learning 
process (Geng & Razali, 2020).

AI applications like ChatGPT can provide accurate and 
efficient individualised feedback and automated grading, 
but users need to carefully check the outputs as they 
depend on the prompts  (Rudolph et al., 2023a). This has the 
potential to reduce costs and time associated with human 
assessors, especially in cases where there are large numbers 
of students, as the costs and time involved in calibrating and 
training the systems (supervised machine learning) would 
be offset (Zawacki-Richter et al., 2019). Overall, ChatGPT’s 
ability to provide individualised feedback based on the 
constructivist theory of learning has significant potential to 
enhance the learning experience and promote successful 
learning outcomes.

Proposition 4 (P4): Academics should consider automating 
feedback elements more meaningfully using current LLMs, 
such as ChatGPT, to empower students.

Proposition 5 (P5): Academics should explore the possibility 
of complementing personalised feedback provided 
by ChatGPT with other forms of feedback from peers, 
academics, and self-assessments.

Research, writing and data analytics support

In higher education, large language models like ChatGPT have 
the potential to greatly assist researchers and students with 
various tasks, such as efficiently and effectively completing 
research and writing tasks, including text generation, 
language translation, and responding to academic queries 
(Dwivedi et al., 2023; Kasneci et al., 2023; Lund et al., 2023). 
The constructivist theory of learning, which emphasises 
active learning, discovery-based learning, and collaboration, 
supports the use of LLMs in research and writing tasks 
(Hein, 1991). Such LLMs can help conduct initial literature 
reviews, summarise research papers, generate draft versions 
of research papers (Rahman et al., 2023; Rudolph et al., 
2023a), and even assist authors from non-English speaking 
backgrounds in overcoming language barriers (Gao et al., 
2022). 

One of the key concepts in constructivism is that the learners 
are active participants in knowledge creation to the extent 
that they explore and discover the principles underlying the 
concepts they study (Geary, 1995). To support the above 
approach, the learner, according to the constructivism 
learning theory, would be involved in observations, data 
collection, and hypothesis testing and work collaboratively, 
to name a few (Bruning et al., 2004; Geary, 1995). LLMs like 
ChatGPT could be used as effective tools that support and 
enable the above-mentioned research activities. However, 
it is imperative to ensure that the research activities are 
conducted using ChatGPT to comply with academic 
integrity principles, such as honesty, rigour, transparency, 
fairness, respect, recognition, accountability, and promotion 
(National Health and Medical Research Council, 2018).

Similar to tools like Leximancer (Smith & Humphreys, 2006), 
LLMs can also reliably conduct text analysis for sentiment 
analysis, pattern detection, and emotion detection (Dwivedi 
et al., 2023; Guo et al., 2023). ChatGPT’s research and analysis 
support, though currently at a basic level, has the potential 
to fundamentally impact research and higher education, 
depending on the quality of the prompts (Dwivedi et al., 
2023). As learning in constructivism is contextual (Hein, 
1991), ChatGPT’s ability to build new knowledge based on 
existing knowledge supports this theory.

However, the impact of ChatGPT on critical thinking remains 
a grey area that warrants further exploration (Dwivedi 
et al., 2023). ChatGPT can act as a research assistant, 
answering users’ questions based on the related literature 
it has learned (Lin, 2023), and analysing data (Goel, 2020). 
Additionally, it can serve as a writing assistant (Ippolito et 
al., 2022; Rudolph et al., 2023a) and provide writing support 
(Geng & Razali, 2020). Nevertheless, users should exercise 
caution as ChatGPT may be prone to hallucinations (Alkaissi 
& McFarlane, 2023) and fabricate references and quotes 
(Sallam, 2023; Shen et al., 2023).
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Proposition 6 (P6): Policies on academic integrity need to be 
in place to ensure that the use of ChatGPT for research and 
data analytics does not compromise academic integrity.

Proposition 7 (P7): Higher education institutions need 
to train students and academics in the use and misuse of 
ChatGPT for research and data analytics.

Proposition 8 (P8): Compare ChatGPT’s effectiveness 
in promoting active collaborative learning, student 
engagement, and academic performance against traditional 
research methods.

Automated administrative support 

The demand for high-quality academic and non-academic 
(administrative) support services has increased to assist 
students with their studies and enhance their interest in 
learning (Zhao et al., 2022). The constructivist theory of 
learning emphasises the context of the learning environment 
being supportive and promoting learning while the students 
engage in the active process of constructing knowledge 
(June et al., 2014). The integration of ChatGPT can assist 
in creating a supportive learning environment for students 
by providing timely and accurate information, reducing 
administrative burdens, and presenting a cost-saving 
measure for higher education institutions. Additionally, 
prior research has found that deploying chatbots and online 
chat systems is positively linked with enhancing students’ 
engagement in higher education institutions (Abbas et al., 
2022).

ChatGPT has the potential to provide significant benefits to 
the tertiary education sector for both students and academic 
staff. The constructivist theory of learning emphasises 
the importance of active learning, where learners actively 
participate in their own learning rather than simply receiving 
information passively (Hein, 1991). ChatGPT integrated 
into the learning system using ChatGPT API may facilitate 
active participation in learning by providing students 
with opportunities to interact with the system and take 
ownership of their administrative tasks. Additionally, the 
theory recognises the importance of feedback in learning, 
as it helps students to monitor their progress and adjust 
their strategies as needed (June et al., 2014). Automated 
administrative support through ChatGPT can use data and 
analytics to provide timely and personalised non-academic 
feedback to students, such as notifications about upcoming 
deadlines, reminders about incomplete tasks, and progress 
reports on completed tasks, based on individual needs and 
preferences.

For academic staff, ChatGPT may be able to summarise and 
clarify student emails for administrative members to process 
more efficiently and generate personalised response 
templates for staff to address students’ queries (Dwivedi 
et al., 2023). Furthermore, the integration of automated 
administrative support can benefit students in their sense-
making process of knowledge creation (Tangney, 2014). This 
provides a degree of efficiency and effectiveness, allowing 
for a synchronous interaction for students (Howlett, 2017; 
Okonkwo & Ade-Ibijola, 2021) and presenting a cost-

savings measure for higher education institutions (Merelo 
et al., 2022).

It is obvious that the implementation of advanced LLMs 
like ChatGPT has the potential to revolutionise the tertiary 
education sector by automating some elements of 
administrative support and providing a degree of efficiency 
and effectiveness. While further research is needed to 
fully understand the potential of ChatGPT in the tertiary 
education sector, the constructivist theory of learning 
supports the use of ChatGPT for automated administrative 
support as it can facilitate active participation in learning, 
provide personalised feedback to students, and create a 
supportive learning environment.
Proposition 9 (P9): The automated administrative support 
provided by ChatGPT to the academic community needs 
to be further studied to understand the efficiency and 
effectiveness in the context of the constructivism learning 
theory.

Innovative assessment activities 

In the higher education sector, innovative assessment 
activities have gained a lot of attention because they assist 
students in getting involved with learning resources to 
think critically and have real learning experiences (Boud & 
Soler, 2016). Drawing from the constructivist theory, which 
emphasises the importance of authentic assessment and 
formative feedback (Schunk, 2012; Wiggins, 1990; Black & 
Wiliam, 2009), different approaches have been suggested 
in previous literature, such as the implementation of 
e-portfolios to facilitate self-regulated learning and 
reflective practices (Challis, 2005; Schön, 1983). Falchikov 
(2013) further suggested collaborative assessments that 
include peer and self-assessments to promote cooperative 
learning and the development of metacognitive abilities, 
aligning with the social constructivist theory’s emphasis on 
collaboration and social interaction in learning.

Overall, it has been found that innovative assessment activities 
promote a learner-centred educational environment while 
contributing to a more holistic and meaningful evaluation of 
student learning outcomes. ChatGPT has been recognised 
for its ability to develop assessment questions, lesson 
plans, and curricula in higher education (Dwivedi et al., 
2023; Mollick & Mollick, 2022). By focusing on authentic 
assessments, in line with the constructivist theory (Wiggins, 
1990), and allowing students to engage with topics they 
are genuinely interested in, ChatGPT can foster creativity 
and critical thinking skills (Rudolph et al., 2023a; Dennick, 
2016). This technology can be integrated into innovative 
assessment activities, facilitating collaborative learning, 
scaffolding, real-time feedback, personalised learning, 
scalability, interactivity, and fostering knowledge creation 
and dissipation effectively (Kumar, 2021).

Although chatbot technology has shown positive influences 
on explicit reasoning, learning achievement, knowledge 
retention, and learning interest, studies have not yet 
demonstrated significant improvements in critical thinking, 
learning engagement, and motivation (Deng & Yu, 2023). 
ChatGPT can generate initial ideas for assessment design, 
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create multiple-choice or short-answer questions for 
academics, and produce drafts of case studies or other 
assessments for further editing (Bridgeman et al., 2023; Liu & 
Bridgeman, 2023). It can also be integrated into assessment 
tasks, where students critique generated text or essays 
and build high-quality articles based on generated drafts, 
provoking students’ existing mental models and developing 
critical thinking skills (Dennick, 2016). This approach helps 
students develop important skills for engaging with ChatGPT 
in future workplaces.

The ubiquity of LLMs like ChatGPT has prompted a re-
evaluation of assessment design, with a focus on fostering 
creativity, critical thinking, authenticity, practicality, and 
collaboration (Nieminen et al., 2022; Villarroel et al., 2018), 
aligning with the constructivist theory’s emphasis on 
authentic and formative assessment (Wiggins, 1990; Black 
& Wiliam, 2009). Educators should ensure that assessment 
tasks address relevant learning outcomes for each subject 
(Van Der Veen & Van Oers, 2017). Assessment designs should 
engage students with tasks that require critical thinking and 
cannot be easily replicated by LLMs (Crawford et al., 2023; 
Kuhn, 2019; Iordanou et al., 2019). For example, students 
could be asked to expand and justify their chosen sources 
to support specific positions (Kuhn & Modrek, 2021). LLMs 
like ChatGPT can also be incorporated into assessment tasks 
as text-generators, with students tasked to critically evaluate 
the generated output (Monash University, 2023). Overall, 
ChatGPT’s potential is notable in creating meaningful, 
innovative assessment activities. 

Proposition 10 (P10): ChatGPT’s ability to develop innovative 
and authentic student assessments depends on its focus on 
the work context and the students’ existing knowledge.

Proposition 11 (P11): It is crucial to provide appropriate 
training and support for students and academics on how to 
use ChatGPT for innovative assessment activities to ensure 
its effective use.

Proposition 12 (P12): The integration of ChatGPT in innovative 
assessment activities can promote critical thinking, problem-
solving, and collaboration skills among students.

Challenges of ChatGPT in higher education

Above, we briefly discussed some key areas in which large 
language models, such as ChatGPT, benefit the higher 
education industry for both academics and students. Along 
with many benefits, LLMs also pose many challenges in the 
higher education sector. In the following section, we present 
five key challenges, followed by some propositions.

Ethical and equity considerations

It is no secret that ChatGPT challenges ethical and equity 
practices in the higher education sector, as it potentially 
contradicts the constructivist theory of learning that 
emphasises active student participation and the construction 
of knowledge. The misuse of ChatGPT to create content 
instantly as a shortcut goes against the philosophy of 

constructivism and any learning theory, for that matter. 
Using ChatGPT to facilitate learning could lead to unethical 
and inequitable practices, destroying the spirit of learning 
(Hein, 1991). Digital inequity can also occur as access to 
technology and high-speed internet is not evenly distributed 
among students, which could exacerbate existing inequities 
in the educational system (Vogels, 2021).

According to the constructivism learning theory, learning 
happens best when there are good interactions between 
the instructor and learner (Schuh, 2003). Furthermore, the 
learning environment includes social groups, instructional 
strategies, and a motivational atmosphere, to name a few 
(Zajda, 2021). The above conditions would be missing in a 
learning environment solely aided by generative AI tools 
such as ChatGPT. Despite the ethical and equity challenges, 
ChatGPT has the potential to democratise education and 
support diverse students’ participation in higher education 
by providing personalised and accessible learning 
experiences (Popenici & Kerr, 2017; Pavlik, 2023). However, 
ChatGPT could impact students’ ability to actively construct 
their own knowledge, as some students may have greater 
access to ChatGPT than others, resulting in a knowledge gap 
between students (Hein, 1991). Therefore, higher education 
institutions must ensure equitable access to technology and 
assistive devices to make ChatGPT an inclusive technology 
and address digital inequities (Lim et al., 2023).

Another challenge of ChatGPT is the acceptance of feedback 
provided by AI rather than human instructors, which is 
against the constructivist theory of learning that emphasises 
interactions and social collaboration in learning (Hein, 
1991). To build trust in the technology, higher education 
institutions should utilise ChatGPT in conjunction with 
human instructors to provide feedback to students, thereby 
ensuring accurate and credible feedback and reducing the 
spread of false information (Dwivedi et al., 2023; Zhuo et al., 
2023). Moreover, copyright concerns can arise as ChatGPT 
may have trained from and provided similar answers to 
content under copyright protection. Higher education 
institutions must consider copyright issues in their policies 
to mitigate this issue and ensure that ChatGPT does not 
infringe on copyright laws (Dwivedi et al., 2023; Karim, 2023). 
In addition, students with disabilities may require assistive 
technology devices such as text-to-speech software or 
speech recognition tools to use ChatGPT effectively, which 
raises concerns about equitable access (Hemsley et al., 
2023). Therefore, higher education institutions must address 
digital inequities and ensure that assistive technology 
devices are made available to students who require them 
to make ChatGPT an inclusive technology (Lim et al., 2023).
Proposition 13 (P13): Higher education institutions need to 
explore how to encourage collaboration among students 
when using ChatGPT to ensure that all students have 
opportunities to construct their own knowledge through 
interactions with teachers and social collaboration with 
others.

Proposition 14 (P14): It is important to consider the barriers 
and facilitators to equitable access to ChatGPT for students 
from diverse backgrounds and how institutions and 
educators can address these issues.
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Maintaining academic integrity 

Maintaining academic integrity is a significant challenge 
when using ChatGPT as an AI platform for writing academic 
assessments, dissertations, and papers (Cotton et al., 2023; 
Sullivan et al., 2023). The constructivist theory of learning 
emphasises learners’ active involvement in constructing 
meaning (Hein, 1991). Passive shortcuts, potentially resulting 
in academic integrity breaches, hinder the active involvement 
of learners and hence impede learning. Therefore, 
to maintain academic integrity while using ChatGPT, 
responsible and ethical use of information generated by 
the model is necessary (Keith, 2022; Sullivan et al., 2023). 
ChatGPT generates information based on data inputs and 
learned patterns, and users are responsible for critically 
evaluating the accuracy and validity of the information. To 
maintain academic integrity, users must acknowledge and 
cite ChatGPT as a source of information and declare its use 
in research and data analytics (Cradle, 2023).

Using various online-based tools to generate academic 
content is not a new phenomenon. Still, it is made easier and 
more tempting for students, and detecting such academic 
misconduct is difficult due to the probability-based and 
unreliable nature of AI-generated text detectors (Raschka, 
2023). The constructivist theory of learning emphasises 
active learning experiences that reflect real-world situations 
and problems (Hein, 1991). Using ChatGPT as a tool for 
exploration and inquiry, students can actively construct their 
own knowledge and meaning, reducing the likelihood of 
academic dishonesty, such as plagiarism or cheating (Keith, 
2022).

To address the challenge of maintaining academic integrity, 
it is proposed that a preventive approach is taken by building 
a culture of academic integrity and communicating the 
risks of not achieving key learning outcomes to students. 
Furthermore, it is necessary to rethink the assessment of 
student learning outcomes and consider assessing the 
learning processes rather than just their artefacts of learning, 
which can easily be replicated by ChatGPT (Lodge, 2023; 
Cradle, 2023). The constructivist theory holds that learners 
are active thinkers that amass authentic learning experiences 
rather than passive receivers of knowledge. Creating 
authentic learning experiences would require collaborative 
and consultative learning experiences (Muhajirah, 2020). 
By emphasising the importance of authentic learning 
experiences, educators can help students understand the 
value of academic integrity and the importance of using 
their own ideas and work.

The potential for unethical or ill-intentioned use of 
ChatGPT is a significant challenge for higher education 
institutions (Lim et al., 2023). While some institutions 
are banning ChatGPT due to the inadequacy of current 
detection methods, such as Turnitin, such bans may have 
the opposite effect and increase the use of ChatGPT due to 
the Streisand effect (Lim et al., 2023). The Streisand effect 
is the phenomenon that explains the efforts of censorship 
attempts that lead to counterproductive and opposite 
effects (Jansen & Martin, 2015). Therefore, institutions must 
balance preventing academic misconduct and promoting 
academic freedom and innovation. Moreover, as ChatGPT 

becomes increasingly incorporated into students’ lives, 
not just for academic purposes but also for personal and 
professional reasons, higher education institutions must 
educate students on its use and misuse. This education 
should include understanding the limitations and biases of 
AI and how to critically evaluate AI-generated content. It is 
also essential for students to develop their critical thinking 
and writing skills and value the learning process rather than 
just the final product. By doing so, students can leverage 
the benefits of AI while upholding academic integrity and 
ethical values.

Proposition 15 (P15): Higher education institutions should 
prioritise educating students on the responsible and ethical 
use of ChatGPT and other AI tools.

Proposition 16 (P16): Academics should develop new 
assessment strategies that ChatGPT cannot easily replicate.

Potential bias and falsified information in information 
processing  

Large language model use, including ChatGPT, in tertiary 
education presents challenges due to the potential 
introduction of bias and falsified information in information 
processing (Chen et al., 2023; Hartmann et al., 2023). The 
constructivist theory of learning emphasises that learners 
construct meaning through reflective activity and prior 
knowledge and experience (Pritchard, 2017; Hein, 1991). 
While ChatGPT has the potential to aid in higher education 
by providing assistance with research, analysis, and writing 
tasks, concerns surrounding potential bias and falsified 
information need to be addressed to ensure its use is ethical 
and reliable (Dwivedi et al., 2023; Firat, 2023; Gatzemeier, 
2021; Silberg & Manyika, 2019). Moreover, insufficient 
training of data sets can lead to biased models and outputs, 
reinforcing misconceptions held by learners rather than 
helping them construct accurate knowledge (Lund & Wang, 
2023; Dwivedi et al., 2023; Pritchard, 2017).

Furthermore, ChatGPT-generated text may contain factual 
biases due to biased training data, which could perpetuate 
misconceptions held by learners (Karim, 2023). If learners 
interact primarily with ChatGPT, they may not engage in 
collaborative learning and discussion, which is essential in 
constructivist theory to critically evaluate information and 
construct knowledge (Muhajirah, 2020; Zajda, 2021; Hein, 
1991). The falsified information and references generated 
by ChatGPT would potentially mislead students (Hsu & 
Thompson, 2023). Therefore, it is crucial for students to fact-
check all ChatGPT output during interaction with the system 
to identify potential biases or inaccuracies to construct an 
accurate understanding of the topic.

While OpenAI has announced that the new version of 
ChatGPT will support plugins that allow it to access the latest 
information and data, these developments do not negate the 
potential issues discussed above associated with the biases 
and falsified information (OpenAI, 2023). Tertiary educators 
and students must address these concerns when using this 
technology for academic purposes to ensure its use is ethical 
and reliable. Therefore, it is obvious that the challenges 
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of ChatGPT on potential bias and falsified information 
in information processing must be acknowledged and 
addressed in tertiary education to ensure that learners 
construct accurate knowledge and engage in collaborative 
learning and discussion.

Proposition 17 (P17): Addressing bias and falsified 
information in ChatGPT is crucial for ethical and reliable use 
in tertiary education, allowing students to construct accurate 
knowledge.

Evaluate graduate skill sets 

ChatGPT and other LLMs are not designed to assess or 
evaluate graduate skill sets and requirements (Atlas, 2023). 
However, the constructivist theory of learning suggests that 
learners actively develop knowledge for themselves through 
experiences and interactions with others rather than 
passively acquiring it through external tools like ChatGPT 
(Geary, 1995). Nonetheless, the use of ChatGPT and similar 
AI models may impact the development of certain graduate 
skills, such as critical thinking and problem-solving, if it is 
used for rapid and superficial learning (Seo et al., 2021). 
Alternatively, the appropriate use of ChatGPT as a tool 
of assistance could facilitate the development of some 
graduate skills (Dwivedi et al., 2023).

Graduate skills, including critical thinking and problem-
solving, communication, collaboration and teamwork, 
leadership, adaptability, digital literacy, global and cultural 
awareness, ethics, and professionalism, are essential 
for future professional and personal success (Abelha et 
al., 2020; Osmani et al., 2019; Oliver & de St Jorre, 2018; 
University of Adelaide, 2022; University of Sydney, 2022). 
Constructivism emphasises the importance of discovery-
based and experiential learning methods in which learners 
are encouraged to engage in authentic, real-world problems 
and situations to construct their own understanding of the 
subject matter (Fosnot, 1996). Therefore, the incorporation 
of these methods into the curriculum and assessment could 
promote the development of graduate skills beyond the use 
of ChatGPT alone.

The use of ChatGPT presents an opportunity to incorporate 
artificial intelligence literacy as part of graduate skills, 
preparing graduates for effective workplace application of 
large language models that may replace some existing jobs 
and create new ones (Cradle, 2023). As ChatGPT and other 
AI models become increasingly prevalent in the workplace, 
graduates must be equipped with the necessary knowledge 
and skills to navigate these technologies effectively. The 
development of artificial intelligence literacy could include 
an understanding of the capabilities and limitations of these 
models, as well as the ethical and social implications of 
their use. This skill development could be scaffolded and 
gradually developed through strategic curriculum design 
and embedded into assessments to differentiate uniquely 
human capabilities (Cradle, 2023). Therefore, incorporating 
AI literacy as part of graduate skills could enhance graduates’ 
employability and preparedness for the rapidly evolving job 
market.

Proposition 18 (P18): The use of ChatGPT in learning and 
assessment can impact the development of graduate skills, 
such as critical thinking and problem-solving.

Assessing students’ learning outcomes 

The use of ChatGPT in higher education poses challenges 
for assessing student learning outcomes based on the 
principles of constructivist theory. The constructivist theory 
emphasises the importance of active engagement with the 
learning material through the manipulation of materials 
and social interaction (Schunk, 2012). However, the use of 
ChatGPT for assessment is a passive process and does not 
allow for social interaction, hindering students’ ability to 
construct meaning through reflection on their experiences 
(Biggs, 2014). Furthermore, using ChatGPT in higher 
education presents a challenge in assessing higher-order 
skills such as critical thinking and problem-solving (Liu et 
al., 2014). Students who rely on ChatGPT for answers may 
not engage in critical thinking and reflection, limiting their 
learning outcomes (Firat, 2023). This could also make it 
challenging to evaluate the effectiveness of group learning 
activities and assess students’ ability to work collaboratively.

Another challenge of using ChatGPT for assessment is 
ensuring the authenticity of students’ work (Sambell et 
al., 2019). Students could easily copy and paste responses 
generated by ChatGPT without fully engaging in the learning 
material. This raises concerns about fairness and equity in 
assessment design, regardless of students’ backgrounds, 
abilities, or access to ChatGPT (Tai et al., 2022; Hemsley 
et al., 2023; Lim et al., 2023; Vogels, 2021). To enhance 
assessment authenticity and rigour when using ChatGPT, the 
assessment design should shift towards assessing students’ 
learning processes rather than the final outcomes that are 
at high risk of being replicated by ChatGPT (Abramson, 
2023). Instructors can break assessments into chunks or 
ask students to work on a draft and improve it based on 
feedback received throughout the term, promoting active 
engagement with the learning material. However, there is 
a risk of missing key learning outcomes if the assessment 
design focuses too much on making it ‘AI-secure’ (Lupyan 
cited in Abramson, 2023). Therefore, avoiding biases 
towards certain types or formats and ensuring constructive 
alignment is crucial to enhance assessment security while 
avoiding missing key learning outcomes.

Proposition 19 (P19): Assessment design for evaluating 
student learning outcomes using ChatGPT should prioritise 
assessing learning processes, avoid biases, and ensure 
constructive alignment for enhanced authenticity and rigour.

Discussion  

The paper presented five challenges and five benefits of 
ChatGPT for the higher education sector in the backdrop 
of the constructivism learning theory (Figure 1). There were 
19 propositions presented in the paper—twelve for the 
benefits and seven for the challenges. The first benefit is 
ChatGPT’s ability to facilitate adaptive learning. This benefit 
holds that generative AI, such as ChatGPT, can customise 
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learning experiences to individual learners’ needs through 
personalised feedback. Adaptive learning facilitates 
acquiring real-world experience based on the learner’s 
existing knowledge in an active learning environment, 
as the constructivist theory supports. As an extension to 
adaptive learning, the second benefit emphasises ChatGPT’s 
ability to provide personalised feedback to the learner in 
the higher education environment. As indicated above, 
personalised feedback helps build new knowledge into 
existing knowledge and scaffolding to support the learning 
process. This process, supported by contextual inputs, 
helps the learner gain real-world experiences that lend to 
developing critical thinking and problem-solving skills, as the 
constructivist theory postulates. The third benefit revolves 
around supporting research, writing, and data analysis. 
These supports equip a person to be an independent, active 
learner who explores real-world experiences gaining cues 
from the contextual elements and social interactions as 
expounded by the social constructivist theory. The fourth 
benefit focuses on the automated administrative services 
provided by ChatGPT for the students, staff, and academic 
staff in higher education environments. This benefit allows 
personalised feedback to the learners, administrators, and 
educators and acts as a contextual supporting factor that 
creates the right environment for active learning. The fifth 
benefit recognises ChatGPT’s capability to aid in developing 
innovative assessments. Among other things, the innovative 
and authentic assessment activities thus developed would 
promote cooperative learning that allows social interactions 
consistent with the principles of constructivist theory. 
The innovative assessments would foster creativity and 
critical thinking skills that contribute to a more holistic and 
meaningful evaluation of student learning outcomes. 

Figure 1: The benefits and challenges of ChatGPT – an 
integrated framework.

The widely deliberated challenge of using ChatGPT stems 
from ethical and equity considerations and academic 
integrity. The first two challenges of the paper discuss these 
two issues. The use of ChatGPT easily triggers academic 
integrity concerns, such as plagiarism, contract cheating, 
and collusion, to name a few. The unethical and unfair use 
of ChatGPT also lends itself to inequity as it is not accessible 
to all. Furthermore, the basic constructs of constructivist 
theory, such as social interactions, contextual learning, 
active learning, real-world experience, and critical thinking 
and problem-solving skills, would be severely compromised 
by the academic integrity issue. Another major issue about 
ChatGPT is the technology’s unreliability in consistently 
providing accurate information. This unreliability shakes 
the foundation of the constructivism learning theory and 

learning basics. Another shortcoming of using ChatGPT is 
its inability to evaluate and reinforce graduate skill sets. 
Graduate skills such as critical thinking, problem-solving, 
collaboration, and teamwork would need real-world 
experiences, contextual inputs, and social interactions that 
ChatGPT cannot fully support. Additionally, the difficulty 
of ChatGPT in assessing students’ learning outcomes is a 
perennial issue. Constructivist theory encourages active 
engagement with the learning material and context of 
learning. The theory also propagates social interactions, 
active learning, critical thinking, and problem-solving. 
A passive process with the overuse of ChatGPT would 
hinder achieving the right learning outcomes that demand 
constructing meaning through students’ reflections on their 
experiences. Furthermore, a passive process is unable to 
assess the effectiveness of collaborative learning activities.

Conclusion

Using ChatGPT and other large language models (LLMs) 
in higher education presents various advantages and 
challenges. On the one hand, ChatGPT can assist students 
in generating ideas for their assessments, research, analysis, 
and writing tasks, potentially improving their learning 
experiences. On the other hand, the risk of academic 
misconduct, bias, falsified information, and inadequate 
assessment design can impede the development of crucial 
graduate skills and promote superficial learning. Therefore, 
tertiary educators and students must exercise caution when 
using this technology for academic purposes to ensure its 
ethical, reliable, and effective use.

To achieve this, higher education institutions must prioritise 
educating students on the responsible and ethical use of 
ChatGPT and other generative AI tools. Academics can also 
devise new assessment strategies that ChatGPT cannot 
easily replicate, such as evaluating learning processes rather 
than outcomes. Moreover, tertiary educators must address 
bias and falsified information in ChatGPT to ensure students 
construct accurate knowledge and engage in collaborative 
learning and discussion. Including AI literacy as part of 
graduate skills could enhance students’ employability and 
readiness for the rapidly evolving job market. Finally, we 
strongly argue that using ChatGPT in higher education 
requires a balance between preventing academic misconduct 
and promoting academic freedom and innovation while 
prioritising the development of key graduate skills. By doing 
so, ChatGPT can become a useful tool that enhances, rather 
than hinders, students’ learning experiences.
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This study investigates the implications of ChatGPT, an AI-powered 
language model, for students and universities by examining the 
perceptions of scholars and students. The responses of seven scholars 
and 14 PhD students from four countries – Turkey, Sweden, Canada and 
Australia – are analysed using a thematic content analysis approach. 
Nine key themes emerge from the findings. According to their frequency 
of recurrence, these themes are: “Evolution of learning and education 
systems”, “changing role of educators”, “impact on assessment and 
evaluation”, “ethical and social considerations”, “future of work 
and employability”, “personalized learning”, “digital literacy and AI 
integration”, “AI as an extension of the human brain”, and “importance 
of human characteristics”. The potential benefits of AI in education as 
well as the challenges and barriers that may arise from its integration are 
discussed in the context of existing literature. Based on these findings, 
suggestions for future research include further exploration of the 
ethical implications of AI for education, the development of strategies 
to manage privacy concerns, and the investigation of how educational 
institutions can best prepare for the integration of AI technologies. The 
paper concludes by emphasizing the importance of understanding the 
potential opportunities and challenges associated with AI in higher 
education and the need for continued research in this area.
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Introduction 

Recent advancements in artificial intelligence (AI) have led to 
growing interest in understanding its potential applications 
and implications across various domains. Developed by 
OpenAI and released to the public in November 2022, 
ChatGPT has become widespread at an impressive speed, 
so much so that it reached one million users in five days. 
Reaching this number took 300 days for Facebook, 720 
days for Twitter and 75 days for Instagram (Biswas, 2023; 
Fırat, 2023). ChatGPT’s wide range of use cases and its 
potential to improve the productivity of users in almost 
every industry are inspiring new conversations about this 
frontier AI application (Xames & Shefa, 2023). Education is 
among the most talked about. While some consider that this 
AI’s pioneering application will create a paradigm shift in 
various fields, including education (Bozkurt, 2023; Sallam, 
2023), others emphasize the possible ethical challenges of 
ChatGPT and consider it a disruptive technology (Haque et 
al., 2023; Sardana et al., 2023). García-Peñalvo (2023) argues 
that the criticisms of ChatGPT stem from the resistance to 
change against its innovative and transformative potential 
rather than the disruptive nature of this technology. Since 
its public launch, ChatGPT’s ability to perform complex tasks 
in the field of education has caused mixed feelings among 
educators (Baidoo-Anu & Owusu Ansah, 2023).

The GPT-3 Natural Language Processing (NLP) model 
had 175 billion parameters, about ten times more than 
previous language models. GPT-3, an auto-regressive 
language model, was found to perform strongly on many 
NLP datasets, such as answering questions and completing 
missing words in the training process (Brown et al. 2020). 
While the reverberations of ChatGPT’s extraordinary success 
continued, its successor GPT-4 emerged and started to 
exhibit numerous new features. GPT-4 is more reliable, more 
creative, and can handle much more nuanced instructions 
than GPT-3.5 (OpenAI, 2023). The main differences between 
GPT-3.5 and GPT-4 are the parameter size of the models 
(GPT-3.5 has 175 billion parameters while GPT-4 has much 
more context length, the ability to use images as input in 
addition to text, and the use of Rule-Based Reward Models 
in its training (Koubaa, 2023; OpenAI, 2023). 

AI technologies, such as ChatGPT powered by GPT-4, 
have demonstrated significant potential to transform how 
students learn and interact with information. As these 
AI-driven tools become increasingly sophisticated and 
accessible, it is essential to explore their impact on students 
and educational institutions, particularly universities. This 
study aims to investigate the perceptions of students and 
scholars regarding the implications of ChatGPT for students 
and universities.

The introduction of AI technologies in education has the 
potential to revolutionize traditional educational practices, 
promote personalized learning experiences, and foster 
the development of soft skills (Fırat, 2023). However, the 
integration of AI in education also raises critical questions 
about the potential challenges and obstacles that may 
emerge as a result of this technological shift. The current 
study addresses these concerns by conducting a thematic 
content analysis of responses from students and scholars for 

an open-ended question. 

Literature review

Although the use of AI in educational activities is not a 
novel subject, the rapid proliferation of OpenAI’s ChatGPT 
application has made it a trending topic in the first 
quarter of 2023. Despite the relatively recent emergence 
of GPT-4 in everyday use, the related literature has swiftly 
expanded. The implementation of AI-supported chatbots 
in universities is garnering attention as a potential solution 
for enhancing student engagement and learning outcomes. 
Over the past decades, various studies have investigated the 
effectiveness of chatbots in diverse educational contexts. In 
particular, this study focuses on the impacts of ChatGPT on 
educational processes and the implications of these effects 
for universities.

The utilization of AI-based chatbots in educational 
activities represents a significant domain for supporting 
student engagement and learning processes. Research 
has demonstrated that chatbot technologies can enhance 
student interaction and learning processes (D’Mello et al., 
2014), enrich learning experiences by impacting student 
success in higher education (Winkler & Söllner, 2018), and 
potentially improve student motivation, engagement, and 
learning outcomes (Deng & Yu, 2023). However, it is not yet 
possible to assert a consensus among educators, specifically 
concerning ChatGPT.

Prior to the advent of ChatGPT, a study by Sengupta and 
Chakraborty (2020) investigated the use of chatbots in 
higher education and found that they can be an effective 
tool for improving student engagement and satisfaction. 
The study also highlighted that chatbots could reduce the 
workload of university staff by answering frequently asked 
questions. Similarly, a study by Alotaibi et al. (2020) explored 
the impact of a chatbot on student learning outcomes in a 
computer science course. The results showed that using a 
chatbot significantly improved students’ performance and 
knowledge retention. Furthermore, a study by Xiong et al. 
(2021) examined students’ perceptions towards a chatbot in 
a language learning setting. The study found that students 
had a positive attitude towards the chatbot and perceived it 
as a useful tool for language learning.

Recent developments in language AI, particularly with 
the advent of GPT-4, have further expanded the potential 
applications of chatbots in education. Okuyama and Suzuki 
(2023) proposed a new training methodology for GPT-4 
that leverages large-scale semantic discrimination tasks to 
improve the model’s ability to understand the meaning of a 
text. This could potentially lead to more effective chatbots 
in educational contexts. Sullivan et al. (2023) found that 
ChatGPT has raised both academic integrity concerns and 
the potential for enhanced learning in higher education. 
Their content analysis of 100 news articles revealed mixed 
responses, with an emphasis on academic integrity and 
innovative assessment design. However, the study also noted 
that the potential benefits for disadvantaged students and 
students’ perspectives remain underrepresented in media 
discussions. 
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Other recent studies have explored the opportunities and 
challenges of using large language models like ChatGPT in 
education. For example, Kasneci et al. (2023) examined the 
potential benefits and risks of ChatGPT for education, while 
Willems (2023) discussed the wider ethical implications 
of using such models in universities. Malinka et al. (2023) 
explored the educational impact of ChatGPT and questioned 
whether artificial intelligence is ready to obtain a university 
degree. Rudolph et al. (2023) critically looked at ChatGPT 
and its potential impact on traditional assessments in higher 
education. Halaweh (2023) focused on the responsible 
implementation of ChatGPT in education and proposed 
strategies for ensuring that the technology is used ethically 
and effectively. Finally, Crawford et al. (2023) argued that 
leadership is needed to ensure the ethical use of ChatGPT in 
education, with a particular focus on character, assessment, 
and learning using artificial intelligence.

In a study that criticizes the use of ChatGPT in education, 
Thorp (2023) emphasized that this application may be 
fun but has serious consequences in the world of science 
and academia. In particular, he emphasized that there are 
significant concerns about how it will make changes in 
education and argued that although ChatGPT can write 
articles on various topics, its academic writing is still 
developing (Thorp, 2023). This has required academics to 
rethink their courses with innovative methods and assign 
assessments that are not easily solved by AI. Baidoo-Anu 
and Owusu Ansah, (2023) reviewed the potential benefits 
of ChatGPT in teaching and learning. They found that the 
advantages of ChatGPT include personalized learning, the 
encouragement of interactive learning, and the potential for 
formative assessment that supports teaching and learning 
and provides continuous feedback. However, ChatGPT has 
been found to have issues of misinformation generation, 
bias in data training and privacy issues.

The related literature encompasses studies on the use of AI 
and, specifically, the GPT-4 model in education. However, as 
of early April 2023, there is an insufficient number of studies 
addressing the perspectives of scholars and students on 
the rapid use of ChatGPT. The findings of this research, 
conducted during a period when discussions on the use of 
ChatGPT in universities are intensely occupying the higher 
education agenda, will make a significant contribution to 
the existing body of literature.

Method

This study aimed to explore the perspectives of students and 
educators on the implications of ChatGPT and AI integration 
in the context of universities. To achieve this, a question 
was first shared with scholars on ResearchGate, from which 
responses were received from seven scholars. The same 
question was then asked in a Google Form for data collection, 
with answers collected from 14 PhD students. Thus, in total, 
data were collected from 21 scholars and PhD students in 
the field of social science. Demographic information of the 
participants is provided in the Table 1 below. 

Table 1. Participant demographic information.

The scholar participants of this study were seven academic 
staff from four different countries: Turkey, Sweden, Canada 
and Australia. Four of them were from the open and distance 
learning field. In terms of PhD students, all participants were 
from Turkey. Six of the students were from open and distance 
learning and three from educational technology. Overall, it 
can be stated that the majority of the participants are from 
the fields related to education. Nine of the participants were 
male and 12 were female.
An open-ended question was used to collect data for this 
study. The question was designed to gather opinions and 
insights on the potential impact of ChatGPT on students 
and universities. Participants were encouraged to share 
their thoughts on the topic, resulting in a collection of 
diverse responses. The responses were compiled into a 
single document. All personally identifiable information was 
removed to maintain the anonymity of the participants. There 
were 24 comments from 21 participants in the resulting data 
set. The data was analyzed using thematic content analysis. 
This allowed for the identification of emerging themes and 
patterns in the participants' opinions.

Thematic content analysis

Thematic content analysis is a widely used qualitative data 
analysis method that involves identifying, analyzing, and 
reporting patterns (themes) within the data (Neuendorf, 
2018). In this study, the analysis was conducted in six steps, 
as provided in Table 2. 

Table 2. Thematic content analysis steps.
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Using the thematic content analysis method, the study was 
able to extract valuable insights and opinions from the 
collected responses, providing a deeper understanding of 
the potential implications of Chat GPT and AI integration in 
the context of students and universities.

Ethical considerations

The COPE (Committee on Publication Ethics) guidelines 
have been followed in this research. The main ethical 
considerations in this research were voluntary participation 
and protection of the participants' privacy and well-being. 
The participants were informed about the voluntary 
participation and that they could leave the study at any 
time. The information that the participants shared with 
the researchers was not shared with other participants. In 
addition, participants' names were not used in the text of this 
article. Finally, collecting the data through online platforms 
made it possible for the participants to express themselves 
without exposing their identities.

Findings

Nine themes emerged from the analysis of the comments 
on the question “What does ChatGPT mean for students 
and universities?” The main themes identified through 
the thematic content analysis of the comments and the 
frequency of each theme are presented in Table 3. The 
frequencies represent the number of times that a theme was 
mentioned or discussed in the total number of comments 
analyzed. 

Table 3. Themes, descriptions and frequencies.

The comments of scholars and PhD students reflect 
the diverse opinions and concerns of the participants 
regarding integrating Chat GPT and AI into education. 
Overall, the consensus is that AI will significantly impact 
traditional learning methods, shifting the focus on skills 
and competencies and redefining the roles of educational 
institutions. Participants also recognize the challenges and 
potential issues that may arise in the process, but they 
express optimism for the future of AI in education. Here are 
three direct quotes from the participants:

Students can more easily adapt their learning to 
their present level of understanding – and without 
being shy about a machine (P1).

Pedagogy will likely tip over from the present 
dominance of constructivism (to form a good 
personal understanding of X) to constructionism 
(to learn how to tinker with X, to construct and 
apply, take apart and put together again) (P5).

Self-directed learning will become a lot easier 
for the skilled and motivated person, but digital 
literacy is needed, and we will probably see fast 
development of new systems of accreditation of 
knowledge, besides having attended university 
courses (P8).

A bubble graph was created to show the size of the themes 
according to their frequencies. The sizes of the themes 
obtained from qualitative data according to their frequencies 
are given in Figure 1 below.

Figure 1. Size of the themes according to their frequencies.

As can be seen in Figure 1, the most repeated themes 
were “evolution of learning and education systems” with 
16 frequencies, “changing role of educators” with 13 
frequencies, “impact on assessment and evaluation” with 
11 frequencies. These three themes show that scholars and 
students think that AI technologies will change our habits 
regarding the implementation and evaluation of education 
by looking at the capabilities of ChatGPT, one of the leading 
AI applications.
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Discussion and conclusion

The findings from the thematic content analysis are 
consistent with the existing literature, highlighting the 
potential benefits and challenges of integrating AI, such as 
ChatGPT, into education. The changing role of educators, 
as discussed by Fırat (2023), Bozkurt (2023), and Sengupta 
and Chakraborty (2020), supports the idea that AI tools 
can increase student engagement and satisfaction by 
relieving university staff of routine tasks and allowing them 
to focus on higher-order skills and mentoring. In a similar 
vein, Alotaibi et al. (2020) found that chatbots can improve 
student performance and knowledge retention, which 
supports the theme of personalized learning found in the 
analysis of this study.

Recent advancements in AI, such as GPT-3.5 and GPT-4, have 
further implications for education as these models become 
increasingly capable of understanding and generating 
human-like text (Adiguzel et al., 2023). This development 
supports the theme of “AI as an extension of the human 
brain” and the potential for transformative changes in the 
learning process. However, integrating AI in education 
also raises concerns about assessment and evaluation, as 
traditional methods may become obsolete in the face of AI-
generated answers (Rudolph et al., 2023).

The themes related to digital literacy, ethical and social 
considerations, and the importance of human-specific 
features are also evident and strongly emphasized in the 
related literature. Willems (2023) discussed the ethical 
implications of using large language models like ChatGPT in 
universities, while Halaweh (2023) and Crawford et al. (2023) 
emphasized the need for responsible implementation and 
leadership to ensure the ethical use of AI in education. 
Similarly, Baidoo-Anu and Owusu Ansah (2023) highlighted 
ChatGPT's problems of misinformation generation, bias 
and privacy, while Thorp (2023) stressed the serious 
consequences of using ChatGPT in education and science.

In conclusion, integrating AI in education offers numerous 
opportunities to enhance learning experiences, personalize 
instruction, and transform the role of educators. However, 
this shift brings about challenges in assessment, digital 
literacy, and ethical considerations. To maximize the benefits 
of AI in education, it is crucial to address these challenges 
and develop strategies to ensure responsible and equitable 
implementation. Future research should continue to explore 
the potential applications and impacts of AI in education, 
as well as the development of effective frameworks for 
integrating AI in curricula, assessments, and pedagogy. By 
fostering a collaborative dialogue between researchers, 
educators, and policymakers, we can harness the potential of 
AI to revolutionize the educational landscape while ensuring 
that the human element remains at the forefront of learning 
and development.

While the thematic content analysis conducted in this study 
provided valuable insights into participants' perceptions, 
future research could benefit from using additional qualitative 
and quantitative methods to further explore how AI affects 
the educational process. Longitudinal studies examining the 
implementation of AI tools such as ChatGPT in educational 

settings, as well as experimental designs investigating the 
effectiveness of AI-assisted learning interventions, could 
provide valuable evidence to guide the development of best 
practice and policy for the integration of AI in education.
For students and universities, this research highlights the 
transformative potential of AI technologies such as ChatGPT. 
It also highlights the need to minimize potential risks and 
unintended consequences, while ensuring that the benefits 
of AI integration in education are realized through ongoing 
dialogue and research.

Limitations

Despite the valuable insights provided by this study, there 
are limitations that must be acknowledged. This research is 
limited with a sample size of 21 scholars and PhD students 
and an open-ended question for data collection. Since PhD 
programmes require an adequate level of English, it was 
assumed that students and scholars understood the question 
asked in English correctly. The inclusion of participants 
from more diverse backgrounds and countries can provide 
a broader understanding of the implications of ChatGPT 
and AI integration in universities. Future research could 
benefit from including scholars and students from a wider 
range of academic fields to provide a more comprehensive 
understanding of the implications of AI integration in higher 
education.

Suggestions

In accordance with the findings of this study, it is possible to 
offer some significant recommendations to the stakeholders. 
In the context of AI utilization in education, these stakeholders 
include educators, policymakers, researchers, technology 
experts, educational strategists, instructional designers, and 
administrators. The recommendations are as follows:

Develop policies, guidelines, and best 
practices for the ethical and effective use of AI 
technologies, such as ChatGPT, in education 
through continuous dialogue and collaboration 
among all stakeholders.

Specifically focus on integrating critical 
thinking, creativity, problem-solving, and digital 
literacy skills as explicit learning outcomes and 
experiential competencies within course and 
curriculum designs. To achieve this, prioritize 
curricula and pedagogical approaches that 
better address the capabilities of AI tools.

Encourage the adoption of AI-supported 
learning environments that are personalized, 
adaptive, and responsive to individual learners' 
needs while promoting self-directed learning.

Conduct further research, including longitudinal 
and experimental studies, to gain a better 
understanding of the long-term effects of AI 
integration in education and its impact on 
stakeholders, primarily educators and students.

•

•

•

•
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Investigate the development of accreditation 
systems for recognizing and validating 
knowledge and skills acquired through AI-
supported learning.

•

By implementing these recommendations, all stakeholders 
can collaboratively harness the potential of AI technologies, 
such as ChatGPT, to enhance learning experiences and 
outcomes in higher education while mitigating potential 
risks and unintended consequences.
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The rapid advancement of technology has led to the integration of 
ChatGPT, an artificial intelligence (AI)-powered chatbot, in various sectors, 
including education. This research aims to explore the perceptions of 
educators and students on the use of ChatGPT in education during the 
digital era. This study adopted a qualitative research approach, using 
in-depth interviews to gather data. A purposive sampling technique was 
used to select ten educators and 15 students from different academic 
institutions in Krabi, Thailand. The data collected was analysed using 
content analysis and NVivo. The findings revealed that educators and 
students generally have a positive perception of using ChatGPT in 
education. The chatbot was perceived to be a helpful tool for providing 
immediate feedback, answering questions, and providing support to 
students. Educators noted that ChatGPT could reduce their workload 
by answering routine questions and enabling them to focus on higher-
order tasks. However, the findings also showed some concerns regarding 
the use of ChatGPT in education. Participants were worried about the 
accuracy of information provided by the chatbot and the potential loss of 
personal interaction with teachers. The need for privacy and data security 
was also raised as a significant concern. The results of this study could 
help educators and policymakers make informed decisions about using 
ChatGPT in education.
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Introduction 

In the digital era, technology is increasingly developing 
and provides convenience for various aspects of life, 
including learning. Teaching effectiveness, student 
growth, and technology are all important components 
of a successful educational experience. Effective teachers 
who use technology to enhance their teaching can help 
students to achieve academic success and reach their full 
potential. Technology can provide access to a wide range of 
instructional resources, personalised learning experiences, 
and opportunities for communication and collaboration 
between teachers, students, and parents. By incorporating 
technology into education, educators can improve the 
quality and effectiveness of the learning process (Ekkarat 
& Charoenkul, 2023; Fauzi et al., 2023; Gibson et al., 2023). 
Many schools have begun using artificial intelligence 
(AI) technology to enhance the learning experience for 
students. AI can provide personalised learning experiences 
and adaptive feedback and assist teachers in managing 
their classrooms more efficiently. For example, AI-powered 
chatbots can help students with their homework, answer 
questions, and provide immediate feedback. AI algorithms 
can also analyse student data to identify areas where a 
student may struggle and recommend specific resources 
or interventions to address those challenges. Additionally, 
AI can assist teachers in grading, curriculum planning, and 
administrative tasks, freeing up more time for classroom 
instruction and student support. By leveraging the power 
of AI, schools can offer a more personalised and effective 
learning experience that helps students achieve their full 
potential (Chassignol et al., 2018; Chiu & Chai, 2020; Kuleto 
et al., 2021).  

In November 2022, OpenAI released ChatGPT-3.5, a large 
language model based on AI. It is trained on massive text 
datasets in multiple languages and can generate human-
like responses to text input. ChatGPT, a state-of-the-art AI 
chatbot, is based on the generative pre-trained transformer 
(GPT) architecture, which utilises a neural network to 
process natural language and generate responses based on 
the context of input text. Its ability to respond to multiple 
languages and generate refined and sophisticated responses 
based on advanced modelling makes it superior to its 
GPT-based predecessors. In addition, the name ChatGPT 
is related to its function as a chatbot, which is a program 
that can understand and generate responses using a text-
based interface (Caulfield, 2023; Fraiwan & Khasawneh, 
2023; Khademi, 2023; Mottesi, 2023; Sullivan et al., 2023; Wu 
et al., 2023; Xames & Shefa, 2023). ChatGPT has garnered 
mixed responses in the scientific community and academia, 
primarily due to the ongoing debate about the benefits 
and risks of advanced AI technologies. While some experts 
view ChatGPT and other large language models as useful 
tools to improve efficiency and accuracy in writing and 
conversational tasks, others have expressed concerns about 
potential bias resulting from the training datasets used. This 
bias may limit ChatGPT’s capabilities and result in factual 
inaccuracies, also known as ‘hallucinations’. Furthermore, 
the security concerns associated with cyber-attacks and 
the spread of misinformation through large language 
models like ChatGPT need to be carefully considered by the 
scientific and academic communities (Crawford et al., 2023; 

Firat, 2023; Sallam, 2023). 

The use of ChatGPT in education during the digital era is a 
topic that has gained significant attention in recent times 
(Rathore, 2023; Shahriar & Hayawi, 2023). As an AI-powered 
chatbot, ChatGPT has the potential to revolutionise the way 
students and educators interact and learn. However, to fully 
understand its impact, it is crucial to study the perspectives 
of educators and students on implementing ChatGPT in 
education. Therefore, this research aims to explore the 
perceptions of educators and students on the use of ChatGPT 
in education during the digital era. The research questions 
are: (1) What are the perceptions of educators and students 
regarding the integration of ChatGPT in education during 
the digital era? And: (2) What are the potential benefits and 
challenges associated with using ChatGPT in education, as 
perceived by educators and students?

Related literature review 

The origins of AI and chatbots can be traced back to 
the 1950s when scientists first began exploring artificial 
intelligence (Almelhes, 2023). The early developments of AI 
included the creation of the first AI program called ELIZA, 
which aimed to replicate human conversation. Over time, 
AI technology progressed and led to the development of 
more advanced chatbots that can understand and respond 
to complex requests. Today, chatbots and AI are utilised in 
numerous industries, from healthcare to customer service, 
continuously advancing as technology progresses. One of 
the cutting-edge AI chatbot technologies is ChatGPT, which 
uses natural language processing and machine learning to 
allow users to interact with a virtual assistant. ChatGPT, an 
advanced AI chatbot, results from cutting-edge research 
conducted by OpenAI, an American AI research laboratory. 
As part of the generative pre-trained transformer (GPT) 
family of large language models (LLMs), ChatGPT’s 
development involved a fine-tuning process that combined 
supervised learning and reinforcement learning techniques. 
ChatGPT is designed to be highly intelligent, intuitive, and 
capable of responding to complex requests in a human-like 
manner. With its advanced capabilities, ChatGPT is changing 
the way we interact with technology and paving the way for 
a new era of intelligent, conversational AI (Arya, 2019; Mijwil 
et al., 2023; Ray, 2023; Rudolph et al., 2023a, 2023b; Sullivan 
et al., 2023).

The integration of ChatGPT into education has sparked 
both enthusiasm and concern. Through the SWOT 
analysis framework, Farrokhnia et al. (2023) can see 
that ChatGPT’s strengths and weaknesses are crucial to 
understanding its potential educational implications. 
While ChatGPT has the potential to improve learning 
efficiency, facilitate personalised learning, and increase 
access to information, its limitations include a lack of deep 
understanding, difficulty in evaluating response quality, 
and risk of bias and discrimination. The potential threats 
to education include issues such as the lack of context, 
potential academic integrity issues, and the perpetuation 
of discrimination, among others. Acknowledging these 
challenges and concerns and developing appropriate 
measures to ensure ChatGPT’s responsible and ethical use 
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in education is essential. This requires a holistic approach 
that considers both the potential benefits and risks of 
ChatGPT and balances technological advancements with 
the preservation of fundamental educational values such 
as critical thinking and ethical behaviour. A review by Lo 
(2023) investigates the capabilities and potential issues of 
ChatGPT, an artificial intelligence-based chatbot launched 
in November 2022 capable of generating human-like 
responses. The review included 50 content-analysed articles 
using open, axial, and selective coding. Results showed 
that ChatGPT’s performance varied across subject domains, 
with outstanding performance in economics, satisfactory in 
programming, and unsatisfactory in mathematics. Despite 
its potential as an instructional assistant and virtual tutor for 
students, there were concerns regarding ChatGPT’s ability to 
generate incorrect or fake information and bypass plagiarism 
detectors. The review recommends updating assessment 
methods and institutional policies and providing instructor 
training and student education to respond to the impact of 
ChatGPT on the educational environment. 

Hong’s (2023) research delves into the impact of ChatGPT on 
foreign language teaching and learning. As a revolutionary 
online application, ChatGPT has caused immense concerns 
in education, particularly for foreign language teachers 
who rely heavily on writing assessments. The article first 
clarifies the mechanisms, functions, and misconceptions 
surrounding ChatGPT. It then discusses the associated 
issues and risks and offers an in-depth exploration of how 
learners and teachers can utilise ChatGPT. Hong argues that 
ChatGPT provides significant opportunities for teachers 
and educational institutions to enhance second or foreign 
language teaching while also providing researchers with 
numerous opportunities for exploring a more personalised 
learning experience. Overall, Hong’s research highlights 
both the potential benefits and challenges of integrating 
ChatGPT into foreign language teaching. It also emphasises 
the importance of understanding its capabilities and 
limitations to make the most of this innovative technology. 

According to the findings of Rasul et al. (2023), the utilisation 
of ChatGPT and other large language models (LLMs) in higher 
education offers both advantages and challenges. One 
benefit is that ChatGPT can support students by generating 
ideas for assessments, research, analysis, and writing tasks, 
potentially enhancing their learning experiences. However, 
it is crucial to acknowledge the potential drawbacks, such 
as the risks of academic misconduct, bias, the dissemination 
of false information, and inadequate assessment design, 
which can hinder the development of essential graduate 
skills and promote superficial learning. As a result, it is 
imperative for tertiary educators and students to exercise 
caution and ensure the ethical, reliable, and effective use 
of this technology in academic contexts. Similarly, Firaina 
and Sulisworo (2023) conducted a study on the usage of 
ChatGPT in higher education and found that it can assist 
users in various tasks, such as finding information, generating 
ideas, translating texts, and providing alternative questions 
to enhance understanding. However, the study emphasises 
the need for users to verify the information obtained from 
ChatGPT with more reliable sources and maintain a critical 
approach when utilising it. While ChatGPT has limitations, 
the respondents perceived its use as an effective way to 

improve productivity and learning efficiency. Therefore, 
ChatGPT can be considered a promising learning alternative 
as long as users remain critical in utilising it and validating 
the information provided. 

According to Benuyenah (2023), the development of 
ChatGPT has raised concerns and generated excitement 
within academic institutions. The capabilities of this chatbot 
are impressive, with its human-like abilities surpassing most 
tools available to students and researchers. The academic 
community and the media have taken notice, with millions 
of Google search results related to ChatGPT. While the 
chatbot was not specifically designed for academic writing, 
its potential for use in this area cannot be ignored. However, 
there are concerns about the potential for students to abuse 
the technology and cheat on assessments. While academic 
cheating is not a new phenomenon, the emergence of 
powerful AI tools such as ChatGPT raises new challenges. 
Some academics are concerned about the epistemic 
implications of using ChatGPT in assessments. However, 
despite the potential threats, there is a resolve to find ways 
to use ChatGPT effectively while addressing ethical concerns. 
It is important to note that some university programs, 
such as those in management studies and information 
technology, may have a higher risk of cheating. Educators 
must work to understand the capabilities and limitations of 
ChatGPT to ensure its responsible use in academia. Tlili et 
al. (2023) conducted a three-stage instrumental case study 
to examine the use of ChatGPT in education among early 
adopters. The study analysed social media posts, interviews, 
and user experiences to investigate concerns regarding the 
use of chatbots in education. While ChatGPT is a powerful 
tool in education, the study highlights the need for caution 
and guidelines on its safe use. The findings suggest several 
research directions and questions that researchers and 
practitioners should investigate to ensure the safe and 
effective adoption of chatbots, particularly ChatGPT, in 
education.

Methodology

The research approach adopted in this study comprises 
four key stages: research design, data collection, data 
analysis, and report writing, all of which are qualitative 
in nature. Qualitative research methodology aims to 
comprehend the decision-making processes and actions of 
individuals or groups and explain the occurrence of specific 
phenomena (Siripipattanakul et al., 2022; Viphanphong 
et al., 2023). The study employed in-depth interviews to 
collect comprehensive responses to research topics and 
precisely meet the research objectives. According to Buschle 
et al. (2022), Busetto et al. (2020), and Majid et al. (2017), 
conducting interviews in a qualitative study involves several 
important steps to ensure a systematic and insightful data 
collection process. The researchers followed a systematic 
research process to conduct interviews and gather valuable 
insights. First, the researchers established clear research 
objectives, questions, and topics to guide participant 
selection and shape the interview questions. The researchers 
then selected participants using purposive sampling, 
considering their characteristics and experiences relevant to 
the study. The researchers developed open-ended interview 
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questions that encouraged participants to share detailed 
and meaningful perspectives. A pilot test was conducted to 
refine the questions and ensure clarity. Informed consent was 
obtained from participants, and the researchers scheduled 
and conducted interviews in comfortable settings, respecting 
participants’ preferences. Active listening was emphasised 
during the interviews, and the researchers took detailed 
notes or recorded the interviews with consent. The recorded 
interviews were transcribed for easy analysis and coding. 
The researchers applied content analysis to identify patterns, 
themes, and relationships within the data. The findings were 
validated through data triangulation and sought participant 
feedback. Finally, the researchers interpreted the findings 
in light of the research objectives and relevant theoretical 
frameworks, uncovering key insights and implications for a 
comprehensive understanding of the research topic.

The interview protocol used in this study was designed to 
elicit feedback from both educators and students about 
their perceptions of ChatGPT as a tool for academic support. 
The protocol included open-ended questions that allowed 
participants to provide detailed and nuanced responses 
to the topics of interest. The interviews were conducted 
in English, with participants having the option to choose 
between in-person or remote sessions based on their 
preference. Additionally, to facilitate further analysis, the 
interviews were audio-recorded. Moreover, the present 
study also used the documentary method to examine 
relevant survey questions from secondary data. The interview 
questions were as follows:

How has ChatGPT impacted your learning 
experience as a student or educator?

What benefits do you see in using ChatGPT to 
answer routine questions and reduce educators’ 
workload?

How do you ensure the accuracy and reliability of 
the information provided by ChatGPT, especially 
in sensitive or complex topics?

What is your opinion on the potential loss of 
personal interaction between educators and 
students due to the use of ChatGPT?

How do you think ChatGPT providers can ensure 
the privacy and security of personal information 
shared through the chatbot?

In what ways do you think ChatGPT could be 
improved to better serve the needs of educators 
and students?

How do you balance using technology like 
ChatGPT with human interaction and support in 
the classroom?

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

The study utilised purposive sampling to select a sample of 
25 key informants (ten educators and 15 students), a widely 
recognised qualitative research technique that involves 
deliberately selecting a sample based on the researchers’ 
expertise that best suits the study’s objectives. This method 

aims to gather comprehensive knowledge about a particular 
population or phenomenon of interest (Woodeson et al., 
2023; Zickar & Keith, 2023). The inclusion of higher education 
teachers in the study was based on their experience, 
expertise, and familiarity with the subject matter under 
investigation. The intention was to involve individuals who 
could offer valuable insights and perspectives regarding the 
research topic. Similarly, a purposive sampling approach was 
adopted for higher education students, targeting individuals 
who were actively enrolled in programs or courses that 
implemented ChatGPT. By specifically selecting students 
studying in the relevant field, the researchers aimed to 
gather information that would be highly informative and 
representative of the target population.

To qualify for participation in the study, individuals had to 
satisfy three inclusion criteria: 1) they needed to be at least 
18 years old; 2) they needed to be Thai educators teaching or 
students studying in a higher education institution located 
in Krabi, Thailand; and 3) they needed to have current 
knowledge and experience in using ChatGPT. To obtain their 
informed consent and adhere to ethical research practices, 
participants were informed of the study’s goals prior to 
participating in interviews or any other research activity. The 
interview data were gathered in February 2023. The data 
collected were analysed using content analysis, a systematic 
and objective approach to describing and quantifying 
specific phenomena from verbal, visual, or written data (Deri, 
2022; Jangjarat et al., 2023; Namraksa & Kraiwanit, 2023). 
NVivo, a qualitative data analysis tool used to organise and 
analyse large data sets, was also utilised (Woodeson et al., 
2023).

The researchers interviewed ten educators and 15 students 
to gather their perceptions on using ChatGPT in education 
during the digital era. Table 1 presents the respondents’ 
information, including their gender, age, and occupation, 
as well as the date and time of the interviews. The sample 
comprised ten higher education teachers, with an equal 
distribution of five males and five females. Their ages ranged 
from 21 to 42. Additionally, 15 higher education students 
were interviewed, consisting of nine males and six females. 
All of the student participants were 18 years old.

Results

The study identified several themes based on their 
responses, including positive perception, reduced workload, 
information accuracy, personal interaction loss, and data 
privacy. The interviews and analysis were conducted using 
content analysis and NVivo software. A word frequency 
query was employed to enhance the understandability of 
the results, and the words that the participants commonly 
used during the interviews were visualised in a word cloud 
(Figure 1).

Positive perception

Educators praised ChatGPT for its ability to quickly respond 
to students’ questions and provide additional resources 
to enhance their understanding of a given topic. Some 
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Table 1. Demographic information on the respondents and 
interview dates and times.

Figure 1. Word cloud. 

educators also noted that ChatGPT helped to reduce their 
workload by answering common questions and freeing up 
time for them to focus on more complex issues. Likewise, 
students found ChatGPT to be a convenient and accessible 
resource for academic support. They appreciated its ability 
to provide immediate feedback and answer questions 
outside of regular classroom hours, which helped them to 

stay on track with their studies. Some students also noted 
that ChatGPT made them feel more confident in their 
learning by providing reliable information and guidance. 
Overall, both educators and students perceived ChatGPT 
as a valuable addition to the educational experience and 
believed its continued use could help improve student 
learning outcomes and enhance the overall quality of 
education.

ChatGPT is a valuable tool for improving the 
learning experience by providing students with 
immediate answers to their questions (educator).

Using ChatGPT has been a game-changer for me. 
It allows me to get help with my studies whenever 
and wherever I need it (student).

ChatGPT has been a great asset in reducing 
our workload by answering common student 
queries and freeing up our time to focus on more 
challenging issues (educator).

Reduced workload

Educators who used ChatGPT in their classrooms noted 
that the chatbot could be particularly useful for answering 
routine questions, such as those related to course materials, 
due dates, or assignment requirements. By offloading these 
tasks to ChatGPT, educators were able to focus on higher-
order tasks, such as designing lesson plans, providing 
feedback to students, or facilitating classroom discussions. 
Some educators found that ChatGPT’s ability to provide 
immediate feedback and support helped to increase student 
engagement and motivation. They noted that students who 
received timely and accurate answers to their questions 
were more likely to feel supported and confident in their 
learning, which in turn led to better academic outcomes. 
However, some educators also raised concerns about the 
potential limitations of ChatGPT, particularly its ability to 
understand and respond to complex or nuanced questions. 
They cautioned that while ChatGPT could be a valuable tool 
for routine tasks, it was not a substitute for the personalised 
support and guidance that educators could provide. Overall, 
educators viewed ChatGPT as a useful tool for reducing their 
workload and providing additional support to students but 
also recognised the importance of maintaining a balance 
between technology and human interaction in the classroom.

ChatGPT can be a powerful tool for answering 
routine questions, allowing educators to focus on 
more complex tasks (educator). 

I noticed that ChatGPT’s immediate feedback and 
support helped to increase student motivation 
and engagement (educator).

While ChatGPT is useful for routine tasks, it cannot 
replace the personalised support and guidance 
that educators provide (educator).
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Accuracy of information

Some participants expressed concerns about the accuracy 
and reliability of the information provided by the chatbot. 
They worried ChatGPT might provide incorrect or 
incomplete information, potentially harming students’ 
learning outcomes. Some participants noted that ChatGPT’s 
responses were based on pre-programmed algorithms, 
which might not always account for the specific nuances of a 
given question or topic. As a result, they felt that the chatbot 
might provide answers that were not entirely accurate or 
appropriate for the situation. Moreover, participants also 
pointed out that ChatGPT’s responses were based on the 
quality of the data used to train it and that errors or biases 
in the training data could lead to inaccurate responses. This 
was seen as a particular concern in cases where ChatGPT was 
used to provide guidance on sensitive or complex topics, 
such as mental health or social justice issues. To address 
these concerns, some participants suggested that educators 
and students should be encouraged to critically evaluate 
the information provided by ChatGPT and seek additional 
information sources when necessary. Others suggested 
that ChatGPT should be regularly monitored and updated 
to ensure that it was providing accurate and up-to-date 
information. Overall, while participants acknowledged the 
potential benefits of ChatGPT as a tool for giving academic 
support, they also recognised the importance of ensuring 
that the information provided was accurate and reliable.

I worry that ChatGPT might provide incomplete or 
incorrect information that could harm students’ 
learning outcomes (educator).

The chatbot’s responses are based on pre-
programmed algorithms that may not account 
for specific nuances, leading to inaccurate or 
inappropriate answers (educator).

Errors or biases in the training data used for 
ChatGPT could lead to inaccurate responses, 
especially in cases where sensitive or complex 
topics are involved (educator).

Loss of personal interaction

Participants observed that personal interaction between 
educators and students could be instrumental in building 
trust, establishing rapport, and fostering a sense of 
community in the classroom. They noted that face-to-face 
interactions allowed for more nuanced and empathetic 
responses to students’ needs and concerns and could help 
to promote a deeper understanding of course materials. 
Participants also pointed out that personal interactions 
with educators could be especially important for students 
struggling academically or facing personal challenges. They 
noted that educators could provide personalised support 
and guidance that might not be possible through a chatbot 
and that this support could be crucial for helping students 
to succeed. To address these concerns, some participants 
suggested that ChatGPT should be used in conjunction 
with, rather than as a replacement for, personal interactions 
between educators and students. They noted that chatbots 
could be useful for providing initial support and guidance, but 

educators should also be available to provide personalised 
support and establish meaningful connections with their 
students. Overall, participants recognised the potential 
benefits of ChatGPT as a tool for providing academic 
support but also emphasised the importance of maintaining 
personal interaction between educators and students as a 
key component of the educational experience.

Personal interaction between educators and 
students could be instrumental in building trust, 
establishing rapport, and fostering a sense of 
community in the classroom (educator).

Educators could provide personalised support 
and guidance that might not be possible through 
a chatbot, and this support could be crucial for 
helping students to succeed (educator).

Chatbots could be useful for providing initial 
support and guidance, but educators should also 
be available to provide personalised support and 
to establish meaningful connections with their 
students (student).

Data privacy issue

Participants pointed out that using ChatGPT involved 
sharing personal information, such as students’ names, email 
addresses, and academic performance. They were worried 
that unauthorised individuals could access this information 
or use it for purposes other than academic support. They 
were also concerned about the potential for data breaches 
or cyber-attacks that could compromise their personal 
information. To address these concerns, the participants 
suggested that ChatGPT providers implement robust data 
protection measures, such as access controls, to ensure 
the privacy and security of personal information. They 
suggested that educators and students should be provided 
with clear information about how their data would be used 
and protected and should be given the option to opt out 
of using ChatGPT if they had concerns about data privacy. 
Overall, participants recognised the potential benefits of 
ChatGPT as a tool for providing academic support. However, 
they emphasised the need for strong data protection 
measures and clear communication about data privacy to 
ensure students’ personal information was secure and used 
only for its intended purposes.

I am concerned about the amount of personal 
information that would be shared through 
ChatGPT and how it would be protected from 
potential cyber-attacks or misuse by unauthorised 
individuals (student).

Data protection should be a top priority when 
using ChatGPT in educational settings. Robust 
access controls should be implemented to ensure 
that personal information is secure and not 
accessed by unauthorised individuals (student).
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It is important that educators and students are 
provided with clear information about how their 
personal data will be used and protected by 
ChatGPT providers and given the option to opt 
out if they have concerns about data privacy 
(educator).

Classroom toolkit: Utilising ChatGPT as a resource

Incorporating ChatGPT as a resource in the classroom 
can bring various benefits and enhance student learning 
experiences. This toolkit provides guidance on how educators 
can effectively utilise ChatGPT to support teaching and 
learning. Including a toolkit showcasing how ChatGPT can 
be used as a resource in the classroom would be beneficial. 
This includes:

Generating ideas: Encourage students to use 
ChatGPT to brainstorm and generate ideas for 
various assignments, projects, or research topics. 
It can provide a starting point or spark creativity 
(Cox & Tzoc, 2023; Kilinç, 2023).

Immediate feedback: Leverage ChatGPT for 
instant feedback on student work. Students can 
input their written responses, essays, or code, and 
ChatGPT can provide constructive suggestions 
and highlight areas for improvement (Kilinç, 2023).

Answering questions: Encourage students to 
utilise ChatGPT to find quick answers to factual 
or conceptual questions related to the subject 
matter. It can serve as a convenient resource for 
students to clarify doubts (Cox & Tzoc, 2023; 
Dwivedi et al., 2023).

Summarising texts: Students can input lengthy 
texts, articles, or research papers into ChatGPT to 
obtain concise summaries. This can help students 
quickly grasp key ideas and concepts (Ray, 2023; 
Sun & Hoelscher, 2023).

Language support: ChatGPT can assist students 
in improving their language skills. It can help 
with grammar, vocabulary, sentence structure, 
and overall language fluency, acting as a virtual 
language tutor (Moqbel & Al-Kadi, 2023; Sun & 
Hoelscher, 2023).

Independent learning: Encourage students to 
explore topics independently using ChatGPT. 
They can input keywords or questions to access 
relevant information and resources, promoting 
self-directed learning (Rasul et al., 2023). 

Ethical use: Emphasise the importance of using 
ChatGPT ethically and responsibly. Educate 
students about the limitations and potential biases 
of AI models and encourage critical thinking when 
evaluating the information provided by ChatGPT 
(Mhlanga,2023).

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

The toolkit serves as a guide to incorporating ChatGPT 
as a resource in the classroom. It offers suggestions for 
leveraging its capabilities to enhance student learning, 
foster independent inquiry, and provide additional support. 
However, it is essential to maintain a balance between 
utilising AI tools and promoting human interaction, critical 
thinking, and deep engagement with the subject matter 
(Frąckiewicz, 2023; Hassani & Silva, 2023; Kilinç, 2023). 

Discussion

This study explained the perceptions of educators and 
students on the use of ChatGPT in education during the 
digital era. The perceptions of educators and students 
regarding the integration of ChatGPT in education during 
the digital era are generally positive. ChatGPT was viewed as 
a helpful tool for providing immediate feedback, answering 
questions, and reducing the workload of educators. 
Educators and students appreciate the chatbot’s ability to 
provide immediate feedback, answer questions, and provide 
support outside regular classroom hours. However, there 
are concerns about the accuracy of the information supplied 
by ChatGPT and the potential loss of personal interaction 
with teachers. The potential benefits of using ChatGPT in 
education, as perceived by educators and students, include 
increased efficiency in answering routine questions, freeing 
up time for educators to focus on higher-order tasks, and 
providing students with immediate feedback and academic 
support. However, there are also potential challenges, such 
as concerns about the accuracy of information provided by 
ChatGPT, the need for privacy and data security, and the 
possible loss of personal interaction between educators and 
students. These challenges need to be addressed to ensure 
that ChatGPT is used effectively and safely in the educational 
setting.

The findings were consistent with several studies. For 
instance, Rahman et al. (2023) have highlighted the practical 
applications of ChatGPT in academic research, including new 
idea generation, outlining research topics, and summarising 
large texts to identify key findings. However, they also 
observed some limitations in using ChatGPT to write an 
academic article, such as the potential for misleading research 
problems, questions, and gaps. Additionally, ChatGPT 
cannot conduct statistical analysis due to its inability to 
access datasets. Therefore, the researchers recommend that 
ChatGPT be used as an e-research assistant to complement 
a researcher’s work and improve efficiency rather than as 
a tool to write a research article alone. It is important for 
researchers to take accountability for using ChatGPT and to 
mention its use in the article to maintain research integrity. 
In conclusion, while ChatGPT has its limitations, it can still 
be a valuable tool for academic researchers when used in 
conjunction with human control and transparency. 

Moreover, Fauzi et al. (2023) indicated that ChatGPT could 
significantly contribute to improving student productivity 
by providing useful information and resources, improving 
language skills, facilitating collaboration, improving time 
efficiency and effectiveness, and providing support and 
motivation. However, ChatGPT should be viewed as an adjunct 
to, not a substitute for, human interaction and students’ 
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hard work in learning and achieving their academic goals. 
Gupta et al. (2023) concluded that ChatGPT demonstrated 
high accuracy in coming up with novel ideas for systematic 
reviews, suggesting potential applications outside of plastic 
surgery research. According to the authors, ChatGPT may 
also be used for patient education, virtual consultations, 
preoperative planning, and postoperative care, providing a 
simple answer to the challenging problems encountered in 
the field of plastic surgery. 

Furthermore, Sok and Heng (2023) have found that 
ChatGPT has the potential to bring significant benefits to 
students, educators, and researchers. These benefits include 
improved formative and summative evaluations, enhanced 
pedagogical practices, support for personalised learning, 
academic outline generation, and idea brainstorming for 
articles or essays. However, it is crucial to acknowledge 
that ChatGPT also has its limitations, such as the risk of 
academic integrity, biased evaluations, factual inaccuracies, 
and over-reliance on AI that may hinder the development 
of important life skills. Therefore, these limitations must be 
addressed to ensure the effective use of this transformative 
AI tool for education and research. By doing so, ChatGPT 
can be leveraged as a valuable tool to enhance learning and 
research while promoting ethical and responsible use. 

Conclusion

Based on the study’s results, it can be concluded that ChatGPT 
has the potential to be a valuable educational tool in the 
digital era. Both educators and students had a generally 
positive perception of the chatbot’s use in education, and 
educators noted that it could reduce their workload by 
answering routine questions. However, concerns were raised 
about the accuracy of information provided by the chatbot, 
the potential loss of personal interaction with teachers, and 
the need for privacy and data security. To ensure the effective 
and ethical implementation of ChatGPT in education, it is 
recommended that educators and policymakers carefully 
consider the benefits and drawbacks of its use. Educators 
should also provide guidance and training to students on 
effectively using ChatGPT as an educational tool.

Additionally, efforts should be made to address the 
concerns raised, including improving the accuracy of 
information provided by ChatGPT, finding ways to maintain 
personal interaction between educators and students, and 
prioritising data privacy and security. Overall, this study 
provides valuable insights into the perceptions of educators 
and students on using ChatGPT in education and offers 
recommendations for its implementation. Future research 
could explore the long-term effects of using ChatGPT in 
education and compare its effectiveness with traditional 
teaching methods.

The present study contributes to a deeper understanding of 
the topic by focusing on the perceptions of educators and 
students in Krabi, Thailand, regarding the use of ChatGPT 
in education during the digital era. By narrowing the scope 
to this specific context, the study provides valuable insights 
not extensively explored in the Thai educational setting, 
adding to the existing body of knowledge. By focusing 

on educators’ and students’ perspectives, the study sheds 
light on their experiences, opinions, and concerns related 
to integrating ChatGPT in educational settings. The findings 
of this research contribute to the existing body of literature 
on ChatGPT by expanding the knowledge base and offering 
new insights. The outcomes provide researchers with a 
foundation for further investigations in this field, as they 
highlight important aspects that can be explored in future 
studies. Scholars can build upon these findings to delve 
into previously unexplored elements, such as the specific 
pedagogical approaches that can maximise the benefits 
of ChatGPT, strategies for addressing its limitations, or the 
impact of ChatGPT on different subject areas or student 
populations. By offering valuable insights and implications, 
this study adds to the existing literature on ChatGPT in 
education during the digital era, enriching the understanding 
of its potential benefits, challenges, and perspectives of key 
stakeholders. It serves as a stepping stone for future research 
endeavours, providing a basis for researchers to expand their 
research horizons and contribute to the ongoing discourse 
surrounding the effective and responsible use of ChatGPT in 
educational contexts.

As with any study, some limitations should be acknowledged. 
Firstly, the study was conducted in a specific location (Krabi, 
Thailand) with limited sample size. Thus, the findings 
may not be generalisable to other contexts, and future 
research should include a more diverse and larger sample 
size. Secondly, the study focuses only on the perceptions 
of educators and students towards the use of ChatGPT in 
education. It would be interesting to explore the views of 
other stakeholders, such as administrators, parents, and 
policymakers. Thirdly, the study only examined the use 
of ChatGPT in providing immediate feedback, answering 
questions, and reducing workload. Future research could 
investigate other potential uses of chatbots in education, 
such as personalised learning, student engagement, and 
assessment. Fourthly, the study highlights some concerns 
regarding the accuracy of information provided by the 
chatbot, loss of personal interaction with teachers, and data 
security. Future research could explore ways to address 
these concerns and ensure the successful implementation 
of chatbots in education. Overall, while the study provides 
a valuable contribution to the discourse on using ChatGPT 
in education, further research is needed to fully explore the 
potential benefits and challenges of chatbot implementation 
in learning environments. The findings of these studies could 
inform the development of evidence-based implementation 
strategies for ChatGPT in education and provide insights for 
further innovation in education technology.
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ChatGPT and Bard are AI chatbots based on Large Language Models 
(LLM) that are slated to promise different applications in diverse areas. 
In education, these AI technologies have been tested for applications 
in assessment and teaching. In assessment, AI has long been used 
in automated essay scoring and automated item generation. One 
psychometric property that these tools must have to assist or replace 
humans in assessment is high reliability in terms of agreement between 
AI scores and human raters. In this paper, the reliability of OpenAI’s 
ChatGPT and Google’s Bard LLMs tools against experienced and trained 
humans in perceiving and rating the complexity of writing prompts is 
measured. Intraclass correlation (ICC) as a performance metric showed 
that the reliability of both ChatGPT and Bard was low against the gold 
standard of human ratings.
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Introduction 

Advances in artificial intelligence (AI) and computing 
hardware (e.g., graphics processing unit (GPU) and high 
performance computing) have brought significant progress 
and power to deep neural network learning and natural 
language processing (NLP) and their applications. In 
particular, generative AI has recently increased the power 
of NLP tools in terms of precision in understanding and 
predictive power. The public release of ChatGPT (based on 
generative pretrained transformer, GPT) by OpenAI and Bard 
(Experiment) by Google took different industry sectors by 
storm, inasmuch as earning the interest of industry leaders 
in integrating these tools in daily operations, such as content 
creation, code generation, mathematical proofs, healthcare 
analytics (Iftikhar, 2023), calculations, and translation. 
ChatGPT uses both supervised and reinforcement learning 
machine learning algorithms. Since the public release of 
ChatGPT, several studies have investigated its use, benefits, 
and harms in different endeavors. For example, Pavlik (2023) 
discusses the benefits and weaknesses of using ChatGPT for 
text generation in media and journalism. Some studies have 
shown that ChatGPT performs so well that it can complete 
some examinations with satisfactory results, such as the bar 
exam (Choi et al., 2023; Katz et al., 2023), the United States 
Medical Licensing Examination (USMLE) (Gilson et al., 2022; 
Kung et al., 2023) and the GRE, though some have shown 
otherwise (Huh, 2023). In a study comparing the quality of 
short essays on physics open-ended questions, Yeadon et 
al. (2023) report that ChatGPT was able to generate first-
grade essays comparable to student essays achieving a very 
similar mean score. As such, further research is needed to 
explore the applications, benefits, and potential detriments 
of advanced AI technologies in different areas, especially in 
education.

AI tools have long been applied in learning analytics and 
educational technologies, dating back to the 1970’s and 
researched ever since in academic and industry forums 
(Rudolph et al., 2023a). In particular, AI tools based on 
NLP have extensively been used in automated essay 
scoring (AES) and automated item generation (AIG) in 
areas such as languages, arts, mathematics, and sciences. 
AES technologies in educational assessment have enabled 
educators and education systems to go beyond discrete-
choice assessment items through faster and reliable scoring 
and reporting methods. In this regard, one can categorize AI 
as an educational technology (Rudolph et al., 2023a; Tate et 
al., 2023) that can be integrated in the learning process as in 
intelligent tutoring systems (ITS). 

One promising area that AI can be of great assistance to 
learning and assessment is automatic item generation for 
summative and particularly formative assessment, especially 
in self-assessment contexts and personalized learning 
through continuous feedback into the learning processes 
(Cope et al., 2021). For instance, language learning 
applications such as Duolingo provide a self-paced and 
personalized language learning path for the users, with 
numerous practice items and quizzes. In addition, with the 
widespread adoption of computer-based testing (CBT) and 
online delivery platforms and the need for the development 
of items at scale, AIG technologies can prove crucial and 

efficient (Gierl et al., 2021). Writing items for practice 
and evaluation by human item writers is costly and time-
consuming. NLP tools integrated into AIG pipelines can 
significantly lower the costs in item generation if they are 
trained to match the performance of human item writers. 
Because item generation and mapping need to be at the 
level of the current ability or performance of the learners, 
NLP tools must be able to recognize the appropriacy of 
item contents in terms of their difficulty and complexity 
in accordance with the ability of the user. For instance, in 
mathematics learning, an NLP-based app must be able to 
generate mathematics practice items at the level of a fifth 
grader given the current performance of the learner or 
the expected learning outcomes. In language education 
applications, an NLP-based item generator must be able to 
produce vocabulary, grammar, reading, and writing items 
that correspond to the language proficiency or the grade 
level of the learner. If the generated items do not match the 
appropriate level of the learner, assessment estimates will 
not be accurate to evaluate the performance of the learner. 
Hence, the current AI tools must be trained to a degree that 
they should match a lower bound of human performance. 

One metric to ensure the utility of AI tools in education and 
assessment is the degree of agreement between the AI tools 
and the human raters on a performance task, such as scoring 
essays or understanding the appropriacy of item complexity 
with a perspective on the current proficiency level of the 
learners. Although numerous studies have been conducted 
to ensure the reliability of AI tools in automated essay 
scoring, few studies have reported on the reliability of AI 
tools for the purpose of generating level-appropriate items. 
Hence, in the present study, I aim to evaluate the reliability 
of AI tools in understanding and rating the difficulty or 
complexity of topics for writing assessment. In particular, I 
am interested in evaluating the reliability of ChatGPT-3.5 and 
Bard (Experiment) in their ability to perceive and measure 
the complexity of writing prompts as an application of AI in 
automated item generation. I choose OpenAI ChatGPT-3.5 
and Google Bard because they are the most well-known LLM-
based generative AI tools and have been embraced positively 
by the general public and scrutinized by researchers. At the 
time of writing, Bard is in the experimental stage and this 
paper uses the free experimental version. In addition, I used 
OpenAI’s ChatGPT-3.5 version for the present study.

Method 

The present study aims to evaluate the reliability of 
ChatGPT-3.5 and Bard with regard to their perception and 
numerical rating of the complexity of writing prompts for 
writing assignments. Adoption of AI tools in automatic 
item generation (AIG) requires a reliability as high as the 
minimum acceptable performance of trained humans in 
order for the results obtained by the AI tools to be reliable 
and scalable. Reliability can be defined as the degree of 
agreement between two or more judges or raters measuring 
the same trait or object. Such agreement can be quantified 
through several statistical and mathematical methods, such 
as Spearman rho correlation, the Cohen’s kappa, Kendall’s 
tau, and the intraclass correlation (ICC). In the present study, 
I use ICC to quantify the degree of agreement among human 
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raters as the benchmark and between the human raters and 
ChatGPT-3.5 and Bard.

Data

The data were collected through an online questionnaire 
in which 20 IELTS Academic Writing Task II prompts were 
randomly selected from the pool of official past examination 
papers published by the Cambridge University Press in 
years 1996 to 2022 (except years 2012 and 2014, where 
the researcher was not able to find published official past 
examinations). For each administration year, two writing 
prompts were randomly selected. The selected prompts 
were placed in an online questionnaire in which the cognitive 
complexity of each prompt would be measured on a 
1-8-point Likert scale by randomly selected human raters. In 
addition to the 20 writing prompts as the main questionnaire 
items, the researcher also included several questions 
about the demographic and professional information and 
background of the human raters. The questionnaire was 
designed and administered online through the Qualtrics 
survey platform. The questionnaire did not include any 
personally identifying items, and all responders consented 
to participate in the study. A rating guideline along sample 
rating was presented to the participants at the beginning 
of the questionnaire. The human raters in this task were 
required to rate the complexity of the writing prompts on 
a scale of 1 to 8 with unit interval, with 1 being the lowest 
possible complexity score and 8 the maximum. Data from 
the responses of participants were collected over several 
days. The questionnaire was not timed.

Human raters 

After arranging the 20 randomly selected writing prompts 
in a questionnaire, participants were sought to rate the 
prompts in the questionnaire through the Qualtrics survey 
platform. Participants in this study were invited through an 
announcement on one professional forum platform (LTEST-L) 
and several teachers and professional group pages on social 
media. Participants in this study included 19 professionals 
with formal education, training, and experience in teaching 
writing to a diverse population of students. The human 
raters in this study had on average about nine years of 
experience teaching English at different proficiency levels. 
In addition, the human raters had an average of 8.5 years 
of experience teaching academic and general writing to 
students. All participants had received formal education 
in the areas of applied linguistics and additionally 84% of 
the participants had received extra training in workshops 
on writing assessment. Participants were educated at 
the undergraduate (26%), master’s (47%), and doctoral 
(21%) levels in applied linguistics. The demographic and 
professional data of the human participants are presented 
in Table 1. 

Machine raters

The focus of the present study was on the rating performance 
of artificial intelligence tools. I selected the ChatGPT-3.5 

Table 1. Demographic and professional information of the 
human raters.

because it is the most referenced AI language model in the 
public domain and technology forums. In addition, I included 
Bard as a competitor. I used ChatGPT-3.5 on March 31, 2023 
and Bard on April 1, 2023 through free personal sign-up. 
Performance of the AI tools refers to their latest development 
on these dates, as these tools are ever-developing and being 
updated with new training data. Therefore, the results of the 
study are to be interpreted based on the current versions of 
these tools at the time of the experiment. ChatGPT-3.5 and 
Bard both received the writing prompts manually and in the 
same order but on two different days (one day apart).

Analysis 

In this experiment, I asked both the human raters and the 
AI raters to rate on a 1-8 scale (1= barely complex and 8 
= highly complex) the complexity of the presented writing 
prompts as a writing homework assignment for students. 
The goal was to compare the performance of ChatGPT-3.5 
and Bard as candidate technologies for item generation in 
writing assessment where prompts are measured for their 
complexity or difficulty to match the ability or grade level 
of the learners. The writing prompts in this experiment 
were randomly selected from IELTS Academic Task II writing 
components (Cambridge University Press). The 20 randomly 
selected prompts were placed on a questionnaire and sent 
via email to human participants to respond on the Qualtrics 
survey platform. At the beginning of the questionnaire, a 
written guideline was introduced to explain the purpose of the 
study and data collection and how to rate a prompt through 
a sample demonstration. In addition, some questions asked 
the human raters to provide demographic information, 
such as experience in assessing writing, education level, and 
native language. The data was collected over several days. 
The same writing prompts were manually presented through 
the dialog box to both ChatGPT-3.5 and Bard in the same 
order and with the same instruction (the instruction read, 
“On a scale of 1-8, how complex is this prompt for a student 
writing assignment homework? The prompt is: [prompt]”). 
Both ChatGPT-3.5 and Bard provided a numerical value and 
explanations justifying their judgement¹.  

1 The text of the prompts used, the numerical values of the complexity 
of the prompts justified by the AI tools, and the detailed justification for 
the complexity value by both ChatGPT-3.5 and Bard (ChatGPT-3.5 did not 
provide an answer to one prompt) are available on request by emailing the 
author. 
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The quality of rating by ChatGPT-3.5 and Bard was compared 
with the averaged ratings of the 19 human raters. The metric 
used was the intraclass correlation (ICC) which measures 
the degree of agreement between two or more judges or 
raters on ordinal measurements of the same objects. ICC is 
one of several measures of association or agreement used 
to quantify the intra-rater and the inter-rater reliability 
between judges when the ratings are on an ordinal scale. 
Four ICC values were computed for four inter-rater reliability 
measures: between human raters themselves, between 
human raters and ChatGPT-3.5, between human raters 
and Bard, and between ChatGPT-3.5 and Bard. The results 
are presented in the following sections. ICC estimates and 
confidence intervals were obtained.  

Results and discussion

The data included 1-8 ratings (1 = barely complex, 8 = 
highly complex) on the complexity of writing prompts as 
homework assignments for students. The ratings by human 
raters were averaged over 19 raters and compared with the 
ratings produced by OpenAI ChatGPT-3.5 and the Bard. 
Table 2 below shows the numerical values and descriptive 
statistics for the complexity ratings of prompts produced by 
the human raters, the OpenAI ChatGPT-3.5, and Bard.

Table 2. Ratings on a 1-8 scale of the complexity of the 
writing prompts performed by human raters, ChatGPT-3.5, 
and Bard in response to, “On a scale of 1-8, how complex 
is this prompt for a student writing assignment homework? 
The prompt is: [prompt].”

The mean rating by the human raters is 4.76 (SD = 0.86) 
while those of ChatGPT-3.5 and Bard are 4.5 (SD = 1.10) and 
7.16 (SD = 0.50). The mean rating by ChatGPT-3.5 seems to 
be similar to the averaged human ratings (and statistically 
similar, as shown by the Mann Whitney U test). However, I 
am more interested in knowing if the AI tools are as reliable 
as their human counterparts. To address this question, I 
calculated the intraclass correlation (ICC) as a measure of 
inter-rater reliability for multiple independent measurements 
on an ordinal scale produced by a random sample of judges. 
I computed two-way random effects intra-class correlation 
for four sets of ratings: between human raters themselves, 
between human raters and ChatGPT-3.5, between human 
raters and Bard, and between ChatGPT-3.5 and Bard. The 
reason I conducted an ICC among the human raters was 

to make sure that our benchmark or gold standard was 
reliable and could serve as a criterion (because I averaged 
the scores produced by human raters). I computed the ICC 
in the R statistical package (R Core Team) using the package 
psych (version 2.3.3). Inter-rater reliability measured by the 
intraclass correlation is formulated differently based on 
the model, type, and definition of the intended inference 
(McGraw & Wong, 1996). Because ICC is essentially based 
on analysis of variance (ANOVA), the output includes model 
statistics, such as the F value and the degrees of freedom for 
the F-distribution. 

The inter-rater reliability for all human raters (the gold 
standard) was computed using two-way random effects 
absolute agreement multiple raters intraclass correlation 
(ICC2 in McGraw and Wong’s (1996) classification and ICC 
(2,k) in Shrout and Fleiss’s (1979) classification). Table 3 
shows the results of the ICC analysis for human raters.

Table 3. Inter-rater reliability between human raters 
measured by intraclass correlation (ICC2K).

As the 95% confidence interval indicates in Table 3 above, the 
inter-rater reliability for human raters is good to excellent 
(Koo & Lee, 2015). Now that I have verified the reliability of 
measures obtained by human raters, I compare the reliability 
of the AI tools with the human raters and between the AI 
tools using the ICC measure.

The inter-rater reliability between (mean) human ratings 
and the OpenAI ChatGPT-3.5 was measured using two-
way random effects absolute agreement single rater 
intraclass correlation (ICC (2,1) in Shrout and Fleiss’s (1979) 
classification). Table 4 shows the results of the ICC analysis 
for ChatGPT-3.5 and human raters’ inter-rater reliability 
measure.

Table 4. Inter-rater reliability between ChatGPT-3.5 and 
human raters measured by intraclass correlation (ICC(2,1)).

As the 95% confidence interval indicates in Table 4 above, 
the inter-rater reliability between OpenAI ChatGPT-3.5 
and human raters is poor to moderate and statistically 
nonsignificant.

Next, I measured the agreement between Bard and human 
raters. The inter-rater reliability between Google Bard and 
human raters was measured using two-way random effects 
absolute agreement single rater intraclass correlation (ICC 
(2,1) in Shrout and Fleiss’s (1979) classification). Table 5 
below shows the results of the ICC analysis between Bard 
and human raters.
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Table 5. Inter-rater reliability between Bard and human raters 
measured by intraclass correlation (ICC(2,1)).

As the 95% confidence interval indicates in Table 5 above, 
the inter-rater reliability between human raters and Bard is 
poor, statistically nonsignificant, and lower in magnitude 
compared with that between ChatGPT-3.5 and human raters.
Finally, I measure the inter-rater reliability between 
ChatGPT-3.5 and Bard using two-way random effects 
absolute agreement single rater intraclass correlation (ICC 
(2,1) in Shrout and Fleiss’s (1979) classification). Table 6 
shows the results of the ICC analysis between ChatGPT-3.5 
and Bard.

Table 6. Inter-rater reliability between ChatGPT-3.5 and Bard 
measured by intraclass correlation (ICC(2,1)).

As the 95% confidence interval indicates in Table 6 above, 
the inter-rater reliability between the OpenAI ChatGPT-3.5 
and Bard is poor and statistically nonsignificant. I have 
summarized the interrater reliability between human raters, 
ChatGPT-3.5, and Bard in a correlation matrix in Table 7 
below.

Table 7: Interrater reliability between human raters, 
ChatGPT-3.5, and Bard in an ICC Matrix.

As the summary ICC matrix shows in Table 7 above, the 
agreement between ChatGPT-3.5 and the human raters in 
rating the perceived complexity of writing prompts is low. 
Similarly, the agreement between Bard and the human raters 
is very low. However, the agreement between ChatGPT-3.5 
and human raters is higher (r = .22) than that between 
Google Bard and human raters (r = .05).

Conclusion

Even in their early stages of development, Large Language 
Models (LLM) have found applications in a wide spectrum 
of industries, such as in content creation, code generation, 
graphics, and education, where humans have traditionally 
managed the operations. However, with current advances 
in computing, larger corpora, and more precise machine 
learning algorithms, LLM tools are closing their gap with the 
human performance. Nevertheless, in some applications, 
such as education and assessment, these AI tools need more 
finetuning and training to perform on par with their human 

counterparts. In the present study, I demonstrated with 
empirical data that ChatGPT-3.5 and Bard failed to achieve 
a performance comparable to human experts in rating the 
complexity of writing prompts. However, the difference in 
performance between the two LLM tools I tested in this 
experiment shows that there is some leeway in improving 
the models to close the gap with human performance. Our 
results in the present paper are in line with the findings by 
Rudolph et al. (2023b) who found that the performance 
of ChatGPT (both the free version and the commercial 
version) was much better than Google Bard (74 and 78 vs. 
51) on an experiment where fifteen questions from different 
fields were asked from both AI tools, placing ChatGPT as a 
C-student and Bard as an F-student. 

Natural language processing (NLP) has long been researched 
in the computer science field and has produced promising 
applications such as machine translation and expert 
systems which have tremendously helped task automation 
traditionally performed by humans. One aspect of language 
that most machine learning algorithms find challenging is the 
semantic and pragmatic aspects of language. Such aspects 
are still outperformed by human experts, as seen in machine 
translation, automated essay scoring, and automated item 
generation. The present study also supports this hypothesis 
that machines still are behind in performance compared 
to the human workforce in certain areas where tasks are 
more human-specific, such as translation and language 
comprehension due to semantic and pragmatic nuances. 
Therefore, at this stage of their development, tools such 
as ChatGPT-3.5 and Google Bard can only be trusted with 
some human supervision.
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Introduction 

The higher education industry is increasingly global, and 
high-ranked universities receive students from all parts of the 
world. This global student mobility has rapidly accelerated 
in scale. In 2018, about 5.6 million tertiary students crossed 
a national border for higher education in an OECD member 
state, compared to 2.2 million in 1998 (OECD, 2020). X 
University in Scandinavia (anonymised) is no exception due 
to the last decades of institutional transformations (Biggs 
& Tang, 2011; Frølich et al., 2013), particularly since the 
Bologna process streamlined higher education within the 
European Union and increased the inflow to Scandinavian 
universities of students from both within and outside the EU. 
These developments have increased the diversity of students 
in classes, bringing pedagogical challenges for teachers and 
teaching institutions. This is particularly the case since two-
thirds of the inflow of students to the OECD countries comes 
from developing countries (OECD, 2020). 

This paper addresses one of the pedagogical challenges 
that followed the presence of increasingly multinational 
and multicultural student groups, particularly the increased 
diversity of academic backgrounds among students. We 
would like to stress that this diversity is not a problem but 
a possibility, an opportunity, even if also a challenge. The 
multitude of individual backgrounds among the students 
contains a pedagogical and epistemological richness that 
can be invoked and applied. This multitude of individual 
backgrounds also creates a need and a possibility for teachers 
to reflect on their habitual teaching and how it corresponds 
to increased student diversity while attempting to support 
and increase students’ awareness of the contextualised 
nature of teaching and learning.

Teachers thus need to adjust to the international classroom. 
At the same time, these international students must adjust 
to the teaching practices and requirements of a, in this case, 
northern European university to manage educational (and 
institutional) demands. The pedagogical challenge arises: 
how to help the students adjust to the ways of ‘doing’ 
university studies in a new educational and institutional 
context to optimise student retention while keeping a high 
standard on educational and academic demands on the 
students? And a further practical challenge is achieving this 
without invoking reductive stereotypes among teachers and 
students alike. This was the challenge that confronted us as 
we were offering a master’s programme for students from 
over thirty countries from all around the world.

Theoretically, this challenge can be conceptualised and 
understood as an encounter between different teaching and 
learning regimes (TLRs). To be more precise, students with 
prior experience of different TLRs are gathered at a specific 
university with its own TLR, which the students need to adjust 
to and master to manage the educational (and institutional) 
demands of a new programme in a new university. TLR, 
a concept coined by Trowler and Cooper (2002), implies 
a constellation of assumptions, rules, relationships, and 
practices regarding the conduct of higher education that 
colours academic staff members’ performance in their 
profession. In Trowler and Cooper (2002), TLRs become 
a heuristic tool in a reflection process among university 

staff to be aware of their situated knowledge and a tool 
for unpacking institutional norms and tacit professional 
knowledge and considering its implications for conducting 
teaching (see also Papier, 2008; Trowler, 2020). 

The use of TLR in teaching and learning is extended in a 
novel way in this paper. This is the paper’s contribution to 
the research on teaching and learning in higher education. 
The idea presented and discussed in this paper is that TLRs 
are not only a heuristic tool that can be applied in teacher 
reflection but may also be fruitfully applied in the classroom 
in student-teacher interaction. We argue that such an 
application can help students reflect upon the TLR they 
have experienced in earlier education and see and adapt to 
the new TLR they confront when attending a new university. 
Consequently, we decided to bring the TLR into the 
classroom to initiate a dialogue about learning conditions 
and contexts. Metaphorically speaking, we took the students 
‘backstage’ and revealed our TLR (as we understand it): 
talking about how we perceive knowledge, learning and 
teaching and asking the students to talk about how they 
understood knowledge, learning and teaching. In sum, we 
spent an introductory week of meta-reflection before letting 
the students continue with the master’s programme’s 
introduction course, expanding the applicability of TLR in 
the process.

We let the students write down their reflections on learning 
the past week at the new university programme. The 
following year we repeated this process. The written student 
reflections constitute the empirical material that this paper is 
based on. Methodologically, we approach these reflections 
as expressions of confessions of the Self, i.e., a technology 
of the Self as laid out by Michel Foucault (1985, 1986, 
1997). Analytically, this process takes shape as dialectics of 
de-subjectification and re-subjectification. Consequently, 
the students’ reflections indicate how they apprehended 
and understood themselves as learning subjects and core 
aspects of their own TLR in relation to the TLR of the new 
university. 

In the next section of the paper, the theoretical and 
methodological framework is outlined in more detail. The 
literature on TLR is reviewed, and the methodological 
approach, based on Foucault’s work on de-subjectification 
and re-subjectification, confession and avowal, is presented. 
In the third section, the case is introduced. In the fourth 
section, the students’ reflections on TLR are presented, 
thematised, analysed and discussed. The paper concludes by 
discussing the moral implications of applying the TLR in the 
classroom and outlining some practical recommendations.

Teaching and learning regimes and didactic 
technologies of the self

Studies in higher education have dealt with learning from 
a developmental perspective (students go through several 
predestined stages) to a reflexive learning approach, in 
which learning is a social activity intertwined with identity 
building. They have studied teaching in similar ways, from 
seeing teachers go through developmental stages to seeing 
teaching as an identity-building social activity. Teaching 
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and learning regimes (TLRs) have become an established 
umbrella concept within the more recent strands of higher 
education research. TLR, defined by Trowler and Cooper 
(2002, p. 24) as a “constellation of rules, assumptions, 
practices and relationships related to teaching and learning 
issues in higher education”, has for two decades been widely 
applied and developed. It is an analytical framework that 
works through a sociocultural lens, emphasising teaching and 
learning as co-created practices (Mathieson, 2012; Bager-
Elsborg, 2018). It aims to untangle and systematise university 
teachers’ different teaching and learning philosophies, 
imaginations, practices and performativities as defined by 
their academic biography and direct attention to how these 
regimes affect teachers’ approach to new approaches to 
teaching and learning (Fanghanel, 2009a). Agency becomes 
a key concept here, even if teachers’ agencies are always 
entangled in larger institutional contexts, communities of 
practice, and significant networks of trusted colleagues 
(Mathieson, 2012; Roxå & Mårtensson, 2013).

A TLR is inherent in the everyday practices of teaching and 
learning that are corporally and symbolically expressed 
or performed in different moments of social interaction 
(Hannon et al., 2017). For Trowler (2009, 2020), the eight 
moments are: power relations, implicit theories of learning 
and teaching, conventions of appropriateness, recurrent 
practices, tacit assumptions, codes of signification, discursive 
repertoires, and subjectivities in interaction. Further, Trowler 
and Cooper (2002) argue that incompatibilities between 
different TLRs often do not surface until critical incidents 
occur, revealing the apparently incommensurable nature 
of the different approaches to teaching and learning. 
Here, the TLR framework has been considered useful for 
addressing the teacher as a professional subject/agent in 
a specific sociocultural institutional context. From a change 
management perspective, TLR has also been considered a 
useful tool to facilitate change in pedagogical epistemologies 
and inspire innovative approaches to teaching (Fanghanel, 
2009a; Bager-Elsborg, 2018). 

A scholarly discussion on the limitations and future 
possibilities of the TLR framework for sure exists (see Ashwin, 
2009; Fanghanel, 2009b; and for a summary Trowler, 2020, 
chapter two), though this is not of direct concern in terms of 
how TLR is applied in this study. Of primary interest here is 
the eighth moment: subjectivities in interaction. For Roxå and 
Mårtensson (2009), awareness of the TLR offers possibilities 
for the knowledgeable agent to transform their teaching 
over time. In a similar vein, Trowler (2020, p. 13) states 
that “individual subjectivities are very significant in change 
processes”, further adding that “[u]nderstanding the nature 
of the subjectivities in interaction and the likely patterns of 
how they will play out is a really important element in the 
change process”. But in this scholarly discussion, the focus 
has been on the teachers and their conduct or practice 
of teaching (but see Lisewski, 2020). The students have, 
meanwhile, been somewhat invisible in the discussion. 

Recently, Hussein and Schiffelbein (2020) remarked that 
students who travel abroad will encounter an environment 
with different classroom culture (besides possible language 
difficulties). But this is not all to consider, and in practice, 
an international student may also encounter a completely 

new TLR. The question that follows is how this challenge 
might be fruitfully addressed. Thus, we have been provoked 
to ask/wonder about/consider/contemplate the question: 
what if the existence of TLR also were communicated to 
and discussed with international students? Because if the 
heterogeneity of previous learning experiences is not taken 
into consideration in an international class of students, can it 
not make learning unnecessarily difficult for some and result 
in positive discrimination of others? So, we decided to try 
to bring the concept of TLR into the classroom to create a 
discursive space and vocabulary for discussing imaginations 
and experiences of regimes of knowledge, teaching and 
learning with the students. By doing so, we wanted to find 
out if students could develop their academic competence 
through an awareness of the existence of different TLRs. 

In respect to the eighth moment of Trowler (2020: 13), 
the interactions between teachers and students, as well 
as interactions between students, are also situations of 
subjectivities in interaction. To Trowler and Cooper (2002), a 
university teacher’s identity will change in a move to a new 
university even if underlying values and beliefs may more 
or less remain the same. Still, readjustments in working 
practices and sense of self are usually conducted to adjust 
to the new TLR. But to not feel like a ‘novice’, the teacher 
subject may resist some practices of the new TLR. This might 
perhaps be seen as a discomforted habitus responding and 
adapting to a novel field following the practice logic of Pierre 
Bourdieu (1990). The same goes for the students, who will 
also experience pangs of adjustment in confronting novel 
demands in the new learning context. The shift to learning 
cultures shifts us beyond views of international students as 
deficit learners to reframe the challenge as one rooted in 
embedded cultures of teaching and learning (Tange, 2021). 
Tange captures the cultural and institutional challenges 
facing students thus: 

Most students internalise tacit disciplinary practices 
as undergraduates, which makes the transition from 
BA to MA relatively smooth as long as it happens 
within the same institution and discipline. In contrast, 
Masters students transferring to a new institution, 
subject area, and department are challenged 
because they are supposed to perform the role of a 
postgraduate expert learner, but lack tacit knowledge 
about local rules and routines. (Tange, 2021, p. 95)

Moreover, the diversity of the student body presupposes the 
presence of many different learning experiences linked to 
variations in previous TLR. Thus, an awareness that moving 
to a new university, with new peers and teachers, implies a 
confrontation with an unfamiliar TLR should be beneficial 
for the student (and teachers) and not be apprehended 
as a threat to identity. Feeling insecure due to a lack of 
familiarity with a new TLR easily feels like having your 
identity threatened, and this may trigger critical incidents 
in the classroom (Trowler & Cooper, 2002), potentially 
eroding class climate and student learning (for discussion, 
see Ambrose et al., 2010, Chapter 6). But an understanding 
of the TLR of previous studies as something formative of 
the student’s identity, as well as for other students, may 
disarm or reduce the feeling of insufficiency in the current 
moment. That, in turn, makes it easier to relate to and adapt 
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to the new university’s TLR, simultaneously facilitating 
movement in students’ subject positions. The latter point 
brings us to Foucault’s notion of the subject of the Self, de-
subjectification and re-subjectification in focus here. 

Harcourt (2020) characterises Foucault’s work as an attempt 
to write a history of truth-production, focusing on its legal 
forms, historical forms, political and economic forms, and 
in his final works during his twilight years, on truth and 
subjectivity, particularly on truthful speech as a practice of 
taking care of the self. These practices were meant to not 
only change the views of others but also to change the self. 
This interest in the art of living is developed in the second, 
third, and recently published fourth volumes of The history 
of sexuality (Foucault, 1985, 1986, 2021). The care of the self 
relates to the very process by which the self comes to exist as 
a distinct subject to be recognised by others, while the art of 
existence relates to intentional transformations of the self/
subject (Foucault, 1985; Myers, 2008). He analysed modes 
of subjectivity in classical Athens, imperial Rome, and in the 
fourth volume, early Christian doctrines, to understand the 
contextual conditions of subject formation or subjectification 
(Macmillan, 2011; Elden, 2016; Foucault, 2021). There is, 
however, a lack of consistency in how Foucault defines 
confession and which dimensions it consists of (for instance, 
a distinction between the confession of sin and a confession 
of faith) due to that he considered the confessional practice 
in different cultural settings and temporal epochs (Büttgen, 
2021). This may be seen as a philosophical inconsistency but 
does not have consequences in this paper as it is Foucault’s 
reasoning rather than the precise meanings of concepts 
applied here. 

More precisely, in Foucault’s line of thinking, confession 
becomes a technology of the self to bring about change in the 
subject position. Individuals ransack their behaviour, ways of 
thinking, and emotions by comparing them with societally 
established discursive sets of norms and moralities. They 
then decide if they need and want to change to come closer 
to ‘normal’ behaviour (Foucault, 1985). Subjective change is 
thus manifested through speech or avowal as confessional 
speech becomes a device of control and simultaneously 
signals whom the individual wants to become (Dean, 
1995). How these confessional practices work then differs 
depending on the historiographical context. As an example, 
the confession in Christianity aimed to create conformity to 
religious sets of moral conduct, while differing ethics were 
at work in classical Greek society (Foucault, 1985, 1986). An 
active attitude in self-making demands a constant pending 
or dialectics between having a conscious attitude towards 
potential dimensions of the subject and reorienting the 
self – a subjectification that contains simultaneous de-
subjectification and re-subjectification. In order words, 
Foucault (1985) at least implicitly postulated a constant 
oscillation between de- and re-subjectification as an art of 
existence. In the context of this paper, the technology of 
confession becomes a processual tool to make tangible and 
confront the TLR and consider how subjective change in 
relation to different TLRs could be initiated.   

The framework through which the empirical material 
is approached thus contains a theoretical part and a 
methodological part. The theoretical part is an application 

of TLR in an extraordinary context – a dialogue among 
students and teachers during an introductory week on 
a Master’s programme at a university in Scandinavia. The 
methodological part is based on Foucault’s notion that 
change in subject positions, or alterations in identities, 
requires practices of confessions and avowal and is thus 
an active, reflective identity work. The two parts of the 
framework are connected through the notion by Trowler 
and Cooper (2002), among others, that TLRs are, in practice, 
much about subjectivities in interaction and that teaching 
and learning generally are identity constitutive.  

Practicing TLR in the classroom – an introduction 
week

With the epistemological and pedagogical guidelines 
discussed above, we welcomed a group of almost 60 new 
students from all continents except Australia. We did the 
same with almost 100 students again in the year after. For 
a week, we worked through the TLR fundamentals together 
with them. The schedule for the introduction week is shown 
in Figure 1:

Figure 1: Introduction week on international master’s 
programme.
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The stipulated knowledge aims of the programme were that 
the students should:

Be aware of and reflect upon present learning 
regimes in the student’s prior academic studies.

Be familiar with the theoretical foundations of 
the learning regimes present in the Master’s 
programme, paying particular attention to views 
on knowledge, cognitive dissonance, conceptual 
change, motivation, and the distinction between 
surface learning and deep learning.

Be familiar with the practice-based foundations 
of the learning regimes present in the Master’s 
programme with a particular focus on seminar 
culture, critical comments, active listening, rule 
techniques and confirmation techniques.

Be able to operationalise the learning regime by 
trying out different examination forms used in the 
particular Master’s programme.

Be knowledgeable regarding the demands on 
academic honesty in the Master’s programme.

Be able to show valuation capability relating to 
academic honesty in different evaluation situations.

•

•

•

•

•

•

The students were informed about how we, the teachers, 
understand the TLR at the department. Four main points 
were stressed. Firstly, cognitive dissonance is a way to 
learning development, and teachers, therefore, will not 
offer simple solutions to complex issues. Secondly, each 
student is their own meaning-maker, and most interactions 
thus require student independence. Thirdly, learning is 
a collective endeavour, and active oral participation in 
seminars and workshops is therefore expected. Fourthly, 
deep learning is prioritised over surface learning, which is 
generally unproductive.  

The work tasks each student was expected to do were the 
following:

Read three journal articles with particular 
relevance for the first course.

Write a reflective text on the three journal articles 
that indicates deep learning.

Design an exam for the three journal articles 
showing deep learning.

Perform peer review of an examination.

Try out an oral exam (about research on learning).

Read and understand the structure of a Master’s 
thesis.

Practice seminar culture (discussing the 
aforementioned Master’s thesis).

•

•

•

•

•

•

Write a short essay reflecting on their own 
learning experiences over the first week of the 
introduction programme.

•

•

As can be seen schematically in Figure 1, the international 
Master’s students had to critically reflect on journal articles 
(applying a deep learning approach), orient themselves, 
and try out forms of examinations and grading systems 
commonly used at the department. The students were 
further introduced to group work, how to create inclusive 
seminars and seminar culture in general. Throughout the 
programme, time was reserved for discussion, reflection and 
feedback on work tasks, understandings, and performances. 
Academic honesty, including how to avoid plagiarism, 
was also addressed. Repeatedly, it was revealed that 
many students were not familiar with the different themes 
brought up during the introduction. Not all students had 
read, or even fewer had synthesised journal articles before, 
been encouraged to make critical remarks on academic 
literature, done an oral exam, etc. Afterwards, 46 students 
handed in one to two pages of reflection the first year, 
and 55 students the second year (the submission of the 
reflection paper was not mandatory). These reflections are 
of different depths and lengths and are consequently a 
heterogeneous material, something that may be a weakness 
in the material. The students were also quite tired after an 
intensive first week and had not perhaps fully digested their 
own reflections when they wrote the evaluations/reflections. 
We considered follow-up with focus group interviews some 
months later, but that idea was never followed through. In 
hindsight, that is regrettable as that added empirics would 
have given the study a richer and more contemplative 
material to work from. Nevertheless, most of the reflections 
are written in a style and in a tone that often indicates a 
sensation of epistemological revelation that offers enough 
food-for-thought on this occasion. 

Students’ reflections/confessions on the first encounter 
with a new university

The students’ reflections from the introduction week were 
thematised into three themes, to follow the framework. 
The first was regarding the students’ reflections on their 
awareness of the TLR they “had brought with them” to the 
new university. The second theme was how they understood 
and related to their understanding of the TLR at a new 
university. As these two themes are so intertwined, they 
have been integrated into the following subsection. The 
third theme was how they understood and expressed their 
academic identity and their own (present and future) identity 
work in relation to finding themselves in a new university 
setting. These three themes are discussed in the following 
two subsections; the third theme is addressed in the second 
subsection. To preserve anonymity, the students are only 
identified with a number (Student 1 – Student 101). 

Encountering a new teaching and learning regime

For nearly all of the students, the introduction week made 
them realise that it is possible to identify something that 
can be labelled as a TLR (or, for some, a particular teaching 
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and learning culture) and that the new university operated 
according to a TLR that was more or less different from 
what they had encountered before, and thus more or less 
new for each of them. Coming from different backgrounds, 
each student’s encounter with the presentation and 
exemplification of this TLR was thus unique. It could be 
placed on a continuum from ‘completely familiar’ to 
‘completely unfamiliar’. In sum, students familiar with a 
North European university were quite familiar with the TLR 
in use at the department. In contrast, students from outside 
Europe (Africa, The Middle East and Asia) were generally 
unfamiliar with the TLR in use at the department. Many 
students expressed their surprise at being made aware that 
the very notions of what counts as knowledge and learning 
could be so different. In their reflections, they expressed this 
as a comparison between how they understood, in hindsight, 
the TLR of their former universities and their understanding 
of the new university’s TLR. One student expressed it thus:

Also, one of the most intriguing aspects of the 
lectures was learning that “Knowledge is not right or 
wrong and the teacher is not an authority who conveys 
what is right and true”. This assertation I would have 
debated previously considering the fact that my 
former educational system has been structured in 
the opposite way. However, upon retrospection 
during the lectures, one thing came to mind that 
my former educational system somewhat hindered 
our level of creative thinking as we were required 
to think towards the expectation and requirement 
of “Authority” (This is not an attempt to denigrate 
the former educational system) (Student 1, original 
emphasis).  

Another student wrote:

Indeed, it reflects on me in a very helpful and positive 
way. It made me think more about learning using my 
intellectual insights and being creative, which I wasn’t 
used to in my former education. It enlightened me 
in a way that I can make explicit learning through 
using the learning regimes and aid me to pass all 
the challenges that I could face and obstruct my 
studying (Student 94).

In these reflections, the TLR of their new university always 
came as more empowering, which makes confessional 
sense (signifying that my decision to apply for this new 
university was a good decision). But what shines through 
in the reflections is the promise of being allowed to ‘have a 
voice’ and express creative agency in the classroom, as the 
learning interaction is designed differently, the classroom 
culture being of a more informal character than described 
previously:

Unquestionably, the study culture has hit me the 
hardest. I came from a country where professors 
literally reveal and inform students regarding 
important topics and which subject matter is expected 
to be on the exams. Most of the time, we learned by 
memorising and repeating… I also enjoyed the fact 
that I can freely express my thoughts, and ideas, or 
even criticise articles provided by the professors. 

In my previous university, when teachers provide us 
with case studies to learn about particular things. 
They themselves have already decided on the 
solutions for each case, and it is a matter for us to 
match their solutions…This, in my opinion, acts like 
a force constraining us from being creative (Student 
23).

In practice, many students with an academic background 
outside Europe were unfamiliar with more collaborative 
learning practices like the seminar and group work in 
general. One Chinese student, for instance, argued that 
“most forms of Chinese undergraduate classes are in the 
form of lectures, with few discussions and presentations. It 
was my first time to contact the workshops and seminars” 
(Student 70). Another student claimed that “The seminar 
…  was a new learning activity that I experienced in my 
education, and even though it seemed in the beginning 
kind of easy, I could see that all participants encountered 
obstacles when speaking or clarifying their point of view 
with each other” (Student 13). For some, the very notion 
of learning as a collective endeavour was a difficult idea 
to tackle: “The concept of using each other to approach 
deep learning was one of the most difficult things to learn 
because I always thought that learning is produced within 
oneself, it will be useful during the different seminars as well 
as motivate us to make the best of us during the Master’s 
duration (Student 67). The new insight into the distinction 
between surface and deep learning helped the students to 
conceptualise the experienced differences between TLRs. As 
one student wrote:

I’ve also taken with me that there are different levels 
of learning, surface and deep learning. Using your 
knowledge in a deeper way is to be able to work your 
knowledge or material in a deeper way which helps 
you understand the information better, for example, 
by analysing, synthesising and finding meaning to it 
(Student 18).

For some students, the distinction between TLRs that stress 
surface learning or deep learning became the most tangible 
difference between the TLR they encountered at their 
former university and that of the new university: “In fact, 
the learning regime in my country, especially in schools is 
depending basically on the surface approach of learning, so 
it is enough to read and memorise ready material without 
any addition or criticism from your end, and you will surely 
pass with high grades” (Student 79). And: “After one week of 
activities, I have more understanding of the learning regime 
of deep approach. Compared to the education system in 
western countries, especially in X, the learning regime in 
Asia tends to be more like the surface approach” (Student 
29). Several students realised that the emphasis on deep 
learning at their new university required them to be more 
analytical and critical in their learning approach and not to 
rely on memorising content: “The most important insight 
for me during the first week was that Master’s study would 
make me think, in a way more critical than before. In my 
former studies, I was used to learning passively and only 
conformed to the instructions given without thinking why’ 
(Student 71). 



87Journal of Applied Learning & Teaching Vol.6 No.1 (2023)

This new agency initially created uncertainty and anxiety 
among several students: “I have been very stressed out due 
to confusion about what’s expected of me. I have been used 
to surface learning and a system where there is right and 
wrong. I’ve mostly just studied for the stuff that I need to 
know for the exam” (Student 44). Another student confessed, 
“The early days of the course were full of confusion for me. 
The education system has many fundamental differences 
from my previous experiences” (Student 38). Another 
student admitted that: 

This 1st week was very challenging. As I belong to 
that part of the world where no concepts like an 
introductory week or learning regime exist, I was 
very confused on the 1st day, even worried about the 
course and this Master’s program; how can I manage 
this, as this is something very new (Student 57).

But as the students had also been informed about 
the phenomena of cognitive dissonance, they could 
conceptualise these feelings in a reflexive vocabulary. 
Student 1 again (see above): ‘The aforementioned points 
are the subject areas that I identified with, and this, I must 
admit, nearly threw me into a state of cognitive dissonance 
as the system of studies sharply contradicts that of my home 
country’.

Not only were students familiar with drastically different 
TLRs surprised during the introduction week. Also, students, 
perhaps with a notion that they would experience the 
new university as a familiar place, expressed surprising 
revelations:

As I came to X, I did not expect that there would be 
big differences in the learning culture between X and 
my university in Germany … The biggest difference is 
the research orientation of the programme (or of the 
university). After the first week and getting explained 
the meaning of deep approach reading and learning, 
my Bachelor studies seemed like surface learning 
with memorising, writing an exam and forgetting 
what you have learned, so without deep knowledge 
(Student 69).

It thus seems like students with a familiarity with the dominant 
TLR of universities in northern Europe can also gain from the 
very practice of pedagogical meta-reflections on teaching 
and learning. For sure, there are differences between Master’s 
and Bachelors’ programmes, as well as between universities 
with different research and teaching traditions, and perhaps 
also even between departments. Also, the context, in this 
case, a multicultural and international student class, was 
a new context for most of the students, many apparently 
having experienced relatively more culturally homogenous 
classrooms: 

There are different ways of learning, and the previous 
week has been a roller coaster for me. By a roller 
coaster, I mean understanding different ways of 
learning by my professors and classmates from 
other backgrounds and cultures. … As I have been 
studying at another Scandinavian university, there 
are similarities in the way of understanding the 
meaning of learning (Student 33).

One of the most important aspects of the regime is 
the positioning of a student in the studying process 
… As I have been already studying here for three 
years now, I have a clear understanding of what 
the ‘X” regime’ includes in itself. However, I haven’t 
looked at the study processes and the reasons for 
the will to become successful from the perspective of 
different types of motivations (Student 45).

Contrasting with this, some students evaluated the 
introduction week as days with no significant added 
knowledge for them personally, even if they could appreciate 
and see the need for such a week for others (something that 
in itself also is a valuable insight, we would argue):

All in all, the first introduction week was, for me 
personally, a repetition of already known approaches 
and methods. Having studied at universities with a 
similar learning environment, there was not really 
something completely new for me… But overall, I 
think that it was very helpful for students that are 
used to different learning approaches (maybe from 
outside Europe) (Student 22).

As one student asked, “All this raises a question in my head, 
‘Why this very important key is not given to all types of 
students all over the world in the first week of the study year?’ 
It will surely make their life easier” (Student 79). In a way, 
this is a logic that corresponds to the increased audit and 
evaluation culture that saturates contemporary neoliberal 
higher education and possibly also, in the continuation, to an 
instrumental approach to knowledge and higher education. 
The students surely realise that mastering the courses in the 
programme requires deep learning and an awareness of the 
nature and grammar of the formal frameworks the teaching 
must follow. 

Realising the need for change in subjectivity/identity

A combined reading of the students’ reflections makes it 
striking how a confessional tone shines through. From 
a more critical perspective, the introduction week could 
very well be seen as a practice of the subjectification of 
the neoliberal university student, transforming them into a 
finetuned biopolitical subject (we will come back to this in 
the Conclusion). Many of the students made their reflections 
or confessions applying the vocabulary the lectures and 
seminars on teaching and learning in higher education had 
afforded them, appropriating terms and deploying concepts 
such as the distinction between surface and deep learning: 

After the first week’s lectures, I became more aware of 
the fact that I needed to change my previous learning 
style so that I can fit in better into the teaching regime 
and attain a more satisfying outcome from the 
course. I used to memorise concepts, definitions, and 
important facts and data. I realised that sometimes 
I was just trying to form a temporary impression 
through repetition only to pass the exams. Those 
knowledges were soon forgotten because I never 
went deep into it. They are like randomly arrayed 
words that don’t make any sense to me. But now, I 
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must chew on what I have learned, make reflections, 
and relate to other sources as much as possible. I 
agree that simply memorising and repeating is the 
least efficient way of learning (Student 72). 

Another student reasoned similarly:

It was interesting to realise during the lecture that 
all along, I have been comfortable with the surface 
approach to learning. However, after the various 
sessions, I feel more challenged to move out of 
my comfort zone and adapt the Deep approach to 
learning, which will not only increase my level of 
knowledge but enhance my thinking abilities to be 
able to apply the knowledge acquired and see things 
from different perspectives … It will definitively take 
time for me to adjust to this new system of studies, 
but I know it’s for my own self-development and 
enhancement (Student 1, original emphasis).

Other cognitive and epistemological models and tools like 
the VARK model, outlining different learning modalities 
(visual, aural, read/write, and kinesthetic sensory modalities; 
see Fleming & Miles, 1992) were also discussed with students, 
as well as concepts like intrinsic and extrinsic motivation: 
“For instance, our learning styles are recognised by VARK 
categories, and it will certainly help us to know ourselves 
better and to choose a specific way of learning in need to 
study something more efficiently or to improve some kind 
of studying skills especially” (Student 26). The awareness 
of the need to adjust to a specific TLR made the students 
conscious that they needed to change as persons or leave 
their “comfort zone” as several remarked. As one student 
wrote: 

The lectures covering the different approaches to 
learning and reading academic material have been 
particularly important in my case as they have helped 
me analyse my personal flaws with an objective and 
critical eye. … Hence, I will have to learn further the 
skill of synthesising arguments in order to cover 
broadly the framework and in-depth some topics 
within the word-counts boundaries given by the 
lecturer (Student 5).

Another student, writing in a more abstract style, admitted 
the need to embrace change, being aware that it is not an 
easy or painless process:

Learning regimes partly comes back to motivation 
and striving to make sense of things. It can be good 
when you’re studying to be aware of cognitive 
dissonance and embrace it. It’s in this gap where you 
find that there might be contradictory ideas to your 
understanding. But that could be what you need in 
order to challenge your understanding that you have 
of something at that moment (Student 18).

For one student, this transformation becomes even an 
existential process, even a new state of being:

I see this growth as being part of a concept which 
is very dear to me, that of convulsion – revolution 
– evolution, in which fundamental changes occur 
when one either subjects him/her-self or is subjected 
to specific events which uproot and shake the core 
of one’s own value system, forcing to readdress, 
redesign or even create a completely new value 
system, evolving into a new state of being through 
this transformation process (Student 32).

For many students, this process of de- and re-subjectification 
started with confessing their weaknesses. For some, their 
admitted weak command of English was a starting point: 
“The past week has not been easy for me. This week 
made me realise that my English ability can’t well support 
my Master’s studies, especially my speaking and writing 
abilities. In the future, I will take time to practice, for 
example, to communicate with my classmates and imitate 
what Ted speakers say” (Student 68). Another student 
confessed similarly, admitting a weak command of English 
that presaged a sense of inadequacy and a need for more 
practice:

I feel I still need a lot of effort to keep up with my 
classmates. First of all, my English is lower than 
my classmates. In class, sometimes, I still don’t 
understand what the teacher is saying. It also caused 
me to read the article very slowly, and the reaction 
was slower than others. I feel a sense of crisis now, 
so I think that the first step should be to integrate 
myself into the classroom, to practice more, to spend 
more time reading the literature, and to exercise 
more about speaking and listening on weekdays 
(Student 70).

A primal ambition among many students was to be more 
active, even proactive, in their interaction with peers and 
teachers. One student promised that: “From now on, the 
first step for me is to alter myself from a passive to an active 
learner and create my own learning experience because 
everything I do is for personal improvement instead of 
simply increasing knowledge so that I am able to maintain 
my thirst and being curious to learn all the time’ (Student 
98). 

But not all students realised they wanted to be more talkative 
and proactive. One student professed that:

This week was helpful … To me, it also gave me a 
chance to work on myself and my personal approach 
and tactics. I was once a very dominant and vocal 
young person, but with time and maturity, I have 
recognised my own faults and have been trying to 
work them over time… I grew up in an environment 
where I adopted a dominant and vocal approach that 
I have been working on to finetune and improve now 
that I am older and better understand myself and 
what is expected from me (Student 41).
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In the last citation, we can see that the students’ reflections 
not only relate to different transformations of the self in the 
art of living through written confessions and avowals but 
also can be interpreted as tentative ways to take care of the 
self, as the students were by now well aware that they were 
a multicultural group of international students who were “in 
it together”. This awareness was expressed in different ways 
thus. One student, admitting her shyness, simultaneously 
recognised the shyness of many of her peers: “We acted with 
professionalism and respect as well with shyness, that we 
had to overcome as it was part of the activity to let everyone 
mention something regarding this matter” (Student 13). 
Another student, quite emotionally, disclosed that:

For the first time in my life, I was panicky and went 
through 60 pages over a night and then realised I was 
not alone during this journey. I am not the only one 
struggling with the workload, new life, new language 
or new relationship. Ironically, on the one hand, I 
screamed inside due to so many things coming. All 
is new and hard to digest right away. On the other 
hand, I tried to calm my friends down when I saw 
them in a panic like me (Student 80).

On the other hand, one student, almost in a dissecting way, 
summarised the formation of a group identity and their role 
in this process:  

In the course of the seminar and the first week of 
classes, I’ve realised I am also going through a 
change as my learning experience surpasses the 
boundaries of what is being taught in class. All of this 
results in a deeper understanding of my colleagues 
as a group and as individuals, as well as my values 
and expectations in what concerns my interactions 
with the group. This new social integration brings 
to light the type of behaviours I’m expected to have 
as an integrant part of the class now, how I affect. 
I am affected by others’ behaviors, partaking in the 
creation of the group identity, and accepting new 
values and routines. I find myself frequently reflecting 
on how my interaction needs to be fitted to the new 
role I am expected to perform (Student 32).

Consequently, several students realised that their change of 
subject position or identity, particularly but not exclusively in 
relation to their role as university students, was a relational 
process and not only an individual endeavour: “Additionally, 
this multicultural classroom that we have also allows me to 
gain different perspectives and learn new things unlike I 
have ever experienced before. Understanding these cultural 
differences will help me grow as a person and professional’ 
(Student 23). Increased awareness and the co-creation of 
knowledge became tangible in the seminars and discussions: 
“The whole discussion was very critical, and everyone tried 
to be active and make a contribution. As everyone has their 
own methods of learning, ways of thinking and perspectives 
of viewing, I learned from finding out what was neglected by 
me before when listening to others and realised the value of 
sharing our various backgrounds and experience” (Student 
26). For this co-creation of knowledge to work and for the 
individual to find an acknowledged place in the group, some 
subjective traits are, however, necessary:

At the same time, I realised that the respect you 
receive from other people depends on the degree of 
how much effort you put into your reading, thinking 
and preparing section. It means if you have sufficient 
resources from your summary and critical thinking, 
you have more capability to agree or disagree with 
other people’s opinions on different topics (Student 
88).

In the second year, one student from the year before visited 
the new year’s newcomers at the introduction week to tell 
his experiences after one year in the university, embedded 
in an entirely new TLR. His performance also worked as 
a declaration that the students are a collective as well as 
individuals: “Then we got to meet (the student from the 
year before) and it got us thinking, because I was not alone 
to having these feelings, there were more in the class with 
those thoughts” (Student 75), becoming a sort of role model 
in the process:

Having the possibility to listen to his testimony 
motivated me even more to keep learning and 
maintaining my enthusiasm for the program. He 
made an outstanding and emotional presentation 
about some of the academic and personal concerns 
that sometimes we are unable to share with 
professors or colleagues openly, and that might 
result in low performances. I believe that he became 
a role model to many of us (especially international 
students from third world countries) who felt identity 
with his words and development (Student 77).  

Conclusion

In this paper, we have recapitulated and discussed the 
applicability of the TLR outside its original context. TLR, 
initially outlined by Trowler and Cooper in 2002 and 
applied widely in research on higher education, was meant 
as a model or tool that could envision and make tangible 
teachers’ inherent pedagogical imaginations and teaching 
practices for themselves. In our case, we presented and 
discussed the existence and forms of different TLRs with 
Master students, making them aware that: a) different 
teachers and universities have different TLRs and b) that 
their prior university studies de facto inculcate them into a 
particular habitus (Bourdieu, 1990) with a distinct TLR. In our 
practice, we brought a pedagogical model and approach 
from the “backstage”, i.e., the internal discourse and 
pedagogical courses for university teachers led by higher 
research and education scholars and pedagogues. We then 
took this pedagogical model (TLR) to the “frontstage”, the 
classroom and the students. The question of whether this is 
a constructive approach needs to be anchored in additional 
research, even if our understanding of this take is a positive 
one. Before that, however, we need to have a more ethical 
discussion regarding this case, as it is no doubt that this 
has been not only an “experiment” in pedagogy but also an 
“experiment” in the conduct of power.

From a pragmatic point of view, “everyone” seems pleased 
with the introduction week, both students and teachers alike. 
In sum, the week offered students a key to use or a template 
to apply to be better prepared for the forthcoming Master’s 
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programme. It gave the students insights and tools to get a 
good start in the Master’s programme, reducing the risk of 
failure in the very first course of the programme. A majority 
of the students did not pass the first exam on the first course 
in both years. Still, they expressed confidence that they 
could manage it eventually as they could conceptualise and 
grasp why they had not passed (they had not yet embraced 
the university’s TLR, but did not know what to do about it). 
But from the Foucauldian framework used in this paper, it is 
inevitable that we, the teachers, functioned as pedagogical 
pastors or priests, eliciting and encouraging confessions 
and avowals from the students. Again, we are reminded 
that power is never absent from the classroom, even if the 
education is filled with benevolent intentions (Brookfield et 
al., 2022). 

We also need to be aware that this process of confession 
and avowal encourages a movement of the students’ 
subject position that, in the end, may result in a more 
homogeneous and rectified body of students with similar 
practices and ways of reasoning regarding university 
knowledge, pedagogy, and proper behaviour in the 
classroom, imposing Foucauldian disciplinary power over 
the minds and the bodies of international students. At least 
these are conclusions or indications that can be found in 
critical management studies that have applied a Foucauldian 
take on how corporation and public sector organisations 
have attempted through education and internal training 
of employees (Skålén & Fougère, 2007; Skålén, 2010). 
Common ideas within service marketing include the belief 
that employees can improve their performance by following 
decided guidelines and procedures when interacting with 
customers, resulting in performance excellence. However, 
when every service worker follows the same script and 
procedure, the conduct becomes homogeneous and 
eventually regarded as standard (rather than excellent) by 
the customers (Skålén & Fougère, 2007). At the same time, 
there is a disciplinary pressure on the employees, resulting 
in some of them not feeling they fit into the organisation 
any longer (Skålén, 2010).

Consequently, there is a need to admit that pedagogical 
approaches like the one described in the paper might as 
well be a timid tool in the further neoliberalisation of the 
universities, as it might encourage an instrumental and 
streamlined behaviour among students that otherwise, as a 
group, would have a more heterogeneous and diverse set-
up of practices and imaginations to apply in their daily work 
at the universities. One might be provoked to wonder if such 
an outcome might possibly restrict learning and constrain 
knowledge. Given such high stakes, the question of if this 
is a probable outcome of self-scrutinising pedagogical 
practices and performances among university students in an 
international context calls for further consideration.

What we can argue, thus, is that admitting and declaring 
these ‘hidden’ power effects of even a benevolent 
pedagogy, like the case presented above, to the students 
could be of benefit to them. That requires a short 
introduction of Foucault’s ideas but helps the students to 
further contextualise and understand their place as learning 
subjects at the neoliberal university (and in the continuation 
of a neoliberal society). Being open with the ‘hidden’ role of 

the benevolent university teacher is being honest about the 
societal ecology teachers and students are engulfed in. As 
we see it, it could not be something negative.

As a more practical recommendation, in order to follow up 
and assist students in facing the challenges of a different 
TLR (and not only reflect on these challenges), we suggest 
that teachers render the workings of the TLR visible to 
students in the classroom, revealing the institutional and 
epistemological assumptions underpinning the design 
of teaching and learning activities. This calls for not only 
a reflexive capacity on the part of both teachers and 
students but also a willingness to set aside traditional role 
relations, and their implicit power differentials, in favour of 
a more equal footing as mutual subjects of the TLR. One 
practical step is simply to openly reflect upon and invite 
conversations with students about how the TLR affects 
teaching and learning practices, including course design, 
lesson plans, examinations, and grading. These revelatory 
moments might occur in discussions of course design logics 
at introductory lectures at the commencement of courses 
and in discussions of assessment logics and grading schemes 
when presenting information about upcoming assessment 
tasks during courses. Revelatory moments may even be 
activated through feedback comments on assessment tasks, 
improving the quality of feedback by offering insight into 
the logic of the TLR shaping form of evaluation and its 
grading (Nicol et al., 2014; Orrell, 2006).

Rendering the practical workings of the TLR present 
in everyday teaching and learning practices not only 
empowers students to navigate the conditions of their 
learning environment better but also serves to enhance 
the relevance of learning by enabling students to gain 
insight into the underlying rationality of the TLR guiding 
teaching and learning activities. Both support students’ 
learning. Revelatory moments effectively transform the 
learning context, practically empowering students to 
be more active and effective in their learning, aligning 
with the expression of democratic values undergirding 
participatory course design (Bergmark & Westman, 2016). 
These revelatory moments also work to de-mystify learning 
tasks and enhance the perceived relevance of teaching and 
learning activities, aligning to andragogic approaches which 
highlight that for adult learners, engagement in learning 
turns on understanding the relevance of learning activities 
(Knowles et al., 2015). 
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The role of online tourism education and its impact on student wellbeing during a ‘COVID-
pause’
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The COVID-19 pandemic created an extremely challenging landscape 
for the tourism and hospitality industry, particularly in terms of the 
wellbeing of those employed in the sector. In mid-2020, in response to 
the pandemic, the University of Tasmania, in conjunction with the Tourism 
Industry Council of Tasmania, designed a fee-free Graduate Certificate of 
Tourism, Environmental and Cultural Heritage for Tasmanian residents 
employed in the tourism sector who were impacted by COVID-19. The 
course was designed to upskill participants, but as the course progressed, 
anecdotal evidence emerged about the wellbeing side-benefits of this 
online educational offering.

As a result, an empirical study was conducted as it was not clear from 
previous research whether online education could contribute towards 
psychological wellbeing during a pandemic. A web-based survey and 
focus groups were designed to collect data. The findings revealed the 
extent that online delivery in tourism higher education can contribute 
towards wellbeing during a prolonged crisis event. It revealed that 
the free education attracted students who would not normally attend 
university. As a result, they felt a great sense of achievement and, 
ultimately, wellbeing during and following the completion of the course. 
The findings also revealed that the hybrid online model employed for 
this teaching model generated a sense of community and wellbeing. 
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Introduction 

Recent research suggests that people’s sense of wellbeing 
has suffered greatly during the COVID-19 pandemic 
(Vindegaard & Benros, 2020). Stressors such as health-
related worries, job insecurity, work-family conflict, and 
discrimination against those affected by the virus have all 
negatively affected people’s subjective wellbeing (Mutinda 
& Liu, 2021). The tourism and hospitality industry has 
been impacted by these issues while also facing existing 
difficulties, such as gender inequality and workplace 
exploitation (Milano & Koens, 2022) and emotional labour 
(Ek et al., 2020). The pandemic crisis has arguably amplified 
many of these issues and, in doing so, has demonstrated 
that workers in the industry are highly vulnerable in terms 
of their socio-psychological wellbeing during times of crisis 
(Kimbu et al., 2021).

Tasmania, an island state in south-eastern Australia, was 
the first state to instigate border restrictions following the 
declaration of the COVID-19 pandemic. This resulted in 
the entire tourism industry being brought to a standstill 
and vast job losses in the sector. In response to this, the 
University of Tasmanian (UTAS) and the Tourism Industry 
Council of Tasmania offered a Graduate Certificate in 
Tourism, Environment and Cultural Heritage (GCTECH) 
as a six-month full-time (or 18-month part-time) degree 
designed for tourism professionals impacted by COVID-19. 
The concept proved very popular, with 340 enrolments 
coming in between its announcement in May and the start 
of teaching in mid-July 2020. The course was designed 
to be at the cutting edge of online teaching by utilising 
modern educational technology with learners who were 
geographically dispersed across and beyond Tasmania. 

As the course progressed, anecdotal evidence emerged 
about the wellbeing benefits of education during the 
pandemic. Although the literature on the impact of online 
education on students’ wellbeing in a pandemic context 
exists (Butnaru et al., 2021; Petillion & McNeil, 2020), there 
are still significant gaps in knowledge. Specifically, while 
it has been demonstrated that online education can be 
a contributing factor to wellbeing (Morgan & Simmons, 
2021), it is not clear what role online education can play 
in promoting psychological wellbeing during a pandemic. 
Subsequently, our key research questions were: 

Can online teaching environments foster a 
sense of student wellbeing during a crisis 
event? And

If wellbeing outcomes exist, what are they? 

1.

2.

To respond to these questions, a web-based survey and 
focus groups were conducted in late 2020 and early 2021. 
This paper discusses the finding of these methods and, in 
doing so, contributes to the emerging literature on online 
education and wellbeing during crisis situations. 

Literature review

The impacts of education on individuals’ wellbeing

Most wellbeing concepts in the literature are related to a 
positive philosophical vision of the world. Wellbeing is 
primarily viewed through the individual lens and what 
makes people feel happy and good (Cloninger, 2004; Smith 
& Diekmann, 2017). There are now a multitude of wellbeing 
measures that have developed to assess individuals’ 
wellbeing, ranging from scales that assess individuals’ 
satisfaction with life and mood (Larsen et al., 1985) to those 
which assess anxiety and depression (Kessler, 2002) and 
those that consider individuals’ ability to deal with difficult 
situations (Luthans et al., 2007). However, some scales have 
been critiqued for their inability to assess external factors 
that affect individuals, including relationships and one’s 
sense that they are surrounded and supported by others. 
One scale that attempts to deal with these external issues 
is the PERMA framework (Kern et al., 2015; Seligman, 2018). 
This tool attempts to address a wide variety of dimensions 
of wellbeing by considering Positive Emotion, Engagement, 
Relationships, Meaning and Accomplishment. The five major 
constructs of the framework, as outlined by Seligman (2011), 
are: 

Positive Emotion: hedonic feelings of happiness 
such as joy and contentment;

Engagement: feeling engaged in life and 
connection to activities or organisations;

Relationships: feeling socially integrated, cared 
about and supported by others, and satisfied 
with social connections;

Meaning: believing that one’s life is valuable 
and feeling connected to something greater 
than oneself; and

Accomplishment: making progress toward goals 
and feeling capable of doing daily activities.

•

•

•

•

•

PERMA is not without its criticisms; it has been described 
as a ‘good start’ but not a definitive theory for measuring 
wellbeing and has been critiqued for lacking instruction on 
how to build wellbeing (Seligman 2018). Despite this, its 
strength in educational settings has been noted because of 
its use of multiple dimensions that can provide guidance 
to educators as to where the wellbeing of students may 
be lacking (Kern et al., 2015; Morgan & Simmons, 2021). 
Indeed, researchers in the field of education and wellbeing 
argue that education itself can contribute to the PERMA 
elements, which lead to positive wellbeing (Michalos, 2008). 
This is significant because the degree to which education 
contributes to positive wellbeing in the context of the 
COVID-19 pandemic is not yet understood. Research has 
clearly demonstrated the impacts that the pandemic and 
measures such as lockdown, isolation, social distancing and 
border closures have had on the wellbeing of people within 
the university sector (McGaughey et al., 2021; Sutherland et 
al., 2021). For example, amongst university students, a study 
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conducted in Bangladesh showed that living in urban areas, 
having an unstable financial situation, living without family, 
and having infections of family or friends were factors that 
caused anxiety during the COVID-19 outbreak (Dhar et al., 
2020).

Further research demonstrated that uncertainty about 
academic performance, graduation and career prospects 
are other stressors reducing university students’ wellbeing 
during the pandemic (Sundarasen et al., 2020). This leads 
to the question of whether learning can contribute to 
wellbeing during a crisis situation? Bensalah (2002, 2011) 
argues that education can provide a channel for teaching 
new skills and values and benefit the “reconstruction of 
the economic basis of family, local and national life and 
sustainable development and peace building”. Moreover, 
as a way of implementing emergency remote education, 
effective online learning is claimed to enhance students’ 
mental wellbeing (Shohel et al., 2021). Scholars in the field 
of psychology and education argue that higher education 
institutions can play an important role in assisting students 
in coping with stress and anxiety (Morgan & Simmons, 2021; 
Mutinda & Liu, 2021) as well as improving academic and 
social integration during the pandemic (Resch et al., 2022). 
However, not all studies have yielded positive outcomes; a 
study of chemistry students in a Canadian university during 
the pandemic found that emergency remote learning 
was unfavourable to students’ engagement and mental 
wellbeing (Petillion & McNeil, 2020). Another study into 
students’ wellbeing discovered collaborative learning with 
peers did not affect hope or academic satisfaction (Zhong 
et al., 2021). The inconsistencies in findings emphasise that 
the role that education can play in enhancing wellbeing 
in times of crisis is not yet thoroughly understood. This is 
critical because COVID-19 has created the necessity for, and 
subsequent heavy reliance upon, online education.

Online education and its prospects in higher education

Debates regarding the benefits and challenges of online 
learning are not a new phenomenon (Forsyth et al., 2010; 
Pillay et al., 2007). Recent research reported that online 
learning can have a negative effect on students’ perceptions 
of their personal development (Butnaru et al., 2021), and 
student learning outcomes and course-learning outcomes 
were generally lower when the study was online (Kristianto & 
Gandajaya, 2022). In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
online educational providers have often been criticised for 
providing inadequate training conditions, poor infrastructure 
and hardware (Budur et al., 2021) and inadequate access to 
digital resources (Adesina & Orija, 2020; Zhao et al., 2022).

Conversely, positive dimensions of online learning have 
been documented; Adesina and Orija (2020) found students 
perceived many benefits of online learning during the 
pandemic, including scheduling flexibility, self-paced 
learning and skill development. Online learning has also 
been said to reduce mental stress (Sundarasen et al., 2020). 
However, it has been found that this depends on individuals’ 
personalities (Tavitiyaman et al., 2021) and that skills training 
is essential to help students succeed in online learning 
environments (Tabvuma et al., 2021). However, what remains 

to be understood is the extent to which online learning can 
facilitate a sense of connection between students via online 
environments during a pandemic. The PERMA model argues 
that social integration and engagement with activities and 
organisations are important contributors to a sense of 
wellbeing (Seligman, 2018). Further research is needed to 
explore whether connection and engagement with academic 
staff and peers via online learning can positively influence 
student wellbeing.

Butnaru et al. (2021, pp. 4-5) argue that “to increase wellbeing 
in the context of online education, the focus of universities 
will have to be on how to facilitate social-emotional learning 
in virtual classrooms”. This implies that online platforms 
require direct interaction to enhance communication and 
feedback, such as through facial expressions, gestures, 
feedback and personal connection. Researchers have shown 
that hybrid modes of delivering courses, such as experiential 
online learning, hold considerable promise (Snow et al., 
2019) because students can connect, reflect, share, and 
interact with teaching staff and peers. Similarly, blended 
learning platforms in tourism programs have been found 
to positively impact students’ cognitive engagement and 
emotional participation and, ultimately, their satisfaction 
(Gao et al., 2020). Adedoyin and Soyka (2020) argue that 
effective online education requires cautious design, planning 
and development in order to ensure positive emotional 
outcomes. COVID-19 has challenged this knowledge. 
The sudden pivots required by universities following the 
outbreak of the pandemic meant that educational planning 
and educators were under tremendous time pressure.

Furthermore, students who chose in-person education were 
forced to change modes. Waller et al. (2021) claim that the 
social benefits of learning may have been reduced during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, as opportunities for socialising 
suddenly decreased when learners were forced to go 
online, which coincided with pandemic-induced stress. 
Definitive research is yet to emerge on whether the social 
and emotional aspects of wellbeing could be fulfilled via an 
online learning environment during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
This, coupled with a need to understand the ways in which 
online education can improve student perceptions of their 
skills and knowledge and how these impact their wellbeing, 
served as a major impetus for this study.

Tourism in Tasmania, COVID-19 and the creation of the 
GCTECH 

Tasmania is highly reliant on tourism; the industry 
contributes $2.95 billion (9%) to the Gross State Product and 
is responsible for 14% of Tasmanian employment (Tourism 
Tasmania, 2022). Consequently, when the Tasmanian 
Government closed Tasmania’s borders on the 30th of 
March 2020, the tourism industry was brought to a complete 
standstill. A variety of emergency responses emerged 
following this announcement, including the development 
of the Commonwealth of Australia-supported GCTECH, 
which meant that studying was effectively free. The degree 
offered four core units that contained online live lectures, 
along with highly interactive teaching modules. It also used 
teaching tools such as recorded interviews with overseas 
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tourism experts, live webinars, online tutorials, workshops, 
and online social events, such as panels and a quiz night, to 
complement the learning experience. 

Between early June 2020 and the enrolment cut-off date in 
early August 2020, 340 students enrolled into the course. 
In July, the state-wide lockdown ended, and the tourism 
industry began to ‘open up’ to Tasmanian residents. This 
resulted in 168 students not commencing the course, but 
172 students remained. Of those, 81 students graduated 
at the end of December 2020, 34 students graduated in 
August 2021, and at the time of writing, the remainder 
were completing the course. Students were geographically 
spread across the entire island of Tasmania, and the majority 
of them were ‘mature students’ (over 21 years of age); with 
family, work, or other care commitments. Approximately 
75% came from a non-academic background (no bachelor’s 
degree or equivalent acquired prior to the enrolment). 
They were offered a place in the course because of their 
rich industry experience. The response of the research team 
was to develop a suite of teaching tools aimed at bringing 
those who had a non-tertiary background ‘up to speed’ with 
academic writing, literature and behaviour. This required 
measures to be put in place that extended beyond the 
normal support systems offered by UTAS.

In addition to online sessions on enrolment and the 
universities’ online learning platform MyLO, the researchers 
developed a non-award learning site called the ‘Tourism 
Lounge’. This site sought to assist students from non-
academic backgrounds with learning resources such as 
webinars, podcasts, academic readings and vignettes 
from the teaching staff on their favourite research articles. 
The goal was to upskill students on academic norms in a 
casualised and non-overwhelming manner. Within the 
Tourism Lounge, students could access modules such as 
“Papers that you can’t live without”, where seminal tourism 
articles were highlighted, and a module called “Theories that 
make us sweat”, where lecturers gave four-minute video 
blogs on their favourite theories. The Tasmanian tourism 
industry was variously celebrated and criticised in lectures, 
discussions and readings (Ooi & Hardy, 2020; Denny et 
al., 2019). The teaching team wanted to reassure students 
that the classroom environment was one where freedom of 
speech and respectful debate were encouraged.

Methods

We utilised mixed methods to elicit a sense of the breadth 
and depth of students’ experiences, thus aligning with 
approaches often seen in education and the social sciences 
(Chubchuwong & Speece, 2015). This included an online 
quantitative survey followed by two Zoom-based focus 
groups with students. Digital methods were necessary, given 
that some students were in lockdown or quarantine during 
the survey period. They have been recognised as suitable 
research tools during exceptional times, such as natural 
disasters and occasions that cause anxiety (Ma et al., 2020).

Online survey

To determine the impact that the GCTECH had upon 
wellbeing, questions and options for responses were drawn 
from three psychological models: Seligman’s (2011) PERMA 
model (adapted from Kern et al. 2015), with additional 
influence from the Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (K10) 
and the PsyCap scale (Luthans et al., 2007) (See Table 1).
 
First, to tailor our questionnaire for an education setting, 
we used questions from the PERMA model, via a five-point 
Likert scale, with higher scores indicating greater amounts 
of the given construct (Kern et al., 2015). For example, we 
used the PERMA model to create questions on the positive 
emotions that students had towards the degree, as well as 
to gauge the emotions that were brought about because of 
their study, their engagement with the content and other 
students, and their sense of accomplishment. We also used 
this scale to assist with the construction of questions that 
determined students’ negative experiences, such as stress.

Next, we drew inspiration for our questions from the PsyCap 
scale to assess students’ perception of the impacts that the 
course had upon their confidence, optimism and sense of 
hope for the future and ability to problem solve (Luthans 
& Youssef-Morgan, 2017). Specifically, questions 1-6 on 
confidence and 8-10 on resilience were deemed used from 
Luthans’s (2017) scale. Minor adjustments to the wording 
were made so that the impact of the GCTECH could be 
explored. For example, PySCap item 10 was changed from “I 
feel confident in representing my work area in meetings with 
management” to “The GCTECH has given me confidence in 
some ways”.

Finally, to determine whether the GCTECH impacted 
students’ sense of positive emotions and nervousness, we 
drew inspiration from the K10 Kessler Psychological Distress 
scale (Kessler, 2002). For example, we used measure 3 from 
the K10 scale as inspiration. The question “During the last 30 
days, about how often did you feel so nervous that nothing 
could calm you down?” was reframed to: “The GCTECH calms 
me down during the pandemic”.

Table 1: Example of survey question design, building upon 
previous scales and theoretical concepts.
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The survey concluded with questions related to the perceived 
outcomes and challenges that students faced during the 
semester, plus their gender, family status and previous 
educational experience. We used the Qualtrics platform and 
emailed all students enrolled in the course (n=340). At the 
time, just over 170 enrolled students actively participated in 
the course, and 49 completed the survey in full. Respondents 
had the option to provide contact details for participating in 
focus groups to further engage with the research. 

Focus groups

The focus groups were designed to explore the issues raised 
in the survey in further detail, including how COVID impacted 
our students’ employment, the role that their studies played 
during COVID with regard to their wellbeing, and perceived 
outcomes of the course, both positive and negative. We also 
triangulated the online survey data by delving into the focus 
group discussion to seek confirmation and explanation of 
certain survey findings. Two semi-structured Zoom focus 
groups were held by an experienced facilitator in May 2021, 
with a total of eight participants recruited successfully. 

Recordings were transcribed digitally. Then, to ensure the 
participants’ anonymity, the facilitator removed all references 
to students’ and employers’ names within the industry, 
ensuring that the research team could not identify individual 
students’ identities. The transcribed manuscript was read 
through, interpreted in context and categorised into themes 
and sub-themes by two of the authors, first independently, 
and then their individual notes were compared, including 
categories, themes and examples of quotes, and finally 
integrated into one data analysis document. The coding 
structure, analytical process and outcomes were discussed 
among the authors. In this paper, we provide some brief 
background information on the participants when quoting 
them.  

Results and analysis

Motivation to enrol for studies during a pandemic – the 
power of ‘free education’

The promise of free education was a major motivational 
factor:

I did the course because, to be honest, it was free. 
And I thought I’m really interested in it. I don’t 
know if I would have enrolled if I had to pay for 
it just because it would have felt a bit frivolous. 
Because I don’t really work in the area. (Participant 
5, manager, vocational education provider)

This finding was interesting as previous literature has found 
that fee-paying courses encourage learners to pay attention 
to the benefits of their courses (Lee & Yeung, 2022). It is 
possible that these findings did not apply to this study due 
to the financial pressures created by COVID-19. 

Further motivations for studying included an opportunity to 
upskill: 

I saw it as an opportunity to just update my 
knowledge, refresh everything. (Participant 6, 
worked in tourism, hospitality and brewery)

Table 2: Respondents’ motivations for studying the GCTECH.

Distraction and keeping minds active during the ‘tourism 
pause’ was also a major motivator:

I thought, well, I’m going to be bored. I’m still not 
doing many hours a week. This would be nice to get 
it ticked off, and everything that that course had 
just caught my eye because it was relevant to my 
job. (Participant 7, brew house general manager)

And finally, the short length of the course emerged as an 
attractive proposition: pause’ was also a major motivator:

It was an opportunity for me to really take six 
months and branch into a different area… The 
briefness of it. (Participant 3 started a building 
design business)

Towards the end of the survey, we probed further by asking, 
“If the GCTECH was not provided free of charge during the 
pandemic, would you have done it?” (n=49). 90% responded 
that they would not have done it if it was not free. This 
further highlighted the influence of the free study on their 
decision to enrol.

Exploring correlations in the data on wellbeing

To summarise the survey dataset and identify noteworthy 
associations related to students’ wellbeing while learning in 
this course during the pandemic, we created a correlation 
matrix for all relevant parameters using the Kendall rank 
correlation coefficient (tau, τ) (Hervé, 2007). Multiple choice 
questions were separated into true/false answers for each 
option. Kendall’s tau is a robust measure of the relationship 
between two statements when the sample size is small, and 
the dataset includes ordinal ranks. The calculated p-values 
for a hypothesis test whose null hypothesis is the absence 
of association (τ = 0) suggest that all correlations discussed 
below are highly statistically significant (p<0.01), except 
where explicitly stated. The following analysis explores the 
relationships that were identified from this process. Many 
affective outcomes from the survey also emerged from the 
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focus groups; many themes that appeared here were deeply 
personal.

The question statement “I feel good that I am doing the 
GCTECH” correlated positively with feeling a strong sense of 
community in class (τ = 0.48, N = 29); with the perception 
that the GCTECH has connected them to other students (τ = 
0.41, N = 26); and that the GCTECH plays a role in improving 
their happiness/sense of achievement (τ = 0.62, N = 30). This 
indicates that the students believed that GCTECH positively 
impacted their wellbeing during a period of prolonged 
uncertainty. From these responses, we can see how students’ 
wellbeing is closely tied to a sense of being connected to 
others. We also found support for this in the qualitative 
data. Tourism is a highly networked industry, particularly in 
Tasmania. Some focus group participants were motivated 
to enrol in the GCTECH after hearing about it from their 
colleagues and network and saw it as an opportunity to stay 
connected and make new connections:

I then started to learn about other people I knew 
that were going to undertake it as well. And I 
thought it’s a great way to stay connected. And 
during the lockdown, I also thought this is going to 
be good or keep me really mentally stimulated to 
make those connections with people who worked 
in the industry. To really have access to those 
different people with different experiences and 
businesses, and backgrounds was just fabulous. 
(Participant 7)

Additionally, participants appreciated that they were able to 
support each other through the pandemic via the creation 
of an online community:

Probably the coolest thing out of [the] course is to 
have conversations with the other participants in 
the breakout spaces or group work – to understand 
their stories and what they’re going through. 
(Participant 2, a hotel group commercial manager)

Next, we found several strong relationships with the notion 
that the GCTECH had played a role in improving students’ 
sense of achievement. This was positively correlated with 
the perception that the GCTECH had an impact on students 
in that they felt connected to a community of tourism 
students (τ = 0.52, N = 20); and that because of what they 
had learned, they felt optimistic about their future (τ = 
0.61, N = 25). This is an indicator that the connection with 
fellow students and confidence in realising a better future 
is important for wellbeing and a sense of happiness during 
times of uncertainty. A sense of ‘doing something together’ 
comforted students who had a tourism background:

So there was that sort of boost of just being in that 
space with people, and we’re all studying together, 
and it’s hard work, but it’s good fun… So that 
was actually quite reassuring and reconfirming. 
(Participant 6)

The focus groups also revealed that students felt a sense 
of accomplishment and worth, which improved their self-
esteem:

When you get your first marks back, and you did 
okay, it was really good. It was like, well, I’m not so 
dumb after all, and even being able to participate 
in the tutorials and workshops where you could 
add value because you have experience in the 
industry. Yeah, that was really, really good… So 
during that time, it was really good for my self-
esteem. (Participant 6)

The notion that the GCTECH played a role in improving 
students’ happiness and sense of achievement also had 
strong relationships with perceptions that students can 
use the knowledge for their work (τ = 0.43, N = 27); that 
they understood the tourism industry more than before (τ 
= 0.43, N = 29); and that the GCTECH has given students 
a greater understanding of the tourism industry (τ = 0.44, 
N = 27). The question statement also showed a negative 
correlation with the notion that the GCTECH did not help 
students pursue their work goals (τ = -0.49, N = 27). These 
relationships indicated that the more relevant the GCTECH 
was to a student’s work life, the greater the relationship to 
feelings of happiness and achievement became. We heard 
similar sentiments in the focus groups when participants 
commented on specific learning outcomes:

It made me really more self-aware about my own 
social media use and how I use it, and also of things 
I’d not really connected with before. (Participant 5)

I did actually feel really excited that we’ve got all 
of these operators within Tasmania, and people 
involved in the industry who are getting these new 
perspectives on issues of sustainability and gender, 
and lots of those things, which, in everyday life, 
we’re so busy with just working and dealing with 
immediate problems that we don’t think from a 
wider perspective. (Participant 4, working in various 
casual tourism jobs)

Our analysis of the statement that the GCTECH played a role 
in connecting students had a strong correlation with the 
statement that the GCTECH expanded students’ networks 
(τ = 0.51, N = 23); and specifically expanded students’ 
networks through group work (τ = 0.59, N = 21). We also 
saw moderate correlations with the statement that the 
GCTECH helped them make useful connections with the 
industry (τ = 0.34, p = 0.011, N = 19) and gave students 
confidence (τ = 0.40, N = 27). This also indicates that the 
design of the GCTECH, including online tutorials, the format 
of assessment tasks, and social events played a role in 
strengthening professional connections for the exchange 
of ideas, advice, and support; and, potentially, in the longer 
term, may help students advance career prospects. Within 
the focus groups, similar themes emerged:

I felt it’s really enriched my personal experience 
and the ability to actually apply that to my 
business… I can actually say these are my 
qualifications that I have, which gives me credibility 
and professionalism, as well. (Participant 1, tourism 
business operator)
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We asked students about the role that the GCTECH played 
during the pandemic. Their responses aligned with their 
motivation to enrol: keeping one’s mind active, knowledge, 
a sense of achievement, networks and connections, plus a 
distraction from the pandemic proved to be very commonly 
held outcomes (Table 3). However, our absence of pre-
enrolment motivational data means that these data were 
collected once the course began. They should thus be 
viewed with caution.

Table 3: Students’ perception of GCTECH.

The powerful and often deeply emotional responses from 
the focus group data highlighted that, to many, the GCTECH 
provided a distraction from the stress of the pandemic and 
the worry of when it was going to end:

Look, it was really important, actually. I wasn’t 
having a good time mentally as soon as everything 
happened… But I think the main thing was it kept 
me focused on something. So, my mind wasn’t 
thinking about what had actually been the reality at 
the time as much. You know, everyone’s got COVID, 
or everyone’s lost their jobs. That is shit. But here 
we are with this great opportunity. And I think, for 
me, it was just a lifesaver, really. (Participant 7)

It also suggested that the course was significant in giving 
students mental stimulation and, more importantly, hope. 

So, the psychological aspect is that it just kept 
me really stimulated mentally. You know, always 
thinking, always researching. I just wouldn’t miss 
any Zoom opportunities, just for that interaction, 
and talking with others, seeing others. (Participant 
7)

I distinctly remember one time, towards the end of 
the semester, when the sun was starting to come 
out again. And I was at home, had my laptop on 
the grass on the front lawn, and we had a Zoom. I 
put the table umbrella up over my head and had 
my legs in the sun, laptop in the shade, sort of 
doing a Zoom session out in the garden. It was a 
pretty good time. (Participant 3)

Discussion 

Scholars in the field of psychology and education agree that 
higher education institutions can play a fundamental role in 
assisting people in coping with stress and anxiety. This project 
aimed to add to these ideas by exploring the contribution 
that online education can make during pandemics in terms 
of student wellbeing. Our research highlighted several key 
findings.

Firstly, our study demonstrated that the unique interactive 
pedagogies played an important role in facilitating a sense 
of wellbeing, by distracting students from the pandemic 
that surrounded them and giving them a sense of hope, 
improved skills and confidence in their abilities. A key 
outcome of the course was a sense of connection that 
students felt with each other and their fellow community of 
GCTECH students. The students enrolled in this course were 
under stress, particularly those whose work was impacted 
by COVID, and these were the students who reported the 
greatest wellbeing outcomes. Our study also showed that 
these students significantly benefitted from feeling that they 
had improved their skills and knowledge during the course, 
which ultimately led to enhanced confidence and a sense of 
wellbeing.

Secondly, this study highlighted the importance of 
online learning design in facilitating wellbeing. Although 
the PERMA model argues that social integration and 
engagement through activities can contribute to wellbeing 
(Seligman, 2018), little is known as to whether connection 
and engagement with teaching staff and peers online can 
positively influence student wellbeing. This study illustrated 
that this can indeed occur. Online education has changed 
the higher education landscape during the COVID-19 
period. It holds considerable promise for the design and 
delivery of tourism courses post-pandemic, especially in 
the context of Australia, where the population is dispersed 
across a wide geographical area. The students in this cohort 
were not traditional graduate certificate students; they 
were often not well-versed in academic conduct, critical 
thinking, educational techniques or online learning. Their 
highly diverse backgrounds and mature age meant that 
accessibility and flexibility were required to ensure their 
learning was supported. The online learning was designed to 
be connectable, interactive, supportive and caring. Although 
the learners were in different regions, they were able to 
enjoy the social connections while participating in learning 
activities. Our course adopted a hybrid online learning 
mode and used resources such as live Zoom lectures, 
recorded lectures, recorded interviews and live webinars 
with domestic and overseas tourism experts, online tutorials 
and workshops, a discussion board, ‘The Tourism Lounge’ 
plus online social events. All these appeared to play a very 
significant role in ensuring engagement and, ultimately, 
fostering a sense of wellbeing.

Thirdly, this study clearly demonstrated the power of free 
education in terms of it acting as a motivator to engage in 
studying and its role as a ‘distraction’ during times of crisis. 
The powerful responses from our students when asked about 
the importance of the ‘free’ aspect of our course clearly 
show that short courses, introductory courses and ‘tasters’ 
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play a crucial role in attracting non-traditional students 
to education. This is extremely significant in regional and 
low socio-economic destinations such as Tasmania, where 
‘first-in-family’ learners make up a large proportion (70%) of 
students at the UTAS.

Along with the positive aspects, this study was limited in 
a variety of ways. Firstly, our absence of pre-enrolment 
motivational data means that these data should be viewed 
with caution. Additionally, a larger study is needed to add 
more rigour to our findings. That said, the richness of the 
qualitative data collected through the focus groups served 
to triangulate the results, and their congruence with the 
quantitative data gave the research team some level of 
confidence regarding their relevance. 

Conclusions

The COVID-19 pandemic decimated the tourism industry 
around the world, including in Tasmania. The University 
of Tasmania wanted to support the community during the 
pandemic, and offering GCTECH for free to Tasmanians was 
one strategy. We did not know what to expect. This study 
is a real-life experiment of sorts, and we can draw at least 
three conclusions from our research questions. 

First, free education has indeed attracted students who 
would otherwise not go to university, and in the case 
of our research, the lack of charge did not hinder them 
from focusing on the benefits of the course. This differs 
from previous research by Lee and Yeung (2022), possibly 
due to financial pressures placed by those in the tourism 
industry during COVID-10. Further research in this space 
would provide insights into this finding. Further, higher 
education plays a significant part in social mobility. Our 
study has shown that providing a free education has given 
opportunities to many who never thought they would go 
to university. Second, despite apprehension towards online 
teaching, our hybrid online model has indicated that it is 
possible to generate a sense of community and wellbeing. 
However, the model we use was created to generate 
sustained interaction. Social connections and interactions 
are important to maintaining student wellbeing. This bodes 
well for this mode of education delivery, but efforts are 
needed to generate a sense of community and wellbeing. 
Third, a sense of achievement also contributes to one’s 
sense of wellbeing. Having to study and learn new things 
can provide a sense of achievement and generate a greater 
sense of wellbeing which may be particularly important 
during an involuntary pause in a job and career.  
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Student perspectives of hybrid delivery in a transnational education context during Covid-19
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The Covid-19 pandemic created the need for (often rapid) transitions 
to online delivery in many higher education settings. As the world 
transitioned to living with the pandemic, the need to adequately support 
students with health concerns about returning to campus, either for 
themselves or those with whom they were living, plus a range of other 
access issues, created the need to shift to a hybrid delivery mode in many 
places. This study examines the student experiences of hybrid delivery in 
a TNE branch campus in the United Arab Emirates and their suggestions 
for how hybrid delivery could be improved for future delivery. The study 
employed open-ended survey questions to ask about the most effective, 
least effective and improvement areas from students who were enrolled 
in hybrid courses. The responses were analysed, and after examining the 
data provided in the survey, some measure of success in implementing 
a hybrid delivery model has been identified. However, a number of areas 
for concern were also raised in the responses. Additionally, students also 
identified solutions to some of the problems to improve the quality. Issues 
with technology, engagement, support and the benefit of remaining 
online in hybrid mode were some of the least and most effective issues 
raised by the students. Article Info
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Introduction 

Many changes were thrust upon the world during the 
Covid-19 pandemic, and this was certainly true of the 
education industry. The delivery of classes during lockdown 
periods presented educators with many challenges, 
one of the most problematic being the organisation of 
seamless class delivery to home-bound students (Jena, 
2020). Universities had to continue teaching their students 
with little certainty regarding the possible length of the 
lockdowns in various parts of the world. There was a need 
to prepare for continued operation, possibly for the long 
term, and institutions had to act very quickly to do this. 
Universities turned to a variety of platforms designed to 
facilitate remote education and provide the means to deliver 
classes to students live and online. Even with the availability 
of high-speed internet in many locations, there were 
difficulties with this delivery format (Dietrich et al., 2020). 
During the pandemic, maintaining social distancing during 
delivery has been vital and doing so while also providing 
a successful and engaging learning environment has also 
been an area of experimentation and research. Available 
research stresses that student engagement is impacted by 
a range of factors, including learning environments (Raes, 
2022). That is why research regarding the experiences of 
remote and socially distanced learning is vital. Along with the 
ease of online classes, challenges also arose in this delivery 
format for students, lecturers, and universities. According to 
a study conducted by Shuchi et al. (2021), the disadvantages 
of online learning exceed their advantages. Some concerns 
from the student perspective were poor internet connections 
and unfamiliarity with the delivery platforms. For the 
teachers, there was also a lack of knowledge of the available 
platforms (Al-Khumaim et al., 2021). Furthermore, many 
tutors were poorly or completely untrained and were forced 
to operate unfamiliar software while still being expected 
to deliver quality classes. For the universities, there were 
problematic assessment practices and the additional cost of 
upgrading and/or providing the means to deliver the classes 
with hardware purchases (Shuchi et al., 2021). 

While many students felt the desire to get back into the 
classroom for face-to-face learning after long periods 
of online delivery, others were still concerned about the 
possibility of becoming infected by Covid-19, were concerned 
about the risk of exposure to vulnerable family members or 
were too remotely located to make the journey to campus 
(Capone et al., 2020). As a consequence, many institutions 
initiated hybrid classes in an attempt to address the needs 
of their students as the world transitioned to living with the 
pandemic. Like fully online delivery, the implementation 
of hybrid teaching uncovered further important teaching 
and learning issues (Mishra et al., 2020). Therefore, a 
need has arisen to better understand hybrid delivery, its 
advantages, disadvantages, and areas of improvement from 
the perspective of university students. Additionally, to learn 
from their recent experiences during the Covid-19 pandemic 
so that teaching, learning and student experience in this 
mode of delivery can be better supported as we navigate 
the changing landscape of higher education. This research 
focuses on discovering from the students’ experiences of 
a particular case of a hybrid mode of delivery which was 
implemented in transnational education (TNE) set up in an 

International Branch Campus (IBC) to answer the overarching 
research question: What are the most effective and least 
effective aspects of hybrid delivery and what are areas of 
improvement required for future delivery of hybrid learning 
and teaching? 

Literature review

A number of studies investigating the challenges of providing 
and participating in Hybrid Learning classes have consistently 
reported that whilst there are benefits of this mode of 
delivery, challenges both technological and pedagogical also 
exist (Raes, 2022). Studies such as Beatty (2019) highlight 
the differing opinions between those who attend online 
and those who participate in physical classes. This study 
considered on-campus synchronous hybrid learning and 
teaching during Covid-19 and defines synchronous hybrid 
learning as “students in different locations, some on-site 
and others online, engage(d) in learning in a shared learning 
space” (Bülow, 2022). The following review will discuss the 
most and least effective aspects of using hybrid delivery and 
some areas of improvement for future delivery of hybrid 
learning and teaching from current literature to answer the 
overarching research question that this study has raised.

While there are grievances with hybrid learning, it has many 
benefits. The Mumford et al. study (2019) revealed the 
benefits of collaborative aspects of hybrid delivery, including 
a shared sense of support and the opportunity for remote 
students to access a synchronous, real-time classroom 
rather than the blended or distance learning models where 
students bounce ideas via chat boards or the comment 
sections of a learning management system. In addition, 
Dietrich et al.’s (2020) study found that chat box functions in 
online/hybrid delivery platforms were beneficial to students 
who might otherwise not ask questions in a face-to-face 
classroom environment. 

One striking benefit has been the rapid development 
in teachers’ knowledge and skills in the use of teaching 
and learning technology. Many have found that their 
understanding of and ability to use remote education 
tools has improved more over the last two years than in 
the previous decade (Dietrich et al., 2020). Another distinct 
advantage of a hybrid class is that – in theory, at least – no 
student should miss any of the lessons. Having said that, 
studies have found that engaging the remote student was 
more difficult due to sound and/or vision issues, inattention 
of teachers to remote students, and the missing social 
aspect of being with their fellow students (Reis et al., 2019; 
Govindarajan & Srivastava, 2020). Clearly, the continued use 
of hybrid forms of delivery will require that more is done to 
ensure classes are wholly inclusive. 

As far as the physical institution is concerned, having several 
students in a smaller classroom with their distant peers on 
screen can encourage a cosier, friendlier and more intimate 
learning atmosphere (Raes et al., 2019), which in turn leads to 
happier and more contented learners and teachers. Broader 
access and the scope for flexibility are also benefits of these 
forms of delivery (Shuchi et al., 2019). In addition, less travel 
is involved, which can make attendance easier for learners 
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who live in more remote settings and has environmental 
benefits (Eliveria, 2019; Li et al., 2021).

While in times prior to the pandemic, many teachers, even 
those equipped with up-to-date technological tools, were 
reluctant to utilise educational technology (Situmorang et 
al., 2021), the enforced shift has required administrators, IT 
services and academics to focus on the most efficient ways 
to deploy technology and implement effective methods and 
practices of delivery on those technologies. This changed 
environment means teachers must be capable of delivering 
quality classes in an online and/or hybrid environment, and 
institutions must provide adequate support for teaching 
and learning in these contexts (Bülow, 2022). Moreover, 
there is little doubt that recent events have made teaching 
and learning more complex for teachers and students in 
higher education, with each having to rely heavily on the 
other’s competence to engage with the technology the 
institution provides (Mavroudi & Tsagari, 2018; Bülow, 2022). 
Significantly, the importance of good design and delivery 
of instruction has also been magnified in this environment 
(Mumford et al., 2019). 

Moreover, even though digital-native students have been 
brought up using computers and touchscreen mobile 
devices to interact and keep in touch with friends, it would 
seem that using these devices for remote classes has taken 
many of them beyond their existing abilities and comfort 
zones during Covid-19. The transition for many has been 
something of a struggle, with online students feeling 
distanced or shut off from their peers and lecturers in the 
classroom during the pandemic (Hawley et al., 2021; Beatty, 
2019). Research depicts that the learning and teaching 
sphere has no experience or knowledge to bank on for online 
delivery (Sam, 2022), and students felt concerned about the 
quality of the online mode (Hawledy, 2021). Olt’s (2018) 
study was aimed directly at remote learners and found a 
general consensus amongst remote students of feeling 
alienated from those in the physical class. However, this 
could have more to do with how the classes were conducted 
rather than the means by which they were delivered. Sharma 
and Bumb’s (2021) study listed 25 challenges faced in online 
classes, which included a lack of interaction with peers, 
interruptions in the online classroom, and mental stress 
resulting from the pandemic. 

There were also concerns around connectivity, lack of 
attendance in synchronous clases, and finishing assignments 
in a timely fashion, with some online students not owning 
appropriate technical devices for attending class (Sam, 
2022). A number of students indicated their stress levels 
were exacerbated by technical issues such as connectivity 
and the inability to access certain aspects of the platforms or 
learning management systems (LMS). This was compounded 
by a lack of clarity in instruction or rule definitions and failure 
to provide timely support for technical difficulties during 
classes (Dietrich et al., 2020). Moreover, students’ mental and 
emotional health may have been impacted during learning 
at home due to Covid-19 lockdowns with implications on 
academic work (Kwan, 2022). These negative mental health 
consequences could have also been brought about by the 
sudden shift to online learning (Hawledy, 2021).

Another problematic area for teachers and students is the 
lack of awareness of non-verbal communication via the 
hybrid classroom delivery. For students, this was often due 
to the failure of cameras to track a teacher’s movements 
around the classroom. For teachers, the limited view of 
students, no more than a tiny head and shoulders image of 
each remote student amongst many such images (Fauville 
et al., 2021), increased the challenges in engaging students 
effectively. Even that depended on whether the students 
chose to turn on their cameras.

Due to the requirements of remote learners and remote 
teachers, video conferencing has become a vital tool for 
education (Lowenthal et al., 2020). A prime example of 
this has been the increased use of Zoom for conferencing 
(Fauville et al., 2021). As a result of the heavy reliance on 
these online platforms, however, Zoom fatigue has also been 
cited as a problem, with warning signs for future increases in 
anxiety and stress levels for both learner and tutor (Fauville 
et al., 2021). For teachers, technical issues are a problem, 
as they face daily demands of multiple hours of back-and-
forth monitor checking while catering to the non-virtual 
students in the classroom. Many students’ problems lie in 
their feeling of being left out, certainly as far as group work 
is concerned (Frennesson et al., 2020), as well as a lack of a 
culture of online learning, and even more so when dealing 
with special needs students (Putri et al., 2020).

Support for students has been crucial in dealing with the 
challenges brought up by Covid-19 (Kwan, 2022). Many 
problems and issues with hybrid classes may have been 
surmounted (Li et al., 2019). However, issues such as financial 
aid, course design, a broader scope for adopting techniques, 
student frustration and more appropriate teacher training 
are yet to be adequately addressed. Furthermore, Covid-19 
and its impacts on delivery have raised further challenges in 
the context of Transnational Education (TNE) (Yencken et al., 
2021). The context of TNE has a unique setting with education 
being provided to students in a different country than the 
one in which the awarding institution is based (Sun et al., 
2022). In regular conditions, even though TNE has become 
a “dynamic phenomenon on the global landscape of higher 
education”, maintaining quality and standards for offshore 
operations by host campuses is not without challenges as 
both the scale and scope of TNE increase (Hu et al., 2019, p. 
306). However, this has become more complex due to the 
pandemic and changes in the mode of delivery.

This study has been conducted to fill the gap in research 
and better understand a specific case of hybrid delivery, 
its advantages, disadvantages, and suggestions from 
the perspective of students and their experiences during 
Covid-19, specifically in the TNE International Branch 
Campus (IBC) operations. 

Methods

This study investigated student perspectives on hybrid 
delivery during the Covid-19 pandemic at a TNE 
International Branch Campus in the UAE. The campus has 
a diverse student body with students belonging to over 
fifty different nationalities studying in foundation, diploma, 
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undergraduate and postgraduate programs. The campus 
adopted a hybrid learning and teaching mode in September 
2021 and January 2022 trimesters across courses, levels and 
disciplines. After that, hybrid learning and teaching were 
discontinued on this campus for all course levels except 
for postgraduate studies. The staff had no prior experience 
delivering units in a hybrid mode and had been teaching 
online for four and a half trimesters during the pandemic 
before the transition to hybrid teaching and learning. The 
Learning and Teaching Committee arranged two workshops 
for the staff before the start of the trimester. One was on 
understanding teaching and learning in the hybrid delivery 
mode, and the other was on using the new technology 
provided in the hybrid classrooms. The hybrid technological 
set-up at the research site included the introduction of 
wireless mics and the regular set-up of the classroom 
computers, allowing a camera set-up, audio systems and 
projectors. Students studying remotely in hybrid mode had 
access to technology and online classes.

All 220 undergraduate students enrolled in hybrid courses 
across four disciplines of undergraduate degrees (Business, 
Arts, Communication, Information Technology) running at an 
International Branch Campus in the UAE were provided with 
a student survey. 151 of the 220 students that fulfilled the 
criteria responded to it. The data was collected via Qualtrics 
using the convenience sampling technique to recruit the 
participants by emailing a link to the survey. The survey 
was sent out by the Student Services department to all the 
students enrolled in the hybrid mode in the September 
2021 trimester and was conducted towards the end of the 
trimester. No identifying information was gathered in the 
survey to maintain the anonymity of the participants.

Students were asked four questions as depicted in the copy 
of the survey questions below:

What are the most effective aspects of hybrid 
delivery in your experience this trimester?

What are the least effective aspects of hybrid 
delivery in your experience this trimester?

What can be done to improve the quality of 
hybrid learning and teaching to make it more 
effective?

1.

•

Please identify how you are attending hybrid 
classes this trimester:

Face to face on campus

Joining in online

Sometimes face-to-face and sometimes 
online

•

•

2.

3.

4.

The first question was, about which mode of attendance 
they used. The following three questions were open-ended 
about the (most/least) effective aspects of hybrid delivery 
and how future delivery could be improved. The survey 
focused on delivery and the teaching and learning experience 
during one trimester (September 2021). Simple frequency 
distribution tables were used to depict and summarise 

students’ responses about hybrid delivery. The tables were 
analysed, and the findings were described. The advantages 
of online learning were grouped together, and a breakdown 
was analysed in a separate table for further investigation. 
The tables were used to depict the trends in the dataset and 
help organise the data to analyse it. In order to achieve this, 
the first column showcases the number of times a specific 
response occurs. The second column denotes the percentage 
of students who have provided the particular response of 
those who have attempted the question. The last column 
provides the percentage of the students who provided the 
specific response from the total number of students who 
responded to the survey. This thorough depiction supports 
a better understanding of the students’ perspectives on this 
issue. Table 1 depicts the responses on the most effective 
aspects of hybrid delivery (Question 2). Table 2 depicts the 
responses on the least effective aspects of hybrid delivery 
(Question 3). Table 3 shows suggestions for improving the 
quality of hybrid delivery (Question 4). 

An ethics approval was obtained for the study from the 
university prior to the start of the project. No identifying 
information was collected in the survey prompting candid 
responses from the students regarding effectiveness and 
suggestions for improvement. 

Findings and analysis

The survey was sent out to 220 undergraduate students who 
were enrolled in classes delivered in a hybrid mode across all 
degree courses at a university’s international branch campus 
in the UAE, of which 151 (68.6%) responded.  

Figure 1. Participants’ response rate.

Responses to the first question (Q1 - Please identify how 
you are attending hybrid classes this trimester) revealed 
that almost a fifth of these students (19.87%) attended only 
face-to-face classes at the university campus. Nearly a third 
of students (31.13%) engaged in classes only through the 
online option, while the remaining half (49.01%) opted for a 
mixture of face-to-face (F2F) and online attendance. 

When we examine the feedback for question 2 (Table 1 – 
which are the most effective aspects of hybrid delivery?), the 
possibility of attending classes online was nominated by 49 
students (32.45%). With an equal number of responses, the 
fact that students were provided with a choice to opt for 
a mixture of face-to-face and online attendance was also 



107Journal of Applied Learning & Teaching Vol.6 No.1 (2023)

popular. Students also found the online option functioning 
as a backup, should there be a Covid-related emergency, a 
useful feature of the hybrid delivery (28 students or 18.54%). 
The next positive point was the ease and convenience 
for students to choose which option to take (16 students 
or 10.6%). Thirteen students (8.6%) mentioned that they 
appreciated that the hybrid format created recordings 
which made it possible for them to catch up should they 
miss a class. An additional nine students (5.96%) indicated 
that the availability of F2F classes where they enjoyed the 
peer interaction, the campus life and the social aspect of 
the physical class was a benefit of the hybrid format. As this 
occurred following a year of online-only delivery during 
the worst of the pandemic, it is not surprising that some 
students were pleased to be back in the classroom. The same 
number of students reported that hybrid delivery provided 
a more accessible work environment for students. Finally, 
there were six students (3.97%) who were in their home 
country for reasons of travel restrictions and expressed their 
appreciation of the support they received from teachers via 
the online learning experience.

Less common responses included: five students (3.31%) 
nominated the quality of the teaching and learning 
activities; five students who indicated improved learning and 
understanding, engagement and interaction; three students 
(1.99%) who stated that the variety in the mode and setting 
of learning, and the resources and access to the classes were 
of benefit; two students (1.32%) who were happy that they 
could choose their own pace of learning, as were the same 
number of students who stated they were satisfied with 
classroom management; and two students who liked the 
fact that any practical labs could still be held on campus. 

Table 1. Q2: What are the most effective aspects of hybrid 
delivery in your experience this trimester?

Question three (Table 2) focused on the least favourable 
aspects of hybrid learning, and the respondent figures for 
this question drew a narrower focus and larger figures. The 
most common and satisfying reply to this question was that 

there was no problem with hybrid delivery, with 36 students 
(23.84%) responding favourably to the hybrid model. 
However, the next most common response from 27 students 
(17.88%) indicated that there was a lack of help or attention 
during the classes for those who did not attend the physical 
class and mentioned that the teacher’s lack of responses 
and focus was problematic for those attending online. 24 
students (15.89%) brought up issues with interaction and 
engagement and that there was a loss of focus in class, while 
16 respondents (10.6%) stated that technical problems with 
microphone volume caused difficulty in hearing the teacher. 
Other issues included the lack of visuals for the whiteboard 
for online students (3.31%), miscommunication and lack of 
coordination (2.65%), failure to provide adequate online 
resources, and ineffective classes when the majority were 
online (1.99% each). At the tail end of the least effective 
aspects identified, two students each said arrangements 
for their physical safety in a physical class (1.32%) were 
inadequate, some of the theory classes did not have the 
option to attend physically, and not enough support was on 
hand for the labs. There were twelve students (7.95%) who 
responded with a variety of other issues.

Table 2. Q3- What are the least effective aspects of hybrid 
delivery in your experience this trimester?

Question four (Table 3) asked respondents to identify areas 
in which hybrid learning and teaching may be improved 
in order to make it more effective. There were 23 students 
(15.23%) who said that they were already satisfied with the 
quality of the hybrid classes. The same number of students 
felt there could be more engagement with those who 
were online, and that their questions were not adequately 
addressed. Less than half this figure, nine students (5.96%), 
said they would like to see an improvement in both the 
amount of interaction and the use of more interesting 
material in the classes. 
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Table 3. Q4: What can be done to improve the quality of 
hybrid learning and teaching to make it more effective?

We move on to technical issues. Seven students (4.64%) 
said they wanted working, and effective microphones either 
on their end or the teacher’s end, and six students (3.97%) 
suggested the visual aspect of the class could be improved as 
they had difficulty seeing the whiteboard. The same number 
felt that separating classes into online and F2F classes would 
be more desirable than the hybrid delivery option, while five 
students (4.59%) said they wanted to see a complete end 
to hybrid delivery and would opt for F2F classes only. In 
contrast, another five students said they wanted the opposite 
and suggested classes should be permanently delivered in 
the hybrid mode. Further tech issues that needed attention 
were glitches with connections and access to the delivery 
platform (Blackboard Collaborate), and with this in mind, 
two students (1.32%) said that their teachers needed to be 
better trained (or possibly be better prepared) to conduct 
the class for the two audiences synchronously.

Three students (1.99%) felt that better access to teachers 
after the classes for both online and F2F students at separate 
times would provide a more desirable outcome. Two students 
(1.32%) felt that virtual exams could be removed, and also 
that the method of conducting online exams needed to be 
improved. WiFi issues were a problem for two students who 
attended the physical classes on campus, though it is likely 
that this would have more to do with accessing resources 
than the class delivery. The same number stated that they 
would like all classes to be made available via recordings of 
the sessions. There were a variety of single student issues 
that totalled nine single responses (5.96%).

While it is true to say that every student identified at least 
one area that they had found problematic, the same is true 
of the positive aspects of the student experience. If we look 
at the top four areas of difficulties identified in the study, we 
see the totals for lack of help, lack of teacher attention, lack 
of interaction and loss of focus (53.37%) are marginally lower 
than the top four areas of strengths (55.84%). Moreover, 
more than 50% of students felt that there were either no 
issues at all, or that they valued the opportunity to attend 
classes online. 

Discussion and conclusion

This research was conducted to explore the advantages and 
pitfalls of hybrid learning in higher education and to gain 
insights into further implementation beyond Covid-19. While 
the study has revealed quite a number of problematic areas, 
the same can be said for the positive aspects of adopting 
hybrid classes. Indeed, a variety of student views contradict 
each other in this survey, and other research has also 
reported similar findings. For instance, the same percentage 
of students reported a need to improve engagement for 
online students in a hybrid delivery as those who indicated 
satisfaction with hybrid delivery when asked for suggestions 
to improve the quality of the hybrid mode of delivery. Also, 
among the expectations for hybrid teaching are the basic 
skills to be able to navigate the tech that will deliver the class 
to learners (Martin et al., 2019). However, as hybrid learning 
is still, relatively speaking, in its infancy (Raes et al., 2020), it 
will almost certainly take several terms or years to iron out 
all of the problems. That said, the findings have provided at 
least a partial insight into the trials, successes and indicators 
for future improvements of the hybrid class delivery. 

The majority of students participating in this study 
alternated their mode of attendance during hybrid classes 
(sometimes online and sometimes F2F). However, the most 
ineffective aspects were reported regarding the online 
mode during hybrid delivery. The three most ineffective 
aspects of hybridity reported by students in this study 
were (after the highest scoring feedback being that there 
is no ineffective aspect): a. lack of help/attention for those 
in online mode during a hybrid class. b. lack of ‘class 
participation’, ‘interaction’, and ‘engagement’ for those in 
an online mode during a hybrid class. c. technical issues 
during hybrid sessions with the inability to hear the teacher 
the primary issue in this area. In this study’s survey, a small 
percentage of students suggested that teachers should be 
provided training for teaching in a hybrid mode. Therefore, 
the issues reported for hybrid delivery are mainly that the 
teachers and technology are falling short of engaging and 
supporting those in the online mode during hybrid delivery, 
which is exacerbated by technical issues for those in the 
online mode during this type of delivery. These findings 
corroborate with existing literature as teacher training issues 
have been a source of contention for online delivery for a 
number of years, and moving so swiftly into enforced online 
and then hybrid learning has certainly presented global 
challenges (Mavroudi, 2018). Additionally, the slow uptake 
of universities to provide effective teacher training may have 
also raised issues with many institutions paying scant regard 
to ensure their staff are up to speed with the latest methods 
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of delivery, as well as in many cases, failing to adequately 
provide the infrastructure to provide such (Al-Kumain et al., 
2021). 

The majority of problems seem to be compounded by 
teachers having to rely on newly released tech platforms 
that have been problematic in a number of areas, certainly 
when students in the physical campus had to wait around 
for teachers to get the tech working for online attendees 
(Raes et al., 2019). It is still something of a mystery as to why 
many institutions have been so slow on the uptake of online 
delivery methods, especially considering such advances 
have been made in online delivery (Jena, 2020). The reason 
for the slow uptake of online/hybrid delivery could be due 
to teachers’ or institutions’ fear of technology and the 
anxiety that using new means of delivery brings (Sharma, 
2021). Adding weight to this theory is Park and Choi’s study 
(2009) which pegs older students suffering from the same 
apprehensions as the teachers in this area. Sharma also 
reported similar instances of poorly functioning technology 
as well as gaping chasms in connectivity being a continual 
source of frustration and demotivation for students and 
faculty members, which meant that large numbers of 
students could not partake in meaningful sessions (2021). 
This study’s most reported technical issues included mic 
issues and the inability to hear the teachers, online students’ 
inability to see the whiteboard, issues with the online delivery 
platform or guest link and lack of teacher preparation to 
handle technical issues. The above two ineffective aspects 
could be exacerbating the third most reported one in this 
study, which is online students’ lack of class participation, 
interaction, and engagement. 

In light of the above findings and discussion, it is interesting 
to note the comparison here to the three topmost effective 
aspects of hybrid delivery that students noted in this 
study. There were a. online learning, b. flexibility to choose 
their mode of attendance and also c. a back-up to attend 
classes in case of emergencies. Therefore, all three of these 
topmost effective aspects of hybrid teaching and learning 
reported by the students in this study, in fact, centre around 
the option and availability of online learning in the hybrid 
delivery model, and the top three ineffective aspects of 
hybrid delivery was focused on the training, tech and better 
participation, interaction and engagement in online mode 
of hybrid delivery. Additionally, the top reported suggestion 
(Quesiton 4) of this study was to include and engage the 
online students in the hybrid delivery mode and their 
questions. 

First, it may be inferred from this analysis that teacher 
training is required to effectively teach, engage, interact 
with and support students who attend classes remotely 
in online modes in hybrid delivery. Second, teachers must 
also be provided training and support to use the technical 
equipment during the hybrid mode of delivery and the 
technical issues must be fixed and improved. Several other 
answers to the three questions in this study focus on the 
same. In a nutshell, while students, based on the results of 
this study appreciate the availability of the online option 
in a hybrid delivery, their concerns are singularly focused 
around its improvement. As we grapple with this, in the 
meantime, having gone through hybrid delivery in Covid-19, 

a small percentage of the students requested in the study 
suggested that hybrid delivery be discontinued, and roughly 
the same number requested that online and F2F classes be 
separated. Otherwise, there is the possibility of fractured 
delivery, students missing out on major points, the need to 
repeat information for those whose connection drops, and 
all of this becoming a source of frustration for many (Olt, 
2018).  

Li et al.’s (2021) study supports the use of online delivery. 
It demonstrated the appeal of educational growth, the 
challenge of adapting to new learning techniques, and the 
benefits of flexibility in acquiring knowledge in a different 
environment by finding ways around technological glitches 
and effective teacher training (2021). The students in this 
study also reported that a practical advantage of hybrid 
delivery reported was the ‘availability of class recordings’ 
followed by support for working students and overseas 
students. Furthermore, Al-Kumain et al. (2021) found other 
causes for concern. They included continual interruptions 
from students joining classes late, connectivity dropouts, 
anxiety over the use of the delivery platforms, the resultant 
stress the fear of Covid brought with it, and the unfamiliarity 
of online learning and all that goes with it. Adding to this 
is the lack of physical connection with peers, F2F chats 
with teachers and the general camaraderie surrounding 
the social aspect of the physical campus spaces (Xing & 
Saghaian, 2022). While Olt’s paper on synchronous online 
learning did highlight several benefits to the platforms, such 
as distance being no object and the number of students 
who could attend otherwise missed classes, the one variable 
all respondents depended on was a clear and stable Internet 
connection (2018). 

After examining the data provided by this survey, there 
are reasons to see some measure of success in the 
implementation of a hybrid delivery model, but also a number 
of areas for concern. There are also possible solutions to 
counteract some of the negative aspects of hybrid teaching 
and learning identified by students. As many problems 
with hybrid classes came down to slow or intermittent 
connections, reliable broadband connections are essential to 
curtailing accessibility issues. In addition, adequate teacher 
and student training are necessary to improve the quality 
of the teaching and learning experience for everyone. It is 
also necessary to ensure the early introduction of teachers 
and students to new software and hardware. This will go 
a long way to allaying fears or apprehension towards new 
technology. The one aspect this survey did not cover was the 
teachers’ opinions and thoughts. It would be helpful to have 
more research conducted in this area, as it would provide a 
more complete and rounded view of hybrid class delivery. A 
complete picture requires information on the whole field of 
issues the stakeholders face from both sides of the teaching 
and learning fence, and further research is required. While 
this study has identified a range of issues that need to 
be addressed to improve students' experience in hybrid 
delivery, it has also demonstrated that it can be a positive 
and valuable learning environment for many students. The 
overarching message from this study is that the keys to a 
seamless delivery of hybrid classes and engaged and happy 
students and teachers are better support, effective training 
and reliable technology. 
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The unanticipated changes in Higher Education settings brought about 
as a result of COVID–19 resulted in a range of personal, pedagogical and 
organisational challenges. This paper reports on research undertaken 
within a university in South West England, exploring how the pandemic 
impacted the working practices of academic and professional staff, the 
implications of those changes and the factors the respondents interpreted 
as influencing their resilience.

A mixed methods approach was adopted whereby data were gathered 
from 159 academic and professional staff members using an online 
survey. Nine respondents were then individually interviewed. The 
data were analysed using the Dynamic Interactive Model of Resilience 
(DIMoR) in order to explore protective and risk factors from the various 
systems surrounding the respondents, alongside their more personal 
vulnerabilities/invulnerabilities.

The results highlight the importance of considering individual and wider 
contexts when analysing the potential for resilience to emerge in times 
of disruption. The significance of movement of proximal and distal 
influences depending on the individual and their context also emerged, 
offering implications for university leaders to consider in supporting staff 
within their institutions. The value of the DIMoR is discussed as a lens for 
analysis to support understanding and future action.
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Introduction 

The impacts of the COVID–19 pandemic were felt across 
the globe, threatening the resilience of individuals and 
institutions as a result of shocks caused to systems and 
the loss of supportive and protective networks. Impacts on 
learning and emotional health were experienced through 
all phases of education, and recent studies have shown 
that, in Higher Education (HE), students felt the effects on 
their ability to study (Gonzalez-Ramirez et al., 2021), their 
engagement with courses (Daumiller et al., 2021), and on 
their health and wellbeing (Idris et al., 2021). The impact 
was not felt equally, however, by all students. While some 
experienced severe difficulties, others were more able 
to cope, and some actually performed better during the 
pandemic (Paudel, 2021).

As yet, little research has been conducted in the UK into 
the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on university staff 
as they responded to shifts in their working practices and 
migrated from working on campus to working from home. 
This paper addresses this gap by reporting research carried 
out at a university in South West England. The article 
reviews pertinent literature before presenting the results 
and discussing the implications of the findings for future 
practice. The research aim was to investigate the impact of 
the disruption caused by the pandemic on university staff 
resilience using the Dynamic Interactive Model of Resilience 
(DIMoR) as a framework for interpretation. The study 
focused on four research questions:

In what ways did the pandemic affect the 
working practices of academic and professional 
services staff?

What were the implications of the changes to 
working practices caused by the pandemic on 
individual staff?  

What factors affected the ability of staff 
members to cope with the changes to working 
practices?  

What are the implications of the findings for:

(a) understandings of the resilience of university 
staff? 

(b) universities in terms of supporting staff 
resilience?

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

Literature review

The impact of COVID-19 disruption on Higher Education

The COVID–19 pandemic disrupted HE profoundly. A 
series of lockdowns required university staff to rapidly 
adapt their practices to digital online spaces (Crawford 
et al., 2020; Blanford, 2022). For many academic staff, this 
involved a move away from long-established campus-based 
pedagogic norms, requiring them to rethink and adapt their 
practice quickly (Hodges et al., 2020). Professional services 

staff also had to adapt to delivering support for learning in 
what were often novel, remote learning environments. The 
sudden move to remote learning and teaching, necessitating 
intensified use of technology, led staff to reflect upon their 
approaches to, and competencies in, service delivery in 
response to the benefits and challenges they encountered 
(Mok et al., 2021; Paudel, 2021).

Previous research highlights the impact of pandemic 
disruption on university students and how, for example, 
it exacerbates stress and feelings of insecurity (Gonzalez-
Ramirez et al., 2021; Wen et al., 2021). Little research, 
however, has focused on university teaching staff and even 
less appears to consider professional services staff. Arguably, 
academic and professional services staff are accustomed to 
adopting new ways of working in line with changes to policy 
and practice (Dulohery et al., 2021) but with the pandemic, 
the speed of change was unprecedented (Blanford, 2022).

Watermeyer et al. (2021) suggested that COVID-19 
engendered “significant dysfunctionality and disturbance 
to … pedagogical roles and … personal lives” (p. 623), 
which could be disorienting for university academics. They 
observed that the pandemic quickened the “authority 
of technological determinism and supercharged a sense 
of existential panic among academics – many of whom 
appear now snared in the headlights of digital disruption” 
(Watermeyer et al., 2021, p. 638).

Some academic staff viewed the shift to online working as 
a positive experience (Dulohery et al., 2021), but this was 
often dependent upon home circumstances and levels of 
technical expertise and experience (Longhurst et al., 2020). 
Perceived benefits have been documented as improved 
work-life balance, productivity and creativity (Hunter, 2019), 
and saving time and money due to reductions in commuting 
(Dulohery et al., 2021). Some academics believed the shift 
to online learning brought opportunities for developing 
novel and diverse teaching methods and content (Idris et 
al., 2021), generating some satisfaction (Feldhammer-Kahr 
et al., 2021).

Many faculty had a less positive time, facing a range 
of challenges and experiencing a subsequent drop in 
satisfaction with work and an increase in levels of stress 
(Vanda et al., 2020). Feldhammer-Kahr et al. (2021) noted 
that, for many academic staff, the shift online required “the 
rapid acquisition of new knowledge and skills in the use of 
online technologies and instruction” (p. 3), and this took 
considerable time and effort as they re-designed teaching 
and learning activities.

Online working was recognised as a complex task that 
required more than becoming familiar with new technology. 
Many academics considered the digital disruption of the 
pandemic to have a negative impact on pedagogical practice, 
reducing it to something transmissional, rudimentary, 
technical and easily automated, leaving tutors feeling 
“disembodied and depersonalised purveyors of education” 
(Watermeyer et al., 2021 p. 632). As teachers and university 
staff encountered the changes, it affected their sense of 
identity and led to role ambiguity, impacting their sense 
of appreciation, connectedness, competence, commitment 
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and career trajectory (Christensen et al., 2022; Maitland & 
Glazzard, 2022). 

Due to the relocation of the working environment to 
remote locations, many staff found it difficult to maintain 
clear boundaries between work and non-work activity over 
both space and time (Ahmetoglu et al., 2021). Without a 
commute to campus, there was no longer a natural break 
between work and other activities, and there was a lack of 
social cues to indicate when it was time to stop work. There 
was also a blurring of device use whereby, for example, the 
same laptop was used during the day for work activity and 
again in the evening for relaxation to watch a film or access 
social media (Ahmetoglu et al., 2021).   

Although there were financial savings due to less travelling, 
some staff had to purchase equipment and even furniture 
to adapt their private space for home working (Bento et al., 
2021). For some, this was necessary to ease pain caused by 
poor ergonomics or to help motivation and productivity 
(Ahmetoglu et al., 2021). Idris et al. (2021) found that 
although there was potentially more time for exercise, an 
increase in screen time led to computer-related physical 
stress, such as back problems, eye strain, and carpal tunnel 
syndrome.

To help staff cope with the pace of change and potential 
feelings of isolation, there was a need to consider sources of 
support. Kotera et al. (2020) found that isolation affected the 
mental health and team morale of university lecturers. Steps 
were found to mitigate this, but they were usually organic 
and local rather than institutionalised, taking the form of 
activities like online huddles and informal chat groups. 
Where the creation of online communities was successful, 
and staff felt a sense of belonging and organisational 
identification as a result of believing they were valued and 
cared for, challenges were easier to overcome (Feldhammer-
Kahr et al., 2021, Maitland & Glazzard, 2022). In the research 
of Watermeyer et al. (2021), most UK academics felt their 
institution had been supportive, but this was by no means a 
universal experience.  

Role of resilience

A range of emotional responses to the pandemic situation 
influenced the resilience of university staff and the systems 
in which they operated. Stress and anxiety were identified as 
primary emotional responses to the challenges presented 
by change and adaptation (Peimani & Kamalipour, 2021; 
Müller et al., 2021). A review by Khan (2021) highlighted 
how the professional challenges associated with the impact 
of COVID–19 intersected with the personal lives of HE 
staff, at times exacerbating issues with mental health and 
emphasising the importance of forward planning to mitigate 
anxiety. However, Peimani and Kamalipour (2021) identified 
that a minority of academics felt the changes that ensued 
were needed and overdue, highlighting the importance 
of recognising the individual within the system and their 
interactions both with and between surrounding systems.

Working in UK schools, Maitland and Glazzard (2022) 
suggested adopting a systemic lens to analyse the sudden 

and unpredictable impacts of the pandemic on the individual 
and their surrounding systems, including those close to 
the individual (proximal) and those more distant (distal). 
Although not based in HE, links can be drawn from their 
emphasis that, in line with a more dynamic conceptualisation 
of resilience, individual levels of resilience fluctuate over 
time as a result of both within-person factors and the 
contexts in which those individuals are situated. Support for 
this adaptive capacity can originate within individuals, from 
their more proximal contexts of family and institutions of 
which they are part or from more distal influences such as 
government and policy. The Dynamic Interactive Model of 
Resilience (DIMoR) proposed by ahmed Shafi et al. (2020), 
where resilience is recognised as an adaptive capacity within 
a scaled systems context, provides a useful lens through 
which to view, analyse and interpret the resilience of systems 
(Figure 1). 

Figure 1. The Dynamic Interactive Model of Resilience 
(DIMoR).

As Figure 1 demonstrates, the adaptations that universities 
and their staff had to make as a result of the pandemic can 
be considered protective or risk factors for the individual (or 
the system in which the individual is situated), influencing 
their vulnerabilities and invulnerabilities (ahmed Shafi et al., 
2020). Folke’s (2006) consideration of systemic resilience 
highlights the ability of a system to absorb shock whilst 
undergoing reorganisation and change alongside a process 
of evolution as a result of this disruption. According to Folke 
(2006), important factors in supporting the development 
of resilience include: flexibility within the institution; social 
networks and associated feelings of trust in peers and the 
institution; existing experience; and expertise in managing 
change. Folke (2006) cautions, however, that the ability to 
adapt through necessity is not always a good thing; the 
ability to sustain adaptive changes may not be present and, 
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therefore, can result in stress and distress further down the 
line. This can be on an individual level, but also systemically, 
as there can be further exacerbation as a result of any existing 
risk factors present within the various systems surrounding 
individuals (Maitland & Glazzard, 2022).

The responsibility of universities to train their staff in the 
ability to face vulnerability and thus develop resilience is 
emphasised by Sexson and Wilson (2021): “academics and 
professionals, as individuals embedded within the university 
and other societal organisations, share in the vulnerability 
and the resilience of the primary organisation” (p. 96). Bento 
et al. (2021) discuss the significance of collaboration and 
supportive networks and how these can operate as either 
risk or protective factors, finding that communication from 
the university and opportunities for informal as well as 
formal contact impact upon developing resilience. Stanz 
and Weber (2020) also advocate for the importance of 
communication in maintaining the physical and emotional 
health of staff to support them in working with students.  

A range of protective factors for educators during the 
COVID–19 pandemic have been identified in the literature as: 
support from colleagues (Bento et al., 2021, Dulohery et al., 
2021, Maitland & Glazzard, 2022), support from family and 
friends (Bento et al., 2021, Dulohery et al., 2021, Maitland 
& Glazzard, 2022), boundaries between work and home 
(Maitland & Glazzard, 2022), routine (Maitland & Glazzard, 
2022), and clear communication (Bento et al., 2021). 
Alongside this (and often conversely), risk factors have been 
identified as: reduced opportunities to create and maintain 
bonds (Müller et al., 2021: Maitland & Glazzard, 2022), poor 
delineation and demands of home and work life (Peimani & 
Kamalipour, 2021), poor internet stability (Pokhrel & Chhetri, 
2021), lack of organisational support (Dulohery et al., 2021), 
and government policy and decision-making (Maitland & 
Glazzard, 2022).

In line with dynamic conceptualisations of resilience 
(ahmed Shafi et al., 2020; Maitland & Glazzard, 2022), it 
is important to note that out of challenge and adversity, 
resilience can emerge. This is demonstrated by the research 
of Müller et al. (2021), whose participants described taking 
risks as a result of the speed of movement to a changing 
pedagogical approach demanded by the pandemic. A risk-
taking environment emerged, which encourages sharing 
of experiences and a collaborative approach to developing 
pedagogy (Müller et al., 2021; Pokhrel & Chhetri, 2021). 
The need for innovation was also noted by Bento et 
al. (2021), where HE staff developed skills and positive 
changes to practice as adaptive responses to the pandemic. 
Dulohery et al. (2021) observed the upskilling of university 
academics in different pedagogical approaches alongside 
the development of resources and assessment approaches 
that could save time and thus reduce workload in the 
future. Additionally, participants in the research of Müller 
et al. (2021) emerged with new skills, saying they valued the 
potential for flexibility of approach and delivery. It would 
seem, therefore, that the disruption and challenges caused 
by the COVID–19 pandemic may also have unintentional 
positive consequences of protective factors emerging at 
both institutional and individual levels.

Methodology

Data collection

Given the research was focused on the thoughts and 
feelings of staff, we followed an interpretivist (Burbules et 
al., 2015), case study (Flick, 2011) approach. We adopted a 
social-constructivist perspective, acknowledging that each 
individual reality is unique but valid. The case study object 
was a post-1992 university in England, with a student cohort 
of 7,915 students and 1,500 staff. Data were collected to 
answer the four research questions in two phases, firstly 
through an online questionnaire and then through follow-
up individual online interviews in order to triangulate and 
further explore emerging issues to achieve a deeper and 
richer understanding (Biesta, 2017).

The online survey was administered between the lockdown 
of December 2020 and January 2021. The survey generated 
quantitative and qualitative data derived from 14 questions, 
with additional demographic questions at the close. The 
survey design was shaped by research objectives 1-3 and 
informed by the DIMoR model. The majority of the survey 
questions used a closed-ended format to ascertain the 
frequency of key factors. These questions were supplemented 
by open-ended responses to capture any missing factors 
and to allow an explanation of quantitative responses. The 
questionnaires were piloted with a selection of colleagues to 
check for focus and bias, to refine wording, and then placed 
on an online survey platform. Colleagues were invited 
to respond via all-staff emails, through the institution’s 
internal web page communiqués and by word of mouth. 
Respondents were asked at the close of the questionnaire 
survey to indicate if they were willing to participate in a 
follow-up individual online interview.

In total, 159 survey responses were received from academic 
and professional staff, and nine volunteers took part in an 
individual semi-structured interview. Interview questions 
were derived from an initial impression of responses to 
the questionnaire survey, allowing space to probe lines 
of interest more deeply. Interviews were conducted using 
Microsoft Teams in March 2021, during a second national 
UK lockdown. Interviews lasted, on average, 45 minutes. 
All interviews were recorded and transcribed using the MS 
Teams function for the purpose of analysis.

Ethical approval was sought and provided by the University’s 
Research Ethics Panel. Identities have been concealed, data 
protected, and participants had the right to withdraw.

Data analysis

The transcripts from the nine individual interviews were 
analysed by two research team members who individually 
immersed themselves in the responses and, using a constant 
comparison (Onwuegbuzie et al., 2011) and a reflexive 
approach (Braun & Clarke, 2021), looked for connections 
between comments to identify patterns and generate 
themes. These themes were then discussed together to 
achieve an agreement of categorisation and labelling. 
Finalised themes were considered using DIMoR to identify 



116Journal of Applied Learning & Teaching Vol.6 No.1 (2023)

the direction and source of influence and whether these 
were supporting or hindering the emergence of resilience.

The full research team met to refine the themes drawn out 
from both data sources, adopting, once more, a constant 
comparison approach. Data from both data sets were then 
mined to respond to each research question in turn; (I) 
denoting responses from the interview data and (S) denoting 
responses from the survey data.

Data demographics

To highlight the demographic breadth of the respondents, 
of the staff who completed the online survey, 65% were 
female, 32% male and 3% preferred not to disclose their 
gender. Most participants (82%) fell between the ages of 
31-60. Only 7% of staff were under 30 years of age and 
6% were over 60. There were roughly equal proportions 
of academic and professional services staff. Four per cent 
of all respondents identified as middle managers, and two 
per cent identified as researchers. 40% of respondents had 
worked at the university for five years or less, 55% for 6-20 
years and 5% for 21 years or more. The nine staff interviewed 
were a balance of four academics and five professional 
services staff, representing a range of genders, experience, 
background and expertise.

Findings

Research question 1: Impact of the pandemic on the 
working practices of academic and professional services 
staff

The survey results highlight that before the pandemic, 73% 
of staff respondents felt positive about their work, but by 
January 2021, positive responses had diminished to 48%. 
Furthermore, 55% noted that they found the switch to online 
working during the pandemic difficult, whilst 40% found it 
not too bad/easy, and only 5% said it made no difference 
to them. 

Four themes emerged from the open-ended survey and 
interview responses in relation to changed working practices 
during the pandemic (Table 1), and these themes explain the 
increase in negative staff feelings.

Table 1: Effects of the pandemic on staff working practices.

1) Shifts to personal identity and relational interactions

A prominent theme from the survey responses was the 
need to adapt job roles in a short space of time. For some 
academic staff, this seemed like a trespass against their 
fundamental identity as a teacher: “I’m a teacher because 
I like interaction and online teaching cannot replace this. 
My job has fundamentally changed without consent or 

consultation” (S).

Both the survey and interview responses identified a lack of 
‘organic’ interaction with colleagues and students inside and 
beyond the classroom as a key negative change in working 
practice. Almost 70% of survey respondents said they had 
reduced or stopped speaking with their colleagues, making 
online working difficult during lockdowns: “Not being able 
to just walk into an office next door and have a discussion 
about a student who’s really struggling is a big issue” (I).

Staff also lamented a lack of face-to-face contact with 
students: “The lack of human contact and interaction is 
negative – I hate speaking into the void of online teaching” 
(S). There were 25 references to this theme made by six of 
the nine interviewees: “I’ve lost the connection with students 
– that kind of getting to know them” (I). “Online, I think 
there’s a physical barrier, there’s a wall there. You can’t be as 
warm and empathetic” (I).

Where positive relationships were forged online, this 
enriched the learning environment: “I met with my tutees 
on quite a regular basis online, individually. I learned a lot 
about how each was coping with learning in the pandemic… 
it taught me quite a lot” (I).

2) Changes to workload

A second predominantly negative change to practice 
identified in both data sets was increased workload 
associated with the need to develop appropriate 
technological skills, learn new software, and adapt teaching 
materials to engage students online. This theme was cited 38 
times by six interviewees. Academic staff added more task-
based activities into sessions and pre-recorded transmissive 
elements. They viewed these activities as adding significantly 
to their workload: 

The difficulty comes with increased workload from 
things like editing videos, making sure activities 
can be completed in an online environment, 
supporting students one-to-one to try to replace 
the ‘walk around’ during practical tasks, trying to 
ensure students remain engaged during sessions. 
(S)

This was coupled with a need to deal with an increased 
number of student queries and to offer more one-to-one 
academic support to students: “I’ve suddenly become a 
sponge for every student who wants something. They’re 
gonna email me individually … Previously, I would deal with 
ten students at once” (I). 

Some academic staff commented that their efforts were not 
formally recognised in their workload allocations and, as such, 
felt they were working for free. There were, however, some 
positive comments about workload. Half of the respondents 
rated working from home as manageable/positive, noting 
the increased efficiency of online meetings replacing travel 
between different campuses, coupled with a better ability to 
control their time: “Working from home has revolutionised 
my workload, my effectiveness and productivity” (S).
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Some staff escaped noisy offices and office politics and 
found the benefit of peace and quiet to concentrate, having 
access to all the resources they needed. Others mentioned 
the ability to get daily chores completed amidst their 
working day. Staff did note, however, that such streamlined 
working was often less enjoyable for them.

Some staff commented upon the pandemic introducing 
more realistic expectations from managers in the institution, 
noting that COVID–19 had ‘streamlined some mission 
creep’ back to what is important and realistic. Staff further 
commented about the pandemic driving positive change in 
institutional services, processes and approaches. 

3) New and different pandemic pedagogies

The majority of academic staff referred to ‘difficulty’ and 
‘challenge’ when asked how they managed their move to 
online teaching. Far fewer commented that the transition 
was ‘fairly easy’ or ‘no issue’. There were many negative 
comments about online teaching and support for learning. 
There were, for example, 92 references to this theme from 
the nine interview respondents. A key issue was about 
online teaching and learning being more transmissive and 
less participatory: “Classes are far more didactic now, and 
the aspect of my job I enjoy is running classes which are 
dynamic and participative” (S).

The difficulty of engaging students online (such as having 
their cameras on) was cited as a challenge by 52% of survey 
respondents. A lack of corporeal physical contact was noted 
by staff in the interviews: “You miss things like interpersonal 
communication, like touch etc. Body language doesn’t come 
across the same way online, and you need it to establish 
relationships” (I).

There were numerous comments about online delivery 
(and wider online working) leading to increased screen 
time. Eighty-seven per cent of survey respondents said 
their screen time had increased. A further 69% noted a key 
challenge of online working during the pandemic related 
to being static, such as sitting at a desk for teaching and 
meetings. Increased screen time related to online classes 
was cited as being more tiring than delivering teaching in 
person.

Staff also commented on the difficulty of planning in a 
time of uncertainty. Academic staff noted a lack of clarity 
about future plans for teaching delivery communicated 
by the institution, stemming from dynamic government 
regulations. Coupled with this, they felt pressure from the 
institution to deliver high expectations with seemingly little 
reward, leading some to feel ‘undervalued’.  

Staff did note some positive aspects with online learning and 
these related strongly to accessibility of learning resources 
for a diversity of students: “Certainly, the resources that 
students now have on the VLE are excellent. You know, we’re 
recording every session. Those students who maybe missed 
a class, or even the ones who were there, can review the 
recordings” (I).

The survey respondents found that communicating with 
colleagues online was less of an issue than other aspects 
of online working (45% rating it as manageable/ positive), 
and they also rated IT and equipment support from the 
university as similarly manageable/positive.

4) Creation of new working spaces and drawing of 
boundaries

Many negative comments were made by the survey and 
interview respondents about the difficulty (time, cost and 
practicalities) of establishing a suitable workspace at home. 
Staff commented upon poor internet access, the need to 
share IT equipment with family, lack of functional space to 
work at home with a comfortable chair and desk, and a lack 
of quiet space due to family members, particularly children, 
interrupting work: 

I’m not enjoying being in a space which isn’t a 
functional space as an office, where I can leave my 
stuff out and, you know, just to be able to sit down 
and work. (I)

My daughter was using my studio office space. I 
was then working in the sitting room with a laptop, 
Ipad and everything. (I) 

Working from home was identified as challenging by over 
40% of the survey respondents and cited 55 times by the 
interview participants. There were specific comments 
concerning the difficulties of juggling home and work life, 
from the distractions of childcare and home-schooling to 
the blurring of private home space and public workspace:

It’s so much harder working from a desk at 
home with children running around … there is 
no separation between work and rest space… I’m 
exhausted. (S)

The pandemic has made my home my office as 
well. So, the impact has blurred the boundaries 
of my work even more. I don’t know when work 
starts and finishes. (I)

Management of boundaries was cited 35 times by the 
interview participants. A physical journey to work used to 
offer staff a time of transition, moving from one mental 
space to another, ‘to put everything in order’. The lack of 
transition between home and work made some staff feel as 
though they ‘lived at work’ and that they were ‘always online 
and always available’. 

Overall, many staff rated the transition to online working 
more positively: “You’re more efficient – when you knock off, 
you’re there straight away with your loved ones, and your 
families and your interests. You’re not slogging through 
traffic or on a bus” (I).

Many of those staff who were positive about working from 
home indicated that they were used to working in this 
manner and to using the university technologies, and they 
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rated themselves as adaptable generally. These staff also 
commented that they had a good internet connection, IT 
equipment and appropriate space at home to facilitate their 
online working.   

Research question 2: Implications for individuals of the 
changes to working practices caused by the pandemic 

Six themes were generated concerning how individual staff 
members were affected by the changes to working practices 
brought on by the pandemic (Table 2). The majority of staff 
expressed negative impacts both in the survey free-text 
responses and interviews.

Table 2: Implications for staff of changes to working practices 
caused by the pandemic.

1) Isolation and sadness

Feelings of isolation and sadness featured both in the 
survey responses and in five interviewee transcripts. These 
stemmed from an inability to interact socially (physically and 
emotionally) with friends, family and colleagues: 

Having to remain indoors for long periods of time 
without interaction with others makes it more 
difficult to stay upbeat. (S)

For me, it’s just been more isolating … I just feel 
like I’m doing it all on my own. (I)

In the survey responses, staff said working remotely made 
them feel ‘detached’, ‘lonely’ and ‘not included in the team’. 
They sometimes felt dislocated from colleagues and at times 
they felt unable to build ‘trusting relationships’ that require 
rooting in physical contexts and body language. Even when 
on campus, the sense of isolation prevailed, especially for 
professional services staff: “It’s felt quite lonely. We feel like 
the only people on campus. You walk around, the refectory is 
closed. There are no academics. There are very few students. 
So, it feels like we are alone in the space” (I).

2) Reduced physical and mental health

The increased screen time, lack of movement around 
classrooms and offices, and more sedentary nature of working 
online clearly took its toll on the physical and mental health 
of staff. Qualitative responses from the surveys revealed that 
staff experienced heightened physical fatigue: “Everything is 
mediated through a screen, and I am not physically active. 

I have suffered head and neck pains as a consequence” (S). 
The responses from interviewees reiterated the impact this 
lack of movement was having on staff: “I just feel sluggish, 
especially sitting on a sofa all day. And I’ve put on weight 
because when I’m teaching I’m always on my feet” (I).

Perhaps unsurprisingly, it was evident that there was a 
significant impact on the emotional health of staff, with 
many commenting in the questionnaire surveys about 
the transition to online working being ‘stressful’, ‘very 
challenging’ and ‘overwhelming’.

A comment in an interview revealed the relationship between 
physical and emotional connections:“It’s like a physical 
separateness creates an emotional separateness” (I).

In some cases, the stress of working during the pandemic 
became quite profound for staff: “It was the closest I’ve 
come to, cracking is probably over-dramatic, but you know, 
there were times where I would just get home, because we 
were still at work, and I would just kind of break down” (I).

3) Increased fear

The unprecedented nature of the pandemic and the rapidly 
changing scenario caused by various lockdown policies led 
to feelings of fear and anxiety. This was due to concerns 
about personal health, but also about risks to loved ones: 
“The risk of COVID – the fear of dying or being ill long term 
and losing loved ones. I am afraid” (S). Coping with the 
pandemic, with the attendant fear and anxiety, was rated 
as challenging by 58% of the survey respondents. The issue 
of ‘remaining safe’ was particularly important for staff who 
expressed long-term physical or mental health conditions in 
their survey responses. 

There were also concerns that the disruption caused by the 
pandemic might impact on student recruitment, leading to 
the fear of losing one’s job, for example:

We were all worried. Will students still want to 
come to university? We’ve got quite small year 
numbers. You think, okay, if we don’t recruit xx 
students next year, then I’ve only got three years 
left of my job to support these students (I).

4) A sense of emasculation

The changing societal and higher education landscape 
brought on by the pandemic and imposition of restrictions 
and guidelines led to staff members experiencing a feeling 
of disempowerment: 

The constant negative reporting by the media 
is frustrating… watching the daily updates on 
numbers of deaths and feelings of uselessness. (S)

The attitude of senior managers… has made me 
feel irrelevant, unimportant and un-required. (S)
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5) Loss of motivation

Given all of the factors noted above, it is perhaps not 
surprising that staff suffered some loss of enthusiasm for 
work:

It’s reduced my enjoyment and pleasure of work. 
(I)

Having to remain indoors for long periods of time 
without interaction with others makes it more 
difficult to stay motivated and upbeat. (I)

6) Feeling positive

Despite the dominance of negative impacts, some staff 
believed that the changes brought on by the pandemic 
resulted in positive outcomes for them. These were mostly 
concerned with savings on time spent commuting to work, a 
reduction in financial cost as a result, and also having more 
time at home for self and family: 

Less of my day is taken up by travelling time to the 
office. Less money is spent on petrol. More time to 
walk my dog during daylight hours. Better work-
life balance. (S)

More time in the garden, you know, that stuff 
definitely made a huge difference. (I)

These staff expressed more control over their lives compared 
with before the pandemic, establishing a better work-life 
balance and maintaining healthy daily routines.

Research question 3: Factors affecting the ability of 
academic and professional services staff to cope with 
the changes to working practices

Results were categorised according to whether they were 
proximal or distal in a staff member’s sphere of influence 
(Table 3).

Table 3: Factors affecting staff ability to cope with changes 
to working practice caused by the pandemic.

Proximal factors

1) Prior knowledge of online working

For any academic staff member who had been an early 
adopter of technology and/or who had been delivering 
online resources and classes to some extent prior to the 
pandemic, the shift to entirely online delivery seemed to be 
a fairly easy transition to manage: “It wasn’t a big shift for 
me – it just allowed me to use my online skills and teaching 
experience more fully” (S). For other academic staff, it was a 

lot more difficult to adjust due to the steep learning curve 
they faced. The task was also viewed to be more difficult by 
many staff who delivered creative and practical courses. 

Many professional services staff found it easy to carry on 
their work online using institutional technology: “Working 
from home lends itself well to my professional services role. 
I can still communicate with colleagues, it’s just by email or 
video call instead of in-person meetings” (S).

2) ‘In the moment’ learning

The importance of learning on the job through trial and error, 
via self-guided study, or from colleagues, team leaders and 
central support services (such as the Academic Development 
Unit (ADU) and Library, Technology and Information services 
(LTI)) was highlighted as important in supporting academic 
staff to make the transition online: 

I learnt as I went along, I attended webinars and 
read documents on the VLE. I also asked students 
what was working for them. (S)

I attended training events put on by my department 
and ADU. I worked with colleagues. (I)

Professional services staff also noted a steep learning curve 
to deliver in their role, and they too mentioned learning 
on the job as they went along, through colleagues, and via 
university training: “I had to figure most of it out myself or 
with colleagues in the same team through trial and error. 
However, LTI and ADU were also extremely helpful” (S). 
By persisting in the online environment, both academic 
and professional services staff became more comfortable 
and confident with their delivery: “I learnt more about 
technology-enhanced learning as I used it and am now 
more confident with working online” (S).

3) Access to internet and technology

Many academic staff struggled with adequate internet 
connectivity and sufficient bandwidth to deliver online 
learning effectively: “My home internet can be unreliable, 
which is not ideal when the internet goes down during 
teaching” (S).

By contrast, many professional staff could access with 
relative ease the systems they needed from home: “I can 
carry out 99% of my tasks from home so it has not been a 
problem. The 1% I haven’t been able to do has been done 
by other colleagues – we share jobs so there’s no problem” 
(S). These staff seemed to communicate well using online 
collaborative tools, and they worked together effectively to 
plan delivery effectively across teams.  

Professional services staff noted that in order to work 
remotely, they acquired the necessary IT equipment. This 
seemed to be easier for them than for academic staff, who 
seemed to take longer to secure the technology they needed 
to deliver teaching effectively. They had to persist, working 
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with the Library, Technology and Information Services, to 
procure the equipment they needed and to move through 
different software that was promoted by the institution.  

4) Access to local support

Staff were asked in the survey to rate which of the eight 
sources of support they used to help them move their 
teaching and support for learning online (Figure 2). The 
most common response was staff working through issues 
on their own, followed by gaining support from colleagues. 
These more immediate forms of support sat ahead of wider 
institutional support.

Figure 2: Sources of support for staff moving their teaching 
and learning online.

In the ‘other’ category, staff cited their own prior experience, 
support of friends, partners and family members, and online 
resources beyond the institution as helping them to move 
their work online. It is also worth highlighting that 22.5% 
of respondents utilised five or more of these methods to 
help their transition to online working. Working from home 
impacted the support systems staff had previously put 
in place, and they referred specifically to difficulties with 
childcare and schooling.

Distal factors

1) University leadership

When staff were asked to rate the response of University 
Leadership to the pandemic, their responses were positive. 
Overall, 69% of respondents noted that the leadership team 
had ‘done okay’ or responded ‘very well’. By contrast, only 
26% of staff noted the leadership team had ‘struggled a bit’ 
or had ‘not responded very well’. Open-ended questions 
asked staff to comment on one thing the leadership team 
were doing well and one thing they could do better. Staff 
generally thought leadership were communicating clearly 
and consistently to staff and students (as far as dynamic 
government regulations allowed): “The communication of 
the decisions to staff and students have been timely” (S).

Coupled with this was the feeling that the leadership team 
was interpreting the wider landscape effectively, making 
rapid decisions, and directing the institutional response 

clearly, allowing teams to respond in a manner suitable to 
context: “Constantly keeping up to speed with new guidelines 
and instructions and providing well thought out procedures 
which are communicated clearly to staff and students” (S). 
Respondents also mentioned a supportive atmosphere with 
leaders demonstrating ‘empathy’, ‘gratitude’ and ‘genuine 
care’ towards staff: “Recognising the efforts of the staff to 
support students … keeping in mind that we are human” (S).

There were fewer responses to the question about what 
leadership could have done better with some staff simply 
noting that they could not think of anything that could 
have been improved given the difficult circumstances. Most 
comments concerned how leadership might have offered 
more time in workloads to support the extra effort needed to 
deliver and support online learning and to prepare for three 
different planning scenarios of online, in-person or blended 
teaching and support for learning. One staff member, for 
example, commented: “Leadership need to acknowledge the 
expansive impact on academic responsibility. A conservative 
estimate would be that the admin/tutorial/planning side of 
my work has doubled” (S).

2) University support

In the survey, 52% of staff noted that they worked with other 
institutional, professional services staff to help them move 
their teaching and support for learning online (Figure 2). 
A further 41% of staff accessed online materials, and 40% 
worked with the Academic Development Unit and Library, 
Technology and Information Services. Staff commented that 
the University helped them in their use of technology (69% 
rated support as ‘okay’ or ‘very good’), learning new ways of 
doing things (60% rated as ‘okay’ or ‘very good’), working 
from home (58%) and supporting health and wellbeing 
(54%). 

The University was less successful in supporting screen 
time balance (68% rating support as ‘poor’) and work/life 
balance (59% rating support as ‘poor’). Rated above 60% 
were adapting systems for students (such as assessment 
extensions), IT support, and support for student wellbeing. 
The worst-rated area was senior leadership visibility, which 
25% of respondents rated as not undertaken ‘(very) well’. 
Respondents asked for greater clarity about working from 
home, particularly the support and expectations surrounding 
this (such as loaning and/or financial support for home office 
equipment and checking on welfare) and how home working 
might evolve as the pandemic drew to a close. There were 
also comments about how some leadership decisions made 
to help students had knock-on effects for staff, notably 
the impact of extensions to assessment submissions that 
rendered consistent and timely marking for academic staff 
very difficult.  

3) Government decision-making

Within the survey, staff were asked to respond to seven 
macro-environmental factors that might have impacted 
their role at the university during the pandemic in a negative 
or positive manner or to no effect. What was noticeable for 
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this range of factors was that staff rated them largely as 
having no effect on them. Two factors identified as having 
clear negative effect were ‘government decisions and 
policies’, with 82% of respondents noting this affected them 
negatively, and ‘things you hear on the news’, for which 66% 
of respondents noted a negative impact. These issues were 
also picked up in the open-ended survey responses: 

The constant negative reporting by the media is 
frustrating… heightening feelings of uselessness. 
(S)

The external stress is mainly from the rather too-
changeable and inept government policy. (S)

Discussion

Using the DIMoR as a framework for analysis

Analysis using the DIMoR provides insight into the factors 
that have influenced the ability of academic and professional 
services staff to cope with their work and to develop resilience 
during the pandemic. Figure 3 gives an example of this in 
practice. The factors identified on the figure are examples 
and by no means an exhaustive list. They nevertheless help 
to demonstrate the need for a holistic perspective when 
trying to understand resilience.

Figure 3: Using the DIMoR as a lens to help analyse optimum 
conditions for the emergence of resilience in academic & 
professional staff at times of disruption showing interplay 
between system of focus and its surrounding support 
systems.

Both academic and professional services staff highlighted 
that the impacts of the pandemic on their working practices 
were largely located in their proximal, interpersonal sphere. 
These included feelings of isolation and sadness emerging 
from home working and stemming from an inability to 
interact socially (physically and emotionally) with colleagues, 
students, family and friends, which supports findings from, 
for example, Dulohery et al. (2021), Kotera et al. (2020) and 
Maitland and Glazzard (2021). Increased workload and 
being static at a desk for long periods, spending increased 
time looking at a computer screen and delivering teaching 
or meetings more transmissively, were also found by staff 
to be difficult and echo the physical challenges identified 
by Ahmetoglu et al. (2021) and Idris et al. (2021) and the 
pedagogical challenges discussed by Watermeyer et al. 
(2021).

Factors in the staff exo- and macro-systems also featured, 
such as a fear of the unknown, with the consequent inability 
to plan, and debilitating messages coming from the media 
and government; findings also noted by Maitland and 
Glazzard (2022). By contrast, good university leadership and 
support services helped to reduce negative impacts on staff 
(see also Stanz & Weber, 2020; Watermeyer et al., 2021). It 
can be argued that factors that are usually more distal for 
individuals, such as university executive and government 
policies and actions, became more proximal and influential 
for staff under the stresses of the pandemic. 

Akin to findings from Maitland and Glazzard (2022), our 
data also revealed that factors such as relationships, access 
to technology, government and university policy, and 
communications could act as protective or risk factors and 
that the vulnerabilities/ invulnerabilities of the system itself 
(in this case individual staff members) were influential. Thus, 
if staff had appropriate access to the internet, technology 
and a comfortable, quiet space to work from home, and if 
they had already received training and had prior knowledge 
about how to use technology, they found affordances 
in remote working (agreeing with Dulohery et al., 2021; 
Longhurst et al., 2020). For staff who experienced poor 
internet access, were juggling work with caring duties, and 
who might not have been trained in digital technology, they 
felt more vulnerable working from home. The rapidity of the 
move online and the increased workload, particularly for 
academic staff, seemed to make many staff feel vulnerable 
at the start of home working, leading to them expressing 
a range of negative emotions (agreeing with Feldhammer-
Kahr et al., 2021; Peimani & Kamalipour, 2021; Vanda et al., 
2020). 

As staff became more accustomed to working online, 
seeking and accessing support, re-affirming their identities 
and re-establishing trusting relationships at a distance in this 
novel space, they increased their confidence and resilience 
through adaptive behaviours, helping to insulate themselves 
from disruption (Folke, 2006). Again, as with findings from 
Bento et al. (2021), Maitland and Glazzard (2022) and Kotera 
et al. (2020), it was noticeable that the sources of support 
staff used to help them manage the move to online working 
were predominantly proximal and located in the staff micro- 
(personal) and exo- (inter-personal) systems compared with 
distal institutional support situated in the macro-system.
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What does the DIMoR tell us about resilience of 
university staff?

Reflecting on the data through the lens of the DIMoR leads 
to key reminders about the nature of resilience. Our findings 
demonstrate that resilience is not a static, in-person trait but 
something that changes as a result of circumstances and 
reactions to those circumstances (ahmed Shafi et al., 2020). 
Consequently, it is important to be mindful that we should 
not take resilience for granted and recognise that individuals 
who appear to be resilient in certain contexts may not be in 
others as circumstances change.

The data also serve as a reminder that individuals themselves 
act as systems with their own vulnerabilities/invulnerabilities 
and risk and protective factors. These individual systems 
are unique and an amalgam of their own individual life 
experiences, biological factors and support systems. As 
such, they need to be considered as individuals without 
making assumptions as to how they are likely to respond 
to, and cope with, challenge and adversity. The individual 
systems will also react to, interact with, and influence the 
surrounding systems they encounter. In line with findings 
from Khan (2021), there is a reciprocal interaction between 
work and personal life; it is, therefore, important to be 
mindful of all factors within the context of the individual. 
The DIMoR prompts us to take a holistic perspective and 
consider not only the influence on the individual system but 
also on those systems with which it is interacting.

The DIMoR also shows that factors influencing resilience are 
on a continuum on the invulnerabilities/vulnerabilities and 
the protective factors/risk factors axes and are not either/
or binaries. It is important to identify impacting factors but 
to recognise that some may serve to support resilience, 
others may negatively impact resilience, and yet others 
may have little effect. To illustrate, in line with the findings 
from Bento et al. (2021), technology was perceived by many 
respondents to provide significant challenge linked to its 
reliability and the familiarity of staff and students with the 
technology, its availability, and also how increased online 
interactions had a negative impact on relationships between 
staff and students. However, some respondents noticed that 
the ‘forced’ increase in the use of technology had a positive 
impact on pedagogy (agreeing with Peimani & Kamalipour, 
2021), supporting student engagement and a more flexible 
working approach for both academic and professional 
services staff.

What are the implications for universities?

Lessons can be learnt from our findings in terms of 
developing resilience in higher education for times of 
further disruption. In the proximal sphere, individuals can 
be prepared for change and rendered more adaptable 
through continuous staff development, keeping their 
working practices current. Professional development is 
needed so that academics can learn the pedagogies and 
technological tools, coupled with instructional design, to 
create effective future-facing learning experiences. Post-
pandemic pedagogies are likely to blur educational times, 
spaces, roles and identities, and staff need to be sensitised 

to, and prepared for, this lack of grounding. This will help to 
ease the sense of powerlessness staff feel when change is 
taking place, but it cannot remove the challenge of altered 
identities and teaching practices that might be experienced 
without warning or consent (Christensen et al., 2022). The 
sense of vulnerability associated with this, however, can be 
reduced if university systems and processes are maintained 
and kept responsive and if universities cultivate adaptive 
identities. 

Concurring with findings from Khan (2021), where the 
importance of a collaborative culture is emphasised, systems 
of support were in place to help staff move their work online, 
and our findings illustrated that staff did make use of many 
of these over the duration of the pandemic. It was noticeable, 
however, that the dominant forms of support that staff used 
were self-made or seated within the micro- and exo-systems 
of these individuals, with wider university macro-system 
processes accessed more specifically and secondarily to 
proximal sources of support. It was positive to see staff 
exercising their own agency and working with colleagues 
to learn from one another. Staff developed emotional 
resilience, finding solutions to problems and building self-
efficacy over the duration of the pandemic (Garcia, 2001). 
Institutional leaders should consider how best to link their 
levels of support such that staff access them optimally. These 
leaders also need to be mindful of the interplay between 
support systems as, for example, some of the processes 
put in place to help students during the pandemic created 
additional stress for staff. System resilience requires positive 
feedback loops and interconnectivity between emergent 
protective structures (Duchek, 2020).

It is important for university leaders in the distal sphere to 
communicate clearly and consistently with their staff, making 
timely decisions about operational and policy changes, 
and allowing staff to respond appropriately according 
to context. Staff also need to share their experiences and 
learn from one another via social reinforcement in relation 
to innovative practices. Communication across informal 
groups and organisational levels during times of disruption 
will facilitate the emergence of new and evolving patterns of 
behaviour at the system level (Bento et al., 2011). 

University leaders would do well to exercise care and 
compassion in their roles (Burns, 2020). Whilst it is 
very difficult to manage workloads under disruptive 
circumstances, even small acts of recognition help staff to 
feel valued and can reduce the stresses they feel. To prepare 
for the dynamic education of the future, university leaders 
need to actively avoid work intensification and invest in 
technologically enhanced learning to support staff mental 
health (Watermeyer et al., 2021). 

It is important for university leaders to instil a sense of social 
resilience in their staff (Garcia, 2001), encompassing aspects 
of community and belonging during times of disruption. 
This helps reduce the negative emotions that are released 
with the onset of rapid change (fear, anxiety, stress, sadness, 
loss of motivation) and helps to support positive mental 
health (Kotera et al., 2020), and can be achieved through 
local staff initiatives in the proximal sphere and through 
accessing support from institutional services in the distal 
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sphere. Ideally, a raft of integrated initiatives would allow 
staff to access the support that most suit their needs. 
 
Finally, university leaders should take note of the positive 
changes that can be enacted in the teaching and learning 
environment if adaptive resilience and ‘bouncing forward’ 
(Blanford et al., 2022) are to be achieved. Our findings 
demonstrate that the move online upskilled staff and 
generated bespoke learning resources for students in 
different formats and available asynchronously as well as 
synchronously. It led to the development of university systems 
and to more inclusive and authentic assessment approaches 
and policies. Some staff welcomed the flexibility to work 
from home, and many wanted to see this maintained after 
the disruption of the pandemic had subsided. Such flexible 
working can positively redefine the working environment 
and its relationship with the home environment for staff. 

Overall, using the DIMoR provides a reminder of the 
complexity of HE resilience during times of disruption and, 
thus, the need to take a holistic and systemic perspective 
when seeking to understand and create a context for future 
resilience to emerge.
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Numerous university graduates are actively looking for professional 
learning development (PLD) possibilities to help them adapt to a wide 
range of professional roles and responsibilities. For these reasons, 
this paper aims to create a research-based framework for graduate 
professional development that considers the shifting nature of the 
labour market. The purpose of this paper was to summarize and build 
upon prior research on graduates’ PLD through an integrative theoretical 
translation approach. To develop a strategy for PLD, the author consulted 
with relevant parties and analyzed data gleaned from surveys, interviews, 
and scholarly articles. The four essential pillars of the PLD framework are 
acculturation, career skills, astuteness, and competence. There are 16 
categories under each of the four primary domains, each representing a 
different collection of abilities and skills that a graduate can acquire once 
they leave university. Graduates, their supervisors, and higher education 
institutions can use the framework to better prepare students for post-
graduation life and job.
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Introduction 

With the emergence of independent governments following 
the collapse of totalitarian regimes, the role of education 
in developing students’ critical thinking has gained a 
prominent position. Creating environments conducive to 
lifelong learning is becoming the state’s foremost objective. 
It should be highlighted that the effectiveness of the state’s 
domestic and foreign policies depends on the individual’s 
readiness for the enacted reforms. The ultimate objective 
of this democratic reform is to fulfil the socioeconomic 
demands of the individual, particularly those of Gen Z 
students in the prime of their civil society development 
(Mowforth, 2018).

Education’s ultimate goal necessitates shaping today’s 
youth’s physical, moral, spiritual, and political identities. 
Religious and secular knowledge is essential for raising 
young Uzbeks with a love of their country and a strong 
sense of national identity in the face of the challenges posed 
by globalization and the proliferation of information at their 
fingertips. Because of their central role in students’ personal 
and professional growth, contemporary educational 
institutions are receiving significant attention. These 
institutions are expected to turn out competent graduates 
who can compete successfully in the labour market, pushing 
the boundaries of knowledge in all fields forward and 
benefiting humanity. They play a crucial role in encouraging 
future generations to appreciate the country’s history, 
literature, art, and physical and spiritual culture. Teaching 
young people about the events that shaped their government 
is essential to developing a healthy political culture among 
the next generation. Finally, amid globalization, throughout 
their formative school years, today’s youngsters laid the 
groundwork for respecting national and international ideals 
(Muhammad et al., 2012).

Uzbekistan, located in Central Asia, is divided into 12 
provinces, the independent Republic of Karakalpakstan 
and the city of Tashkent. Nearly half of the country’s total 
population of 34.6 million lives in urban areas (Statistics, 
2022). The population of Uzbekistan is increasing (by 1.48 
per cent every year). By 2070, it is expected to have peaked 
at 44.4 million. In 2020, the dependency ratio in the nation 
as a whole was 97.9 per 1006, based on the UN Population 
Database (Statistics, 2022). In line with a UNICEF report from 
2018, the government is in the early stages of a structural 
transformation, and the generational opportunity window 
is anticipated to continue for another three decades. Only 
through investments in human capital development, such 
as education and skill development, may the demographic 
dividend be realized.

In retrospect, we live in a time of swift change. The rate 
of technological development, the diminishing half-life of 
knowledge, the shifting demand for skills and expertise in 
the workplace, the accessibility of learning, etc., all contribute 
to this transformation. Given this context, it is essential to 
reexamine Uzbekistan’s education system and determine 
if adjustments are necessary. Thus, this paper focuses on 
the rationale for reforming the higher education design, 
the critical considerations, and what specific changes are 
required, with the hope that it serves as a valuable reference 

for further conversations.

Universities play a crucial role in preparing graduates 
for the workforce by providing them with the discipline-
specific information and skills necessary to navigate the 
opportunities and difficulties caused by globalization (Villar-
Onrubia & Rajpal, 2016; Parrott & Jones, 2018). In addition, 
the relevance of building essential competencies in new 
graduates has been extensively documented from the 
perspectives of policymakers, researchers, and graduates. 
Outbound mobility experiences (OMEs) and foreign study 
exchange programs have become recognized components 
of higher education worldwide (Bell et al., 2016). The broad 
advantages of overseas learning experiences include 
offering travel opportunities to students who might not 
otherwise have them, fostering cross-cultural awareness, 
and promoting student growth in a global setting (Tran & 
Vu, 2018). As such, and as stressed in the literature, OMEs 
equip students with vital 21st-century skills necessary for 
the future of work and are widely advocated by universities 
for their capacity to foster worldwide career-relevant talents 
and personal development (Downey et al., 2012; Adams 
et al., 2011). Alongside this, officials and academics have 
become increasingly vocal about the impact of OMEs on 
building further institutional partnerships and connections, 
as well as chances for public diplomacy between nations 
(Byrne & Hall, 2013; Hong, 2021; Tran & Vu, 2018).

In addition, research demonstrates that students who 
participate in immersive learning settings are more likely to 
complete their coursework, identify with the subject matter, 
develop an interest in STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering 
and Mathematics) vocations, and feel comfortable in the 
classroom (Sanders & Hirsh, 2014; Adkins-Jablonsky et 
al., 2020; Garibay, 2015). Mobility is distinguished from 
typical classroom-based learning by the capacity to learn 
outside the classroom in an international setting through 
immersion. This immersive mobility experience is, according 
to Kolb’s theory of experiential learning, a prime example 
of “learning by doing” (Doerr, 2013). Immersion within 
the framework of an OME combines the concrete (such as 
travel overseas) with the abstract (such as “learning” from 
experience) in a foreign region that is geographically and 
culturally distinct from the learners’ preceding environs. 
Students in STEM areas rarely have time to ponder the gap 
between what they study in school and what they encounter 
in the real world (Coker, 2017). A STEM OME program that 
emphasizes hands-on learning through fieldwork, scientific 
research, and internships “encompasses the classroom into 
the community, and students are often challenged with 
dynamic situations that test and oppose their opinions” 
(Hatcher & Bringle, 1997, p. 156). Immersive and hands-on 
mobility possibilities like these promote global growth and 
learning.

The impact of industrialization on learning

Industry 4.0 is upon us, necessitating altering our learning, 
working, and living methods. However, the question is how 
and what to modify. The current change characteristics are 
not dissimilar from previous phases: it is technologically 
driven, disruptive, and inverts the established order. 
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Industrialization began with the automation of manual 
labour and the transformation of workshops into assembly 
lines. It further automated the cognitive processes and 
reorganized social cooperation from assembly lines to 
networks. Consequently, the fastest-growing industries 
shifted from those dependent on natural resources to those 
driven by innovation and ideas.

Given that one of the primary functions of education is 
to develop employees for the industry, industrialization 
significantly affected the delivery of education and 
instructional methods. Therefore, before the dawn of the 
industrial revolution, individuals learned in guilds and from 
masters. When modernization led to the division of work 
and the emergence of factories, schools were developed 
and designed to instruct young people on entering current 
jobs. Education has since become linked with both schools 
and universities. Today, as we embrace a fresh wave of 
industrialization, educators must naturally anticipate and 
actively pursue a shift in the form of education. In contrast 
to the early days of Uzbekistan’s independence, the current 
nature of transformation is quite different.

Since Uzbekistan’s economic plan was to bring MNCs 
(multinational corporations) to the country as direct 
investments from abroad to build up factories and create 
jobs, the MNCs were to establish factories and supply jobs. 
Higher education must respond to this by educating young 
Uzbeks to acquire the skills and knowledge MNCs require. 
This is a simple equation, but we have yet to determine 
what the jobs of tomorrow will entail. Constantly, industries 
create new job names and methods of organizing work. 
And it would be naive to believe that the previous school 
planning process will remain effective. We must cultivate 
human inventiveness and resiliency so that Uzbek children 
can grow up and live in a world we cannot fully comprehend. 
Education must evolve, not in definitive ways, but following 
the shape of future events. And so, what are the contours of 
the future?

Firstly, the education system must concentrate on 
acquiring and evaluating educational objectives and avoid 
overemphasizing the significance of academic performance, 
representing only a tiny portion of the traits necessary for 
success in life. To assist students in achieving these positive 
outcomes, we must thoroughly investigate the approaches 
best suited for their particular group. Finally, there are 
views today that have even questioned the usefulness of a 
university degree since the profusion of university graduates 
necessitates businesses seeking alternative means of 
differentiating talent. The effectiveness of a university 
cannot be assessed solely by pass rates, employment results, 
or worldwide rankings but by the protracted resilience of 
students and their willingness to experiment, take risks, and 
create. To achieve this, the system must acknowledge the 
diversity of abilities and talents amongst our youth and the 
fact that only an enthusiastic learning process will be self-
directed, continuous, and resistant to disruption because 
the young person is motivated to learn, unlearn, and relearn. 
In this approach, the objective has switched from educating 
students enough to allow them to graduate to teaching 
them how to learn so they never actually graduate.

Research objectives 

The purpose of this study was to create an evidence-based 
PLD (professional learning development) framework that 
may be utilized by:

graduates to take some time to evaluate and 
prepare for professional development options;

supervisors to encourage the professional 
development of the graduates under their 
supervision;

school administrators to plan and provide 
professional development opportunities for 
graduates at their institution;

policymakers at institutions to help guide 
decisions around postdoc professional 
development;

for the benefit of potential employers, who 
may wish to learn more about the wide variety 
of knowledge and experience graduates can 
provide an organization.

•

•

•

•

•

Methodology

The framework was developed using an integrated 
knowledge translation strategy (Graham et al., 2006). A 
graduate, an academic director, graduate supervisors, and 
the director of educational development all worked together 
on the interdisciplinary project at the same university. 
The team collaborated to generate research topics and 
participated in all stages of the framework’s creation. To 
design and fine-tune the evidence-informed framework, the 
team consulted with key stakeholders and incorporated the 
findings from mixed-methods research (evidence synthesis, 
document analysis, surveys, and informal/hybrid interviews). 
The evidence from two exhaustive literature studies was 
synthesized. The first was an examination and synthesis of 
PLD evidence (Nowell et al., 2018). The second summarized 
the literature describing contemporary methods of PLD 
(Nowell et al., 2019). The questionnaire and the semi-
structured interviews were developed in light of these 
reviews (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Data collection and analysis process.
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The sample size is not crucial in qualitative studies (Creswell 
& Clark, 2018; Bryman et al., 2021). The idea of saturation 
deserves special consideration (Mason, 2010). Saturation 
occurs when data from additional respondents do not 
fundamentally contribute to collecting new information 
beyond what was previously realized in the qualitative 
sample (Bowen, 2008). As a result, qualitative research has no 
standard sample size. Therefore, the study’s use of purposive 
sampling helped choose heads of department (HODs) 
who could provide in-depth, informative answers thanks 
to their specialized training (Teddlie & Yu, 2007). Morse 
(1994) advocates six to ten respondents when conducting 
qualitative research, where individual case participants are 
interviewed extensively to have factual data, which justifies 
the sampling of ten HODs for this study. Again, Atran et 
al. (2005) suggest that ten informants may be sufficient to 
reach an agreement in some research.

Saturation was reached after collecting data from eight (8) 
of the ten (10) respondents in the sample, at which point no 
additional information could be gleaned from interviewing 
further respondents. Only three (3) interviewees out of 
eight (8) were willing to speak on Zoom while remaining 
anonymous. Despite anonymity guarantees, five (5) 
participants were adamantly against being videotaped. They 
would rather have an in-person chat where the interviewer 
may take notes on the spot. In both circumstances, the 
interviewer had to resubmit the participants’ replies to get 
their feedback on whether or not their answers had been 
accurately recorded and whether any key information had 
been left out. Also, they were given complete creative 
control over re-editing the transcribed responses. Six 
(6) of the eight participants were male, and two (2) were 
female. Interestingly, just two (2) of the eight participants 
were affiliated with public universities, while the remaining 
six (6) were associated with private institutions. Finally, 
one individual had minimal experience, two had moderate 
experience, and five had extensive experience. The 
characteristics of the study participants are summarized in 
Table 1.

Table 1: Profile of participants.

Document inquiry

Collecting and thematically analyzing crucial documents 
relating to the formulation, decision-making, operation, and 
evaluation of an extensive private institutional, professional 
development program at one institution. The PLD Program 
was established in 2017 after the institution’s research 
leaders deliberately chose to invest in such assistance. This 
choice has led to a significant increase in the number of 
students at the institution. The program intends to assist 
students in distinguishing themselves in a competitive 
job market by motivating them to excel in academics, 
management, coaching, capacity development, teamwork, 
social inclusion, and earning potential. Using the document 
analysis findings, the future questionnaire was developed, a 
semi-structured interview guide was amended, and existing 
professional development resources were catalogued.

Questionnaire survey

On the basis of the results of the evidence synthesis and 
document analysis, a questionnaire was developed. School 
administrators and managers were given the questionnaire. 
It contained questions concerning demographics and 
professional development possibilities, including perceptions 
of, learning gained, and application of acquired information 
and abilities. In addition, they emphasize the utility and 
significance of the PLD advancement prospectus relating 
to learning and instruction, management and scheduling, 
writing skills, job placement, and professional growth.

Informal/hybrid interviews

Based on survey results, actors from various schools who 
volunteered to be interviewed were purposefully recruited 
and selected to capture variances across genders, disciplines, 
and years of individual experience. The interview guide 
consists of open-ended questions meant to investigate the 
perspective and involvement of each participant with PLD 
prospects. The interviews revealed the value, relevance, and 
significance of professional development for graduates in a 
professional, academic, and personal context.

Data synthesis

After analyzing each data set separately and using a mixed-
methods of synthesis (O’Cathain et al., 2010), the data 
was synthesized from each component of the study to 
see where they converged, supported, or differed. Using 
this integration technique, the data were studied in depth 
together. Utilizing a systematic review enhanced pattern 
identification between data types and produced a reliable 
documentation trail (Wendler, 2001). As a result of this 
procedure, a thorough summary and visual PLD framework 
emerged (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2: Graduate professional learning & development 
framework. 

Participant discourses

Throughout data collection, analysis, and framework 
creation, the team regularly conversed with graduates, 
career counselling supervisors, educational development 
consultants, and the associate dean of research. During the 
discussions, participants were presented with the emergent 
themes and asked to comment on their application, relevance, 
and gaps. Their input was progressively incorporated into 
the final architecture.

Results 

The data collection and analysis outcomes are presented 
here, discussing each overarching theme in turn. The PLD 
framework for graduates is a tangible product of this study 
(see Figure 1). Four fundamental categories comprise the 
PLD framework: acculturation, career skills, competence, 
and astuteness. The four core categories are segmented 
into sixteen sub-categories representing the many skills and 
competencies that graduates can develop throughout their 
studies. Figure 1 gives a summary of the significant themes 
and comments thread and serves as a graphical foundation 
for the presentations of the findings that follow.

Acculturation

The term “acculturation” refers to the process of adapting 
to a new workplace’s customs, beliefs, values, and 
practices. Both graduates and faculty cited acculturation 
as a critical area for improvement. Acculturation can be 
aided by engagement in coaching, social relationships, and 
multiculturalism. Graduates may benefit from professional 
socialization activities by understanding social connection 
ideas essential in any varied team setting.

Coaching

One strategy to enhance acculturation is to make use of 
available coaching opportunities. Graduating students may 
benefit socially if they acquire the skills of attentive listening, 
constructive criticism, and insightful response through 
their educational experiences, as proposed by school 
administrators. Undergraduate results can be improved 

through coaching graduate students to build teaching and 
dissemination skills. In addition, graduating students who 
participate in coaching programs tend to exhibit higher 
levels of emotional intelligence (a sub-category in the skills 
domain).

Social commitment

A strong sense of social obligation is seen as essential to 
successful acculturation. Students learned that education’s 
reach and impact could be increased by focusing on 
understanding community needs through collaboration with 
key players. To teach students the importance of contributing 
to the greater good, school officials advocated for their active 
participation in community service projects. The openness of 
communication, the cultivation of professional socializing, 
and the development of a feeling of community can all 
result from encouraging recent graduates to participate in 
local opportunities and demonstrate skills and abilities at 
public events. In addition, students saw volunteering as an 
opportunity to give back to the communities they hope 
to improve using their newfound knowledge and skills. 
Participating actively in one’s community is related to having 
strong communication abilities.

Social relationship

Recognizing potential venues for social interaction is also 
crucial for successful acculturation. Recent grads want to 
strengthen their networks and how they can be adaptable 
and open to new ideas in the workplace by participating 
in social processes. Graduates who develop active listening 
skills and are aware of diversity in various settings serve 
as models for less seasoned students. In this context, role 
modelling is related to coaching in cultural adjustment. 
School leaders say that incorporating multiple points of 
view into their initiatives and products was a great approach 
to improving the quality of their work and promoting 
acculturation among their graduates.

Multiculturalism

Multiculturalism is a fundamental part of building relationships 
in the workplace. Graduates appreciated opportunities to 
work together within and beyond their respective academic 
and professional communities. The competence category of 
planning is related to collaboration. It was recommended 
that graduates respond to opportunities by presenting their 
work at conferences and establishing personal, professional, 
or online networks with other graduates to gain feedback, 
advice, and critical appraisal. Graduating students were 
better able to recognize trends and apply knowledge by 
integrating with interdisciplinary partners and understanding 
the linkages between their own and others’ education. 
Graduates learned the value of collaborating with peers and 
making connections in the business world. Graduates who 
participated in interdisciplinary networks were better able 
to make conceptual leaps between fields of study inside and 
outside academia.
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Career skills

Career preparation is rarely an element of formal 
education. However, the ability to manage or administer 
an organization, to have high emotional intelligence, to 
communicate effectively, and to chart one’s career course are 
all crucial to professional success. The school administrators 
understood the need to prepare their students for the 
workforce by teaching them professional skills. In addition, 
they said graduates should be given more responsibility and 
encouraged to work with industry partners to acquire the 
marketable abilities they will need in their chosen fields.

Governance

A mastery of governance is crucial for professional 
advancement within and beyond the university. Graduates 
reported that they learned governance skills by taking charge 
of creating and directing teams. Graduates improved their 
professional leadership skills by establishing a collaborative 
workplace wherein they coached junior colleagues and 
learned to delegate tasks among team members. Therefore, 
leadership is related to the field of coaching known as 
acculturation. For graduates to become influential leaders, 
it is essential, according to school administrators, that they 
network with industries and learn about the significance 
of creativity and innovative thinking in their professional 
sphere. Additionally, graduates who are taught to mix various 
leadership approaches creatively will have a competitive 
edge in the governance arena.

Emotional intelligence (EQ)

Emotional intelligence is a crucial aspect of any successful 
professional’s toolkit. Graduates said they learned the most 
about dispute resolution and EQ from working in groups. 
The school administration saw the necessity for graduates 
to acquire negotiation skills to improve collaborative 
outcomes. They also mentioned that improving one’s 
political knowledge and dispute-resolution skills in the 
workplace were essential components of a well-rounded EQ.

Adept communicator

Comprehension, interpretation, and expression are 
essential abilities for graduates to acquire in the workforce. 
To succeed in knowledge mobilization or making their 
achievements visible, digestible, and applicable to a wide 
range of audiences, graduates need to acquire proficiency 
in several forms of communication (e.g., one-on-one, 
social media, dashboards, and apps). Opportunities for 
graduates to gain experience with visual analytics, multi-
media products, and social media profile building were 
highly sought after. At the same time, faculty members and 
administrators pushed students to weigh the benefits and 
drawbacks of having an online profile. To enhance digital 
academic dialogues and networking and to reach bigger 
audiences with their interactions, graduates were urged to 
improve their technical abilities, employ various technology 
tools and approaches, and remain current with the most 

recent pertinent communication technologies.

Career trajectory

Invaluable contributions to a graduate’s resume are abilities 
related to their chosen professional path. New graduates 
can benefit significantly from career workshops, counselling, 
and internships to better prepare for the job market. Career 
coaching aids recent graduates in recognizing areas where 
they still need work and provides them with the impetus 
to take the initiative to expand their skill sets. Graduates 
can benefit even more from career coaching as they map 
their professional futures since they are better equipped 
to set attainable goals and devise strategies to boost their 
employability. New graduates agree that internships and 
work-study programs are great for making professional 
connections. Career trajectories are related to the domain 
of acculturation, where multiculturalism is part. Applying 
for jobs is an excellent opportunity for new graduates to 
showcase their abilities, interests, and experiences through 
resumes, cover letters, and interviews.

Astuteness

A crucial part of a student’s education that is usually linked 
with universities is astuteness, which centres on actions 
that improve education, knowledge, and skills. University 
committee work was seen as a vital avenue for graduates 
to continue studying, develop their analytical thinking 
capacity, and contribute value to the academic community. 
Graduates’ savvy was also affected by their exposure to 
different types of instruction.

Lifelong learning

According to school administrators and new graduates, 
lifelong learning is a self-initiated education that strongly 
emphasizes self-improvement. Without a universally 
accepted definition, “lifelong learning” is typically 
understood to include any learning outside a traditional 
educational setting such as a school, university, or corporate 
training program. The term “lifelong learning” is sometimes 
used interchangeably with “informal learning”. The best way 
to characterize it is as a choice made for one’s happiness. 
As a result, more direct links between study and instruction 
might be established. Gaining expertise in a new area can 
boost confidence and help graduates succeed in their 
personal and professional lives. For graduates, this self-
assurance might result from the emotional reward of a 
lifelong commitment to education and growth. Conversely, 
this sense of assurance might be graduates’ confidence in 
their abilities and knowledge to put it to use in the working 
world. 

Conceptualizing

Both new graduates and school managers value 
conceptualization expertise. To hone these abilities, graduates 
might practice evaluating scenarios and conducting in-
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depth analyses of their and others’ work. Improvements 
in problem identification and the development and use of 
novel, resourceful solutions can result from the deliberate 
cultivation of critical judgment. A person’s ability to think 
creatively about problems directly affects where they go 
in their professional lives. The dissemination of knowledge 
and experience to broader audiences is enriched when 
graduates can transform ideas into companies. The ability 
to mobilize one’s knowledge base is a crucial element of 
emotional intelligence (as noted in the career skills domain). 
In addition to providing possibilities for coaching, an aspect 
of the acculturation domain, making solid and objective 
evidence-based judgments also encourages analytical and 
critical thinking in less experienced peers.

Community-based learning

School administrators recommended community-based 
learning (CBL) as a means to help students have a better 
understanding of their place in the academic community. 
They provided a pedagogical approach that places a 
premium on mutual learning and reflection by incorporating 
substantial community interaction into the instructional and 
reflective processes. Graduates’ abilities to think critically 
and write research papers can be enhanced through 
CBL participation, which was seen as a means to improve 
academic efficiency.

Research

New graduates and school administrators concur that 
the capacity to undertake independent research is vital in 
any sector that demands practitioners to produce various 
written materials. The graduates desired to enhance their 
research by asking for grants, publishing their findings, and 
attending writing courses. Through collaboration on grants 
and publications, graduates were able to identify possibilities 
for broader distribution. Thus, research indicates a link 
between multiculturalism (within the acculturation domain) 
and adept communication (under the career skills domain). 
Graduates’ understanding of appropriate credit and the 
value of acknowledging others’ contributions was bolstered 
by co-authorship.

Competence

The capacity to get things done promptly and efficiently is 
a sign of competence. Graduates have identified improving 
their efficiency as a priority for their careers. Several 
others stressed the importance of competence abilities 
like prioritizing, fostering work-life harmony, preserving 
wholesomeness, and planning.

Prioritizing

Learning to prioritize one’s responsibilities is a crucial 
skill that will significantly improve the employability of 
graduates. New graduates recognized the importance of 
setting priorities to accomplish tasks and projects within 

the allotted time frame. In addition, graduates and school 
administrators emphasized the importance of understanding 
planning phases, budgeting and prioritizing activities, 
setting deadlines, and responding proactively to obstacles.

Work-life harmony

Competence is impacted by one’s ability to keep work and 
personal life in check. Graduates have noted that supporting 
successful work-life harmony in their teams could increase 
knowledge of work-life harmony issues common in 
corporate settings, which is significant given that work-life 
harmony is rarely foregrounded in academic settings. New 
graduates said they were more productive individually and 
as a team when they made an effort to understand their 
peers’ situations and offered assistance in juggling multiple 
priorities at work. New graduates expressed an interest in 
learning how to establish limits but saw few examples of 
this in their managers. A graduate’s and a leader’s ability to 
use calendars for planning and delegating duties is an asset 
that can improve the lives of those involved. Prioritizing (in 
the competence domain) and governance are essential in 
achieving work-life harmony (in the career skills domain).

Wholesomeness

Being wholesome (or healthy/fit) is linked to performing 
well at work, making good decisions, being innovative, 
staying focused, and coping well with stress. Successful 
graduates identified the need to increase their awareness 
of stress indicators in themselves, their peers, and their 
superiors. New graduates said they wish they had learned 
better coping mechanisms and self-assurance to reach 
out to others when they needed help. Graduates and their 
teams were encouraged to stay healthy by regularly sharing 
vacation and work schedules and sticking to them.

Planning

Managing one’s strategy, goals, and activities is crucial to 
completing many tasks, and this factor directly affects one’s 
efficiency. It was acknowledged that tactics including goal-
setting, timeline-making, and action prioritization could 
help graduates improve their planning skills. Graduates 
have voiced a desire to learn about planning cycles and use 
project management tools and practices to become more 
effective leaders. Graduates can learn about their strengths 
and areas for improvement through self-assessment and 
critical reflection on planning experiences. Moreover, 
the graduates agreed they needed to learn more about 
financial management to improve their planning skills. The 
development of multi- or cross-disciplinary management 
abilities may be aided by exploring opportunities for 
cooperation with peers within one’s and related fields, as 
well as with consumers and stakeholders of information 
to co-produce research results.  This is closely linked to 
multiculturism (in the acculturation domain) and research 
(in the astuteness domain). Training in event management, 
such as seminars and department meetings, may also help 
graduates improve their leadership abilities. In addition, 
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stakeholder dialogues confirmed the significance of 
graduates learning to manage funds and events.

Discussion

This study led to the development of a graduate-level PLD 
paradigm based on evidence (Figure 2). Some essential 
abilities that may affect graduates’ PLD throughout their 
undergraduate careers and beyond are highlighted in the 
PLD framework. Through these sub-category connections, 
the framework’s principal domains can communicate. While 
some talents are transferable to other areas of development, 
the author argues that the ideal development of graduates 
can be attained by integrating the various skill development 
domains.

This study also acknowledges the broader context and how 
it relates to understanding the Uzbek higher education 
system. Let us look at each of these central issues individually. 
Universities in developed countries and those recently given 
university status in developing nations often operate under 
the assumption that they will internationalize their academic 
curriculum and activities. However, recent observations have 
challenged this assumption by showing a downward trend 
in which colleges diminish or discontinue engagement in 
foreign economic activity (Mandrinos et al., 2022; Kafouros 
et al., 2021; Lim & Mandrinos, 2020). Deinternationalization 
describes this relatively new phenomenon in global trade.

Conflicting interests and a Disruptive, Volatile, Uncertain, 
Complex, and Ambiguous (DVUCA) global business climate 
are realities for many colleges today. However, colleges must 
be nimble and adaptable to thrive (i.e., maintain profitability) 
in both home and international markets. Universities can 
accommodate and remain in a global market with competing 
interests or pull back and leave the market altogether. As 
an alternative to internationalizing as an export reaction, 
academic institutions may deinternationalize in either of 
these scenarios (see Figure 3).

Figure 3:  International business approaches.

As we circle back to the topic and examine higher education 
from the Ministry of Public Education’s (MPE) vantage 
point in Uzbekistan, we are forced to guess the prospects 
for the sector. When it comes to Education 5.0, will schools 
be prepared? The “goal” refers to the ultimate purpose. 
This means that it answers the question, “where is higher 

education headed in the next three years?” Means allude 
to the strategies and methods MPE will use to achieve the 
desired results. The method used should be emphasized 
over the end product. Why? For the simple reason that 
everything can be achieved provided sufficient means are 
available. Because of this, it is only helpful to try to get ready 
if one has access to adequate resources.

The PLD framework vis-a-vis skills is in high demand 
among employers and educational institutions due to the 
importance of STEM in addressing the world’s expanding 
social and environmental concerns. There is evidence that 
mobility experiences, whether in an OME (offline) or virtual 
mobility experiences (VME; online), can help students 
develop skills necessary for success in the modern world. 
The growth of graduates’ critical thinking is likely done 
through reflection and, at times, as an unanticipated 
by-product of other planned activities and interactions, 
notwithstanding criticisms surrounding the measurement 
and assessment of graduate learning. The use of an active 
learning PLD framework is central to this, and it is clear 
that the architecture of the experiences, either physical or 
virtual, impacts the growth of capacities. There are many 
well-documented benefits to involving STEM graduates 
in immersive learning environments. The ability to think 
critically is one of these gains.

The potential for modifying a PLD paradigm for Uzbek 
undergraduates has received less attention. The PLD 
framework is grounded in studies that show how 
incorporating outdoor experiences into interdisciplinary 
coursework improves students’ ability to think critically, solve 
problems creatively, and believe in themselves. Students’ 
interaction with authentic content (such as empirical data, 
virtual situations, industry attachments, or online discussion) 
has fostered critical thinking in the extant PLD literature. 
Therefore, it is crucial to integrate chances for participants 
to reflect on their experiences and express their viewpoints 
when establishing a program with PLD as its goal. While 
PLD does not replace the true contextual experience, 
and often discomfort, of curriculum changes that can be 
transformative for students, they do provide a potential 
option to enrich student learning and development. Further, 
PLD programs offer a more inclusive learning environment 
for most local Uzbek students who would otherwise miss 
out on an international educational model. 

Problems and prospects

Uzbek schools and businesses will benefit from 
Future Learning’s “sandbox,” an unregulated 
environment for trying out new ideas.

What if we offered teachers and business owners 
more leeway to try new teaching and learning 
methods to keep up with the ever-evolving world?

1.

2.

The need to conform to policies, institutions, and regulations 
is often cited as a reason why creative ideas are stifled. This 
may be inaccurate in light of the many reforms the Ministry 
of Public Education (MPE) implemented throughout 
the years. However, given the world’s current state of 
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exponentially expanding upheavals, it may be necessary to 
quicken the rate at which these changes are applied across 
the schooling environment. With how much time saved, how 
many changes can be made, tested, and improved? There 
needs to be an atmosphere for educational innovation to 
be constantly refreshed. Although there are already novel 
methods, providing schools, teachers, and entrepreneurs 
with more room, freedom, and support to try new things 
is essential. This will encourage grassroots solutions to this 
challenging issue, originating in classrooms and spreading 
to the business world.

Future learning “sandbox” is suggested

In Uzbekistan, the sandbox technique is a novel notion. 
Existing sandboxes in developed nations have provided 
the incentive for innovation, particularly in the field of 
technology in Singapore, such as the autonomous car and 
drone testbeds in One North and the Fintech sandbox 
being developed by the Monetary Authority of Singapore 
(MAS). The Health Ministry in Singapore (MOH) has also 
announced sandbox-based projects. In a similar vein, the 
MPE can construct and codify a “future learning sandbox” 
that encourages increased experimentation and grassroots 
innovation to diversify the Uzbek education landscape. It is 
possible to test new learning paradigms, ideas, and models. 
The new initiatives will not only expand opportunities to 
learn for Uzbek children. Still, they may serve as a proving 
ground for broader adoption in Uzbekistan and its Central 
Asian neighbors.

Considering the “How” clause: For the sandbox concept 
to grow, it is necessary to adhere to specific rules. For 
instance, the legislation will empower interested parties, 
such as universities or training institutions, to apply to join 
and experiment with fresh learning approaches and ideas 
within a specified period. First, the MPE can outline the areas 
where it would like innovations to occur (e.g., assessment, 
curriculum, classroom time, school campus usage, etc.), and 
then constraints can be loosened. Within the parameters, 
involved universities and entrepreneurs can register with 
the MPE to test new proposals that may differ from the 
usual guidelines and may also receive support from the 
MPE or relevant government entities (e.g., funding, grants) 
to carry out the experiments. A disclosure (or statement), 
not permission, will be necessary within the sandbox’s 
parameters. Finally, it will assure ownership and offer the 
institution and entrepreneur the appropriate space for 
further “out-of-the-box” concepts that exceed what the 
sandbox permits; universities and entrepreneurs can petition 
for MPE consideration of a relaxation of the limitations on 
a case-by-case basis. For the length of the sandbox, MPE 
can play a strategic role in supporting the relaxing of certain 
regulatory and legal restrictions that the sandbox business 
would otherwise be subject to. MPE could also engage in the 
co-creation and cross-pollination of numerous emerging 
concepts.

Target audience

The potential learning sandbox will be relevant to innovative 
universities, educators, and private players. It will permit 
the safe proliferation of technology and new pedagogical 
techniques, which entrenched governmental dogmas or 
norms might otherwise thwart. Several of these may leverage 
existing curricula and instruction.

Historically, universities have embraced a teaching-learning 
model based solely on the transfer of information to 
students. Nevertheless, the developments over the past few 
decades necessitate rethinking the function of universities 
in 21st-century society and transforming them into pillars 
of economic growth, social progress, and sustainability 
(Cabedo et al., 2018). It is possible for Uzbeks to build 
private educational institutions on the cutting edge of their 
respective fields.

It is noteworthy that the MPE has already begun a new 
stage of development, namely, large-scale development 
being carried out to transform the overall structure of 
higher education. It gives impetus to creating new ideas, 
creating and introducing new pedagogical technologies, 
and providing students with the education and training they 
need to achieve the country’s socioeconomic development 
goals.

The introduction of highly-competitive educational 
programs is intrinsically linked to the ongoing reforms in 
Uzbekistan. Education is critical to Uzbekistan’s human 
capital, its steady growth under the present circumstances, 
and the success of continuing reform efforts. In this respect, 
the most significant path is to support novel endeavors in the 
realm of education, as this paves the way for the innovative 
growth of society and the enhancement of the quality of the 
process of producing university graduates.

Students’ ethical and religious development and 
physical maturation are facilitated by access to 
and participation in high-quality higher education. 
Therefore, it is of great consequence to improve 
education in the context of the formation of civil 
society from the standpoint of continuing to 
develop and introduce pedagogical techniques 
into the learning system in higher education that 
achieves the objectives of establishing a generation 
of independent learners and critical thinkers.

New concepts must be incorporated into 
instructional and holistic activities as the nation 
enters a critical developmental phase, as this will 
further the ongoing, comprehensive effort to 
overhaul the entire system of higher education. 

The development of the nation’s international 
collaboration necessitates the enhancement of 
innovation and entrepreneurship activities. This 
correlates with the government’s desire to improve 
the global ranking of the Uzbek educational system.

•

•

•
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Conclusion and future research

This study aimed to examine a PLD (professional learning 
development) paradigm supported by solid empirical data. 
Learning associated with acculturation, competence, job 
skills, and astuteness were the four overarching themes that 
emerged from the research. Both secondary and primary 
sources agree that PLD frameworks help advance students’ 
knowledge in higher education. It can serve as a yardstick by 
which graduate professional development programs can be 
measured and as a guide for refining existing institutional 
plans. The PLD framework improves the theoretical 
knowledge of graduate professional development and 
enables us to apply the findings in different settings where 
graduate students receive training to acquire marketable 
abilities.

Even if there may not be many PLD options for graduates 
at the moment, there is a definite international demand 
for graduates to acquire transferable abilities that may be 
applied in a wide range of professional contexts (Nowell 
et al., 2018; Nowell et al., 2019). There has to be extensive 
research into the value of graduate PLD programs and the 
resources allocated to them. Few such services are reviewed, 
according to the existing literature. Regular summative and 
formative assessments are needed, with well-articulated 
criteria. Quantitative (e.g., the percentage of graduates 
engaged in such programs) and qualitative (e.g., surveys, 
discussions, appraisal of CVs) data might be obtained from 
institutions and countries to measure PLD’s impact on 
graduates. Satisfaction with learning new skills, productivity, 
and work-life harmony might all be evaluated quickly to 
gauge progress. Measuring success over the long term may 
involve monitoring factors such as job satisfaction, tenure, 
and professional growth. More study of the benefits and 
drawbacks of these programs is needed to help policymakers 
make educated decisions when creating PLD possibilities for 
graduates.
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Intent to transfer learning amongst adult learners with differential learning orientations

Keywords Abstract
Adult training; 
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In Singapore, the government has invested significant resources into its 
SkillsFuture training programmes, which were established with the goal 
of ensuring that the skills of workforce members remain current and 
continue to meet the demands of the global economy. To ensure that 
these initiatives yield the best outcomes, however, learners must actually 
transfer what they have learned to their workplaces post-completion. 
The present study drew upon data collected as part of a larger research 
programme that focused on the topic of adult learners’ motivations 
and intent to transfer in further learning programmes. In the present 
study, cluster analysis was used to identify whether adult learners in one 
polytechnic (n=444) fell into distinct ‘learning orientation’ profiles based 
on their learning motivation goals and levels of intrinsic and extrinsic 
motivation to learn. This analysis suggested three distinct learning 
orientation profile clusters (Idealists, Self-Actualists and Pragmatists), 
who differed significantly in terms of their learning motivation and 
intent to transfer. Other differences observed between these clusters 
(i.e., whether they received rewards for programme completion; whether 
they were given a choice about enrolling into the training programmes; 
in the level of support they received to attend the programmes; and 
the perceived relevance of the programmes to their own situations) 
also underscored potential ways in which the SkillsFuture initiative and 
associated further learning programmes could be enhanced to maximise 
their ultimate benefits for workplaces. Implications for policies and 
strategies to achieve this goal are discussed. 
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Introduction 

To support Singaporeans affected by the economic impact 
of COVID-19, the SGUnited Jobs and Skills Package, under 
the ambit of the SkillsFuture movement, has been launched 
to support close to 100,000 jobseekers through expanded 
job, traineeship, and skills training opportunities. By 2020, 
around 540,000 individuals and 14,000 enterprises had taken 
part in SkillsFuture training programmes in Singapore (Ang, 
2021). The SkillsFuture movement is premised on the notion 
that workplaces will benefit ultimately from the upskilling 
and reskilling of employees via the transfer of knowledge, 
skills and attitudes acquired from associated training 
programmes. While this remains an important presumption 
upon which the movement is based, this is unlikely to occur 
without dedicated efforts to ensure that adult learners who 
undertake further learning programmes do so with the 
intent to transfer what they learn post-completion.

Adult training programmes are generally seen to be useful 
only to the extent that the knowledge, skills and attitudes 
learned are actually transferred to the workplace (Chiaburu 
& Lindsay, 2008). Transfer in this context refers to the 
application of knowledge, skills, and attitudes learned to a 
learner’s job (Burke & Hutchins, 2007; Corte, 2003; Wexley 
& Latham, 1981). The investments made by the Singapore 
Government, as well as by individual employers, to fund and 
support the SkillsFuture training programmes are significant 
(Yang, 2017). Thus, ensuring that what is learned in these 
programmes is eventually transferred to the workplace 
is critical to ensure that returns on these investments are 
realised. 

At present, the SkillsFuture movement is voluntary for 
adult learners. In light of this, it is critical to understand 
adult learners’ motivations and intentions to transfer what 
they learn in order to ensure the SkillsFuture initiative 
ultimately benefits workplaces. This is so given that learners’ 
motivations and intentions are likely to be an important 
predictor of the actual degree of transfer that eventually 
occurs within their workplaces (Brand-Gruwel et al., 2014; 
Chiaburu et al., 2010; Foxon, 1997; Nijman & Gelissen, 2010; 
Noe, 1986; Noe & Schmitt, 1986; Reinhold et al., 2018; Seyler 
et al., 1998). 
 

Literature review

Adult learners’ overall motivation and intent to transfer 
of learning

While various motivational frameworks have been put 
forward in the literature, the Expectancy Value Theory (EVT) 
of Eccles and colleagues (2000) focuses on the interaction 
between the individual and specific learning tasks. In EVT, 
motivation to engage in any task will be a product of how 
the individual perceives the task and his or her ability to 
tackle it. More specifically, in EVT, an individual’s motivation 
is posed to be a product of:

Their expectancies for success in the task – this is 
conceptually similar to the notion of self-efficacy, 
which reflects the confidence that the individual has 
in his or her abilities to do what is required by a 
learning task.

The attainment value they assign to the task – this 
refers to the extent to which the task or activity is 
important with respect to the identity of the learner;

The utility value they assign to the task – this refers 
to the extent to which learners see the activity as 
one that will help them to reach important personal 
goals;

The intrinsic value they assign to the task – that is, 
whether the learner inherently enjoys engaging in 
the task, and is interested in the content; and

The costs associated with engaging in the task – 
this can include both opportunity costs (e.g., loss 
of valued alternative activities) and psychological 
costs (e.g., increased anxiety and stress related to 
the task).

•

•

•

•

•

In the present study, an instrument developed by the 
authors to measure motivation to transfer based on the EVT 
model was used. This model was deemed appropriate for 
measuring motivation to transfer because it emphasizes 
learners’ perceptions of the task as a source of motivation, 
rather than only focusing only upon internal characteristics 
of the individual. Instruments based on the EVT model, 
therefore, make it possible to glean not only how learners 
see themselves but also provide specific information about 
how certain activities (in this case, transferring learning to 
their workplaces) are perceived. 

While some research has already been directed toward 
the topic of transfer motivation, relatively little attention 
has been paid to the construct of intent to transfer (Pugh 
& Bergin, 2006), as differentiated from motivation. Adults’ 
intentions with respect to their learning will have an important 
influence on how they go about that learning, as well as the 
actions they subsequently take (Maurer & Palmer, 1999). 
Behaviours are regulated by intentions, and considerable 
evidence indicates that intentions are highly correlated with 
behaviours (Ajzen, 2011; Locke, 1968). If learners approach 
learning with the intent to transfer, therefore, they are more 
likely to be successful in actual transfer situations (Seiberling 
and Kauffeld, 2017; Sternberg & Frensch, 1993). 

While we need to acknowledge that motivation and intent to 
transfer are related constructs, there are likely to be important 
differences between them that may be particularly relevant 
in the case of adult learners. For example, a worker within 
a given company might be highly motivated to embark on 
a specific new initiative but may not have a strong level of 
intent to do this because they may believe that doing so 
will cause friction with colleagues. Equally, this worker may 
not be personally motivated to embark on an initiative but 
may have a strong intent to do so because they believe that 
this is an expectation of their workplace supervisors. Despite 
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the demonstrated relevance of intent to transfer in terms of 
eventual behaviours, this construct has received much less 
attention than the construct of motivation (Pugh & Bergin, 
2006) within the previous literature.

Previous research suggests that adult learners’ intent and 
motivation to transfer their learning may be influenced both 
by factors internal to individuals (e.g., their own motivation 
to engage in the learning in the first instance) and also 
factors external to them (e.g., situational factors, such as the 
level of support they receive to engage in the learning). The 
next sections provide a background on both types of factors, 
focusing on their possible relationships with motivation and 
intent to transfer.  

Learning orientations as predictors of motivation and 
intent to transfer

The sixth core principle of andragogy expressed by Knowles 
et al. (2015) relates to motivation. To be motivated means to 
be ‘moved’ to do something, such as to engage in a learning 
task (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Given the significance of motivation 
in education generally, various theoretical frameworks on 
motivation have appeared in the educational psychology 
literature. Two that have been applied consistently in the 
study of adult learners’ motivation are self-determination 
theory (and in particular, the notions of intrinsic vs extrinsic 
motivation within this framework – Deci, 1980) and 
achievement goal orientation theory (Dweck, 1986; Dweck 
& Leggett, 1988), both of which have attracted significant 
attention over the past two decades. Both overarching 
frameworks have also been applied to study transfer of 
learning outcomes in prior research. 

Intrinsic versus extrinsic motivation – self-determination 
theory

In self-determination theory, intrinsic motivation refers 
to doing something because it is inherently interesting 
or enjoyable, while extrinsic motivation refers to doing 
something because it leads to a desired outcome (Ryan 
& Deci, 2000). Intrinsic motivation to learn is fostered by 
a commitment to the learning itself. In other words, in this 
form of motivation, “there is no apparent reward except 
the activity itself” (Deci, 1975, p. 23). Intrinsically motivated 
employees engage in learning out of an inherent interest 
in the content itself (Minbaeva, 2008). Various prior studies 
have suggested that intrinsic motivation has a positive effect 
on transfer (Cabrera et al., 2006; Frey & Osterloh, 2000). 

Extrinsic motivation to learn occurs when employees engage 
in given activities with the expectation of receiving financial 
rewards and incentives for this engagement. The main 
characteristic of employees who are externally motivated 
towards learning is that some external contingency, which 
is valued and expected to be obtainable, drives their 
involvement in that learning (Minbaeva, 2008). Although 
it has been widely assumed that adult learners who are 
extrinsically rewarded upon completion of their training 
programmes are more likely to transfer what they have 
learned to their workplaces, findings from prior studies 

suggest that this may not occur in all situations (Frey, 1997; 
Frey & Jegen, 2001). In general, it is believed that in adults, 
intrinsic motivation will be a more important driver for 
subsequent behaviour. However, Frey and Osterloh (2000) 
posited that both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation are 
crucial for transfer to occur. 

Mastery versus performance goals – achievement goal 
theory

While the notions of extrinsic and intrinsic sources of 
motivation form the focus of the self-determination 
perspective, achievement goal orientation theory focuses on 
the specific goals that learners adopt in approaching their 
learning tasks. Learners can engage with learning tasks with 
various goals in mind, including the goals of mastering the 
content (mastery goal); of doing better than others in the 
tasks (performance-approach goal); or of avoiding failure in 
the tasks (performance-avoidance goal). Mastery goals tend 
to be associated with high levels of interest in a task and 
the use of deep learning approaches, whereas performance-
approach goals are generally associated with a drive to 
achieve better outcomes for their own sake. A mastery 
orientation emphasises learning and/or task competence, 
seeking challenges, and persisting in the face of failure 
(Dweck & Leggett, 1988), while a performance orientation 
emphasises appearing competent through gaining positive 
(performance approach orientation) and avoiding negative 
judgments (performance avoid orientation) of competence 
(Chiaburu & Marinova, 2005; Middleton & Midgley, 1997; 
Pintrich & Schunk, 2002). The two orientations are not, 
however, mutually exclusive in that adult learners can 
possess both concurrently to a greater or lesser extent 
(Pugh & Bergin, 2006).

The goal orientations that adult learners adopt can also have 
a profound impact not only on their learning processes but 
also on their ultimate learning outcomes, including whether 
they transfer their learning. For example, in a meta-analysis, 
Mesmer-Magnus and Viswesvaran (2007) noted that mastery 
orientations are better predictors of eventual transfer than 
performance orientations. Similar findings were reported by 
Bereby-Meyer and Kaplan (2005) as well as Chiaburu and 
Marinova (2005). Results of this kind indicate that learners 
who adopt a mastery orientation and are focused on learning 
and understanding are more likely to transfer what they learn 
subsequently (Kozlowski et al., 2001; Pugh & Bergin, 2006). 
It has been posed that mastery-oriented adult learners tend 
to see transfer as yet another learning opportunity, while 
performance-oriented adult learners look for performance-
related cues to justify their attempts to learn and transfer 
(Ford & Weissbein, 1997). Previous research also suggests 
that performance-avoidance goals are typically associated 
with less favourable learning outcomes than either mastery 
or performance-approach goals (Cellar et al., 2011; Diseth, 
2011; Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Huang, 2012; Remedios & 
Richardson, 2013).
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The notion of learning orientation profiles in motivation

While the two frameworks discussed above (i.e., self-
determination theory and achievement goal theory) may 
appear to be competing models, these two models may 
be deemed to provide complementary perspectives on 
the overall learning orientations that learners can exhibit. 
In other words, it is likely that the eventual behaviour 
of learners will depend upon a combination of multiple 
motivational variables that are operating simultaneously at 
any given point in time. Much previous research on links 
between motivation and subsequent behaviours has focused 
on exploring these from a single-variable perspective (e.g., 
looking at the effects of intrinsic vs extrinsic motivation as 
predictors of one or more outcome variables). This approach 
potentially ignores important relationships that may emerge 
between the outcome variables and the predictor variables 
collectively or as a set.
 
To take an example, it is possible that some level of both 
intrinsic and extrinsic motivation will be needed for a given 
outcome to be achieved successfully. In order to embark 
on learning effectively within a given programme, an 
adult learner may need to have a certain level of intrinsic 
motivation or interest in learning the material confronted 
within that programme. This will be a critical factor in 
determining the extent to which he or she will transfer 
what is learned post-completion to the workplace. By the 
same token, however, if the learner has only this form of 
motivation, and is unaffected by factors such as external 
recognition and reward, that learner may also not be driven 
to ensure that their transfer plans align well with the goals 
of his or her workplace. Therefore, while extrinsic motivation 
may not be sufficient in itself to drive effective transfer, it 
may make a useful contribution to successful outcomes 
when it operates synergistically or in combination with a 
strong level of intrinsic motivation. 

Furthermore, while it is important to look at learners’ overall 
motivations for engaging in a particular programme (i.e., 
their intrinsic and extrinsic motivation levels), this may not 
be sufficient to fully understand what drives them to take 
particular approaches to learning within those programmes. 
These kinds of process outcomes are likely to depend 
more upon the specific goals that the learner adopts while 
embarking on the learning tasks they need to complete – 
that is, whether they adopt mastery or performance goal 
orientations in approaching those tasks. As Kraiger et al. 
(1993) suggested, these are critical variables in determining 
what happens during learning. Thus, while factors such as 
overall intrinsic or extrinsic motivation may drive behaviours 
such as enrolling in the programme in the first instance, 
the specific goals that the learner adopts may be more 
important for determining how learners approach their 
specific learning tasks whilst enrolled. 

Based on the above arguments, further research is needed in 
this area, which focuses on the collective impact of different 
motivational predictors on desirable outcome variables. 
Such a focus would enable educators and policymakers 
to understand how learners with different overall profiles 
(that is, combinations of given factors) are likely to respond 
to specific programme characteristics. In the present 

study, therefore, we aimed to explore whether clusters 
of adults with particular ‘learning orientation profiles’ or 
combinations of intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, 
and performance or mastery goal orientations had different 
levels of motivation and intent to transfer their learning to 
the workplace. 

Training design and situational factors on transfer of 
learning

Given that there is likely to be a combination of motivation 
variables that are operating simultaneously upon behaviour 
at any specific point in time, it is imperative that adult 
educators and policymakers appreciate, understand and 
work with the complex orientations of adult learners to 
achieve optimal programme outcomes. In addition to 
recognising the importance of such combinations of factors 
for predicting subsequent behaviours and outcomes, 
therefore, it is important that stakeholders also understand 
how factors such as training design and situational factors 
may contribute to creating or altering these profiles in 
adult learners. Armed with this knowledge, it may then be 
possible for these stakeholders to identify ways in which to 
foster optimal learning orientation profiles in adult learners 
to achieve the best possible long-term outcomes. Several 
situational factors of this kind were explored within the 
present study. 

Training design factors

The effects that training design has on transfer were first 
explored comprehensively by Holton in 1996 (Seyler et 
al., 1998), followed subsequently by researchers such as 
Gegenfurtner et al. (2009), who found that learners’ transfer 
motivation could be shaped by training design factors 
such as whether learners have access to supportive social 
networks whilst embarking on their learning (Gegenfurtner 
& Vauras, 2012). While there have been studies conducted 
to ascertain the impact that training design / andragogical 
approaches have on learning motivation and transfer 
(Colquitt et al., 2000; Gegenfurtner et al., 2009; Wlodkowski 
& Ginsberg, 2017), similar studies have yet to be conducted 
with respect to adult learners in Singapore. 

The present study, therefore, explored both how training 
design factors, such as format of instruction (i.e., face-to-
face, online or blended learning) and social training contexts 
(i.e., individual or collaborative learning), related both to 
motivation and intent and also, to the learning orientation 
profiles of the learners. While the relationship between 
these training design factors and motivation and intent 
to transfer needs to be considered because this indicates 
how important the factors are in terms of predicting the 
end-point outcomes, knowing their relationship to the 
learning orientation profiles of learners is also important for 
determining whether these factors are exerting their effects 
by first having an impact on these learner profiles. Having 
information at this level would then provide educators and 
policymakers with a stronger basis upon which to devise 
strategies to optimise the learning outcomes achieved in 
adult education programmes.



140Journal of Applied Learning & Teaching Vol.6 No.1 (2023)

Format of instruction (i.e. face-to-face, online or blended 
learning) has also been found to impact both learning 
motivation and transfer in previous studies (Demirer & 
Sahin, 2013; Golden & Karpur, 2012). Specifically, Demirer 
& Sahin (2013) found that students in a blended learning 
group were more successful in transferring their knowledge 
post-completion than those in a face-to-face group, 
concluding that the blended learning approach had a 
positive effect on learning transfer. Positive age-related 
differences on motivation have also been observed in social 
training contexts in comparison to those based primarily on 
individual learning methods (Carstensen, 2006; Gegenfurtner 
& Vauras, 2012), which prompted Volet et al. (2009) to call for 
training programmes to incorporate social interaction into 
all learning activities for older employees. The present study 
thus also investigated whether the format of instruction 
used related significantly to learners’ motivation and intent 
to transfer, as well as their learning orientation profiles.

Choice and reward 

Intrinsic motivation theory suggests that the availability 
of choices is crucial to increase feelings of mastery and 
self-determination (Deci, 1980). Self-determination theory 
states that individuals have a basic drive toward growth 
as humans and that needs for autonomy, relatedness, and 
competence are at the core of this drive. Consistent with 
these propositions, it has been found that adult learners 
tend to be more motivated to learn in situations where they 
are able to choose the topic (Houde, 2006). Consistent with 
theories of interest (Hidi, 2006; Krapp, 2002), expectancy 
(Kanfer & Ackerman, 2004; Wigfield & Eccles, 2000) and 
self-determination (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Krapp, 2002), 
the availability of choices is likely to increase feelings of 
autonomy, mastery, and situational interest, which in turn 
may increase overall learning motivation.

Huczynski and Lewis (1980) similarly posited that the 
likelihood of transfer can depend on whether learners attend 
programmes voluntarily. In a later study, Baldwin et al. 
(1991) examined whether the availability of choice produced 
incremental motivation over and above that produced by 
the desired outcome(s) / valence arising from adult training 
programmes. It was found that trainees who had choices in 
terms of the training they received displayed higher levels of 
learning motivation than others, provided that their choices 
were acceded to. This was attributed to the “fair process 
effect”, in which people are found to be more receptive to 
decisions and their consequences if they have participated 
in making them (Folger et al., 1979). 

Training relevance and support

In education, the term relevance typically refers to learning 
experiences that are either directly applicable to the 
learner’s professional aspirations and interests or that are 
connected in some way to real-world work issues, problems 
and contexts. Prior empirical research has established 
strong and significant relationships between perceived 
learning relevance and learners’ intentions with respect to 
transfer of learning (Axtell et al., 1997; Gregory & Rodriguez, 

2005). Learning relevance has also been shown to positively 
influence actual transfer behaviours in numerous studies 
(Bates et al., 2007; Holton III et al., 2000; Nafukho et al., 2017; 
Renta-Davids et al., 2014).

Social support is another situational factor that has been 
studied previously in relation to the transfer of learning from 
adult education programmes (Aguinis & Kraiger, 2009; Jacot 
et al., 2015; Noe, 1986; Segers & Gegenfurtner, 2013). Social 
support refers to the degree to which learners perceive 
support for their work tasks (Burke & Hutchins, 2007) and 
their beliefs about the extent to which significant others at 
work care about them and value their contributions to the 
organisation (Blume et al., 2010).  Social support has been 
found in a few previous studies to be a positive predictor 
of transfer outcomes (e.g., Baldwin et al., 1988; Colquitt 
et al., 2000;  Facteau at al., 1995; Maurer & Tarulli, 1996; 
Reinhold et al., 2018). Findings on these links have, however, 
produced somewhat mixed results, and in particular, on the 
extent to which different sources of support can be linked 
to outcomes such as adult learners’ intent to transfer their 
learning to the workplace.

The present study

Previous research into the predictors of motivation in adult 
learners has tended to focus on the use of a variable-oriented 
approach. In other words, the methods used in these studies 
have focused on examining the predictive power of single 
variables at a time on outcome variables such as learning 
motivation and goal orientations. As suggested previously, 
however, it is possible for different predictor variables, such 
as extrinsic and intrinsic motivation, as well as learning 
goals, to operate in tandem to drive particular outcomes. 
As a result, there is a need for research that acknowledges 
these predictors as a collective (referred to in this paper as 
learning orientation profiles) rather than as stand-alone 
predictor variables. The three research questions addressed 
in this research were:

Research Question 1: Can distinct ‘learning orientation 
profiles’ be derived using the variables of intrinsic 
learning motivation, extrinsic learning motivation, 
performance approach goal, performance avoidance 
goal and mastery goal? 

Research Question 2: To what extent do these learning 
orientation profiles predict motivation and intent to 
transfer? 

Research Question 3: Which programme elements, 
which can be adapted by educators and policy makers, 
differ significantly across the learning orientation 
profiles of adult learners? In other words, which 
‘malleable’ programme factors could potentially be 
altered to enhance the learning orientation profiles 
of learners? The specific programme elements 
investigated were format of instruction (face-to-face, 
blended, online), social learning context (collaborative 
vs individual); choice; support; reward; and relevance.
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Method

Participants

To broaden the sampling scope and generalise the results 
to the extent possible, close to 5,000 adult learners who 
were learning or had completed their learning within one 
polytechnic institution in Singapore were invited via email 
to participate in the study. Invitations were sent both to 
all students currently enrolled in the institution and to 
recent graduates. Of the learners invited to participate in 
the study, 431 provided full data sets that could be used to 
address the research questions posed. Socio-demographic 
information on these participants is presented in Table 1. 
There was no clear sampling bias in the responses received. 
That is, the distributions of responses received across the 
socio-demographic groups aligned broadly with those seen 
across all learners in the polytechnic. These learners might 
have been completing, or have completed, any number of 
short courses, part-time Diplomas, Specialist Diplomas or 
Advanced Diploma courses offered by the institution.  

Design

This study was approved both by the authors’ university 
and by the Internal Review Board of the participating 
polytechnic. Data for the study were collected as part of a 
larger study on the relationships between motivation and 
intent to transfer that was being conducted by the authors 
between September 2019 to December 2019. All participants 
completed the survey instrument through which the data 
for the study were collected in an online format, so that they 
could respond anonymously and have control over their 
progress whilst responding to the questions (Richman et al., 
1999).

Instruments

The instruments used within the study were designed to 
assess participants’ learning motivation; goal orientations; 
motivation to transfer learning; training design factors 
(e.g., whether the learners completed their courses face-to-
face, online or in blended format); and situational factors 
(including the level of support they received to participate 
in the programme). All of the instruments used to measure 
these constructs were developed by the authors and, 
with the exception of items related to training design and 
some situational factors, have been validated and used in 
previous studies conducted as part of the broader research 
programme (Chung & Chapman, 2021a, b, c).

 
Learning motivation 

This instrument was developed by the researchers and 
validated in a separate paper (Chung & Chapman, 2021a). 
The instrument included five items each for intrinsic and 
extrinsic motivation to learn. Items were written to correspond 
with the theoretical definitions as elaborated in Ryan and 
Deci’s (2000) self-determination theory (SDT). Participants 
rated their agreement with each item on a 10-point scale 

Table 1: Socio-demographic information for participating 
adult learners.

(1 = Not true at all to 10 = Extremely true). Example items 
included: “I saw the programme as a great way to improve 
my knowledge and skills” (intrinsic motivation); and “The 
programme will help me keep my job” (extrinsic motivation).

Learning goal orientations

This instrument included 15 items, which assessed three 
different dimensions of goal orientations: performance 
approach, performance avoidance and mastery (Chung & 
Chapman, 2021b). Example items included: “It is important 
for me to impress my lecturer(s)” (performance approach 
orientation); “It is important for me not to fall behind other 
learners in my group” (performance avoidance orientation); 
and “It is important for me to learn as much as possible 
from the programme” (mastery orientation). Subscale scores 
were computed by averaging the relevant item scores within 
subscales, and thus ranged from 1-10 (with higher scores 
indicating higher level of goal orientation).

Motivation to transfer learning

This instrument included 15 items, which assessed five 
different dimensions of motivation to transfer learning: self-
efficacy, attainment value, intrinsic value, utility value and 
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cost (Chung & Chapman, 2021c). Example items include: “I 
believe I have the skills and abilities to apply what I have 
learnt from the programme” (self-efficacy); “I will be proud of 
myself for applying what I have learned” (attainment value); 
“I look forward to applying what I have learnt from this 
programme” (intrinsic value); “Applying what I have learnt 
from this programme will be appreciated by my supervisor” 
(utility value); and “I will have to sacrifice a lot of free time 
to apply what I have learnt from this programme” (cost). 
Subscale scores were computed by averaging the relevant 
item scores within subscales, and thus ranged from 1-10 
(with higher scores indicating a higher level of motivation, 
scores for cost were reversed to align accordingly).

Intent to transfer learning

This was measured using a 4-item instrument in which 
participants were asked to indicate their intention to 
apply what they were learning in their programme to their 
workplaces (Chung & Chapman, 2021c). Participants rated 
their agreement with each of the four items on a 10-point 
scale (1 = Not true at all to 10 = Extremely true). An example 
item from this instrument was: “I intend to apply what I have 
learnt from the programme to work”.

Transfer design

Two factors were measured within the category of training 
design: format of instruction and social learning context. 
For format of instruction, participants were asked to select 
only one response from the available options, “Mostly 
Blended”, “Mostly Face-to-Face” and “Mostly Online”. For 
social learning context, participants were asked “On a scale 
of 1 (Mostly Individual) to 10 (Mostly Collaborative), can 
you approximate how much time was allocated to learning 
individually versus collaboratively?”.

 
Situational factors

Three situational factors were assessed within the study: 
choice (i.e., whether the learner felt that he or she had a 
choice in enrolling in the programme); rewards (i.e., whether 
the learner anticipated receiving some kind of external 
reward for completing the programme); and support (i.e., 
the level of support received by the learner for undertaking 
the programme from his or her supervisors/organisation, 
peers, and family/friends).

For choice, participants were asked to respond “Yes” or 
“No” to the question, “Did you attend the programme by 
choice?”. For rewards, participants were asked, “What are 
the sources of monetary rewards or incentives you will 
receive for completing the programme?”. Response options 
to the latter question were “Employer”, “Employer and 
Government”, “Government” and “None” (see Table 1). For 
relevance of the learning programme, participants were 
asked “On a scale of 1 (Not true at all) to 10 (Extremely true), 
how true is the following statement for you: ‘This training 
programme is relevant to my work?’”.

For support, an instrument developed by the researchers 
within a separate paper was used, which included ten items 
(Chung & Chapman, 2021a). These were designed to assess 
the level of support for learning received by participants 
from three different sources: supervisors/organisations (four 
items); peers (three items); and friends and family (three 
items). Example items included: “In my organisation, people 
are supportive of learning” (supervisor/organisational 
support); “My co-workers showed they supported me in 
my learning” (peer support); and “My friends and family 
encouraged me to learn” (support from friends and family). 
Again, subscale scores were computed by averaging the 
relevant item scores within subscales and thus ranged from 
1-10 (with higher scores indicating a higher level of support).

Procedure

All invited adult learners completed the survey for the study 
online and were informed that they were free to withdraw at 
any time while they were completing this survey. Informed 
consent via an online agreement was also sought from all 
participants. To mitigate non-response bias, an explanation 
of the nature and purpose of the research was included 
in the introduction to the survey instrument. To overcome 
self-report bias, data on participants’ employers were not 
collected to reduce the possibility that the results would be 
influenced by self-report biases.

Results

The results presented in this section are organised in line 
with the research questions posed for the study. A variety 
of different approaches was used to analyse the data 
collected in the study to address these questions. For 
each analysis performed, data screening evaluations were 
performed before any analysis was conducted to determine 
whether relevant underlying assumptions for the statistical 
procedures had been met. All of these analyses produced 
satisfactory results. 

Research Question 1: Can distinct clusters of learning 
orientation profiles for adult learners be identified?

We used cluster analysis to generate learning orientation 
profiles of adult learners with differing levels of intrinsic 
versus extrinsic motivation to learn and goal orientations. 
By grouping the scores based on multiple characteristics 
to maximize between-group heterogeneity and within-
group homogeneity, cluster analysis enabled us to capture 
multivariate interactions among the motivational and 
goal orientation dimensions. In this analysis, a hierarchical 
method (Ward’s Method with Squared Euclidian Distances, 
see Hair et al., 1998), was used to identify a range of possible 
cluster solutions to consider. From amongst these, we chose 
the solution that optimised interpretability and percentage 
of variance accounted for in the final dimensions. 

This approach suggested the presence of three distinct 
clusters based on the five motivational variables entered 
(intrinsic learning motivation, extrinsic learning motivation, 
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performance approach goals, performance avoidance goals, 
and mastery approach goals). To ensure that the three 
clusters were clearly differentiated, we then performed a 
multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) with cluster 
memberships as the independent variable and the five 
motivational variables used to derive the clusters as the 
dependent variables. All differences, both in the multivariate 
test and in follow-up univariate analyses, across the groups 
were significant at the < 0.001 level (see Table 2 and Figure 
1). The three final clusters of learning orientation profiles 
included the following three groups: 

One group with well-balanced positive z-scores 
on intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, as well as 
both performance and mastery goal orientations 
(labelled ‘Idealists’, n = 158); 

One group with positive z-scores on extrinsic 
motivation, performance goal orientations, but 
negative z-scores on intrinsic motivation and 
mastery goal orientation (labelled ‘Pragmatists’, n 
= 108); and 

One group with positive z-scores on intrinsic 
motivation and mastery goal orientation, but 
negative z-scores on extrinsic motivation and 
performance goal orientations (labelled ‘Self-
Actualists’, n = 169). 

(1)

(2)

(3)

Table 2: z-scores of the dimensions for the three-cluster 
solution.

Figure 1: z-scores of the dimensions for the three-cluster 
solution.

Research Question 2: Did motivation and intent to 
transfer learning differ significantly across the learning 
orientation clusters?

To determine whether motivation and intent to transfer 
differed significantly across the profile groups, a multivariate 
analysis of variance (MANOVA) was performed on these 
scores, with profile group as the single independent 
variable. This indicated a significant effect of profile group 
on the linear composite variable, λ = .37, F (6,852) = 92.42, 
p < .0001, partial η² = .39. Follow-up univariate analyses 
of variance (ANOVAs) were then performed to determine 
which of the two individual measures contributed to this 
overall multivariate effect. Table 3 presents the results of the 
two ANOVAs, which indicated significant effects of profile 
group on both motivation and intent to transfer learning. 
Significant (p < .02, using a Bonferroni adjusted alpha 
level) mean differences between all three groups on both 
measures were also indicated in the Tukey post-hoc tests. As 
indicated in Figure 2, pragmatists were the least motivated 
to transfer their learning and had the lowest intent to do 
so, followed by Self-Actualists. Idealists were the most 
motivated to transfer their learning and accordingly also 
reported the highest level of transfer intent. 

Table 3: Differences across profiles for motivation and intent 
to transfer learning. 

Figure 2: Mean score of motivation and intent to transfer 
learning.

Research Question 3: Did any of the training design or 
situational factors assessed differ across the learning 
orientation clusters?

Format of instruction and training context

To determine whether there were significant differences 
in the frequency with which members of the three profile 
groups had participated in the three instructional formats 
listed in the survey (i.e., blended, mostly face-to-face, 
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or mostly online), a chi-square test was performed. This 
indicated no significant relationship between profile group 
membership and format of instruction received, χ2 = 7.81, 
p =.10. 

To explore differences between the profile groups in terms 
of the time spent in individual versus collaborative learning 
during their programmes, an ANOVA was performed, given 
that scores for this question ranged from 1-10. This analysis 
also indicated no significant differences across the groups 
on this measure, F (2,428) = 2.09, p =.12, η² = .01.

Choice

At least 84.26% of learners across all profiles reported that 
they had been given a choice in terms of whether to attend 
their learning programmes. A χ2 test on the frequencies 
with which adults across the three learning orientation 
profiles reported having been given such a choice indicated 
that those who did not have a choice were significantly 
overrepresented within the Pragmatists profile group 
(15.74%), χ2 = 10.28, p =.006 (see Figure 3). In fact, almost 
three times as many adults who felt that they did not have a 
choice in whether to attend their learning programmes were 
found in this group, as compared with the Idealists and Self-
Actualists profile groups.

Figure 3: Choice to attend learning programme across 
profiles.

Reward

Slightly more than three-quarters of Self-Actualists reported 
that they would not receive any external rewards upon 
completion of their training programmes. On the other 
hand, in the Idealists and Pragmatists profile groups, 
approximately 40% to 45% indicated that they did anticipate 
receiving such rewards (see Figure 4). Two chi-square tests 
confirmed that this difference across the profile groups was 
significant, χ2 ≥ 22.38, p < .001. Thus, a significantly higher 
proportion of learners in the Self-Actualists profile group 
did not anticipate receiving any external rewards for their 
participation in their learning programmes in comparison to 

learners in the other two profile groups.

Figure 4: Source of reward upon completion of training 
programme.

Perceived relevance

An ANOVA was also undertaken to determine whether 
there were significant differences across the profile groups 
in responses to the question, “This training programme is 
relevant to my work”. Scores on this question ranged from 
a low of 1 (Not true at all) to a high of 10 (Extremely true). 
This analysis indicated a significant overall difference in the 
mean responses across groups, F (2,428) = 13.13, p < 0.001, 
η² = .06. Post-hoc Tukey tests indicated that the differences 
between these groups were all significant at the .05 level. 
Based on the mean scores for this variable (see Figure 5), 
this result indicates that those in the Idealists profile group 
had the highest scores with respect to this question (i.e., 
perceived that their learning programmes were highly 
relevant to their work), followed by Self-Actualists and then 
Pragmatists.

Support

As for the support variables (supervisor/organisations, peer, 
friends and family) a MANOVA was performed in this case to 
explore differences across the profile groups. This analysis 
indicated a significant multivariate effect of profile group, 
λ =.87, F (6,852) = 10.30, p < .0001, η² = .07. Univariate 
ANOVAs indicated significant differences in mean scores 
that were attributable to cluster membership in terms of all 
three forms of support for learning: organisational support, 
F (2.428) = 16.44, p < 0.001, partial η² = .07; peer support; F 
(2,428) = 17.14, p < 0.001, partial η² = .07; and support from 
friends and family, F (2,428) = 18.12, p < 0.001, partial η² = 
.08. Based on Tukey post-hoc tests, all differences across the 
profile groups were significant (p < .02) on each of these 
support measures. From Figure 5, Idealists reported feeling 
that they received the highest level of support across all 
sources, followed by Pragmatists and then Self-Actualists. 
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Figure 5: Mean score of training programme relevance and 
support.

Discussion

Results of this study indicated that adult learners could be 
grouped into three distinct clusters based on their extrinsic 
and intrinsic motivation levels, as well as the learning 
goals they adopted in confronting their learning tasks. The 
profile group assigned the label of ‘Idealists’ were the most 
positive in terms of both their learning motivations and their 
goal orientations. These profiles were also found to relate 
significantly to learners’ motivation and intent to transfer 
learning. Idealists were found to have the highest levels 
of motivation and intent to transfer their learning to their 
workplaces. The next highest in terms of these outcome 
variables were Self-Actualists, followed by Pragmatists. 
These results suggest clearly that adults with different 
learning orientation profiles who attend further education 
programmes are likely to exhibit different levels of motivation 
and intent to transfer what they learn to the workplace. In 
light of this, it is vital to explore ways in which to promote 
positive learning orientations in such programmes so that 
employers can reap the full benefits that the SkillsFuture 
movement is intended to bring.

With respect to rewards for participation, the adult learners 
within the Self-Actualist profile reported receiving incentives 
significantly less frequently than did the other two profile 
groups. Given, however, that this group was not the highest 
in terms of motivation and intent to transfer, this result 
suggests that both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation may 
be beneficial in adult learners. The fact that those who fell 
into the Idealist group, who also had the highest level of 
motivation and intent to transfer, did not report low levels 
of extrinsic motivation, but instead, had higher scores than 
other adults across all of the learning profile variables, also 
suggests that extrinsic motivation per se is not a negative 
factor, provided that it is accompanied also by relatively high 
levels of intrinsic motivation. This result is aligned with the 
propositions of Frey and Osterloh (2000), who, as previously 
noted, posited that both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation 
are crucial for transfer to occur. 

Other findings from this study also suggest a number of 
situational factors that differed significantly across the profile 

groups. Whilst these differences cannot be interpreted 
to indicate a causal relationship between these variables 
and learning orientation profiles, they may still suggest 
ways in which productive learning orientation profiles 
may be encouraged within adult learning programmes. 
In particular, the results of the study indicated that the 
learning orientation profiles were associated significantly 
with whether learners were given a choice with respect to 
taking part in the learning; whether they received extrinsic 
rewards for participation; whether they perceived the 
training programme to be directly relevant for their work; 
and whether they received support for their learning from 
supervisors/organisations, peers, and friends and family. 
In light of these findings, employers may be in a position 
to alter the support and incentive schemes associated with 
further learning programmes to increase the likelihood that 
adult learners will adopt more positive learning orientation 
profiles in entering them.

For example, based on results for the adult learners who 
fell into the Idealists profile group, ensuring that learners 
have a choice in whether they participate and that they 
receive counselling on the courses that are most likely to 
be relevant to their own workplaces, are likely to increase 
motivation and intent to transfer. Perhaps more importantly, 
however, learners need to be provided with appropriate 
levels of support for their learning from supervisors and 
organisations generally, as well as from peers and friends/
family members. While organisations and the Singapore 
government, more broadly, may have less control over 
support mechanisms such as friends and family members 
of adult learners, ensuring that peers are supportive by 
creating norms that favour the pursuit of further learning 
is one avenue through which organisations can potentially 
have an effect in this area.

Conclusion

The results of this study confirm that motivation and intent 
to transfer learning amongst adult learners can depend 
significantly on the learning orientation profiles that they 
adopt in approaching their programmes of study. The study 
also indicated that adult learning orientation profiles may be 
associated with various situational factors, including choice; 
rewards; perceived relevance of the training programme 
content; and the level of support that learners received. 
These findings could have significant policy implications for 
the SkillsFuture movement, and in particular, for the way in 
which incentive schemes are structured in connection with 
this movement. 

Future research could seek to replicate these findings in 
samples of adult learners, both in other institutions within 
Singapore, and also outside of Singapore. Other possible 
contributing factors to the learning orientation profiles of 
adult learners could also be explored. Furthermore, future 
studies could seek to supplement any quantitative data 
collected with the use of qualitative research methods like 
interviews, focus groups, and/or case studies, to provide a 
more in-depth understanding of how the situational factors 
identified may impact adult learners’ learning orientation 
profiles, as well as how the learning orientation profiles 
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might operate to moderate motivation and intent to transfer 
learning. It should be noted that this study focuses on the 
intent to transfer.  It would be great to analyse if, indeed, 
the intent to transfer correlates with the actual transference 
in future studies. Equipped with such knowledge, educators 
and policymakers in Singapore would be better placed to 
determine how the benefits of the SkillsFuture initiative 
can be maximised and, thus, to ensure that returns on the 
financial investments made in this movement are realised. 
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The Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology 2 (UTAUT2) 
model has been widely used to study new technological systems. It 
has proven to be a robust theoretical framework for predicting users’ 
intentional use. Although UTAUT2 was intended for commercial use, 
many later studies have focused on educational technologies like 
e-learning, learning management systems, mobile learning, e-books and 
instructional tools. This paper reviews previous work done on the model 
and proposes a new research model by integrating the Task-technology 
Fit theory with UTAUT2 to study educational technology acceptance.
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Introduction 

The Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology 
(Venkatesh et al., 2003) model is a popular and reliable 
technology acceptance model that has been widely adopted 
by researchers and practitioners alike. Since its inception, 
the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology 
(UTAUT) has served as a base model in research to study 
various technologies, even in educational contexts. There 
have been many applications and adoption of the entire 
UTAUT model or part of the model. Among these past 
UTAUT studies, researchers added new constructs to expand 
the scope of the model. Venkatesh et al. (2012) extended 
their original UTAUT model with additional constructs to 
study the acceptance and use of technology in consumer 
contexts. The extended model, known as The Unified 
Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology 2 (UTAUT2), 
added three additional constructs: hedonic motivation, 
price value and habit. Compared to the original model, the 
extensions proposed in UTAUT2 significantly improved the 
variance explained in behavioural intention from 56% to 
74% and technology use from 40 % to 52%. These represent 
significant improvements in variance explained compared 
to the original model. 

In the systematic review of 650 UTAUT2 studies by 
Tamilmani et al. (2017), it was revealed that the model was 
gaining popularity among researchers as findings revealed 
a proportionate increase in its utilisation. While 503 (77.4%) 
studies cited UTAUT2 for general purposes, 134 (20.6%) 
studies revealed insightful results. In the meta-analysis by 
Yee and Abdullah (2021), UTAUT2 studies accounted for 
12.82% of the total between 2007 and 2020. This finding was 
not surprising as Venkatesh et al. (2012) found a significant 
increase in variance explained compared to the original 
model. For instance, the variance in behavioural intention 
explained by the original model with direct effects was 35%, 
while UTAUT2 yielded better outcomes with the direct effects 
explained at 44%. Tamilmani et al. (2017) explained that the 
increase in UTAUT2 utilisation resulted from information 
technologies permeating around us in every aspect of 
society and giving rise to individual uses in various contexts. 
UTAUT2 was utilised by not only information technology 
and information system researchers but also academics. 
These findings were also echoed by Taneja and Bharti (2021), 
who conducted a structured literature review analysis using 
a bibliometric approach to synthesise the research on the 
Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology 2. This 
paper reviews previous work on the model and proposes a 
new research model by integrating the Task-technology Fit 
theory with the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of 
Technology 2 to study educational technology acceptance.
 

Literature review

Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology

In the original Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use 
of Technology model, four constructs play a significant 
role as direct determinants of user acceptance and usage 
behaviour: performance expectancy, effort expectancy, 
social influence; and facilitating conditions. In the original 

model, attitude toward using technology, self-efficacy and 
anxiety are not direct determinants of behavioural intention. 
A diagrammatic representation of the UTAUT model is 
shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of 
Technology. Note: Adapted from Venkatesh et al. (2003).

In the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology, 
performance expectancy is the degree to which an individual 
believes that using a system will benefit him or her in terms 
of job performance. Effort expectancy is the ease with which 
users can adopt the system (Venkatesh et al., 2003). Social 
influence is the extent to which an individual perceives 
that 'important others' consider that he or she should use 
the system (Venkatesh et al., 2003). Facilitating conditions 
are the extent to which an individual believes that there 
is an existing organisational and technical infrastructure 
to support the use of the system (Venkatesh et al., 2003). 
Behavioural intention is the individual's intention to use the 
technology. 

With respect to the importance of these factors for predicting 
behavioural intention and use behaviour, performance 
expectancy, effort expectancy, and social influence are all 
proposed to be predictors of behavioural intention, and 
via behavioural intention as a mediator, of use behaviour. 
Conversely, facilitating conditions are not theorised to 
operate via behavioural intention but more directly on use 
behaviour unless other predictors in the model are not 
present. Specifically, Venkatesh et al. (2003) pointed out 
that if effort expectancy is not included as a predictor of 
behavioural intention, facilitating conditions will act as a 
significant predictor of behavioural intention. However, in 
the presence of both performance expectancy and effort 
expectancy, facilitating conditions will not be a significant 
predictor of behavioural intention. 

Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology 2

The Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology 
2 was developed to tailor to the context of consumer 
acceptance and use of technology. There were three 
key features in UTAUT2: (1) the introduction of hedonic 
motivation, price value and habit as critical factors in the 
adoption of consumer product and technology use; (2) 
some existing relationships were changed in the original 
model; and (3) new relationships introduced (Venkatesh et 
al., 2012) (Figure 2). According to Venkatesh et al. (2012), 
the impact of hedonic motivation on behavioural intention 
is moderated by age, gender, and experience. The effect of 
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price value on behavioural intention is moderated by age 
and gender. Habit has both direct and mediated effects on 
use behaviour, and individual differences moderate these 
effects.

Figure 2: Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of 
Technology 2. Note: Adapted from Venkatesh et al. (2012). 

Empirical research using Unified Theory of Acceptance 
and Use of Technology 2

Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology 2 is 
considered the most comprehensive model in the field of 
information systems and information technology adoption 
research (Tamilmani et al., 2017). It has been used in 
numerous empirical studies to examine factors influencing 
the acceptance of different technologies. For example, Azizi 
et al. (2020) utilised the Unified Theory of Acceptance and 
Use of Technology 2 model to examine factors affecting 
the acceptance of blended learning in medical education. 
Raman and Don (2013) explored pre-service teachers' 
acceptance of learning management software using the 
Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology 2 
model. In some of these studies, the model was used in its 
original form as Venkatesh et al. (2012) had introduced it 
(Almahri et al., 2020, Azizi et al., 2020, Bervell et al., 2021; 
Kumar & Bervell, 2019; Raman & Don, 2013, Tseng et al., 
2019). In other studies, the Unified Theory of Acceptance 
and Use of Technology 2 was either extended with additional 
variables or integrated with another theoretical model. For 
instance, Ain et al. (2016) extended the model with learning 
value to study its influence on learning management system 
use, while Gengfu and Chotiyaputta (2019) integrated the 
Task-Technology Fit model to examine the acceptance and 
use of e-books.

Based on the literature from 2013 to 2022 summarised in 
Table 1, UTAUT2 has been a popular technology acceptance 
model in empirical research. The plausible reason could be 
that UTAUT2 has higher predictive power than its already 
competent predecessor. As Venkatesh et al. (2012) pointed 
out, the variance explained in behavioural intention (74%) 
was relatively higher compared to the original model (56%). 

Table 1: UTAUT in educational contexts.
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Empirical results on the prediction of the Unified 
Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology 2 
Model

Performance expectancy as a predictor of behavioural 
intention

As in the original model, Venkatesh et al. (2012) posited 
that performance expectancy was a predictor of behavioural 
intention. The proposition remains constant in later empirical 
studies utilising the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use 
of Technology 2. For example, Raman & Don (2013) adopted 
the model in its original form and found in their study with 
288 Malaysian pre-service teachers on the acceptance of the 
learning management system that performance expectancy 
remained a predictor of behavioural intention. Similarly, 
Tseng et al. (2019) found that performance expectancy was 
a predictor of behavioural intention in their study with 166 
Taiwanese teachers on their acceptance of Massive Open 
Online Courses using the Unified Theory of Acceptance 
and Use of Technology 2. In studies where the model 
was extended with additional constructs, performance 
expectancy remained a predictor of behavioural intention. 
For example, when El-Masri and Tarhini (2017) and Widjaja 
et al. (2019) extended the model with the construct of trust 
in their research models, performance expectancy remained 
a predictor of behavioural intention in both studies. In 
the studies on the acceptance of learning management 
systems using the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of 
Technology 2 model, Ain et al. (2016) and Zwain et al. (2019) 
added the construct of learning value to their studies and 
performance expectancy again emerged as an influencing 
factor. 

Effort expectancy as a predictor of behavioural intention

Similar to the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of 
Technology findings, the empirical results from Unified 
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Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology 2 studies with 
effort expectancy as a predictor of behavioural intention 
have been inconsistent. Some studies which adopted the 
UTAUT2 model by Venkatesh et al. (2012) showed that effort 
expectancy did not have a significant effect on behavioural 
intention. For example, Kumar and Bervell (2019) discovered 
in their study with 206 undergraduates on the acceptance 
of Google Classroom that effort expectancy was not a 
predictor of behavioural intention. In a similar research on 
the acceptance of Google Classroom, Bervell et al. (2021) 
conducted a study with 163 students; effort expectancy was 
found to have a significant effect on social influence instead 
of behavioural intention. Hu et al. (2020), in their study 
with 638 Chinese academics on the acceptance of mobile 
learning, found that effort expectancy had no significant 
effect on behavioural intention. 

Empirical studies that extended Unified Theory of Acceptance 
and Use of Technology 2 with additional constructs also 
reported similar findings. Arain et al. (2019) included 
additional constructs like ubiquity, information quality, 
system quality, appearance quality and satisfaction with the 
model in a study with 730 Pakistani students to examine 
the acceptance of mobile learning in higher education. The 
findings revealed that effort expectancy was a predictor of 
performance expectancy instead of behavioural intention. 
Prasetyo et al. (2021) found that effort expectancy bore no 
significant effect on behavioural intention in their study with 
360 Filipino students on the acceptance of e-learning during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. In their study, the researchers 
added learning value and instructor characteristics as 
additional constructs to the UTAUT2 model. 

However, effort expectancy appeared to have a significant 
effect on behavioural intention when UTAUT2 was integrated 
with another theoretical framework like the Task-Technology 
Fit theory. For instance, in the mobile learning acceptance 
study by Bhimasta and Suprapto (2016), where the Task-
Technology Fit theory was integrated with the Unified Theory 
of Acceptance and Use of Technology 2, effort expectancy 
was a predictor of behavioural intention. Effort expectancy 
was found again to have a significant effect on behavioural 
intention when Faqih and Jaradat (2021) integrated the Task-
Technology Fit theory with the Unified Theory of Acceptance 
and Use of Technology 2 in their study on the adoption of 
augmented reality with 281 students in Jordan.

Social influence as a predictor of behavioural intention

Based on the literature, social influence was posited to 
be a predictor of behavioural intention. In studies where 
the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology 
2 was adopted in its original form, social influence was 
found to have a significant effect on behavioural intention 
(Aziz et al., 2020; Raman & Don, 2013; Tseng et al., 2019). 
When extended with additional constructs, social influence 
remained a predictor of behavioural intention in most 
cases. For example, when the UTAUT2 was extended with 
additional constructs like learning value and empowerment 
in the study with 314 Greek university students by Zacharis 
and Nikolopoulou (2022) to explore the factors that predict 
behavioural intentions on e-learning, social influence 

showed a significant effect on behavioural intention. 
Similarly, in the study by Rudhumbu (2022) with 431 
university students in Zimbabwe to predict the acceptance 
of blended learning, social influence remained a predictor of 
behavioural intention. When integrated with another theory 
like the Task-Technology Fit theory, findings showed that 
social influence significantly affected behavioural intention 
(Bhimasta & Suprapto, 2016; Faqih & Jaradat, 2021; Gengfu 
& Chotiyaputta, 2019).

Facilitating conditions as a predictor of behavioural 
intention and use behaviour

One of the key features of UTAUT2 is the change of some 
existing relationships from the original model (Venkatesh et 
al., 2012). In the original Unified Theory of Acceptance and 
Use of Technology model, facilitating conditions are posited 
to predict use behaviour (Venkatesh et al., 2003). However, 
in the UTAUT2 model, facilitating conditions are posited 
to predict both behavioural intention and use behaviour 
(Venkatesh et al., 2012). In general, irrespective of whether 
the model was tested in the Unified Theory of Acceptance 
and Use of Technology 2 original form, an extended form 
of the model, or integrated with another theory, facilitating 
conditions remained a predictor of behavioural intention 
(Arain et al., 2018; Azizi et al., 2020; Bhimasta & Suprapto, 
2016; El-Masri & Tarhini, 2017; Faqih & Jaradat, 2021; Farooq 
et al., 2017; Gengfu & Chotiyaputta, 2019; Gunawan et al., 
2019; Hu et al., 2020; Meet et al., 2022; Raman & Don, 2013; 
Rudhumbu, 2022; Sharif et al., 2019; Tseng et al., 2019; Widjaja 
et al., 2020; Zacharis & Nikolopoulou, 2022). The discussion 
on facilitating conditions as a predictor of use behaviour 
is sometimes not straightforward as in many studies. Use 
behaviour was often omitted in many Unified Theory of 
Acceptance and Use of Technology 2 empirical studies 
(Arain et al., 2018; Bhimasta & Suprapto, 2016; El-Masri & 
Tarhini, 2017; Faqih & Jaradat, 2021; Gengfu & Chotiyaputta, 
2019; Gunawan et al., 2019; Meet et al., 2022; Rudhumbu, 
2022; Sharif et al., 2019). For studies that included use 
behaviour as a construct, in most cases, findings revealed 
that facilitating conditions were a predictor of use behaviour 
(Ain et al., 2016; Bhimasta & Suprapto, 2016; Hu et al., 2020; 
Raman & Don, 2013; Tseng et al., 2019; Widjaja et al., 2020; 
Zawain, 2019; Zawin & Haboobi, 2019).

Hedonic motivation as a predictor of behavioural 
intention

Hedonic motivation is the fun or pleasure derived from using a 
device, system, software or technology (Brown & Venkatesh, 
2005). It has been included as a critical predictor in many 
past consumer behaviour research and prior information 
system research in the consumer technology use context 
(Brown & Venkatesh, 2005; Holbrook & Hirschman, 1982). In 
information system research, hedonic motivation has been 
found to influence technology acceptance and use (Childers 
et al., 2001; Thong et al., 2006; Van der Heijden, 2004). From 
the literature, hedonic motivation is generally a predictor of 
behavioural intention, a finding that is aligned with what was 
proposed by Venkatesh et al. (2012) (Arain et al., 2018, Arain 
et al., 2019, Azizi et al., 2020, Bervell et al., 2021; Faqih et al., 
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2021; Farooq et al., 2017; Gengfu et al., 2019; Gunawan et 
al., 2019; Hu et al., 2020; Kumar & Bervell, 2019; Meet et al., 
2022; Moorthy et al., 2019; Raman & Don, 2013; Rudhumbu, 
2022; Sharif et al., 2019; Widjaja et al., 2020). However, when 
Tamilmani et al. (2019) conducted a meta-analysis of 79 
UTAUT2 studies, the researchers found that only 46 (58%) of 
the studies utilised hedonic motivation as a construct, while 
33 studies (42%) omitted the construct. In the same study, 
Tamilmani et al. (2019) also discovered a new relationship 
between the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of 
Technology 2 constructs where hedonic motivation had a 
significant effect on effort expectancy. 

Past Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology 2 
research has examined the hedonic motivational differences 
in technology acceptance across users and cultural contexts. 
In the study by Zwain (2019) that examined the predictors of 
faculty members' and students' acceptance of the learning 
management system, the findings showed that hedonic 
motivation was a predictor of behavioural intention for both 
groups of users. Zawin & Haboobi (2019) confirmed the 
findings by conducting the same study with separate faculty 
and student groups. When El-Masri and Tarhini (2017) 
compared the factors affecting the adoption of e-learning 
systems between users in Qatar and the United States, they 
found no difference across the two countries. 

Price value as a predictor of behavioural intention

Venkatesh et al. (2012) extended the original UTAUT to 
examine the use of information technology in consumer 
contexts. Hence, price value is crucial in the model as 
consumers have to bear the costs associated with purchasing 
devices and services. Past consumer behaviour research 
has included cost-related constructs to explain consumers' 
actions (Dodds et al., 1991). In marketing research, price 
value was conceptualised together with the quality of 
products and services to determine their perceived value 
(Zeithaml, 1988). 

While adding price value as a construct may set UTAUT2 
apart from the original model, many later studies did not 
include it as part of the latter model. Tamilmani et al. (2018a) 
conducted a meta-analysis on 79 UTAUT2 empirical studies 
and found that only 32 studies (41%) utilised price value 
while 47 studies (59%) omitted the construct from their 
research models. The main argument for excluding price 
value as a construct in their UTAUT2 models was that the 
technology involved in the studies was free of costs, like 
mobile applications and social networking sites. Among 
the 47 studies examined, only four were in the educational 
contexts examining learning management systems, informal 
learning and podcasting (Lai et al., 2016; Lin et al., 2013; 
Raman & Don, 2013). The researchers recommended 
price value to be a key predictor of individual technology 
adoption with the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use 
of Technology 2. In other words, for utilising the Unified 
Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology 2 model for 
studies, price value should be one of the essential constructs 
in future research. For some studies that included price 
value as a construct, it has been found that price value was a 
predictor of behavioural intention (Azizi et al., 2020; Farooq 

et al., 2017; Gengfu & Chotiyaputta, 2019; Meet et al., 2022; 
Moorthy et al., 2019; Sharif et al., 2019; Tseng et al., 2019).

Habit as a predictor of behavioural intention and use 
behaviour

Habit is a critical factor in predicting technology use (Kim 
& Malhotra, 2005; Kim et al., 2005; Limayem et al., 2007). 
It is defined as the extent to which people tend to perform 
behaviours automatically because of learning (Limayem et al., 
2007), while Kim et al. (2005) equate habit with automaticity. 
In other words, habit is viewed as prior behaviour measured 
as the extent to which an individual believes the behaviour 
to be automatic (Kim & Malhotra 2005; Limayem et al. 2007). 
Tamilmani et al. (2018b) discovered in their systematic review 
that out of 66 empirical studies that utilised UTAUT2, only 
23 (35%) utilised habit as a construct. They recommended 
that researchers studying the initial stages of technology 
adoption in mandatory user settings should refrain from 
using habit as a construct. On the other hand, using habit as 
a construct is encouraged in research to examine established 
technologies driven by intrinsic consumer motivation. 

Implications for the application of UTAUT2 across 
different forms of technology

Like the original model, the Unified Theory of Acceptance 
and Use of Technology 2 has been found to have a high level 
of applicability. Constructs in the model can significantly 
predict user intentions and behaviours across various user 
groups, situations, and forms of technology. The following 
sections summarise some of the research that has been 
conducted using the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use 
of Technology 2 model across different forms of technology 
use within educational contexts. These applications have 
indicated different relationships between the constructs 
depending on the studied technology. Various studies 
have incorporated extensions to the model depending on 
the educational technology under study. Among these, 
e-learning is the most prevalent among the various forms of 
technologies in the educational context.

Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology 2 
and e-learning

E-learning is learning supported by digital electronic tools 
and media (Hoppe et al., 2003). The UTAUT2 model has 
been utilised in numerous studies on the acceptance of 
e-learning. These included studies on students' acceptance 
of e-learning across seven countries. For instance, Azizi et 
al. (2020) conducted a study with 230 students in Iran to 
examine the factors affecting the acceptance of blended 
learning in medical education. Meet et al. (2022) explored 
with 483 Indian students the factors affecting the adoption 
of MOOCs using an extended UTAUT2 model. Rudhumbu 
(2022) applied the model to predict the acceptance of 
blended learning by 432 students in Zimbabwe. Some of 
these studies took place during the COVID pandemic. For 
example, Raman and Thannimalai (2021) studied the factors 
that impacted the students' behavioural intention to use 
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e-learning in Malaysian higher education amid the pandemic. 
In the same year, Prasetyo et al. (2021) examined the factors 
affecting the acceptance of medical education e-learning 
in the Philippines with 360 students. Osei et al. (2022), in 
their study with 1306 African tertiary education students, 
integrated variables like personal traits and motivation in 
the model to understand e-learning adoption during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. In Greece, Zacharis and Nikolopoulou 
(2022) used the model to predict 314 university students' 
behavioural intention to use e-learning platforms in the 
post-pandemic normal. While most UTAUT2 research was 
conducted to examine students’ acceptance of e-learning, 
one particular study by Tseng et al. (2019) in Taiwan 
investigated 166 teachers' adoption of MOOCs.

From these studies, when UTAUT2 is utilised as a model 
to examine e-learning, performance expectancy, effort 
expectancy, facilitating conditions, social influence, habit, 
hedonic motivation and price value had a significant effect 
on behavioural intention, and behavioural intention had 
a significant effect on use behaviour (Azizi et al., 2020; El-
Masri & Tarhini, 2017; Meet et al., 2022; Prasetyo et al., 
2021; Raman & Thannimalai, 2021; Rudhumbu, 2022; Tseng 
et al., 2019; Zacharis & Nikolopoulou, 2022). Researchers 
also extended the model with variables like trust, language 
competency, teacher influence, personality trait, perceived 
relatedness, perceived autonomy, perceived competence, 
learning value, instructor characteristics and empowerment 
in learning (El-Masri & Tarhini, 2017; Meet et al., 2022; Osei 
et al., 2022; Prasetyo et al., 2021; Zacharis & Nikolopoulou, 
2022). Learning value, in particular, was often included in 
the extended Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of 
Technology 2 model (Prasetyo et al., 2021; Zacharis & 
Nikolopoulou, 2022). Learning value refers to the learner's 
perception that the time and effort invested in learning 
represents a good value (Ain et al., 2016). In these studies, 
learning value significantly affected behavioural intention 
(Prasetyo et al., 2021; Zacharis & Nikolopoulou, 2022). 

Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology 2 
and Learning Management Systems

A learning management system is an online application 
that presents and manages educational content and 
determines and evaluates educational objects (Forouzesh & 
Darvish, 2012). The Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use 
of Technology 2 model has been utilised to study students' 
and teachers' learning management system acceptance. 
Raman and Don (2013) applied the model to study the 
acceptance of the learning management system with 
288 pre-service teachers in Malaysia. In a study with 100 
teachers in Indonesia, Widjaja et al. (2019) integrated the 
Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology 2 and 
Trust models to examine the factors influencing lecturers' 
acceptance of the learning management system. Sharif et 
al. (2019) integrated the Task-technology Fit theory with 
the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology 
2 model to examine students' acceptance of the learning 
management system in Pakistan. Zwain and Haboobi (2019) 
investigated the determinants of the learning management 
system acceptance with 113 faculty members and 184 
students in Iraq.

In the UTAUT2 studies on learning management systems, 
performance expectancy, facilitating conditions, social 
influence, habit and hedonic motivation were generally 
found to have a significant effect on behavioural intention, 
while facilitating conditions and behavioural intention were 
predictors of use behaviour. However, effort expectancy 
was found not to be a predictor of behavioural intention. 
Similar findings were reported in the original UTAUT studies 
on learning management systems (Or & Chapman, 2021). In 
these studies on learning management systems, the UTAUT2 
model was extended with constructs like learning value, 
technological innovativeness, information quality, task 
characteristics, technology characteristics, task-technology 
fit and trust (Ain et al., 2016; Sharif et al., 2019; Widjaja et 
al., 2019; Zwain, 2019; Zwain & Haboobi, 2019). Like in the 
studies in e-learning, learning value was often included as 
an additional construct and was found to be a predictor 
of behavioural intention. As for price value, it was often 
omitted in studies on learning management systems. Even 
when price value was included in such studies, it was found 
not to have a significant effect on behavioural intention 
(Widajaja et al., 2020).

UTAUT2 and mobile learning

Mobile learning refers to learning mediated with handheld 
devices and is made available anytime, anywhere (Barzegar, 
2016). The UTAUT2 model was utilised to study mobile 
learning acceptance across three countries. In Pakistan, Arain 
et al. (2018) extended the model with ubiquity and personal 
innovativeness as additional constructs to examine the 
factors influencing the acceptance of mobile learning by 731 
higher education students. In another study by Arain et al. 
(2019) with 730 students, the extended model that included 
constructs like ubiquity, information quality, system quality, 
appearance quality and satisfaction was utilised to examine 
the acceptance of mobile learning in higher education. 
Moorthy et al. (2019) discovered that habit and hedonic 
motivation were the strongest influences on mobile learning 
behaviours when the researchers conducted a study with 
358 Malaysian higher education students. In China, Hu et al. 
(2020) explored the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use 
of Technology 2 factors that affected the adoption of mobile 
learning with 638 academics. 

Based on the past findings from the Unified Theory of 
Acceptance and Use of Technology 2 studies on mobile 
learning, performance expectancy, facilitating conditions, 
habit, and hedonic motivation had a significant effect on 
behavioural intention, while effort expectancy and social 
influence were found to have no significant effect on 
behavioural intention. One crucial observation in the studies 
on mobile learning was that moderators were often included 
in the research. For instance, moderators like gender, age, 
teaching years and discipline were included in the study by 
Hu et al. (2020), while gender was added as a moderator in 
the study by Moorthy et al. (2019).
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UTAUT2 and e-books

An e-book is an electronic format of a particular book that 
can be read on a dedicated device, computer screen, or 
internet (Gengfu & Chotiyaputta, 2019). Most research that 
utilised the UTAUT2 model was often integrated with the 
Task-technology Fit (TTF) theory or extended with additional 
constructs. For instance, Bhimasta and Suprapto (2016) 
integrated TTF with the UTAUT2 model in a study with 326 
Indonesian students to examine the adoption of mobile 
e-textbooks. Learning value was also included as an additional 
construct in the research framework of that study. In a similar 
study, Gengfu and Chotiyaputta (2019) integrated the Task-
technology Fit theory with the UTAUT2 model to study the 
acceptance and use of e-books in China with 257 university 
students. On the other hand, Gunawan et al. (2019) extended 
the model with constructs like personal innovativeness, 
perceived cost and environmental consciousness to study 
millennials' acceptance of e-Books. In the e-Book context, 
performance expectancy, social influence, facilitating 
conditions and habit are generally predictors of behavioural 
intention, while effort expectancy and price value are not 
found to be predictors of behavioural intention (Bhimasta & 
Suprapto, 2016; Gengfu & Chotiyaputta, 2019).  

UTAUT2 and instructional tools

There were various UTAUT2 studies on the acceptance of 
instructional tools in education. These included technologies 
like chatbots, augmented reality, lecture capture systems, 
Google Classroom and open educational resource systems 
(Almahri et al., 2020; Bervell et al., 2021, Faqih & Jaradat, 
2021; Farooq, 2017; Jung & Lee, 2020; Kumar & Bervell, 
2019). In the contexts of instructional tools, performance 
expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence, facilitating 
conditions, habit and hedonic motivation were generally 
found to have a significant effect on behavioural intention, 
and behavioural intention had a significant effect on usage 
behaviour (Almahri et al., 2020; Bervell et al., 2021; Faqih 
& Jaradat, 2021; Farooq, 2017; Jung & Lee, 2020; Kumar 
& Bervell, 2019). Some UTAUT2 models were extended 
or integrated with another theoretical framework. For 
instance, Farooq et al. (2017) extended the UTAUT2 with 
the construct of personal innovativeness, while Faqih et 
al. (2021) integrated the Task-technology Fit theory. While 
many studies on instructional tools included price value in 
their research frameworks, it was found that it did not have a 
significant effect on behavioural intention (Faqih & Jaradat, 
2021; Jung & Lee, 2020).

The proposed research model

Venkatesh et al. (2016) classified research that integrated 
part of or the complete UTAUT with at least one other 
theory with theoretical significance as its research model as 
integration studies. The Task-technology Fit theory is one of 
the frequent candidates in this aspect. For instance, Bhimasta 
and  Suprapto (2016) empirically investigated student 
adoption of mobile e-textbook using an integrated UTAUT2-
TFT framework. Sharif et al. (2019) studied the acceptance 
of the learning management system by university students 

using an integrating framework of modified UTAUT2 and 
TFT theories. Gengfu and Chotiyaputta (2019) similarly used 
a UTAUT2-TFT integrated model to study the acceptance 
and use of e-books in Chinese universities. Faqih and Jaradat 
(2021) integrated the TFT to investigate the adoption of 
augmented reality technology in education. Based on the 
past empirical studies that utilised both TFT and the UTAUT2, 
the research model in Figure 3 is proposed to study factors 
influencing users’ adoption of technology, particularly in the 
educational contexts.

Figure 3: Proposed research model. Note: Adapted from 
Venkatesh et al. (2012); Goodhue & Thompson (1995).

In the proposed research model, constructs from the Task-
technology Fit theory, task characteristics, technology 
characteristics and task-technology fit are integrated into 
the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology 
2 model. Tasks are the totality of individuals' physical and/
or cognitive actions and processes in a given environment 
(Goodhue & Thompson, 1995; Spies et al., 2020). They are 
defined broadly as the actions carried out by individuals to 
turn inputs into outputs. Task characteristics are defined as 
those that an individual might perceive the fit of information 
technology tool to undertake or those that might move 
a user to rely more heavily on specific aspects of the 
information technology (Goodhue & Thompson, 1995). It 
has been posited that task characteristics have a significant 
effect on task-technology fit. This proposition is evident 
in the empirical study with 223 South African university 
students by Bere (2018) to examine the determinants of 
mobile learning acceptance. From the findings, it was found 
that task characteristics had a significant effect on task-
technology fit.

Technologies are viewed as tools used by individuals to 
carry out their tasks (Goodhue & Thompson, 1995). In the 
context of information systems research, technology refers 
to computer systems (i.e. hardware, software, and data) and 
user support services (i.e. training and helpdesk) provided to 
assist users in their tasks. Technology characteristics refer to 
the device attributes used to carry out their tasks, considering 
the situation it is used in and the responsibilities it seeks to 
support (Goodhue & Thompson, 1995; Hidayat et al., 2021). 
According to Goodhue and Thompson (1995), technology 
characteristics are posited to have a significant effect on 
task-technology fit. In a study with 206 Malaysian students 
to examine the factors affecting academic performance in 
higher education using the Task-technology Fit model, it 
was found that technology characteristics have a significant 
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effect on task-technology fit (Al-Rahmi et al., 2020).

Task-technology fit is the extent to which technology assists 
an individual in performing his or her portfolio of tasks. 
More specifically, task-technology fit is the correspondence 
between task requirements, individual abilities, and the 
functionality of the technology (Goodhue & Thompson, 
1995). It relates to how technology helps an individual 
perform a set of tasks and is consequently influenced by 
the relationship between the task's characteristics and the 
technology's purposes (Hidayat et al., 2021). These outcomes 
proposed by Goodhue and Thompson (1995) were still 
relevant in recent studies. For example, the study by Navarro 
et al. (2021) with 1011 Filipino engineering students that 
examined factors affecting learning management system 
acceptance during the COVID-19 pandemic showed that 
task and technology characteristics significantly influenced 
task-technology fit.

There were prior studies that extended the original Unified 
Technology Acceptance and Use of Technology with the 
Task-technology Fit theory. In the study by Kissi et al. (2018) 
with 400 high school students on their acceptance of video-
based instruction in flipped learning, task-technology fit was 
found to have a positive influence on behavioural intention. 
Wan et al. (2020) integrated task-technology fit into their 
Unified Technology Acceptance and Use of Technology 
research model. In the study with 464 students on their 
continued intention to use Massive Open Online Courses, 
it was found that task-technology fit was positively related 
to performance expectancy. Several studies were also 
conducted to incorporate the Task-technology Fit theory into 
the Unified Technology Acceptance and Use of Technology 
2 model. For instance, in the study by Sharif et al. (2019) 
on the acceptance of the learning management system with 
178 students in Pakistan, it was found that task-technology 
fit had significant effects on performance expectancy, effort 
expectancy and behavioural intention. It was explained that 
task-technology fit not only encouraged students to select 
but also influenced user-friendliness and performance. 
Students using technology based on the fit between 
technology features and task requirement improved their 
performance expectancy and effort expectancy. The results 
were similar to the findings by Faqih and Jaradat (2021) in 
their study on the adoption of augmented reality technology 
with 281 Jordanian students. Task-technology fit was found 
to have a strong positive on both performance expectancy 
and effort expectancy, while task-technology fit provided 
an indirect effect on behavioural intention through the 
mediating role of performance expectancy.

While the Task-technology fit theory originated from 
information systems studies, many researchers found its 
relevance in educational contexts. For example, McGill 
and Klobas (2009) examined the role of task-technology 
fit in the learning management system implementation 
with 267 Australian university students. Two constructs, 
task-technology fit and utilisation, were included in the 
research model. The findings showed that task-technology 
fit influenced perceived impact on learning directly and 
indirectly via utilisation. It also showed that while task-
technology fit had a strong influence on the perceived 
impact of the learning management system on learning, 

it had a weak impact on outcomes in terms of student 
grades. Isaac et al. (2019) extended the DeLone and 
Maclean Model of Information System Success model 
with two constructs, task-technology fit and performance 
impact. The study with 448 university students in Yemen 
revealed that user satisfaction influenced task-technology 
fit, and task-technology fit influenced performance impact. 
It was also found that task-technology fit mediated the 
relationships between user satisfaction, actual usage and 
performance impact. Vanduhe et al. (2020) extended the 
Technology Acceptance Model with the task-technology fit 
variables to study instructors’ continued intentions to use 
gamification for training in higher education. The study with 
374 instructors from Cyprus International University showed 
that task-technology fit positively influenced instructors' 
perceived ease of use. Alyoussef (2021) combined the Task-
technology Fit and Technology Acceptance Model theories 
to study the adoption of Massive Open Online Courses with 
277 public university students. The findings revealed that 
perceived ease of use had a positive and significant effect 
on perceived enjoyment, perceived usefulness, and social 
influence, which in turn had a positive and significant effect 
on task-technology fit and MOOCs use. Task-technology fit 
also had a positive and significant effect on MOOCs use. The 
findings also showed that task-technology fit and MOOCs 
use positively and significantly affected student satisfaction 
and academic performance. 

Conclusions 

Past studies have revealed that when examining technologies 
that were free of charge, price value had no significant effect 
on behavioural intention (Buettner, 2016; Baptista et al., 
2017). The recommendation would be to utilise the original 
UTAUT model or extend it with added constructs instead 
of citing it as UTAUT2 research. One may argue that many 
past studies were cited as UTAUT2 research but excluded 
price value (Ain et al., 2016; Almahri et al., 2020; Arain et 
al., 2019; Arain et al., 2018; Prasetyo et al., 2021, Raman & 
Don, 2013; Zacharis & Nikolopoulou, 2022). However, some 
of these UTAUT2 study findings showed that the outcomes 
were similar to those from a UTAUT model. For instance, Ain 
et al. (2016) named their study UTAUT2 extension research 
with an added construct, but price value was omitted. In 
their findings, performance expectancy and social influence 
were found to be a predictor of behavioural intention, while 
behavioural intention was a predictor of use behaviour. 
While included in the UTAUT2 model, habit and hedonic 
motivation had no significant effect on behavioural intention. 
The results were the outcomes of the original UTAUT model. 
Similarly, in the study by Prasetyo et al. (2021), price value 
was omitted, and habit and hedonic motivation were found 
not to have a significant effect on behavioural intention. 
In other words, without including price value as one of the 
constructs, it is recommended that the model should not 
be cited as a UTAUT2 model but remain as UTAUT or its 
extended model. 

In much UTAUT2 research in the educational contexts, 
learning value was a frequent construct that was included 
in studies that examined user acceptance of e-learning and 
learning management systems (Sharif et al., 2019; Zacharis & 
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Nikolopoulou, 2022; Zwain, 2019; Zwain & Haboobi, 2019). 
Based on the findings, as the inclusion of learning value 
as a construct in the UTAUT2 models was only prevalent 
in technologies like e-learning and learning management 
systems, it is recommended that it will not be included in 
the proposed extended UTAUT2 model in general. However, 
future research using the proposed extended UTAUT2 model 
to examine educational technologies like e-learning and 
learning management systems should consider including 
learning value as a construct, as past research has shown 
that it was a strong predictor of behavioural intention in 
those contexts (Sharif et al., 2019; Zacharis & Nikolopoulou, 
2022; Zwain, 2019; Zwain & Haboobi, 2019).

From the literature, both the UTAUT2 and Task-technology Fit 
models are widely applied for both industry and education, 
in different environments and with new technologies (Spies 
et al., 2020; Tamilmani et al., 2007). In summary, as evident 
in past empirical studies, the Task-technology Fit theory is 
a compatible candidate to be integrated with the Unified 
Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology 2 model, 
especially in educational contexts. There is great potential 
in such an integrated model that utilises both theories 
to study technology acceptance in educational contexts. 
Future research is needed to validate the utility of the 
integrated model by comparing this with the original Task-
technology Fit theory and Unified Theory of Acceptance 
and Use of Technology 2 model to determine which of 
these has the highest explanatory power in the different 
educational contexts. The next plausible step in the near 
future is developing and validating an instrument based 
on the integrated Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of 
Technology 2- Task-technology Fit model. 
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A study on enhancing writing motivation using collaborative technologies

Keywords Abstract
Blog; 
collaborative learning; 
Wiki; 
writing motivation.

Writing education in the mother tongue is one of the issues that should 
be emphasized. However, writing motivation does not appear to be a 
frequently studied topic. The purpose of this study is to examine the 
effects of wiki-supported, blog-supported and traditional classroom 
writing activities on the writing motivation of secondary school students. 
For this purpose, experimental research methods were used. As the 
procedure, a quasi-experimental design with pretest-posttest control 
groups was used. Data collection tools were administered to three 
groups, two experimental and one control group, before and after the 
experiment. A two-factor ANOVA for the mixed measures procedure was 
applied to analyze the data. The results showed that Wikis or blogs did 
not have statistically different effects on writing motivation. The results 
of the research are important in terms of showing that changing the 
motivation variable is not possible only with the use of technological 
tools. 
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Introduction 

The importance of written communication in the 
development of societies is undeniable. It is seen that 
verbal communication is not sufficient for social situations 
with changing conditions, and written expression is more 
important to convey the message correctly (Pugalee, 
2004). There is a need to develop written expression skills 
to ensure communication, an essential element of life and 
language. For this reason, writing education should be given 
prominence. In this direction, students can be guided by 
ensuring the correct use of common technologies. Online 
collaborative tools, where students can create and share 
products online, have become learning environments used 
in writing education and other areas of education. These 
tools provide new opportunities for students to interact with 
each other and allow them to create individual activities and 
products. Therefore, students’ interest in these tools in their 
daily lives has also made them interested in the world of 
education. Thus, students can participate in individual and 
collaborative learning activities with different online tools 
(Jensen, 2017; Harris & Alan, 2019; Jena et al., 2020).

The realization of cooperation between students with 
the support of technology can have different effects on 
student motivation (Çakıroğlu, 2013). It is thought that 
blogs positively affect writing processes by contributing 
to the interaction between students, increasing reflective 
thinking, and improving critical thinking (Novakovich, 2016). 
In addition, the fact that it facilitates feedback from both 
peers and teachers is one of the reasons why collaborative 
technologies are used to improve writing motivation (Lee, 
2015). 

Peer feedback can be an essential factor for the continuity 
of student interaction and for situations where the  teacher 
cannot provide immediate feedback (Mazur & Watkins, 
2009). Even if students are in different places and times, 
evaluating their writing can help maintain their writing 
motivation. A study examining the effects of peer feedback 
on the writing motivation of foreign language learners was 
conducted by Yao et al. (2021). In the applications that lasted 
for 15 weeks, while the experimental group received peer 
feedback, the control group did not. The results of the study 
showed that the experimental group had higher motivation. 
However, data from various studies reveal that feedback is 
insufficient in providing motivation (Chen, 2016; Camacho 
& Alves, 2017). Students are not confident about feedback 
from their peers. Students’ understanding of feedback is 
affected by emotional reasons, such as the pressure arising 
from interaction with their peers with higher proficiency 
levels (Yoshida, 2008). In addition, the fact that feedback 
can only be provided during the research period shows that 
online collaborative environments are insufficient to support 
the formation of permanent motivation in students (Lin et 
al., 2013). Weng et al. (2022) also experienced that short-
term feedback is insufficient to reduce students’ anxiety.

In addition, with the inclusion of collaborative online 
environments in teaching, students publish what they write 
in a way other internet users can see. This may harm the 
motivation level of students (Wheeler et al., 2008). Students 
may want to write a perfect paper or get constructive 

comments not to lose their friends’ esteem (Weng et al., 
2022). Therefore, the fact that their writings are openly 
visible can put pressure on students.

As can be seen, different studies reveal different findings 
on the learning motivation of students when using 
collaborative technology. This situation causes the effects 
of the mentioned technologies on motivation to remain 
unclear. This research will contribute to revealing whether 
technical support is sufficient to increase motivation at the 
end of the experiment. Thus, it is experimental research that 
can help to remove the uncertainty. In addition, when the 
literature is examined, it is seen that there is a gap in the 
direction of revealing the effect of wiki- and blog-supported 
writing activities on writing motivation with an experimental 
study. The results of the research are also crucial in terms of 
filling the gap in this subject.

This research aims to compare the effects of wiki-supported, 
blog-supported and traditional classroom writing training 
on the level of writing motivation of 8th-grade students. In 
this direction, a motivation scale for writing in the native 
language was developed and applied before and after the 
experiment. In line with the purpose of this study, the research 
question sought to be answered is as follows: Is there a 
significant difference between group 1 in the wiki-supported 
cooperative learning environment, the experimental group 2 
in the blog-supported individual learning environment and 
the control group in the traditional learning environment in 
terms of their writing motivation levels?

Literature review

Writing motivation

Researchers have identified four components of motivation. 
These are self-efficacy beliefs, goal orientations, personal 
and situational interests, and perceived reasons for success 
or failure (Troia et al., 2012). Judgments of personal 
effectiveness affect the choices students make, the effort 
they put in, the persistence and perseverance they show 
when obstacles arise, and the thought patterns and 
emotional reactions they experience. For example, a strong 
sense of confidence can serve students well when writing 
an essay because more attention to writing provides more 
substantial effort and greater perseverance in the face of 
adversity. Confident students are also likely to feel less 
anxious and have stronger feelings of self-worth about their 
writing (Pajares, 2003). Therefore, students’ beliefs about 
themselves affect their writing performance (Zimmerman & 
Bandura, 1994).

Giving rewards and incentives is not the only method that 
can be used for students to develop motivation towards 
writing. Considering that motivation includes the concept 
of self-efficacy, it turns out that the more effective method 
is to create a sense of self-belief in writing in students (Akar, 
2008). To provide the experience of mastery in writing, 
teachers need to present their students with challenging but 
achievable tasks. Teachers should also provide a structure for 
students to progress gradually from easy to complex tasks 
(Lam & Law, 2007). Ways to increase students’ motivation 
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and engagement in writing; by focusing on making writing 
classes relevant to their social and cultural contexts, they 
provide opportunities for more meaningful participation, 
design writing assignments relevant to themselves and 
meaningful, and provide opportunities for social interaction 
and self-expression (Lo & Hyland, 2007).

The fact that students have sufficient motivation towards 
writing affects their writing behavior positively (Demir, 
2013). Therefore, it is important to develop motivation 
for writing with new methods and tools. The learning 
environment is one of the variables thought to be effective 
in writing motivation (Magnifico, 2010). Interest and value as 
sub-factors of motivation can help create positive learning 
outcomes and participation (Pintrich & Schunk, 2002). 
Therefore, examining the effects of learning situations in 
which new technologies, which students are interested in 
and value, are used as a learning environment on writing 
motivation can contribute to the literature. 

Turkish writing education

The Turkish education system aims to provide basic language 
education and language skills in Turkish lessons based on 
mother tongue education (Sever, 1995). Turkish course aims 
to provide reading, listening, speaking and writing skills. 

In order to provide individuals with adequate writing skills, 
writing activities must be carried out in order and with 
integrity (Göçer, 2010). However, it can be seen that writing-
related activities are skimped on, and sometimes activities 
related to other language development elements, such as 
speaking and listening, are emphasized (Ungan, 2007; Tok 
& Ünlü, 2014). The time that should be allocated for writing 
activities is wasted, and the activities are given as homework 
(Gündüz & Şimşek, 2011). These problems in secondary 
school writing practices are often caused by excuses such 
as preparing students for high school entrance exams. 
Therefore, writing activities remain unfollowed for various 
reasons. Writing teaching should be adopted by giving 
due attention to writing activities. Studies also confirm that 
there are problems in the implementation and evaluation 
processes of writing activities (Allen, 2003; Girmen et al., 
2010; Tok & Ünlü, 2014). In the Turkish Curriculum, which 
was reorganized in 2018, the specific objectives of the 
program regarding writing are “to ensure that students use 
Turkish consciously, correctly and carefully in accordance 
with the writing rules, to gain the love and habit of writing, to 
express their feelings and thoughts on a subject or thesis in 
writing effectively and efficiently, to enable them to express 
themselves understandably” (MEB, 2019, p. 8). As stated in 
this aim, developing activities that can make writing a habit 
can facilitate students to have a more moderate approach 
to writing processes.

Theoretical foundations of collaborative learning

Social constructivist approach

After Piaget focused on the individual aspect of cognitive 
development, a group of researchers in the 1970s focused 

on the effect of social interaction on the cognitive structure 
of the individual (Doise & Mugny, 1984). According to the 
social constructivist approach, learning occurs when people 
interact. In the social structure, people observe and imitate 
each other’s behavior (Krohn, 1999). Therefore, while ideas in 
cognitive constructivism are constructed through a personal 
process in the individual, in social constructivism, ideas 
are constructed as a result of interaction with the teacher 
and other students (Powell & Kalina, 2009). Individual 
constructivist and social constructivist philosophies differ in 
the definition of knowledge, the definition of learning, and 
the focus of learning (Gredler, 1997).

Vygotsky is one of the leading theorists who have signed 
the theoretical foundations of social constructivism. He 
explained many concepts related to social constructivism, 
such as cognitive dialogue, area of proximal development, 
social interaction, culture, and inner speech (Vygotsky, 
1962). Vygotsky is one of the leading social constructivists 
who examined the relationship between mental processes 
and human behavior and adopted a functionalist approach. 
He stated that humans are superior to animals in terms 
of cognitive processes and their physiological superiority. 
He showed language and social interaction skills at the 
beginning of these cognitive discriminators (Daniels, 1996).

One of the advocates of social constructivism is Dewey. 
According to Dewey, the learner does not learn alone but 
as a part of the surrounding society and the world. He 
suggested the creation of a triple network between the 
individual, society and world for the social construction of 
ideas. Dewey states that four conditions are necessary for 
ideas to be meaningful. Accordingly, ideas must:

be part of an acceptable theory,

be useful as a means of generating positive 
action, 

be constructed by participants in the 
community, 

related to guidelines or reference points 
provided by the community (Oxford, 1997).

a)

b)

c)

d)

Gredler (1997) explained social constructivism’s perspective 
on learning in four groups. The first of these is cognitive 
tools. Students participate in social learning activities that 
include hands-on, project-based methods and subject-
based cognitive tools. They create a product together and 
make sense of it throughout the social learning process. The 
second is idea-based cognitive constructivism. Idea-based 
cognitive constructivism shows that important concepts 
in different disciplines (such as photosynthesis) improve 
student vision and help students think and create social 
meaning. As a third approach, according to the pragmatic 
or urgent approach, social constructivism should be applied 
in the classroom when needed. Proponents of this approach 
argue that the individual and the whole class share 
knowledge, meaning and understanding of the world. The 
fourth approach, the operational or situational cognitive 
perspective, focuses on the relationship between humans 
and their environment. If the social relations between the 
environment and group members change, the duties of 
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individuals also change.

Socio-cultural approach

While socio-cognitive theory focuses on individual 
development in the context of social interaction, the socio-
cultural theory developed under the leadership of Vygotsky 
focuses on the cause-effect relationship between social 
interaction and individual cognition change. Social activities 
that improve individual mental functioning are the basic 
analysis unit of the socio-cultural approach (Dillenbourg et 
al., 1995).

Vygotsky (1978) stated that some tools are needed to 
facilitate the realization of learning. Language, signs, 
symbols, writing and reminder techniques used in social 
interaction are essential in providing cognitive development. 
After the teacher demonstrates the use of the tools, the 
learner is expected to internalize it. Later, the learner uses 
these tools in the process of self-expression in the social 
learning environment. Here, Vygotsky (1978) emphasized 
that cognitive gains can be internalized after they emerge 
in the social context. In this process, the learner’s thoughts 
undergo change and transformation (John-Steiner & Mahn, 
1996).

Methods of supporting collaborative learning with 
technology

Computer technologies are the leading technologies that 
support cooperative learning. Primary, secondary and high 
schools have computer laboratories in Turkey. The purpose 
of these laboratories is primarily to develop computer 
skills. However, computers should be used to contribute 
to learning in different disciplines. Students can be helped 
to achieve meaningful and permanent learning by coming 
together through computers. Related to this, the concept of 
computer-assisted cooperative learning (CACL) is frequently 
encountered in the literature. Koschmann (2002) defined 
CACL as a field of study that focuses on understanding and 
creating meaning through joint activity, and that deals with 
the works designed through these applications.

The concept of CACL emerged in the 1990s in response 
to software that forced students to study in isolation. The 
Internet’s exciting potential to connect people innovatively 
has incentivized CACL research. As CACL developed, 
unforeseen barriers in design were removed, and the 
dissemination and effective use of innovative educational 
software became more evident (Stahl et al., 2006). There are 
some methodological advantages of providing collaboration 
via computer. The researcher gains control over some 
aspects of the collaboration (for example, determining the 
rules about work sharing and ordering and determining the 
distribution of activities). There are also pedagogical effects 
of collaboration with computers. One of them is supporting 
the types of interactions that are expected to contribute to 
learning (Dillenbourg et al., 1995).

Online collaboration is one version of computer-assisted 
collaboration. With the possibility and accessibility of multi-

level interaction, resource sharing and high-level thinking 
activities, online learning environments enable students 
to develop their competencies in real-world situations 
(Oliveira et al., 2011). Emphasis should be placed on creating 
online learning communities to promote interaction and 
collaborative learning (Rogoff, 1994).

Campbell (1997) defines online collaborative environments 
as an Asynchronous Learning Network (ALN). ALN is a 
combination of self-study and asynchronous interaction 
with others. In ALN, the learner and the instructor use 
computer and communication technologies to work with 
distance learning resources without having to be online 
simultaneously.

Harris (1999) mentions four important benefits of online 
collaboration:

The learner’s online access to a large number 
of people other than classmates and educators 
provides exposure to different views, 
perspectives, beliefs, experiences and thinking 
processes.

Asynchronous communication facilitates 
learning anywhere and anytime.

It enables students to move from their private 
to the public world and dialogues to create 
a common understanding of meaning by 
comparing, contrasting and/or combining 
similar information gathered in different places.

Online collaborative learning experiences 
help build local, national or global learning 
communities by broadening the “global 
awareness” of participants (p. 55).

•

•

•

•

Technologies that support collaborative learning

Technologies that support collaborative work enable 
interaction between the teachers who create the 
environment and the students who use the environment. 
These technologies are  called dynamic web technologies 
or web 2.0 environments in the literature. In its most basic 
form, web 2.0 refers to a concept that allows individuals to 
collaborate, contribute to written content, customize their 
websites and publish their thoughts immediately (Heafner 
& Friedman, 2008). Web 2.0 tools enable students to read, 
write and edit content in projects (O’Bannon & Britt, 2012). 
The contribution of Web 2.0 to the continuity of cooperation 
and interaction in extracurricular times makes it frequently 
used in teaching different fields. Internet environments 
known as web 2.0 tools such as Wikis, blogs, RSS (Really 
Simple Syndication), social networks, concept map creation 
tools and podcasts can be used for participation and 
collaboration in situations where students are physically 
far from each other (Carty, 2007; Ajjan & Hartshorne, 2008; 
McLoughlin & Alam, 2014; Liu & Lan, 2016; Jensen, 2017; 
Harris & Alan, 2019).

Studies support the evidence that using web 2.0 tools 
in educational settings benefits teaching and learning 
(Thompson, 2007; Redecker, 2009; Imperatore, 2009; Kist 
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et al., 2010; Echeng, 2011; Chai & Koh, 2015; Cych et al., 
2018; Faizi, 2018; Velasco, 2018). Web 2.0 environments help 
students increase their academic success (Jena et al., 2020), 
be innovative and creative (O’Bannon  & Britt, 2012; Çalışkan 
et al., 2019), improve cooperation among students (Rosen 
& Nelson, 2008; Kan, 2011; Mai et al., 2014; Biasutti, 2017; 
Cilliers, 2017; Daniela et al., 2018), and increase participation 
(Usoro et al., 2014; Sukhmandeep & Amit, 2018). Web 2.0 
enables students to construct information and create content 
instead of listening to lectures and take responsibility for 
their learning (An & Williams, 2010).

Wikis and blogs

Wiki technology enables students to participate actively in 
the knowledge-building society by sharing their knowledge 
with others (Trentin, 2009). Wikis are most used to support 
collaborative learning (Lin & Yang, 2011; Medero & 
Albaladejo, 2020). In the literature, it has been shown that 
wikis have a positive effect on the educational outcomes 
of various fields such as pharmacy (Thompson & O’Bryant, 
2014), nursing (Kardong-Edgren, 2009), statistics (Neumann 
& Hood, 2009), software engineering (Ras & Rech, 2009), 
information and communication technologies (Kear et al., 
2010). It is seen that wikis have positive contributions as 
collaborative writing tools, especially in foreign language 
writing education (Alshumaimeri, 2011; Wong et al., 2011; 
Caruso, 2014; Li et al., 2014; Al-Johali, 2019; Khan and 
Hameed, 2021). Using wiki technology in second language 
writing education positively contributes to writing motivation 
(Çelik and Aydın, 2021). According to Wang (2014) ’s study 
results, wikis are an effective tool in increasing students’ 
motivation to learn foreign languages and gain confidence 
in writing.

Another web 2.0 environment used for education is the 
blog. One of the positive effects of the blog on students 
is reflection and reflective thinking (Korkmazgil, 2009; Yang, 
2009; Sackstein, 2015; Özkan, 2017). Students can use blogs 
as a means of self-expression and self-reflection by posting 
their individual learning experiences on their personal blogs 
(Hall & Davison, 2007). The study’s results support that 
using blogs positively affects the outputs related to writing 
education (Arslan & Şahin-Kızıl, 2010; Wu, 2015; Sulistyo et 
al., 2019). Blogs can be used in native (Akçay & Arslan, 2010; 
Karsak, 2014) and foreign language education (Wang, 2009; 
Okan & Taraf, 2013; Sulistyo et al., 2019).

Although wikis and blogs show similar features (see Table 1), 
they differ in the number of users, content preparation, the 
purpose of use, scope and interaction. While wikis are multi-
user environments, blogs are tools made available to users 
for their personal use. Therefore, learning activities in wikis 
take place in groups (Ramanau & Geng, 2009). Groups come 
up with a common product, modify and correct it. In blogs, 
the products created are published on their own. However, 
with both tools, users can evaluate each other’s learning 
and exchange ideas with each other asynchronously. 
Although wikis and blogs are technologies that are widely 
used in education as web 2.0 environments, it is difficult 
to find research results on their effects in terms of writing 
motivation. Including wikis and blogs in writing activities, 

Table 2. Visual representation of the study.

Sample groups

The study was carried out in the fall semester of the 2018-
2019 academic year with 8th-grade students of a secondary 
school in Ankara, Turkey’s capital city. 8th-grade students 
were preferred participants because they had sufficient 
knowledge and computer and Internet skills that would not 
adversely affect the study. 8th-grade students in Turkey can 
be between the ages of 12 and 13. All students participating 
in this study were born in 2006.

Special permission was obtained from the Provincial 
Directorate of National Education, affiliated with the 
Ministry of National Education, to conduct experimental 
studies with the sample. The ethical suitability of the study 
was approved after the authorities reviewed the full-scale 

Table 1. Differences between wikis and blogs.

especially in mother tongue writing, and examining their 
impact on writing motivation can contribute to the literature. 
The purpose of this study is to examine the effects of these 
two different learning environments on students’ writing 
motivation.

Method

The study was carried out with the quantitative research 
method. The quasi-experimental design with a pre-test 
and post-test control group was used as the experimental 
procedure. Measurements were made on the three groups, 
two experimental and one control group, before and after 
the experiment. The study’s independent variables are the 
learning environments of wikis, blogs and the traditional 
classroom. The dependent variable is writing motivation. 
The symbolic view of the research model is given in Table 2.
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teaching program to be used in the study. The study was 
carried out in three classes that were randomly determined. 
The experimental process group of the selected classes was 
also randomly determined. Therefore, students in the same 
class were selected for the same experimental processing 
conditions. The distribution of 71 students participating in 
the study according to the experimental and control groups 
is given in Table 3.

Table 3. Distribution of experimental and control groups by 
gender.

There were 26 students in the experiment 1 group (wiki-
assisted writing activities), 17 in the experiment 2 group 
(blog-assisted writing activities), and 28 in the control group 
in which the writing activities with a book were carried out. 
While the ratio of male and female students in the experiment 
1 group was one-to-one, there were more female students 
than male students in experiment 2 and control groups.

When the number of groups was examined, it was seen 
that there were fewer students in the experiment 2 group 
than in the other groups. The equivalence of the groups 
was assessed to determine whether this difference in the 
number of groups would affect the research results. In order 
to compare the experimental and control groups, a one-way 
analysis of variance was conducted regarding the pre-tests 
of the writing motivation scale. According to the ANOVA 
results regarding the pre-test scores, there was no difference 
between the writing motivation of the experimental and 
control groups, F(2,78) = .563, p>.05. Therefore, according 
to the analysis of the written expression skill pre-test, it was 
determined that the experimental and control groups were 
equivalent.

Before starting the application process, students were asked 
to complete the personal information form to determine 
their internet access. Table 4 shows the students’ awareness 
and use of wikis and blogs.
Table 4. Frequency analysis of personal information.

According to Table 4, most study participants were internet 
users at home (f=67). While 43 of the participants had 
their own computers, 29 of them had not. In addition, 51 
participants used a computer at home, whether it was 
their own or not, while 22 did not. When the participants’ 
knowledge about wikis was examined, 13 reported that 
they were aware of wikis, and 59 said that they were not. 
The number of participants who were aware of the blog 
before the application was higher (f=29). The number of 
participants who used wikis and blogs was equal (f=10).

Application process

The implementation process was carried out in two steps: 
pilot and actual implementation. The pilot application’s 
results helped identify the problems that may be encountered 
in the actual application beforehand. All obstacles that 
could prevent the execution of the study were removed 
after the pilot implementation. Thus, the researcher placed 
the study on a solid foundation and ensured that the study 
was terminated in a planned process. The implementation 
of the writing activities included one lesson hour of the 
Turkish lesson, which was 5 hours a week for each class. One 
lesson hour per week was used to implement the pre-test 
and post-test. The pilot and main application process took 
a total of 14 weeks, four weeks for the implementation of 
the scale and ten weeks for the realization of the activities. 
Writing activities took two weeks for the pilot application 
and eight weeks for the main application.

In experimental research, a pilot application is necessary, 
as there may be variables or situations that researchers are 
unaware of, as well as dependent and independent variables 
(Robson, 2002). In the pilot application process, it was studied 
with an experimental sample, which was different from the 
original application but studied under the same conditions, 
with the same teacher and at the same grade level. Thus, a 
copy of the actual implementation process was provided. 
Subjects’ previous exposure to the experimental process, 
which is the subject of the research, may cause misleading 
results on pre-test and post-test scores. Therefore, in the 
actual implementation process, a different sample group 
was used than during the pilot implementation. The writing 
activities for the application were prepared by using the 
Turkish textbook that started to be used in 2018. The activities 
were carried out with wikis in one group, blogs in another 
group, and textbooks in another group. By ensuring all the 
activities applied were identical for all groups, variables 
other than the learning environment were controlled.

For the group that used the wiki, a wiki account was 
created from www.wikidot.com by the researcher and a 
wiki environment called ‘our writing activities’ was created. 
When the research started, the participants were added to 
the groups created in the Wiki environment. There were five 
wiki groups and approximately six students in each group. In 
the wiki-supported collaborative writing process, a group of 
five to six students needed to organize the wiki environment 
together and work as a team. For example, in the story 
writing activity, two people wrote the introduction, two 
wrote the development, and two wrote the conclusion. In 
this case, students did not act independently of each other’s 
writings and were expected to organize the text according 
to each other’s writings. In other writing studies, activities 
were carried out without ignoring teamwork. Due to their 
structure, wikis offer the opportunity to perform activities 
together. Students can see each other’s writing and can 
intervene immediately. Therefore, in cases where there was 
no consensus during the activities, they could immediately 
see each other’s shortcomings and make the necessary 
changes. In the wiki group, the forum section was also used 
actively, and it was supported that the students could chat 
about the activities. During the text, poem and story writing 
activities, it was requested to produce a product as a group. 
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The researcher and teacher could see the members who 
contributed to the group and details by examining the wiki 
reports.
 
Students in the group that used blogs were asked to open a 
blog account at www.blogger.com. Since it was necessary to 
have a Gmail account to open a blog on Blogger, students 
were provided with a Gmail account and then allowed to 
open a blog. The researcher created an internet address 
for the students to have information about the activities. 
Students were asked to add this address and each other’s 
Blogger account to their reading lists. In addition, the 
researcher added all students’ blogs to the reading list of 
the blog he created for activities. Thus, it became easier to 
follow the activities of students. In the group where blog-
assisted writing activities occurred, stories, poems and text-
writing activities were carried out individually. Students could 
read and comment on their publications by following each 
other’s blogs. However, during the activities, the students 
did not have a chance to interfere with each other’s writings.

In the group where writing education with the textbook was 
carried out, there was no intervention by the researcher, 
and the teaching was carried out in the usual flow. The 
researcher and the teacher of the course adhered to the 
practices and activities in the experimental group to a large 
extent and took care not to reflect these to the control 
group. While the writing activities were carried out with 
the control group, the students were expected to complete 
the activities individually using the relevant space in the 
book or their notebooks. Therefore, the students in this 
group couldn’t read, examine and evaluate what each 
other wrote. The teacher presented information about the 
content of the activities, and they were asked to perform 
the expected writing action in the required time. During 
the implementation of the activities, the students were not 
expected to use any desktop software. In addition, there was 
no use of a smart board in the classroom. In research-based 
activities, there was no restriction on the resources students 
could use outside the classroom. During the face-to-face 
application, the students raised their fingers and stated what 
they wanted to ask the teacher.

The 8th grade Turkish Lesson Book provided by the Ministry 
of National Education was used as the basic educational 
material in the preparation of the applications in both 
the experimental groups and the control group. Thus, it 
was aimed to prevent variables other than the teaching 
environment being effective in determining the difference 
between the experimental and control groups. Accordingly, 
story, poem, essay writing and research activities were 
carried out in all groups. During the eight-week practice, 
the researcher and the teacher held a pre-lesson evaluation 
meeting and exchanged ideas on the execution of the 
activities. The researcher was in the classroom during the 
application and observed that the activities were progressing 
as determined.

Writing Motivation Scale

The Writing Motivation Scale (WMS) developed by the 
researcher was used to determine the students’ writing 

motivation. Based on the literature research, the scale 
was created and presented to the expert review. After the 
necessary corrections were made, validity and reliability 
studies were undertaken.

Sources for the creation of the item pool for the WMS were:

The TARGET model, a comprehensive approach 
for learning motivation developed by Epstein 
(1989) for use by families and later further 
developed by Ames (1992),

the scale of “Children’s Perceptions of Self and 
Task” developed by Eccles and Wigfield (1995) 
within the framework of expectation and value 
theory,

the Wlodkowski Model developed by 
Wlodkowski (1984),

the ARCS Motivation Model developed by 
Keller (1987),

the ‘Writing Lesson Motivational and 
Instructional Inventory’ developed by Lam and  
Law (2007),

the “Motivation Scale for Turkish Lesson” 
developed by Erdem and Gözüküçük (2013) 
and studies on writing motivation.

•

•

•

•

•

•

The selection and arrangement of scale items were based on 
the fundamental studies and scales related to motivation in 
the literature. They were suitable for the target audience and 
had been examined by experts in Turkish writing education.

Validity and reliability

To ensure the content validity of the scale items, the opinions 
of four experts, three of whom are writing education experts 
and one who is a measurement and evaluation expert, 
were consulted. The writing education experts are from the 
Department of Turkish Education at Gazi University. The 
measurement and evaluation expert is a professor working 
in the field of educational sciences at the same university. 
Accordingly, the scale, initially prepared as 55 items, was 
reduced to 18 items by consulting expert opinions. In 
addition, corrections were made to clarify some items’ 
expressions in line with the experts’ recommendations.

Preliminary trial

Five randomly selected secondary school students were 
asked to evaluate the scale items before the pilot application 
to determine whether the scale items were clear and 
understandable. After determining whether there were parts 
of the items that the students did not understand, necessary 
adjustments were made to the scale.
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Pilot study

After expert evaluation and preliminary testing, the scale 
was applied to randomly selected sixth, seventh and eighth-
grade students from two secondary schools in the capital city 
of Turkey. Reliability and factor analysis were performed in 
light of the data collected from 151 students by eliminating 
the missing and sloppy data. Thus, the scale took its final 
form.

The literature review shows that there are sub-factors for 
learning, performance, participation, communication, 
collaborative work and research in determining the 
motivation to write. However, the scale prepared by the 
researcher consists of three sub-factors as motivation for 
learning (Sample item: What I learn in writing activities is 
exciting for me), motivation for performance (Sample item: 
I do my writing homework regularly) and motivation for 
participation (Sample item: I often volunteer to  do writing 
activities in Turkish class). The result of the KMO Barlett 
test, which was performed to determine the suitability of 
the scale for factor analysis, was .853 and factor analysis 
was performed because it was found to be statistically 
significant (χ2=909.165; p<0.00). As a result of the factor 
analysis for these three factors, it was seen that there were 
some problems in the load   distribution of the scale items 
in the factors. Since it was seen that there were items with a  
load on more than one factor, two items were removed from 
the scale, and the number of factors was reduced to two, 
namely participation in learning and performance. The table 
showing the factor loads of the scale items is provided in 
Appendix 1. The number of items, Cronbach’s alpha values 
related to the sub-factors in the scale and the whole scale 
are shown in Table 5. The WMS, which was rearranged for 
the application as a result of  the reliability analysis, is given 
in Appendix 2.

Table 5. Factor, number of items and Cronbach alpha values 
of WMS.

Analysis of data

The SPSS (Statistical Package for Social Sciences) program 
was used to analyze the data in the study. Before the 
analysis, the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was conducted to 
determine whether the scale of writing motivation showed 
normal distribution for Experiment 1, Experiment 2 and 
the Control groups. Since the values of the WMS are in the 
normal distribution range, the assumption of normality is 
met.

Two-way ANOVA for Mixed Measures on a single-factor 
analysis was performed to reveal whether the scores for 
writing motivation differed between the two experimental 
and the control groups. Since it was determined that there 
was no difference between the groups in terms of writing 
motivation, two-factor ANOVA for repeated measures 

was preferred. In addition to examining the differences 
between the groups in terms of  dependent variables, the 
changes within the groups before and after the experiment 
can be examined with two-factor ANOVA for repeated 
measurements. 

Findings and discussion

In this section, the findings on whether there was a significant 
difference between the experimental and control groups in 
the writing motivation scores as a result of the data analysis 
are explained, interpreted and discussed together with the 
related study results in the literature.

The research question regarding the students’ writing 
motivation levels is “Is there a significant difference between 
experimental group 1 in the wiki-supported cooperative 
learning environment, experimental group 2 in the blog-
supported individual learning environment and the control 
group in the traditional learning environment in terms of 
their writing motivation levels? In line with this research 
question, a two-factor ANOVA for mixed measures was 
conducted between the writing motivation levels of the 
experimental and control groups.

To perform a two-factor ANOVA for mixed measurements, 
the dependent variable should be at least in the interval 
scale, the scores of the dependent variable should show 
normal distribution, the variances between the groups 
should be equal, the covariances of the groups should be 
equal, and the difference scores of the participants should 
be independent of each other.

Since the scale of the writing motivation variable to which 
ANOVA was applied was Likert type, the interval scale 
assumption was met. After the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test 
of normality was applied, the kurtosis and skewness values 
were analyzed to examine the distribution of the scores 
of the writing motivation. Since the values of the WMS 
were in the normal distribution range, the assumption of 
normality was met. Since Levene’s Test table showed that 
the variances of the pre-test and post-test scores of the 
groups  are equal (p>.05), the assumption of the equality of 
variances was met. Box M values for the covariances of the 
groups were examined. Accordingly, the covariances were 
equal (p>.05). Therefore, the assumption of the equality 
of group covariances was satisfied. Since the difference 
score of any participant was independent of that of the 
other participants, the assumption of independence of 
difference scores was also met. These findings showed that 
the necessary assumptions were met to perform ANOVA 
for mixed measures. The mean, standard deviation, and 
minimum and maximum values of the participants in the 
experimental and control groups are given in Table 6.

Table 6. Distribution of mean, standard deviation, minimum 
and maximum values of the WMS.
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WMS is a 16-item five-point Likert scale. Therefore, the 
lowest value a student can get from the scale is 16, and the 
highest value is 80. Analyses were made according to the 
item averages of the students. While the mean score of the 
group participating  in writing activities in the wiki-supported 
cooperative learning environment was 3.28 before the 
experiment, this value became 3.19 after the experiment. 
While the average score of the group participating in the 
writing activities in the blog-supported individual learning 
environment was 3.33 before the experiment, it became 3.14 
after the experiment. While the WMS score of the control 
group was 3.23 before the experiment, it became 3.08 
after it. Accordingly, the pre-test and post-test values of 
the students who participated in wiki- and blog-supported 
writing activities and those with books in the classroom 
seem close to each other.

Table 7 shows the two-factor ANOVA results on whether 
the changes observed after the experiment compared to 
before the experiment showed a significant difference in 
the writing motivation levels of students exposed to three 
different processes.

Table 7. Distribution of ANOVA results of the WMS pre-test-
post-test scores.

Accordingly, it was found that the writing motivation 
levels of the participants who participated in the writing 
activities in three different learning environments did not 
differ significantly from before the experiment. That is, the 
common effects of being in different process groups and 
repeated measures factors on writing motivation were 
not significant, F(2,78)=.095, p >.05. This finding revealed 
that participating in writing activities in a wiki-supported 
collaborative learning environment, a blog-supported 
individual learning environment, and a face-to-face 
individual learning environment did not have a decisive 
effect on changing students’ writing motivation levels.

The analysis also includes the basic effect tests of the group 
and the measurement. The main impact tests given in Table 
6 can be interpreted as follows: There is no significant 
difference between the averages of the total scores 
obtained from the pre-test and post-test scores for the level 
of writing motivation of the students who participated in the 
writing activities in the wiki-supported, blog-supported and 
traditional learning environment, F(2.78) =.305, p>.05. As can 
be seen, this test does not take into account the changes in 
the groups from the pre-test to the post-test. Regarding the 
main measurement effect, there is no  significant difference 
between the mean scores of the writing motivation of 

the individuals participating in the study before and after 
the experiment, without making any group distinctions, 
F(2.78)=2.112, p>.05.

It is seen that performing writing activities with a group 
does not make a significant difference on motivation levels. 
However, at the end of the experiment, it is seen that the 
highest score belongs to the experimental wiki group in 
which the activities were carried out with the group. In 
addition, it is seen that the wiki group has a higher post-test 
score average than the group using individual blog writing.
The fact that there is no significant difference between 
the groups in writing motivation scores indicates that the 
learning environment was not determinative for this study. 
Unlike the control group, students in the wiki and blog groups 
had to publish their writings in a way that people other than 
themselves could see. This situation may have prevented 
the increase in motivation levels by putting pressure on the 
students. Gündoğdu’s (2017) study reveals similar findings 
in that blog-assisted writing activities caused fear of making 
mistakes in some students. The fact that everyone would see 
the writings was recorded as one of the negative situations 
that hindered the participants’ motivation. Some students 
mentioned that this situation increased their motivation, 
while others said it decreased.

The belief that students will fail leads to feelings of anxiety 
and reluctance, preventing them from taking action and 
negatively affecting their motivation (Walker, 2003). 
Students’ writing tendencies may have become sharper over 
the years. While students who previously liked to write can 
develop motivation, other students may be inadequate in 
this regard. However, according to the results, no significant 
decrease was observed in motivation levels. Therefore, it 
cannot be said that the wiki and the blog have failed in the 
motivation to write. Likewise, Bodur (2010) concluded that 
the blog did not affect students’ motivation towards the 
lesson. Again, in the study of Çelik and Aydın (2021), it is 
seen that the wiki had positive effects on writing motivation, 
but it did not produce positive results on all items in the 
motivation scale. 

In this study, the writing activities of the control and 
experimental groups were prepared based on the textbook 
determined by the Ministry of National Education. To avoid 
the  uncertainty of the source of the effect, the writing 
activities in the course book used in the control group 
were also integrated into the learning environments of the 
experimental groups. Therefore, only the environment has 
changed, and the learning activities have remained as they 
are. This practice may have prevented the experimental 
group students from using their learning environments 
more freely. The necessity of sticking to the textbook while 
preparing writing activities may have caused insufficient time 
for students to spend on writing activities. While students 
could only perform writing activities for the lesson, they 
may not have developed enough motivation to perform the 
activities outside the classroom.

Although the results of the study show that wikis and blogs 
do not have a definite and significant effect on improving 
motivation to write, these technologies can be used for 
students with positive attitudes towards writing. The fact that 
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wikis and blogs do not decrease motivation may indicate that 
it is possible to achieve an effect if the factors related to the 
participant group are improved. Graham (2018) identified 
seven motivational beliefs: the value and utility of writing, 
whether the person enjoys writing and considers writing an 
attractive task, writing proficiency, why the person is engaged 
in writing, why one is or is not accomplished, identities as 
writers and writing communities. These are factors that 
affect the motivation to write. Therefore, participants who 
develop a positive attitude towards writing may be more 
motivated. Besides that, Ekholm et al. (2018) found that 
writing attitudes decline over the school years. Therefore, it 
may be beneficial to carry out technology-supported writing 
activities from the beginning of secondary school education 
to prevent a decrease in attitude and motivation.

In addition, creating a feedback-based learning motivation 
among students may not be as easy as it seems. Some 
students are concerned about damaging interpersonal 
relationships or the negative effects of power relationships 
among students on the content of feedback (Topping, 2009). 
To avoid such reservations, a more professional online peer 
review system can be created by using valid, reliable and 
well-structured rubrics (Schunn et al., 2016).

As in this study, Huei et al. (2013) concluded that the blog 
format was not more motivating. However, many studies say 
blogging is more motivating (Gallagher, 2010; Lee, 2010; Lou 
et al., 2010; Mompean, 2010; Trajtemberg & Yiakoumetti, 
2011; Taki & Fardafshari, 2012). In this study, the result is 
not surprising due to the age group of the sample and the 
fact that they will take an exam for the transition to high 
school. Perhaps the most crucial issue for the participants’ 
lives is this exam. They may not have wanted to deal with 
writing activities that they thought would not affect their 
Turkish course averages to a large extent. They may even 
see writing as a waste of time. Therefore, wikis and blogs 
seem insufficient to develop motivation for this.

Conclusion

This study investigated whether there was a significant 
difference in writing motivation between the experimental 
groups with wiki-supported and blog-supported learning 
environments and the control group with the traditional 
learning environment. There is no significant difference 
between the changes observed before and after the 
experiment in the writing motivations of the experimental 
and control groups. The writing motivation scores of 
the experimental and control groups are close to each 
other. Therefore, web 2.0 technologies did not increase 
students’ motivation to write compared to traditional 
writing education. In addition, collaborative or individual 
structuring of the learning environment does not affect 
writing motivation.

Many studies show that learning motivation increases with 
technology support (Gallagher, 2010; Lee, 2010; Lou et al., 
2010; Mompean, 2010; Trajtemberg & Yiakoumetti, 2011; 
Taki & Fardafshari, 2012). However, changing conditions 
can be critical in leading to different results. For this study, 
the most significant factor that may cause a positive 

development in students’ motivation is their grade level. In 
addition, the literature supports the results of this study that 
technology support is insufficient to increase motivation at 
the end of the experiment (Rau & Wu, 2008; Huei, 2013). The 
low self-efficacy perceptions of students about writing may 
be another factor in their inability to develop motivation. 
Indeed, studies show a linear relationship between self-
efficacy and motivation (Walker, 2003). 

Although there was no significant difference between the 
groups in the study, results were observed in favor of the 
experimental groups. It is impossible to ignore the effect of 
collaborative technologies, which is the common point of 
the experimental groups. Therefore, teachers and teacher 
candidates have a great responsibility for the correct use 
of these technologies. It should not be forgotten that these 
technologies can be used more effectively in primary and 
secondary education if students are given the responsibility 
for adopting these technologies in higher education and 
creating effective cooperative learning environments.

Korucu and Karalar (2017) noted that instructors do not 
use blogs and wikis enough. They added that, in general, 
instructors use Web 2.0 tools to distribute instructional 
content to students based on a teacher-centered approach. 
This may prevent active learning. For this reason, there is a 
need for studies on the use of wikis and blogs in education.
It is seen that wikis and blogs are widely used in foreign 
language education in the higher education process. 
Because these environments are designed as versatile and 
multilingual, they improve the learners’ language skills. They 
enable learners to communicate and interact with learners 
in many parts of the world (Daşkın, 2017).

There are some differences between blogs and wikis. 
Blogs have a single author and are used for static and 
linear configurations. In contrast, Wikis have collaborative 
authorship, dynamic content, and non-linear and multi-
page configurations (West & West, 2009). Whether these 
differences between wikis and blogs will make a difference 
in writing motivation can be more clearly demonstrated at 
the higher education level by expecting students to perform 
more and different types of academic activities.

Limitations of the study

During this study, it was observed that it took time for the 
students in the experimental groups to adapt to technology. 
Besides, it was observed that the students had problems 
logging into the system. It has been determined that the 
information that needs to be entered into the system, 
such as username and password, is forgotten. Additionally, 
the number of participants and distribution of groups are 
limitations of the study. In line with these limitations, offering 
some suggestions for practice and research is useful.

Suggestions for practice

The adaptation period of secondary school students should 
be considered when applying instructional technologies 
such as wikis and blogs. After ensuring that the technical 



174Journal of Applied Learning & Teaching Vol.6 No.1 (2023)

skills related to these technologies are fully used, it is helpful 
to start the application. The diffusion of innovations occurs 
at a certain time through various communication channels 
within the members of the social system (Rogers, 2003).

If students perform the application with their own 
technological tools, the time-consuming entry step can 
be easily skipped. At this point, adopting the BYOD (Bring 
Your Own Device) model may be appropriate. The BYOD 
model supports flexible and collaborative school learning 
environments (Johnson et al., 2015). Another solution for this  
problem may be to save all user information of students and 
enable them to access information about their accounts with 
the help of the teacher when necessary. Another solution is 
to ensure that all students continuously work on the same 
computer in the laboratory.

The laboratory environment where the application is carried 
out must have the physical competencies and the necessary 
technical equipment. Considering the contributions of wikis 
and blogs to written expression skills in this study, using these 
technologies in writing courses of departments providing 
education on language development in universities may be 
effective.

Suggestions for research

By repeating similar studies in different age groups and 
courses, generalizability can be achieved in the results of 
wiki and blog effects on the variables examined. Reflecting 
on the results of applications in different subject areas can 
make valuable contributions to the literature by observing 
whether wiki and blog technologies, known as authoring 
tools, give effective results in other courses.

The writing motivation variable examined in this study 
may be related to other variables. To see the consistency 
of the effects of different variables, the contribution of 
wiki-supported collaborative writing activities and blog-
supported individual writing activities to different variables 
(perception of self-efficacy towards writing, attitude towards 
Turkish lessons, etc.) can be examined.

Different collaborative writing tools can be used for 
activities where students can think and work together. The 
effects of different applications that allow online co-creation 
(e.g. Google Docs, Office 365, Padlet as a digital clipboard, 
Riseup Pad) on writing processes can be examined with the 
methods used in this study.

Appendices

Appendix 1. WMS factor loads.

Appendix 2. Writing Motivation Scale.

Dear students,

Evaluate the following statements about writing motivation 
in terms of writing activities in Turkish lessons. Indicate your 
level of agreement with the statements with an X sign.
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Many instruments have been developed to investigate the issues that 
influence the learners in a Collaborative Learning Approach (CLA). 
However, existing instruments were found inadequate to investigate 
important areas such as the perceptions of English as a Second Language 
(ESL) undergraduates in CLA, the perceptions of ESL teachers about their 
undergraduates in CLA, the challenges faced by ESL undergraduates in 
CLA, and the perceptions of ESL teachers about the challenges faced by 
their undergraduates in CLA in learning English. The aim of this research 
is, therefore, to develop and validate questionnaires for CLA to investigate 
these areas in learning English. The process involved reviewing the 
related literature, identifying several questionnaires on CLA in different 
contexts and then selecting suitable items from there. These items were 
further adapted to suit the Pakistani ESL context and the aim of this 
research. Five-point Likert scale questionnaire items were developed. 
The questionnaires were validated by a panel of three ESL experts to 
measure the content validity. 60 ESL undergraduates and ten ESL 
teachers voluntarily participated in the pilot study. Cronbach Alpha was 
measured to investigate the internal consistency of the questionnaires. 
A good to excellent Cronbach Alpha reliability was reported for the four 
questionnaires. 
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Introduction 

English is one of the most dominant taught and widely 
spoken languages in every corner of the world as an 
international language in the 21st century (Biliková & 
Seresová, 2021; Kirkpatrick, 2020; Matsuda, 2018; Nelson 
et al., 2020), including South and Southeast Asian countries 
like Malaysia, Indonesia, India, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, and 
Pakistan (Khan & Mansoor, 2020; Rahman, 2020). Due to its 
usage in educational institutes and daily life other than by 
native speakers, it has earned the status of either a second 
language (L2) or English as a second language (ESL) (Kachru, 
2018). Therefore, a primary goal associated with English 
Language Teaching (ELT) is to accelerate realistic, authentic, 
innovative, active, critical, practical, communicative, and 
interpersonal/social skills among ESL learners in English 
classes (Khan & Mansoor, 2020; Rasool & Winke, 2019). 
ELT emphasises the implementation of student-centred 
pedagogies such as the Collaborative Learning Approach 
(CLA) that promotes realistic, authentic, innovative, active, 
critical, practical, communicative, and interpersonal/social 
skills among ESL learners in learning English (Bonsu, 2022; 
Khan & Mansoor, 2020). CLA is introduced in the world as a 
leading ELT pedagogy on the basis of its basic five elements 
such as positive interdependence (PI), individual and 
group accountability (IGA), group processing (GP), social 
and interpersonal skills (SIS), and face-to-face promotive 
interaction (FFPI) (Davidson & Major, 2014; Lin, 2015; Van 
Leeuwen & Janssen, 2019). 

This research aims to develop and validate the adapted 
questionnaires about the perceptions of Pakistani 
undergraduates and teachers in CLA in learning English. 
The items of the questionnaires were adapted from past 
research to make them suitable for the present research 
context. The main aim of this study is categorised in four 
different objectives as follows: 

to validate the questionnaire on the perceptions 
of Pakistani undergraduates in CLA in learning 
English; 

to validate the questionnaire on the perceptions 
of Pakistani teachers about their undergraduates 
in CLA in learning English;

to validate the questionnaire on the challenges 
faced by Pakistani undergraduates in CLA in 
learning English;

to validate the questionnaire on the perceptions 
of Pakistani teachers about the challenges faced 
by their undergraduates in CLA in learning 
English.

I.

II.

III.

IV.

Past researchers examined the effectiveness and application 
of CLA at various levels of education in L1 (Gillies & Boyle, 
2010; Kagan & Kagan, 2015) and English as a Foreign 
Language (EFL) context (Albesher, 2012; Lin, 2015). Various 
issues in using CLA in learning English were highlighted by 
learners, which consisted of group size, teaching practice 
(Nunan, 1992, 2010), individual participation in collective 

assignments (Chatterjee & Correia, 2020; Freeman & 
Greenacre, 2010; Janssen et al., 2007), and their poor 
conversation and relational skills (Li & Campbell, 2008; 
Pauli et al., 2008). Similarly, teachers also experience several 
challenges such as time constraints, group size, large 
classes, unequal participation and free riding when using 
CLA in classroom learning for English when they organise 
a number of activities, i.e. preparation of collective projects, 
organising small groups, dealing with regular class timings 
(Gillies & Boyle, 2010; Johnson et al., 2014), and supervising 
creative cooperation (Hämäläinen & Vähäsantanen, 2011; 
Van Leeuwen et al., 2013). 

Group size and teaching practice are also barriers to learning 
English using CLA (Baker & Clark, 2010; Blatchford et al., 
2003; Gillies, 2004; Laal & Laal, 2012;Laal & Ghodsi, 2012; 
Lou et al., 2000). Some other factors like group composition 
(Webb et al., 2002), unequal individual participation 
(Freeman & Greenacre, 2010; Janssen et al., 2007; Wooley 
et al., 2015), heterogeneous and homogeneous groups 
(Kozhevnikov et al., 2014) and large classes (Johnson & 
Johnson, 2009; Panhwar et al., 2017) influence learning 
English in CLA classrooms. Likewise, other challenges, i.e. 
work distribution (Volet et al., 2009), assessment of learning 
(Gillies & Boyle, 2010), gender, age, fear, anxiety (Slavin, 
1980; 2015), superficial behaviour, views, motivation, and 
attitudes (Johnson & Johnson, 1999, 2009) also restrict the 
learning of English using CLA. Research on the use of CLA 
has investigated factors either on learners (Popov et al., 
2012) or teachers (Gillies & Boyle, 2010). 

Studies pointed out some common factors investigated 
separately for English language teachers and students about 
CLA, but a mutual understanding of CLA is still lacking in 
the Pakistani ESL context (Khan & Mansoor, 2020; Panhwar, 
2016). CLA research also disclosed that the perceptions 
of teachers and students in CLA have been explored 
at different educational levels, i.e. primary, secondary, 
and higher education, from various discipline zones, i.e. 
economics, social studies, science, computer, engineering, 
and mathematics and in variety of international contexts, i.e. 
the Americas, Asia, Australia, and Europe (Khan & Mansoor, 
2020).

Therefore, this research focuses on the English department of 
a public university in Pakistan as an Asian country where CLA 
has just earned its status (Jabeen, 2013; Yasmin & Naseem, 
2019). Although there was some formal research on CLA 
in Pakistan, limited qualitative studies (Afzal, 2020; Yasmin 
& Sohail, 2017, 2018) indicated that Pakistani teachers and 
students prefer to work in collaborative activities in English 
classrooms. Yasmin and Naseem (2019) recommended that 
quantitative research on the views and practices of CLA 
should be conducted on the linguistic background of public 
university students in Pakistan. Afzal (2020) recommended 
that CLA challenges may be overlooked on the basis of a 
quantitative research approach from the perspective of 
learners and instructors in public sector institutes in Pakistan. 
Likewise,  Panhwar (2016) and Panhwar et al. (2017) also 
recommended that there is a dire need to conduct research 
on CLA for ESL undergraduates in Pakistani universities. 
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This research is unique in its own features as it deals with 
ESL context, public university ESL undergraduates, teachers, 
quantitative approach, application of sociocultural theory in 
ESL context, detailed questionnaires on the perceptions of 
Pakistani undergraduates in CLA, the perceptions of Pakistani 
teachers about their undergraduates in CLA, the challenges 
faced by ESL undergraduates in CLA, and the perceptions 
of Pakistani teachers about the challenges faced by their 
undergraduates in CLA in learning English. These gaps make 
this research unique in the field of learning English so far as 
the conducted research is concerned.

Theoretical considerations and literature review

English is an official language and is taught as a compulsory 
subject from grades 1 to 14 in public and private schools, 
colleges, and universities in Pakistan (Haidar, 2017; Haidar 
& Fang, 2019; Khan & Mansoor, 2020; Manan et al., 2017; 
Shamim & Kuchah, 2016). Therefore, learning English is a 
passport to step into a white-collar job, being the language of 
Science, Arts, Education, Technology, Media, Military, Elites, 
Commerce, Corporate Sector, and Trade (Shamim & Rashid, 
2019). Despite the importance of English, most Pakistani 
undergraduates do not feel confident in communicating 
fluently in English (Khan & Mansoor, 2020). There are 
several factors that are responsible for the poor fluency of 
Pakistani undergraduates and influence the learning process, 
i.e. attitudes, ineffective policies of language, outdated 
curriculum, untrained teachers, outdated teaching practices, 
large classes, lack of interest, and teacher-centred activities 
(Ahmad & Rao, 2013; Haidar, 2017). Therefore, there is a 
need to focus on a student-centred, process-based, and 
holistic learning environment for ESL learners where they 
can understand the content and develop understanding 
in English classrooms (Khan & Mansoor, 2020). Therefore, 
CLA, as one of the student-centred pedagogies for learning 
English, is deemed fit for the learners in Pakistan, which is 
rooted in the sociocultural stance of Vygotsky. 

The concept of CLA is based on the sociocultural theory 
by Vygotsky (1978), and CLA is directly linked with its most 
important element, the Zone of Proximal Development 
(ZPD), that helps teachers to facilitate learning English 
in an L2 environment (Lantolf et al., 2018). The CLA term 
was first coined by Bruffee (1993) in a first Language (L1) 
environment and later introduced in L2 and EFL contexts 
(Lantolf et al., 2018). According to Srour et al. (2021), 
sociocultural theory differs from the conventional viewpoint 
in which lecturers are viewed as information reservoirs and as 
being more active than the students. But with sociocultural 
theory, students take an active role in creating their own 
knowledge and improvement. According to Vygotsky 
(1978), the ZPD is where abilities are developed in learners 
through the formation of meaning through interactions 
with more experienced peers. The sociocultural theory has 
various presumptions regarding knowledge and learning 
(Srour et al., 2021). According to the notion, learning is a 
social process that promotes development through active 
interactions rather than passive ones (Ibrahim et al., 2015; 
Newman & Holzman, 2013). Since learning is a social 
process, information is gained in social and cultural contexts. 
Understandings and meanings are developed through 

student engagement (Van Leeuwen & Janssen, 2019).

From 1970 onwards, English academic experts and linguists 
have focused on CLA as a sociocultural phenomenon. 
Despite being interdisciplinary in nature, CLA research 
has often been used in English language learning settings 
(Strijbos & Fischer, 2007). Lv (2014) acknowledged that CLA 
is an appropriate pedagogical technique that encourages 
students to work together in diverse teams to accomplish a 
common objective. According to the guidelines, the result of 
CLA should demonstrate growth when a task is completed. 
The inquiry formalises the attainment of a shared objective 
as elevating students’ English lamguage-learning abilities 
(Zhang & Cui, 2018). This attainment is perceived by social 
connection in teams. CLA helps students develop their 
learning abilities in accordance with sociocultral theory. 
Possibilities for a communicative class are offered through 
CLA (Bower & Richards, 2006). According to Chandra 
(2015), CLA embraces variability that Umar et al. (2020) 
refer to as diversity. Additionally, there are possibilities 
for peer assessment and social growth. Learning English is 
a communal activity instead of a solitary initiative, which 
highlights the heart of the sociocultural theory in learning 
English (Van Leeuwen & Janssen, 2019). CLA is applicable in 
ESL learning environments (Ibrahim et al., 2015; Umar et al., 
2020; Van Leeuwen & Janssen, 2019; Zhang & Cui, 2018).

It was found that past researchers developed a number of 
questionnaires in L1 (Duckworth, 2010; Lucha et al., 2015; 
McLeish, 2009; Murray, 2008; Srour et al., 2021; Titsankaew, 
2015) and EFL contexts (Abrami et al., 2004; Alhabeedi, 
2015; AlMashjari, 2013; Chatterjee, 2015; Er & Aksu Atac, 
2014; Ibrahim et al., 2015; Zhang & Cui, 2018) on the effect, 
perception, and attitudes of learners on group work or 
cooperative learning and CLA in various subjects (education, 
English, science, mathematics, social studies, biology etc.) 
(Arbab, 2003; Aziz, 2010; Brown, 2008; Iqbal, 2004; Gonzales 
& Torres, 2015; Parveen, 2010; Umar et al., 2020) at different 
levels of education (beginners, intermediate, and university) 
(Farzaneh & Nejadansari, 2014; Masood, 2012; Neo et al., 
2012; Khan, 2012; Khan, 2001; Tabassum, 2004; Xuan, 2015) 
focusing on basic strategies with two, three, four or five 
elements of CLA or in general (Duckworth, 2010; Erdem, 
2009; Ingleton et al., 2000).

Various studies have investigated CLA, and many 
questionnaires have been developed to examine the views 
of learners on CLA towards learning English at different 
levels of education in different contexts (Alhabeedi, 2015). 
The questionnaire of Ingleton et al. (2000) proved to be the 
base for most of the CLA questionnaires in L1 (Najmonnisa 
& Saad, 2017). Brown (2008) adapted a questionnaire of 
20 items with a four-point Likert Scale from Ingleton et 
al. (2000) that focused only on the academic, social, and 
generic skills of ESL students on CLA in English for Academic 
Purposes (EAP). Internal validity was reported, but the items’ 
reliability was not stated. The questionnaire developed by 
Ingleton et al. was not a suitable option to implement in 
the ESL context because it was developed for L1 students 
to measure their perceptions about CLA towards learning 
English. Moreover, the students of ESL countries used 
to have different attitudes and abilities to learn English 
through CLA (Khan & Mansoor, 2020). Further, the items of 
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the questionnaire were developed for L1 English classrooms, 
which constituted a different situation. Past research studies 
provide a solid background for CLA because the coming 
part covers the questionnaires where some of the suitable 
items are taken out of them. 

Chen (2005) also developed a questionnaire containing 20 
items for EFL students to examine their attitudes towards 
CLA in learning English from Ingleton (2000). The validity 
of the questionnaire was not stated. Several items from this 
questionnaire were included as the following quote shows: 

I feel small group work in the classroom can increase 
my motivation, interest, and participation in learning 
English. I feel small group work can lower my anxiety 
and fear about learning English. I feel small group 
work in the classroom can increase my motivation, 
interest, and participation in learning English. I feel 
cooperative learning in group work can increase my 
basic English listening proficiency. I feel cooperative 
learning in group work can increase my basic English 
speaking proficiency. I feel cooperative learning in 
group work can increase my basic English reading 
proficiency. I feel cooperative learning in group work 
can increase my basic English writing proficiency. I 
feel cooperative learning in group work can improve 
interpersonal relationships among classmates and I 
feel cooperative learning in group work can improve 
interpersonal relationships among classmates (Chen, 
2005, p. 183).

Murray (2008), cited in Duckworth (2010), adopted 53 
item-based surveys titled Student Attitudes toward Group 
Environments (SAGE) that were developed to explore the 
students’ attitudes and achievements regarding group work 
and CLA. These surveys were based on multiple choice 
questions on a five-point Likert scale. The questionnaires’ 
reliability was not reported. This questionnaire covered four 
diverse sub-scales like quality of product and process, peer 
support, student interdependence, and frustration with 
group members. The following items were chosen from this 
questionnaire: 

My group members respect my opinion. When I work 
in a group, there are opportunities to express my 
opinions. I become friendly with my group members. 
I learn to work with students who are different from 
me. It is important to me that my group gets the work 
done on time. When I work in a group, I am able to 
share my ideas. I like the students, I am assigned to 
work with. I am forced to work with students, I do not 
like. I prefer to choose the students, I work with. When 
I work in a group, I do better quality work. My grades 
improve when I work with other students. My work is 
better organised when I work in a group. When I work 
in groups, I want to be with my friends and when I 
work in a group, I get the grade I deserve (Duckworth, 
2010, pp. 91-93). 

Erdem (2009) also developed a questionnaire of twelve 
statements on a three-point Likert scale (sometimes, never, 
and always) for ESL teachers. Five statements were based 
on group work, three statements were based on learning 

styles and processes, and four statements were based on 
communication within or outside of a group. The selected 
items were stated ahead, i.e. “[w]e helped each other learn, 
all members contributed when making decisions, and we 
completed our tasks on time” (Erdem, 2009, p. 1671).

AlMashjari (2013) developed a questionnaire that aimed to 
measure the attitudes of students towards CLA in English 
classes and their motivation for foreign language in an 
emerging system. The proceeding items are considered to 
include in this research:

Group work makes language learning easier and more 
interesting. I think that group work helps in building 
good and effective relationships among students. 
Group work gives me encouragement to discuss my 
ideas and points of view. Group work prompts me 
towards order and distribution of tasks and roles, and 
group work makes me depend on others (Almashjari, 
2013, pp. 72-73).

Er and Aksu Atac (2014) developed a questionnaire of nine 
statements about the attitudes of Turkish EFL students 
towards CLA. Seven statements dealt with benefits of CLA 
and two of them referred to the individual’s learning. The 
following items were taken from this research: 

I like cooperative learning because Cooperative 
studying motivates the group members. I like 
cooperative learning because cooperative learning 
environments develop positive relationships in class, 
and I like cooperative learning because while studying 
in cooperation students help each other (Er & Aksu 
Atac, 2014, p. 23).

Titsankaew (2014) also developed a questionnaire of twelve 
statements to examine the attitudes of EFL students using 
think-pair-share in mathematics. The questionnaire focused 
on the general views of the students of mathematics about 
CLA in EFL settings. The reliability of the questionnaire 
was not stated. The following items were taken from this 
questionnaire: “I ask questions of others when I work in 
a group and working in a group helps me get the work 
completed on time” (Titsankaew, 2014, p. 86).

Farzaneh and Nejadansari (2014) adopted a questionnaire 
with twelve statements for Iranian EFL students from McLeish 
(2009) to examine their views about reading comprehension 
using CLA, e.g. “Cooperative learning can improve my 
attitude towards work. Cooperative learning enhances class 
participation. Cooperative learning helps me to socialise 
more. Cooperative learning enhances good working 
relationships among students and group activities make the 
learning experience easier” (Farzaneh & Nejadansari, 2014, 
p. 292).

Chatterjee (2015) developed a questionnaire focusing 
on the attitudes of L1 students on CLA and their sense 
of community in the online learning environment. The 
researchers included those items from the questionnaire 
of Chatterjee, which emphasised PI and SIS of CLA. The 
reliability of the questionnaire was not reported as well. 
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Alhabeedi (2015) developed a questionnaire that contained 
twenty items on the impact of CLA in increasing the 
participation of the students (McLeish, 2009). These items 
comprised the impact of CLA to facilitate the process of 
learning, develop the participation of classes, and improve 
students’ interaction. The items that were taken out of this 
questionnaire are as follows:

Cooperative learning facilitates greater student 
participation in class activities. Cooperative learning 
enhances class participation. Cooperative learning 
improves my attitude towards participation. 
Cooperative learning makes me express opinions, 
argue, debate, negotiate, and ask questions. 
Cooperative learning strategy helps students to solve 
problems, make decisions, plan, and organise their 
work. Cooperative learning makes learning easier. I like 
cooperative learning because cooperative studying 
motivates the group members. Cooperative learning 
strategy promotes self-confidence. Group study can 
improve my attitude towards work, and cooperative 
learning enhances good working relationships among 
students (Alhabeedi, 2015, pp. 65-66). 

Gonzales and Torres (2015) adapted a 25 item-questionnaire 
on a four-point Likert scale for Filipino learners to investigate 
the effect of CLA on students’ attitudes towards learning 
English from Neo et al. (2012). The questionnaire was based 
on the basic five elements of CLA, i.e. PI, IGA, GP, SIS, and 
FFPI. This questionnaire was designed to examine the 
attitudes of the learners towards CLA-based Cooperative 
Integrated Reading and Composition (CIRC) activities. The 
items that were selected from this questionnaire were as 
follows:

We assisted each other while solving problems during 
the session. I managed to depend on my members 
as they depend on me. I was able to find working 
cooperatively very motivating. The interaction with 
my peers helped improve my performance. We made 
effective decisions together as a group, and through 
working cooperatively in a group helped improve my 
communication skills (Gonzales & Torres, 2015, p. 86).

Lucha et al. (2015) also developed a questionnaire of 20 
questions, in which 13 questions were positive and seven 
were negative, to examine the attitudes of EFL students 
towards CLA. The taken item of the questionnaire focused on 
social skills, e.g. “CLL develops students’ interpersonal and 
social skills” (Lucha et al., 2015, p. 244). Their questionnaire’s 
validity and reliability were not stated in their work.

The items that were selected for the challenges faced by 
ESL undergraduates in CLA in learning English and the 
views of ESL teachers about the challenges faced by their 
undergraduates in CLA in learning English were taken 
from past research. Abrami et al. (2004) introduced the 
Cooperative Learning Implementation Questionnaire (CLIQ), 
which contained 48 items on three categories of motivation: 
innovation perceived value, success expectancy, and 
perceived cost. Some important items were taken from this 
questionnaire reported as challenges on CLA:

Cooperative learning gives too much responsibility to 
the students. The physical set-up of my classroom is 
an obstacle to using cooperative learning. Cooperative 
learning places too much emphasis on developing 
students’ social skills. It is impossible to evaluate 
students fairly when using cooperative learning. 
There is too little time available to prepare students 
to work effectively in groups. Using cooperative 
learning promotes friendship among students, and 
my students are resistant to working in cooperative 
groups (Abrami et al., 2004, p. 215).

Bronet (2008) investigated the attitudes and perception 
of students about CLA. This questionnaire consisted 
of Environment Scale, Learning Environment Inventory 
Classroom, and Classroom Life Instrument. Likewise, 
Duckworth (2010) conducted a study investigating the 
attitudes and achievements of Canadian students on CLA and 
group work. Bronet and Duckworth adopted questionnaires 
from SAGE. The SAGE questionnaire was developed by CSLP 
in Quebec, Canada. The items of the questionnaire were 
multiple choice questions on a five-point Likert scale. The 
following items dealing with challenges about CLA were 
taken into consideration:

My group members do not care about my feelings. I 
do not let the other students do most of the work. I 
do not feel working in groups is a waste of time. The 
work takes longer to complete when I work with other 
students. When I work in groups I want to be with my 
friends. When I work in groups I do not want to be 
with my friends. My group members do not respect 
my opinion. I find it hard to express my thoughts when 
I work in a group. I like the students I am assigned to 
work with. I do not like the students I am assigned to 
work with. My group members do not like me. I have 
to work with other students who are not as smart as 
I am. I am forced to work with students I do not like. 
when I work with other students we spend too much 
time talking about other things. I prefer to choose the 
students I work with and I do not prefer to choose the 
students I work with (Duckworth, 2010, pp. 91-93).

Methodology

Good research is based on valid instruments that provide 
sound grounds for observing, measuring, and making sense 
of the studied problem for the researchers (Finch, 2021; 
Misieng et al., 2018). Different researchers worked and 
produced instruments as per their contexts, but sometimes 
those instruments did not work in other contexts. The 
researchers can adapt those instruments for the suitability 
of the aim and settings of the required research. Therefore, 
those existing instruments can be adapted as per the 
objectives and context of the research, and thus those 
instruments need to be validated (Finch, 2021; Misieng et 
al., 2018). 

This investigation followed a survey-based method of 
quantitative research. The impartial nature of the method of 
quantitative research is used to produce precise and reliable 
findings from the gathered information (Creswell & Creswell, 
2017). Additionally, quantifiable data assist investigators to 
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obtain concrete outcomes (Bryman, 2016; Tashakkori et al., 
2020). It is asserted that the results obtained via statistical 
information through questionnaires are often used to get 
precise, in-depth, and comprehensive input from the study 
subject (Bryman, 2016; Creswell & Creswell, 2017).

The process of questionnaire development

Meerah et al. (2012) introduced a model for the process 
of questionnaire development based on five phases. This 
model was applied in the present attempt (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Phases for the questionnaire development process 
(Meerah et al., 2012).

Phase 1

The researchers reviewed extensive literature, and it was 
found that a number of questionnaires were developed in 
the past on CLA in learning English. But there are certain 
gaps, deficiencies, and flaws in the previously developed 
questionnaires. These questionnaires were developed either 
for school or college students of L1 and EFL contexts. The 
developed questionnaires consisted of a short number of 
items, and some questionnaires were not validated. Most 
developed questionnaires emphasised the attitudes of 
students towards CLA instead of focusing on the basic five 
elements of CLA (PI, IGA, GP, SIS, and FFPI). The researchers 
could not find any questionnaire on the views of ESL teachers 
about the challenges faced by their undergraduates in CLA 
in learning English. Very few questionnaires were found on 
the challenges of CLA for students only. All the items of CLA 
questionnaires were based on the basic five elements of CLA 
(Johnson & Johnson, 2017; Laal & Laal, 2012). 

Phase 2

The items of the questionnaires were modified on the basis 
of the operational definition of the main construct of CLA 
with its basic five elements as mentioned below:

in learning English (Johnson & Johnson, 1989, 
2017; Khan & Mansoor, 2020).

PI: an element of CLA in which the students 
individually and collectively work together to 
get their desired objectives in small groups 
(Johnson & Johnson, 1989, 2017; Khan & 
Mansoor, 2020).

IGA: an element of CLA in which the students 
work together to get their desired goals, and 
the whole group and every member of the 
group is accountable for contributing his/
her task towards the mutual goals of a small 
group (Johnson & Johnson, 1989, 2017; Khan & 
Mansoor, 2020).

GP: an element of CLA in which the students 
get full freedom for communication with one 
another to share their issues and problems, 
and eventually, they celebrate their collective 
accomplishments while working together in 
small groups (Johnson & Johnson, 1989, 2017; 
Khan & Mansoor, 2020).

SIS: an element of CLA in which the students 
work together to develop those skills that are 
necessary for communication, collaboration, 
teamwork, decision-making, problem-solving, 
and building trust in small groups (Johnson & 
Johnson, 1989, 2017; Khan & Mansoor, 2020). 

FFPI: an element of CLA in which the students 
work together to facilitate the success of all 
members while sharing each other’s resources 
in small groups. Learners assist, appreciate, and 
facilitate the efforts of group members to learn 
English (Johnson & Johnson, 1989, 2017; Khan 
& Mansoor, 2020).

III.

IV.

V.

VI.

Views: ESL learners’ opinions, ideas, and 
perceptions in CLA in learning English (Khan & 
Mansoor, 2020).

CLA: a pedagogical approach in which the 
students learn and perform their tasks together 
in small groups to solve their problems or 
complete their tasks or achieve their objectives 

I.

II.

VII.

The questionnaire items must be clear, brief, and relevant to 
the objectives of the study. The items of the questionnaires 
were reviewed thoroughly, and several repeated items from 
the existing research for the questionnaires were selected. 
Then the selected items were adapted according to the ESL 
context. The items of various questionnaires were adapted 
from already existing questionnaires of CLA in learning 
English. 

Table 1 and Table 2 show the selection and adaptation 
of questionnaire items. Table 1 shows the process of 
adapted items for the questionnaire of the views of ESL 
undergraduates on CLA in learning English, an item, “Group 
work gives me the chance to express my opinions and points 
of view” was taken from the past questionnaire (AlMashjari, 
2013) that was partially modified to “working together with 
other students in the English class enables me to express 
opinions”. “Group work” is changed to “working together 
with other students” so that ESL undergraduates easily 
understand the item. “My” is changed to “me” because it 
was more suitable in the present sentence structure.
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Table 1. Perceptions of ESL undergraduates in CLA in learning 
English.

Table 2 shows the similar process of adapted items of the 
questionnaire on the perceptions of ESL teachers about 
their undergraduates on CLA was unavailable; therefore, 
the researchers adapted the same items to examine the 
perceptions of ESL teachers about their undergraduates 
in CLA in learning English, e.g. “Group work gives me the 
chance to express my opinions and points of view” was 
taken from the past questionnaires (AlMashjari, 2013) that 
was partially modified to “Working together with other 
students in the English class enables my students to express 
opinions”. “Group work” is changed to “working together 
with other students” so that ESL undergraduates easily 
understand the item. “My” is changed to “My students” 
because the focus is on the perceptions of ESL teachers 
about their undergraduates.

Table 2. Perceptions of ESL teachers about their 
undergraduates in CLA in learning English.

Table 3. Challenges faced by ESL undergraduates in CLA in 
learning English.

Similarly, Table 3 and Table 4 explain the process of the 
adapted items for the questionnaires on the challenges 
faced by ESL undergraduates in CLA and the perceptions 
of ESL teachers about the challenges faced by their 
undergraduates in CLA in learning English. Table 3 explains 
the procedure of adapted items on the challenges faced by 
ESL undergraduates in CLA in learning English, for example, 
an item “Group members do not show equal interest and 
motivation to do group work assignment” (Albore& Lanka, 
2018) was modified to “When working together with 
other students, I do not show equal interest” and “When 
working together with other students, I do not show equal 
motivation”. “Group members” was changed to “When 
working together with other students”, and the researchers 
added “I” so that the participants would take an interest in 
filling out the questionnaire personally.

Table 4. Perceptions of ESL teachers about the challenges 
faced by their undergraduates in CLA in learning English.

Table 4 explains the process of adapted items on the 
perceptions of ESL teachers about the challenges faced 
by their undergraduates in CLA in learning English. The 
same process was followed to adapt the items on the 
perceptions of ESL teachers about the challenges faced 
by their undergraduates in CLA in learning English, the 
items that were adapted for the challenges faced by ESL 
undergraduates were modified because no previous 
questionnaires were found suitable for teachers. Therefore, 
the item “Group members do not show equal interest and 
motivation to do group work assignment” (Albore& Lanka, 
2018) was modified to “When working together with other 
students, my students do not show equal interest” and 
“When working together with other students, my students 
do not show equal motivation”. “Group members” changed 
into “When working together with other students”, and the 
researchers added “my students” to get the views of ESL 
teachers. Likewise, the researchers adapted all other items 
as well.

Phase 3 

The content validity of the questionnaires of CLA in 
learning English was determined. Content validity of the 
questionnaires depends upon the opinion of experts (Pamuk 
et al., 2015). A minimum of two experts is considered suitable 
to determine the content validity of the questionnaires 
(Gable & Wolf, 2012). The experts’ selection guarantees 
the content validity of the questionnaires (Mustapha & 
Darulsalam, 2018). The experts are selected on the basis of 
advanced qualifications, teaching experience, and skilled 
individuals with exposure to training and practice (Donohoe 
& Needham, 2009; Manakandan et al., 2017; Shanteau et 
al., 2002). Experience plays an eminent part in the selection 
of experts (Donohoe & Needham, 2009; Manakandan et 
al., 2017; Shanteau et al., 2002). University professors and 
teachers with ten to 15 years of teaching experience, or 
professors and teachers with relevant teaching experience 
of four to seven years are declared as experts (Akbari & 
Yazdanmehr, 2014; Berliner, 2001; Mullen, 2003). In this 
research, a specific criterion is used to select the experts 
on the basis of their teaching experience, knowledge in the 
relevant field, qualification, and subject matter. The experts 
must have a PhD degree in English Applied Linguistics 
with professional development; they must be English 
language professors with at least ten years of teaching 
English experience; they must have research publications 
in International Scientific Indexing (ISI)/SCOPUS journals 
to demonstrate expertise in their subject matters, and they 
must have the practical experience to implement innovative 
teaching methodologies in learning English. To validate the 
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research instruments, the researchers requested a panel of 
three senior English language Professors who earned their 
PhD degrees in English Applied Linguistics from prestigious 
universities with rigorous teaching experience of at least 
ten years to review the selected items of the questionnaires 
associated with the main constructs (Abu-Bader, 2021; 
Bryman, 2016; Fox et al., 2020). After a thorough review of 
the items of the questionnaires, the experts argued that 
the items of the questionnaires are easy, understandable, 
properly worded, and stated briefly, representing the main 
variables.  

Phase 4

All the items of the questionnaires were again assessed by 
the English experts who recommended that the items of 
the CLA questionnaires should consist of a five-point Likert-
scale format: 1 for Strongly Disagree=SD, 2 for Disagree=D, 
3 for Neutral=N, 4 for Agree=A, and 5 for Strongly Agree=SA 
(Abu-Bader, 2021; Allen & Seaman, 2007; Brown, 2011). The 
final drafts of questionnaires consisted of the perceptions 
of ESL undergraduates in CLA (35 items), the perceptions 
of ESL teachers about their undergraduates in CLA (35 
items), the challenges faced by ESL undergraduates in CLA 
(25 items), and the perceptions of ESL teachers about the 
challenges faced by their undergraduates in CLA (25 items). 
Hence, all the questionnaires were finalised and approved 
for application.

Phase 5

60 ESL undergraduates and ten ESL teachers took part in 
piloting in the last phase. The results of the reliability of 
various questionnaires in CLA are stated in a later section.

Research participants 

The participants in this pilot study were 60 ESL 
undergraduates enrolled in their 2nd semester of Bachelor 
of Science (BS) Honours (4-year programme majoring in 
English) and ten ESL teachers who were teaching to BS 
English undergraduates of the English department of a 
public university of Islamabad, Pakistan. The sample for the 
pilot study consisted of at least 10% participants from the 
overall sample of the research (Abu-Bader, 2021; Dörnyei 
& Taguchi, 2009; Eldridge et al., 2016; Machin et al., 2018). 
It is estimated that the actual study would involve 420 
ESL undergraduates of the BS English programme and 35 
ESL teachers from English departments of seven public 
universities in Pakistan. 

Data collection procedure

The researchers sought permission from the Head of the 
English department to run a pilot study. Access was given 
to the researchers to conduct a pilot study with ESL teachers 
and ESL undergraduates as respondents. The data of the 
current research was collected from ESL teachers and 
undergraduates. Ten ESL teachers as respondents were 

given written consent forms to participate in the pilot. 
Before signing the consent forms, the researchers clearly 
explained to them that their participation was voluntary and 
that the data would be used only for the stated purpose 
of the current research. The primary aim and objectives of 
the present attempt were also explained to the ESL teachers 
before filling out the questionnaires. Moreover, they were 
advised not to leave any items blank. After this process, 
they were requested to fill out two questionnaires: (1) on 
the perceptions of ESL teachers about their undergraduates 
in CLA and (2) the perceptions of ESL teachers about the 
challenges faced by their undergraduates in CLA in learning 
English. In the data collection procedure, the researchers 
probed ESL teachers to ask any queries regarding the items 
of the questionnaires. ESL teachers took approximately 15-
20 minutes individually to complete the responses to the 
questionnaires. They returned ten complete questionnaires, 
and the researchers analysed those questionnaires.

The same procedure was adopted for ESL undergraduates, 
and data were collected from them through two 
questionnaires, i.e. on the perceptions of ESL undergraduates 
in CLA and the challenges faced by ESL undergraduates in 
CLA in learning English. ESL undergraduates took almost 20-
25 minutes individually to complete the responses to the 
questionnaires. ESL undergraduates also returned complete 
questionnaires in all aspects and faced no difficulty in 
understanding the items of the questionnaires. In the end, 
the researchers analysed a total number of 60 complete 
questionnaires of ESL undergraduates.

The entire data was collected in a smooth and friendly 
environment. The response rates were stable for both ESL 
teachers and undergraduates. The participants showed 
great interest in the questionnaires and did not leave any 
items blank which illustrated that the total number of 
respondents clearly understood all the items. Therefore, the 
overall response rate was 100%. The participants did not 
provide suggestions to improve the questionnaires. 

Reliability of the questionnaires

A questionnaire is considered reliable if it gives the same 
results (Abu-Bader, 2021; Tashakkori et al., 2020). The stable 
and constant results ensure the internal consistency of the 
questionnaires (Abu-Bader, 2021; DeVellis, 2012; Fox et al., 
2020; Shuttleworth, 2015). The values of Cronbach’s alpha 
vary from 0 to 1. A value of 0 means no reliability, and 1 
ensures perfect reliability (Abu-Bader, 2021; Fox et al., 2020). 
It is noticed that some errors always happen. Therefore, 
the values of reliability never reach 1. If the value were 1, 
then it would be considered a random error. If the value 
of Cronbach Alpha is .6, then it represents questionable or 
moderate reliability, and if it is .7, then it is considered an 
acceptable level of reliability. If the value of reliability is more 
than .8, it represents very good reliability. Moreover, if the 
value exceeds .9, it shows excellent and high reliability. If it is 
less than .5, it would not be considered a reliable value (Abu-
Bader, 2021; Arslan, 2020; DeVellis, 2012; Fox et al., 2020; 
Shuttleworth, 2015). Taherdoost (2016, 2019) supported 
the above-explained interpretation, with Cronbach Alpha 
as the most used reliability test for measuring the internal 
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consistency of a questionnaire. 

Analysis and discussion

The present research aimed at developing and validating 
the following questionnaires on the perceptions of ESL 
undergraduates in CLA, perceptions of ESL teachers about 
their undergraduates in CLA, the challenges faced by ESL 
undergraduates in CLA, and the perceptions of ESL teachers 
about the challenges faced by their undergraduates in 
CLA in learning English. The overall data were analysed via 
Cronbach Alpha to determine the internal consistency of the 
questionnaires (DeVellis, 2012; Singhal et al., 2020; Wagner, 
2019).

Perceptions of ESL undergraduates in CLA in learning 
English

Table 5 shows the reliability of the 35 items of the 
questionnaire on the perceptions of ESL undergraduates in 
CLA in learning English, and the value of Cronbach Alpha was 
reported .946, which showed high and excellent reliability 
of the questionnaire (Abu-Bader, 2021; DeVellis, 2012; 
Shuttleworth, 2015). 35 items were based on the basic five 
elements of CLA, which are mentioned below with reliability 
in Table 5. The findings are similar to Duckworth (2010), who 
found .93 reliability of the questionnaire on the perception 
of L1 learners towards cooperative learning. These findings 
are somewhat similar to Neo et al. (2012), who reported an 
overall .932 reliability of the questionnaire. The individual 
reliability of CLA elements such as PI (.822), IGA (.938), GP 
(.832), SIS (.948) and FFPI (.901) was reported higher than .6 
on Cronbach Alpha. Therefore, the reliability of the present 
research is good to excellent and regarded as highly reliable.

Table 5. Reliability of a questionnaire on the perceptions of 
ESL undergraduates in CLA in learning English.

Perceptions of ESL teachers about their undergraduates 
in CLA in learning English

Table 6 explained the reliability of the 35 items of the 
questionnaire on the perceptions of ESL teachers about 
their undergraduates in CLA in learning English, and the 
value of Cronbach Alpha was declared as .942, which 
showed excellent reliability of the questionnaire (Abu-Bader, 
2021; DeVellis, 2012; Fox et al., 2020). The reliability of each 
element of CLA was also declared good to excellent such 
as PI (.932), IGA (.868), GP (.910), SIS (.940), and FFPI (.914). 
The results are similar to Chatterjee’s (2015), who found .942 
reliability of the questionnaire on the attitudes of L1 learners 
towards cooperative learning. Therefore, the reliability of the 
present research is excellent and regarded as highly reliable. 

Table 6. Reliability of the questionnaire on the perceptions of 
ESL teachers about their undergraduates in CLA in learning 
English.

Challenges faced by ESL undergraduates in CLA in 
learning English

Table 7 explained the reliability of the 25 items of the 
questionnaire on the challenges faced by ESL undergraduates 
in CLA in learning English, and the value of Cronbach Alpha 
was reported .841, which showed good reliability of the 
instrument (Abu-Bader, 2021; Arslan, 2020; Fox et al., 2020). 
The reliability of each element of CLA was also declared as 
acceptable and good with PI (.823), IGA (.784), GP (.807), 
SIS (.866), and FFPI (.845). The results are similar to those 
of Hover and Holland (2018) on L1 student resistance to 
CLA, and the reliability was found to be .912, which was 
highly reliable. Likewise, the current questionnaire on the 
challenges faced by ESL undergraduates in CLA in learning 
English is highly reliable in the ESL context. 

Table 7. Reliability of the questionnaire on the challenges 
faced by ESL undergraduates in CLA in learning English.

Perceptions of ESL teachers of the challenges faced by 
their undergraduates in CLA in learning English

Table 8 explained the reliability of 25 items of the 
questionnaire on the perceptions of ESL teachers of the 
challenges faced by their undergraduates in CLA in learning 
English, and the value of Cronbach Alpha was .747, which 
showed acceptable reliability of the instrument (Abu-Bader, 
2021; Fox et al., 2020; Shuttleworth, 2015). The reliability of 
each element of CLA was also declared as acceptable and 
good, i.e. PI (.809), IGA (.718), GP (.746), SIS (.728), and FFPI 
(.715). The perceptions of ESL teachers about the challenges 
faced by their undergraduates in CLA in learning English are 
not investigated yet. Therefore, the items were modified 
from the questionnaire on the challenges faced by ESL 
undergraduates in CLA in learning English.

Conclusion and recommendations

This research aimed at developing and validating the 
questionnaires on the perceptions of ESL undergraduates in 
CLA, perceptions of ESL teachers about their undergraduates 
in CLA, challenges faced by ESL undergraduates in CLA, and 
perceptions of ESL teachers about the challenges faced by 
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Table 8. Reliability of the questionnaire on the perceptions of 
ESL teachers of the challenges faced by their undergraduates 
in CLA in learning English.

their undergraduates in CLA in learning English. The results 
of this research showed that all four questionnaires for 
ESL undergraduates and teachers were declared as highly 
reliable. The results of this study played a significant role to 
clear all the potential doubts and ambiguities for the data 
collection which might have occurred in the forthcoming 
research. Moreover, this study enabled the researchers 
to be familiar with the process of actual data collection. 
This research was deemed fit for the main purpose of 
conducting a pilot study because it was clearly stated that 
the development and validation process of questionnaires 
could be used to enhance the quality of actual research and 
researchers’ experience (Fox et al., 2020). This study helped 
the researchers to cater for some hidden problems which 
could create problems for the actual research (Arslan, 2020). 
The developed and validated questionnaires of this study 
could be used for the actual research. 

This study has certain limitations, too. First, the study was 
confined to ESL undergraduates of the BS program majoring 
in English and ESL teachers of the English department. Second, 
the sample size was restricted to 60 ESL undergraduates and 
ten ESL teachers. Third, the focus of the current research 
was the English department of a public university out of 
seven public universities. Fourth, the implied research 
approach was quantitative in nature. Fifth, questionnaires 
were adapted and validated for ESL undergraduates and 
teachers of the English departments of Pakistani public 
universities only. Sixth, Cronbach Alpha is applied to 
investigate the internal consistency/reliability of the items 
of questionnaires. Seventh, the focus of the questionnaires 
was on the perceptions of ESL undergraduates and teachers 
in CLA in learning English. 

New researchers could get guidance and help with 
the validation process through this study (Abu-Bader, 
2021). It also helps new researchers to understand the 
piloting process and its critical phases and steps to run 
actual research successfully. This research is particularly 
important because it guided the researchers about the 
feasibility, adequacy, required finance, and the appropriate 
usage of research tools for the actual research. This study 
would help to attract the stakeholders about the worth of 
actual research. Moreover, sociocultural theory (Holzman, 
2016; Vygotsky, 1978, 1987, 1993, 2004) is applied in this 
research as a theoretical framework because learning is the 
outcome of holistic, active, practical, and continuous efforts. 
Collaboration and social interaction in small groups create 
an environment for learning English because learning a 
language is a sociocultural activity (Lantolf et al., 2018; Xu 
& Zhang, 2019), in which group members help each other 

to construct knowledge in English classrooms. Therefore, 
the actual study is planned to expand the sociocultural 
theory to investigate the views of ESL undergraduates in 
CLA and their attitudes towards learning English. This study 
is also important because the adapted questionnaires are 
validated in a scientific way in the ESL context, and these 
four questionnaires can be validated in L1 and EFL contexts. 
CLA is highly acknowledged in various parts of the world 
as a leading learning-English approach. The researchers can 
validate the same questionnaires as per the contexts and 
aims of their research. Future scholars and investigators 
can apply the rest of the tests for measuring the internal 
consistency on the instruments like Test-retest, Inter-rater, 
parallel forms, and internal consistency reliability tests. New 
researchers can also use these questionnaires to measure 
the perceptions of ESL beginners, intermediate, and 
postgraduate students with their teachers. Therefore, new 
researchers can replicate this research on clusters of public 
and private universities in Pakistan except for Islamabad. 
New researchers can also conduct qualitative research 
through validated questionnaires. 
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Appendices

Appendix 1: Questionnaires for ESL undergraduates.
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Appendix 2: Questionnaires for ESL teachers.
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Impact of integrated writing tasks on thinking and writing skills of Indian ESL learners

Keywords Abstract

Second language writing; 
thinking skills; 
writing strategies; 
writing task. 

This paper explores the reciprocal relationship between thinking and 
writing skills using task-based language teaching. The tasks designed 
for a second language writing classroom must activate learners’ working 
memory and provide scope for thinking and content generation. If the 
learners find the task to be more relevant, interesting and related to 
their experience, they automatically get oriented towards the task with a 
pleasant affective mindset. In this regard, writing tasks as a pedagogical 
tool and method have been employed to develop the thinking and 
cohesive writing of the students. The participants of this experimental 
study are the postgraduate students of National Institute of Technology 
(NIT)-Tiruchirappalli, India. The structured writing tasks have been 
administered in different discourse types to the students in a span of 
one and a half months.  The delayed post task has been administered to 
test the sustenance level of their writing proficiency developed through 
the course. The findings of the study reveal that there is a significant 
correlation between task variables, students’ thinking and writing skills. 
The results indicate that students’ thinking skills have been empowered 
to develop the central idea logically and cohesively through an integrated 
writing task. The study recommends that researchers design writing tasks 
in which the students will be able to relate to their real-life situations, and 
in turn, content generation will become congenial for students to process 
in their cognitive domain.
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Introduction 

Writing is a recursive process that involves cognitive 
processes such as planning, preparing, drafting, monitoring 
and evaluating. Writing is a powerful tool necessary for 
thinking (Bruner, 1973). Writing enables the production of 
thought and is not just a way for students to express what 
they know, but it also helps them understand what they know. 
Effective writing requires a high degree of organisation in the 
development of information, ideas or arguments and a high 
degree of accuracy, and there is no ambiguity of meaning. 
Cognitive models of writing instruction involve practising the 
kind of thinking process that enabled the learner to become 
aware of the mental activities that characterise expert 
composing (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987; Cumming, 1989). 
According to Flower and Hayes (1981), the process of writing 
is a set of distinctive processes, which are hierarchically and 
highly organised thinking processes rather than a series of 
discrete stages. They further conceive that act of composing 
itself is a goal-directed thinking process guided by the 
writers’ own growing network of goals. The generation of 
ideas in achieving the goal is affected by the writer’s task 
environment and his/her associative ability with long-term 
memory to retrieve information for the present writing 
task. The long-term memory is comprised of a writer’s 
task schema, linguistic genre and task prompt knowledge 
(Flower & Hayes, 1980). 

Writing requires a lot of conscious effort on the part of 
students. So, it becomes mandatory for teachers to make 
the students understand the importance of writing skills and 
teach the nuances of writing effectively. Teaching students 
to write better is a form of teaching students to think better 
(Nickerson et al., 1985). Writing influences thinking and 
promotes learning, encourages personal development and 
forms connections to people and life (Axelrod & Cooper, 
2010).

Need for the study

India had been a part of British colonialism, and English 
remains the language of power and prestige. English has 
a unique status in India as the associate official language 
of the country and is widely used for administrative 
purposes in both central and state government offices. 
It is the language of science and technology. It is also 
considered a language of education, especially at the higher 
education level. Although students started to learn English 
at their primary level, most of them find it difficult to write 
meaningful compositions in English. Composing here refers 
to expressing ideas, and conveying meaning and composing 
means thinking (Raimes, 1983). Despite the fact that they 
have been taught grammar, syntax, and lexical items till their 
tertiary level, they are not able to write coherently and are 
not able to relate their thoughts logically. It is observed from 
the responses of the students in the pre-study questionnaire 
during school education that most of them just memorise 
the notes provided by the teacher, or they depend on the 
bazaar guides and perform in examinations successfully. 
When they encounter a situation where they are asked to 
write on their own, the first constraint they face is ‘what to 
write on the topic’. The reason is that they have not practised 

comprehending the topic and framing sentences on their 
own in their previous learning. When they come to higher 
studies, they find it difficult to comprehend the texts in 
English, writing assignments and project reports as it involves 
relating various concepts logically and meaningfully on their 
own. College students must increase their knowledge of 
writing and have the ability to write if they are to succeed 
(Andelt et al., 1997). So the study uses a task-based learning 
method to enhance the writing and thinking of the students.

Literature review

Writing and thinking

Writers use a set of distinctive thinking processes throughout 
the writing process (Flower & Hayes, 1981). This deep level of 
thinking during the writing process allows learners to explore 
the generative and inventive nature of composing (Zamel, 
1983). In relation to that, Rohman (1965) suggested that 
the process of thinking is significant, as thinking precedes 
writing. Writing serves as a learning aid for students, helping 
“to focus students’ think on a better understanding of the 
subject matter” (Miller, 1991, p. 519).

Writing is a complex cognitive activity that requires multiple 
skills, thought processes and affective components (Hidi 
& Boscolo, 2006). Applebee (1984) claimed that writing 
improves thinking, and it requires the writer to make his/
her ideas explicit, to evaluate and choose among the 
available tools for effective discourse. Langer and Applebee 
(1987, p. 4) state that the role of writing in thinking can be 
conceptualised as resulting from some combination of:

the permanence of the written word, allowing 
the writer to rethink and revise over an extended 
period;

the explicitness required in writing if meaning is 
to remain constant beyond the context in which 
it was originally written;

the resources provided by the conventional 
forms of discourse for organising and thinking 
through new relationships among ideas; and 

the active nature of writing, providing a medium 
for exploring implications entailed within 
otherwise unexamined assumptions. 

(1)

(2)

(3) 

(4)

Similarly, Resnick (1987, p. 49) emphasises that writing 
provides an opportunity to think in such a way that could 
serve as a “cultivator and an enabler of higher order 
thinking”. In addition to that, Marzano (1991) suggested 
that writing is used as a means to restructure knowledge 
that improves higher-order thinking.

The domain of thinking and thinking skills are not the 
same. Beyer (1988) distinguishes thinking and thinking 
skills in the following manner: thinking is a holistic process 
through which we mentally manipulate sensory input, 
which is recalled as data to formulate thoughts, reason 
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about or judge, but thinking skills or strategies are very 
specific operations that we deliberately perform on data 
to accomplish our thinking goals. Vail (1990) describes 
thinking skills as a set of skills that direct a person’s mental 
processes and include knowledge disposition, cognition and 
metacognition. Schaeffer (1900, p. 23) already stated, “the 
school master who teaches by rote is satisfied, if the pupils 
repeat his words or those of the book; but the true teacher 
sees to it that the pupils think the thoughts which the words 
convey”. Most of the thinking skills challenges that college 
students demonstrate have their origin, at least in part, in 
academic settings that emphasise memorisation of isolated 
knowledge components, which are devoid of meaning, lack 
transferability, and are easily forgotten (De Sanchez, 1995). 

Task-based language teaching

Task-based language teaching has a prominent place in 
second and foreign language teaching during the late 
1980s. The early proposals (Breen, 1987; Candlin & Murphy, 
1987; Long, 1990) are pragmatic in nature, and they focus 
on how to design a task-based curriculum. The seminal work 
of Prabhu’s (1987) Bangalore Project provides a complete 
account of task-based courses. Nunan (1989) suggests 
the practical application of tasks in the second language 
classroom. Willis (1996) proposes stages involved in task-
based instruction, such as a pre-task stage, a main-task 
stage and a post-task stage. Skehan (1998) mentions the 
following features of tasks:

Meaning is primary

Learners are not given other people’s meanings 
to regurgitate

There is some sort of relationship to comparable 
real-world activities

Task completion has a priority and 

The assessment of tasks is done in terms of 
outcome (p. 147).

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Role of tasks in thinking and writing

Tardy (2009) defines a task as a “specific goal-oriented, 
rhetorical literacy events in both disciplinary and classrooms” 
(p. 11). She further adds that “tasks are critical because they 
present individuals with goals, constraints, exigencies, and 
social circumstances (p. 279). Task-based writing instruction 
encourages the students to be active participants and 
provides authentic learning environments, and also helps 
them to communicate competently in all second language 
contexts (Sholeh, 2020). Hedge (2005) records the responses 
provided by teachers from all around the world for assigning 
and preferring writing tasks in their classrooms. They said 
that they use writing activities:

for assessment purposes, as a way of establishing a 
learner’s progress or proficiency;

for real purposes, as a goal of learning to meet 
students’ needs;

for humanistic purposes, to allow quieter students 
to show their strengths;

for creative purposes, to develop self-expression;

for classroom management purposes, as a calm 
activity which settles students down;

for acquisitional purposes, as a careful mode of 
working with language, which enables students to 
explore and reflect on language in a conscious way; 
and 

for educational purposes, to contribute to 
intellectual development and to develop self-
esteem and confidence.

for pedagogic purposes, to help students learn the 
system of language;

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Moreover, the learners can monitor their writing to a greater 
extent than they are able to monitor their speech; because 
writing is a more conscious process that involves the 
continual interaction of thinking, writing and revising (Zamel, 
1982). It is perhaps true that writing is a more accurate 
indication of how a student is progressing in English, and 
it gives opportunities for teachers to diagnose the problem 
areas. Writing facilitates revising the drafts more than 
spontaneous speech performances, as it is a permanent 
record that can be documented and produced as evidence. 
Teachers can therefore exploit writing for learning in various 
effective ways. White (1981, p. 2) states that:

Writing, unlike speech, is displaced in time. Indeed 
this must be one reason why writing originally 
evolved, since it makes possible the transmission 
of a message from one place to another. A written 
message can be received, stored and referred back 
to at any time. It is permanent in comparison with 
the ephemeral ‘here one minute and gone the 
next’ character of spoken language – even spoken 
language that is recorded on tape or disk.

In addition, writing tasks motivate all the learners to take 
part in the process of writing. While assigning speaking 
tasks, only few students dominate the speaking activities. 
But in the case of writing, it stimulates all the students to 
engage in the task and draft their own ideas. The process 
of writing will help the students involve in thinking process 
and it allows them to participate in generating sentences on 
their own. 

Writing is not a naturally acquired skill and it is a challenging 
task for second language learners (Istiara & Lustyantie, 
2017). It needs deliberate practice to attain mastery. William 
Irmscher's (1977, p. 34) definition of writing offers a valuable 
insight to understand the exact characteristics of writing. 
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Writing as a skill and writing as a form of behaviour 
make a practical difference in the kind of teaching 
that occurs. If we think of writing primarily as a 
skill, we tend to concentrate upon errors, because 
mastery of a skill implies eliminating weaknesses. If 
we think of writing as a form of behaviour, we tend 
to direct attention to psychology of the total act 
from beginning to end, including the errors.

Similarly, Janet Emig points out that writing is an active 
and lively form of learning compared to the more passive 
listening and reading that occupy much of a student's time. 
It can help students to act rather than to accept uncritically 
whatever is given to them (Emig, cited in Zemelman, 1977). 
Zamel (1983) conducted a case study with six advanced 
L2 students and concluded: “composing is a non-linear, 
exploratory and generative process whereby writers 
discover and reformulate their ideas as they attempt to 
approximate meaning” (p. 165). Also, the students of 
her study have understood that composing involves the 
continual interaction of thinking, writing and reviewing 
as well as the recursive nature of writing (Zamel, 1983).  
Raimes (1985) offers more information on L2 writers stating 
that they might not be “as concerned with accuracy as we 
thought they were, that their primary concern is to put down 
on paper their ideas on the topic” (p. 246).

Task quality determines effective writing practice and 
mastery of a second language. Task-based language 
teaching nurtures students’ desire to learn to write, engage 
in learning and empower their writing (Yundayani & Ardiasih, 
2021). Writing tasks enable the learners to fine-tune their 
writing and attain the required level of proficiency. The 
task introduced by the teacher must motivate, stimulate 
and create interest among learners. The tasks in second 
language writing classes are either real-world tasks, which 
are based on the learners' target communicative goals or 
pedagogic tasks that are designed to develop their genre 
knowledge and composing skills (Hyland, 2003). The aim of 
the pedagogical tasks is to promote the ability to write or 
increase the understanding of rhetorical forms. These tasks 
are selected on the basis of what the students need to know 
in order to build the competence required to accomplish 
real-world objectives at a later stage.

Similarly, if the learners attempt tasks in varied discourse 
structures such as personal experience, description, and 
generalisation as suggested by Jones (1985), it fosters their 
thinking and shatters writer’s block. It stimulates the writer 
to think deeply about the topic they attempt to write. It helps 
to retrieve task-specific content from the repertoire without 
any hindrance. If they are able to recollect their thoughts in 
an organised manner appropriate to the context, it facilitates 
them to govern their own cognitive process. 

Research questions

The study addresses the following research questions.

What is the role of tasks in improving thinking and 
writing skills?

1.

2. Is there any relationship between content generation 
and thinking skills

Methodology

Sampling procedure

The convenience sampling method has been adopted for 
this study. Convenience or opportunity sampling is the most 
common sampling type in L2 research, where the members 
of the target population are selected based on certain 
practical criteria such as geographical proximity, availability 
at a certain time or easy accessibility. The specific research 
setting of this study is the National Institute of Technology, 
Trichy (NIT-Trichy), one of the premier educational institutes 
located in Tamilnadu (South India). The sample consists of 
27 postgraduate students of the Department of Computer 
Applications, NIT-Trichy, comprising 18 females and nine 
males. These students have studied four semesters of 
General English (Basic / Foundation Course in English) 
during their undergraduate studies. Regarding the medium 
of instruction, 15 students have their education in the Tamil 
medium, and 12 students are from an English-medium 
background. Further, the students have also been in need 
of the course to improve their writing and thinking skills 
to attend placement examinations on and outside the 
campus. So the tasks have been designed to be efficacious 
in regulating their thought process and think in a unique 
way appropriate to the assigned task. 

Tools used in the study

The questionnaire has been used as a basic research 
instrument in this study. A pre-study questionnaire has been 
administered to elicit the learners’ personal and educational 
background, their learning styles, language skills and 
reference skills. The questionnaire comprising 50 questions 
has been framed with the following objectives. Part I (1-20) 
of the questionnaire elicits the personal particulars and Part 
II (21-50) of the questionnaire concerned with the students’ 
view on the following variables. 

Reason for joining the course

Use of English with friends and teachers

Mode of preparation for examination

Writing skills

•

•

•

•

A post study questionnaire has been administered to 
evaluate their improvement in writing and thinking skills. 

Writing tasks as a pedagogic tool have been assigned to 
the students every day, and written corrective feedback has 
been provided by the facilitator for each task. Students’ 
written samples have been used to assess their writing skills. 
Diedrich (1974) explains the reasons for the use of written 
samples to assess writing skills. He states, “as a test of 
writing ability, no test is as convincing to teachers of English, 
to teachers in other departments, to prospective employers, 
and to the public as actual samples of each student’s writing, 
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especially, if the writing is done under test conditions in 
which one can be sure that each sample is the students own 
unaided work” (p.1) 

Scoring procedure

This analytic scoring procedure has been used, as it helps 
to distinguish the students’ deficiencies in each component 
for providing relevant and sufficient input to learners. In 
addition, the prime objective of the study is empowering 
the learners’ content knowledge and thinking skills that, in 
turn, equips other requisite skills for fluent composition. So, 
the researchers adopt Jacobs et al.’s (1981) scoring criteria 
to assess the students’ written scripts. The scoring profile 
has been divided into five writing components: content, 
organisation, vocabulary, language use and mechanics. The 
weightage for each component is content – 30, organisation 
– 20, vocabulary – 20, language use – 25, and mechanics 
– 5.  Further, each component has been evaluated on a 
rating scale of very good to excellent, average to good, 
poor to fair and very poor. In this analytic scoring, maximum 
weightage has been allotted to content and least weightage 
to language mechanics. The rationale is that some learners 
could present unique content but would not be able to use 
language properly; some other learners might be accurate 
in mechanics but would be limited in content knowledge.

Previous writing experience 

Learning in one context or with one set of materials 
impacts performance in another context or with another 
set of materials. (Perkins & Salomon, 1994). Leki and Carson 
(1994) also investigated how the learners’ previous writing 
experience and instruction impact their current writing tasks. 
Questions 27, 36, 37 and 38 in the pre-study questionnaire 
deal with the participants’ mode of preparation for 
examinations and these questions were asked to know 
whether the students: 

memorise the answers for the exam without 
comprehending the text;  

prepare answers through their own effort;

depend on the teacher’s notes; 

depend on bazaar guides

•

•

•

•

It is observed from the students’ responses to the above 
questions in the pre-study questionnaire that their previous 
writing experience relies on memorising and reproducing 
the content. 51.9% of them have reported the same, and 
only five members have practice writing on their own 
due to the exam-oriented teaching method during their 
undergraduate studies.

Table 1. Learners’ previous writing experience. 

Implementation of tasks

In this experimental study, 20 tasks have been assigned to 
the students to improve their fluency in writing skills. The 
tasks have been designed in a way to prompt the learners 
to think, activate their cognitive domain, enable them 
to use their content schemata, select content from real-
life experience, organise their thinking and draft cohesive 
compositions. The tasks have been proceeded from general 
to specific, and finally, the cycle ends with the general topic,   
comprising one general topic, two topics on their personal 
experience, one topic on description, one topic on analytical 
thinking, four single-word tasks, one task on using the given 
sentence as the concluding sentence, two tasks on using the 
given the sentence as the initiating sentence, three tasks on 
incorporating the given sentence in the paragraph and the 
next five tasks were on incorporating the given words or its 
derivatives. Students have been encouraged to share their 
opinions regarding “task relevance” – whether they are able 
to relate it with their real-life experience, “task difficulty” 
– difficulties in understanding the task requirements, 
generating content or language mechanics, the task which 
is more difficult for them to write and “task motivation” – 
whether the task motivates their inclination to write more 
sentences or induces their interest in attending the course 
and the same have been documented. In this manner, 
topics have been administered in a different discourse 
type with the motive of enabling them to compose a 
meaningful paragraph in any situation. The main purpose 
of these tasks is to enhance the learner's ability to write 
a paragraph coherently with a focus and to develop the 
central idea logically and cohesively. The prime requirement 
of composition writing is clarity of thought and how the 
learner is focused on a particular theme or idea to make 
the writing a unified whole. The paragraph is considered as 
cohesive, where a single proposition is properly developed. 
Jones (1985) also uses different discourse types to find the 
factors that constrain second-language writers. He has 
chosen topics such as “personal experience”, “description”, 
and “generalisation”, and these insights were drawn from 
Pianko’s (1979) L1 writing process study. Table 2 indicates 
the task assigned to students in each class. 
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Table 2. Tasks administered to the students.

Results and analysis

The post-study questionnaire comprising 36 questions 
has been administered to know the strategies used by 
the learners to execute the task. Questions 1 to 4 elicited 
the basic information of the participants, such as name, 
institute, course and branch. This was followed by questions 
related to strategies pertaining to thinking and writing 
skills. Table 3 presents the average score (mean) and the 
standard deviation of each aspect concerning thinking and 
writing skills such as planning and organising, outlining, 
using background knowledge, succinct thinking and writing, 
speaking in English with peers and teachers and confidence 
in writing.

 
Planning and organising

Planning and organising are considered higher-order 
thinking skills (Bloom, 1956) that provide a comprehensive 
idea about the topic of writing. In the planning and 
organising stage, learners think and decide what they need 
to accomplish and how they intend to go for achieving it. 
The mean value of these variables in Table 3 (Mean=3.3) and 
(Mean=3.4) signify that the use of the higher order thinking 
skills such as planning and organising has been effectively 
applied while performing the task. Regarding planning and 
organising, one’s procedural knowledge “has been shown 
to influence his or her choice of learning objectives and the 
criteria used for evaluating learning outcomes” (Wenden, 
1998, p. 520). In the stage of planning and organising, 
the learners’ cognitive domain has been activated, and it 
motivates them to associate their background knowledge 

according to task relevancy.

Outlining 

Outlining is a significant cognitive variable that enables 
the learner to compose and write an effective composition 
with sufficient ideas. This strategy helps the learner explore 
and write the content in a logical framework. In this study, 
48.1% of the learners have ‘always’ used this strategy, and 
13.3% of the learners have ‘sometimes’ made an outline 
before attempting the writing task. 11.1% and 7.4% of the 
learners have ‘rarely and never’ practised this strategy, 
respectively. The mean value (M=3.3) of this strategy shows 
that their ability to make an outline is at a good level. It 
is also found that the learners have created an outline in 
the right corner of their notebooks before proceeding with 
full-fledged sentences. Although the facilitator does not 
explicitly mention the strategy in the classroom, this writing 
practice stimulates them to use this strategy to execute the 
task successfully.

Using background knowledge

In the post-study questionnaire, questions have been asked 
to find whether the learners use their background knowledge 
and associate it with the task administered by the facilitator. 
Relating thoughts is an effective cognitive skill that enables 
the learner to retrieve the content from their schemata. The 
skill of using existing knowledge to present new content for 
the consigned topic is developed during the course. The 
responses of these variables in table 3 show that 59.3% of 
the learners have ‘always’ related thoughts and ideas clearly, 
25.9% of the learners have ‘sometimes’ used this strategy 
and 11.1% and 3.7% of the learners have ‘rarely and never’ 
employed this strategy respectively. Further, 51.9% of the 
learners have always used their background knowledge 
while performing the task, and 44.4% of the learners have 
responded that they are ‘sometimes’ able to retrieve the 
appropriate content from the repertoire. Oxford (1990) 
also mentions the necessity of linking new information 
with existing schemata to produce the appropriate content. 
The mean value (M=3.5) of this variable illustrates that the 
learners’ ability to use their cognitive domain has increased 
through this course. 

Succinct thinking and writing

The ability to express thoughts clearly is a necessary tool 
for effective writing. The clarity in content is the foremost 
component expected in writing and spoken communications. 
63% of learners in the present study state that they have 
‘always’ produced content with clarity, 29.6% of the learners 
have ‘sometimes’ used this strategy, and 3.7% of them have 
‘rarely’ and ‘never’ employed this strategy, respectively. So 
it can be inferred that they recognise the significance of 
succinct thinking and writing. 
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Speaking in English with peers and teacher

In this course, learners have been exposed to writing to learn 
the context in the classroom. Manchon (2011) opines that 
engagement in writing activities can contribute to learning 
to write and writing to learn. Although it is not the objective 
of this study, it is also observed that speaking proficiency 
has also developed, and they naturally use English with their 
peers and facilitator in the classroom. Researchers (Kohn & 
Vajda, 1975; Krashen, 1981; Pica, 1996) have established the 
fact that the use of L2 with peers and teachers will enable 
learners to progress towards fluency in the target language. 
In this study, the learners’ use of this strategy improves 
their social cognition. 48.1% and 29.6% of the learners 
have ‘always’ attempted to speak in English with teachers 
and peers, respectively. 37% and 66% of the learners have 
‘sometimes’ tried to use English with teachers and peers 
correspondingly.  

Confidence in writing 

A pleasant affective state plays a crucial role in the language 
learning process, as it encourages the learners to attempt the 
tasks with confidence. In this study, 70% of the learners have 
‘always’ encouraged themselves that they can write well, 
22.2% of the learners have ‘sometimes’  applied this strategy 
in their writing process, and 3.7% of the learners have ‘rarely’ 
and ‘never’ encouraged themselves in attempting the task. 
The use of this strategy automatically builds confidence 
in learners to a great extent. 77.8% of the learners have 
responded that they have ‘always’ had confidence in their 
writing and the mean value (M=3.7037) also labels the same.

Table 3. Descriptive analysis of writing and thinking strategies.  

Paired samples t-test of first task and last task

A paired samples t-test has been conducted to compare the 
mean scores of the first task and the last task.

Table 4. Paired samples t-test of the first task and the last 
task.

It is interpreted from Table 4 that there is a significant 
increase in the mean scores of each aspect of writing skill 
in the post task (p< .05). Regarding the content knowledge, 
the learners have found it difficult to produce appropriate 
content pertaining to topics in the pre-task. The mean score 
of content in the first task is M=18.1. The mean score has 
significantly increased in the last task (M=26.4). The mean 
difference (8.3) shows that the learners have improved 
their content knowledge in the due course. Similarly, they 
had shown considerable improvement in organisation, 
vocabulary, language use and mechanics, too. The mean 
difference of their skill of organisation, vocabulary, language 
use and mechanics are 5.8, 5.7, 7.0 and 1.2, respectively. 
On the whole, the learners’ writing ability has substantially 
improved. The p value (0.00) of each component indicates 
that there is a significant difference between the scores of 
the first task and the last task. So it is inferred that learners’ 
writing skills had improved and they were enabled to write 
comprehensively at the end of the course.

Sustainability of the learners’ thinking and writing skills

Writing is one of the essential means for learners to 
communicate and develop their thinking skills. Thinking skills 
can be taught effectively by enhancing the content knowledge 
of the learner, and in turn, it provides a larger canvas for the 
learners to think on the focused content. Moreover, writing 
activities assist the learners in developing their ideas more 
effectively and motivate them to integrate new information 
with their previous knowledge and experience (Langer & 
Applebee, 1987). In this regard, learners have been trained 
to use and regulate their cognitive domain in this course. 
At the end of this experimental study, all the learners 
improved in their thinking and writing abilities considerably. 
In order to test whether the learners are able to sustain 
the knowledge acquired in the course, a delayed post-task 
has been administered after five months of the course. To 
statistically examine the learners’ sustenance level, a paired 
samples t-test has been administered. There has been no 
considerable difference in the mean scores of post-task and 
delayed post-task in all the writing subsets. The p values are 
higher than the significant level 0.05. This reveals that there 
is no significant difference between the post-task and the 
delayed post-task. So, it can be concluded from the results 
that the learners are able to sustain the knowledge they 
have obtained from the course. 
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Table 5. Paired samples t-test of the last task and delayed 
post-task. 

Observations and discussions

The observation of ESL writing classes provided valuable data 
on learners’ attitudes towards writing in terms of developing 
their writing skills. Marshall and Rossman (2006) state that 
observation “entails the systematic noting and recording of 
events, behaviours and artefacts in the social setting chosen 
for the study” (p. 98).  

Outlining is a conscious cognitive skill that enables the 
writer to think about the topic. It motivates the learner 
to use their long-term memory to retrieve the most 
appropriate content for the topic. In addition, the strategy 
of using repertoire enables the learner to relate the ideas 
coherently and comprehensively. The use of background 
knowledge experiences in real-life contexts improves the 
content knowledge of the learner. The content knowledge 
is a significant prerequisite for meaningful composition 
“as form and language come from content” (Miller & Judy, 
1978, p. 15). In this respect, the strategy variables influence 
one another in the writing process and facilitate the learner 
to compose cohesive writing.  

Figure 1. Influence dispositions among strategy variables.

Task on first language (L1)

In the first class, students have been asked to write a film 
review in their first language. The task in the first language 
has been assigned to identify whether the learners’ real 
problem in writing lies in language use or in content 
generation. Students’ difficulties can be resolved by 
teachers with appropriate teaching strategies (Astrini et al., 
2020). The rationale for giving the task of writing a review 
is to test their analytical thinking skill. It is an advanced and 
mandatory skill in which the students have been expected 
to analyse and present the theme properly with positive and 
negative aspects of the film, and also they have analysed 

the techniques like cinematography, characterisation etc. It 
is inferred from their draft that they have major constraints 
in how to select and organise the ideas cohesively. Some 
students have faced problems with how to start and what 
to write in the notebook. Content generation should be 
addressed prior to skills in mechanics. Rowan (1990) also 
carried out a study with 153 students, which focuses on the 
topic of knowledge for writing. The findings of the study 
conclude that there was a significant relationship between 
topic knowledge and the quality of thinking and writing.

Task on personal and real life experience

After completing their task on the first language, the 
learners have been instructed to perform a task in English 
on an ‘unforgettable experience in school/college life’. 
The purpose of assigning this task is to retrieve their past 
experiences using their cognitive domain, and this would 
enable the students to think and write more since it is 
easier to write on a familiar topic that was stored in their 
repertoire. Johns (1997) suggests that selecting topics 
from everyday life to begin teaching is beneficial for the 
students as well as for the teachers. The constraint that has 
been identified in their writing is that they have written all 
the happenings they could remember in their school and 
college life. They have not focused on the unforgettable 
experience they have come across in the journey of their 
educational setting. 14 out of 27 students have narrated all 
the incidents, so the researchers promote discussion among 
the students to speak about the content they have written 
in their notebooks. She has not forced all the students to 
speak. Instead, she interacted with the willing students and 
demonstrated it to the rest of them. This strategy helps 
the learners to improve their speaking skills as they have 
appropriate content in their minds.

The next task has been on the general topic ‘bus journey’. The 
intention of administering this task is to expose the learner 
to real-life situations. This would enable the learner to relate 
their day-to-day experiences to the writing task. The ability 
to associate ideas is one of the cognitive functions which 
induces the thinking skill of the learners.

Task on description

On the third day of the course, students have been asked to 
describe their campus. Description is one of the rhetorical 
features that has been considered as a higher-order skill 
which would enable the learner to use effective vocabulary 
to describe the amenities, infrastructure etc., of the campus. 
Task-based writing instruction improves students’ descriptive 
skills (Ardika et al., 2021). This topic was selected because 
students have been well acquainted with the campus, and 
they could relate to the infrastructure and describe it fluently. 
Students have also reported that writing or describing their 
campus gives a pleasant experience and provides scope for 
both real and imaginary aspiring ideas of the campus. 
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Single word task

The students have been assigned to a challenging ‘single 
word’ task on ‘Music, Festivals, Examination and Gold’. 
They have more possible ideas to write, but they have 
to focus on a single idea for the given word. It also has 
paved the way to improve their organising ability. When 
they have been asked to write on the topic of music, 16 of 
them wrote on the theme that music is for relaxation. As 
a next step, the researchers have given guidance on how 
to think about different perspectives for the same topic 
and present unique content. They have been told of how 
to relate their background knowledge while thinking and 
writing on the topic. In the fifth class, before attempting the 
writing task, the researchers have administered an oral task 
on the topic ‘Food’ and discussed various possibilities of 
writing on a single theme. The learners have expressed their 
views such as “history of food, food and festivals, food and 
nutrition, varieties of food, food and culture, methods of 
cooking different types of food and food ingredients’. Such 
discussions have enabled the learners to think more and 
when they have been asked to write on the topic ‘Festival’ 
on the same day, they have spelt out ten different themes 
and they have been able to associate them with their outside 
experiences in their task. They have also started to relate 
their personal experiences appropriately to the given topic

Task on narration

The next six writing  task on ‘incorporating the topic sentence 
as a concluding sentence and an initiating sentence in the 
paragraph’ has been selected with the motive of improving 
the narrative ability of the learners. This task also stimulated 
the learner to think from various perspectives and focus on a 
specific composition pertaining to the given topic sentence as 
concluding or initiating sentences, respectively. Their creative 
thinking has been activated, and even the low-proficiency 
learners create their own imaginative stories with confidence. 
All the students shared their stories enthusiastically in front 
of their classmates/peers without concentrating on their 
errors. They followed logical sequencing in their stories 
and excelled in using cohesive components. They have also 
shared with the facilitator that they have realised the fact 
that if they have expertise in selecting appropriate, critical 
and creative content effortlessly, they are able to use the 
language without uncertainties and anxiety.

Task on using given words and its derivatives

The consecutive five tasks on ‘write a paragraph incorporating 
the given words or their derivatives’ have been assigned 
with the aim of focusing the thought process of the learner 
within a framework. So, the learner could write fluently in 
the target language even when the thematic content is 
different. If they have been given the practice to think in a 
fashion of logical progression of thoughts, they could write 
meaningfully in all contextual themes provided to them. 
In the brainstorming sessions, the researchers explain the 
importance of writing and how they could think of an idea, 
develop it as a theme with focus and organise the content 
with logical progression of ideas. This is a cognitively 

complex task, which demands and restricts their thinking 
within the given words. The facilitator, after assigning 
the task, stood amidst the learners clarifying their doubts 
whenever necessary. She has been particular in maintaining 
an anxiety-free environment so that the learners have felt at 
ease in executing the tasks and approached her to discuss 
their doubts without any inhibition. The learners eagerly 
participated in the writing tasks assigned to them. The scope 
of the tasks is to make the learners focus on their expression 
of ideas. They have initiated to discuss their ideas and 
thoughts with the teacher during the interactive sessions. 
When they have not been able to progress with their ideas 
for the given task, they have asked the researchers how to 
go about developing a particular idea. Sometimes they have 
found difficulty in getting the right word to express their 
thoughts. The researchers have explained their clarifications 
in a comprehensible way.  

The learners of this study attempt the task with thinking 
and planning, Outlining, thinking and organising, drafting, 
editing and revising. In brief, the process of writing contains 
a number of activities and the learners have effectively 
practised writing in a framework, as indicated in the following 
diagrammatic representation. 

Figure 2. Diagrammatic representation of the writing 
process.

Conclusion

In the feedback session, students asserted that they have 
realised the importance of writing, and they have understood 
that writing has implications on the other productive skill, 
speaking.  Writing skills serve as a thinking tool for the other 
three language skills and the components such as vocabulary, 
pronunciation and grammar (Khazrouni, 2019). It is inferred 
that the thought process for writing has enabled students 
to put forward their thoughts to speak as well. It can be 
proclaimed that improvement in thinking ability proceeded 
with thinking in different perspectives, enabling the learners 
to relate the outside experience for the assigned topic 
spontaneously. The learners’ critical, creative and analytical 
thinking has also been promulgated through these tasks. 
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It is evident from this study that if teachers or researchers 
design cognitively demanding tasks for their writing course, 
it would certainly create a ‘writing to learn’ context. This 
kind of task execution corresponds with other skills such 
as thinking, writing, speaking and their subskills. It is also 
important to consider that organised content generation is 
prime and mandatory to attain mastery in all these skills. 
Further, this study suggests that task designers design tasks 
which have personal connections, promote quality thinking 
and add new information to the existing schemata.
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Refugees’ experiences with online higher education: Impact and implications through the 
pandemic
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This paper examines and discusses refugees’ experiences with online 
higher education during COVID-19, a phenomenon which impacted 
millions of lives in displaced conditions. Through this, it unveils conditions, 
or lack thereof, of inclusivity as well as other unexpected concerns which 
have impacted refugees’ experiences through a change to online higher 
education which was inevitable.  A scoping review of the literature is 
conducted to identify relevant studies that explore refugees’ experiences 
and challenges with online higher education during COVID-19. This has 
enabled an analysis which generates fresh insights into a lack of inclusion 
in online higher education opportunities for refugees and deeper levels 
of unrest impacting their experiences. As such, results are classified into 
three overarching themes: (1) Refugees, COVID-19, and online higher 
education; (2) multiplicity of barriers; (3) socio-economic status and 
mental health. The findings indicate that inadequate opportunities and 
access to online higher education persisted for refugees’ during the 
pandemic, impacting not only the continuity of education but also social 
integration, financial stability, and mental wellbeing.  Stemming from the 
findings and reflections on the research questions, this paper presents 
the importance of implications for policies and practice within this arena.       
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Introduction 

The presence of refugees has been prevalent in the global 
community for multiple decades. Some of this has been 
witnessed through political conflicts leading to Rohingya 
and Venezuelan refugees, wars leading to Syrian, Afghan, 
Palestinian and Ukrainian refugees, and a continuous 
growth in numbers which can be traced as far back as 
World War II, resulting in mass numbers of refugees (Alemi 
et al., 2013; Dryden-Peterson, 2016; Shamsuddin et al., 
2021; Ullah, 2011). Although there are multiple unfortunate 
similarities and hardships which are and have been faced 
by populations in these contexts, one, which is the focus 
of this study, and has continuing ramifications on policy, 
practice, social integration, economic development and 
mental wellbeing, is that of refugee education.  Integrating 
and providing opportunities towards stable and prosperous 
lives for refugees has been a challenge for governments and 
policymakers for decades (Dagar & Sharma, 2022).  

In recent years, this has also been witnessed through the 
unprecedented pandemic. Lockdowns, social distancing, 
disruptions   in face-to-face livelihoods and education, 
and the resulting transformations necessitating a form 
of a global revolution into online education due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic have echoed screams of discontent 
from populations globally, the majority of which do not 
live in vulnerable contexts, conflict-affected areas or are 
subject to extreme poverty.  Despite restrictive COVID-19 
measures around the world, there has also been a “paradox 
not seen before in human history” (United Nations, 
2021, para. 2), as millions have been forced to flee their 
homes.  For refugees and populations living in displaced 
conditions and in circumstances of forced migration, 
the implications of COVID-19 measures on inclusion, 
education, and social integration have undoubtedly 
provided the context for additional challenges to already 
disrupted lives. As displacement for millions continues to 
increase, simultaneously, the need for inclusion into new 
environmental contexts and a recognition of their distinctive 
needs (Mangan & Winter, 2017) is required.  The integration 
of refugees into new environments necessitates basic rights 
and needs, including medical care, accommodation, job 
opportunities, and the fundamental right to  education.  
The effects of displacement result in “forcing mass numbers 
of people into new social, economic, and educational 
contexts” (Alfred, 2018; Shah, 2021, p. 2; UNHCR, 2017a). 
Displacement leaves adult refugees “particularly vulnerable” 
(Cerna, 2019, p. 4), and “super-disadvantaged” (Lambrechts, 
2020, p. 803) in having to face personal, structural, financial, 
informational, procedural, and institutional barriers in their 
host countries (Khan-Gökkaya & Mösko, 2021; Webb et al., 
2021).  An example of this was found through an Equilibrium 
CenDe (2020) survey of Venezuelan immigrant students 
studying in Peru, where 40 per cent were not participating in 
the Peruvian Ministry of Education’s at-home study option 
for lack of sufficient technology to successfully participate 
(Summers et al., 2022).  

The use of technology in education became the dominant 
and necessary feature for learning when faced with the 
global pandemic.  Access to learning was forced to take a 
dramatic and sudden shift as higher education institutions 

rapidly moved into online education in order to enable their 
students to have some level of continuity in their courses 
(Santandreu Calonge et al., 2022a). This was a challenge 
for educators and students who, prior to the pandemic, 
maintained ease of access to learning and teaching through 
their institutions (Santandreu Calonge et al., 2022a). For 
refugees, the challenges have been even more daunting.  
Despite limited success stories of integration and social 
inclusion in Canada (Senthanar et al., 2021), Austria (Verwiebe 
et al., 2019), Germany (AbuJarour, 2022), and Denmark 
(Bredgaard & Thomsen, 2018), numerous studies have 
highlighted considerable challenges for refugee inclusion 
in higher education (Kingston & Karakas, 2022; Lanbrechts, 
2020), vocational training programs, and job markets (Cerna, 
2019; Santandreu Calonge & Shah, 2016; Shah, 2021; Shah 
& Santandreu Calonge, 2016, 2019). The lack of inclusive 
higher education opportunities and obstacles towards 
integration into job markets have also expanded due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic has highlighted some 
dominant and ongoing struggles in adult refugee lives due 
to a lack of online higher education opportunities resulting in 
insufficient knowledge by which to enter job markets (Ergin, 
2020).  These circumstances persist   despite some positive, 
yet rare, instances of full legal access to labour markets and 
significant integration efforts such as those found in Norway 
(Djuve & Kavli, 2019) and Turkey (Akar & Erdoğdu, 2019).

Reflecting upon the ongoing increase of forced migration 
and displaced populations across the world, which according 
to the UNHCR, is a combination of asylum-seekers, people 
in need of international protection, internally displaced 
people, and refugees (UNHCR, 2022b), is estimated to be 
at 100 million as of May 2022 (Nugent, 2022). A ccess and 
therefore inclusion into tertiary education has been at a 
“critical” point since 2017, even prior to the onset of the 
unprecedented educational challenges that have arisen 
globally due to COVID-19 (UNHCR, 2017b; Shah, 2021, p. 
4). Preceding COVID-19, the higher education (HE) gross 
enrollment rate was 36 per cent globally (Saral, 2019).  
However, this number has not been equally reached with 
inclusion for refugees. Despite investments in scholarships 
and other programs (UNHCR, 2017b), the percentage of 
refugees included in higher education globally has only 
marginally increased to five per cent, a somewhat promising 
two per cent increase since 2019 (UNHCR, 2021, p. 7). 

COVID-19, natural disasters, and wars such as the Russian-
Ukrainian conflict are prime examples of disasters that have 
global implications. One result is the continued growth of 
refugees worldwide, estimated at approximately 30 million 
(UNHCR, 2022a). There have been more than 7.9 million 
individual refugees from Ukraine who have fled across 
Europe (UNHCR, 2022a), and the International Centre for 
Migration Policy Development (ICMPD) predicts an influx 
of up to four million more Ukrainians in 2023. Just as 
emergency contexts are fluid, the need for accessible and 
inclusive education for refugees should also be fluid, as the 
“crisis to provide accessible education will not be contained 
within set international borders” (Shah, 2021, p. 4). Studies 
over the past decade have provided important information 
on the challenges and opportunities encountered by 
refugee populations in various contexts. So far, however, 
there has been little discussion about their experiences and 
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the impact of the necessary conversion to online learning in 
higher education during the pandemic (Koehler et al., 2022). 
Thus, the importance and originality of this study is that it 
provides a comprehensive review of literature regarding 
refugee experiences and challenges with online higher 
education during COVID-19. Or how has the pandemic 
exacerbated pre-existing challenges faced by refugees with 
regard to their access to online higher education.

Literature review 

The right to education in emergency contexts  

Examining the right to education in emergency contexts for 
refugees is essential in order to gain an understanding of 
any constrictions, which despite legal rights, continue to be 
prevalent in higher education settings as a whole. In this 
light, it must be reminded that the right to education has 
been a basic human right for all, as established in 1948 
through Article 26 of the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948).  
Under the conditions of forced migration and emergency 
contexts, this right has been further reinforced under Article 
22 for refugees in the 1951 Convention relating to the Status 
of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol (UNHCR, 2011). Despite 
these measures, however, access and, therefore, rights to 
education for refugees is well documented to be heavily 
limited, not prioritised, and thus in practice, not a right 
that is accessible for all (Conole, 2012; Shah, 2021; Shah & 
Santandreou Calonge, 2019).  

The rights and access to higher education in emergency 
contexts are possibly even more challenging for refugees, as 
99 per cent of the refugee populations who are eligible for 
higher education make up a “lost generation of young people 
with no or inadequate access to higher   education” (Dridi 
et al. 2020, p. 251). For instance, a study on Turkey’s higher 
education policy for Syrian refugees highlighted financial 
and language barriers as some of the challenges which, with 
a lack of guidance, has “complex sociological and political 
connotations” for the refugees and the country as a whole 
(Arar et al., 2020, p. 265). Similarities were also found in 
another study examining Syrian refugees in Jordan, Lebanon 
and Turkey, suggesting again, opportunities to higher 
education “remain… problematic” (Fincham, 2020, p. 329). 
Challenges as such exist despite advances in technology-
enhanced learning leading to more hybrid, blended, and 
online learning, as well as more flexible, more accessible 
options and contactless: Social distancing measures during 
the pandemic required all courses and programmes to be 
taught fully online, but also all student services to be offered 
without any direct contact between students, faculty, and 
professional staff (Santandreou Calonge et al., 2022a, b).  
Regardless, higher education is still not effectively prioritised 
as a basic and necessary right in emergency contexts (Dridi 
et al., 2020; UNESCO, 2015).  

Calls for further acknowledgements, advances, and lessons 
learned in the lack of movement towards this right have been 
echoed for many years, as early as 2015.  For instance, in 2015, 
when the Syrian refugee crisis was still in its initial years of 
development, calls were made concerning the management 

of education in emergency contexts that continually reflected 
“temporary measures,” which neglectfully or “accidentally 
turned into long-term responses” namely, minimal, or 
largely inaccessible “emergency education” (UNHCR, 2015, 
p. 13)  . Unfortunately, similar measures still exist today 
despite the recognition of the need for greater changes 
in addressing policies and practices for the provision of 
emergency education contexts. To progressively enhance 
the right to education in emergency contexts regardless 
of the area or form of education, be it online, contactless, 
or face-to-face, higher education cannot “fall victim to the 
ebb and flow” of issues such as funding when “new conflicts 
blow up and fresh emergencies need addressing” (UNHCR, 
2015, p. 14). Changes in the management of education in 
such contexts are possible through the recognition of the 
severity, complexity, and unpredictability of crises; the 
prioritisation of education as a humanitarian response; and 
the recognition and implementation of current trends of 
flexible learning options. Managing these changes cohesively 
within the goal of educational inclusion can benefit what 
otherwise has been called “entire generations uneducated, 
disadvantaged and unprepared to contribute to the social 
and economic recovery of their country or region” (Dridi et 
al., 2020; UNESCO, 2015, p. 5).                                      

Refugees and higher education

There are numerous challenges shaping the refugee 
experience with online higher education; the most obvious 
of these tend to point towards outwardly recognisable 
barriers such as language, lack of finances, insufficient access 
to guidance or information regarding higher education 
opportunities, insufficient and limited relevant mobile 
content and apps (Drolia et al., 2022), and “non-recognition 
to prior learning” (Atesok et al., 2019, p. 119).  A factor less 
obvious that has had a significant impact on opportunities 
and experiences for refugees is that most of the focus on 
education for refugees has been on primary and secondary 
education and not on higher education (Dridi et al., 2020; 
Morrice, 2021). Prior to COVID-19, refugee access to higher 
education in 2016 across the globe stood at one per cent, 
with only a marginal increase to three per cent since the 
commencement of the pandemic in 2020 (UNHCR, 2020b; 
2021). This low figure for higher education can be seen in 
comparison to the figures during the pandemic of primary 
school enrolment rates for refugees standing at 77 per cent 
and a drop from 37 per cent in 2019 to 31 per cent in 2021 
for secondary education (UNESCO Institute for Statistics 
and UNHCR, 2021; UNHCR, 2020a). Although primary 
and secondary education for refugees are unquestionably 
important, insufficient focus on and access to online or face-
to-face higher education for refugees has the potential, as 
Dridi et al. (2020) stated, to create a “lost generation of 
young people” (p. 251).  Dryden-Peterson and Giles (2010) 
linked a lack of access to higher education as also negatively 
impacting younger generations due to “children and young 
people” being “less motivated to persist in primary and 
secondary school” (p. 4)  if higher education is not part of 
their continuum in education.   
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In the context of forced migration, studies such as Crea 
(2016) have suggested that for refugees living in camps, their 
higher education opportunities are “especially lacking”, and 
yet they are crucial as they “may constitute a psychosocial 
intervention as much as an educational program” (p. 12) for 
the individual and their families as a whole. Atesok et al. 
(2019) added to this by emphasising higher education in 
this light is therefore also considered critical for refugees in 
order to “prevent a short-term crisis” (p. 119). This sentiment 
towards higher education is often strong among refugees 
themselves, as education may help them resettle in a foreign 
country (O’Keeffe & Akkari, 2020). Vasilopoulos and Ioannidi 
(2020) further advocated this view when considering the 
contexts of host countries when they emphasised higher 
education as “vital” for the “successful settlement of refugee 
communities into their host countries” (p. 61). As many 
low to middle-income countries host the vast majority of 
refugees, the UNHCR also examined this link between 
higher education and settlement into communities, stating 
that “higher education is key to creating long-term growth” 
in these countries (UNHCR, 2021).

Additionally, the experiences of, the need for, and the use 
of online learning in higher education cannot be neglected 
for refugees. Access to education, particularly in the context 
of camps, is heavily dependent upon the availability of 
technology, online trained facilitators, and reliable internet 
connection (O’Keeffe & Akkari, 2020; Shah & Santandreou 
Calonge, 2019). Refugees’ experiences in higher education 
are also influenced by the challenges of frequently engaging 
with learning content that is not contextualised, translated, 
and/or applicable to their camp environments. Thus, few 
channels of support for the application of any newly gained 
skills and knowledge are available (O’Keeffe & Akkari, 
2020; Shah, 2021). These above-mentioned challenges, 
coupled with uncertainties of timelines for resettlement into 
knowledge-based economies, create the need for education 
that is “adaptable” as well as “portable” (Dryden-Peterson 
& Giles, 2010, p. 3). Additionally, education needs to be 
connected to the requirements for resettlement, relevant 
to their current context/situation (vocational) and useful for 
current and future (self-)employment, as the length of time 
spent in camps is often unpredictable.                 

These contexts open the lens towards higher education 
policies and practices which host countries, and the global 
community, engage in when it comes to enabling access 
for refugees. Although there is a recognition of the right 
to education and the lack thereof leading to the loss of 
opportunities for refugee livelihoods and social integration 
into host nations, overall higher education policies remain 
turbulent at best (Dridi et al., 2020; Fincham, 2020).  Even 
prior to the pandemic, it has been suggested that higher 
education policies maintain a “reactive track” despite the 
known and ongoing refugee crisis (Arar et al., 2020, p. 
265). This contributes to the demand for higher education 
outstripping the “opportunities available” (Yavcan & El-
Ghali, 2017, p. 4).  Therefore, with a shift in education policies 
to the ubiquitous use of online learning as a response to 
COVID-19, questions remain regarding the implications of 
these for refugees.  

                 

Purpose of the study and research questions

As COVID-19 not only impacted the health and livelihoods 
of the entire global community, it has also left a mark on 
education. This study examines that mark on education 
for refugees.  Specifically, the purpose of this study is to 
investigate and discuss the experiences which refugees 
have had with online higher education and what impact 
and implications this may have led to. To date, the problem 
has received scant attention in the research literature. To 
examine this phenomenon, the following research questions 
were addressed: 

How has COVID-19 impacted refugees’ experiences with 
online higher education? 

What to date are the implications of the pandemic for refugees 
with online higher education?

Methods 

Framework

The methodological framework guiding the study was the 
scoping review (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). Scoping studies 
are topic-based and can add value to a phenomenon, as 
they are said to “extract the essence of a diverse body of 
evidence giving it meaning and significance that is both 
developmental and intellectually creative” (Davis et al., 2009, 
p. 1400) for the purpose of informing research, policy, and 
practice (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). Scoping reviews provide 
a useful alternative to literature reviews when clarification 
around a concept is required (Munn et al., 2018). As 
highlighted by Cooper et al. (2019), the aim of scoping 
reviews is to help identify gaps in the existing published 
literature and “systematically explore and map the research 
available from a wide range of sources” (p. 230). Through 
this, scoping studies have the possibility to “enable rigorous 
review and critique the phenomena of interest” (p. 230) and 
provide an overview of the evidence. In summary, a scoping 
review is a broad overview of the available research on a 
particular topic, while a critical literature review is a more in-
depth analysis of the quality and relevance of the research 
on a particular topic.

The phenomenon of interest in this study is refugees’ 
experiences with online higher education, particularly as the 
global impact of the COVID-19 pandemic redefined borders 
of learning and teaching that is contactless, online, and 
socially distant and available broadly in any location, culture, 
population or living context. Analysing such a phenomenon 
through the scoping methodology is additionally valuable, 
as the scoping process lends itself to evidence that may 
be emerging and provides a broader base through which 
to examine it whilst also providing room for “analytical 
reinterpretation of the literature” (Levac et al., 2010, p. 1).   

In accordance with Arksey and O’Malley’s (2005) framework 
for methodological scoping, as further emphasised by Daudt 
et al. (2013), the following five phases were undertaken: (1) 
Identification of research question(s), (2) identification of 
relevant studies, (3) selection of studies, (4) charting of data 
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according to issues, codes, and key themes, and (5) collating, 
summarising, and reporting of results, providing a thematic 
analysis (Daudt et al., 2013).

Phase 1: Identify the research question(s)

The following research questions were investigated. First, 
how has COVID-19 impacted refugees’ experiences with 
online higher education? Second, what to date are the 
implications of the pandemic for refugees with online higher 
education?

Phase 2: Identify relevant studies

As this study examines refugees and online higher education 
during the pandemic, the identification and extraction of 
data involved a review of studies published between March 
2020, when the World Health Organization officially declared 
the outbreak as a pandemic, to January 2022. Inclusion 
criteria included peer-reviewed articles in English specifically 
addressing refugee experiences with online education as 
well as articles that identified and discussed challenges 
and opportunities faced by refugees within the sphere 
of COVID-19 and higher education. Literature explicitly 
identifying and explaining the challenges and opportunities 
faced by refugees was also included  . Official reports, such as 
UNHCR reports, were also considered relevant and included.  
Exclusion criteria consisted of articles published outside of 
the defined dates, articles focusing on primary or secondary 
education for refugees, and articles not available in English.  
Relevant documents were extracted from Scopus and 
Google Scholar. Scopus allowed for a proximity search, an 
established advanced search procedure, with two proximity 
operators: W/n “within n words of”, and PRE/n “precedes 
by”, while Google Scholar enabled a wider range of studies 
and reports on refugees examined within the scope of 
the research.  Search terms for both databases included 
keywords such as “higher education refugees online 
learning” and “refugee camp COVID-19 online experiences.” 
As this scoping study involves a systematic review of the 
literature, the process by which to extract data was carried 
out through the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic 
Reviews (PRISMA). PRISMA provides the structure by which 
literature searches  can be clearly identified and reproduced, 
and that minimises elements of bias (Rethlefsen et al., 2021).  

Phase 3: Selection of studies 

Literature was carefully screened by the two authors, and all 
studies that did not meet the eligibility criteria of this research 
were excluded.  Following this preliminary exclusion process 
and the removal of duplicates, all remaining abstracts and full 
texts were further screened to identify research that directly 
addressed the research questions. Discrepancies found 
were resolved through consensus. The authors of this article 
used the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews 
(PRISMA) approach (Figure 1), as advocated by Moher et al. 
(2009). PRISMA provides a standard methodology that uses 
a comprehensive 27-item guideline checklist.

Figure 1. PRISMA  data flow diagram.

Results

Phase 4: Chart data

Table 1 compiles the articles and reports included in the 
study, along with pertinent information such as the authors, 
article titles and the generation of codes/issues found 
through the literature.

Table 1. Overview of included studies.
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Phase 5: Collate, summarise and report the results

Codes were generated from phrases and larger concepts 
prevalent in the examined literature to identify relevant 
information (Linneberg & Korsgaard, 2019). Thematic 
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) was used to identify and 
analyse patterns and to generate meaning from the data. 
Initial phrases and concepts are shown in Table 2. Codes 
were then collated into seven subthemes, and summarised 
into three overarching themes:

Refugees, COVID-19, and Online Higher 
Education

Multiplicity of Barriers

Socio-economic Status and Mental Health.

•

•

•

Table 2. Themes unpacked.     

Theme 1: Refugees, COVID-19, and online higher 
education

The unforeseen switch to online learning, following the 
suspension of all face-to-face classes and university 
services due to the pandemic in March 2020, resulted in 
several significant challenges for millions of students and 
faculty. As far as refugees are concerned, Dempster et al. 
(2020) argued that COVID-19 had aggravated the barriers 
displaced populations already faced prior to the pandemic. 
One of those barriers for those in financial precarity was 
access to synchronous online classes on Zoom, WebEx, 
or Teams. Another barrier was experienced by those who 
connect asynchronously via learning management systems 
that require a computer, a tablet, or a smartphone; an 
affordable data plan; a connection to high-speed internet; a 
quiet and safe learning environment (Santandreou Calonge 
et al., 2022a; Finlay et al., 2021; Lovey et al., 2021; Reinhardt 
et al., 2021; Tobin & Hieker, 2021; Yanay & Battle, 2021); and 
academic, personalised online support (Halkic & Arnold, 
2021). Overcrowded conditions during the pandemic not 
only limited most of the basic conditions required to engage 
in online higher education but also increased vulnerability 
to becoming infected (Hennebry & Hari, 2020). Hennebry 
and Hari (2020) highlighted the “awful living conditions 



215Journal of Applied Learning & Teaching Vol.6 No.1 (2023)

(with as many as 20 people sleeping in the same room) 
endured by the city’s hundreds of thousands of migrant 
workers” living in Singapore (p. 4).  Similarly, Elçi et al. (2021) 
argued that refugees in Turkey mostly lived “in overcrowded 
and dilapidated dwellings with other family members”, 
making “social distancing almost impossible” (p. 244). 
Gender inequality in accessing a mobile or tablet was also 
mentioned as a significant issue by Drolia et al. (2022). 

The findings also revealed that physical access to work, 
immigration services (critical to asylum status updates, which 
are often key to getting financial aid or healthcare), social 
networks and friends, psychosocial support (Mupenzi et al., 
2021), extra-curricular activities, community and religious 
centres, and faculty and classmates offline support were 
also challenges at the height of the pandemic with strict 
lockdowns in place (Kingston & Karakas, 2022; Mupenzi 
et al., 2020). These challenges exacerbated a) feelings of 
isolation, exclusion (Yanay & Battle, 2021), and emotional 
distress; b) financial distress (Santandreou Calonge et 
al., 2022a; Mupenzi et al., 2021); c) disengagement from 
learning; and d) mental health issues.

Theme 2: Multiplicity of barriers

The numerous barriers that refugees and displaced people 
need to tackle daily in camps or their host countries are well 
documented in the literature (Nell-Müller et al., 2021) and 
are beyond the scope of this article. In line with previously 
published articles, our findings from the literature indicate 
that the extent of those barriers varies based on their country 
of origin, ethnicity, or faith (Sobczak-Szelc et al., 2021; Tobin 
& Hieker, 2021), exclusion, discrimination, xenophobia, 
or rejection from the host nation (Yanay & Battle, 2021; 
Hennebry & Hari, 2020). 

The findings indicate that these prejudices may have 
resulted due to 1. the absence of official identity documents, 
often lost during migration (or deliberately destroyed to 
avoid forced repatriation), which increases the difficulties 
faced by refugees in their host country to secure long-term 
housing (Sobczak-Szelc et al., 2021); 2. difficulties accessing 
medical, food, financial or legal aid, resources, employment 
or internship opportunities, which often requires citizenship 
or a residence permit (Baker et al., 2022; Finlay et al., 2021; 
Sobczak-Szelc et al., 2021; Tobin & Hieker, 2021; Yanay & 
Battle, 2021); 3. the absence of evidence and recognition of 
their prior learning  (Yanay & Battle, 2021; Tobin & Hieker, 
2021), which also hinders job search, and delays or denies 
them admission to university; and 4.  sufficient knowledge 
of the local language, norms, values and culture and poor 
or no internet connectivity (digital equity), which prevents 
them from accessing or understanding unfamiliar content 
taught online by native speakers.  

Additionally, as many businesses  had to close their doors 
during COVID-19, many refugees were laid off or had to 
accept a significant reduction in working hours and income, 
often braving abuse or quarantine restrictions to be able 
to feed their families. Elçi et al. (2021) indicated that Syrian 
families often had numerous children, which aggravated the 
extent of economic hardship (e.g., technological resources 

to access online learning, as all had to access courses taught 
online often at the same time with one device and low 
bandwidth.  Purchasing an additional device was often out 
of reach for families already in financial distress). Dempster 
et al. (2022) indicated that 60 per cent of Syrian refugees in 
Lebanon had lost their jobs (p.9), stating that refugees were 
60 per cent more likely to be made redundant “because so 
few work in the less-affected sectors like education, public 
administration, health, and agriculture” (p. 11). Thus, priority 
was given to finding a source of income, and studies were 
often put aside (Dempster et al., 2020; Mukumbang et al., 
2020). As indicated by Dempster et al. (2020), “without jobs 
and access to income… refugees are therefore more likely to 
turn to negative coping strategies including skipping meals, 
exploitative work, or child labour” (p. 21). 

Theme 3: Socio-economic status and mental health 

Research by Vogiazides et al. (2021) and van Riemsdijk 
and Axelsson (2021) showed that highly skilled refugees 
in Sweden, Holland, and Germany had lower rates of 
employment than less skilled migrants, often due to 
discrimination and exclusion, as employers’ focus often 
was on their deficiencies and shortcomings in education 
rather than their skills and experience and how they could 
contribute. The absence of inclusivity education leading 
to a lack of employment opportunities has been found to 
further impact the “emotional wellbeing” of refugees (Cerna, 
2019, p. 4; Finlay et al., 2021), mental health (Baker et al., 
2022; Viazminsky et al., 2022), social engagement in the 
host country and thus their levels of social belonging and 
positive engagement with online higher education (Arendt, 
2022).  On a similar note, Hajak et al. (2021), in a systematic 
review of factors affecting the mental health and wellbeing 
of asylum seekers and refugees in Germany, reported that 
“unemployment” or “employment” of refugees “below their 
occupational level” led to “lower self-esteem, frustration and 
despair” and “deterioration of mental health” (p. 8), leading 
to a significant increase of exclusion and marginalisation 
(de Montgomery et al., 2022) and therefore demotivation 
and disengagement from studying. This finding was further 
substantiated in a study by Haindorfer et al. (2022), which 
highlighted being employed at lower levels in relation to 
their capabilities, knowledge, and skills, did not have any 
significant positive effect on refugees’ life satisfaction. 

Socio-economic status and mental health conditions 
undoubtedly played a role in the approach (or lack thereof) 
concerning online higher education as many refugees 
additionally have struggled with feeling unwanted and 
being uncertain about their future in the host country, 
without legal documentation to stay, a significant source of 
income or possibility to access wage subsidies or COVID-19 
incentives to be able to live decently, repay debts and 
tuition fees. Without a job or proof of being registered as a 
full- or part-time student at university, many were expelled, 
repatriated, or had to return to their home countries and 
face new forms of discrimination (Jones et al., 2021) and 
lack of support, due to already overstrained healthcare, 
education, and financial systems.  Additionally, on a similar 
note, results found through the studies of Ergin (2020) and 
Ogwang (2022) emphasised that strained mental health 
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and socio-economic statuses were further exacerbated by 
insufficient or non-existent support by universities both 
financially and in terms of guidance for pathways to engage 
in online learning or careers.

Discussion

Impact and implications through reflections on the 
research questions

Considering the evidence found through the literature 
and reflecting on the primary research question, “How 
has COVID-19 impacted refugees’ experiences with online 
higher education?”, some key factors can be identified as 
maintaining prominence when examining the phenomena 
of COVID-19.  It would be sound to say that although online 
learning took on a global role in higher education as a result 
of the pandemic, it did not equate to equality in opportunities 
and access for vulnerable and displaced people (Dempster 
et al., 2020; Ergin, 2020; Finlay et al., 2021). Factors such 
as strained mental health conditions and socio-economic 
status; overcrowded living environments increasing chances 
of infection and limiting constructive spaces in which to 
engage in online learning; along with a multiplicity of 
barriers such as lack of access to the necessary technology, 
complex application processes, stable (and affordable) 
internet connections, language, lack of recognition of prior 
skills and learning, and lack of advice, academic advising 
and support from universities, have all been instrumental in 
impacting the experiences with online higher education for 
refugees during COVID-19 (Baker et al., 2022; Hennebry & 
Hari, 2020; Ergin, 2020; Ogwang, 2022).    

Given the findings indicating less than positive experiences, 
the sub-research question of “What to date are the 
implications of the pandemic for refugees with online 
higher education?”, enlarges the lens towards practice 
and policies of online higher education and opportunities 
for refugees  .  Studies such as Vasilopoulos and Ioannidi 
(2020) seem to frequently indicate in some manner that host 
countries face a “sudden influx” of refugees. Thus, this is a 
key reason why host counties are overwhelmed or unable 
to adequately provide the mechanisms for effectively 
integrating refugees into their new contexts.  Most often, 
a largely neglected or hardest-hit mechanism is integration 
into higher education, be it face-to-face or through the 
necessities of complying with contactless, online learning 
due to COVID-19. However, presented with a history of 
the unfortunate yet consistently steady rise in forced 
displacement, can a sudden influx continually be validated 
as a means for ineffective inclusive policy and practice 
measures and specifically for refugees’ inclusion towards 
greater online higher education opportunities? Concrete 
strategies enabling rapidly adaptable measures for greater 
inclusion into higher education for refugees and displaced 
peoples by governments, host countries, refugee advisory 
boards and university systems appear to remain disjointed. 
A lack of synergy is also apparent. Micheline van Riemsdijk 
(2023, para. 15), Associate Professor of Human Geography 
at Uppsala University, exemplified the current situation in 
Sweden with the following: “We often see short funding 
cycles and a lack of coherence between different initiatives. 
There are many actors doing good things, but more 

cooperation is required”. In light of this, a holistic approach 
aligning the efforts of these institutions may combat 
the negative implications found to date. Reflecting on a 
“holistic approach”, Koehler et al. (2022) similarly suggested 
“academic, social and emotional needs” can also “support 
the inclusion of these students in host countries’    education 
systems” (p. 10). 

In 2010, Dryden-Peterson and Giles (2010) highlighted in 
their study that despite the growing numbers of forced 
migration, there was still a deficiency in the policies for 
implementing an emergency response to education, 
particularly higher education, within these contexts. Ten 
years later, in 2020, Vasilopoulos & Ioannidi (2020) similarly 
stated that despite the increasing numbers of people 
placed into forced migration and seeking asylum, cross-
sectorial collaboration and comprehensive and coherent 
solidarity-based policies for inclusion into higher education, 
and consequently online higher education, were still 
lacking.  Progression, as such, towards greater inclusion in 
education would require a stronger combination of “long-
term commitment”, collaboration, proactive “contingency 
planning”, and better “preparedness” by host countries and 
the international community at large (UNHCR, 2015, p. 14). 
Most importantly, refugee input should shape the global and 
local responses to refugee issues. As stated by the UNHCR 
(2015), even prior to the pandemic  , “there is no short-term 
fix for the education of refugees.” (p. 23).

    
Limitations

The scope of this study was limited in terms of direct access 
to refugees’ voices.  As this study examines the phenomenon 
through literature, it is limited in terms of the amount of 
literature which was found to be in line with the contexts of 
this study.  The literature which is identified, however, does 
allow this study to shed light on unexpected deep concerns 
ranging from lack of inclusion to mental health and access 
to online higher education for refugees.    

Implications for policy and practice

To cultivate concrete strategies and rapidly adaptable 
measures by which to provide greater inclusion, there are 
several implications for practice that may be considered.  For 
instance, when facing feelings of isolation, a lack of a sense 
of belonging, not fitting in (Naidoo, 2021), and challenging 
mental health issues, as highlighted by Ergin (2020), and 
Ogwang (2022), continuous online and offline counselling 
and remedial support mechanisms (Cuijpers et al., 2022; 
Nanyunja et al., 2022) and scaffolded refugee-centric 
local solutions may be offered. This may take many forms, 
including some of the following: a) relevant and decent job 
opportunities (posted online/apps such as https://mygrants.
it/en/, work-integrated learning, vocational training (https://
itskills4u.com.ua/) or https://www.keylearning.io/, and 
financing to start a business (Private Sector for Refugees 
(PS4R) or https://www.refugees.kiva.org/), apprenticeships, 
and internships (Ikea initiatives in Croatia and Poland), thus 
bridging graduate skills gaps and employability; b) links to 
further social services and social integration services (such 
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as the Diia app in Ukraine – https://diia.gov.ua/), enabling 
greater transition into the wider community post higher 
education (Crea, 2016; Santandreu Calonge & Shah, 2016; 
Shah & Santandreu Calonge, 2017, 2019); and c) refugee-
academic and professional success programs. This practical 
experience while studying, which often helps improve skills, 
language, and cultural understanding, provides valuable 
teamwork (peer mentoring with locals and people from 
similar backgrounds) interactions, a sense of belonging and 
community, a professional network for after-graduation 
job opportunities and a hands-on alternative to those 
who struggle to adjust to a new unfamiliar educational 
environment.  

In addition to this, as many refugees often identify with 
several languages and cultures, having transitioned, worked, 
lived in multiples countries and/or experienced various 
educational systems before settling down in their final host 
country, faculty development, related to pedagogical skills, 
empathy and intercultural communication, to address the 
specific educational, social and emotional needs of refugees 
is needed and could be beneficial to develop more long 
term engagement with online learning communities (Cerna, 
2019).  

In terms of implications for policies, this largely is impacted 
by the governments of the host counties as resources for 
refugees “vary greatly” and depend on the “confinement 
policies” of those host countries (O’Keeffe & Akkari, 2020).  

Conclusion 

Notwithstanding the limitations in this study, the 
analysis of the literature, through undertaking a scoping 
methodological approach, has uncovered that COVID-19 has 
indeed impacted the experiences of online higher education 
for refugees.  Although some may have assumed this, as 
COVID-19 has had an impact on the global community as 
a whole, the findings of this study unearthed not only an 
increase in digital inequality and a lack of inclusion to online 
higher education opportunities for refugees but also deeper 
levels of unrest impacting their experiences.  

Strained mental wellbeing (anxiety, distress, depression, 
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder), poor socio-economic 
status with often limited scholarships, lack of universities’ 
guidance and offline support, insufficient strategies towards 
refugees’ specific issues and contexts, technological barriers 
and exclusion, as well as overcrowded and stressed living 
conditions during the pandemic, which may have otherwise 
been overlooked as factors impacting experiences with 
online higher education, are in fact prominent issues which 
may carry significant implications for the future prospects of 
refugees: a) disengagement and the continuity of education 
and learning, and b) the integration of refugees and 
displaced populations into their host countries. 
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Team teaching has been defined many a time in a variety of contexts. 
However, it is increasingly taking centre stage in addressing the gaps in 
student learning and is a platform for generating a multiplicity of ideas. 
We view learning as a product of instructors’ multiple perspectives and 
teaching experiences. This study aimed to investigate the effectiveness 
and provide a synthesis of the inherent benefits of team teaching and 
how it positively contributes to students’ critical thinking skills, learning 
experiences and engagement. We believe knowledge construction 
results from a collaborative effort between teachers and students. This 
supports our choice of constructivist learning theory as an ideal lens for 
understanding team teaching and its benefits to learners and teachers. 
Thus, the availability of multiple explanations from the teaching team 
allows the elaboration of key aspects of the module or course and 
beyond. Arguably this has a facilitative effect on learning (i.e., allows 
for knowledge development) through the provision of reflection and 
timely feedback compared to delayed feedback which potentially 
hinders learning. The results of this study show that through motivating 
students, providing clear communication, and involving students in the 
learning process, deeper engagement is needed. This is facilitated and 
enhanced by adopting a team-teaching pedagogical approach. This 
study contributes towards our understanding of students’ learning and 
that pedagogically, the fundamental efficacy of education requires that 
learners be served with effective knowledge. It also reminds us that, if not 
handled well, miscommunication may hamper learning and engagement 
due to potentially mixed messages.
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Introduction 

Traditional abstract teaching widely sees pedagogy 
through a century-old lens described as an instructional 
mono-teaching method (Westermark & Gooch, 1970). The 
current literature informs us that students learn best when 
actively engaged with pedagogy and not only recipients 
of knowledge (Chen & Yang, 2022). Proponents of this 
approach, among others, ‘the father of the American Middle 
school’ William Alexander, advocated for team teaching for 
large groups of people (Coffey, 2008; Gaytan, 2010). This 
reflects the need to meet modern-day students’ learning 
needs, whose information assimilation ability, interpretation 
and transformation demand a certain level of engagement 
and knowledge creation that require stimulation within a 
contextual self. This process is viewed as a learning cycle or 
spiral where the learner touches all the bases, i.e., a cycle of 
experience (Weenk, 2021, Kolby, 2015) of their contextual 
self in the knowledge creation endeavour. This, according 
to Edwards (2015), achieves long-lasting learning outcomes 
that “come through direct experience and interaction with 
the intellectual, social, and physical environments” (p. 26).

The realms of team teaching as a pedagogical approach 
consider the scope where two or more lecturers from the 
same department/discipline are responsible for tutorials, 
lecturing and assessments, with some or all responsible 
for specific activities associated with the course. It is an 
approach to pedagogy that is extolled for offering learners 
a multiplicity of explanations for complex concepts and 
improves teacher development (Liebel et al., 2017). Outcomes 
of the team-teaching pedagogical approach are attributed 
to students benefitting from multiple enlightenments/
vantage points to complex concepts (Burden et al., 2012). 
While this allows students insightful bouncing of ideas, 
from a teacher’s perspective, it provides an opportunity to 
promote development through mutual reflection. Though 
it may be viewed as expensive for institutions due to the 
potential need for more staff, it derives its strength from 
an ability to harness an interdisciplinary format (Quinn 
& Kanter, 1984). The issue of who should teach what is 
interesting, with Otache (2019) proposing that the main 
issue should be content as it largely determines what should 
be taught (i.e., a curriculum issue) and who should teach 
it. For example, modules such as entrepreneurship should 
be guided not only by theoretical knowledge but also by 
the practical aspects of it. Hence, the invitation of industry 
guest speakers is also integral to team teaching in modules 
requiring linkages to practice. Our point of departure is the 
belief that a collaborative teaching approach is a plausible 
alternative to solo teaching and is effective in underpinning 
students’ learning.  

While students may express their learning experiences 
in any course from their potential grade (Weinberg et al., 
2009), this study uses students’ views on a course that has 
adopted a team-teaching approach. By exploring literature 
on team teaching, coupled with student views, we hope to 
provide some answers to the following questions:

To what extent can team teaching provide 
a platform to develop students’ skills and 
knowledge?

What does the involvement of teachers in team 
teaching imply for the learning of students? 

• Is team teaching effective in helping students 
learn?

•

•

Team teaching: An evolving pedagogical approach

While we acknowledge a modest amount of research on 
team teaching, in this article, we bring together the various 
takeaways on teaching and team teaching from extant 
literature to further expand some of the expositions by 
investigating. We have noted the discourse around team 
teaching for blended learning (Crawford & Jenkins, 2018; 
McKenzie et al., 2022) and pedagogical and technological 
uncertainties/online teaching (Bender, 2012; Fletcher & 
Bullock, 2015). Some studies centred on team teaching 
on pedagogical ‘best’ practice (Mortera-Gutiérrez, 2006), 
while others have focussed on team teaching and diversity 
(Buckley, 1999, Milford et al., 2022). Some earlier studies 
sought to align student achievement to team teaching 
(Armstrong, 1977). 

These shifting pedagogical contours, driven by a desire 
to capture learners’ imagination and instil engagement, 
have led to limited effectiveness and rigour of a variety of 
teaching strategies such as mono-teaching (Westermark & 
Gooch, 1970), blended-learning (Crawford & Jenkins, 2018) 
and hybrid approaches (Dos Santos, 2016). While each of 
these contributes towards pedagogy in its specific way, a 
persisting and diverse approach that punctuates the need 
to develop students through an encompassing approach 
driven by learners’ and teachers’ generation of knowledge 
is needed. We believe adopting a team-teaching approach 
can help guide pedagogy grounded not in a single voice 
(teacher/s) but in multiple perspectives (teachers & students). 
In this paper, we learn from traditional teaching approaches, 
develop, and instantiate a team-teaching approach as a 
platform to develop students’ skills and knowledge. Given 
that educational institutions globally are seeking ways to 
engage students in learning, we argue that much effort should 
be expended on understanding and using team teaching, 
mainly on its ability to facilitate learners’ perspectives as 
participants and contributors to knowledge. When shared 
and moderated via teacher expertise, this dialogue will 
bring the gaps/ areas missed through the dynamics of 
the traditional teacher-to-student interactions (Letterman 
& Dugan, 2004). However, for dialogue to be meaningful, 
clarity of communication should be present. Waber et al. 
(2022) claimed that positive and trusting relationships 
within the team are core if such dialogic relationships are to 
work and produce optimal learning experiences. These are 
achieved via clear communication within the team and with 
students. 

Team teaching has been defined many times in various 
contexts and often described along a wide continuum 
of pedagogical terminology. Anderson and Speck (1998) 
conceptualised team teaching as a cacophony of voices 
arising from various pedagogical contexts and settings (see 
Baeten & Simons, 2014). Helms et al. (2005) viewed it as 
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composed mainly of three styles: interactive, participant-
observer, and rotational models. Hourcade & Bauwens 
(2001) understood it as cooperative teaching, where two or 
more educators with distinct sets of knowledge and skills 
work together in an academic setting responsible for a 
diverse group of students. Furthermore, Welch & Sheridan 
(1996) and Boulay (2005) conceived team teaching under 
various guises: collaborative teaching, co-teaching, or 
teacher collaboration. Carpenter et al. (2007) assumed team 
teaching as composed of the splitting up of lecture blocks 
among teachers (the serial approach) to teachers continually 
planning, presenting and evaluating lectures together 
(the collaborative approach). Others described it not as a 
new phenomenon in higher education (HE); instead, as an 
activity rather than a pedagogic approach (Minett-Smith & 
Davis, 2020). The viewpoint adopted in this discussion is that 
the authors use the term team teaching to cover all activities 
associated with a university course, such as lecturing, 
assignments, tutorials, and subject-specific activities. Similar 
approaches were adopted in the past by the likes of Liebel 
et al. (2017). 

Team teaching is primed on collaborative work and a degree 
of students’ ownership of the learning process and its 
authenticity. Learning, in this sense, represents efforts by the 
teacher and, importantly, involves the students. Students’ 
ownership of the learning process has been credited 
with increased confidence, responsibility, and success 
achieved using live case studies. Cliff and Curtin (2000) 
and Galluci (2009) argued that using case studies improves 
students’ problem-solving skills, higher-order reasoning, 
and understanding of course material. To complement 
this, teachers’ feedback on students’ performance has 
been found to build self-regulated, independent, and 
deep learners (Thibodeaux & Harapnuik, 2020), partly by 
taking ownership of work. Persuasively, the concept of 
ownership clearly drives motivation for teachers to teach 
and, from a learner’s perspective, the quality of the learning 
experience. This position supports Wenger & Hornyak’s 
(1999) conceptualisation of team teaching. From a teacher’s 
perspective, taking ownership of the learning process is a 
testament to the possibilities for mutual learning through 
team teaching and learning involving teachers and students 
as they learn new aspects of the subject matter (Shibley, 
2006).

Theoretical underpinning

Teaching and its related strategies are topical issues at the 
centre of student learning. Without negating historical 
pedagogical contributions that mono-teaching has made 
to student learning, innovative approaches encompassing 
team teaching have surfaced. They are widely credited 
with responding to ever-changing student learning styles. 
Even before the advent of online learning that forced many 
educational and non-educational institutions to go digital, 
educators were persistently exploring ways that foster active 
and engaging pedagogies beyond traditional practices of 
passive instruction (Olorunnisola et al., 2003). To develop a 
conceptual understanding of team teaching and its role in 
fostering active learning, we propose that this discussion will 
answer some of the key questions pertinent to pedagogy, 

noting the logic of teaching is to instil learning.

Team teaching is often conceptualised differently across 
contexts such as secondary schools, colleges, and 
universities. It is further dissected into undergraduate, 
graduate, and professional courses. From this perspective, 
it strongly appears that context has a role to play. However, 
what is common among these definitions in these settings is 
the involvement of two or more educators working together 
in the planning, teaching, and assessment processes. Similar 
thoughts are held by authors such as Brookfield (2015), who 
portrayed collaborative participation by teachers in planning, 
instruction, and evaluation as a clear demonstration of 
critical dialogue unfolding before them. This belief is 
further strengthened by Gurman (1989), who viewed team 
teaching as “an approach in which two or more persons are 
assigned to the same students at one time for instructional 
purposes” (p. 275). This view was supported by Hatcher et al. 
(1996), whose stance advocated the notion of “two or more 
instructors collaborating over the design, implementation 
and evaluation of the same course or courses” (p. 367). 
Together these constructive definitions form an array of 
pedagogical voices. Interestingly, rather than having an 
enlightened view of team teaching, it appears that a lack of a 
singular definition renders these disparate voices unhelpful 
to a degree in our quest to understand specifically why team 
teaching is effective in student learning. This strengthens 
our resolve to add a student-centric voice to this discourse. 
In developing a deep and better understanding of student 
learning in a team-teaching context, we are of the view that 
this pedagogical approach benefits students by further 
developing their cognitive skills through actively involving 
them in the process of knowledge creation (i.e., active 
learning), not just via a linear process (Fosnot & Perry, 1996). 
Furthermore, understanding learning from this perspective 
demonstrates students’ assimilation of knowledge as a 
complex process. Hence, we argue that cognitive learning 
and a deep understanding of different constructions and 
meanings of content/taught material are required to 
contribute to the rationale for adopting team teaching. This 
is even more relevant as the literature on team teaching is 
more anecdotal than theoretically grounded. For this reason, 
this discussion premises students’ active learning (Chen 
& Yang, 2022; Edwards, 2015) by using the constructivist 
theory of learning (Hein, 1991).  

Constructivism, as a theory, views student learning as an 
active process in which learners gain a deeper understanding 
of a subject through their action and reflection (Cattaneo, 
2017). It is the exact opposite of traditional teaching, which 
was and continues to be instructional. Constructivism 
“emphasises that learners create meaning as opposed 
to acquiring it” (Clark, 2018, p. 181). Some define it as “a 
philosophical view on how we come to understand or know” 
(Savery & Duffy, 1995, p. 31). Other authors argue that this 
approach is based on the idea that “people construct their 
own knowledge through their personal experience” (Duffy & 
Cunningham, 1996, p. 1). Though this theory is by no means 
new, it continues to evolve premised on the notion that 
learners construct knowledge and make meaning (Jaeger & 
Lauritzen, 1992; Narayan et al., 2013). Its adoption in this 
paper reinforces the view of knowledge construction about 
learning, not a description of teaching (Crawford & Jenkins, 
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2018). Using the constructivist approach as a learning theory 
allows, if not encourages, differences in opinions by teachers 
and students alike in a way that helps students develop a 
self-reinforcing mindset that seeks out deeper learning. 
This is symptomatic of team teaching which, according to 
Kostko’s (2019) study, showed students’ preference for team 
teaching over individual instruction as it positively impacts 
their learning and classroom experience.

Besides, on a closer look at the literature, some discerning 
voices admit fears that fellow team teachers who bring in 
new learning ideas threaten and dismantle mono-teaching 
(Dos Santos, 2016). Similarly, Shaughnessy and Senior (2022) 
portray mono-teaching as matching a teacher’s limitations 
or preferred learning style, which may suffer from theoretical 
or pedagogical ignorance. Though admittedly, pedagogical 
models vary, and teaching transformation is inevitable over 
time, the decisive role students play not just as learners but 
contributors of knowledge should not be ignored. We argue 
that this role is best premised on team teaching, which plays 
on empowering learners as promoters of critical thinking 
(Fernandes & Aguiar, 2022). This clearly demonstrates 
that from a pedagogical perspective, team teaching as an 
instructional strategy eclipses mono-teaching.  

This open-minded approach to learning facilitates the 
generation and exploration of possibilities, both affirming 
and contradictory, thus enabling “learners to raise their own 
questions, generate their own hypotheses and models as 
possibilities” (Fosnot & Perry, 1996, p. 27). This motivational 
tenet of teaching contrasts the traditional viewpoint, where 
learning is the passive transmission of information from the 
teacher to the learner (Narayan et al., 2013). For this reason, 
in contrast to mono teaching, we adopted a constructivist 
approach as it is geared towards confronting learning as 
an artefact rooted in a complex environment that “provides 
opportunities for learners to be active in building and 
creating knowledge… and it’s situated in a collaborative 
realm” of cognition and learning (Anderson et al., 2000, 
p. 130; Crawford & Jenkins, 2018). Student involvement 
often leads to highly motivated learners. Furthermore, 
motivation is a widely studied phenomenon spanning the 
realms of individual, group, and organisational levels. Within 
the realms of students, its main emphasis is the idea that 
student behaviour will depend on their achievement and 
how this is closely matched to the value of the target goal, 
i.e. a combination of student needs and goals (Shin, 2018). 
For some students, it may include a degree of collaboration 
and participation in class (Printrich et al., 2008), while for 
others, their academic capabilities may play an important 
role in their motivation to achieve (Zimmerman, 2000).

Overall, these descriptions are more attuned to our 
circumstances as they include faculty members from the 
same department, and an interdisciplinary team such as 
guest lectures (Lansiquot, 2020), and students both as the 
audience and co-creators of knowledge (Balasubramanian 
& Wilson, 2007; Cook-Sather & Matthews, 2021). Within 
this context, we assert that teachers took turns lecturing 
on the specific topics of a course /module; however, no 
shared activities involving multiple lecturers simultaneously 
form part of this discourse. What is abundantly clear is 
that these views support the premise of this pedagogical 

approach as effective, with an ability to empower teachers 
as they creatively work together with students to generate 
new knowledge (Roth & Tobin, 2002). From this perspective, 
teachers and their students become both consumers and 
producers of knowledge (Kerin & Murphy, 2015). 

Methodology 

For understanding collaborative/team teaching, it is critical 
to use views about and appraisals of this pedagogical 
approach from a class of 654 higher education students. This 
stance is even more important as the literature suggests that 
students’ views have often been ignored. Also, though trust 
between the team teachers is presumed to be positive, this 
pedagogical approach lays bare the possibility for student 
comparisons of teaching styles and subject knowledge 
(Burden et al., 2012).

Using a qualitative approach, data was gathered from the 
respective student cohort using voluntary feedback. The 
taught course is a second-year undergraduate mandatory 
course. It is taught over ten weeks encompassing lectures 
(delivered by a team of three lecturers and a group of 
guest lecturers). Tutorials mainly encompass the use of 
live case studies, and presentations are delivered by a total 
of five lecturers, including those for main lecture delivery. 
Assessments encompass individual assessment (an essay 
worth 30%) and a 70% group consultancy project (personal 
reflection, group presentation video and slides). 

Table 1. Sample demography and assessments. 

Our view is that team teaching is well suited for qualitatively 
delivering the different pedagogical approaches in the 
classroom to prepare students for set assessments. From 
this perspective, we considered and aligned ourselves to 
approaches adopted by authors such as Briggs (1996), who 
prioritised constructive alignment in course development to 
align the course aims/learning outcomes to activities and 
assessment of the course elements.

The material required by students in preparation for 
their assessments is mainly taught and discussed in class. 
However, it should be noted that in building up to their 
project tasks, students must research each organisation they 
seek to evaluate. To this end, we argue that a team-teaching 
model consisting of various roles for the teachers, involving 
students, guest lecturers, workshop tutors, and examiners, is 
the relevant approach.

Participants are students from a UK higher education 
institution whose appraisals came from a much larger cohort 
of 654 second-year undergraduate students. No distinction 
was made on gender, nationality or whether students were 
home or international participants for the simple fact that 
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the evaluations are anonymous. The cohort was from a 
diverse background composed of international and home 
students but had a good working knowledge of written and 
spoken English. These responses were obtained free of any 
incentives. 

Students’ views followed a year where they mainly interacted 
with their teaching team online. Having developed an 
understanding of team teaching from a theoretical point 
of view, we intend to draw student perspectives on this 
phenomenon to add and further develop the discourse 
around this pedagogical approach. Several issues were 
commented upon, with some anecdotal suggestions or 
concerns being raised. Arguably, this forms the basis of 
learning using a co-creation approach (Bovill, 2020). Some 
of the notable themes are discussed below. 

Student lens on team teaching: A discussion in 
context

Beyond exploring the inherent benefits already presented 
above, and those that accrue to teacher development 
through team possession of skills-set within the team 
(Mansell, 2006), team teaching inevitably fosters student 
engagement (Donnison et al., 2009) by supporting 
an increased focus on the learning rather than simply 
accumulating knowledge (Shibley, 2006). To aid that, we use 
a module guide to enable a consistent focus by the team 
on key issues that benefit students. Clearly, this aligns the 
learning journey to a coherent approach from both the 
student and teacher perspectives. The results presented 
below will demonstrate team teaching’s ability to reduce 
gaps that may be associated with team teaching as an 
educational pedagogy by eliminating the tendency to prefer 
a certain teacher. Importantly, they will enlighten a deeper 
understanding of team teaching from the perspective of the 
questions posed at the beginning of the discussion:

Is team teaching effective in helping students 
learn?

To what extent can team teaching provide 
a platform to develop students’ skills and 
knowledge?

What does the involvement of teachers in team 
teaching imply for the learning of students? 

1.

2.

3.

The primary data revealed some interesting threads 
presented below and, importantly, showed that learners 
responded positively to team teaching regarding lecturing/
lecturers and the module’s administration. Notable students’ 
views on the strengths of team teaching and the organisation 
of the learning materials/module are given below, premising 
mainly four aspects: course administration/delivery (covers 
aspects in 1, 2 & 3), engagement, and motivation (Q2 & 3) 
and lastly consistency of communication (Q1, 2 & 3). 

First and foremost, it was interesting that from the onset, 
some students presented as preferring the team-teaching 
strategy to solo teaching, which to some extent epitomised 
the benefits which we often discussed as a team.

This approach shows how working as a team 
can be beneficial for everyone. Doing this as an 
individual is not always the most effective.

This method is good as it allows students to 
learn different opinions/tips/points from different 
teachers. This will help us to learn more as 
different methods of teaching from the teachers 
will hopefully come together to provide the best 
lectures/workshops possible.  

For many learners, team teaching provided a variety of 
touchpoints that they benefitted from, be it from the 
multiplicity of views, in-depth understanding of concepts or 
learning materials on the Moodle learning platform. “The 
course has a great Moodle structure”, while others noted 
that the teaching team and the course were “very organised”. 
“All the lecturers did their best”, with others noting, “I really 
liked the structure of the module on Moodle; everything was 
easily accessible, clear and well-structured to benefit both 
the teaching team and students”. 

From the students’ views, a resource/module guide 
provided some structure and consistency to team teaching 
(Robb & Gerwick, 2013). Others noted that they found the 
navigation of the course easy and clear. One stated, “I could 
find answers to most of my questions regarding the module 
before sending out an email”.

Furthermore, in developing students’ skills and knowledge, 
team teaching was an “easier platform to gain diverse skills 
as different ideas formed part of the team of teachers. Also, 
other alternative platforms facilitated independent studies 
such as journal articles…, lectures/workshop platforms 
allowed for asking… questions”.   

From this standpoint, the students’ views demonstrate the 
benefits of a guided approach to learning using the Moodle 
learning platform and module guide to navigate the subject 
areas being explored. Beyond this approach being beneficial 
to students, a clearly structured curriculum/module guide 
improves the quality of education and teaching by pointing 
out not only lectures and workshops/seminars but also 
other external sources such as relevant journal articles, 
associated and recommended books, etc. Thus, it promotes 
communication and cooperation among the teaching team 
through resource sharing, experiences, and various teaching 
methods (Chang, 2018). 

Consistency of communication 

In sharp contrast to individual or mono teaching (Baeten & 
Simons, 2014), the learners’ reviews demonstrated that team 
teaching thrives on the ability of those involved to provide 
clarity of information that is seamless and consistent for 
student learning, assessment and engagement. 

I quite enjoy the group work that involves 
communicating with the teaching team and 
working together with other students to produce 
the consultancy report. This was quite fun. More 
modules should take this approach.
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This shows the driving motivation to involve students in 
their learning through communication by the team and 
their ability to be involved in the co-creation of knowledge. 
Information was shared fully by copying all communications 
to students across the whole team, be it via the Moodle 
platform or through emails. This is fundamentally viewed 
as effective communication and consistency between the 
teaching team and students. This created a knowledge-
sharing platform, and thus students commented on 
positive team motivation through “creating good working 
relationships based around clear communications”, a point 
noted by Minett-Smith & Davis (2020). Clearly, this worked 
to the benefit of students across the module. Similarly, some 
students concurred with this view and noted: “Developing 
a clear communication channel between teachers and 
students was vital in promoting openness”. 

This formed the basis for our teaching to affirm the students’ 
views as the whole team developed this communication 
strategy collaboratively. Noticeably, more students became 
vocal regarding improvements to be made to the module 
and teaching styles. This created an atmosphere of trust 
where students were free and able to share their thoughts 
and contribute to the process of learning even though team 
teaching, in some instances, denotes a great variability in 
team-teaching approaches and application, and more so 
depending on the size of the team and class. 

Perhaps consider making an assignment in the 
form of a presentation instead of a written report 
or exam. At university, almost every assessment 
is written, so it would be nice for a change and… 
to have a presentation count towards the module 
grade in the context of this subject [module name 
redacted for confidentiality] – [it is] also useful 
practice for possible future careers in business.

This is a clear demonstration of communication based on 
mutual appreciation and respect, an important element of a 
‘trusting’ relationship from the students’ perspective (Waber 
et al., 2022). Importantly, it shows students’ confidence in 
openly interacting with their teachers within the team. In 
our case, students had the opportunity to raise concerns 
regarding their learning by being treated not just as learners 
but as contributors to the learning process.

Motivation 

This premises the role of teachers in providing a pathway 
for students to reach their goals or desired achievements, as 
noted by the following student:

The lecturer(s) is very motivating, and overall, the 
pre-recorded lectures are structured well. 

The teachers had made the class always 
interesting in every possible way, making it easy to 
understand the module. The module is interesting 
and challenging and always gives out something 
new to learn.

In this module, I enjoyed how it incorporated 
many aspects of business, emphasising the 
importance of strategic management in all areas 
of an organisation. I also enjoyed the workshops 
and learning how to apply the content from the 
lectures to various case studies… [I] found doing 
a group presentation for our reports really useful 
as it allowed the group to build on the feedback 
from more than one lecturer, which was very 
beneficial.

Other students showed a high degree of engagement with 
the course as they noted the valued resources provided to 
them by their teaching staff, noting: 

This supports a proposition by Eccles & Wigfield (2000), 
which explored the expectancy value theory of achievement 
and motivation, where students’ behaviour is closely tied 
to their needs and the value of the goals available in the 
environment.

Engagement 

Higher education literature has highlighted student 
engagement, assessment, and feedback/feedforward as 
some of the indispensable cogs of pedagogy (Walker, 2013). 
From the feedback we got from students, positive views on 
the role of team teaching in encouraging them to engage 
in deeper levels of discussion were evident. It also increased 
access to teachers by enabling learners to receive in-depth 
face-to-face feedback. We support this perspective by 
noting the views of students below:

The lectures were great as they provided many 
examples and went in-depth in their clarification 
of key issues. This made the module itself very 
interesting and easy to engage with.

This extends our understanding of pedagogy through a 
constructivist approach where team teaching became a 
mechanism for clarifying complex key issues. 

I think having multiple lecturers allows for 
different teaching styles to be experienced and so 
keeps students engaged. On the other hand, …
some students may favour one lecturer.

Team teaching allows… students to experience 
new teaching styles and therefore develop new 
ways of adapting to learning which is good for 
the real world.

In attempting to engage students, it is important that we 
move away from a single pedagogy approach where the 
teacher or team teachers are the only source of information. 
Beyond this, it is important that students be able to 
synthesise various key information sources to make learning 
their own, as indicated by the comment: “I was in [the 
lecturers’] workshops, and they as well as the resources 
on Moodle were very helpful”. Taking the diversity of 
learning into consideration, overall, for student learning 
to be effective, both teacher and student roles should be 
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reconsidered (Garrison & Kanuka, 2004). This moves the 
emphasis of learning from a teacher-centric activity to the 
student, where experience attainment rather than content 
delivery is important (Zhang, 2001). This enables students 
to focus on improving critical thinking skills by learning how 
to identify, locate, access, and evaluate information that is 
important for scholarly learning. Using the skills inherent in 
various team members is just one aspect of this. 

Team teaching is effective as every student learns 
differently. As a result, having many teachers 
makes you more likely to meet each student’s 
needs and specific preferences.

Another student noted, “the idea of having two or more 
lecturers means our learning is always varied by the use 
of different perspectives. This approach keeps us focussed 
across the whole two hours of lecture. It makes it enjoying”. 
The student quotes above chime with Kostko’s (2019) 
findings on the impact of team teaching. From this, it is 
reasonable to assume that team teaching positively impacts 
student learning and learning experience.

Most learners notably preferred the team-teaching 
experience. Other students reflected on their experiences by 
noting that team teaching “provides more access to lecturers 
and their availability to help” and “availability of different 
lecturers is always important”. “It helps with understanding 
the content better”, while another noted that this approach 
to teaching “can build knowledge through different teaching 
styles”. 

The pursuant viewpoints have shown that students value 
team teaching. However, it is essential to note that it 
takes a variety of forms in its delivery. Some consider 
a cross-disciplinary approach where different teachers 
are responsible for the course content of their respective 
disciplines (Plank, 2011). In other circumstances, teachers 
from the same department work together to deliver value 
to students, with a combination of teachers and external/
guest speakers also constituting another form of delivery 
(Jacob et al., 2002). These perspectives largely diverge from 
a teacher-centred approach by creating what Plank (2011) 
viewed as a scholarly community in which teachers and 
students work together and understand how knowledge 
is constructed (see Harris & Harvey, 2000; Tisdell & Aisen, 
2000). This naturally enhances dialogue and active learning 
within the constituted groups.

Student and team-teacher roles

Studies have identified collaborative team teaching as 
closely related to student motivation to achieve desired 
outcomes (Baeten & Simon, 2014). Beyond this, the findings 
from students’ feedback on team teaching and working 
collaboratively revealed that during tutorials or online 
lectures when students were working collaboratively with 
their peers, some students adopted the teacher role in 
enabling the effective functioning of the group/class and 
subsequent knowledge sharing with the rest of the class. 
Notably, during the pandemic, when online teaching was 
prevalent, some students would volunteer to take charge 

of questions or ‘chats’ being posted online, thereby saving 
time and improving learners’ experience. While some 
students were willing to switch to an ‘observational role’, 
more engaged students found themselves taking on the role 
of ‘evolving experts’ as they actively expressed themselves 
within the group and to the rest of the class by sharing ideas 
on issues being discussed, a view supported by McKenzie et 
al. (2022). 

I would have liked to have all the learning blocks 
already unlocked/visible since the beginning 
instead of having them unlocked at the weekend.

Maybe next time we can be assigned groups as 
some people had difficulty finding a group, hence 
benefitted from some help from fellow students.

Clearly, some students took a leadership role by encouraging 
their teachers to proactively provide learning materials 
ahead of the scheduled time. Most often, these same 
students were open to feedback from the teaching team on 
how they thought the course might be improved. To a large 
extent, this answers the question of what constitutes an 
active learner. From a team-teaching perspective, this was 
an important realisation that learning approaches require 
flexibility to improve student engagement and learning 
experiences, as fellow students may benefit from other 
students’ contribution and interaction with the teaching 
team by providing or requesting flexibility in how the 
teaching or teaching materials are delivered. 

Discussion: A multiplicity of perspectives

This discussion contributes towards the literature on 
teaching and specifically team-teaching in several ways: 
we highlight a multiplicity of ways in which team-teaching 
pedagogy informs current ways on understanding learners’ 
engagement, motivation, and knowledge generation in 
class. This contribution integrates teacher-led pedagogy 
and diverse students’ learning strategies with other 
existing theoretical underpinnings vested in learning not 
as a monolithic knowledge construction process but a 
complex endeavour rooted in multiple perspectives and 
interpretations. It is in this spirit that these comments 
are suggestive of how students appreciate a multiplicity 
of viewpoints in developing their skills and knowledge 
(Anderson & Speck, 1998; Neilsen, 2007). A diversity of 
perspectives encourages students to seek and construct 
meaning or answers for themselves in a critical way rather 
than dogmatically rely on a presumably right answer: that 
from the teacher(s). This resonates with views proffered 
by Shuell (1986) that prioritise what the student does as 
being “more important in determining what is learned than 
what the teacher does” (p. 429). Thus, the availability of 
multiple explanations from the teaching team allowed the 
elaboration of key aspects of the module or course and 
beyond. Arguably this has a facilitative effect on learning (i.e., 
allows for knowledge development) through the provision 
of reflection and timely feedback compared to delayed 
feedback (i.e., has a retention effect, thus retarding learning) 
(Surber & Anderson, 1975). This view supports findings by 
Brookfield (2015) that advocate for team teaching as leading 
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to a greater depth of perspectives than is possible in solo 
teaching. This is exemplified by the comment from one of 
the students:

It can, to a large extent, lead to an in-depth 
understanding of some issues, as some teachers 
may be more knowledgeable or better at 
explaining certain concepts than others. As a 
result, by having a plethora of teachers who are 
better at certain things, you are more likely to 
develop students’ knowledge. 

Secondly, we have used this research on team teaching to 
broaden our understanding of the pedagogical strategies 
and their role in advancing and capturing the attention of an 
increasing number of students from diverse backgrounds. 
Thus, the literature and findings presented above clearly 
demonstrated the benefits (and, to some degree, challenges) 
of team teaching to both students and teachers. It has 
advocated team teaching as offering students multiple 
explanations of complex concepts and improving teacher 
development, fostering creative and critical thinking 
(Brookfield, 2015; Crawford & Jenkins, 2018), and accords 
students different experiences, expertise and perspectives. 
From a team-teaching lens, we found weaker students to 
largely benefit from aspects of team teaching, a view shared 
by Crawford & Jenkins (2018). Hence, we argue that this 
pedagogical approach is important to teaching a diversified 
group of learners. In our own teaching, we have witnessed 
the beneficial positive outcomes in increased levels of 
engagement from our diversified international students who 
are not necessarily native to the language and culture. This 
is significant as the emphasis on academic accountability 
(Benjamin, 2000), student engagement and satisfaction 
across universities is paramount and a key driver in many 
university teaching decisions and is widely followed by the 
sector.

Thirdly, there is also an element of strength in numbers 
on teacher availability, with some students reporting that 
teachers were “proactive and readily available” compared to 
the modules that adopt mono teaching. This provides some 
answers to questions such as: how does team teaching help 
students learn? As teachers, we have our perspectives on 
how we think students learn. What this study partially seeks 
to fulfil is to enable students’ voices to be heard on how 
best they view team teaching by integrating some of their 
views following evaluation. This shows team teaching as 
an exploitable resource base for students to tap into and 
enhance their understanding of the subject matter. 

Fourth, the findings presented above gave us some 
interesting insights into team teaching on the one hand. 
On the other, they clearly show that using a multiplicity 
of sources enables students to understand key concepts 
from various vantage points (Anderson & Speck, 1998), or 
a spontaneous combustion of multiple perspectives and 
experiences (Brookfield, 2016). Team teaching should thus 
be viewed as a necessity rather than a pedagogic choice 
(Minett-Smith & Davis, 2020), especially in the context of 
student diversity. 

The views above remind teachers and, to some degree, 
students that it is impossible for teachers to know everything 
about module or subject-specific issues. Hence, the findings 
form a stronger argument that collaboration among the 
teaching team, including guest lecturers, brings strong 
linkages across topics to bear. This is needed for learners 
to have effective learning experiences. This is consistent 
with the views shared by Minett-Smith & Davis (2019), who 
noted that understanding some often-complex pedagogical 
concepts could be overcome by team teaching. 

Implications for learning and pedagogy

The students’ voices support Andersen’s (1991) position 
on team teaching as important in creating a climate where 
ideas can be developed and freely exchanged. Furthermore, 
Hale and Klaschus (1992) stressed the dynamic nature of the 
interchange of disparate opinions as invigorating both the 
team and the learners. At best, it establishes a pattern for 
the students to assert their own views and strive to support 
them as solidly as possible. This supports our adoption of 
constructive alignment, where what we teach and what 
the students strive to learn are on the same trajectory 
(Kandlbinder, 2014). At worst, simple explanations make 
students uneasy, which forms a desirable position for 
students to be in as they strive to be independent learners.

Rather than being a unidirectional merited view of team 
teaching, the literature informs us that differing opinions 
between teachers may cause some confusion among 
students, thus leaving them frustrated and impatient to 
know what is right (Bowen & Nantz, 1992). Though these 
views may essentially represent a diversity of professional/
academic opinions, as witnessed by this study, much of the 
existing work has also shown team teaching as beneficial 
for students through its innovative techniques that spark 
student interest, inquiry, and learning outcomes (Duggan & 
Letterman, 2008). 

Adopting the team-teaching approach changes our 
perception of university teaching, which mainly views 
learning as a lecturer-student relationship, i.e., mono-
teaching (Mercado, 2019). Rather than students being 
recipients of a single viewpoint of learning, team teaching 
provides students with an interpretative platform that allows 
them to foster different ways of understanding concepts 
(Brookfield, 2015). This platform benefits students by 
having two or more sources of deeper feedback, fairness 
and alternative viewpoints on assessments (Andersen, 
1991). The existence of alternative views on assessments 
is supported by Morganti & Buckalew (1991), who noted 
the convergence of two teachers’ judgement as promoting 
students to improve their performance. Clear links with the 
aforementioned point toward students’ satisfaction in both 
online and face-to-face classroom work, as teachers working 
in a team were able to provide swift feedback on work and 
assessment tasks.

Our arguments for team teaching and its relevance in current 
pedagogy are embedded in the belief that a notable increase 
in student diversity in higher education institutions has 
crystalised to a level where educators cannot meaningfully 
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view students by their capabilities or cultural groups. 
Instead, we adopt the understanding that pedagogically, 
the fundamental efficacy of education requires that learners 
be served with knowledge that is effective for all, including 
those with diverse backgrounds and learning aptitudes 
(Hourcade & Bowens, 2001). Furthermore, built-in in this 
pedagogical approach is student-engagement. Our task as 
teachers is beyond just disseminating knowledge, with the 
student being a passive-knowledge-taker. Learning has and 
is an active process that is largely dependent on the student 
being a participant or active contributor (McKenzie et al., 
2022). From this vantage point, the above discussion provides 
a clear viewpoint that Shuell (1986) intimated: students’ 
interpretation and understanding of new information 
depend on the availability of appropriate schemata, in our 
case, adopting team teaching for a multiplicity of views and 
interpretations. 

Implications for practice and further research

This study has some important implications as its findings 
could be used to support learners in developing their skills 
and knowledge. The use of feedback, albeit from a single 
module, suggests a potential tool for student learning 
activities and improving student participation. Both team-
teaching staff and faculty will inevitably use this in seeking 
improvements through research geared towards providing 
students with key learning tools in their learning process. 
In contrast to mono teaching, our perception and use of 
a constructivist approach to learning is the belief of its 
increased interpretive ability (Narayan et al., 2013) and 
harnessing the learner’s experiences in understanding the 
various viewpoints from multiple perspectives or skills 
embedded in the team. As we have seen, this may lead to 
increased student learning, participation, understanding 
and involvement in knowledge creation. However, future 
research on team teaching may seek to reconcile mono vs 
team teaching propositions, as coopetitive or cooperative 
arrangements may suitably be ideal for increased student 
learning. In our case, the responses overwhelmingly favoured 
team teaching compared to mono-teaching. Hence, it may 
be the case that institutional or team dynamics may serve 
as a moderator to the constructivism vs knowledge creation 
link.

Limitations

This research study has some limitations that require future 
research. Our findings are solely based on the feedback 
from a single module by students in a UK institution. This 
prevents the generalisation of viewpoints from several 
institutions and students across several modules, courses, or 
levels of study. Hence, the validity of the data and findings is 
impacted. We encourage future studies in this area to seek 
data from across several institutions, from several modules/
subjects and different levels of study., i.e., first, second, third 
years and postgraduate students.

Importantly, learning objectives need to be articulated 
clearly for the course to succeed. Team teaching enables 
collaborators to plan more effectively via a team-checking 

system where individuals engage in conversations or 
meetings to iron out any gaps that may exist, be it regarding 
content or delivery. Inherent to this is that team teaching 
may consume time as it involves more than one teacher and 
resources where scarcity may be an issue. If not handled well, 
miscommunication may hamper learning and engagement 
lost to mixed messages. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, we reiterate the findings by Andersen & 
Speck (1998), who viewed student learning as a product of 
instructors’ multiple perspectives and teaching experiences. 
This supports our choice of constructivist learning theory 
as an ideal lens for understanding team teaching and its 
benefits to learners and teachers. Our view, supported by 
those of the students who participated in this study, is that 
the changing pace and variability of instruction by a team 
of tutors helps create an engaged set of learners through 
motivation, engagement, effective communication and 
allowing students to take an active role in their learning 
as contributors to knowledge. Importantly, far from being 
a student-led evaluative exercise, we need to laud this 
aspect of pedagogy that benefits from inviting a multiplicity 
of views from colleagues. Brookfield (2015) noted that by 
observing what we do as a team, colleagues help promote 
critical conversations and new ways of delivering pedagogy 
aimed not only at students but among ourselves as 
teachers. Overall, these studies support our conception that 
students benefit from collaborative teaching approaches. 
More importantly, they view teachers’ and students’ roles as 
evolving with more emphasis placed on the student rather 
than the teacher. Content matters, but student experiences 
are key for engagement and constructing knowledge.
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Investigating why students in Nigeria perceive education as a scam

Keywords Abstract

Education; 
‘education/school is a scam’; 
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Despite the outstanding benefits of education to the individual and 
society, some students in Nigeria are saying education/schooling 
is a scam. No study has been undertaken to determine why students 
say education/school is a scam. This study aims to provide empirical 
evidence on the meaning of the slogan ‘education/school is a scam’, why 
the students are using the slogan and the way out. A semi-structured 
questionnaire was used to elicit information from students in public 
schools/institutions in two states in Nigeria. The findings show that the 
slogan means that uneducated people are doing better financially, and 
many graduates are unemployed. They also show that the students are 
unsatisfied with the Nigerian educational system. Poor societal values, 
unemployment, and poor curriculum were reasons the students gave for 
using the slogan. They suggested that government should provide work 
for graduates and that the curriculum should be more practically oriented 
toward skills acquisition. The implications of this study’s findings include 
an update of existing theories on the factors that influence students’ 
attitudes and beliefs about education and the need to tailor education 
policy, teaching methods and curriculum to meet the needs of students. 
This study provides empirical evidence for the slogan ‘education/school 
is a scam’. Further studies are needed to confirm this empirical evidence 
in other states in Nigeria using in-depth interviews.
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Introduction 

Education can provide a healthy, productive, and meaningful 
lifestyle. Education is also a basic human right. It can 
give people a better, longer life, satisfaction and reduce 
poverty (World Bank, 2018). Education is a major factor in 
economic, technological, and social development (Vali, 
2013). The more you are educated, the better your chances 
of employment (World Bank, 2018; Thielen et al., 2014; 
Barham, 2009). Education has a significant role in achieving 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 2030. This is 
true because education can reduce poverty, inequality, and 
unemployment. Education can also improve the health, 
nutrition, empowerment of women, and the management 
of water and sanitation (UNESCO, 2019; UNESCO, 2017; 
Educate a child, 2016; UNESCO, 2014). Education reduces 
negative externalities, increases social mobility, encourages 
better service delivery, and provides a high level of civic 
engagement (World Bank, 2018). 

Despite these laudable educational benefits, many young 
people have lost faith in the Nigerian educational system. 
‘School is a scam’ and ‘education is a scam’ are common 
statements among teenagers and youths in Nigeria (Eze, 
2019; Ike, 2019; Osinubi, 2019). These statements mean 
that schooling/education carries an appearance of being 
promising, but it is not. It also means that school is perceived 
as an illegal and fake scheme that does not deliver what it 
promises to provide. These statements show that teenagers 
and youths have a negative attitude towards schooling 
(Ike, 2019). Attitude toward education greatly influences 
students’ satisfaction, desire to learn, and achievement 
(Sölpük, 2017; Topalǎ, 2014; Bybee et al., 2010; Seker, 2011; 
Reynolds et al., 2010).

According to the online opinion poll carried out by Ike 
Sunny in 2019, the majority of the respondents (adults and 
youths) agreed that school is not a scam. However, it is 
the Nigerian schooling system that is a scam. They argued 
that the educational system has not been able to create 
employers but only employees. Many who did not attend or 
dropped out of school have become employers, while those 
who went to school to become graduates are employees. 
School dropouts involved in fraudulent acts like ‘yahoo 
yahoo’ are getting richer and more respected in society than 
university scholars. ‘Yahoo yahoo’ fraud means using the 
internet to steal valuables through fraudulence (Suleiman, 
2019). The respondents also observed that the attention 
of Nigerian society has shifted from education to money 
(wealth). Teachers are only interested in giving grades and 
not impacting the knowledge of teenagers and youths. Most 
of what we should learn is not taught in schools (Bamgbose, 
2022; Ike, 2019).

The benefits of education depend on learning and not 
schooling. A country may have good educational goals, 
but if it keeps changing education policies, curricula, and 
programmes like Nigeria’s and proper learning is not taking 
place, it is a waste (Aluede, 2006). However, it will not be 
easy to achieve the benefits of education if what goes on 
in the schools are against learning (World Bank, 2018). 
Acquiring knowledge involves collecting information and 
using the data (Vali, 2013). The school system should focus 

on providing students with information and how to use 
this information to better society. A schooling system that 
encourages learning should equip students with skills that 
will help the individuals to contribute to addressing society’s 
challenges. A good schooling system should include 
internships in all programs, thus encouraging innovation. 
In addition, individuals should be allowed to either get a 
degree or develop a skill (Osinubi, 2019; Tomi, 2019). Many 
developing countries like Nigeria have failed to provide a 
sustainable education for their citizens. The educational 
system is supposed to narrow social gaps but is widening 
them (World Bank, 2018). In an opinion poll, all participants 
agreed that Nigeria’s present formal educational institutions 
could not prepare individuals for the reality of life (Deji-
Folutile, 2021; Tomi, 2019).

Social learning theory emphasizes the role of observation 
and modelling in shaping behaviour. In the context of 
education, social learning theory suggests that students’ 
attitudes and beliefs about education may be shaped by 
their observations of the experiences of others, including 
their peers, teachers, and family members. In a developing 
country where education may be perceived as having 
limited value, students may observe their peers, teachers, 
and family members expressing negative attitudes toward 
education. These observations could contribute to students’ 
negative attitudes and beliefs about education. Equity 
theory emphasizes the importance of fairness and equity in 
shaping individuals’ attitudes and behaviours. Equity theory 
could be used in education to explore how perceptions 
of unfairness or inequity in the educational system may 
influence students’ perceptions of education. In a developing 
country, students may perceive that the educational system 
is unfair, as it may not provide equal access to educational 
opportunities or may favour certain groups over others. 
This perception of unfairness could contribute to students’ 
negative attitudes and beliefs about education. Expectancy-
value theory suggests that individuals’ motivation to engage 
in a behaviour is influenced by their beliefs about the 
value of the behaviour and their expectations for success. 
In education, this theory could explore how students’ 
perceptions of education may be influenced by their beliefs 
about the value of education and their expectations for 
success in the educational system.

In a piece of online news, The Sun (Nigeria) positions that 
the reasons why people are saying that education/school is 
a scam are numerous. Societal morals and values of Nigerian 
society have degenerated to the extent that criminals are 
celebrated as long they have enough money to throw 
around. More than 90% of graduates are unemployed and 
have taken menial jobs to survive. The school system did 
not empower our graduates to succeed independently. 
In Nigeria, educational achievements are not celebrated 
(Adiele, 2020). The luxurious lifestyle of yahoo boys and 
the valuable properties they have acquired through ‘yahoo 
yahoo’ have made many unemployed graduates feel that 
going to school is a waste, and some have gone ahead to 
engage in ‘yahoo yahoo’ fraud (Suleiman, 2019; Akanle et 
al., 2016; Ojedokun et al., 2012). Unemployment is one of 
the major causes of ‘yahoo yahoo’ fraud in Nigeria (Akane 
et al., 2016). 
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Based on existing records, youths’ perception of education/
school as a scam has not been scientifically researched. No 
study has been done to find the meaning of the slogan 
‘education is a scam’ and ‘school is a scam’. There is no study 
on why people say education/school is a scam and how it 
can be remedied. Presently, we have an online opinion poll 
on some individuals’ viewpoints on this slogan (Ike, 2019). 
There is a significant gap in understanding the underlying 
factors contributing to this perception among students.

Understanding students’ perception of education as a scam 
is crucial to inform effective interventions and policies that 
can address this issue and support students in achieving 
their full potential. In light of these gaps, there is a need 
to study what youths mean by the slogan ‘education/
school is a scam’, why they are saying so, and what can 
be done to remedy it. If students believe education is a 
scam, they may be discouraged from pursuing it, limiting 
their access to education. By understanding the reasons 
behind this perception, the research can provide insights 
into improving access to education and encourage more 
students to pursue it. The research findings can inform 
education policy and decision-making, helping ensure 
that policies and practices align with students’ needs and 
expectations. This can help create a more student-centred 
education system, which can better meet the needs of all 
learners. Education is often seen as a key driver of economic 
and social development, and improving education systems 
is a priority for many international development efforts. 
The research can help inform these efforts and support 
progress towards development goals by investigating why 
students in developing countries view education as a scam. 
Understanding the reasons behind students’ perception 
that education is a scam can help educators to identify 
areas of the curriculum that may be perceived as irrelevant 
or outdated. This information can be used to update the 
curriculum, ensuring it is more relevant to students’ needs 
and interests. It can also potentially inform the design of 
effective interventions to address this issue. The findings of 
such a study will provide useful information to educational 
stakeholders and society. This information will aid the 
improvement of our current educational system. Based 
on this premise, the researchers have decided to conduct 
a study that will provide evidence on the meaning of the 
slogan ‘education/school is a scam’, why students are saying 
so, and what can be done to remedy the situation. 

Method 

We used the students from public secondary schools and 
tertiary institutions in Edo and Delta States in Nigeria. 
There are six Senatorial Districts (SD) in Edo and Delta 
States; one senatorial district was chosen randomly from 
each state through the multistage sampling approach. 
Three tertiary institutions and ten secondary schools were 
selected randomly from each of the two senatorial districts. 
The researchers purposively selected 60 students from six 
tertiary institutions and 15 from each of the 20 secondary 
schools. This sample size was used because we used a 
concurrent mixed method design (i.e. the qualitative and 
quantitative studies took place simultaneously through a 
semi-structured questionnaire). Based on weight, the study 

was more of a qualitative study than a quantitative study. 
The inclusion criteria for the study were: (a) students who 
were currently enrolled in the selected tertiary institutions 
or secondary schools, (b) students who were willing to 
participate in the study, and (c) students who were able to 
provide informed consent. The exclusion criteria were: (a) 
students who were not currently enrolled in the selected 
tertiary institutions or secondary schools, (b) students who 
were not willing to participate in the study, (c) students who 
were unable to provide informed consent, and (d) students 
who were unable to communicate fluently in English. With 
a response rate of 72.6%, the sample size became 479 
students. 

The study’s tool used a semi-structured questionnaire 
based on relevant literature. The questionnaire was divided 
into four sections. Section A contains questions on the 
respondents’ biographical information. It included four 
questions on the type of institution, gender, state, and 
location of the respondents’ schools. Section B has questions 
on the meaning of the slogan ‘Education/school is a scam’. 
Section C contains two questions: if they are satisfied with 
the Nigerian educational system and whether they think 
education/school is a scam. For the two questions ‘yes’ was 
coded as 3, ‘to an extent’ was coded as 2, and ‘no’ was coded 
as 1. Section D focuses on why students say education/
school is a scam and what can be done to stop students 
from saying education/school is a scam.

Sections B and D contained open questions that generated 
qualitative data. Expert rating of the items in sections 
B and D was done. Seven respondents were selected 
through purposive sampling techniques to take part in 
the rating exercise. The seven respondents are secondary 
school teachers and senior faculty officers in the Faculty 
of Education. We sent the semi-structured questionnaire 
to them through email/Whatsapp. The respondents were 
asked to determine the importance (very important=4, 
important=3, somewhat important=2, and not important=1) 
and adequacy (very adequate=4, adequate=3, slightly 
adequate=2, and not adequate=1) of the scale’s items. 
All the raters agreed that the items in the semi-structured 
questionnaire were important and adequate, which shows 
that the questionnaire was valid and reliable.

The researchers and four research assistants administered 
the semi-structured questionnaire to the students in their 
respective institutions. Participants were instructed to reply 
as honestly as possible to each issue. Before administering 
the questionnaire, consent from the institutions where 
the participants belonged was sought and secured. 
Each questionnaire took an average of 20 minutes to 
complete. It took the researchers four months to administer 
the questionnaire to the students. The respondents’ 
demographic data and section C of the semi-structured 
questionnaire were summarised using a frequency count 
and a percentage estimate (Dim et al., 2018; Alordiah et 
al., 2021). While thematic analysis was used to answer the 
study questions from sections B and D of the questionnaire 
(Bjӧrktomta, 2019; Alordiah et al., 2022). A tool for finding 
and analyzing patterns in qualitative data is thematic 
analysis. Thematic analysis is used in qualitative research to 
identify, analyze and report patterns or themes within data. 
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It involves systematically identifying and organizing patterns 
of meaning, also known as themes, within qualitative data. 
The technique involves several steps, such as familiarization 
with the data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, 
reviewing and defining themes, and producing a final report. 
We read the semi-structured questionnaire responses 
several times to identify patterns. After that, we coded, 
which required grouping similar information into categories 
or themes.

227 (47.4%) and 252 (52.6%) of the students were from 
secondary and tertiary institutions, respectively. 214 (44.7%) 
were from Edo State and 265 (55.3%) from Delta State. The 
sample comprises 338 (70.6%) female and 141 (29.4%) 
male students. In addition, 185 (38.6%) live in rural and 294 
(61.4%) in urban settings.

Results

Participants mentioned several dimensions of the meanings 
of ‘Education is a scam’ and ‘School is a scam’. They are 
presented below.

Uneducated people are doing better

Participants said what they observed around them when 
they spoke of uneducated people doing better. Those 
who decided to go and learn a trade/skill rather than 
completing secondary school/university are perceived to be 
well-established and doing very well financially compared 
to their mates who decided to complete their secondary/
university education.

Those who are not educated seem to have a much 
better life than those that are educated. Some started 
learning a trade immediately after secondary school, 
and some went to the tertiary institutions; whether 
you believe it or not, those who learn a trade started 
earning money earlier while the so-called graduate 
starts searching for a job (Female, secondary school 
student).

‘School is a scam’ means that someone who did not 
attend school will have a good job and make more 
money than those who attend. There will be no job 
for them after spending so many years in school. 
This is so unfair (Female, University student).

School is a scam is a slogan used among the youths 
to justify that there are many rich people out there 
who aren’t school-inclined but are very rich while 
they are many graduates who can barely afford to 
feed themselves (Male, University student).

Graduate unemployment

Graduate unemployment was also mentioned by most of 
the participants. This situation has made graduates unable 
to assist their family members.

School is a scam in Nigeria means there is much-
unemployed youth in society. Our parents will send 
us to school to learn and become employed to earn 
a living to enable us to assist them financially, but 
after school, no job. Imagine a first-class student 
riding bike (motorcycle), pushing a wheelbarrow or 
going to people’s farms to clear their farm to earn 
a living. Then the hope of going to school is lost. 
So that’s why some people now tag it as ‘school na 
scam’; as a result, you see some of them engaging 
in different criminal acts due to depression and 
frustration (Female, Secondary school student). 

What students mean by education is a scam is the 
poor educational system in Nigeria, in which there 
is no job after all the stress they pass through in 
acquiring their certificate. It’s saddening and has 
made young ones lose hope and interest in schooling 
(Male, University students). 

Most graduates today are not working in offices; 
they are doing dirty jobs. After passing through 
much stress in school, some people feel that 
education is a scam because there are not enough 
job opportunities and the government doesn’t care 
about it (Female, Secondary school students).

Learning skills from those without a university education

The students further explained that what they meant 
by ‘school as a scam’ is that after graduating from the 
university, they still need to stoop low to go and learn skills 
from those who did not get a university education to survive 
economically.

It means the cost of schooling is high, and after 
schooling, you will still come back home to learn 
handy work from uneducated people, so it appears 
that schooling doesn’t pay back” (Male, University 
student).

In Nigeria, 99% of youths and graduates are 
unemployed. First-class holders are shoemakers, 
tailors etc., so this slogan came out because of the 
crisis graduates are facing because… after four years 
of schooling, working hard and suffering in school, 
you come out with nothing to help put food on the 
table, no means of survival… Most graduates are 
surviving with the handwork they learnt from those 
that did not get a secondary education, so why 
won’t people say school is a scam (Male, University 
student)?

“Well, in my understanding… ‘education is a scam’ 
means that the education system has failed in the 
sense that once a person graduates from school, 
there is no job. Graduates now become apprentices 
to an illiterate man or woman who doesn’t know 
the worth of education” (Female, Secondary school 
student).
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Employment is no longer by merit but by favouritism

The participants also claimed that school is a scam since 
employment is no longer by merit but by partiality. Why go 
to school?

When we say school in Nigeria is a scam, it means 
someone that graduates with a third class will get 
a job before a first-class student. Everything now is 
through connections; if you don’t know anybody in 
politics, you can’t get what you want. To me, school 
is a scam, but education is not a scam because 
education helps you to acquire knowledge. But the 
question is, are we acquiring the right knowledge 
in schools? Can the knowledge gained in Nigerian 
schools help you find your footing in society (Female, 
University student)?

It simply means that with or without education, 
people… will work in known companies and offices 
due to the political games, thereby giving them 
an edge over those qualified for the job, i.e. going 
to school is not the main issue in Nigeria (Female, 
University student).

The Nigerian educational system is not providing the 
necessary

The students said education in Nigeria is a scam because 
what we expect from the educational system is not what we 
get. The educational system does not help graduates to be 
creative. Examination malpractice has reduced the standard 
of education in Nigeria (Owan et al., 2023; Schotgues, 
2022). There are special centres that fully allow examination 
malpractice. Special centres are schools where the principals, 
teachers, and students allow examination malpractice on a 
full scale. 

Education is far more than schooling. When what is 
expected from our educational system is not what we 
receive, it is a scam. Education is supposed to bring 
development and growth to individuals and society, 
but we see less of this (Male, University student).

School is a scam means the students are not taught 
the necessary life skills that will make them relevant 
in society. School teachers do not prepare students 
for their future career paths (Male, Secondary school 
students).

[There is a] high rate of bribing and corruption in 
the educational system. For example, in secondary 
schools, without money for runs (examination 
malpractice), you will not be able to pass your final 
examination (Female, Secondary school student).

The benefits from education are slower when compared 
with fraud

Some students claimed that school is a scam because the 
years spent in schooling are longer, and the proceeds from 

education slow. Yahoo yahoo fraud is faster; you only need 
to spend a few days or months before yielding dividends.

School is a scam means since many youths are eager 
to make money and our society is so corrupt. They 
think yahoo fraud is the easiest way to get money 
than going to school (Male, Secondary school 
student).

‘Education is a scam’ is a slogan used by mostly these 
internet fraudsters who think scamming people 
online is much better than going to school; they just 
want to enjoy life (Female, University student).

Is Nigerian education a scam?

Figure 1. Results from the study.

Figure 1 shows that 240 (51%), 148 (31%), and 85 (18%) of 
the students were not satisfied, satisfied to an extent, and 
satisfied with the Nigerian educational system, respectively. 
In addition, 311 (65%) of the students said that education is 
not a scam, 125 (26% that is a scam to some extent), and 43 
(9%) that it is a scam. 

Reasons for the students’ responses

The findings from the study further expressed the students’ 
views on why education is a scam or not a scam. We present 
some example quotes of the students.

Education is a scam

The reasons given by some of the students who claimed 
that education/school is a scam were the unemployment 
of graduates, an increase in examination malpractices, and 
school curricula not being able to prepare students to face 
unemployment challenges. Another reason was that the 
government did not care about what was happening in 
the education sector. Here are some of the respondent’s 
comments.

Based on my observation and understanding of what 
we are experiencing in Nigeria, education is a scam. 
Something should be done fast; if not, we, the youth, 
will run away from this country and do not blame us 
if we start getting involved with some illegal things 
(Male, Secondary school student).
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When lecturers tell students that they will fail even 
if they answer all questions correctly without ‘seeing 
me’ or ‘buying my textbook’ or when students are 
made to believe that their body or money is equal to 
a certificate and result, then school and education in 
Nigeria is a scam (Female, University student).

The Nigerian education system is a scam but not 
education in general. Schooling in Nigeria is almost 
a total waste of time. It prepares the student for 
nothing. It only provides a piece of paper called a 
certificate. Neither the government nor employers 
attach any value to it, and now even Nigerian 
graduates do not attach importance to it. Four years 
and funds are invested in preparing for the future 
only to secure a stamped paper with no innate value. 
If that is not a scam, then I don’t know what a scam 
is (Male, University student).

My reason is that we are going to school to obtain 
a certificate, to be able to speak in society, but not 
to be employed. Nigeria’s education curriculum is 
not helpful because there’s nothing you can do after 
school than go back and learn a skill. The curriculum, 
in most cases, is not based on the student’s interest 
and passion. There is no room for creative thinking. 
The teachers teach only some selected topics while 
forgetting relevant topics and subject areas essential 
to the student’s development (Male, University 
student).

A student will go to school and graduate with first 
class, but there is no job in our country except you 
learn handwork (skill). So people prefer to learn 
handwork and open their shops (start a business) 
than to go to school (Female, Secondary school 
student).

We have a government that is only interested in 
enriching themselves to the detriment of the masses. 
Every year, students write projects where they identify 
a problem and give solutions to it, but they are 
never given consideration. The government should 
care about us, its citizens; we are tired of suffering 
and smiling. A typical example of why people say 
school is a scam is what is happening with students 
presently in Nigeria; so many students are at home 
because the government has refused to do the right 
thing. A four-year course has turned into five years; I 
know that individuals have their role to play, but the 
main work is on the government (Male, University 
student).

Education is a scam to an extent

The students who said education/school is a scam to an 
extent gave some reasons for taking that stand. Education 
is not a scam, but schooling in Nigeria is a scam. The school 
system makes students believe that a certificate is the 
ultimate, yet the certificate can no longer earn graduate 
jobs. The inability of the government to employ graduates 
is a major factor. Some of the students’ comments are now 
presented.

I believe education is not a scam, but school is 
a scam. The certificate is not everything, but the 
school system made us believe it is. However, the 
school in our tertiary institution will help give you 
false assumptions about yourself and society – not 
the reality of life. This will take years to correct (Male, 
University student).

Because if you are well-educated, you apply it to 
what you are learning, you can do better than the 
rest. On the other hand, the time and money wasted 
on education and still coming out of school to start 
learning a skill are heartbreaking (Female, University 
student).

Our country has justified the slogan to some point, 
including lack of interest in student educational 
growth and the high unemployment rate as a 
cankerworm that has eaten deep into the nation’s 
fabric. Education is not a scam, and it can never be. 
It is only that the governments don’t want to create 
jobs for us. But I believe this country will turn out for 
good one day, and everybody will be happy again 
(Female, Secondary school student).

It is not that the school is a scam because there is 
no knowledge without school. School seems to be 
a scam when one graduates with no job or work, 
I believe it is due to the bad government we have 
in our country Nigeria (Female, Secondary school 
student).

Education is not a scam

The students that said education/school is not a scam pointed 
out that education is not all about having a certificate or 
getting a job. Education can improve a person’s life. Here 
are some example quotes.

Education doesn’t necessarily have to do with 
financial benefits. Education transforms one into 
a better and more disciplined member of society, 
making a meaningful mental impact on society. 
Education is the key to every man’s success. If 
you aren’t informed, you will be deformed (Male, 
University student).

Education is not a scam because it has a way of 
shaping one’s life positively when one allows the 
school to pass through one’s life. Education boosts 
one’s confidence (Female, Secondary school student).

No matter what the educational system brings, 
whether good or bad, an illiterate is never 
comparable to or preferred to a literate. An educated 
person makes a difference in society. For example, 
in a business setting, an educated person will apply 
the knowledge he gained from school in business. 
They will add styles and brands to the business to 
differentiate it from other businesses. This is one 
knowledge an illiterate might never acquire, not to 
talk of applying the knowledge. If education is a scam, 
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I don’t see why people forge or buy certificates. This 
shows that education is a necessity of life (Female, 
University student).

How to address the reasons why students say education 
is a scam

Nearly all the students agreed that the present state of the 
Nigerian educational system is unacceptable and showed 
deep concern about addressing this issue. Most students 
asserted that if the government can provide work for 
graduates, they will stop saying education is a scam and stop 
preferring to quit school to go and establish a business. They 
also claimed that the curriculum should be more practically 
oriented such that skills acquisitions should form the central 
part of the curriculum.

The graduate should be empowered or employed. 
What happened to the industries our parents told 
us existed years ago? Provide skills that will motivate 
the students to remain in school and to be able to 
create a job for themselves in future (Male, Secondary 
school students).

Skills acquisition should start from primary school. 
It should be embedded in all the subjects already 
offered in primary and secondary schools (Female, 
University student).

A strong need to restructure and overhaul the nation’s 
educational system was repeatedly mentioned.

Materials, equipment, and facilities should be 
provided in the educational sector, like libraries, 
laboratories, and workshops. Admission should be 
given when the person deserves it (Male, University 
student).

More technical colleges should be established 
and provide a conducive class for learning and 
sophisticated equipment in the school laboratory. 
Adequate funding of institutions and improved 
remuneration of lecturers. More support for 
industrious and successful students. Upgrading the 
education system to international standards (Male, 
University student),

Let us correct our foundation. Malpractice and 
bribery should be strongly detested at the primary 
and secondary levels. Teachers should stop taking 
bribes from students and demanding sex from female 
students for marks. Students who take their studies 
seriously in the foundational levels of education will 
not find it challenging. Students should be made 
to discharge their responsibilities well and actively. 
Students should be taught to hold education with 
high regard and value (Female, Secondary school 
student).

The students mentioned that the country’s political, 
economic, and social systems should be improved. 
Young people should be allowed to participate in politics. 
educational system was repeatedly mentioned.

Our political system should be improved. The right 
leader should be allowed to lead. Our economy 
should be improved. There should be more internal 
production and less importation and borrowing.

We need good leaders, so the citizens should vote 
rightly. Youths should not allow corrupt politicians 
to pay for their voting right. Enough is enough. It is 
time to vote for younger people. The older people 
have failed us. What would an 80-year-old man 
be able to offer? Tribalism and religious sentiment 
should not form our bases for voting. We need good 
governance for Nigeria’s economic and educational 
sector to improve (Female, University student).

The mindset of the students needs to be educated. 
Education is not all about getting a job. It is more 
than that. Society should enlighten on the need to 
value education and differentiate between ill-gotten 
and legally acquired money. It is wrong to measure 
success based on the amount of money you have 
(Female, Secondary school student).

Discussion

The study focused on what students meant by the slogan 
‘education/school is a scam’, why they are saying so, and 
what can be done to stop them from that act. The findings 
of this study showed the various dimensions of the meaning 
of the slogan ‘education/school is a scam’. According 
to the students, ‘education/school is a scam’ means 
uneducated people are doing better financially, graduates 
are unemployed, and graduates now learn skills from those 
without a university education. The slogan also means that 
employment is no longer by merit but by favouritism. The 
Nigerian educational system does not help its graduates 
become creative, and the gains from education are slower 
than fraud. The student’s comments on the meaning of 
‘education/school is a scam’ were in line with the explanations 
given by Eze (2019) and Ike (2019).

The study’s findings also showed that most students were 
unsatisfied with the Nigerian educational system. However, 
only a quarter of the students agreed that Nigerian education 
is a scam or a scam to an extent. Even though the number 
of students who agree that education/school is a scam is 
relatively small, the percentage of students with these beliefs 
is worrisome. In an online opinion poll, most respondents 
agreed that school is not a scam but that the Nigerian 
schooling system is a scam (Ike, 2019). Our findings show 
that students feel education/schooling may not necessarily 
be a scam, but how education and schooling are done in 
Nigeria makes people think it is a scam. In another opinion 
poll, all the participants agreed that Nigeria’s present formal 
institutions (schools) could not prepare individuals for the 
reality of life (Tomi, 2019).

Some of the reasons the students gave for saying education/
school is a scam were the unemployment of graduates, 
the curriculum being incapable of preparing students 
for future challenges, and the government not showing 
enough concern in the education sector and not providing 
jobs for graduates. Adiele (2020) identified the reasons 
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for students saying that school/education is a scam as 
poor societal values, unemployment, and poor curriculum. 
Some studies identified inadequate infrastructural facilities, 
unstable academic calendars due to strike actions, academic 
corruption (malpractices), and poor governance as 
challenges the Nigerian schooling system faces (Bashar & 
Yasin, 2020; Ogunode & Musa, 2020). 

Moreover, some students agreed that education/schooling 
is not a scam because education is not all about having a 
certificate or getting a job. However, that education helps 
to improve an individual’s mental, emotional, and social 
wellbeing. However, research has shown that the more you 
are educated, the better your chances of employment (World 
Bank, 2018; Thielen et al., 2014; Barham, 2009). Education can 
reduce poverty and unemployment and improve nutrition 
(UNESCO, 2017, 2019). Schooling and education can only 
enhance employment, reduce poverty, and improve the well-
being of individuals if education is properly done. Students 
should be taught in a way that they become more creative 
and able to acquire skills that can make them create jobs 
rather than wait for already created jobs. Education seems 
to widen social gaps in many developing countries instead 
of narrowing them (World Bank, 2018). 

The students suggested that the government should 
provide work for graduates, and the curriculum should be 
more practically oriented toward skills acquisition. Also, 
the educational system needs to be restructured and 
improved. Materials, equipment and facilities should be 
provided, Examination malpractices should be checkmated, 
and the mindset of students should be reorientated to 
believe that they can create jobs for themselves rather than 
waiting for the government. Also, more youths should be 
allowed to participate in politics to get good leaders. The 
Nigerian government should provide adequate funding 
and infrastructural facilities, and strike actions should not 
linger on for long (Ogunode & Musa, 2020). Building more 
classrooms and restructuring the curriculum and learning 
pedagogies will remarkably improve the educational sector 
(Bashar & Yasin, 2020). Nigerian education should be re-
engineered to achieve improved standards and socio-
economic outcomes (Igwe et al., 2019).

The study has provided scientific evidence on what the 
slogan ‘education/school is a scam’ means to the Nigerian 
students who use the slogan. It has provided empirical 
evidence on why some Nigerian students are using this 
slogan and the ways to discourage these students from 
using this slogan were also studied. One of the implications 
of the study’s findings is that the attitude of students towards 
schooling and education may be affected negatively, and 
some of them may drop out of school, thereby increasing 
the number of children currently out of school. Also, the 
desire to be involved in examination malpractices and 
illegal ways of getting rich quickly, like ‘yahoo yahoo’, may 
increase. Many students who use this slogan feel that illegal 
ways of earning money are faster than spending many years 
in the educational system and end up not being able to 
secure a job (Suleiman, 2019; Akanle et al., 2016). There is 
a need to tackle this situation as fast as possible because 
the implication of it on the country’s educational, economic, 
social and security system is enormous. If this issue is not 

well handled, kidnappings, fraud, and ‘yahoo yahoo’ will 
continue to increase in the country and may directly or 
indirectly affect other countries. 

This study’s limitations are, firstly, that the study was 
conducted in two selected states in Nigeria, which may limit 
the generalizability of the findings. Secondly, the sample of 
participants in this study was limited to students in tertiary 
institutions and secondary schools. Therefore, the study 
may not capture the perspectives of other groups, such as 
individuals who have dropped out of school or those who 
have never attended school. Additionally, convenience 
and purposive sampling techniques may have introduced 
selection bias and may not represent the broader population 
of students in the selected states. Thirdly, the study relied 
on self-report data, which may be subject to response and 
social desirability biases. Finally, the study’s mixed-methods 
approach may have resulted in trade-offs between the 
depth and breadth of the data collected (the use of a semi-
structured questionnaire). The qualitative data may provide 
rich insights into the factors contributing to students’ 
perception of education as a scam but may not represent 
the broader population. The quantitative data may provide 
more comprehensive insights but may lack the depth of 
understanding that can be achieved through qualitative data. 
These limitations should be considered when interpreting 
the study’s findings and addressed in future research to 
provide a more comprehensive understanding of the factors 
contributing to students’ perception of education as a scam 
in developing countries. However, the findings of this study 
are still relevant to populations with similar characteristics to 
the one used in this study.

Conclusion

The findings of this study can contribute to developing new 
or updating existing education theories to better account 
for the factors that influence students’ attitudes and beliefs 
about education/schooling. This research has revealed a need 
for further studies on why students say education is a scam. 
The study findings imply that educators need to understand 
better the needs and expectations of students in developing 
countries and tailor their teaching methods and curriculum 
to meet these needs better. The research findings can inform 
and shape education policy by identifying areas where 
policy changes may be needed to improve the quality and 
relevance of education in developing countries. Therefore, 
we recommend upgrading the Nigerian education policy to 
factor in these implications.

The results of this study suggest that the slogan ‘education/
school is a scam’ among students in two states in Nigeria 
means that the Nigerian educational system is not providing 
the necessary. There are many unemployed graduates in the 
country. A significant finding is that the students are using 
this slogan because many graduates are unemployed, and 
the government has failed to put the Nigerian educational 
system in an enviable position. Additionally, the students 
suggested that the government provide infrastructural 
facilities in the country’s institutions and employment to 
unemployed graduates. A suitable curriculum that will 
encourage the development of critical thinking and skills 
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acquisition should be introduced in the country. While 
further study is needed in other states in the country 
to confirm our findings, this study has implications for 
policymakers, curriculum planners, and teachers. Education 
policy, curricula, and teaching methods should be tailored 
to meet the present needs of the learners. 
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Sitting arrangement and malpractice behaviours among higher education test-takers: On 
educational assessment in Nigeria

Keywords Abstract
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sitting pattern. 

In this study, a cohort of 170 university students was observed for 
malpractice behaviour under three forms of sitting arrangement. The 
aim was to identify the conditions under which test-takers are more 
likely to engage in different forms of examination malpractice. The 
study was primarily concerned with providing answers to four research 
questions and testing four null hypotheses. Data were collected using 
an observation checklist conceived by the researchers. Data analysis was 
done using frequency counts, simple percentages and the Chi-square 
test of independence. It was determined, among other things, that many 
higher education test-takers participated in various forms of examination 
misconduct. Giraffing, copying from colleagues, script exchange, 
discussion with peers, using small papers containing answers, using 
phones, swaying seats, handwriting on desks, using headphones with 
recorded audio, and requesting invigilators for help are all manifestations 
of these behaviours. It was found that test-takers malpractice behaviour 
varied with the sitting arrangement used. Furthermore, the malpractice 
behaviours exhibited and the instances of cheating were not significantly 
dependent on gender, although males exhibited, on average, a higher rate 
of malpractice behaviours. However, students’ malpractice behaviours 
and the instances of cheating significantly depended on the sitting 
arrangement implemented. The educational assessment implications 
were examined considering these findings. Examiners wishing to limit 
examination fraud and improve efficient performance assessments may 
utilise one or more combinations of gender separation and inter-class 
test sitting arrangements.

Highlights of the paper

1. Test-takers exhibited different forms of malpractice behaviours.
2. Using small pieces of paper was the most prevalent form of  
malpractice behaviour.
3. The exchange of scripts was the least common form of malpractice 
behaviour by test-takers.
4. Implementing gender separation formation reduced the rate of 
malpractice behaviours.
5. Inter-class integration formation was the most effective in 
curtailing malpractice.
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Introduction 

Educational assessment has received substantial attention 
among teachers, researchers, and practitioners in African 
educational research. Consequently, most African studies 
continue to focus on different strategies to improve the 
quality of educational assessment (Beets, 2012; Rosenberg 
et al., 2018; Serpell & Simatende, 2016; Sireci, 2020). In 
Sub-Saharan Africa, studies on educational assessment 
continue to grow in the literature (Anyanwu & Reuben, 
2016; Ede et al., 2021; Ekuri et al., 2011; Kahembe & Jackson, 
2020; Kyaruzi et al., 2019; Sayed & Kanjee, 2013). The 
development of assessment systems is becoming a priority 
among stakeholders to improve the quality of education. 
Different tests are used as assessment tools for decision-
making (Bassey et al., 2019; Kawugana & Woyopwa, 2017). 
Test results are used to ascertain whether there is informed 
decision-making.

Every test is moderated through proper invigilation to 
curtail irregularities and obtain reliable trait measures 
under assessment. In education, teachers are the key 
players moderating the invigilation of tests (Owan et al., 
2019; Paveling et al., 2019; Shraim, 2019). Test invigilation is 
conceived as a conscious, deliberate, and direct observation 
of events and how they are done to guide how tests are 
administered and taken in schools based on rules and 
regulations. Test invigilation can take any form, depending 
on (1) the trait measured, (2) the nature of examiners and 
their rationale, (3) the nature and characteristics of test-
takers, and (4) the attributes of the test itself.

Over the years, there have been some complexities 
surrounding the invigilation of tests globally, especially 
as online-based testing practices are gradually becoming 
pervasive. One perceived reason is the concern about 
addressing the issue of varying and evolving forms of 
examination malpractice (Fuentes, 2020; Haque et al., 2021; 
Lefoka, 2020). Malpractice, in this case, is any wrongdoing 
exhibited before, during or after any test or examination 
(Kawugana & Woyopwa, 2007; Maciver, 2017). Any practice 
that counters or alters examination ethics is malpractice 
(Bibi et al., 2020; Okafor, 2021; Okwu, 2006). Several 
higher education studies continue to report students’ 
untoward attitudes when writing tests or other performance 
assessment activities to obtain high grades (Adesina, 
2020; Arop et al., 2018; Chirumamilla et al., 2020; Petters 
& Okon, 2014; Vlaardingerbroek et al., 2011). For example, 
research conducted by Open Education Database (2010) 
revealed that 68% of higher education students admitted 
to cheating, with first-year undergraduate students being 
the most prone to doing so. Recently, Bender (2021) found 
that 40% of college students self-reported having cheated 
at least once in their academic history. In another revelation, 
more than half of the students admitted to cheating during 
examinations in their past academic year (Mata, 2021; 
McCabe et al., 2006). All these studies support the claim that 
examination malpractice is widespread among students in 
higher education institutions. In Ethiopia, Dejene’s (2021) 
study indicated a high malpractice prevalence rate, with 
80% of the respondents admitting to having cheated.

As popularly discussed in the literature, these acts include 
neck-straining to copy from others (Arop et al., 2018), writing 
relevant information on different objects and re-copying the 
same while writing examination (Akaranga & Ongong, 2013). 
Smuggling lecture notes, exchange of question papers with 
written answers (Bassey & Owan, 2020), impersonation 
(Aishwarya et al., 2020; John-Otumu et al., 2021; Nagal et 
al., 2017), pointing answer booklets for others to copy, use 
of written inscription on small pieces of papers (microchips), 
browsing from the internet, exchange of scripts (Ekpoudo 
et al., 2021; Forkuor et al., 2019). An observation by the 
researchers suggests that some students engage in other 
practices such as whispering answers and sharing ideas 
with colleagues, swapping scripts, seat switching, playing 
audio recordings with the support of earphones, asking 
invigilators for assistance, use of textbooks and regularly 
obtaining permission to go out of the examination halls. 
Furthermore, the use of electronic devices (Odongo et al., 
2021), submission of multiple scripts, and use of coded 
sign language or slang (for communicating answers during 
examinations) have also been reported by previous studies 
as other forms of malpractice behaviour (Akaranga & 
Ongong, 2013; Okolie et al., 2019; Robbin, 2020).
 
These poor practices are unacceptable since they tend to 
skew evaluation results in high stake examinations (Bassey 
et al., 2019; Haque et al., 2021) and contribute negatively 
to the quality of graduates produced in higher education 
institutions (Arop et al., 2018; Birkeland & Bogh, 2018; 
Kawugana & Woyopwa, 2017), which in turn, could hinder 
the economic growth of nations. Different reasons account 
for students’ indulgence in examination malpractice. These 
include moral decadence, deplorable value system, poor 
admission and enrolment methods, inadequate teaching and 
learning, social vices (Okwu, 2006); poor study habits, over-
emphasis on paper certification and grades as performance 
measures (Aderogba, 2011; Arop et al., 2018; Bassey et al., 
2019, 2020); students’ interest, motivation and graduation 
policy (Yu & Zhao, 2021), and poor invigilation (Li & Meng, 
2016). Many techniques are now being implemented to fight 
the ‘cancer’ (examination malpractice), which keeps growing 
in higher education institutions. For example, different 
institutions have set up quality assurance committees to 
regulate assessment activities and address irregularities 
(Bassey et al., 2019 Uijtdehaage & Schuwirth, 2018). Teachers 
and students caught promoting examination malpractice 
are often punished, and the implementation of “conference 
marking” and ‘two weeks maximum’ results submission 
policies (Arop et al., 2018). However, these approaches to 
curtailing malpractice behaviour appear more institutional 
than behavioural. That is, they are primarily implemented 
after examinations are written.

To address the behavioural aspect of malpractice, a study 
revealed that the Joint Admission and Matriculation Board 
(JAMB) in Nigeria adopted the test items scrambling 
approach, as well as the use of different examination paper 
types, which allows for close-sitting students to answer 
questions in a separate order (Bassey et al., 2020). The 
approach used by JAMB is unarguably practical but only 
succeeds in curtailing just one form of malpractice (copying) 
among test-takers. Besides, JAMB only regulates entrance 
examinations into higher institutions, with such efforts not 
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being applied in semester examinations, rendering their 
efforts non-inclusive. Since malpractice relating to test-
taking usually occurs before, during and after assessments, 
there is a need for better or more proactive measures to 
tackle malpractice behaviour along these lines. This will help 
in curtailing such unwanted occurrences across all physically 
taken examinations. In line with this thinking, recent studies 
have implemented other strategies such as adopting online 
assessment practices (Fuentes, 2020; Owan, 2020; Shraim, 
2019), using the Internet of Things model (Haque et al., 
2021), the use of higher-ordered test items (Bassey & Owan, 
2020) and rational emotive behaviour education intervention 
(Abiogu et al., 2021). Using the resource-process-value 
(RPV) framework to tackle online examination malpractices 
has also been proffered (Hu et al., 2021).

Studies trying to resolve the problem of examination 
malpractice have also employed diverse independent 
variables. For example, research indicated that practical 
techniques, such as computer-based tests and biometric 
verification, should be adopted during testing (Akintunde 
& Selzing-Musa, 2016). However, this suggestion seems 
more applicable to computer-based testing scenarios than 
physical ones. Bridging this gap, the study of James and 
Giacaman (2020) recommended that to curb malpractice, it 
is essential to substitute in-class assessments and practical 
take-home tests to detect students’ plagiarism, student 
learning, and repeatability. Even so, from experience, these 
techniques rarely eliminate or mitigate the examination 
malpractice activities of students. Noticeably, many students 
persistently indulge in such unacceptable acts even amid 
invigilators (Situma & Wasike, 2020) and implement other 
strategies.

Despite the pervasive attempts to curb examination 
malpractice, little focus has been paid to investigating 
invigilating strategies. More specifically, none of the cited 
studies considered the sitting arrangement of students 
during test-taking as a strategy capable of mitigating 
examination malpractice. This overlooked aspect is critical 
because the techniques adopted to monitor students as 
they take assessments could go a long way to deciding how 
test-takers behave. The presence of invigilators plays a vital 
role in curtailing excesses in test-takers’ behaviour during 
the administration of tests (Owan et al., 2019). This explains 
why test-taking processes are monitored at all educational 
levels to guide conduct and prevent/reduce malpractice and 
related offences among test-takers. Popular test invigilation 
strategies often include attaching strict invigilators to 
examination halls (Oni & Osuji, 2020), wide spacing of 
students, and searching students’ bags and pockets before 
entering examination halls (Arop et al., 2018). Others 
include disallowing mobile and electronic gadgets during 
examinations (Mulongo et al., 2019) and asking students to 
drop personal possessions outside examination halls and 
others. 

Furthermore, research by Odongo et al. (2021) reveals 
that higher education students are very innovative in their 
approach to cheating during examinations. This implies 
that more untold cheating systems will likely unfold in the 
future, especially as online assessment practices are likely to 
be widely used due to the Covid-19 pandemic. Therefore, 

a challenge is presented to researchers to rethink new 
approaches and innovative strategies to invigilate test-
taking processes to promote quality assessment. This study 
experimented with sitting arrangements to determine their 
effectiveness in tackling malpractice among test-takers in 
African higher education institutions.

In the context of this study, “sitting arrangement” or 
simply “sitting formation” are ways of achieving acceptable 
standards during the test-taking process by altering the 
sitting pattern of examinees before commencing the test. 
It refers to the order and organisation of students’ sitting 
structure before receiving an assessment instrument. The 
present study derives root from the finding of Odongo et al. 
(2021), which revealed that many students sit in “formation” 
or according to a unique pattern to enable them to cheat 
during examinations. According to the cited authors, the 
formation aims to allow students to draw support from 
group members. Although the cited study also revealed that 
the effectiveness of the formation could be reduced through 
a reshuffling of students, it did not explain how the students 
should be subsequently rearranged. Also, Odongo and his 
colleagues did not reveal the extent to which the reshuffling 
of students can mitigate examination malpractice, being 
a qualitative study. The present study draws from these 
limitations and quantitatively assesses how three sitting 
arrangements can reduce malpractice behaviour among 
higher education test-takers. This study makes a unique 
contribution to the existing body of knowledge. It can be a 
valuable tool for examiners, examination bodies, educational 
invigilators and assessment experts to determine what 
approach to use while conducting internal and external 
examinations. The rationale was to determine the method(s) 
that are effective or otherwise in mitigating the prevalence of 
examination malpractice among higher education students. 

Research questions

The specific questions addressed in this study are:

What are the instances of malpractice behaviour 
among test-takers in higher education when 
allowed to sit at random during examinations? 

What instances of malpractice behaviour are 
manifested by test-takers in higher education 
when the gender separation sitting arrangement 
is applied?

What is the frequency of test-takers examination 
malpractice and the number of cheating 
instances when the inter-class integration 
approach is implemented? 

Which is the most effective sitting arrangement 
for reducing test-takers malpractice behaviour 
between the random, gender-separation and 
inter-class integration approaches?

1.

2.

3.

4.
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Hypotheses

The following hypotheses were formulated and tested:

Hypothesis 1

Ho: Test-takers’ indulgence in malpractice behaviours 
does not significantly depend on their gender.

H1: Test-takers’ indulgence in malpractice behaviours 
significantly depends on their gender.

Hypothesis 2

Ho: The observed instances of malpractice behaviours 
among test-takers do not significantly depend on 
their gender.

H1: The observed instances of malpractice behaviours 
among test-takers significantly depends on their 
gender.

Hypothesis 3

Ho: Test-takers’ indulgence in malpractice behaviours 
is not significantly dependent on the implemented 
sitting arrangement.

H1: Test-takers’ indulgence in malpractice behaviours 
significantly depends on the implemented sitting 
arrangement.

Hypothesis 4

Ho: The observed instances of malpractice behaviours 
among test-takers do not significantly depend on the 
sitting arrangement implemented.

H1: The observed instances of malpractice behaviours 
among test-takers significantly depend on the sitting 
arrangement implemented.

Theoretical framework

This study is grounded in the classical test theory (CTT) (Allen 
& Yen, 2002; Lord & Novick, 1968; Novick, 1966). The CTT is a 
quantitative approach to ensuring the validity and reliability 
of psychological measurement (Cappelleri et al., 2014). The 
theory holds that every observed score (X) contains a true 
score (T) plus a random error score (E). The CTT also referred 
to as true score theory assumes that every individual in a test 
has a true score that would have been attained if there were 
no errors. However, due to several factors (observable and 
non-observable), which can be psychological, social, genetic 
or environmental, an error score must always be present. 
Thus, it is impossible to determine the true score since 
most variables contributing to the error scores cannot be 
examined. Therefore, instructors and test administrators can 
only quantify each student's observed score (X) but never 
their true score (T). This position can be mathematically 
expressed as:

X = T ± E
Where:
X = observed score
T = True score
E = Error (Random or systematic) score

Note that the plus or minus symbol was not the plus sign 
because random errors could increase or decrease the 
observed score. The mean of the hypothesised distribution 
of test results that would result from several independent 
tests of the same person using the same test is known as 
the true score for a test. Error is a product of random and 
illogical departures from the true score in every testing 
session (Sharkness & DeAngelo, 2011). Since the error is 
random, it changes throughout all test administrations, 
and so does the observed score. In contrast, a true score 
should remain constant, independent of the testing context. 
This merely means that a person's T is confirmed for that 
individual taking one exam; it does not imply that a person's 
actual score is ‘true’ for every test or measure of the same 
type.

The CTT is relevant to this study because students' 
indulgence in examination malpractice is one factor that 
makes it impossible to attain the T. Studies have shown that 
the indulgence of students in different forms of examination 
malpractice raises the error score while lowering or skewing 
the true score (Ekechukwu & Nwamadi, 2017; Joshua, 
2019). Because the error score is not minimised, incorrect 
conclusions are drawn about the trait being tested (Bassey 
et al., 2020; Bassey & Owan, 2020; Owan, 2020; Memory 
& Abosede, 2021). Along these lines, the current study 
was undertaken to test the efficacy of different sitting 
arrangements in minimising students' indulgence in 
examination malpractice to reduce the error score.

 
Conceptual clarification: Description of sitting 
arrangement

The three sitting arrangements include random, gender 
separation, and inter-class integration arrangements. The 
random sitting arrangement is a system where the students 
are allowed to sit as they like in an examination hall or 
where the arrangement of seats follows no order. This 
sitting arrangement was used to obtain baseline data about 
students' cheating behaviour in a more realistic situation. 
The baseline information served as the benchmark for 
further comparing students' malpractice behaviours after 
implementing other sitting arrangements. Gender separation 
formation is a sitting arrangement that demarcates male from 
female students before a test. In this formation, male and 
female students occupy some columns in the examination 
hall (with adequate space demarcating them). It is used to 
administer the same test to male and female students of the 
same class. Students of sex A are not seated in the section 
meant for sex B and vice versa. Inter-class integration 
accommodates students of different academic classes to 
take their respective tests in the same venue. Also, students 
at different levels of the same discipline could be made to 
take their tests in the same hall. Students of the same class 
can also use it but across different academic disciplines in 
the same test venue. This approach entails several tests for 
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different subgroups of respondents in the same venue. For 
example, integrating first-year, second-year, third-year and 
final-year students into the same examination hall to take 
their separate examinations.

Methods

Research design and participants

The study adopted the prospective cohort study design. The 
prospective cohort design is a type of observational study 
within the analytic framework to collect data from a group 
of people from a given time point into the future (Song & 
Chung, 2010). This design is planned and implemented for 
participants who meet eligibility criteria to answer specific 
research questions in an area (Gad, 2014). Our study involved 
a cohort of 170 second-year students (Males = 75; Females 
= 95) at a public university in Nigeria (its name is masked 
for confidentiality). The population of second-year students 
in the university was 1,211 (Males, N = 534; Females, N= 
677). The 170 participants represented approximately 14% 
of the population and were chosen across the two strata in 
the same proportion for fairness.
 
A priori power analysis proved that a sample size of 101 
participants (for 11 degrees of freedom) or 128 participants 
(for 22 degrees of freedom) was large enough to achieve 
an effect size of w = 0.50 and a 95% statistical power at the 
.05 alpha level in rejecting the null hypothesis correctly if 
it is false or accepting it if it is true (See appendix 1 and 2). 
The power analysis was conducted for the Chi-square test 
at 11 and 22 degrees of freedom using G*power software 
(Cohen, 1988; Faul et al., 2007; Mayr et al., 2007). Since a 
larger sample was preferred, the target was to recruit at least 
128 participants. Nevertheless, an additional 30% increase 
in the sample size was considered for possible attrition 
and non-response (Bujang, 2021; Corry et al., 2017; Heo, 
2014; In et al., 2020), resulting in a required sample of 164 
participants, which was approximated to 170 participants. 
Thus, the sample of 170 participants was slightly more than 
the minimum requirements to achieve adequate power after 
accounting for possible attrition.

The cohort of second-year students was of interest to 
us because they have had a fair amount of university 
experience (compared to the first-year) and are still more 
likely to be academically weaker (compared to third or final-
year students). The respondents were randomly selected 
using the simple random sampling technique, a probability 
sampling procedure. This approach gave each eligible 
participant an equal probability of selection, promoting 
fairness. The cohort was observed under one control 
condition and two experimental conditions. The control 
condition was used to obtain baseline information on the 
malpractice behaviour of the students before any form of 
manipulation was implemented.

Instrument for data collection

We designed a paper monitor checklist as the tool for data 
collection. Based on existing literature, the checklist was 

developed to indicate the number of test-takers engaging 
in different forms of the listed malpractice behaviour. 
Provisions were also made to record the number of instances 
test-takers manifested a particular malpractice behaviour on 
the checklist. Since test-takers are known to be innovative 
and evolving in their cheating strategies (Hill et al., 2021; 
Odongo et al., 2021), we made provisions to include any 
malpractice behaviour exhibited by students that were 
not initially listed. Some experts offered the checklist face 
validity before it was used for data collection.

Data collection procedure

Collecting data for any study dealing with academic integrity 
has always been challenging (Teymouri et al., 2022) due to 
the difficulty associated with getting participants, organisms, 
or objects to act as they would naturally. To promote data 
integrity and avoid bias in our observations, we partnered 
with three academic staff at the university under focus. These 
three academics were purposively chosen because they have 
been allocated courses for teaching first-year, second, and 
third-year students and were willing to assist us in pursuing 
this study. We assume that students will only manifest 
malpractice behaviour if they know that the written test or 
examination is part of the build-up for their semester course 
achievement (GPA). For this reason, the three academic staff 
were made to provide written informed consent on behalf 
of their students. The cohort did not participate in this study 
voluntarily because we did not want them to pretend; we 
wanted them to act as they would in any other test. Ethical 
consideration was waived for this study as per national and 
institutional regulations.

Data collection for this study was done in the second 
semester of the 2020/2021 academic session. We partnered 
with an academic staff teaching the cohort of second-year 
students at a selected department by offering to be part 
of his invigilation team throughout the term (from July 
to October 2021). This was done to enable us to collect 
data at three-time points. During the first phase, the 
academic staff scheduled a test as part of the build-up to 
students' cumulative scores for the semester. We visited 
the test venue as scheduled with five well-trained research 
assistants. The academic staff offered test questions based 
on the curriculum contents provided to students at the time. 
Students came in well-prepared to write their test without 
knowledge about this research. The students were allowed to 
sit at random, as they wished. The researchers and research 
assistants had earlier been pre-assigned to focus on specific 
columns to avoid repetition in recording observations. Each 
person was in their duty post, observing students closely as 
they took their tests. We recorded the number of test-takers 
who cheated and the malpractice behaviour exhibited using 
the inventory. We also recorded the instances of cheating 
(i.e., the number of times different malpractice behaviours 
were shown regardless of whether it was the same person 
exhibiting it). At the close of the test, scripts were collected 
from the students and handed over to the teacher. 

After one month and two weeks, the second phase of the data 
collection commenced. We used the same cohort of students 
that participated in the first phase and the same teacher for 
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the exercise. However, unlike in the first phase, students 
were not allowed to sit randomly. Before administering 
the test, all the desks in the hall were rearranged into four 
columns. The gender separation approach was implemented 
with male test-takers occupying the first two columns while 
female test-takers sat on the last two. After the seating 
arrangement had been executed, the teacher administered 
the test as usual, without the students' knowledge. As in the 
first phase, we recorded information about the number of 
unique test-takers that exhibited malpractice behaviour and 
documented the instances of cheating.

After another month, the school timetable came out for 
teachers to administer their final continuous assessment (test) 
for the semester. This time, a date was scheduled between 
the research team and the three academic staff (including 
the one that took part in the first two experiments and the 
other two that are yet to) to administer their tests. This time 
around, a schedule was made for the three different tests 
to be taken by three groups of students at the same time, 
date and venue. The big hall was chosen to accommodate 
these three groups of students. The other two academic 
staff participating for the first time in the research were 
teaching first-year and third-year students. After entering 
the examination hall, we implemented the inter-class 
integration formation where three test-takers of different 
class members were made to sit on a desk. They were all sat 
in this order: first-year, second-year, and third-year across 
all the desks. This way, it was easy for each academic staff 
to locate his students based on the seating arrangement 
for administering and retrieving test booklets. Even though 
three groups of students were mixed, keen observation was 
still paid to the cohort of this study – the year two students 
occupying the middle position at each desk. We were not 
interested in monitoring nor recording the malpractice 
behaviour of first-year and third-year students because they 
were only brought in to alter the experimental condition. 
Thus, we took all recordings of the unique test-takers that 
cheated from the primary cohort and recorded the instances 
of cheating behaviour.

The method of counting the malpractice behaviours 
was based on the instances (frequency) of the cheating 
behaviours and the number of test-takers who cheated. 
The number of instances refers to the number of times test-
takers manifested specific cheating behaviours. Efforts were 
made to determine the unique number of test-takers who 
cheated by allowing each research assistant to focus on a 
region assigned to them for observation. Each observer did 
not cross their area of focus to avoid multiple recordings of 
the same behaviour by different observers. Recordings from 
all observations were collated from all observers, prepared 
on a spreadsheet package and stored in the personal 
computer of the lead author with a strong password. The 
data was only accessible to the team of researchers and 
utilised only when necessary. Since self-identifying data were 
not requested, the collected data was obtained with a high 
level of anonymity. Thereafter, the data were summarised 
using descriptive statistics such as frequency counts, 
simple percentages, averages and charts. The summarised 
frequency-based data were further used to create crosstabs 
where the Chi-square test of independence was used to test 
the null hypotheses at the .05 level of significance.

Results

Research question 1 

The malpractice behaviour of test-takers in higher education 
when they were allowed to sit at random during examinations 
was determined using reports recorded by the researcher 
through the observation of test-takers behaviour during 
the test. The results presented in Table 1 generally revealed 
that, on average, 62 students engaged in cheating during 
the test, with an observed average of 37 cheating instances. 
Specifically, the observation revealed that 38.82% (n = 66) 
unique students were caught giraffing, with 97 giraffing 
instances. A total of 35.13% (n = 60) were observed copying 
from their colleagues with 69 cases. The observations also 
revealed that 3.93% (n =7), 29.97% (n = 51), 21.87 % (n = 
37), 8.84% (n = 15), 2.95% (n = 5), 0.49% (n = 1), 28.74% 
(n = 49), and 22.6% (n = 38) of the test-takers exchanged 
scripts, discussed with other colleagues, used small pieces of 
paper (microchips), used their phones, switched seats, wrote 
on desks, sought help from invigilators and took regular 
permission to go out respectively. The number of incidents 
of cheating was recorded: n = 10 (script exchanges), n = 
61 (talking with colleagues), n = 47 (microchips used), n = 
18 (phone-using), n = 5 (switching seats), n = 8 (scripting 
on desks), 58 (seeking for invigilators' aid) and 70 (asking 
permission to leave often). However, no student was 
observed using earphones or textbooks while they sat at 
random. The rate of cheating was computed as the total 
number of cheating instances divided by the number of 
unique test-takers caught cheating. The analysis revealed 
that students intending to giraffe, copy from colleagues, 
exchange scripts, discuss with colleagues, use microchips, 
use phones, switch seats, write on desks, seek help from 
invigilators and seek regular permission are likely to do so 
at approximately one, two, one, one, one, one, eight, one 
and two times respectively.

Table 1. Instances of cheating and the number of unique 
test-takers who cheated at the implementation of the 
random sitting arrangement.

Research question 2

The frequency of malpractice behaviour manifested by 
higher education test-takers at the implementation of the 
gender separation sitting arrangement was determined 
using the observation report. The total number of males and 
females who were caught exhibiting malpractice behaviour 
and the total number of cheating instances were used. Table 
2 indicates, on a general note, that an average number 
of 11 males cheated, with a recorded average number of 
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17 cheating instances, while 11 females cheated, with a 
computed average of 22 cheating instances. Based on mean 
to sample proportion, the result implies that males (14.7%) 
are more likely to iterate their malpractice behaviour than 
females (12.9%), even though the average number of male 
and female students who cheated was about the same. In total, 
22 students cheated during the test regardless of sex, with 
an average of 39 cheating instances at the implementation 
of the gender separation sitting arrangement. However, no 
student was caught exchanging scripts or using textbooks 
under this approach. The number of males and females 
who cheated and the number of cheating instances across 
specific forms of malpractice are presented in Table 2. 

Table 2. Distribution of test-takers who cheated and the 
instances of cheating at the implementation of the gender 
separation sitting arrangement.

Research question 3

The frequency of test-takers’ examination malpractice 
and the number of cheating instances when the inter-
class integration sitting arrangement was implemented 
is presented in Table 3. An average of seven students 
cheated, with an average of nine cheating instances. 
Specifically, 10.59% (n = 18), 3.53% (n =6), 1.18% (n = 2), 
13.53% (n = 23) and 20% (n = 34) of the students were 
caught using microchips, phones, earphones, seeking help 
from invigilators, and seeking regular permission to go 
out of the examination hall respectively. The number of 
cheating cases for test-takers using microchips, phones, 
earphones, seeking help from invigilators and seeking 
regular permission was 27, 10, 2, 28, and 43, respectively. 
However, malpractice behaviours such as giraffing, copying, 
script exchange, conversation with peers, seat swapping and 
the utilisation of textbooks were not noted among the test-
takers after the inter-class integration sitting arrangement 
was implemented.

Research question 4

The most effective sitting arrangement in reducing test-
takers malpractice behaviour between the random, gender-
separation and inter-class integration approaches was 
determined by comparing the percentage of total test-takers 
who cheated and the rate of cheating instances generally 

Table 3. Distribution of the number of test-takers who cheated 
and the number of cheating instances at the implementation 
of the inter-class integration sitting arrangement.

and across specific forms of malpractice. Based on the results 
presented in Table 4, it was discovered generally, through 
comparison, that, on average, test-takers who engaged 
in malpractice were 16.11% (random), 13.04% (gender 
separation) and 4.07% (inter-class integration), respectively, 
for the three sitting arrangements. Specifically, the following 
examination misconducts (giraffing, assisting colleagues 
or copying from friends, script swapping, discussion with 
other test-takers, seat switching and seeking help from 
invigilators) were reduced during gender separation, and 
the inter-class integration approach was applied. Many 
of these malpractice behaviours were not observed in the 
inter-class integration formation.

Furthermore, the following malpractice behaviours (use 
of microchips, use of phones and writing on desks) were 
minimal at the application of the random formation but 
increased at the implementation of the gender separation 
sitting arrangement. The use of earphones was not observed 
in the random sitting arrangement but was recorded in 
applying the gender separation and inter-class integration 
arrangements. Obtaining regular permission to go out 
of the examination hall was recorded almost at the same 
rate at the application of both the random and gender-
separation sitting arrangements but reduced when the 
inter-class integration arrangement was implemented. This 
result is further presented pictorially (see Figures 1 and 2) 
to understand the malpractice behaviour across the three 
sitting arrangements quickly.

Table 4. Comparison of the extent of test-takers malpractice 
behaviours based on the application of the random, gender 
separation and inter-class integration sitting arrangements.
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Figure 1. A clustered bar chart showing the number of test-
takers who cheated as a per cent of the total cohort of this 
study across the three sitting arrangements.

Figure 2: Stacked bar chart showing the rate of malpractice 
among test-takers across the three sitting arrangements.

Hypothesis 1

A chi-square test was performed to determine whether test-
takers indulgence in malpractice behaviours significantly 
depended on their gender. Table 5 shows that the calculated 
Chi-Square value of χ2cal = 16.22 is less than the critical 
value of  χ2crit. = 19.68 at the .05 level of significance and 11 
degrees of freedom. Based on this result, we failed to reject 
the null hypothesis, whereas the alternative hypothesis 
was disregarded. This implies that test-takers indulgence 
in malpractice behaviours does not significantly depend 
on their gender. Therefore, the observed difference in the 
proportion of cheating between male and female test-takers 
(reported in Table 2) in favour of the latter is attributable to 
chance.

Hypothesis 2

The second hypothesis was tested to determine whether the 
observed instances of malpractice behaviours among test-
takers significantly depended on their gender using a Chi-
square test of independence. The results in Table 6 reveal 
that the observed instances of malpractice behaviours did 

Table 5: Chi-square test results of gender and malpractice 
behaviours among test-takers.

not significantly depend on the test-takers’ gender since 
the calculated Chi-square value of 17.55 is less than the 
critical value of 19.68 at the .05 level of significance and 11 
degrees of freedom. Consequently, we fail to reject the null 
hypothesis, and in its stead, the alternative hypothesis is 
rejected. Therefore, the observed difference in the cheating 
instances of male and female test-takers recorded in Table 
3 is due to chance. 

Table 6: Chi-square test results of malpractice behaviours 
and cheating instances among male and female test-takers.

Hypothesis 3

To test whether test-takers’ indulgence in malpractice 
behaviours significantly depended on the implemented 
sitting arrangement, a crosstab was created, and a Chi-
square test of independence was performed on the data. 
Table 7 provides evidence that the calculated Chi-square 
value of 120.17 is greater than the critical Chi-square value of 
33.92 at the .05 alpha level and 22 degrees of freedom. Given 
this result, the null hypothesis was rejected, whereas the 
alternative hypothesis was upheld. This suggests that test-
takers’ indulgence in malpractice behaviours significantly 
depends on the implemented sitting arrangement. 
Therefore, the results presented in Table 4 and Figure 1 were 
not due to chance.

Hypothesis 4

In the fourth hypothesis, a crosstab was generated, and 
a Chi-square test of independence was performed on 
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the data to determine whether the observed instances of 
malpractice behaviours among test-takers significantly 
depended on the sitting arrangement implemented. Table 
8 shows that the computed Chi-square value of 177.28 is 
higher than the critical Chi-square value of 33.92 at the .05 
alpha level and 22 degrees of freedom. As a consequence 
of this outcome, the null hypothesis was rejected, whereas 
the alternative hypothesis was accepted. This implies that 
the observed instances of malpractice behaviours among 
test-takers significantly depend on the sitting arrangement 
implemented. Thus, the results shown in Table 4 and Figure 
2 were not due to chance.

Table 7: Chi-square results showing the dependence of 
test-takers’ indulgence in malpractice behaviours on the 
implemented sitting arrangement.

Table 8: Chi-square results showing the dependence of 
students’ instances of cheating on the implemented sitting 
arrangements.

Discussion of findings

This study has found that many second-year students in 
Nigerian universities engage in examination misconduct. 
These habits include giraffing, friendly copying, exchange 
of manuscripts, interaction with colleagues, microchips, 
telephone use, seat swap, desk writing, earbuds, and 
requesting help from invigilators. This finding strengthens 
the report of previous studies (Akaranga & Ongong, 2013; 
Arop et al., 2018; Okwu, 2006), which enlist some everyday 
malpractice activities of higher education test-takers, 
including giraffing, the use of electronic devices, submission 
of multiple scripts, use of coded sign language among 
test-takers or between teachers and some test-takers for 

communicating answers during examinations are other 
standard practices of examination malpractice.

Interestingly, there is a significant deviation in the 
malpractice behaviour of test-takers depending on the 
sitting arrangement applied. This shows that the way 
students are arranged to take tests or examinations matters 
in their malpractice behaviours and their cheating instances. 
For instance, the rate of giraffing, copying, scripts and seat 
exchange, use of microchips, and invigilator disturbance 
dropped when the gender separation approach was applied 
and went utterly extinct when the inter-class integration 
approach was applied. This suggests that the inter-class 
integration approach may be the most effective method 
among the three in curtailing malpractice behaviours and 
instances of cheating among test-takers. The gender-
separation technique follows this. This decline may be 
attributed to the destabilisation that sitting arrangements 
bring. For example, giraffing, copying and exchanging 
seats/scripts may be difficult to achieve when surrounding 
neighbours in a test hall are members of a different class, 
writing a different test. It is also impossible for test-takers 
to discuss when they have been rearranged to the point 
that test-takers, who usually adopt the teamwork approach 
to cheat, are made to sit apart from their team members. 
Cases of test-takers copying from desks are also likely to be 
reduced or eliminated if they are relocated from the desk 
where inscriptions were made before the examination. 

The gender separation may have also proven effective 
because most students sit beside intelligent students of the 
opposite gender to solicit help that may otherwise not be 
derived from colleagues of the same sex. Some students 
are more willing to help colleagues of the opposite sex 
than those of the same sex due to the rewards they can 
derive after examinations. Consequently, students visit the 
classroom with a planned sitting formation that will enable 
the brilliant ones to assist their dull friends of the opposite 
sex. Although the gender-separation technique has been 
revealed to be effective in reducing malpractice behaviours 
and instances of cheating among students, malpractice 
behaviour is not significantly associated with a particular 
gender. Therefore, whether a student will cheat and the 
instances of cheating is not significantly dependent on their 
being a male or female. This result conforms with several 
studies indicating that gender is not an index for examination 
malpractice (Badejo & Gandonu, 2010; Olowodunoye & 
Titus, 2011). Nevertheless, the present study has provided 
further evidence corresponding to the result uncovered by 
previous studies (Ejinwa & Ojiaku, 2020; Mulongo et al., 
2020) that males are more likely to indulge in malpractice 
than females, albeit the difference is not significant. 
However, the result disagrees with the findings of some 
studies (Ifeagwazi et al., 2019; Oyeyemi et al., 2019), which 
showed, on the contrary, a significant gender difference in 
malpractice behaviours between male and female students, 
with the former engaging more than the latter. This disparity 
in the results is attributable to the data collection methods 
and the subjects used in the cited and current studies. This 
suggests that further research is necessary to clarify the role 
of gender in malpractice behaviours among students at 
different education levels.
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The use of microchips, phones, and earphones increased 
and could not be eliminated even when the most robust 
sitting arrangement (inter-class integration) was applied. 
Such an increase may be attributed to the anxiety test-
takers might have developed due to the challenging nature 
of the supervision environment. Therefore, they may resort 
to using personally-based or dynamic approaches so that a 
displacement in the seating arrangement makes it possible 
for them to move with their cheating devices. In the three 
experiments, test-takers were not observed cheating with 
their textbooks against the position of studies (Akaranga 
& Ongong, 2013; Okwu, 2006). However, the researchers 
attributed the absence of textbook use to the planned nature 
of the experiment and the instruction given to test-takers to 
take their books and other luggage outside. Furthermore, 
books' usual extensive nature could be easily discovered 
during the test formation rearrangement. Textbooks found 
during this process are taken out, implying that test-takers 
were ‘disarmed’ from possessing such books. Lastly, many 
test-takers took frequent permission to go out of the test 
hall in the name of going to ease themselves. However, the 
researchers suspect that some test-takers will likely read 
or ‘re-arm’ themselves before returning to continue their 
examinations.

Limitations and implications for further research

This study faces a few limitations, including the small sample 
size and scope, which may limit generalisations made to the 
entire population. However, considering its experimental 
nature, further studies/experiments should be conducted in 
different parts of the world to validate the sitting arrangement 
framework developed in this study. Another limitation is 
that the test-takers were not observed in an examination 
condition (such as a semester or degree examination) where 
we believe there is a higher stake and, therefore, a higher 
likelihood for students to cheat than in a testing scenario. 
Perhaps some test-takers did not exhibit specific behaviour 
because a lower value must have been placed on the test. 
Therefore, future research should be designed to observe 
test-takers malpractice behaviour at the end of the semester 
examination. Prospective researchers should also use 
complex and more sophisticated data collection methods, 
such as hidden cameras. This will help reduce the number of 
invigilators in the test or examination hall, allowing students 
to exhibit their actual behaviour. 

Conclusion

Based on the findings from this study, it was concluded that 
the examination malpractice behaviour of the examiners 
varies with the employed seating scheme. Random sitting 
arrangements (where test-takers are allowed to sit as they 
wish) promote a higher rate of cheating among higher 
education test-takers. Although a gender separation sitting 
arrangement reduces the rate of malpractice, the inter-
class integration approach is the most effective in reducing 
several malpractice behaviours. This study has numerous 
implications because the adoption of sitting arrangements 
tends to decrease some kinds of examination malpractices, 
such as using microchips, phones, earphones and writing 

on desks. Therefore, higher education teachers and 
examination invigilators should take note of this evidence 
and adopt these approaches to mitigate these practices. 
This study contributes to the literature by offering two new 
methods of arranging students in an examination or test-
taking condition to regulate their malpractice behaviour.

Therefore, the two new sitting arrangements experimented 
on in this study are recommended for national or 
standardised examinations where paper-pencil tests are 
used. These formations may also be used to some extent 
in computer-based assessment practices. Examiners who 
aim to lower the exam misconduct rate of test-takers and 
improve practical performance assessment should either 
employ gender separation, inter-class integration or a mix 
of both sitting arrangements. This would reduce test-takers’ 
malpractice behaviour and provide results that reflect test-
takers actual cognitive ability in higher education. Test-
takers should be compelled to take out all items in their 
possession before the beginning of any test, examination 
or evaluation. They should be checked, ensuring that things 
such as phones, earpieces, textbooks and notebooks of 
different types, forms and sizes are not with test-takers. No 
student should be allowed to leave an assessment venue 
more than once. All test-takers returning to the examination 
hall after obtaining permission to go out should be assessed 
before they take their seats. Close attention should also 
be paid to such test-takers throughout the exercise. 
Disciplinary approaches should also be instituted in higher 
learning institutions, prescribing the penalties for particular 
academic offences.
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internationally.
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Introduction 

IInternships as voluntary, temporary work placements, often 
undertaken by students at university and college levels, 
have been hailed as win-win situations for both employers 
and interns. Employers do not have to commit to actual 
employment, and interns can further their (future) careers 
(Binder et al., 2015). Undoubtedly, internships feature 
prominently when it comes to the employability of graduates 
from higher education. In recent years, universities across 
the western world have increasingly acknowledged the 
importance of career-furthering measures (Binder et al., 
2015; Callanan & Benzing, 2004). Yet, the exact benefits 
of internships and how these are brought about remain a 
matter of ongoing debate (Hora et al., 2020; Smith, 2021).

Organisations offer internship opportunities to encourage 
work experience. These last for a fixed time, anywhere 
between one week and 12 months (Smith, 2021). They are 
typically undertaken by students and graduates looking 
to gain relevant skills for their chosen industry. Employers 
often leverage work experience opportunities to assess a 
student or graduate’s potential and capability, frequently 
recruiting employees from their internship programmes 
instead of advertising their vacancies externally (Wei 
et al., 2021; Wallace, 2016). The recent pandemic has 
unfortunately caused many students and graduates to lose 
out on internships, but it has also catalysed a shift towards 
virtual work experiences and online volunteering, along with 
temporary or part-time work (Smith, 2021; McClure & Black, 
2013).

People often confuse internships and work placements, but 
the two types of experience are different. While internships 
are usually undertaken over the summer months or after 
graduation to gain experience in a particular field, work 
placements, also known as a year-in-industry or placement 
year, are taken as part of a degree (Smith, 2021; Hora et 
al., 2020). Typically, students in a placement year complete 
an educational module and receive academic credit for the 
year following the successful completion of an assessment 
(Wallace, 2016). While the benefits students gain from 
internship experiences have been extensively documented 
in research, articles generally tend to focus on internship 
effects on employment and career indicators (Binder et al., 
2015; Callanan & Benzing, 2004).

Background 

To date, there is no literature available that discusses the 
lived experience of nursing midwifery and health students 
undertaking internships within UK higher education 
institutions being employed as academic staff. This study, 
therefore, offers an original and important narrative to 
education institutions that offer nursing, midwifery and 
health (NMH) programmes. 

There is ample literature that discusses the value of 
undergraduate students undertaking internships (Binder 
et al., 2015; Callanan & Benzing, 2004; Hora et al., 2020; 
Wei et al., 2021; Wallace, 2016). Internships undertaken by 
undergraduate students have been considered a win-win 

situation for both interns and employers. On the one hand, an 
employer does not commit to actual employment, and on the 
other hand, the intern uses this opportunity to further their 
career. Therefore, the internship has featured prominently 
when it comes to graduates’ employability, and across the 
world, universities have progressively acknowledged the 
significance of such career-furthering measures. For nursing 
undergraduates, the internship programme provides a 
system of instruction and experience which leads to the 
acquisition of attributes, skills and knowledge central to the 
professional nursing practice. However, while there is limited 
research on the value of the internship for undergraduate 
nursing students, existing literature has highlighted a range 
of benefits it offers nursing students as they transition from 
higher learning to the workplace (McClure & Black, 2013; 
Wallace, 2016). Essentially, it supplements education and is 
a prerequisite for graduation at the master’s and bachelor’s 
levels (Hu et al., 2022).

Firstly, an internship is valuable for undergraduate students 
as it provides the opportunity for mentorship. According 
to Wei et al. (2021), it is the most effective way to find a 
mentor who can lead a student early in their career. Wei et 
al. (2021) found that most undergraduates acquire mentors 
who are willing to not only guide them but also help them 
learn. For nursing students, nurse mentors provide a chance 
to develop and improve their clinical skills within a safer 
environment as well as offer professional tips, empowering 
them to work and expand their knowledge through practice. 
For instance, a study conducted by Binder et al. (2015) 
found that during emergencies, nursing interns observe 
the way expert nurses respond as well as who they call. 
Similarly, when senior nurses identify an unusual finding, for 
instance, a decline in inspiration rate or skin colour changes, 
nursing interns gain a real-life experience of how expert 
nurses relay such information to a physician or doctor as 
well as the interventions they request (Binder et al., 2015). 
Consequently, it helps to build confidence in the intern. 

Wallace (2016) found that undergraduates who undertake 
internships are more confident as they transition into the 
workplace than those who do not. According to Wallace 
(2016), internships aim to ensure that students can adapt 
to practice and their occupation and, thus, offer them the 
experience to nurture their technical skills within diverse 
environments. As a result, for undergraduate nursing 
students, this approach strengthens their clinical decision-
making skills in the real-life clinical setting and improves 
their confidence. Callanan & Benzing (2004) argue that in 
nursing, decision-making involves offering care to patients 
by understanding the impact of illness on society, families, 
and individuals. Therefore, the World Health Organization 
has considered the development of confidence, critical 
thinking, problem-solving and clinical decision-making as 
benchmarks for the training of nurses in schools (Callanan 
& Benzing, 2004).

Secondly, the internship provides undergraduates with a 
chance to find a future job. According to a study by Hora et 
al. (2020), prominent organisations seek knowledgeable and 
skilled workers and prefer new graduates to be part of their 
long-term personnel. For instance, Wei et al. (2021) found 
that 70% of nursing students who prove skilful as interns will 
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be hired by the organisation. Wei et al. (2021) also argued that 
without any practical, real-world experience, it is challenging 
to identify if they will find it more rewarding to work in 
certain jobs or organisations. Many undergraduate nursing 
students who believe they know where they desire to work 
and in what capacity eventually realise that their perceived 
‘ideal’ job is not a proper choice for them. Therefore, an 
internship enables students to understand what is involved 
in different roles. According to Ferri et al. (2020), it helps 
students to learn more about a job first-hand and observe 
what occurs in a nursing home or a stroke unit. They can 
discover the different methods used to treat patients in 
different environments. This argument is in line with the 
study by Hu et al. (2022), which found that undergraduate 
students often decide on a career before considering their 
vocational interests, thus entering the job market without 
being aware of their needs. 

Thirdly, internships provide undergraduate students with 
experience. According to McClure & Black (2013), the 
reason is that internships aim to prepare them for their 
future careers. McClure & Black (2013) found that most 
employers focus on undergraduate students who have 
not only completed their education successfully but have 
also gained practical experience. For undergraduate 
nursing students, for instance, when learning bedside care, 
communicating with and caring for the patients are an 
important part of the job. Caring ability includes the capacity 
to listen to the desires and needs of patients, communicate, 
understand their emotions and feel the value of their life, 
thus serving them creatively and consciously. According to 
Hu et al. (2022), internships are a central part of education 
and a professional environment. For nursing students, an 
internship is a link between education and actual clinical 
work; therefore, it may influence the development of their 
caring ability (Hu et al., 2022). While studies have found 
contradicting results concerning the effects of internship 
on nursing students’ caring ability, research by McClure and 
Black (2013) revealed that the caring ability of undergraduate 
students with internship experience was higher than among 
those who did not undertake an internship. Another study 
by Ferri et al. (2020) demonstrated that undergraduate 
nursing students perceived a high caring ability level before 
internship, with substantial improvement during internships. 
Conversely, in China, Zhang et al. (2016) compared the 
changes in the caring ability of undergraduate nursing 
students before, during, and following internship and found 
an overall downtrend. 

Lastly, internships provide undergraduate students with 
opportunities to build professional networks and familiarise 
themselves with key elements of the profession, for instance, 
communicating effectively and understanding people. 
In the nursing profession, people are more important 
than other aspects. A nursing student will not only meet 
other nursing students with similar career goals but also 
work with senior nurses whose careers they esteem and 
seek to follow. McClure and Black (2013) found that most 
undergraduates build professional networks during their 
internships that become valuable when they enter the job 
market. Particularly, Hora et al. (2020) found that about 62% 
of new graduates find their first jobs through referrals from 
networks developed during placements and internships. In 

the future, undergraduates can lean on their connections to 
find new job opportunities.

In conclusion, an internship can facilitate the transition 
from a student to a successful professional worker. During 
internships, students personally experience and determine 
if it aligns with their interests. Internship programmes allow 
undergraduates to work in a supervised environment with 
assessments and evaluations. In this context, internship 
programmes for undergraduate nursing students also play 
a critical part in preparing students for the job market and 
helping them adapt to the environment. Consequently, 
it helps them gain satisfaction and understand what is 
expected of them.  

The study

Research purpose, aim and objectives 

The purpose of this study is to explore the lived experiences 
of nursing, midwifery, and health students who have 
served as interns within BSc nursing, midwifery, and health 
programmes at a British Higher Education institution. Despite 
the crucial role of internships in student development and 
career trajectory, there is a gap in the literature, particularly 
focusing on internship experiences among students in these 
fields. This study aims to bridge this gap by leveraging the 
narratives of six purposively selected interns to illuminate 
the realities, challenges, and triumphs they encountered 
during their internships.

The study also seeks to contribute to the improvement 
of internship experiences, recruitment, and retention into 
healthcare-related educational roles, with the goal of 
enhancing graduate outcomes and widening access and 
participation of nursing, midwifery, and health students. 
The objectives include gaining a deeper understanding of 
the experiences that the students went through during their 
internships and providing recommendations on how the 
educational institution can enhance these experiences.

The research question guiding this study is:

What are the lived experiences of nursing, midwifery, 
and health students employed as interns within BSc 
nursing, midwifery, and health programmes?

This inquiry aligns with the aim of the intern role, which 
is to foster the development of graduate characteristics 
represented in the Programme Framework for Northumbria 
Awards. These characteristics include independent thinking, 
application of disciplinary knowledge to complex problems, 
valuing curiosity, collaboration and analysis, effective 
communication with diverse audiences, multicultural 
competence, and the integration of all these aspects to 
support future employability and long-term career prospects 
(Academy of Medical Royal Colleges, 2020).

The aim of the role of the intern was to empower the 
development of the graduate characteristics represented 
in the Programme Framework for Northumbria Awards – 
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to think independently, understand and justify 
their own opinions, and recognise the need to 
challenge their thinking and the thinking of others;

to apply their disciplinary knowledge to complex 
problems in their discipline and its professional or 
industrial practice to identify appropriate solutions 
which are sustainable and justifiable;

to value curiosity, collaboration, and analysis as 
keystones in the creation of new knowledge and 
practice;

to communicate effectively to diverse audiences 
utilising a range of formats and media; 

to display the attitudes and skills to engage and 
work constructively and sensitively in multicultural 
environments and teams and have an awareness 
of ethical considerations; and

to combine all the above to support their future 
employability and long-term career prospects.

●

●

●

●

●

●

Methodology
Phenomenology stands as a distinct and valuable 
method in educational research. Despite the existential-
phenomenological tradition embraced by various 
educational philosophers, professional practitioners, and 
curriculum scholars, there remains a gap in the discourse 
concerning how phenomenological reflection is carried out 
and how phenomenology can be employed as a research 
method. Max van Manen’s work fills this void by offering a 
methodological approach to hermeneutic phenomenology. 
This approach, though not procedure-driven, is deeply 
rooted in the philosophical phenomenological tradition.

Phenomenological research has several distinct features: 
(1) it begins with an appreciation of phenomena as they 
present themselves. (2) It seeks to explore phenomena as 
they are experienced in moments of pre-reflective, pre-
predicative consciousness. (3) It strives to describe the 
unique aspects of a phenomenon or event. (4) It utilises 
the epoché (bracketing) and the reduction proper as 
crucial components. These are not technical procedures 
but modes of attentive engagement with the world in an 
open state of mind. This openness enables the occurrence 
of phenomenological insights.

Hermeneutic phenomenology

Phenomenology, at its core, seeks to understand human 
existence in the world. It attempts to describe the essence of 
phenomena without presuppositions or judgments, focusing 
on how individuals experience their lived world. As defined 
by van Manen, hermeneutic phenomenology is a method 
of abstemious reflection on the basic structures of the lived 
experience of human existence. This approach refers to the 

way of engaging with a phenomenon (van Manen, 1996).

Max van Manen’s hermeneutic phenomenological approach 
is particularly relevant to nursing research. It offers a lens 
to understand how individuals experience their world and 
outlines a four-step data analysis process. This process 
helps nursing researchers craft texts to develop themes 
or structures of meaning. Van Manen (1989) proposed a 
four-step thematic analysis, which includes: (1) uncovering 
thematic aspects, (2) isolating thematic statements, (3) 
composing linguistic transformations, and (4) gleaning 
thematic descriptions. Through these steps, researchers can 
comprehend the meaning of clients’ experiences, providing 
a basis for more effective client services or strategies. This 
process also forms part of the hermeneutic circle, where data 
components are revisited and reinterpreted, connecting 
all parts to a comprehensive meaning throughout the 
interpretive process.

Participants

Recruitment involved a job advert being posted to recruit six 
interns for a summer internship of 100 hours. Participants 
were undergraduate students studying full-time health 
professional programmes. They completed the internship 
role over a four-week block during the summer holidays so 
that it did not impact their studies. Six student participants 
were purposely selected from year three BSc undergraduate 
Nursing, Midwifery and Health (NMH) programmes.  

Trustworthiness and data collection 

A one-hour focus group was applied at the end of the 
internship experience by two academics. This reduced any 
unconscious bias from the project lead. The trustworthiness 
of results is the foundation of high-quality qualitative 
research. Member checking, also known as participant 
or respondent validation, is a technique for exploring the 
credibility of results. During the focus group discussion, 
meaning and questions were asked for clarity and 
understanding. This offered accuracy and resonance 
with the intern’s experiences. Member checking is often 
mentioned as one in a list of validation techniques (Birt et 
al., 2016). This simplistic reporting might not acknowledge 
the value of using the method nor its juxtaposition with 
the interpretative stance of qualitative research. Besides 
the focus group data, qualitative data and narrative also 
included several student emails and verbal feedback. This 
enabled the generation of interns to offer private narratives 
about their experiences outside of the group environment. 
The focus group was recorded, and the narrative data was 
transcribed into verbatim text followed by thematic analysis.

Ethical considerations

This study was approved by the ethics committee of the 
institution in which it was conducted.  

Areas of Learning Graduate Characteristics and Learning 
Outcomes: 
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Data analysis 

To establish adequate rigour within this study, it was 
imperative to consider the qualitative construct by ensuring 
the data collection and analysis were trustworthy. Having 
the opportunity to study the experiences within three 
different healthcare settings enhanced transferability. Data 
saturation was accomplished by analysing focus group-
style interviews with participants. Alongside this, other 
feedback was provided by the participants by email and in 
conversation outside of the focus group enabling enhanced 
dependability. Subsequent analysis was sought by the 
researcher with participants to member check and clarify the 
meaning and narrative, resulting in enhanced confirmability 
(Russell et al., 2003).

Findings 

The findings gained from the focus group interviews 
constructed five overarching themes (Table 1).

Table 1. Five overarching key themes.

Theme 1: Understanding the role identity of NMH 
academic staff

Several participants discussed the role identity of academics 
working in higher education but also as registered healthcare 
professionals: 

My understanding of the academic staff role has 
increased while completing this internship. My 
insight into what academics are and what they 
do has significantly changed. Those we worked 
with are registered clinicians and evidence-based 
practitioners (P2).

Not only did we work in conjunction with academic 
staff, but we were also able to appreciate their 
role in clinical skills, the writing of materials, and 
facilitating the practical sessions; I learned so much 
about being a clinical person but also how this is 
used as a lecturer (P1).

I’ve seen academic staff explain clinical skills. I see 
them as clinicians but also as teachers. Their role 
is diverse; it’s also very challenging and complex. 
They are registered health professionals but also 
teachers, researchers, and leaders. Professional 
identity is so confusing in academia (P6).

The participants’ narrative indicates gaining valuable insight 
into the role of the academic. Participants found value in 
the academic role and observed it was multifaceted and 
fundamentally that the academic role was strengthened 
as staff were clinicians. They also noted that the role was 
challenging regarding professional identity. 

Theme 2: Environment conformism 

The second most prominent theme was about fitting in and 
adapting and conforming to new ways of working within the 
HE environment: 

I was very fortunate to be welcomed and supported 
throughout the internship, which meant that 
“fitting in” felt quite natural even though I was 
entering an unknown role (P4).

The environments we were taught and supported 
in were really safe, and we received lots of 
reassurance and encouragement from all members 
of the academic team during the internship. But as 
always, we had to make sure we were doing the 
job correctly and looked towards our mentors for 
reassurance (P6).

I enjoyed supporting the open days and operating 
the skills4practice stand with a colleague to 
showcase the S4P website. I also really enjoyed 
supporting students to practice clinical skills. 
As an intern, I had to plan, deliver, and evaluate 
everything, it’s hard work (P1).

The main barrier I faced was explaining my role 
as an intern to other students – most of them did 
not understand what the role was. Following the 
explanation allowed me to feel more comfortable 
and confident within my role as an intern in HE (P4). 

I loved working with the Specialist Nurse Organ 
Donation (SNOD) in the simulation sessions; I learnt 
a lot and facilitated (under supervision) some of 
the sessions after that. I absolutely enhanced my 
facilitator skills and undertaking about education 
and simulation pedagogy (P2).

The participants’ narratives indicated their lived experiences 
of being academic interns within the university setting and 
undertaking academic responsibilities. The interns offered 
their experiences of fitting in and being part of the team. 
They offer insight into feeling encouraged, comfortable 
and confident. Their narratives suggest that they enjoyed 
belonging to the academic staff group. They liked being 
involved in open days and simulated teaching sessions and 
working alongside guest lecturers. 

Theme 3:  Supported opportunity to develop graduate 
skills 

Participants offered a reflective narrative about developing 
their graduate skills:
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We had the opportunity to teach all year groups. I 
had to present, facilitate, and show confidence as 
best as I could (P2).

My understanding of simulation and its importance 
within nurse education was enhanced when 
supporting Basic Life Support sessions. I was doing 
group work with the students teaching them skills; 
I was the facilitator, and I was teaching (P6).

I have gained confidence during my time as an 
intern, including the ability to recognise when 
others need support or encouragement to meet 
their goals. This gave me more insight into my 
communication skills and how to be emotionally 
intelligent, as well as reading the room to spot 
students who needed additional support (P1).

Problem-solving, critical thinking and adaptability 
have all also been skills I have developed 
throughout the internship (P3). 

I have developed my communication and 
interpersonal skills and have a feeling of new 
confidence that wasn’t there before. You must just 
get up in front of people and do your best. I learnt 
a lot about being human and acceptance during 
this internship (P5).

The interns have gained valuable graduate skills that they 
can take forward into their profession. They described 
experiences of facilitating sessions, building confidence, 
problem-solving, critical thinking and developing 
communication skills. These developing skills were 
underpinned by the support offered during their internship 
by the academic staff who supervised and supported their 
internship experiences.

Theme 4: Willingness to provide support

Interns offered experiences about supporting students: 

I enjoyed being able to offer my current third-year 
student perspective to first-year students. I gained 
a lot by supporting them with honest guidance 
and encouragement (P3).

We had the opportunity to teach alongside 
some academic colleagues, including a session 
on history taking and respiratory conditions and 
management. I really enjoyed being involved (P1).

I am so happy to use my nursing skills in an 
educational way. I have loved assisting students 
in learning in years 1 and 2. As an academic 
intern, I have been really motivated to talk about 
knowledge and learning. Everyone should work on 
the other side of the fence and see what goes on. 
It’s so beneficial (P2).

This narrative suggested that the interns had a sense 
of purpose. They experienced that they could make a 
difference to students. They mention that they were able to 
support and guide first and second-year students, therefore, 
developing a philosophy of encouragement and reassurance 
within their teaching and learning practices. The internship 
participants were satisfied to be active facilitators during 
teaching sessions, including clinical and practical workshops. 
They were able to utilise their knowledge to assist students 
to become proficient with their clinical skills. They described 
their experiences of being engaged as mentors, passing on 
knowledge, and effectively developing their graduate skills 
within HE.  

Theme 5: Leadership, confidence, and responsibility 

The interns discussed how they believed they had developed 
the ability to be leaders as they had gained confidence 
and had a better understanding of the responsibilities of 
academic practice: 

I believe I demonstrated leadership during my time 
as an intern; within my role, I had the opportunity 
to support new first-year students during a campus 
tour (P2).

I think that I displayed positive leadership skills 
during this activity; I encouraged the new students 
but noted their fear – so I took the lead on the 
tour, asking questions and trying to offer as much 
advice as I could within my responsibility (P5).

I have a new perspective on education following 
the completion of the internship... Understanding 
the inner workings of academic sessions has 
heightened my respect for academic staff and their 
role (P1).

I feel I have enhanced my interpersonal skills and 
my ability to adapt to new situations. I understand 
the responsibilities of registrants who work in 
academic practice (P6).

This narrative offers insight into the benefits of student 
interns’ self-esteem. They discuss how confidence has 
improved during their experiences in the internship 
role and how they believe they are able to enhance their 
leadership. They also gained a better understanding of the 
responsibilities of academics who are registered healthcare 
professionals. 

Discussion 

The hermeneutic and philosophical meaning of being an 
intern within HE was interpreted from narratives within 
interns’ descriptions. Ultimately following the hermeneutic 
circle and member-checking conversations, a prominent 
discussion point is that of professional identity. Professional 
identity is essential to the safe and effective academic and 
clinical practice of all health professionals who are employed 
as academics within HE. Previous literature already 
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recognises that university academic programmes play a 
significant role in the formation of the professional identity 
of students (Matthews et al., 2019). Consequently, in this 
case, it is important to appreciate how students employed 
as interns within HE distinguish professional identity during 
their undergraduate development. This research identifies 
that undergraduate healthcare students employed as interns 
attempt to find their professional identity. They assume the 
values, norms, skills, and behaviours of their occupational 
group, observing the professional role and values of their 
mentors or role models. This results in interns ‘thinking, 
acting, and feeling’ like a member of a group, in this case, 
as academics.

It is acknowledged that people that work in HE attach 
meaning to their work as well as develop a sense of self 
and perception of belonging (Matheson & Sutcliffe, 
2018). Professional identity is associated with the sharing 
of common experiences, shared beliefs and ways of 
understanding knowledge, as well as coinciding ways of 
perceiving problems and their viable solutions (Contreras 
et al., 2019). Every professional requires an identity for the 
performance of their profession; this gives meaning to their 
actions and attitudes (Chartered Institute of Personnel and 
Development (CIPD)). It is suggested that the way people 
see themselves and how they work is dependent upon both 
genetic and environmental factors. Its formation begins 
at birth and continues throughout infancy, childhood, 
adolescence, and early adulthood (Cruess et al., 2019). 
It is indicated that for health and care professionals, 
identities are formed in different settings and through 
various interactions, from formal education and training to 
clinical practice and patient care, as well as mentoring and 
supervision. The transition from studying to practising is a 
key milestone, but professional and occupational identities 
are not simply acquired. They continue to develop over 
time. Individuals shape their professional identity in relation 
to the perceptions and expectations of those around them, 
including colleagues, patients, employers, and regulators, 
as well as those outside of their working life and wider 
society. Encounters may reinforce or challenge someone’s 
professional identity (Academy of Medical Royal Colleges, 
2020).

Strengths and limitations of study 

The strategic benefit to this role was directly linked to several 
institutional, faculty and department agendas, including the 
Programme Framework for Northumbria Awards, Areas of 
Learning Graduate Characteristics and Learning Outcomes, 
Employability Strategy, and supports the current Teaching 
and Learning 2021/22 Proposals. Internships provided six 
opportunities for hands-on enhancement and engagement 
events planned for nursing, midwifery, and health students 
within the Faculty of Health and Life Sciences (HLS) and 
the Department of NMH. Enhancement activities had 
been planned to address National Student Survey (NSS) 
responses across the department and offered support to 
new and continuing students, clinical skills opportunities, 
interprofessional learning opportunities (widening 
participation strategies), and peer support (‘you said we did 
campaigns’). 

Conclusion 

Internships serve as a pivotal bridge between academic 
learning and professional application, offering multifaceted 
benefits to both the student intern and the future workforce. 
Participating in such higher education internships provides 
students with a unique opportunity to cultivate and refine 
the critical employability skills and graduate competencies 
necessary for excelling in professional practice.

Beyond the academic benefits, internships act as a 
catalyst for skill development in areas often overlooked 
in the classroom. They foster invaluable soft skills, such 
as effective communication, collaborative teamwork, 
innovative problem-solving, and confidence, all of which 
are vital in navigating the complexities of today’s dynamic 
work environment. These skills not only enhance a student’s 
career readiness but also contribute significantly to their 
holistic development.

Furthermore, internships offer a unique platform for interns 
to explore and understand their professional identity. This 
exploration is fundamental to the formation of their self-
concept within their chosen field, influencing their future 
career decisions, motivation, and commitment. In addition, 
internships often provide the first genuine experience of 
belonging to a professional community of practice. This 
sense of belonging instils a deeper appreciation for the 
norms, values, and practices of their profession, fostering a 
strong professional identity and commitment to their future 
career.

Therefore, internships do more than strengthen graduate 
skills; they also provide students with a comprehensive 
understanding of their chosen field, equip them with 
essential professional skills, and foster a strong sense of 
professional identity and community. This integral role of 
internships in shaping the future workforce accentuates 
their continued importance in higher education.
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The effects of the SNAPPS model on clinical learning experiences for Physician Assistant 
students

Keywords Abstract
Clinical rotations; 
clinical teaching strategies; 
physician assistant education; 
SNAPPS.

The current study was created to pilot an approach to clinical experiential 
learning for Physician Assistant (PA) students by teaching students the 
six-step clinical teaching model: (1) Summarize the case, (2) Narrow 
the differential diagnosis, (3) Analyze the differential diagnosis (what 
key patient findings support or lack support for each), (4) Probe the 
preceptor (ask for clarification of topics about which the learner feels 
unsure), (5) Plan management (with preceptor input) and (6) Select a 
care-related issue for self-directed learning; abbreviated to SNAPPS. 
SNAPPS is known to be learner-led and has been shown in research to 
be effective in increasing insights into clinical reasoning and encouraging 
timely feedback to medical students. The research question asked what 
effect SNAPPS training may have on PA student ratings of (1) learning 
climate, (2) control of session, (3) communication of goals, (4) promotion 
of understanding and retention, (5) evaluation, (6) feedback and (7) global 
assessment on a survey instrument following clinical learning experience. 
In a Solomon-four group design, PA students from an Atlanta-based 
PA program completed the validated PA Clinical Rotation Evaluation 
(PACRE) instrument before and/or after a SNAPPS training or case-based 
education module. An analysis of variance showed the effects of group 
designation on the domains of Control of Session (F(3, 9) = 9.084, p= 
.004), Communication (F(3, 9) = 7.527, p=.008) and Evaluation (F(3, 9) = 
5.626, p= .019) was statistically significant for differences in PACRE scores. 
It was noted that the case-based groups scored clinical rotation higher 
on the instrument than the SNAPPS groups, highlighting the potential 
effect that SNAPPS groups may have reflected more critically on their 
learning experience.
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Introduction 

Physician Assistants (PAs) are licensed clinicians who fulfill 
a role in healthcare by expanding access to care through 
patient-centered, team-based care and are able to practice 
in every specialty and setting within the United States 
(American Academy of Physician Assistants [AAPA], 2022). 
However, faced with clinical site and preceptor shortages 
in the United States (Erikson et al., n.d.; Kohlhepp, 2017), 
Physician Assistant (PA) students may be placed with clinical 
preceptors who lack competence in effective teaching 
strategies. Research about clinical teaching strategies has 
focused on training both the preceptor and the student to 
achieve evidence of effectiveness (Fagundes, et al., 2020; Jain, 
et al., 2019). However, one teaching model is documented to 
be learner-led and places the responsibility of the teaching 
encounter onto the learner (Pascoe et al., 2015). This shift 
may support adult learners’ needs for autonomy and self-
directedness (Bastable et al., 2020). Burgess et al. (2020, 
p. 2) noted strategies that increase learner engagement 
could create students who identify as proactive learners 
who “seek feedback and reflect on their own performance”. 
Suppose the effectiveness of a learner-led clinical teaching 
model remains when training in the model is only given to 
students. In that case, this may create more consistent and 
effective learning opportunities in clinical experiences, more 
opportunities for students’ insights into clinical decision-
making processes and more effective feedback from 
preceptors without adding stress and training time to the 
clinical preceptor. If students can be equipped with effective 
student-led learning strategies during clinical rotations, this 
could decrease barriers for clinicians to embrace the role 
of clinical teacher and ultimately increase access to clinical 
experiential learning for PA students. The purpose of the 
study was to assess what effects teaching PA students a 
clinical model had on their perception of the clinical learning 
experience. 

Literature review

The Association of American Medical Colleges (AAMC, 2020) 
released data projecting shortages of primary and specialty 
care physicians through 2033. This shortage has contributed 
to a very high expected growth rate of physician assistants 
(PA) (Bureau of Labor Statistics [BLS], 2021) and an increase 
in the number of physician assistant (PA) programs by 
54% since 2010 (Accreditation Review Commission for the 
Education of Physician Assistants, Inc [ARC-PA], 2021). This 
growth has led to concerns about clinical preceptors and 
clinical site shortages (Kohlhepp, 2017). Clinical teaching 
sites serve an important experiential learning component for 
the education of physician assistants (and other clinicians); 
however, this rapid growth in need has led to a shortage 
of placements for students and trained preceptors to guide 
this learning (Roupp et al., 2019). Based on the 2013 Multi-
Discipline Clerkship/Clinical Training Site Survey (Erikson et 
al., n.d.), 95% of PA program respondents indicated they 
were moderately or very concerned about the number of 
clinical sites available. Melvin et al. (2020, p. 14) noted “one 
core experience of health professions education is graduated 
responsibility in authentic clinical settings with patients… 
the increased volume of trainees... has not correlated with 

a sufficient increase in numbers of clinical training sites.” 
Clinical sites often share precepting duties using several 
site providers or attempt to place multiple students with 
one preceptor to meet placement needs (Theobald et al., 
2019). These tactics may decrease the likelihood of learners 
receiving significant experiential learning exposures and 
effective feedback during the clinical rotation.

Experiential clinical learning and feedback are key 
components in the development of clinical decision-making 
by future PAs and, under the guidance of clinical preceptors, 
are primarily developed through exposure to patients’ 
problems at clinical sites. McNeil and Konicki (2021, p. 105) 
stated, “it is a misconception that just by virtue of their clinical 
experience [clinicians] will be successful as preceptors”. 
The ongoing need for authentic experiential learning for 
students has increased the likelihood of preceptors being 
recruited and chosen based on “specialty, availability and 
willingness as opposed to their competence in the teaching 
role” (McNeil & Konicki, 2021, p.105, emphasis added). 
McNeil and Konicki reported the topics preceptors felt the 
most in need of training included improving students’ clinical 
decision-making and giving feedback. Shaughness et al. 
(2017) noted that effective feedback is structured and about 
what works well and where improvements can be made. The 
feedback should be timely and allow the learner to apply 
the feedback to the clinical setting immediately. Effective 
feedback can improve clinical decision-making skills and 
provide a “more enriching clinical learning experience” 
(Shaughness, et al., 2017, p. 175). 

The SNAPPS model is an acronym for a six-step oral 
presentation format. It stands for (1) Summarize the case, (2) 
Narrow the differential diagnosis, (3) Analyze the differential 
diagnosis (what key patient findings support or lack support 
for each), (4) Probe the preceptor (ask for clarification 
of topics about which the learner feels unsure), (5) Plan 
management (with preceptor input) and (6) Select a care-
related issue for self-directed learning (Pascoe et al., 2015). 
Research has shown the effectiveness of using teaching 
techniques, such as the SNAPPS model, to increase insights 
and timely feedback for clinical decision-making ability when 
used by preceptors and students trained in these strategies 
(Pascoe et al., 2015). 

The SNAPPS model is noted to be learner-directed and 
shifts the responsibility of the teaching encounter from the 
preceptor to the learner (Pascoe et al., 2015). The SNAPPS 
strategy is often taught to both preceptors and students, with 
the preceptor taking an active role mainly in steps four and 
five. In randomized controlled studies of the use of SNAPPS, 
it was noted that students took on a more active role during 
case presentations; expressed significantly more questions 
and uncertainties; took the initiative to present and justify 
their clinical decisions for diagnosis, differential diagnosis, 
and management plan; had expanded differentials; and 
were clearer about their diagnostic hypotheses (Fagundes 
et al., 2020; Jain et al., 2019). The drawback of this method 
is that implementation, as supported by research, requires 
training of both the preceptor and the student (Fagundes 
et al., 2020; Jain et al., 2019; Pascoe et al., 2015). However, 
given the strains on placement of students into clinical sites, 
programs may not be in a position to require preceptors 
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to incorporate additional training in order to become more 
effective clinical educators (Gatewood & DeGagne, 2019). 

Research question

The study addressed the following research question: What 
was the effect of SNAPPS training on Physician Assistant 
(PA) student perceptions of the clinical learning experience, 
including (1) learning climate, (2) control of session, (3) 
communication of goals, (4) promotion of understanding 
and retention, (5) evaluation, (6) feedback and (7) global 
assessment?

Methodology

Study design

The design of this study is based on the Solomon four-group 
design, which Braver and Braver (1988) noted to have strong 
internal validity and that can assess for pretest sensitization. 
In this design, 14 participants were randomly assigned to one 
of four groups (see Table 1). Participants in Groups 1 and 3 
completed the clinical rotation evaluation survey instrument 
prior to the educational session (“pretest” condition). The 
survey was based on the most recently completed clinical 
rotation. The two intervention groups (Groups 1 and 2) 
received educational training in the SNAPPS model. In 
contrast, Groups 3 and 4, acting as controls, received a case-
based learning activity similar to prior didactic year sessions. 
A “post-test” clinical evaluation survey was administered 
at the completion of the four-week clinical rotation that 
immediately followed the educational sessions (Rotation 2).

Table 1: Proposed study design, based on Solomon four-
group design.

Factors that have been found to affect survey completion 
include mode of administration, questionnaire design, 
incentives, and follow-up contacts (Klabunde, et al., 2013). 
To maximize the response rate, students were introduced 
to the general purpose of the research: to understand 
how learning strategies can influence the clinical learning 
experiences of physician assistant students during clinical 
rotations. This may appeal to the student participants’ 
altruistic motivations of increasing learning for students 
who follow in their paths. Also, only the researcher will have 
access to identified data (not clinical faculty or preceptors), 
ensuring that confidentiality can be promised which may 
promote open and honest participation. The instrument is 

short (15 items) and was administered electronically. The 
surveys and educational modules were provided through a 
link to the participant’s school-associated email address, and 
three to four emailed reminders were sent to participants. 

Population of interest

The population of interest for this pilot study was students in 
the clinical year of a physician assistant (PA) program located 
in Atlanta, Georgia. The Institutional Review Board (IRB) 
gave this research exempt status, and an informed consent 
form was approved for use. Students who had successfully 
completed their didactic education and had advanced in the 
program into clinical education were invited to participate 
in the study. During a pre-clinical orientation program, the 
students were introduced to the research, and the purpose 
of the study and the consent form were reviewed. The 
program had a cohort size of about 31 students who would 
be entering clinical rotations, and 14 consented to be a part 
of the study.

Instruments and psychometrics

The PA Clinical Rotation Evaluation (PACRE) instrument 
(Meverden et al., 2018) was developed based on the Stanford 
Faculty Development Program (SFDP) for Clinical Teaching 
categories, which include (1) learning climate, (2) control 
of session, (3) communication of goals, (4) promotion of 
understanding and retention, (5) evaluation, (6) feedback 
and (7) promotion of self-directed learning (Meverden, et al., 
2018). The items are responded to on a five-point Likert scale 
of (1) strongly disagree to (5) strongly agree and included 
items such as The preceptor created an environment that was 
conducive to learning (learning climate), I received feedback 
on my performance (feedback), and I was evaluated on 
what I learned (evaluation). Each of the categories included 
two items that were evaluated on the survey by clinical 
learners. Additional demographics were collected with the 
survey, including age, gender and rotation specialty. After 
iterative revisions, the draft survey was pilot-tested with PA 
students and colleagues before being used on a larger scale 
(Meverden, et al., 2018). Meverden, et al. (2018) showed the 
instrument to have excellent internal consistency (Cronbach 
alpha = 0.95). Meverden et al. reported PACRE scores to be 
associated with gender and rotation specialty, as well as the 
perception of preparedness and value of the rotation.  

The PACRE instrument was developed and validated with 
clinical PA students, which aligns with the population of 
interest and the research question for the proposed study. 
There are no anticipated changes to the instrument besides 
adding some demographic questions. Permission to use the 
instrument was obtained from the developer of the PACRE. 
 

Analysis and discussion

Results

Consent for participation in this research was collected 
from participants prior to the random assignment of each 
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student to one of the four study groups. 15 out of 31 eligible 
students in the cohort consented to participate (45%), and 
the response rate for the first and second surveys was 93%; 
14 out of 15 and 87%; 13 out of 15). Data were verified to 
be complete, and entries with errors or missing data were 
eliminated. A software program (SPSS) was used to analyze 
the collected data. 

The general characteristics of the participants collected in 
the post-intervention survey included a mean age in years 
of 27.31 (SD= 2.6), with 100% identified as women. This is 
similar to PA programs nationwide where the mean student 
age is 25.2 (SD = 2.7), and female students make up 72.2% 
of students (Physician Assistant Education Association, 
2020). It is notable that the PA program from which the 
participants were sampled is located in a Historically Black 
College and University (HBCU). While participants of this 
study were not asked about race, the cohort that was 
sampled has the following metrics: 83% African American, 
7% Hispanic, 7% Asian, which does not reflect national 
program means at 3.9% African American, 7.6% Hispanic 
and 9.9% Asian student populations (Physician Assistant 
Education Association, 2020). Participants participated in 
the following rotation types when completing the post-
intervention survey: internal medicine (4), family medicine 
(3), pediatrics (2), emergency medicine (1), behavioral 
medicine (1), obstetrics and gynecology (1) and surgery (1).   

The mean value and standard deviation from the post-
intervention score for each domain was calculated (Table 
2). The groups that had the SNAPPS intervention (Groups 
1 and 2) scored the rotation experience lower across all the 
domains when compared to case-based groups (Groups 3 
and 4). Group 3 had no variance in domain scores, except 
global assessment of learning, with both participants 
responding with strongly agree (5) across all domains.

Table 2: Post-intervention survey scores by groups and by 
domain.

An analysis of variance showed the effects of group 
designation on the domains of Control of Session (F(3, 9) = 
9.084, p= .004), Communication (F(3, 9) = 7.527, p=.008) and 
Evaluation (F(3, 9) = 5.626, p= .019) that were statistically 
significant for differences in PACRE scores. Post hoc analysis 
was completed using Games-Howell (Games et al., 1979) 
due to unequal variances noted on Levene’s test (Levene, 
1960) and indicated that the control of session ratings was 
significantly higher for the group with case-based education 
and pretest survey (M=5.000, SD =.000) as compared to 
SNAPPS intervention without pretest survey (M=3.833, SD = 
.2887, p= .049). Games-Howell post hoc analysis also showed 
ratings for the case-based education with pretest survey 
group to be significantly higher in both communication 
and evaluation compared to the SNAPPS intervention with 
pretest survey group (communication: M=5.000, SD = .000; 
M=3.125, SD = .75000, p = .045; evaluation: M=5.000, SD = 
.000; M=3.3750, SD = . 4787, p=.020).  

Discussion

The case-based education group (with pretest condition) 
had statistically significantly higher ratings in the domains of 
control of session, communication and evaluation than the 
SNAPPS intervention groups. Control of session score was 
based on ratings of participants on statements regarding 
balancing time between patient care and teaching and 
using time effectively. Communication scores were based 
on agreement with statements regarding how clear the 
rotation goals were and if the goals were appropriate for 
educational needs. The evaluation scores were based on 
rating statements about performance evaluation by the 
preceptor (Meverden et al., 2018). The SNAPPS model is 
known for giving the student a greater role in leading the 
educational process and creating more engagement in the 
learning activity by the student (Fagundes et al., 2020; Jain et 
al., 2019). The SNAPPS group participants may have ranked 
their preceptors lower in these specific domains of control 
of session, communication of goals and evaluation, and 
in general across all the domains because they had more 
insights into how to be engaged in the learning experience. 
Burgess et al. (2020) noted that the self-directed learner 
would seek feedback and reflect more on their performance. 
Potentially the SNAPPS participants were more self-directed 
and engaged in more reflection, and were more critical 
in their reflection on the clinical learning experience. It is 
interesting to note that one case-based group gave a rating 
of strong agreement (score of 5) across all the domains, 
which brings into question how sincerely these participants 
were reflecting on the learning experience.

This study wanted to examine the potential effects of teaching 
student participants the SNAPPS model on their perceptions 
of the clinical learning experience, with the expectation that 
the SNAPPS model may offer a more learner-driven learning 
experience and create more self-directed learning in the 
clinical setting. Overall, it does appear the SNAPPS groups 
did have a different perception of the clinical learning 
experience from the case-based groups. However, what 
remains unclear is if a potentially more critical perception of 
the learning experience may have been associated with the 
greater achievement of learning outcomes due to SNAPPS. 
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Conclusions and recommendations

Limitations of this study were the small sample size, lack 
of generalizability, and not controlling for factors such as 
rotation setting or perceptions of preparedness for the 
rotation. The small sample was taken from a program in 
an HBCU with a student profile that may vary dramatically 
from other PA programs, which limits the generalizability of 
the findings and may raise questions about the influence 
of student and preceptor race on perceptions of learning 
in the clinical setting that was beyond the scope of this 
study. Meverden et al. (2018), in their validation of the 
PACRE instrument, noted correlations between rotation 
settings, with general practice rotations having the highest 
scores and surgical rotations having the lowest. A significant 
relationship between PACRE scores and participant 
responses to two questions about preparation for the 
rotation and preparation for being a PA was also noted 
in the analysis of the PACRE instrument (Meverden, et al., 
2018). Data analysis that includes factoring in data about 
rotational settings and perception of students’ preparation 
for the rotation may provide clearer insights into the effects 
of the SNAPPS model while controlling for other external 
factors that can impact the PACRE score.

Adding an objective learning assessment score (i.e., end-of-
rotation examination score) or preceptor evaluations to the 
PACRE instrument scores may offer more insights into the 
potential learning benefits of the SNAPPS model without 
relying on students to evaluate teaching. Student evaluation 
of teaching (SET) is well-known to be influenced by implicit 
and explicit biases and poor insights by students on what 
is most effective for teaching and learning, which may have 
impacted the data collected in this study.

This study, though limited, showed that students’ 
perceptions of the clinical learning experience did change 
in response to exposure to the SNAPPS model. It remains 
unclear if this perception is related to greater achievement 
of learning outcomes in clinical decision-making and a more 
reflective, self-directed learning approach. Further research 
should explore if the SNAPPS model would influence 
objective measures of learning in the clinical setting or if 
the student-led use of the model offered preceptors more 
insights for more effective student feedback and evaluation 
in the clinical setting.
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This research engaged undergraduate students to design a learner-
centric multi-disciplinary module that encompassed the three main 
pillars of sustainability, namely the economic, environmental, and 
social pillars of sustainability as well as the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). Collaborating in multi-disciplinary groups, 
participating students examined their learning experiences through 
the perspectives of educators while researching on sustainability and 
pedagogy. Both groups of students were provided with a framework 
of pedagogical approaches, such as flipped classroom, student-
centred learning, collaborative learning, outcome-based learning, and 
formative assessment. Beyond the focus on sustainability as a subject 
matter and the pedagogical framework little guidance was provided 
during the creation process. Through their participation in the five-day 
bootcamp-style Module Design Workshop, both groups created an 
engaging and creative module that addressed their educational needs 
and expectations. Moreover, participating students clearly exhibited 
an increased understanding of pedagogy, sustainability, and the SDGs. 
Through pre-and post-workshop surveys and post-workshop group 
reports participating students illustrated a range of perceived and 
experienced challenges and takeaways, such as lack of time, lack of 
knowledge, changed perception of higher education pedagogy, and 
a sense of achievement. Observations throughout the Module Design 
Workshop found that both groups of students demonstrated their ability 
to work in multi-disciplinary teams and develop strategies to overcome 
difficulties. The research project has proven that both groups were able to 
create a well-designed module on sustainability, which could be offered 
to undergraduate students in order to facilitate sustainability education 
in all academic disciplines.
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Introduction 

Traditionally, course modules are created by academic staff 
addressing an educational need while utilising their core 
competencies. Students are usually not involved in the 
design process and, consequently, often find that modules 
do not fully meet their expectations and needs. Despite 
being drivers for innovation and change, some academic 
processes and educators have often been conservative 
and resistant to change. On the other hand, educators who 
have seen the value of engaging students as partners in the 
process of pedagogical development have been reaping 
the rewards of such collaborative efforts (Bengtson et al., 
2017). Nevertheless, actively engaging students in the 
process of curriculum design has been a widely underused 
concept, with little use of research on engaging students in 
the module design process. To date, hardly any research on 
students as collaborators in course development has been 
done in the Singapore context. The aims of this research 
have been to bridge academic curricular development 
and the needs and expectations of students by engaging 
them as partners in the curriculum design process and 
empowering them to create a learner-centric sustainability 
module that addresses their needs and expectations. As 
such, the article will illustrate the underlying pedagogical 
approach and the module design process with reference 
to the benefits of building sustainability into the general 
education curriculum. The inherent multi-disciplinary 
character of sustainability, combined with the urgent need 
to address pressing sustainability issues in the academic 
context, made sustainability an ideal topic for this study. 
Furthermore, NTU has set itself ambitious targets in its 15-
year manifesto aimed at building the university’s reputation 
as a global leader in sustainability (Nanyang Technological 
University, 2023). Hence, it becomes increasingly pressing to 
adequately build sustainability into the curriculum.

Additionally, the methods and procedures of recruiting 
suitable students and the execution of the Module 
Design Workshop will be discussed. The Module Design 
Workshop was a five-day bootcamp-style workshop, which 
was conducted to establish a collaborative climate which, 
according to Kapp (2009), allows students to optimise 
collaboration and focus entirely on the task at hand. As such, 
two teams of seven undergraduate student participants 
were tasked to design a multi-disciplinary sustainability 
module that could be offered to all undergraduate students 
at NTU. As per instructions, this module had to encompass 
the three main pillars of sustainability, namely the economic, 
environmental, and social pillars of sustainability, while 
using the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 
as a framework (Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 
2019). 

Taking these three aspects into consideration, the research 
aims to evaluate how undergraduate students from diverse 
academic fields can be engaged in the process of designing 
a module built on the three pillars of sustainability, with the 
intention to offer the modules created as part of the general 
education programme offered at Nanyang Technological 
University (NTU).

Research context 

Researchers have pointed out how educators need to change 
their perception of the educator-student relationship in order 
to bring about educational change (Matthews et al., 2018). 
More pointedly, Nel (2017) posits that student engagement 
ought to move beyond the surface level of purely gathering 
their feedback as sources for data and contends that active 
steps should be taken to involve students as collaborators 
in all aspects of the pedagogical transformation process. He 
argues that benefits and transformations in the educational 
process can only be achieved by acknowledging the value of 
students’ perspectives. Additionally, Tan (2022) argues that 
there is a need for educators to become more mindful and 
inclusive to enable learners to learn, grow, and connect with 
others.

Bengtson et al. (2017) found that interviewing undergraduate 
students and collaborating with them to redesign a university 
course led to a complete change in course curriculum, 
resulting in a noticeable increase in student satisfaction. 
Creating opportunities for students to express their views 
in the development process consequently improved the 
course, while the dialogues also allowed the educator to 
understand the learning progress of his students (Anderson 
1996). Engaging students in the design of learning materials 
has also been proven to benefit such students by improving 
their broader academic skills (Surata & Lansing, 2015); 
promoting peer learning (Kinsella et al., 2017), instilling a 
sense of accountability for students’ personal actions, and 
creating a sense of empowerment amongst students. 

While it is important for educators to recognise the value of 
engaging students as partners in the process of educational 
transformation, it is also crucial for academics to adequately 
prepare students for such a challenging process in order 
to ensure that they are able to contribute meaningfully 
to the improvement of teaching and learning. The notion 
that students lack pedagogical knowledge is common 
among educators and might contribute to educators having 
reservations about engaging students in the process of 
curriculum design. Students, on the other hand, experience 
a range of pedagogical practices throughout their academic 
studies and can draw on personal experiences when included 
in the design process. Additionally, specific pedagogical 
principles can be imparted to students prior to engaging 
them to ensure that they have a good working knowledge 
of the basic ideas and concepts related to pedagogy by 
the start of the curriculum design process. Awareness of 
pedagogical concepts enables students to examine their 
learning experiences through the perspectives of educators 
while drawing on their personal educational experiences 
through a more academic lens, enabling students to make 
highly meaningful contributions to the module design 
process.

Pedagogical approaches underlying the Module Design 
Workshop

The pedagogical approaches identified by the Principle 
Investigator (PI) to be used as the basis for the Module Design 
Workshop are student-centred and collaborative learning 
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in a flipped classroom and an outcome-based education 
framework that incorporates formative assessment. 

Student-centred learning is a teaching and learning 
approach that allows students increased responsibility 
while working with more autonomy (Lee & Hannafin, 
2016). According to McCabe and O’Connor (2014), it has 
the potential to transform the educational environment, 
enabling critical thinking, deep reflection, and enhanced 
productivity. Student-centred learning has helped to 
promote learning and enabled students to attain higher 
academic performances (Chung & Chow, 2004). Slunt 
and Giancarlo (2004) also note improvement in academic 
performance. Wright (2011) states that students have 
thrived in learner-centric educational settings and argues 
that an increasing number of educators favour a student-
centric learning approach.

Collaborative learning is broadly employed to enable 
students to interact with their peers and build social 
skills. It is a pedagogical tool which can be applied in any 
educational discipline and level (Loes et al., 2018). According 
to Mistry (2010), it is widely recognised as being highly 
efficient. Collaborative learning supports the self-directed 
creation of knowledge rather than a unidirectional transfer 
of knowledge (Enkenberg, 2001). It also enables students to 
be more open to a larger level of diversity in perspectives, 
resulting in higher academic performance and achievements 
(Loes et al., 2018). Hence, this learning approach is essential 
for preparing students for the workplace.  

The flipped classroom is an educational model that brings 
students in contact with new materials pre-class, followed by 
discussion and application in face-to-face classes (Long et 
al., 2017). Strayer (2012) argues that ‘flipping’ the classroom 
is an innovative model that provides teachers with time and 
space to help students with their learning in class instead 
of using class time to introduce new material. Akçayır and 
Akçayır (2018) posit that this approach has a positive effect 
on learning, resulting in better academic performance. The 
flipped classroom has become much more feasible with the 
availability of free and low-cost audio-visual technological 
products and increased online presence, which can be 
applied to the educational framework. Albert and Beatty 
(2014) argue that they ought to be used to facilitate a shift 
towards a new better student learning experience in the 
form of a flipped classroom. The flipped classroom is an 
increasingly popular strategy for making room for in-class 
application, discussion, and collaborative learning.

Outcome-based education is an integral part of this research 
project, considering that a course could only be implemented 
at NTU after completing the OBTL review process. Outcome-
based education, as Gurukkal (2018) asserts, is an effective, 
transparent educational framework encompassing teaching, 
learning, and evaluation, which allows the quality of a course 
to be assessed prior to its implementation. Barman et al. 
(2014) also argue that in addition to its application in the 
teaching and learning design, the nature of transparency 
could be used as a means of assuring quality and institutional 
accountability. Outcome-based education enables students 
to assess their own performance in the process of working 
towards a desired result (Gurukkal, 2020), which makes it all 

the more valuable for university curriculum design.

While many universities still rely heavily on summative 
assessments in the form of mid- and end-semester 
examinations, formative assessment has proven to be more 
effective. Formative assessment is a process of educators 
providing ongoing feedback and information to the student 
during the learning journey (López-Pastor & Sicilia-Camacho, 
2017). Yorke (2003) considers formative assessment of vital 
importance to the learning journey, while Gikandi et al. 
(2011) deliberate that regular review and feedback enable 
educators to monitor and assess students’ progress in order 
to modify instruction and facilitate further learning, making 
formative assessment a necessary tool to achieve optimal 
learning.

The pedagogical context at NTU

This research project was conducted at Nanyang 
Technological University Singapore (NTU). NTU has adopted 
an Outcome-based Teaching and Learning approach 
(OBTL), where all courses at NTU have to comply with OBTL 
requirements and complete an OBTL review process before 
being implemented. Additionally, continuous assessment 
must form at least 40% of the total score of a course at NTU. 
The purpose of this policy is to increase the opportunities 
to engage students in deeper learning by providing an 
opportunity to improve their work upon providing feedback 
(Centre for Teaching, Learning & Pedagogy, 2023). In line 
with the OBTL approach, educators at NTU begin the 
course design process by developing the Intended Learning 
Outcomes (ILO) of a course before aligning the content, 
assessment methods and criteria, as well as teaching and 
learning activities with the ILO. In addition to outlining the 
weekly schedule of a course, educators are also required to 
justify their teaching and learning approach by explaining 
the ways in which it enables students to achieve the ILO. 

It was the aim of this research project to create a scenario 
in which the students are to replicate this internal process 
and assume the role of educators in the module design 
process. Repko and Szostak (2017) argue that the complex 
realities beyond the university make an interdisciplinary 
approach a necessity. NTU has placed an increasing focus 
on interdisciplinary education (Nanyang Technological 
University Singapore, 2023). The research project took 
the university’s strategy into consideration by choosing 
the multi-disciplinary field of sustainability as the subject 
matter. The multi-disciplinary module created as a part 
of this research project aims to showcase further cross-
disciplinary collaborations in the NTU educational landscape 
and be aligned with the university’s drive for interdisciplinary 
education. Honing a research-based understanding of 
all facets of sustainability amongst students would also 
support the success of the NTU EcoCampus initiative, which 
relied on the adoption of eco-friendly practices by staff 
and students. This idea is supported by a case study from 
Greifswald University in Germany, which shows that research 
on sustainability within the university serves to promote 
sustainability and encourage sustainable behaviour amongst 
students (Udas et al., 2018). 
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Methods

The student participant recruitment process

Ducate (2016) argues that students studying German 
language and culture as well as sustainability will integrate 
ideas and concepts from a range of disciplines, which 
meets the needs of students. Based on the interdisciplinary 
approach, the recruitment team comprising the Principal 
Investigator (PI) and two research assistants recruited 14 
undergraduate student participants from various core 
disciplines at NTU who were also enrolled in the German 
language classes offered as electives at NTU. Popular among 
undergraduate students from a wide range of disciplines, 
the German language classes provided a ready pool of 
potential candidates who were suitable for this research 
project. Students who were interested in participating in 
this research project were invited to complete a recruitment 
questionnaire (see Table 1 for sample questions). The 
recruitment questionnaire was designed to provide the 
recruitment team with a preliminary understanding of the 
candidates’ personality traits, leadership, communication, 
interpersonal and collaborative skills, their motivations for 
participating in the research project, as well as their previous 
learning experiences at NTU.

Table 1. Sample recruitment questions.

Two rounds of recruitment were conducted. In the first 
round, the recruitment team received 33 applications. Each 
member of the recruitment team evaluated the completed 
recruitment questionnaires individually before coming 
together to review their assessments and selections of 
student applicants as a team. Based on their answers in the 
recruitment questionnaires, the student applicants were 
evaluated and ranked in order of suitability. Consequently, 
23 student applicants were invited for individual interviews 
while excluding the ones that explicitly stated that the 
monetary rewards were their main driver for wanting to 
participate. The personal interviews allowed the recruitment 
team to gain a deeper understanding of the applicants’ 
personality traits and communication skills and a better 
assessment of their interest in sustainability as the main 
topic of the research project in order to determine their 
ability to contribute effectively to the research project. 
Consequently, the recruitment team was able to identify 
14 suitable student participants for the project as well as 
two substitutes to prepare for contingency. As the originally 
planned dates for the module design workshop had to be 
postponed considerably due to Covid-19 restrictions, six 
students were not available at the later dates, which made a 

second round of recruitment necessary.

Surprisingly, of the 14 undergraduate student participants 
recruited for this research project, 13 were female and 
only one was male. While this project aimed to recruit an 
equal number of male and female student participants, 
the recruitment team received a disproportionate number 
of applications from female students. Additionally, priority 
was given to suitable personality traits and interest in the 
research, which resulted in a major deviation from an equal 
gender balance. The questionnaire did not factor in such a 
deviation and thus could not provide any answers as to why 
the majority of applicants were female students. Possible 
reasons could be work or internship commitments during 
the summer break or a more prevalent personal interest 
in participating in the academic process. Yet, despite the 
lack of gender balance, the recruited students came from a 
wide range of disciplines, including STEM disciplines, social 
sciences, and the humanities. 

The 14 student participants were carefully divided into 
two diverse teams of students to ensure a diverse mix of 
academic disciplines, ethnicities, and personality traits, 
to attain balanced team dynamics that would allow for 
effective group discussions. The team dynamics were 
double-checked during the pre-workshop meeting, where 
student participants met one another for the first time to 
discuss their upcoming project for an hour.

Characteristics of the Module Design Workshop

Each group of student participants was tasked to design a 
credit-bearing academic module in a week-long workshop 
that resembled a boot camp, during which they worked 
from 10 am to 7 pm each day with one-hour lunch breaks. 
Each team alternated between individual work and group 
discussions throughout the day for four days. On the last 
day, both teams were given time to finalise and rehearse 
their presentations before presenting and defending their 
module proposals to a panel of educators from various 
disciplinary backgrounds as well as an online audience. Each 
presentation and module proposal defence session lasted 
about an hour. To prepare teams for the module proposal 
defence session, each group was required to give daily 
mini-presentations to the PI during the first four days of the 
workshop. These presentations provided opportunities for 
feedback and asked members of each team to justify their 
proposals. At the end of the Module Design Workshop, both 
groups of student participants were expected to deliver an 
OBTL document based on the template provided by NTU.

Each group was assigned a facilitator to supervise their 
work. Both facilitators were involved in the interview and 
recruitment process to better understand the participants 
and the group dynamics. Throughout the workshop, the 
facilitators played a supportive role by ensuring that the 
classroom environment was conducive to work, setting 
up Telegram groups and Microsoft Teams groups for the 
student participants, reminding the student participants to 
take their breaks to prevent burnout, encouraging student 
participants at various points of the workshop, and taking 
daily attendance. The facilitators could provide their teams 
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with feedback and suggestions but were instructed never 
to take any decisions on behalf of the students. The role of 
facilitators also included resolving possible conflicts.

In order to prepare the student participants for the module 
design workshop, readings were assigned one week prior 
to the start of the Module Design Workshop. Student 
participants were provided with a range of materials to 
introduce basic concepts related to sustainability and 
the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDG), as well as 
educational pedagogy such as flipped classroom, student-
centred learning, collaborative learning, outcome-based 
education, and formative assessment. Students were 
tasked to familiarise themselves with the chosen topics 
and pedagogical approaches to be incorporated into their 
module proposal.

Participants also learned about course design concepts such 
as “higher order thinking skills” to enable them to create 
a module proposal that would enhance “deep learning” 
(Arthurs, 2016, p. 208). Further guidelines given to the 
student participants were that the designed module has to 
be based on a partially flipped classroom and one hundred 
per cent continuous assessment. Thus, the Module Design 
Workshop provided student participants with a platform 
to hone their communication and leadership skills while 
engaging in self-directed learning.

To reduce the risk of spreading Covid-19, the Module 
Design Workshop and all workshop-related activities were 
conducted while maintaining the official guidelines on 
social distancing. Participants who were physically present 
at the workshop were required to wear masks, maintain a 
one-metre distance from one another at all times during the 
workshop, and take their body temperatures at least twice a 
day. Each team was assigned to a classroom for the duration 
of the Module Design Workshop, while the module proposal 
defence session was conducted in a larger classroom, 
with only the presenting teams and the academic panel 
present, while a larger community was invited to attend the 
presentations online.

Pre-workshop briefing and meeting

Student participants attended a pre-workshop briefing 
conducted by the PI followed by an ice breaker. The briefing 
focused on pedagogy to help conceptualise the objectives 
for the module the student participants were to design. The 
purpose of having all student participants participate in the 
briefing sessions together was to promote a minor degree 
of healthy competition, which was perceived as a form of 
motivation in a highly competitive Singaporean context.

Both student groups were then given an hour for discussion, 
during which each student participant chose an area of 
expertise to focus on. Within each group, one student 
participant had to focus on pedagogy, and two student 
participants had to focus on the economic, environmental, 
and social aspects of sustainability, respectively. The student 
participants were expected to act as the subject matter 
experts for their chosen topics during group discussions. 
Both groups of student participants were informed that 

they were expected to drive all group discussions and make 
decisions entirely as a team. Every participant was expected 
to participate actively in group discussions and to make their 
opinions heard and considered by their group members. 
The student participants were also asked to conceptualise 
a group decision-making process to ensure that all group 
member’s opinions were taken into consideration by the 
group as a whole.

During the initial meeting, student participants in Group 
1 were extremely motivated. They began by looking at 
module assessments and listing their goals for the first day 
of the workshop. Enthusiastic about the project, the student 
participants went so far as to give themselves homework 
to do. Each of them had to research their chosen topics 
and examine case studies in preparation for the workshop. 
The student participants were also reluctant to end their 
discussion and go home at the appointed time.

In Group 2, the team appointed a note taker for their first 
group discussion, during which they brainstormed ideas for 
their ideal module. Student participants shared teaching 
methods and approaches they experienced in the courses 
they took previously and thought of incorporating the ones 
they deemed effective in their module proposal. Student 
participants were engrossed in their discussions and had 
to be told to end their discussions when the allotted time 
came to an end. Student participants in Group 2 also took 
detailed notes during the pre-workshop briefing conducted 
by the PI. One student participant uploaded the notes of 
the briefing and meeting to their Microsoft Teams Group 
after the pre-workshop meeting. A couple of other student 
participants also added the notes that they took during the 
meeting.

Findings and observations

Pre- and post-workshop surveys were conducted, and 
the survey results were analysed together with post-
workshop group reports to compare and evaluate student 
participants’ expectations and perceptions of the workshop 
experiences. The surveys and reports assisted the team in 
better understanding the feasibility and value of engaging 
undergraduate students in the module design process. 

Pre-Module Design Workshop expectations of student 
participants 

Based on the answers provided in the pre-workshop survey, 
both groups of student participants expected the Module 
Design Workshop to be difficult and were worried about 
a myriad of matters (Appendix 1: Pre-workshop Survey 
Questions).

The challenges foreseen by student participants in Group 
1 included being anxious about discussing their ideas with 
student participants with whom they were unfamiliar, being 
unable to align the ‘definition and scope of sustainability 
with the group mates given that it’s such a wide and diverse 
topic’, having insufficient time to complete the project, 
being unable to manage their time or absorb the content of 
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the project quickly enough, being unable to come up with 
creative ideas due to stress or time constraint, being unable 
to communicate with or engage other student participants 
effectively, being unable to handle the stress in ‘this 
intensive working environment’, being unable to stand up 
for their own opinions, being overwhelmed by the scope of 
the project, being lazy due to a lack of pressure, and being 
unable to produce quality work.

The challenges foreseen by student participants in Group 2 
included having ‘insufficient time to design a good module 
on sustainability’, being unable to understand the situation 
and their roles quickly enough during the workshop, being 
unable to ‘bond with all members of the team’, being unable 
to put in 100 per cent of their effort into the project, being 
unable to reach a ‘common understanding’ of their goals as a 
team, overanalysing their work, being too critical or negative 
rather than optimistic, being impatient and frustrated, being 
too judgmental about themselves and giving in to other 
student participants without standing up for themselves 
and being unable to build personal relationships with other 
student participants due to a lack of time.

Despite all their worries and anxieties, the student participants 
were positive about the Module Design Workshop and were 
motivated. Not only did the student participants look forward 
to learning more about the ‘different facets of sustainability’ 
and pedagogy, but they were also excited about learning 
from and collaborating with student participants from 
different disciplines. 

Table 2: Selected explanations provided by student 
participants in Group 1.   

Table 3: Selected explanations provided by student 
participants in Group 2.

In addition to their positive attitudes, the student participants 
also had concrete ideas on how they could contribute 
during the Module Design Workshop. Student participants 
in Group 1 planned to contribute their knowledge, ideas, 
perspectives, organisational skills, interpersonal skills, 
time management skills as well as writing skills. They also 
intended to contribute to the project by getting their 
jobs done efficiently, being a strong team player, paying 

attention to details, engaging ‘everyone in the team’, setting 
specific small goals in order to achieve the team’s overall 
objectives efficiently, being adaptable, conducting research, 
being open-minded, resolving any potential disputes, 
being ‘objective and logical when dealing with reasoning 
or practical application’, acquiring new knowledge, and 
listening to other student participants’ opinions.

Student participants in Group 2 intended to contribute 
their ‘ideas’, ‘unique perspective’, ‘creative and design 
skills’ as well as reasoning skills. They also planned to 
contribute to the project by being open to other student 
participants’ ideas, doing their tasks to the best of their 
abilities, facilitating discussions, encouraging other student 
participants to share their opinions, ensuring all student 
participants get equal opportunities to voice their ideas 
and concerns, being curious and highly adaptable, listening 
actively to other student participants’ ideas, communicating 
clearly and creating well-defined goals, paying attention 
to details, being proactive, self-driven and disciplined in 
finishing or initiating various tasks, conducting research, 
crafting a structured module proposal, streamlining the 
module proposal by identifying ‘things that are unnecessary 
or unlikely to be effective’, creating a ‘collaborative working 
environment’, coming up with innovative solutions, and 
produce high-quality work.

Daily observations during the Module Design Workshop 

Throughout the Module Design Workshop, the two 
facilitators were instructed to observe the daily schedule 
and collaboration of the student participants. Both groups 
were provided with a workshop schedule which served as 
a general guideline on the amount of time they needed to 
spend on individual work and group discussions. Student 
participants were given the flexibility to modify the 
schedule to suit their needs. Group 1 chose to modify the 
daily schedule and to allocate homework, while Group 2 
adhered largely to the schedule provided. This might also be 
influenced by the different personalities of the facilitators, 
with the facilitator for Group 1 being extremely laissez-faire, 
while the facilitator of Group 2 is more inclined to discipline. 
Further details on the daily running of the workshop and 
the differences between the two groups handling of the 
given task can be found in Appendix 3: Daily observations 
of groups 1 and 2.

Observations of emotions, difficulties, and coping 
strategies during the Module Design Workshop

On day 1, members of Group 1 appeared highly motivated, 
and three stayed behind after the workshop to discuss their 
project. This was contrasted by members of Group 2, who 
initially were unsure about where to start and had to refer 
to the workshop briefing presentation slides and the notes 
they took during their pre-workshop meeting to get a sense 
of the scope of the work. Some members also appeared 
frustrated by the fact that group members were sharing 
ideas in a disorganised and unstructured way. One student 
participant suggested that the group examine sample 
course outlines before creating an outline and structure for 
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their module proposal. At the end of the day, one student 
participant commented that it was a very tiring day due to 
the many brainstorming sessions and the need to figure out 
how to create a module proposal.

On day 2 sparked some disputes over the complexity of the 
module in Group 1, but the group managed to reach an 
agreement by debate. On the other hand, Group 2 felt the 
need to focus on garnering the interest of potential future 
students. Thus, the group based the case studies in their 
lesson plan on what they thought a larger student community 
would find interesting and relevant to sustainability issues. 
They argued that the case studies needed to be applicable 
to the Singapore context and bring about different views 
and opinions in order to encourage students to discuss and 
critique existing solutions to real-world problems. During 
group discussions, student participants were respectful and 
willing to listen and consider one another’s ideas.

The facilitator observed student participants in Group 2 
became more bonded and felt more comfortable with one 
another on day 3. They began to share personal interests 
and hobbies, a few doodled on whiteboards, and more jokes 
and laughter were heard throughout the day. Nevertheless, 
members of the same group remarked at the end of the day 
that it was a very tiring day due to long group discussions.
On day 4, student participants of Group 1 complained about 
their workload and thought the amount of time allocated 
for their final presentation was too short. Due to a lack 
of time, the student participants decided to divide their 
presentation slides amongst themselves rather than work 
on them together as a team. Likewise, student participants 
in Group 2 became a little anxious about their module 
proposal defence session scheduled on the next day and 
asked the facilitator a number of questions regarding their 
defence session.

On day 5, student participants in Group 2 were also stressed 
about their final presentation and module proposal defence. 
One student participant wrote a long script but had trouble 
recalling her script during the rehearsal, and several student 
participants were extremely nervous during the rehearsal. 
Overall it was observed that at times some student 
participants in both groups were carried away by their 
passion for certain topics during group discussions, went 
off-track or got caught up in the details, yet all students 
were able to remind themselves to refocus on the bigger 
picture.

Post-workshop survey results on challenges

Once student participants had completed their Module 
Design Workshop group report, student participants from 
both groups gathered together to share their feedback 
and workshop experiences. Student participants from both 
groups enjoyed the workshop and were proud of their work. 
One student participant reflected that through participating 
in the workshop, she finally achieved her goal of giving her 
100% to something. A few student participants from Group 
1 complained about the heavy workload and about the 
need to bring work home due to a lack of time. Student 
participants in Group 2 had not taken their individual work 

home, and after learning that members of Group 1 had 
worked at home after the daily workshops, members of 
Group 2 felt grateful for being in Group 2. 

After the student participants had completed the Module 
Design Workshop, a post-workshop survey was conducted 
to understand their experiences. For comparison, the survey 
mirrored the pre-workshop survey (Appendix 2: Post-
workshop survey questions). 

Of the following list of challenges (Table 4), the top four 
challenges anticipated by student participants in the pre-
workshop survey and encountered by students during the 
workshop were identical. Yet, a slight change in the order of 
difficulty was recorded (see Table 5). 

Table 4: List of challenges.

Table 5: Challenges in decreasing order of difficulty.

Scope of work

To some extent, student participants from both groups were 
overwhelmed by the ‘broad scope’ of work of the Module 
Design Workshop, especially on the first day of the workshop, 
where a few student participants in both groups experienced 
a sense of disorientation by ‘not knowing where to start’. 
Sustainability is a broad topic, and student participants in 
both groups found it ‘difficult to identify relevant topics and 
case studies because of the amount of information online 
that had to be sifted through to find the most suitable 
one’. Group 1 declared the ‘intensity of the workshop was 
also very high as there were a lot of tasks to complete in a 
short amount of time’, and ‘keeping up [with] the pace set 
during the first day was pretty hard’. According to a student 
participant from Group 2, the large scope of work, coupled 
with unfamiliarity with team members, made the workshop 
all the more challenging for student participants on the first 
day since they had to get used to the ‘working style and 
dynamics of the team’ and it was ‘not easy trying to learn 
about one another’.

Lack of pedagogical competence

At times, student participants from both groups struggled 
to work on their module proposal due to the lack of 
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pedagogical competence. Student participants in Group 
1 found it tedious to simultaneously balance the need to 
include ‘enough tests to check learning’ and to avoid ‘over-
testing’ students. Student participants in Group 2 found 
it ‘hard to decide how much content would be good and 
feasible for students to cover’. They also reflected that it 
was the ‘most difficult to create the lesson plan as a group’ 
and link their ideas ‘in a cohesive manner’, having taken 
‘the longest’ time to ‘shift activities and lessons around with 
student learning in mind’. 

Lack of subject competence  

Student participants in Group 1 found it ‘very difficult to 
choose topics’ and even more so to ‘justify’ their choice 
of topics as a team due to a general lack of ‘in-depth 
knowledge about sustainability issues’ among the team 
members. Consequently, one student participant in Group 
1 was ‘worried that the case studies [they] found for weekly 
lesson plan [were] biased’. 

Just like student participants in Group 1, student participants 
in Group 2 also struggled to ‘readily defend and give 
good rationales’ for their ideas and decide ‘which ideas to 
incorporate’ during the workshop. Student participants in 
Group 2 also experienced challenges due to a lack of subject 
competence: 

Personally, I feel that deciding what to put into 
the syllabus is pretty tedious because without a 
deeper understanding to sustainability, it's hard to 
accurately filter what information is most crucial for 
students to learn. And how this information could 
be further synergised and integrated such that it 
is relevant to students of different disciplines. In 
addition, the information we are able to gather in 
the short span of time must be too shallow or not 
substantial enough for a full 13 weeks module.

Lack of time
Student participants in both groups were provided with a 
workshop schedule which served as a general guideline on 
the amount of time they needed to spend on individual work 
and group discussions. Student participants were given the 
flexibility to modify the schedule to suit their needs. 

Student participants in Group 1 decided as a team, to take 
work home on most days of the Module Design Workshop. 
It was noticeable that the team decided to give themselves 
homework even before the start of the Module Design 
Workshop. A closer examination of the survey results 
revealed that student participants in Group 1 felt the need 
to bring work home due to their change in schedule:

Not enough time, had to bring home work to do. 
Even when we were working very hard and hardly 
taking any breaks, there was a significant amount 
of work to do, and most of the day was spent doing 
group discussions. Although the original “timetable” 
had alternative two-hour blocks of individual and 
group work, most of the first three days were group 
work, and the third evening was a lot of individual 
research at home.

The allocation of more time for team discussion led to the 
team’s failure to allocate enough time to complete their 
individual work during the workshop:

I feel that there was not enough time to prepare the 
case studies, so I spent quite some time after the 
daily meetings to finish the research.

Consequently, student participants in Group 1 had ‘little time 
to rest and sleep’, having to ‘get up so early and sleep late’. 
A common and repeated complaint coming from this group 
of students at the end of the Module Design Workshop was 
that they had to continue to work at home, which made 
their workshop experience ‘quite stressful’:

I don’t think I’ve worked this hard since A levels. It 
was a very short period of time to do very intensive 
work.

Sleep-deprived and stressed student participants in Group 1 
also found it hard to cope with the duration of the Module 
Design Workshop. Most of them complained of feeling ‘very 
tired sometimes’, having ‘dry and tired’ eyes due to the need 
to ‘look at the laptop screen for the whole day’ and getting 
‘a headache’ every day at around 5 pm ‘after thinking too 
much throughout the day’. One student participant also 
wished more time was provided for the project so that she 
could ‘actualise’ the group’s vision using case studies and 
examples. 

Student participants in Group 2, on the other hand, followed 
the workshop schedule rather closely on the first two days 
and not a single one of them had to continue to work at 
home throughout the Module Design Workshop. They 
remarked that the workshop timings were ‘well-structured’, 
that ‘sticking to the work schedule’ and ‘respecting break 
times’ helped to prevent burnout, and that not having to 
think about the project ‘outside of the workshop’ enabled 
them to work better during the workshop. One student 
participant from this group commented, however, that she 
would appreciate ‘a bit more flexibility’ in their schedule, 
especially on the first few days of the workshop, since it was 
‘difficult to predict’ exactly how much time was needed for 
discussions and individual work. One student participant in 
Group 2 also struggled to cope with the ‘long hours’ of the 
Module Design Workshop due to the need to adjust her 
biological clock.

Having to readjust my body clock to attend the 
workshop - I had been living in the American 
timezone until this workshop, and I had a hard time 
adjusting on the first few days and was afraid of 
being late. Otherwise, everything was good.

Nevertheless, on days 4 and 5 of the Module Design 
workshop, students from Group 2 felt less prepared and 
consequently felt more nervous and anxious than students 
from Group 1.
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Post-survey feedback on how participants overcame 
their challenges

Student participants in Group 1 overcame their challenges 
by planning and creating objectives for each day of the 
workshop, creating an environment where everyone felt that 
they could speak and have their opinions heard, improving 
one another’s ideas and suggestions, questioning one 
another’s decisions to ensure that they had ‘sound reasons’ 
for their decisions, working hard to ‘achieve consensus’ on 
various different issues and making sure everyone was ‘on 
the same page’, organising themselves into different groups 
to work on various parts of the project, using whiteboards 
in the classroom to work out the details of the project as 
a group, constantly checking one another’s progress, and 
seeking clarifications from one another. A more introverted 
member of the group attested that the team involved 
everyone in their group discussions: 

It was also quite chaotic as my teammates were 
people who were very talkative and had very high 
energy. However, I like that they make an effort to 
include the less talkative members, and I slowly 
became more comfortable in voicing out my 
opinions.

Student participants in Group 2 overcame their challenges 
by splitting their workload amongst themselves ‘evenly’ from 
the ‘very first day’, taking the ‘initiative to organise the team’s 
documents’, engaging in ‘active listening and discussion’ to 
understand one another’s points of view, respecting one 
another’s opinions and being considerate, reminding one 
another to ‘take breaks’ to refresh their perspectives and 
to prevent burnout, reminding themselves of the workshop 
objectives and ‘revisiting the big picture’, creating a 
‘cooperative environment’ that made collaborating with one 
another ‘easy’, communicating ‘clearly and respectfully’ with 
one another to ensure that they were ‘on the same page’ 
and that their ‘individual work would make sense when put 
together’, looking at their challenges in a ‘more holistic 
manner’, asking ‘a lot of why questions’ during discussions 
to ensure the rationales behind all the decisions that they 
made were ‘clear and logical’, evaluating one another’s 
progress, supporting one another by reviewing and editing 
one another’s work:

To be honest, I don’t think I have a moment I didn’t 
enjoy. Because all the problems, whether it is about 
our ideas or personality, were resolved in a mature 
manner. We never took criticism personally and 
made sure none of us did. In that way, it made us 
more focused on improving our work the best we 
can.

Additionally, students provided suggestions for successful 
collaborative work as follows:

Patience, I would say. I was ready to be patient with 
my teammates and myself. Listen to them and trust 
them. And I am happy with how it turned out.  

Post-workshop survey feedback on what student 
participants enjoyed the most 

Student participants in Group 1 enjoyed discussing ideas, 
gaining new perspectives, learning more about sustainability 
and working collaboratively with their group members 
to achieve a common goal. The aspect of teamwork and 
learning to work interdisciplinarily while accommodating 
others’ needs was highlighted. Also, the boot camp-style 
workshop was perceived positively in order to facilitate a 
focused, productive work environment.

Table 6. Post-workshop survey feedback from Group 1 
participants.

The student participants felt fulfilled and ‘very proud’ of 
their work after learning how to manage their time, working 
together as a team under ‘great pressure and time constraint’ 
and making the most out of the week-long intensive Module 
Design Workshop. 

Student participants in Group 2 enjoyed their group 
discussions the most, while a few students thoroughly 
enjoyed the long hours of the Module Design Workshop.

Table 7. Post-workshop survey feedback from Group 1 
participants.

Student participants also listed ‘friendship and camaraderie’ 
as some of their biggest takeaways from the Module Design 
Workshop. The student participants became friends after 
getting to know one another on a personal level. They 
shared the same sense of humour, enjoyed one another’s 
company and felt safe and easy to share their honest 
opinions and past learning experiences with one another 
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as they worked hard together to achieve a common goal. 
As the student participants took turns to take notes of 
meetings and lead discussions in the process of developing 
their team dynamics, they also realised that it was possible 
to work well together as a team without assigning fixed roles 
to each group member—as long as they were respectful of 
one another.

Outcomes, discussion, and conclusions

Self-evaluation 

All 14 student participants reported on time throughout 
the Module Design Workshop, which is testimony to their 
dedication to the task. A few student participants arrived 
daily before 9 am, even though the workshop began at 
10 am. Committed and driven to producing high-quality 
module proposals, the student participants put in their ‘best 
effort’ to complete all their tasks on time and did them well. 
All the student participants either met or exceeded their own 
expectations to complete their duties during the workshop; 
overall, students exceeded their own expectations in 
reference to task completion by 33%. With the exception of 
two student participants, one from each group, all student 
participants either met or exceeded their own expectations 
in contributing meaningfully during the workshop; overall, 
students exceeded their own expectations in relation to 
their personal, meaningful contribution by 17%.

The student participants set high expectations for themselves 
and tended to be rather hard on themselves in their self-
evaluations. Student participants in Group 1 criticised 
themselves for a multitude of matters, which included 
having ‘really ugly handwriting on the whiteboard’, having 
‘last-minute jitters out of a sudden’ during the presentation, 
being ‘narrow-minded’ when focusing on a familiar topic, 
not ‘contributing enough original ideas’, being ‘a bit too 
talkative and pushy during group discussions’, being ‘too 
bossy’ at times, not making an effort to assume a leadership 
role, being unable to contribute as much as they had hoped 
to, being unable to contribute much to the brainstorming 
sessions due to difficulty in articulating their thoughts 
clearly, not having enough ‘insightful ideas to share’, asking 
other student participants for clarifications and consequently 
risking rubbing them ‘the wrong way’, being inefficient, and 
needing more time than their peers to do their work or 
process their thoughts. 

Student participants in Group 2 criticised themselves 
for being too direct in communication, having ‘an 
unapproachable demeanour’ that made people feel 
uncomfortable or ‘hesitant’ to talk to her, being ‘too fast’ in 
processing information and consequently making it difficult 
for other student participants to catch up with their line of 
thought, having ‘allowed a personality clash to get in the 
way’ rather than reacting ‘in a helpful manner’, being too 
shy to speak their mind, ‘not being active in every single 
discussion’ and losing track during group discussions at 
times, not performing as well as they hoped during the 
presentation, needing more time to process information 
and being unable to catch up with other student participants 
at times to contribute meaningfully to the group work, not 

contributing as many ideas to other student participants’ 
chosen topics, having short attention span, and not being as 
productive as they could be.

Student participants learned more about sustainability

All of the 14 student participants became more 
knowledgeable about sustainability and were able to name 
the 17 SDGs correctly after the workshop. Only two student 
participants managed to name these goals correctly in the 
pre-workshop survey. Overall, the student participants’ 
interest level in sustainability increased by 9% after the 
workshop. However, two student participants became a 
little less interested in sustainability after the workshop. 
On the other hand, the post-workshop surveys and group 
reports demonstrated that students enjoyed learning more 
about sustainability and the SDGs, felt the need for more 
engagement in all aspects of sustainability, and the need 
for more education in this field. One student participant 
explained how she realised the ‘urgency of reversing 
overexertion’ on the Earth’s natural resources and thought 
of raising student awareness of sustainability issues as her 
understanding of sustainability deepened:

I contributed to the ecological pillar of our lesson 
plan under life on land and introduced the idea and 
mechanics of the challenges. I learnt a lot about 
the ecological devastation when I was conducting 
individual research and thought that it could be 
introduced to students in a more detailed manner 
rather than classifying them all under eventual 
habitat loss and declining populations of certain 
endangered species. Case studies, videos, and 
pictures are what I think could make students care 
about the secondary effects of human activities – 
effects that we do not feel primarily as humans.

Student participants’ changed perception of higher 
education pedagogy  

With the exception of one student participant, all student 
participants’ knowledge about educational pedagogy 
increased after the workshop; the student participants’ 
knowledge about educational pedagogy increased by 73% 
overall. As evident from the data in Tables 6 and 7, student 
participants from both groups gave more thought to 
teaching strategies and assessment methods after acquiring 
more knowledge on educational pedagogy. They also 
thought more from the perspective of a module designer 
than that of a student who was comfortable with engaging in 
mostly self-directed learning when considering the options 
for improving the courses at NTU (Appendix 3).

As the student participants gained more knowledge 
about higher education pedagogy and attained a deeper 
understanding of module design, they became less satisfied 
with existing courses at NTU. Overall, the student participants’ 
satisfaction with the Core Modules, GER-PEs and UEs at 
NTU decreased by 6%, 15% and 4%, respectively, after the 
workshop. Student participants from Group 2 explained that 
their understanding of module design made them realise 
that ‘a good number of modules’ at NTU needed a ‘major 
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face lift’. As shown in the graph below, 13 out of 14 student 
participants thought that the assessment methods of NTU 
courses could be improved after the workshop. The number 
of student participants who thought that course content 
and teaching styles of NTU courses could be improved also 
increased after the workshop. A smaller number of student 
participants thought class size should be reduced after 
learning that it was something beyond educators’ control.

Figure 1. Changed perceptions of higher education 
pedagogy.

A few students became more satisfied with the more 
engaging modules they took at NTU after the workshop 
and expressed their appreciation for the use of flipped 
classrooms and being challenged in classroom discussions. 
Active engagement and peer-to-peer discussion and 
learning was listed as top contributing factors for good 
modules. The positive feedback on existing modules came 
without exception from humanities majors, predominantly 
from students reading History.

Yet, while students have positive impressions of their 
engagement in class and through flipped classroom 
activities, the same students criticised existing assessment 
styles. Specifically, modules that use memorisation rather 
than critical evaluation in the assessments fell short of 
student expectations.

Not only did these student participants become more 
appreciative of the more engaging modules that they took 
at NTU, they also borrowed from these courses teaching 
strategies that they deemed were effective in helping them 
to learn better:

I also devised the mechanics of the third challenge, 
“In an ideal world...” where students could draw on 
whiteboards what an ideal sustainable world is to 
them. I borrowed this idea from a history class where 
we drew what we envisioned ritual halls of the Tang 
Chinese looked like for funerals. This helped me 
learn and remember better, and I applied it to the 
module design. I think that it could also serve as a 
personal/group vision for students to help remind 
themselves what they could be doing in order to 
achieve their ideal, sustainable world.

This demonstrates clearly that undergraduate students 
can leverage their personal, educational experiences in an 
effort to enhance their module proposal during the Module 
Design Workshop.

Evaluation of module proposals and of the feasibility of 
engaging students as partners in module design 

Both groups of student participants managed to create well-
designed and feasible module proposals on sustainability, 
which far exceeded expectations. Both proposals had 
different strengths, with Group 1 featuring creative 
assessment components, while Group 2 focused more 
on pedagogical details. The research demonstrated that 
students felt overpowered by the task at times, yet both 
teams found means to cope with the situation and completed 
the challenging task on time. The feedback from students 
also demonstrated the benefits of a clearly structured 
schedule and approach when working on a complex task. 
Additionally, it became clear that the students felt a strong 
sense of achievement and pride while exceeding their own 
expectations through this engagement. While engaging 
students in the module design process is not an entirely new 
concept, it is far from the norm in academic reality. Cook-
Sather and Felten (2017) have highlighted the importance 
of the principles of respect and shared responsibility to be 
the norm in academia and illustrate the benefits of the “ethic 
of reciprocity”. Moreover, previous research by Healey et al. 
(2015) clearly demonstrated the benefits and feasibility of 
engaging students in co-designing the curriculum, and as 
pedagogical consultants to academic staff, this research has 
demonstrated that students are capable of going beyond 
collaborating with staff or assisting staff. Instead, both groups 
completed the task of creating a new module from scratch. 
While the teams were scaffolded through the pre-workshop 
materials, the daily feedback provided, and the presence of 
the facilitators, the students clearly demonstrated that they 
were capable of creating a feasible and creative module that 
deeply engages learners with little guidance. In the process, 
students have drawn on their personal experiences, as well 
as immersed deeply in novel content and concepts. In the 
process, the student collaborators have far exceeded the 
expectations of the PI.

It is noteworthy that undergraduate students from very 
different disciplines and of contrasting personalities have 
worked closely together on the task. The daily observations, 
reports, and pre- and post-workshop surveys indicate that 
students explored different strategies to work with each 
other and to grow into their respective roles. While some 
disputes arose during the workshop, they were minor, 
and the participants were mature enough to manage and 
resolve them without interference from the facilitators. 
As such, students have navigated conflict and personality 
clashes but were able to resolve such conflict situations by 
working towards a common goal. Students also cherished 
their varied backgrounds and talents and made use of 
them in the module design process. This demonstrates that 
interdisciplinary work is possible and beneficial. The research 
also demonstrated that prior knowledge is only partially a 
limiting factor that can be easily overcome by focused self-
directed research and reading. What enabled the teams of 
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students to complete the complex and challenging task was 
not prior knowledge, but focus, collaboration, and ongoing 
discussion. This suggests that academia ought to place a 
clear focus on the development of such skills to adequately 
prepare students for the ever-changing and complex post-
university reality.

Based on the two proposals developed during the Module 
Design Workshop, a module combining elements of both 
proposals has been created and offered to undergraduate 
students at NTU. This module has proven highly popular. 
Offered to all undergraduate students at NTU, this module 
has deliberately utilised the diversity resulting from having 
a mix of students from a wide range of disciplines. It 
prepares students for their future work life by encouraging 
them to examine, analyse, and evaluate complex issues 
and phenomena collaboratively in multi-disciplinary teams 
and in a flipped-classroom setting. As a further result of 
the findings of this research, several modules have been 
proposed by the PI built on the principle of peer teaching, 
empowering diverse teams of first- and second-year 
students to research a topic, present it to class, and engage 
their classmates in interactive class activities. 

Conclusion

This research project proved that it is feasible and beneficial 
to engage undergraduate students in the module design 
process in the Singapore context. Firstly, the participating 
students demonstrated comprehensive awareness of the 
educational pedagogy that benefited their learning, and 
participants drew on these insights during the Module Design 
Workshop. Secondly, stepping out from the receiving end of 
the learning process, they also proved exceedingly capable 
of creating novel module proposals, despite their initial lack 
of in-depth subject matter knowledge. Lastly, the project 
demonstrated that students draw on their varied skills and 
are able to tackle complex and challenging tasks when 
collaborating in multi-disciplinary groups. It is, therefore, 
essential for universities to engage students as partners in 
teaching and learning to improve the curriculum, teaching 
strategies, and assessment methods. Such an approach also 
engages students much deeper in the learning journey and 
develops higher-level skills. 
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Appendices

Appendix 1: Pre-workshop survey questions.

Appendix 2: Post-workshop survey questions.
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Day 1 observations

Student participants in Group 1 began the workshop by 
discussing the research that they had done at home prior 
to the workshop. They took turns sharing case studies that 
were related to their chosen topics and were very detailed 
in their explanations. As a group, the student participants 
chose primary and secondary areas of focus from the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals and penned their collective 
thoughts on whiteboards. Student participants had 
conflicting ideas but managed to reach a consensus through 
debates. They then rationalised their objectives for the day 
and moved on to draft the ILO, aims, teaching approaches, 
assessment components and lesson plan for the first week 
of the module. Student participants had differing views 
but managed to agree on a collective solution via debates. 
Student participants also spent some time working in pairs. 
Towards the end of the day, student participants presented 
their work to the PI, who provided them with feedback. 
The day concluded with student participants developing a 
strategy to achieve their goals for the following day. 

Students in Group 2 did not do any individual work during 
the weekend prior to the workshop. Hence, they started 
with individual work before moving on to group discussions 
and then alternated between individual and group work 
throughout the day. Student participants then created files 
and documents in their Microsoft Teams group to keep 
track of their project deliverables. Student participants 
continued to discuss teaching methods and approaches 
they experienced in the courses that they took previously 
and decided that flipped-classroom approaches were the 
most effective. While a few students were always ready to 
agree with suggestions proposed by others, active group 
discussions took place, and the team was more interested in 
their discussions than going for lunch. During their second 
group discussion of the day, the student participants took 
turns presenting their findings and concluded that they 
needed more time to research information. The student 
participant who was in charge of pedagogy, did a great 
amount of focused research, and by the end of the day, 
she was ready to present the ILO, aims, and format of the 
group’s module proposal to the PI. As a group, the student 
participants addressed the feedback given by the PI during 
the mini-presentation before the end of the day. 

Day 2 observations

Student participants in Group 1 reviewed and refined the ILO, 
aims, assessment components, teaching approaches, and 
content of their module proposal. The content, in particular, 
had to be relevant. The group also worked on a sample 
three-hour lesson plan and established the main aims for 
each of the three hours. Activities such as gamification and 
roleplay were added to their module proposal to make the 
lessons more engaging. A ‘myth-busting’ segment was 
included to deal with fake news and allow flexibility for real-
world events. Feedback from the PI was considered. Again, 
student participants engaged in group discussions most of 
the time and did one hour of pair work. The group’s time 

management skills improved with time. Towards the end 
of the day, the group presented their work to the PI, who 
provided them with extensive feedback.

Student participants in Group 2 began the day with a 
10-minute group discussion before moving on to pair or 
individual work. Student participants took turns leading 
group discussions and presenting their findings on their 
chosen topics before confirming the content of their module 
as a group. The group revisited the idea of incorporating 
activities they termed as ‘fun challenges that were related to 
sustainability’ to wrap up content and provide a platform for 
students to apply their knowledge. An avid player of video 
games contributed many ideas to the formulation of these 
challenges. The group then moved on to discuss assessment 
details and refine their ILO before working on their OBTL 
document. The group also came up with a few possible titles 
for their proposed module before presenting their work 
to the PI. Student participants finished by addressing the 
feedback provided by the PI.

Day 3 observations

Student participants in Group 1 were more energetic on the 
third day of the workshop than the day before. The student 
participants engaged in group discussions, pair work, and 
individual work throughout the day. They reorganised 
themselves a few times to get fresh perspectives from working 
closely with different group members. Student participants 
actively sought one another’s opinions and supported one 
another. In smaller groups, the student participants worked 
on different parts of their OBTL document. The group 
finalised the ILO of their module proposal before moving on 
to work on their sample lesson plan, case studies, assessment 
details, and rubrics. The student participants spent much of 
their time justifying their decisions before presenting their 
work to the PI. Student participants decided to bring work 
home in order to complete their module proposal on time.
One student participant in Group 2 with a strong background 
in art and design found a suitable PowerPoint template for 
the group’s final presentation and began to work on it. The 
student participants engaged in group discussions for almost 
the entire day and took turns leading group discussions. 
They refined the schedule and content of their proposed 
module to ensure the topics transitioned smoothly week by 
week, linked the ILO with the weekly topics and timeline, 
compiled rationales for their OBTL document and worked 
on assessment rubrics. Student participants presented their 
work to the PI and addressed the feedback given. 

Day 4 observations

Student participants in Group 1 began with individual work 
before moving on to pair work and group discussions. The 
student participants took turns sharing their work progress 
with one another and worked on their OBTL document 
concurrently as a group. The group then appointed one 
student participant to format the document before moving 
on to work on their final presentation. After finalising the 
flow of their presentation slides, the student participants 
presented their work to the PI before taking their individual 

Appendix 3: Daily observations of groups 1 and 2.
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work home.

Student participants in Group 2 finalised the structure of 
their PowerPoint presentation slides in the morning so that 
the student in charge of the design of their presentation 
slides would have enough time to work on it. After the 
short morning discussion, student participants did mostly 
individual work for the rest of the day. Once the structure 
and content of the presentation slides were more or less 
finalised, each student participant chose a section to present. 
They also chose a title for their proposed module. Towards 
the end of the day, the student participants presented their 
work to the PI and addressed the feedback provided.

Day 5 observations

Student participants in Group 1 completed their presentation 
slides the night before at home. Thus, they only had to touch 
up their slides during the workshop. Student participants 
then took some time to practise for their final presentation 
on their own before starting the first round of their group 
rehearsal. Thereafter, the group reviewed and edited their 
presentation slides together before rehearsing one more 
time for their final presentation. 

Student participants in Group 2 took some time to finalise 
their presentation slides and other documents before 
rehearsing for their final presentation. The facilitator 
provided students with feedback on their rehearsal.
The two groups of student participants presented their 
module proposal and justified their decisions to a panel of 
five educators and researchers, as well as an online audience. 
After completing their final presentation and module 
proposal defence, both groups returned to their respective 
project venues to work on their Module Design Workshop 
group report. Both groups of student participants continued 
to review and refine their OBTL documents even though 
they had already completed both their final presentation 
and module proposal defence.

Appendix 4: Evaluation of higher education pedagogy: 
how could existing modules at NTU be improved?
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Introduction 

The widening and worrisome gap between increasing 
sustainability efforts and ongoing environmental 
degradation (Dyllick & Muff, 2016) makes apparently clear 
that current approaches to management are far from 
meeting the needs of the present without compromising 
the needs of future generations, thereby securing ‘our 
common future’. This definition of sustainable development 
introduced in the so-called Brundtland report (1987) clarifies 
that sustainability concerns are as much about the future as 
they are of the present. Sustainability management mirrors 
this in a rapid shift from being perceived as an operational 
task to a strategic matter (Borland et al., 2016) that demands 
dealing with uncertain futures, new social, political and 
economic environments and the need to respond to them 
adequately. Management education has incorporated 
teaching sustainability as a strategic management matter 
by engaging practices like forecasting or future scenario 
planning.

Conventional education, however, is predominantly rooted 
in an anthropocentric, individualist, and rationalist worldview 
and relies on a subject/object divide. Critical scholars 
have widely attacked this kind of management education 
for its predominant focus on reductive thinking, abstract 
principles, and practices of control (Colombo, 2022; Fleming 
et al., 2021; Parker, 2018; Izak et al., 2017). In the current 
situation, however, even management and organisation 
educators who do not necessarily identify with the critical 
school start to question the philosophical underpinning of 
current management education (Hoffmann, 2021).

On the one hand, this implies rethinking conventional 
education for sustainable development. Instead of 
considering education as “merely a method for delivering and 
propagating experts’ ideas about sustainable development”, 
critical educators start developing approaches to foster 
“participatory and metacognitive engagement with students 
over what (if anything) sustainable development even 
means.” (Kahn, 2008, p. 7). Such an approach seems to do 
justice to the open and increasingly uncertain future that 
comes with climate change, biodiversity loss and ongoing 
land degradation. At the same time, it also resonates with 
Paulo Freire’s work of critical pedagogy that aims at social 
justice, liberation and humanisation to counter conventional 
education and its assumption of a dichotomy between 
human beings and the world. Moacir Gadotti (2000) 
took this as a starting point for integrating an ecological 
ethics to develop what today is known as ecopedagogy. 
Ecopedagogy is not a coherent set of theories or practices 
but rather serves on a meta-level to reflect on the education 
of sustainable development, which is promising with regard 
to further developing sustainable management education 
(Kahn, 2008). 

On the other hand, next to making ethics the centre 
of education (Abdelgaffar, 2021), an important part of 
rethinking management education for sustainable futures is 
rebalancing its onto-epistemological underpinnings (Lange, 
2018). To tackle the challenges of the Anthropocene, it needs 
“transformational change at the systemic level that [among 
others] re-considers how humans relate to the natural world” 

(Ergene et al. 2021, p. 1321). To go beyond integrating 
environmental concerns into the well-known theoretical 
frames of corporate strategy, teaching sustainability as a 
strategic matter would thus necessitate a shift from a realist 
to a relational ontology (Ergene et al., 2021).  

This paper contributes to this emerging field of developing 
an ecopedagogy of sustainability management in a world 
with others. It does so by taking on a relational lens for 
engaging with future scenario planning and showing how 
students learn to approach sustainable futures as a matter of 
contingent connections between a vast diversity of human 
and nonhuman actors. While this implies that strategising 
might mean becoming aware of, relying on, and forging 
such connections, I argue that developing an aesthetic sense 
is an important competence for fostering organisational 
sustainability transformation.

In the following, I give an overview of how future scenarios 
are used in strategic management education and 
specifically with regard to how they are considered for 
teaching sustainability to show how this is deeply rooted 
in an ontology that assumes that “a person is merely in 
the world, not with the world or with others” (Freire, 1970, 
cited in Korsant, 2022, p. 3). I then introduce an outline of 
a course that is part of an executive master programme 
called Strategic Sustainability Management that aims at 
teaching strategy in a relational key and discuss the role of 
aesthetics and storytelling in developing a sense for taking 
part in shaping (sustainable) futures with others. I conclude 
by reflecting on the limits of relational approaches to 
future scenario planning for an ecopedagogy of strategic 
sustainability management education. 

Future scenarios in strategic sustainability 
education 

Management practices are historically rooted in the 
assumption of relatively stable socio-ecological environments 
whose futures are an extrapolation of the present (or even 
the past). Based on the ideals of Enlightenment, such as 
rationality, foresight and planning, this “institutionalised a 
hierarchical worldview that celebrated the controllability of 
nature, the transcendence of environmental limits, and the 
human capacity to (one day) predict the future” (Rickards et 
al., 2014, p. 589). Hence, for a long time, the future seemed 
manageable and controllable by humans, but environmental 
degradation makes this assumption less of a taken-for-
granted matter.

This new level of uncertainty has stirred discussions about the 
necessity for “new analytical and pedagogical approaches 
[that] must be developed” (Ferraro et al., 2015, p. 381) to 
“avoid the reproduction of easy, familiar solutions which 
may themselves contribute to prolonging and intensifying 
such challenges” (Mailhot & Lachapelle, 2022, p. 2). Part of 
this has been a turn towards scenario planning as strategic 
means to deal with “[t]he new organisational action context 
– complex, radically uncertain and even ‘wicked’ (difficult or 
impossible to remedy)” (Mailhot & Lachapelle, 2022, p. 4). 
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Unlike forecasting, future scenario planning “entails 
generating ‘a story about how the future might turn out’” 
(O’Brian, 2004, p. 709, cited in Wade & Piccinini, 2020, p. 
700) and is thus less involved with predicting the future 
(Tsoukas & Shepherd, 2004) but with extending mental 
models and cognitive frames to prepare for change beyond 
the expected. Future scenario planning is thus considered to 
be designed to distort expectations that the future will be 
similar to the present or the past.

Future scenario planning originating in military planning 
has been adopted by the corporate sector, with Dutch 
Royal Shell being said to be one of the first in 1965. Lately, 
it has been explicitly made part of curricula of sustainability 
management to prepare management students for working 
in an increasingly dynamic market environment, for 
dealing with increasing environmental turbulence (Wade & 
Piccinini, 2020) and potentially “to benefit from changing 
conditions” (Hillmann et al., 2018, p. 461). Traditionally part 
of risk management, future scenario planning is now related 
to organisational resilience (Hillmann et al., 2018) and 
adaptability to changes in socio-ecological environments. 
Future scenarios, however, can also be part of a less passive 
approach. Flyverbom and Garsten (2021, p. 5) argue, “the 
future is not there to be observed and reported on at a 
distance but is produced and perceived from a particular 
point of view with priorities and interests”. Being part of 
“anticipatory governance” (Boyd et al., 2015), this turns the 
future from something that exists outside of organisational 
practices into something that is made through anticipatory 
activities that “serve to gauge and guide organisational 
processes along different temporal orientations” (Flyverbom 
& Garsten, 2021, p. 2).

While the future might not be an extrapolation of the past, 
these views on future scenario planning are invested in the 
notion of control. They are involved with an ontology that 
considers the environment a separate entity that assumes 
a hierarchical relationship with the organisation. In this 
hierarchical relationship, the environment (and subsequently 
the future as a time-related form of an organisation’s 
environment) is characterised either as a force to which an 
organisation has to adapt, respond, prepare or a domain to 
be shaped, influenced and controlled through organisational 
actors (Miller, 2019). Such approaches to uncertain futures 
retain legitimacy through their paradigmatic orientation 
towards dominant management onto-epistemology, “which 
separates humanity from nature and truth from morality” 
(Gladwin et al., 1995, p. 874, in Ergene et al., 2021, p. 1325). 

To leave unsustainable trajectories that, at best, promote 
less unsustainability, however, relationality has come to the 
attention of sustainability educators (Lange, 2018). Being 
far from a coherent theoretical approach, relationality is an 
emerging paradigm appearing as a plethora of approaches 
in ontology, epistemology and ethics (Walsh et al., 2021) 
whose potential for sustainability research and teaching is 
still to be fully explored. This, I argue, holds true especially 
for management studies, where the resource-based view on 
nature still proliferates  (Ergene et al., 2018). With this article, 
I contribute to this nascent field. Arguing that making future 
scenarios fruitful for sustainability strategy needs a concept 
of possible futures that functions in a different key, I bring 

together future scenario planning with a relational lens 
to reconceptualise strategic sustainability management 
education.

For this, I outline in the following the course design of a 
module that is part of an executive master programme 
aimed at enabling students to initiate and accompany the 
sustainability transformation of their organisations, be it a 
company, a not-for-profit organisation or a municipality. 

Future storytelling in the strategic sustainability 
management curriculum

Strategic sustainability management (SNM) is conceptualised 
as a 3+1 term study program co-taught by academics and 
practitioners to support students to become change agents 
who initiate, facilitate and accompany organisational change 
processes towards sustainable development. 

The course described in this publication is situated in the 
first year. It is taught over six full days, distributed evenly 
over three blocks and accompanied by online meetings 
during self-study phases. Its pedagogical objectives are 
the following: 1) developing a sense of contingency and 
thus openness to the future; 2) realising that formulating 
(desirable) future states is a crucial part of sustainability 
strategy; 3) learning how to use storytelling for engaging 
speculative knowledge about possible futures. These 
objectives are embedded in a relational paradigm that sees 
strategy not as a method capable of shaping the future 
single-handedly but rather as a way of taking part in and 
contributing to bringing about reality together with others.
The course starts with introducing discourse as a strategic 
means to participate and position oneself in debates about 
what sustainability means and what it implies. Students are 
given statements of different positions in the sustainability 
discourse that can be distinguished with regard to the 
relationship to nature, ideas regarding the natural state of 
society (equality or inequality), and the role of technology in 
shaping (sustainable) futures. They are asked to specifically 
focus on how the argument is crafted, what kinds of 
metaphors are used and what kinds of links are drawn 
between the different elements. This opens up the often 
unquestioned notion of sustainability and makes it visible as 
a matter of concern that is diverse, composed in a particular 
way and constantly negotiated. 

In a second step, students shift from analysis to crafting 
narratives through a storytelling game, called the “Game 
of Global Futures”, developed by Anna Tsing and Elizabeth 
Pollman (2005). The game asks participants to develop 
a narrative involving a “secret mission,” such as “create a 
revolution with a coalition with at least two unlikely allies” 
involving actors that come in the form of image cards that, 
showing for instance, Mickey Mouse, sweetcorn, Albert 
Einstein, rockets or a whale, all of which have to be interpreted. 
Opening up their imagination for the “possibilities of 
contingent connections” and these connections’ “power to 
shape the future” (Tsing & Pollman, 2005, p. 107), students 
test in a rather playful way how to compose plausible stories 
about the future and gain a sense for connections between 
human and nonhuman actors that can shape the future.
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At the end of the first block, students are introduced to 
the coffee sector as a field pervaded with sustainability 
issues that will lead to profound changes in the upcoming 
years and unsettle current business models and practices. 
Introducing the course’s aim of developing a (desirable) 
scenario for the sector in 2050 and the final assessment of 
presenting this scenario in front of everyone, the students 
enter their first self-led research phase about the complex 
entanglements of the coffee sector in groups along the 
value chain. They also carry out and share further research 
about more general trends and drivers that might affect the 
development of the coffee sector.

In the second block, students are introduced to qualitative 
future scenario methods based on key-factor analysis and 
the approach used in the course identified as normative 
narrative scenario development that usually contains five 
steps: determining the scenario field, determining key 
impact factors, analysing key impact factors, generating 
scenarios, and transferring scenarios, in this case, through 
backcasting. 

First, students are asked to reflect and discuss their research 
with regard to determining their scenario field within a focus 
on production, packaging/distribution or consumption and 
determining factors that could impact their field. Discussions 
are often vivid about what to include and exclude from view. 

Next, they identify and select high-impact factors using the 
method of Cross-Impact-Analysis (CIA). CIA is based on 
the assumption that events are not singular but develop 
through their interrelations with others. While today, CIA 
has developed in various directions, with big data, statistical 
analysis and computer simulation being one of the major 
approaches, CIA started as a card game based on expert 
judgments (Gordon & Becker, 1972). Central to CIA, 
however, is identifying factors and events to explore their 
relational dynamics and their effects on probability. Similar 
to the “Game of Global Futures”, students are made aware of 
the compositional agency that interrelated factors or events 
gain through their entanglements for shaping the future. At 
the end of the day, they are asked to share their analysis 
with the other students, who can add, comment or discuss 
the outcomes of each group. On the second day, students 
choose a limited amount of factors they have analysed as 
relevant or interesting in their CIA and sketch three different 
future scenarios for the coffee sector. They are introduced 
to the PESTEL framework, that is, political, economic, 
social, technological, environmental and legal factors to be 
considered in developing rich future scenarios. At the end 
of the day, each group decides which raw scenarios are the 
most interesting to follow. 

In their next self-learning phase, students further develop 
the raw scenario and enrich it with more knowledge by 
moving to the backcasting step of future scenario planning 
that links their scenario to present-day conditions. Asking, 
“if this future was our present, what would have happened?”, 
students are also invited to think about the position of the 
company in this scenario (whether it still exists or not), its 
activities, decisions and links to other actors and events. 

This is accompanied by an online lecture on story-telling 
and its role in co-shaping futures. It introduces students 
to future narratives as a strategic means for shaping 
expectations, setting up what is considered the realm of 
possibility for decision-making, and allocating resources, 
thereby contributing to making this future more probable. 
The centre of this introduction are the notions of plausibility 
and consistency as quality criteria for narratives and, even 
more so, for future narratives. This, once again, draws 
students’ attention to connections between elements not 
only about how present and future realities are co-created 
through contingent connections (such as in the case of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, for instance, the contingent 
connections between the virus + bats + agro-industrial 
practices + humans + international flights) but also with 
regard to narratives gaining convincing powers through 
crafting compelling connections between the elements of 
the narrative.

One student group, for instance, chose the following 
contingent elements: Climate disasters + countryside + 
traditional farming techniques + cooperative + feminism 
+ World Women’s Climate Summit + crowd investment 
+ legislative changes + barter system + hyperinflation 
+ reforestation projects. They interwove them into a 
compelling story about how female cooperatives producing 
coffee in Brazil emerged from heat and flooding disasters 
in urban environments and abandoned coffee farms to 
revitalise this land with the help of traditional knowledge 
and funding from women of the global North interested 
in sustainable investments. As the time horizon of the 
scenario was set to 2050, the story also included a period 
of hyperinflation in Brazil that led to a system of economic 
exchange that relied (partly) on barter and that demanded 
that international coffee roasting companies support local 
reforestation projects run by these cooperatives as part of 
their recreational efforts.

In a last online-feedback session, student groups briefly 
present their future narratives and check with the other 
groups and the teachers their plausibility. They also think 
about a convincing form of performing their future scenario 
narrative to everyone in the third block, using different 
characters, situations or formats.

The third block is dedicated to presenting the scenarios and 
their ethical reflection. Each group performs their scenario in 
about 20 minutes; for instance, as a commemorative speech 
at a future anniversary of a company or a documentary of 
the future or by future scientists reporting about the past 
50 years up to the present of the (future) scenario. At the 
end of the day, all scenarios are reflected and discussed with 
regard to their transformational depth (how different is the 
painted scenario from our present reality?) and their level of 
plausibility (how convincing was the narrative?).  

The last day of the course revolves around ethical reflections. 
Students use a sustainability model of their choice to ask 
about their scenario’s relationship to nature, ideas regarding 
the natural state of society (equality or inequality), and 
the role of technology. This opens up their scenarios for 
ethical analysis in that it situates the position that they 
have given the company in their future scenario within 
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broader environmental and societal concerns and facilitates 
the question for whom the presented future narrative is 
desirable. 

In the next section, I reflect on different aspects of the course 
outline, specifically focusing on the aesthetic dimension 
of engaging with sustainable futures and its potential for 
forming transformative capacities. I conclude by sketching 
the limits of transformational learning experiences.

Aesthetic attunement: Teaching sustainable futures 
in a relational key

Teaching future scenario planning to students is rather 
challenging as it requires students to “bring together their 
knowledge of sustainability issues and the interactions of 
internal and external environmental factors to determine 
potential consequences of change in an organisation” (Wade 
& Piccinini, 2020, p. 702). The authors argue that to be able 
to effectively interpret, navigate and manage overcomplex, 
ambiguous and evolving knowledges, it needs creativity. 
Creativity can be elicited and harnessed by engaging our 
capacity for telling stories, thereby highlighting a capacity 
that not only everybody draws upon in everyday life but also 
foregrounding that it is meaningful connections that make 
futures possible. As a creative compositional craft that allows 
us “to consider different ways of seeing and being in the 
world” (Tan, 2022, p. 156), storytelling has been discussed 
as making the rather abstract notion of sustainability 
more accessible, transferring traditional knowledge, and 
promoting system thinking (Hofman-Bergholm, 2022). 
It can thus be engaged for a narrative politics that forges 
unexpected and contingent connections between human 
and nonhuman events, actions, and occurrences that 
have the potential to contribute to preferable futures and 
sustainable development by redirecting organisational 
resources and efforts (Flyverbom & Garsten, 2021).

Developing future scenarios emphasising that the future is 
made through connections between human and nonhuman 
matters, events, and existences also allows developing a 
critical stance towards management without leading to a 
sense of powerlessness (Mailhot & Lachapelle, 2022). Its 
relational ontology counters the hierarchical relationship 
between organisation and environment, between human 
and nature that prevails in most management education, 
including future scenario planning with its tendency to either 
prepare for dealing with the erratic force of the environment 
or to control it, thereby shaping the future (singlehandedly). 
Instead, students learn that the future is not something 
that is made alone but that they take part in making it with 
other human and nonhuman actors. To become sensitive 
to (contingent) connections that shape futures and how to 
position one’s organisation in relation to it means learning 
how to take part in an emergent future. Such learning of 
taking part is a form of compositional agency that fits the 
vague feeling many students starting the above-introduced 
executive programme express: that everything is connected. 
Here, agency is not a matter of autonomy but of connections. 
It is this sense of (contingent) connections and their possible 
composition that allows for thinking sustainability strategy 
in a new key that has been described as relational, critical 

and political/engaged (Ergene et al., 2021). 

Developing a sense for composition is an aesthetic matter 
and thus can be considered part of a positive politics of 
experimentation and wonder beyond the negativity of 
critique that “may instil a sense of powerlessness in students” 
(Mailhot & Lachapelle 2022, p. 8). Although the relationship 
between aesthetics and politics is often met with suspicion, 
aesthetics as part of sustainability politics that configures the 
realm of what is possible in that politics (Yusoff, 2010) slowly 
start to attract the attention of sustainability researchers 
(Braun, 2015). Here I argue that aesthetics is key to developing 
transformational capacities. If the necessary sustainability 
transformation is supposed to be successful, the ways we 
organise our existence on this planet do not resemble the 
past or the present. This implies that formal knowledge is 
helpful only to a limited extent. Next to conveying a systemic 
understanding of the present, teaching sustainability also 
needs to offer methods of dealing with not-knowing in a 
productive way. Developing a sense of composition is, thus, 
not only helpful for training students to craft plausible or 
coherent stories. It also allows them to explore futures that 
are not necessarily an extrapolation of the past or present, 
thus necessitating intellectual capacities beyond rational 
or explicit knowledge. Such unknown futures need to be 
felt, and it is an aesthetic richness that enables students to 
tap into their implicit, sentient and collective wisdom they 
embody (Strauß, 2019). Next to the rich narratives that they 
develop from their scenarios, performing these scenarios 
mediates the future through multi-sensual experience. It 
thus opens up the possibility for an empathic understanding 
– not knowing – of it. 

Mediating a preferable future aesthetically does not only 
allow an empathic understanding of this possible future. It 
also might contribute to bridging what researchers working 
on sustainability transformation call the knowledge-
action gap. This phenomenon describes inaction despite 
comprehensive knowledge of the situation and the need 
to change. “Stories,” as Maria Hoffman-Bergholm (2022, p. 
7) states, “are in themselves emotional, social experiences” 
and links it to transformative learning “as a process through 
which we change the frames of reference we take for granted 
(meaning perspective, sensory habits, ways of thinking) and 
make them more inclusive, open, emotional, capable of 
changing, and reflective, so that they can generate beliefs 
and opinions that will give more true or motivated actions” 
(Hoffman-Bergholm, 2022, p. 7). Feeling out a preferable 
future instead of registering it rationally, therefore, affords 
affectivities that have the potential to bridge the gap to 
action.

Conclusion

For management education to contribute to strong 
sustainability beyond merely reducing unsustainable 
(business) practices, it needs to be rooted in a relational 
paradigm. Relationality, in turn, requires an ontological, 
epistemological and ethical transformation (Lange, 2018). 
Doing so, however, is a rather challenging and time-
consuming process, especially for students who grew up in 
Western individualistic cultures.
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This paper argues for sustainability management education 
to become strongly sustainable, strategy and the way it deals 
with the future(s) has to be reconceptualised in a relational 
key. The above-described course design stresses this and 
uses a narrative approach to future scenario planning to 
sensitise students to the contingent and compositional 
nature of reality that makes the future an open and political 
matter that cannot be shaped single-handedly but in 
which one takes part in composing with others. Crafting 
narratives about sustainable futures and participating in 
negotiating these futures with others are aesthetics matters, 
so aesthetics becomes crucial in developing transformative 
capacities in a positive sustainability politics that emphasises 
experimentation and imagination. 

Teaching such practice of positive politics, however, needs a 
different pedagogy than conventional education approaches. 
Instead of making sustainability an exclusive subject of expert 
knowledge to be delivered, asking students to develop 
narratives of sustainable futures and to reflect on for whom 
this future is actually desirable aims at transformational 
learning experiences that are at the core of ecopedagogical 
approaches (Michel, 2020). Yet, transformational learning 
experiences are difficult and demanding as they are usually 
involved not only with changes in perspective but changes 
in identity (Tan, 2022; Hoffman-Bergholm, 2022). 

Hence, many narratives of sustainable futures developed 
in the course still have humans as main protagonists and 
show that students’ sense of relationality is far from the 
deep existential feeling of belonging to a web of life that, for 
instance, indigenous philosophies are rooted in (Muller et al., 
2019). Yet, as the example narrative shows, students become 
increasingly aware that narratives of sustainable futures 
need to contain connections with actors from the global 
South while they acknowledge nature and other nonhuman 
actors in their agential power through a framing that refers 
to them as catalysts for development. Hence, designing one 
course, especially in a socio-economic context that neglects 
the relationality of our existence, might be limited regarding 
its immediate impact on current (unsustainable) business 
practices. Yet, transformation always implies operating 
in an in-between in which the old system is still in place 
for the lack of a system yet to come. Hence, such ‘decaf’ 
approaches to relationality – stressing contingency and 
composition without immediately assuming a posthuman 
decentering of the human - are crucial first steps for 
developing management education in a way that contributes 
to sustaining our existence on this planet.
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The ecopedagogy movement challenges educators to critically engage, 
cultivate and appreciate human beings as collective and communal 
potentials in the struggle to achieve convivial life on Earth (Kahn, 2010). 
“As a form of critical theory of education, ecopedagogy can work at a 
meta-level to offer dialectical critiques of environmental education and 
education for sustainable development” (Kahn, 2008, p. 9). This article 
examines the implementation of Education for Sustainable Development 
(ESD) in secondary schools in Greece (Table 1), via a literature review and 
interviews with educators from secondary schools in Greece. 

More particularly, this paper refers to the challenges and the needs of the 
Greek educational system to foster sustainable development education 
in the educational curriculum, providing contemporary education 
approaches for its integration. It also aims to reinforce global awareness 
of the environmental challenges and needs of our times, providing 
ideas that stakeholders and the government can use to act for a better 
environmental future. 
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Introduction 

This paper refers to the challenges and the needs of the 
Greek educational system to foster SDE in the school 
curriculum. It also aims to reinforce global awareness of 
the environmental challenges and needs of our times and 
provide proposals that stakeholders and the government 
can elaborate on for a better ecological future. ESD is an 
important part of ecopedagogy: 

Ecopedagogy also maintains a critical relationship 
to the ongoing UN-sponsored Decade of 
Education for Sustainable Development (2005-
2015). Ecopedagogues hope to utilise education 
for sustainable development to make strategic 
interventions on behalf of the oppressed, 
but ecopedagogy also attempts to generate 
conscientisation upon the concept of sustainable 
development proper and thereby uncloak it of the 
sort of ambiguity that presently allows neoliberal 
economic planners in either their aggressively 
imperialist or Third Way economic/political variants 
to autocratically modernise the world despite 
the well-known consequential socio-cultural and 
ecological costs (Kahn, 2008, p. 9). 

The methodology employed is a review of articles using 
keywords like ‘sustainable education’, ‘Greek educational 
system and climate change’, ‘climate change and global 
actions and activities (EU, UN, Unesco) to support education 
for sustainable development’, ‘ESD-schools in Greece’. 
Additionally, the author interviewed two educators from 
secondary schools in Greece, which took place on the phone 
in December 2022. 

The research questions used for the interviews follow:

Are climate change and sustainability included 
nowadays in the school curriculum? 

Are educators of secondary schools in Greece 
able to propose activities and discussions 
concerning climate change and sustainability 
while in the classroom?

Are there any specific educational programmes 
(seminaries or others) for educators in Greece 
on climate change and sustainability, and if 
there are, what are the educators’ views about 
them? 

1.

2.

3.

Data was collected through semi-structured interviews that 
took place on the phone. The participants were two Greek 
secondary school educators. Their involvement in the study 
was voluntary, based on their available time and willingness 
to participate. They were informed about the interview’s 
purpose, how it would be conducted, the estimated length 
of time, and the confidentiality of the responses. Informed 
consent was obtained from every participant. A semi-
structured interview guide was developed with the above 
three questions that explored the education for sustainable 
development (ESD) in the Greek educational system.

The interviews were conducted in December 2022, and the 
participants were requested to respond by referring to their 
personal experiences from ESD in their school. Interviews 
lasted between 15 and 20 minutes and were conducted 
by the author of this study. The discussions were audio-
recorded, transcribed verbatim and checked to ensure 
accuracy.

The author analysed the transcripts using the inductive 
thematic analysis based on the guidelines suggested by 
Braun & Clarke (2006). The author read the transcripts 
several times in order to generate the initial codes, then 
transformed them into potential themes and subthemes 
and clustered them. To present the findings through quotes 
and maintain the responders’ confidentiality, participants 
were coded as Educator 1 and Educator 2.

The literature review offered a useful framework to 
understand if and how ESD is practised in the Greek 
educational system. At the same time, the interviews 
helped the author understand if sustainable development 
is a theme that teachers are able to address while in the 
classroom, their ‘tools’ to do so and their view in general 
about the actual situation.

Why should we include ESD in school curricula?

Climate change is one of the greatest dangers of humankind, 
putting the planet Earth and human life at risk. 

As a form of critical theory of education, 
ecopedagogy can work at a meta-level to offer 
dialectical critiques of environmental education 
and education for sustainable development as 
hegemonic forms of educational discourse that 
have been created by state agencies that seek to 
appear to be developing pedagogy relevant to 
alleviating our mounting global ecological crisis 
(Kahn, 2008, p. 9). 

The need for sustainable development and practices makes 
it crucial for educators to increase awareness about these 
issues. The innovation of pedagogical approaches, tools and 
learning activities is needed for children and adults to adapt 
concepts of sustainability and climate change in personally 
and collectively meaningful ways (Daskolia et al., 2015). 

Education for sustainable development (ESD) is 
expected both to make people more aware and 
better qualified to take part in shaping future 
developments responsibly and to raise their 
awareness of the problems related to sustainable 
development and bring forth innovative 
contributions to all economic, social, environmental 
and cultural issues (Barth & Rieckmann, 2016).

Education for Sustainable Development means 
including key sustainable development issues 
into teaching and learning; for example, climate 
change, disaster risk reduction, biodiversity, 
poverty reduction, and sustainable consumption. 
It also requires participatory teaching and learning 
methods that motivate and empower learners 
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to change their behaviour and take action for 
sustainable development. Education for Sustainable 
Development consequently promotes competencies 
like critical thinking, imagining future scenarios and 
making decisions in a collaborative way (UNESCO, 
2015).

Developing and integrating environmental perception 
in children at an early age should be a priority in order 
to provide them with the awareness and the skills to be 
able to solve emerging problems (Ertekin et al., 2014). But 
most importantly, it is educators, parents, and society as 
a total that should become the example for children and 
other people to engage and participate in environmental 
protection. 

Empowering and mobilising young people of all genders is 
central to ESD implementation (UNESCO, 2020). UNESCO 
(2020) stages a worldwide effort to foster education for 
sustainable development, explaining that to shift to a 
sustainable future, we need to rethink what, where and 
how we learn to develop the knowledge, skills, values and 
attitudes that enable us all to make informed decisions and 
take individual and collective action on local, national and 
global urgencies. 

By educating citizens, especially young generations, within 
the formal schooling system, the hope has been to effectively 
address the issue of SD (Bonnet, 1999). Higher education 
for sustainable development (HESD) means to enable 
participants to acquire and generate knowledge, but also 
to reflect on further effects and the complexity of behaviour 
and decisions in a future-oriented and global perspective of 
responsibility (Rieckmann, 2011). 

Saylan and Blumstein (2011) argue for a paradigm shift in 
the way we view education as a whole, explaining that our 
educational system can create new levels of awareness and 
work toward a sustainable future, including environmental 
education as a part of the curriculum, which for Greece is the 
issue many years now.

ESD and the Greek education system 

UN goals and targets for 2030 and, more particularly, 
target 4.7 (United Nations’ 2018 Sustainable Development 
Goals 4. Quality education goal, target 7), describe the 
urgency to engage educational systems around the world, 
explaining that by 2030 we should ensure that all learners 
acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote 
sustainable development: through education for sustainable 
development and sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender 
equality, promotion of a culture of peace and non-violence, 
global citizenship and appreciation of cultural diversity 
and culture’s contribution to sustainable development. 
Nevertheless, little has been yet done to achieve such goals. 
The United Nations (UN) reported little empirical evidence 
of relevant change regarding pedagogical approaches, 
especially in early childhood education (Bascopé et al., 2019).

The Greek education system is divided into primary (6-12 
years old), secondary (12-18 years old) and tertiary studies 

(18 + years old) (Table 1). Environmental education within the 
Greek education system has no clear institutional framework, 
and the state seems to have a dual role of exploiter and 
protector of the environment (Kyridis et al., 2005). 

Table 1: The Greek education system. 

Even if ESD can impact student outcomes in terms of their 
sustainability consciousness (Boeve-de Pauw et al., 2015), it 
does not seem to be a main concern for the Greek Ministry 
of Education, as our research and previous research (e.g. 
Kyridis et al., 2005) revealed. Results of the interviews with 
both educators indicate that ESD is not a main part of the 
Greek school curriculum. In fact, Educator 1 and Educator 
2 confirmed that ESD depends on the teachers’ voluntary 
actions and activities to inform and involve students on 
themes concerning ESD.

At the question, “Is climate change and sustainability 
included in the school curriculum in Greece?” both educators 
replied that it was on their personal time and in addition to 
their everyday programme that kept them very busy they 
could organise their course to include ESD activities.

To the question, “Are educators of secondary schools in 
Greece able to propose activities and discussions concerning 
climate change and sustainability while in the classroom?” 
the answer by both educators was that there was no time 
since the programme kept them busy and that there is 
no particular time given for children to participate in ESD 
activities. The existing institutional framework describes 
the application of environmental education as voluntary. 
Environmental education is proposed partially in the primary 
education curriculum (Greek Ministry of National Education 
and Religious Affairs and Pedagogical Institute, 2002). Yet, it 
still depends on the educators’ voluntary work to be applied. 

Petridou (2021), who is responsible for environmental 
education in Athens (sector B Athens), also clarifies that 
educational development in Greece is still voluntary and is 
not a central part of the school curriculum. She states that 
if environmental development was part of the curriculum; 
the results would lose part of their dynamism. Nevertheless, 
interviews with educators taken by the author showed 
no accordance with this view. For them, environmental 
education should be part of the school curriculum to be 
more dynamic and applicable to educators, students and 
other stakeholders. 

The lack of suitable educational material, the strict school 
timetable, the teacher’s lack of knowledge concerning 
environmental issues, and general bureaucratic problems 
do not help the application of ecological education in Greek 
schools (Kyridis & Mavrikaki, 2003; Kyridis et al., 2005). 
The above view was supported by both educators that the 
author interviewed. 
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Of course, going from the holistic and broad concepts of ESD 
to a locally relevant curriculum is not an easy process. The 
issues need to be relevant, understandable, and appropriate 
to the audience’s ability to understand and create solutions 
(Tilbury et al., 2002).

Additionally, as Shephard et al. (2015) explain, just a course 
on the environment, even if this might be the case, does not 
seem sufficient to alter students’ or adults’ attitudes towards 
the environment. We would need continuity of actions and 
activities to change our set of mind (Hernes & Irgens, 2013). 

Liarakou et al.’s (2011) research on secondary school Greek 
students’ (8 – 11 years old) knowledge of the greenhouse 
effect and climate change suggests that students are 
confused about solutions and causes. The researchers 
describe that students’ participation in environmental 
education programmes could be a way to help students 
understand and act. The research of Zerva et al. (2019) states 
that Greek citizens, in general, believe that the parties most 
concerned about taking action against climate change are 
environmental organisations, scientists and local citizen 
environmental groups and that education has little or 
nothing to do with it. 

ESD schools consider sustainable development a main 
principle to keep in mind when planning the school’s 
daily life and long-term changes and development. Such 
schools are increasing in number and improving in quality 
internationally under different names (Breiting et al., 
2015). We can find more than 200 ESD-schools in Greece 
(see Figures 1 and 2), meaning schools that have chosen 
Education for Sustainable Development as a central part of 
their mission and educational plan. There is a site that shows 
the big number of Greek schools that seem to be engaged 
in ESD: https://aeiforosxoleio.wixsite.com/website.

Figure 1: Map of ESD schools in Greece (Greek ESD school 
official site, 2023).

The official site of Greek ESD schools (Figure 1) describes 
a simple process for schools to participate in the ESD 
programme. The above fact might explain the large number 
of schools involved. 

The official UNESCO site for sustainable development 
provides statistics on schools including ESD in their teaching 
(Figure 2). We can see that 47% of the national curriculum 
framework of 100 countries did not refer to climate change; 
40% of teachers are confident teaching cognitive dimensions 

of climate change, but only 20% can explain well how to take 
action; 2,800 education and environment stakeholders from 
161 countries adopted the Berlin Declaration on ESD; and 50 
pilot countries are preparing their country initiative on ESD 
for 2030. There is a need, first of all, to educate educators 
on how to take action on ESD best and then give them the 
time, tools and timetable needed to exchange with students 
on ESD. 

Figure 2: Key figures (UNESCO, 2023). 

Europe has acknowledged the importance of adopting 
a participatory approach involving schools, students, 
teachers, teacher trainers and administrators, attaching 
great importance to the promotion of qualitative and action 
research methods and self-reflected practice (“Quality Criteria 
for ESD-Schools”, ENSI’s Comenius 3 program “School 
Development through Environmental Education” (SEED)). In 
Greece and Europe in general, environmental education is 
well-supported by European Union programmes (Kyridis et 
al., 2005). 

In Greece, environmental education (EE) projects are 
implemented at the school level by environmental teams 
formed on a voluntary or elective basis that typically involves 
one or two teachers and a group of 20 to 25 students 
(Yanniris & Garis, 2018). Nevertheless, such programmes 
and environmental education, for some years now, have 
faced an uncertain future as a result of the contemporary 
political and economic crisis (Yanniris, 2015). Educational 
programmes proposed by the national framework of EE in 
Greece are severely affected by the global economic crisis, 
as we speak of loss in materials and infrastructure, loss of 
school and educational projects (Yanniris & Garis, 2018), 
which obviously cannot help the formation of teams and the 
evolution of environmental projects. 

Greece appears to place particular emphasis on achieving 
sustainable development, firmly committed to implementing 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and its 17 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (UNESCO, 2023). 
The inclusion of education is described as a high political 
priority, as the National Growth Strategy of Greece adopted 
in May 2018 (Greek Ministry of Education) is in line with the 
overall themes and provisions of the SDGs, including, inter 
alia, SDG 4 and in particular SDG 4.7 related to ESD.

Greece presented its first Voluntary National Review (VNR) 
on the implementation of the 2030 agenda for sustainable 
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development (160 pages) at the 2018 UN High-Level 
Political Forum on Sustainable Development (HLPF). One 
of the eight National Priorities focuses on “Providing high-
quality and inclusive education”, linked to SDG 4, and covers 
all aspects pertaining to ESD. Chapter 5.2 of the above VNR 
report refers to the academic and the research community, 
explaining that it constitutes one of the most important 
stakeholders, playing a crucial role in the promotion and 
implementation of SDGs across different scientific fields and 
governance levels: The academic “and research community 
is instrumental in raising social awareness on sustainability 
challenges and opportunities, to informing evidence-based 
decision-making and providing solutions to complex and 
multi-dimensional problems, to elucidating SDGs interlink 
ages, and to developing synergies and partnerships 
that share expertise and best practices to support the 
achievement of the SDGs”. 

The same report (2018) explains how the Greek Ministry 
of Education is promoting policies and measures at all 
education levels, for the integration of the basic principles 
of sustainable development, in line with the overall national 
education policy and is implementing concrete interventions 
at all levels of education, supported by a number of laws 
and ministerial acts, to this end. Most specifically, the law 
(4547/2018) sets the national implementation plan for ESD 
and has established “Centers for Education of Sustainability” 
(Passas, 2019). 

Education for sustainability is proposed as a part of secondary 
school curricula (OJG A 102/12.06.2018, Article 52, Education 
for Sustainability). Additionally, in Greece, university and 
research institutes and centres are said to have been 
intensively working on sustainability issues and promoting 
SGDs, either on their own or in close cooperation with 
international scientific institutions, bodies and networks. This 
is achieved through the development of research projects, 
the organisation of thematic workshops, conferences and 
other scientific events, and the implementation of education 
and training programmes (Passas, 2019). There are also 
books in Greek on environmental education (see Fermerli 
et al., 2018).

Flogaitis et al. (2018) explain that quality criteria for ESD 
schools were translated into 18 languages, including Greek, 
and that they have been used for student and teacher 
training seminars in Greece since then. Flogaitis et al.’s (2018) 
research evaluates the progress of ESD in Greece using the 
quality criteria for ESD schools, examining the changes to 
the Greek education system since 2005. Although this study 
describes how environmental education followed a dynamic 
course of development throughout the 1990s, it also 
points out that it was taught in schools only in the form of 
optional extra-curricular projects, which were implemented 
voluntarily by teachers and students after school hours and 
not as a separate lesson. Additionally, the references to 
environmental and sustainability issues were fragmented, 
with no overall planning for all courses and classes, resulting 
in a lack of continuity and coherence (Flogaitis et al., 2018). 
The research of Yanniris (2015) explains that environmental 
education offers students multiple benefits to enhance 
their interest in environmental issues (82%), improve 
cooperation between students (79%), increase knowledge of 

environmental subjects (61%), reduce behavioural problems 
(27%), and increase participation in the school courses (24%). 
 
Even if there seems to be a positive attitude of the Greek 
educational community and the Greek government toward 
environmental education, only 33% of the educational 
personnel, regardless of speciality, have implemented an 
environmental education project at any point in their career 
(Yanniris, 2015). The most common difficulties reported 
are the strict and inflexible school schedule (53%), funding 
difficulties (50%), and lack of specialised knowledge of 
environmental issues (48%) (Yanniris, 2015).

Unesco’s education for sustainable development. A 
roadmap (UNESCO, 2020) suggests actions to advance 
ESD that involved stakeholders should take into account: 
ministries of education should review the purpose of their 
education systems in light of the ambitions of the SDGs and 
define learning objectives fully aligned with those goals. 
Additionally, education policymakers at local, national, 
regional and global levels should integrate ESD into 
education policies, including those that concern learning 
environments, curricula, teacher education, and student 
assessment, and always with a gender perspective in mind. 
Some contemporary pedagogical approaches to integrating 
ESD at schools are discussed in the following section. 

Contemporary pedagogical approaches to integrate 
ESD in schools 

Inter-disciplinary curriculum

More than ever, we need innovative approaches and, most 
importantly, actions that prepare students, adults and 
society to deal with environmental issues. As Breyman (1999) 
and Kyridis et al. (2015) have noted, if we wish to carry out 
environmental education, there is an urgent need to develop 
an interdisciplinary curriculum, which is considered essential 
for the existence of viable societies. 

Evaluation

While education is introduced as the most efficient 
mechanism for changing behaviour and improving climate 
literacy, it is unclear how to deliver it in a way that students, 
teachers, and the community can benefit (Mochizuki & Bryan, 
2015). The delivery of ESD should also be examined and 
evaluated, taking into account the age of the participants, 
among other things. 

Even if many universities from all over the world have 
initiated activities to address sustainability in their teaching 
and learning at the course level and in the curricula, little 
evidence-based research is focusing on what students 
actually learn, which competencies they develop, and what 
are the learning outcomes (Barth & Rieckmann, 2016). The 
evaluation process, which will take place with the correct 
tools and by adequate persons, is also needed to understand 
the outcomes to be able to adapt and improve. 
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Quality criteria 

Breiting et al. (2015) present a list of ‘quality criteria’ to 
be used as a starting point for reflections, debates and 
further development regarding future work on ESD among 
educational officials, teachers, headmasters, parents, and 
students with the aim to enhance the quality of education 
for sustainable development. These quality criteria are 
presented in three main groups regarding (1) the quality 
of teaching and learning processes, (2) the school policy 
and organisation, and (3) the school’s external relations. 
The quality criteria proposal is one of the outcomes of the 
COMENIUS III European network ‘School Development 
through Environmental Education’ (SEED), as an example of 
the activities of ENSI, which is a decentralised network of 
national authorities and research institutions and a UNESCO 
partner within the UN Decade for Sustainable Development 
(DESD), 2005-2014, aimed at involving all countries in 
concrete ESD strategies, development and review (Breiting 
et al., 2015).

Digital storytelling (DST) activities 

Digital storytelling (DST) activities in environmental 
education would not only lead to students becoming 
skilled in digital media but also provide a cultural and 
environmental focus for sharing knowledge and practices 
between generations (Wyeld et al., 2007). This could support 
students in understanding the natural world and acquiring 
environmental awareness (Heo, 2004). Theodorou et al. 
(2019) examined 459 students in the 4th, 5th, 6th and 7th 
grades in Athens. This research demonstrates the extent 
to which the combination of a lecture given to students 
about climate change concepts and a digital storytelling 
intervention tool named Pixton were effective in teaching 
climate change science. Students appeared to be more 
cooperative when learning was administered in a pleasant 
and interactive way, being part of a learning experience and 
creating their own content. 

Project and problem-based learning (PPBL)

Project and problem-based learning (PPBL) are 
complementary pedagogical approaches widely used in 
ESD, STEM education and sustainability science. Both are 
action-oriented, integrating fields of knowledge (inter- and 
transdisciplinary) and aim at fostering the development 
of agency and collaborative skills among children. These 
pedagogical approaches engage students in real-world 
problems, considering them active rather than passive 
learners who work to find solutions (Brundiers &Wiek, 2013; 
Yasin & Rahman, 2011; Bascopé et al., 2019).

Gamification 

The use of gamification can help children become active in 
environmental protection. Mylonas et al. (2021) refer to the 
Green Awareness in Action (GAIA) H2020 research project 
that implemented an Internet of Things (IoT)-based approach 
in several European schools for sustainability awareness and 

energy efficiency. This project also can increase students’ 
digital skills. The use of gamification, competitions and IoT-
based educational activities, as explained by Mylonas et 
al. (2021), helped GAIA engage directly with teachers and 
students in order to realise energy-saving activities in their 
environment. In this study, researchers report on the use of 
gamification and competition among schools in this context 
and how they helped with IoT-based lab activities to engage 
students and educators to participate more actively in the 
project. They also provide details on implementing GAIA’s 
intervention in specific school settings to showcase their 
approach. Their findings, backed up by evaluation data and 
answers to a survey by 30 educators in Greece and Italy, 
confirm that the inclusion of competition and gamification 
aspects can significantly increase students’ engagement, 
especially when groups/schools compete with each other. 
Moreover, IoT-based educational activities can supplement 
existing educational activities in interesting ways, with 
students evaluating the experience positively and educators 
reporting increased overall student engagement in their 
class during the intervention period, and, on average, better 
class performance than previous periods.

Transform learning environments 

Transforming learning environments is essential and can 
be achieved by encouraging learners to become change 
agents with the knowledge, means, willingness and courage 
to take transformative action for sustainable development. 
Educators, learners, and administrative staff should 
cooperate with community-based local leaders, families, as 
well as non-governmental and private sector actors working 
for sustainability in order to engage the local community 
as a valuable setting for interdisciplinary learning activities 
(UNESCO, 2020). 

Vaughter (2016) explains that effective policy related to 
climate education requires a commitment to teach, learn 
and act. The author proposes the creation of learning 
environments in which students can practice action 
competence in responding to climate change while 
minimising policies that contradict the content of climate 
change curriculums. Curricular approaches that attempt 
to bridge knowledge and action on climate change may 
lack legitimacy in the eyes of students, their families, 
and the community if schools themselves are perceived 
as contributing to the problem through their practices 
(Vaughter, 2016). Transforming all aspects of the learning 
environment through a whole institution approach to ESD 
can enable learners to live what they learn and learn what 
they live (UNESCO, 2020). This is why UNESCO proposes 
employing interactive, project-based, learner-centred 
pedagogy. 

Outdoor education

Outdoor education can be a basis for ESD learning that 
encourages developing a sensitive engagement with the 
environment and/or learning about it (Bascopé et al., 2019). 
Many researchers (Samuelsson & Johansson, 2006; Nilson et 
al., 2018; Bascopé et al., 2019) have already spoken about the 
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importance of play in the learning experience as a process 
of creating meaning in the world. Outdoor practice permits 
students and instructors to make interdisciplinary links and 
connect with their immediate natural environment and local 
cultural identity while examining the environmental issues 
of their community (Yanniris & Garis, 2018). Concerning 
outdoor education, it is important to mention the work 
of environmental education centres that are presented to 
disseminate environmental education leading to projects 
and are associated with multiple benefits for students who 
participate (Yanniris, 2015). 

Educational events 

The research of Bechlivani and Pavlis-Korres (2022) shows 
that the participants of educational actions and programs 
about climate change in the Prefecture of Larissa, Greece, 
have developed environmental awareness with the help of 
educational events that offer experiential activities. Such 
activities contribute to the participants’ better understanding 
of the climate change phenomenon, motivating them to 
become actively engaged and undertake initiatives that 
contribute to their environmental awareness development 
(Bechlivani & Pavlis-Korres, 2022). 

Skanavis and Kounani (2018) give an example of such an 
event. The researchers clarify how climate change needs to 
be better communicated to young people in order to be 
tackled successfully in the future, taking the example of a 
summer camp in Skyros Island (Greece). They explain how 
camps are places where environmental consciousness could 
easily be supported and how such an activity can serve as an 
effective teaching tool for communicating climate change 
to children. Summer programmes can provide an ideal 
opportunity for environmental education in an interactive 
context (Larson, 2008). 

Children as active actors 

Children need to be considered active stakeholders in 
sustainability issues (Davies et al., 2009; Caiman & Lundegard, 
2014; Sawitri, 2017) and be encouraged to become problem-
seekers and solvers in their localities (Davies, 2009). Policies 
should promote school campuses to operate as living labs – 
places where students are involved in co-creating solutions 
and enacting them through real-life behaviour (Vaughter, 
2016).

Encouraging learners to undertake transformative actions 
is also a major preoccupation for ESD. It is important to 
encourage individuals to undertake transformative activities 
for sustainability, which means a change of behaviour, 
attitude and lifestyle. At the same time, the contextual factors 
and institutional support provide an enabling environment 
and can bulwark individual contributions (UNESCO, 2020, p. 
57).

Citizenship education

Bascopé et al. (2019) propose understanding education for 
sustainability as part of citizenship education, as the concept 
of citizenship can be a way to understand the magnitude 
and complexity of the changes needed. Citizenship as 
an interdisciplinary approach fostered by teachers from 
different backgrounds encourages students’ capacity to act, 
think critically, and be transformative in their contexts. It also 
empowers future generations to think and act differently 
towards a better and more sustainable world. ESD must be 
understood as going beyond disciplines; it goes more to 
the fundamentals of cosmopolitan citizenship and how we 
interact with our contexts in everyday life (Hedefalk et al., 
2015).

Capacities for educators

Petkou et al. (2021) explain that even if environmental 
literacy can lead to the manifestation of pro-environmental 
behaviour for children and adults (educators, parents, etc.) 
and environmental education is a crucial way to manage 
environmental problems, educators do not have the 
appropriate training on environmental topics to be able to 
support such programs. They investigated whether training 
triggers the implementation of environmental education 
programmes and possible metacognitive effects on 
educators. Significant deficiencies in the capacity building of 
educators and the organisation of environmental education 
in pre-primary and primary education negatively affect the 
implementation of environmental programmes in schools. 
Bascopé et al. (2019) propose a procedural framework 
for implementing teacher professional development 
opportunities in the area of sustainable development at an 
early stage. More particularly, the authors suggest a review 
with the scope to foster innovative teacher professional 
development opportunities to inspire teachers and inform 
policymakers. 

Teachers can over-influence children’s experiences by 
transmitting their ideas and emotions regarding their 
personal and cultural relationship with the environment, 
especially while using art to help them (Bascopé et al., 
2019; Kefalaki, 2021). For Bascopé et al. (2019), art can also 
help as a booster of creativity and complex thinking. It can 
incorporate meaning with scientific inquiry, environmental 
action and community place-making. Through it, a sense 
of place and belonging can be developed by promoting 
an affective engagement with our surroundings. Spaces 
of artistic experimentation led by artists and teachers offer 
an excellent opportunity for children to develop a sensory 
engagement with the world (Bascopé et al., 2019).

Educators remain vital in facilitating learners’ transition 
to sustainable ways of life. Their capacities must be built 
in UNESCO’s (2020) priority action area 3. They need to 
be empowered and equipped with the knowledge, skills, 
values and behaviours to inform and empower learners 
to understand the complex choices that sustainable 
development requires. It is crucial to inform and sensitise 
all future educators, as they will play a decisive role in 
formulating both an attitude and a policy towards the 
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environment (Kyridis et al., 2015). This is why the institutes 
that educate future educators should target the sustainability 
attributes of their students and monitor changes, develop 
suitable research instruments, processes and statistical 
models, and link higher education to sustainability and 
global citizenship (Shephard et al., 2015). Emphasis should 
also be laid on students within the Faculties of Primary 
Education, with the purpose that they fully understand the 
principles of sustainability to be capable of teaching them 
effectively to their future students (Kyridis et al., 2005)

Yanniris’s (2015) research with Greek teachers (a 
representative sample of 100 school units) explains what 
prevents Greek educators from undertaking environmental 
education projects: 3% do not find them necessary; 52% 
cite increased workload, 28% lack specialised training, 
and 7% are newly appointed. These responses reveal that 
environmental education could potentially expand if the 
teachers received more specialised training (Yanniris, 2015).

Teacher professional development and education on themes 
of sustainable development are essential for educators to 
initiate their students. Environmental students in Greece 
expressed their views on how to encourage environmental 
education within the educational process (Kyridis et al., 
2015):

Environmental education should be included in 
the curricula of primary schools as a subject in 
its own right. 

There should be a school handbook about 
environmental education issues to help 
students further. 

There should be a teacher’s book with 
information about environmental issues and 
lesson plans. 

The application of environmental education 
projects changes the profile of the educational 
process overall. 

The teacher’s role changes significantly during 
an environmental education project. 

Continuous teacher training on applying 
environmental education would be beneficial. 

The teachers themselves should evaluate 
environmental education projects.

(1) 

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

(7)

Conclusion 

The Greek educational system seems to have understood 
the importance of ESD integration in the educational 
process. Still, up to now, there has been little action to 
support and follow the cause. In this article, I examined the 
challenges and needs to foster sustainable development 
education in the educational curriculum, providing an ESD 
future and reinforcing global awareness of the challenges 
and needs to engage in a sustainable future. This article 
also includes specific proposals from which the government 

and stakeholders can be inspired on how to promote ESD 
best. Integrating sustainability and climate protection into 
a school’s curriculum also means putting the theoretical 
framework into action, starting with stakeholders, educators, 
and young people who will apply what they learn in their 
everyday lives.

Enhancing the capacities of educators and integrating ESD 
into the curricula is essential to prepare future generations 
for a sustainable future. Additionally and most importantly, 
valid evaluations of sustainable education practices may 
lead to developing a sustainable future.
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Designing a curriculum or teaching about the environment is another 
approach that helps solve environmental problems. Providing knowledge 
to the citizens of a country is the utmost goal in educational studies. 
Tourism is the fastest-growing industry in the world, creating serious 
environmental problems for our planet. It has been almost two decades 
since the concept of sustainable tourism was introduced to create 
awareness of tourism impacts, educate about ecological conservation, 
and change tourists’ behaviour to become more responsible while 
enjoying tourism activities in the destinations (Global Sustainable Tourism 
Council, 2023). This study aims to examine the concept of environmental 
studies or ecopedagogy and how the Sapphaya community implements 
this concept in practice. Six steps were identified as effective learning 
experiences of ecopedagogy within the local community to develop 
sustainable tourism in Sapphaya. A qualitative approach was adopted 
from Participatory Action Research with three stages of the investigation. 
It included the initial stage of developing ideas and engagement over 
a three-month period, followed by stage two of skill development over 
the same period, and finally, the last phase over an eight-month period 
of continual assessment, which was the longest stage of knowledge 
generation and reflection via participation. 
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Introduction 

Since the industrial revolution, humans have been 
committed to conquering nature and exploiting natural 
resources. The evolution of science and technology, 
including the invention of several machines, was introduced 
to deliver a large volume of output to keep up with the 
expansion of the world’s population (Department of 
Environmental Quality Promotion, 2012). Hence, today’s 
world faces environmental problems that severely affect 
humanity directly and indirectly. Amongst the many crises 
that exhibit those approaching dangers to our planet are 
global warming, the destruction of the ozone layer, heavier 
storms and tornados, and longer drought seasons. In 
addition, the contamination of hazardous toxins in water, 
soil, and air from the activities of humans creates serious 
problems in several areas (Gough & Scott, 1999; Detyothin 
et al., 2017). The concept of environmental studies arose 
when global society became aware of those problems. 
The first time environmental studies were discussed in the 
world leadership forum in 1972 was at a United Nations 
(UN) conference on the human environment in Stockholm. 
The concept of sustainable development was proposed in 
Our Common Future Report in 1987, followed by the UN 
Conference on Environment and Development and the 
Earth Summit at Rio De Janeiro in 1992, where Agenda 
21 was declared. Agenda 21 is a master plan to lead the 
world towards sustainable development in the 21st century. 
It is a comprehensive plan of action to be implemented 
at every level: from global to local levels (Department of 
Environmental Quality Promotion, 2012). In other words, 
this agenda was created to ensure the effectiveness of the 
organisations of the United Nations System, governments, 
and major groups in every area in which humans impact the 
environment (United Nations, 2023). 

As environmental problems are critical for everyone, 
Detyothin et al. (2017) suggested that designing a curriculum 
or teaching about the environment is another approach that 
helps solve environmental problems. Providing knowledge 
to the citizens of a country is the utmost goal in educational 
studies as these people will have a better understanding of 
how important it is to preserve the environment and how they 
can improve the quality of the environment. In other words, 
creating awareness about environmental issues among the 
public is the priority. In Agenda 21, thus, education was 
discussed as a revolution because it linked the environment 
with socioeconomics and political problems and demanded 
responses to the issues (Kahn, 2010).

Tourism is the fastest-growing industry in the world, creating 
serious environmental problems for our planet. Admittedly, 
“the natural environment is crucial to the attractiveness of 
almost all travel destinations and recreation areas” (Farrell & 
Runyan, 1991, p. 26). It has been almost two decades since 
the concept of sustainable tourism was introduced to create 
awareness of tourism impacts, educate about ecological 
conservation, and change tourists’ behaviour to become 
more responsible while enjoying tourism activities in the 
destinations (Global Sustainable Tourism Council, 2023). 
Many famous destinations, however, still suffer from the 
degradation of natural resources and the risk of extinction 
of plant and animal species due to the lack of sustainable 

tourism education and training at every level: the employees 
and managers in the tourism and hospitality industry, the 
government officials in host countries, the potential tourists, 
the host communities, especially their children who may 
assume these or other roles in the future (Gough & Scott, 
1999).

According to the UN’s Agenda 2030, a roadmap to a 
sustainable world was emphasised and has been adopted 
by many higher education institutions. Recently, two 
environmental concepts have been proposed among 
scholars, namely: education for sustainable development 
(ESD) and ecopedagogy (Warlenius, 2022). Rieckmann (2018) 
argued that ESD is essential for sustainable development 
at the local and/or global levels. Nonetheless, Kahn (2008, 
p. 9) stated that ESD is just the latest education term and 
may only be a method for delivering and propagating 
scholar’s ideas about sustainable development, rather than 
as a participatory and metacognitive method with learners 
about what sustainable development means. Ecopedagogy, 
in contrast, tends to be a more flexible method as it 
combines traditional knowledge transferring with a method 
for developing and engaging learners with sustainability 
issues (Warlenius, 2022).

Thailand is recognised as one of the world-class tourist 
destinations, especially the natural attractions are important 
tourism products. Although the background knowledge of 
sustainable tourism has been introduced for many years, 
several popular tourist destinations in this country still 
encounter numerous obstacles, such as an encroachment 
in the national park boundaries, an overcarrying capacity, 
an inefficient wastewater treatment, a littering problem, an 
ineffective waste separation, a lack of long-term planning 
to manage pollution problems, etc. Research developed by 
Patumrattanathan et al. (2014) revealed that the effective 
protection of natural resources requires the participation 
of local communities. Designing learning programs at an 
appropriate level for the local people and allowing them 
to engage and make decisions with the nature protection 
programs, together with support from the local government, 
can lead to successful sustainable development. Although 
the concept of ecopedagogy is an education for sustainable 
practices which seeks to alleviate the global ecological 
crises (Omiyefa et al., 2015), only a few tourism educators 
paid attention to this principle. Therefore, the authors 
would like to clarify why ecopedagogy is essential from a 
tourism development perspective and how this concept 
can be implemented in tourist destinations to enhance 
sustainability. Using Sappaya District as a case study, this 
research aims to explain why ecopedagogy was established 
and how this small community employs these concepts in 
its practices.

Literature review

The concept of ecopedagogy

Shoaib et al. (2020) mentioned that both formal and informal 
education are significant in generating a response to the 
growing environmental crisis on Earth. Chen et al. (2022) 
also explained that education plays a vital role in shaping 
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the transformation of individuals and societies towards 
sustainability. The environmental crises call for reflection 
on human beings’ relationship with their environment, 
not only on the social level but in the classrooms. Thus, 
“ecopedagogy is growing as a field, offering academic 
solutions to environmental issues” (Shoaib, Mubarak, and 
Khan, 2020, p. 148). The concept of ecopedagogy was first 
introduced in a Latin American education context by Paulo 
Freire. It emphasises an educational philosophy that explains 
the interrelationship between humanity and the Earth and 
formulates a mission for education universally to integrate 
an ecological ethic (Omiyefa et al., 2015; Warlenius, 2022). 
Misiaszek (2015, p. 280) asserted that “ecopedagogy is a 
critical approach to the teaching and learning of connections 
between environmental and social problems”. Ecopedagogy 
combines the teaching philosophies of the essential 
pedagogy movement with the necessity of an environmental 
education dedicated to the current ecological crisis. As 
a result, the biggest challenge in designing educational 
programmes is how to enable individuals to understand the 
complexities of diverse societies. The goal of ecopedagogy  
is to promote transformative action by helping expose 
socio-environmental connections (Omiyefa et al., 2015; 
Misiaszek, 2015). While the concept of ecopedagogy 
proposed by some scholars (i.e. Bowers, 2004; Khan, 2010; 
Gadotti, 2011) was holistic and comprehensive, Payne’s 
ecopedagogy was slightly different from other scholars as 
his research was related to an understanding of the body, 
time, and space experiences as a form of movement in 
different environments (Nakagawa, 2017).

Mostly, the relationship between the socio-environment and 
humanity tends to be delivered as a learning process in the 
classroom by developing the students to gain knowledge of 
the natural environment, the man-made environment, the 
environmental conservation and problems, and the attempt 
to create an appreciation of the environment; as well as 
having the skills to identify the issues and make decisions 
to find an alternative to solve problems appropriately, and 
to alleviate environmental issues that arise both at the 
individual, group and social levels in order to improve the 
quality of life and environmental quality to be sustainable 
(Detyothin et al.,2017; Sitthichock, 2016). However, Misiaszek 
(2015) argued that education should not be done in formal 
classrooms, but rather about how someone learns anything, 
including non-formal learning spaces and informal education 
tools such as the media. Therefore, within ecopedagogical 
learning spaces, instructors and learners must work together 
on environmental issues to better understand how it leads 
to ecological truth or falsities.

The context of ecopedagogy in the tourism industry

Although tourism is recognised as an essential source of 
income, employment and wealth in many countries, its 
growth is simultaneously damaging the environment (Neto, 
2003). Many previous studies tended to focus on the aspects 
of tourism impacts (Eslami et al., 2019), ecotourism (Gough & 
Scott, 1999; Diamantis, 2010), or sustainable tourism (Eslami 
et al., 2019; Han, 2021; Høyer, 2000), but only a few of them 
touched on the context of ecopedagogy. A study conducted 
by Shoaib et al. (2020) using a fiction-based approach 

revealed the results regarding the ethics of tourism and the 
negative impacts of tourism activities, such as the financial 
benefits from unplanned tourism, the restriction on using 
the same facilities with the tourists, the overflow of tourists 
in the fragile natural setting, or the plastic waste. Although 
this study mainly analysed the contents from Khan’s Thinner 
than skin novel, it still exhibited ecopedagogical lessons 
on protecting the environment of northern Pakistan and 
the people who live in this place. Cater and Goodall (1992), 
Johnson (1998), and Gough & Scott (1999) were perhaps 
the early scholar groups who mentioned that education 
and training are vital to the success of sustainable tourism. 
However, the relationship between individuals and societies 
towards sustainability was not clarified.

Many previous studies pointed out that tourism could 
benefit local communities. Still, it also affected the host 
community by creating negative socio-cultural, economic 
and environmental impacts (Eslami et al., 2019). A study 
by Razzaq et al. (2012) highlighted that human resource 
development is an essential component that needs to be 
focused. The local communities should obtain knowledge, 
skills, and awareness to enable them to enhance tourism 
development in their origin regions. In addition, these 
three factors were recommended to build through informal 
learning. Chen et al. (2022) explained that pedagogy and 
learning environment were important. Research by Lugg 
(2007) also confirmed that educational experiences in outdoor 
contexts could be significant in developing environmental 
sensitivity and knowledge. This knowledge and attitudes 
were components of ecological and sustainability literacy. 
In terms of providing an education to tourists, Walter (2009) 
demonstrated that an informal curriculum that included local 
knowledge, environmental conservation effects, the tide and 
marine ecosystems, local culture, and the activities of local 
people could build substantial benefits to environmental 
conservation.

In short, all tourism stakeholders should address the 
environmental problems arising from tourism activities. Since 
each of these groups is likely to have a different perspective 
on environmental awareness, educators and trainers must 
consider this factor to provide different levels of training to 
these heterogeneous learners (Gough & Schoouttt, 1999). 
This knowledge should not only be taught in the classrooms. 
Instead, it should be taught with an approach that engages 
the learners in the learning process, which can be hands-on 
and experiential. This approach can increase their attention 
and motivate them to reach a high level of critical thinking 
(Shoaib et al.,2020; University of Washington, 2023).

Case study area profile: Sapphaya

This study selected Sapphaya as a case study of how the 
community developed their tourism destination. According 
to Sapphaya.org (2022), the Sapphaya Old Police Station 
Market Community is located in Sapphaya District, Chainat 
Province. It is two hours from Bangkok and is known 
as a second-tier destination. Sapphaya boasts a strong 
community with multicultural capital and is a historical 
landmark. In the past, the community was prosperous. 
Their lifestyle was associated with the Chao Phraya River 
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for the everyday use and livelihood of locals, agricultural 
and fisheries occupation, water transportation by boat, 
and as a commercial centre of the district. Later, when the 
government constructed the Chao Phraya Dam, the Asia 
Road was built to cut through Sapphaya District. This road 
caused physical changes in societal ways of living, with 
people travelling by car more. Therefore, the city became 
a more sluggish commercial economy and came to be 
regarded as a ‘commuting city’ used for passing through 
other towns. The people in the community are mostly 
elderly. Children and young people leave for main cities such 
as Bangkok or Nakhon Sawan to study. When they grow up, 
they are more likely to abandon their homeland and earn 
a living elsewhere. The community’s bonding and historical 
roots awareness were likely to be no longer valued. There 
are four main issues to be highlighted, including physical 
changes in a society that cause people in the community 
to abandon their homeland. There is no connection to the 
community and no recognition of the history of the roots of 
the community. People in the community are experiencing 
sluggish economic conditions. Archaeological sites, religious 
sites, and the community’s old architecture deteriorated, 
and the community’s customs and traditions faded.   

Methods

Research context 

The local government of the Sapphaya municipality has 
recently initiated ideas to develop Sapphaya as a tourism 
destination in collaboration with the local community, but 
this process is in the very early stages of development. 
For example, historical experts have already created the 
‘Sapphaya Study’ text for local schools. Several architects 
keen on preserving the local heritage have completed the 
renovation of the oldest police station in Thailand, which 
dates back to 1903. However, the development of a tourism 
plan is at an early stage, along with the local community’s 
capacity building, which will be detailed in the next section. 
The authors of this study were invited to consult on this 
project and advise on tourism planning and destination 
management and decided to undertake a local engagement 
approach using Participatory Action Research (PAR). The 
project has progressively implemented different stages 
of action, such as tourism planning, destination branding, 
sustainable tourism workshops, and teambuilding. This 
paper reports on this process and the progress to date on 
this initiative. 

Research design and data collection: Participatory Action 
Research and sustainable development framework

Figure 1 shows the research design mechanism of the 
holistic planning and process of PAR adopted from Kemmis 
and McTaggart (2005) and Kindon et al. (2007). Action 
research involves a group of people in the subject matter to 
learn by doing. It enables group members to inquire, resolve 
and evaluate their efforts and progress. Gilmore, Krantz, and 
Ramirez (1986) highlight the feature of the action research 
method as follow:

Action research... aims to contribute both to the 
practical concerns of people in an immediate 
problematic situation and to further the goals of 
social science simultaneously. Thus, there is a dual 
commitment in action research to study a system 
and concurrently to collaborate with members of 
the system... thus it stresses the importance of co-
learning as a primary aspect of the research process 
(p. 161). 

Action research is based on a qualitative approach and 
has been utilised in a number of research fields, including 
education and organisational development studies (Zuber-
Skerrit, 1996). This method requires an action researcher 
and a group of people (e.g., community organisations) who 
experience the same problem, aiming to resolve or change 
their society (MacDonald, 2012). The researcher’s role is vital 
in designing and refining methodological tools to enable 
people to act, collect, analyse and present data. As the action 
research approach is more holistic to problem-solving, 
various data of a qualitative nature are often utilised. 

Participatory action research (PAR) emphasises both 
participation and action, and several studies have adopted 
this approach with a focus on community development, 
social change and observing and facilitating collaboration 
between stakeholders (Capriello, 2012; Green et al., 2013; 
Jennings, 2010; Kemmis & McTaggart, 2000; Pathumporn 
& Nakapaksin, 2015). This approach has been explained by 
Attwood (1997): 

people have a right to determine their own 
development and recognises the need for local 
people to participate meaningfully in the process of 
analysing their own solutions, over which they have 
(or share, as some would argue) power and control, 
in order to lead to sustainable development. (p.2)

Figure 1. Research design. Adopted from the PAR model by 
Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005 and Kindon et al., 2007.

The PAR model generally has three cycles: planning, 
action and observation, and reflection. Still, the cycle 
variations depend on the research context and design. 
Combining the researchers’ experiences of the current 
study and modification of the existing models of Kemmis 
and McTaggart (2005) and Kindon et al. (2007), this study 
adopted three stages of investigation identified in Figure 
1. These included the initial stage of developing ideas and 
engagement over a three-month period, followed by stage 
two of skill development over the same period, and finally, 
the last phase over an eight-month period of continual 



310Journal of Applied Learning & Teaching Vol.6 No.1 (2023)

assessment, the longest stage of knowledge generation and 
reflection via participation. 

In stage one, a stakeholder analysis, including the community 
members, was conducted to determine the local identity and 
development direction. This initial analysis of the community 
and stakeholders helped identify community capacity, a 
precondition for further activities (Moscardo, 2008) and 
planning for stakeholder collaboration. The project utilised 
a community-based tourism approach where the local 
community association of Sapphaya was established from 
the outset to ensure community involvement at every stage 
of tourism development. Also, and more importantly, project 
objectives were formed in line with the community’s vision 
and goals to help develop tourism. The local community was 
divided into several groups where roles and responsibilities 
were articulated, enabling all members to actively collaborate 
by understanding each group’s skills and resources and how 
they could be utilised. After several workshops and meetings 
with the local community and stakeholders, it was decided 
to develop the green market concept as the main tourism 
project, which prioritised sustainable tourism practices on a 
small scale. 

Stage two involved 15 tourism-related workshops with 
approximately 20-30 participants in each group. They 
included representatives from all areas of the community, 
most notably the leader of the Sapphaya Old Police 
Station, representatives from the Green Market community 
association and the Green Market committees, community 
group members and a number of managers and operational 
team members from local government. The local government 
authority members were trained at the same time to be 
mentors in order to support the community. They became 
key players in the Green Market regarding initial funding, 
raising market awareness, seeking sponsorships, arranging 
venues and participating in Green Market activities. They 
were also responsible for connecting disparate stakeholders 
such as local schools, the local dance club, eco-friendly 
vendors, and young entrepreneur clubs to support the 
market.

Stage three is referred to as action-based learning, where 
participants and organisers are able to take action. The 
authors of this paper also played the role of researchers. 
They prepared a monthly summary report to ensure the 
community and local authorities were updated on their 
performance. Community participation was recorded 
from February 2020 to May 2021. The local municipality 
completed the summary meeting reports as part of the 
secretary’s role. In addition, local community members were 
encouraged to voice and demonstrate their achievements. 
One of the authors served as a facilitator in meetings and 
focus groups to raise issues, seek out participant opinions 
and modify action plans per the selected sustainable 
tourism indicators set at stage two.  Overall, the significance 
of PAR to ecopedagogy was paid attention to in identifying 
stakeholder involvement with their knowledge experiences. 
This supported Lugg’s (2007) highlighting that educational 
experiences in outdoor contexts could be significant in 
developing environmental sensitivity, knowledge and 
attitudes to develop the components of ecological and 
sustainability literacy.

Findings and discussion 

This study aims to examine the concept of environmental 
studies or ecopedagogy and how the Sapphaya community 
implements this concept in practice. The study finds six steps 
to identifying effective learning experiences of ecopedagogy 
within the local community in Sapphaya. The steps are as 
follows:

Building the relationship between trainers and 
learners

In this process, Sapphaya Old Market Revival 
Club worked with the Sapphaya Municipality to 
organise congregation meetings – engaging local 
gurus, community leaders, and stakeholders to 
find problems and solutions. The various bodies 
also worked with one another to repair, renovate, 
and restore archaeological and religious sites, 
architecture, traditions, and culture in the 
community. Secondly, a working group was 
appointed, consisting of representatives from 
the community, groups/organisations, schools, 
and the public and private sectors. Lastly, a 
project proposal was prepared to engage with 
various agencies for in-kind support and budget 
allocation. Importantly, the relationship between 
trainers and learners was built to improve learning 
experiences.  Community-based projects are 
growing in popularity in education programmes 
across the world (McCormack and O’Flaherty, 
2010, Mitton-Kukner et al., 2010). The more 
trainers built familiarity and showed sincerity in 
giving the message, the more learners trusted 
them and were willing to change attitudes and 
attempt to do something new. Building the 
relationship between trainers and learners is 
essential to promoting long-term sustainable 
development.  

Finding a committed leader 

The leader is a key driver in each local 
community. A leader with a strong commitment 
is a fundamental requirement in developing 
the green market for sustainable tourism 
development under the supervision of the local 
community and the local municipality. A leader 
has significant qualities, including a positive 
attitude, vision, communication skills, open-
mindedness, creativity, a strong connection, and 
a willingness to improve their community. 

Developing good skills through training 
programmes

To develop good skills and basic knowledge 
in the community by searching for historical 
databases, training sessions with varied experts, 
such as historical experts, should be provided. 
Training sessions were done to teach about local 

1.

2.

3.
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communities’ history, raise awareness of ‘love 
for the hometown’, and organise workshops for 
community participation. Sustainable tourism 
experts also helped to give information on how 
to run a community-based tourism approach, 
which the local community requires to develop 
good practices in welcoming guests to their 
destination.

In addition, the most effective approach that was 
considered to apply in ecopedagogy is that the 
local community had a field trip to exchange ideas 
with other communities, to trigger ideas, and to 
create inspiration within its team. After several 
field trips and workshops with experts, the first 
curriculum, “Sapphaya local historical study”, 
was initiated for local schools, from kindergarten 
to high school. The young local interpreter club 
was also established to encourage the new 
generation to tell stories of their hometown. 
These included narrations about Wat Sapphaya, 
the Old Police Station – 121 years, stories of 
the Buddha statue in the coffin, and Ramayana 
stories related to the Sapphaya mountain, which 
became the logo of community-based tourism 
development. Ranson (2000) pointed out that 
the voice of the young is the distinctive capability 
schools should encourage young people to 
acquire to become active citizens. 

Learning by doing approach – organising events 
and dividing roles and responsibilities

Stakeholder participation at this stage was the 
most significant since it facilitated meaningful 
reflectivity and learning-by-doing (Kindon et 
al., 2007). Sapphaya Green Market is a learning 
space for ecopedagogy and sustainable tourism 
development. All community members learn 
eco-friendly practices and skills related to 
planning and organising events, marketing 
(including branding, local identity, and 
responsible marketing), teamwork, and green 
design. During their learning experiences, there 
are many more opportunities to learn and make 
mistakes. The advantage of working with the 
local community is that community members 
never stop trying new things and trust the 
experts if they find the information beneficial. 
As seen in Figure 2, the green market involved 
several tourism stakeholders in different roles, 
such as performers, event organisers, vendors, 
eco-exhibitors, stage teams, and interpreters, to 
deliver the key message of the green market and 
heritage stories in Sapphaya. Importantly, a local 
audit team was established to monitor the green 
practices in the event. In the monthly meeting, 
the audit team informed committees and 
sustainable tourism experts of the green practice 
performance to provide improvement solutions. 
Building learning spheres is also essential to 
make everyone learn and gain while establishing 

4.

the green market together. Moreover, building 
pride in one’s hometown and putting effort into 
establishing the green market are also part of 
the success. 

Figure 2. Activities at the Sapphaya Green Market (photos 
taken by the authors).

Adopting communication techniques 

There are several communication techniques to 
be addressed among tourism stakeholders. For 
example, the Sapphaya Old Market Revival Club 
joined the local municipality and local schools to 
prepare Sapphaya storytelling schemes, including 
an interpretation guidebook, a website, signages, 
and tourist attraction maps. The main objective 
was to encourage local schools and people to pay 
more attention to meaningful local history and 
tangible cultural heritages in their community. 
Local schools created fun activities such as 
excursions and tour-guiding workshops related 
to community learning resources. For internal 
communication, social media channels such as 
Facebook and Line are effective channels for 
sharing and communicating before the monthly 
meeting. The local community leaders and local 
municipality team are required to establish the 
communication channels, consistently deliver 
the key messages, and continue sharing team 
performance results. They must also provide 
updated information, including the training 
programme invitation, to build strong motivation 
and communication skills among team members.

Tracking the data using sustainable tourism 
criteria for best practices 

Tracking the performance using sustainable 
tourism criteria adapted from the agreed 
selections of the local community members was 
implemented. Repeating the objectives with 

5.

6.
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these indicators is essential to ensure consistent, 
desired outcomes. Community members were 
introduced to practices that helped to monitor 
their achievements. The sustainable tourism 
concept was presented and discussed at the 
beginning of establishing the community-
based tourism objectives to ensure that the 
community continually focused on acting in line 
with sustainable tourism best practices at the 
national level. The sustainable tourism indicators 
were selected to monitor and improve team 
performance to meet the goals. It is crucial to 
identify the needs and conditions of community 
members and give them advice with casual, low-
pressure discussions. The reflective workshops 
were set up to be informal and active learning 
sessions. Being aware that there is a generation 
gap with the conditions of time management, 
the capability of accepting knowledge and 
skills is essential. These are key elements that 
mentors need to take into consideration when 
conducting the community-based tourism (CBT) 
event. Muangasame and Tan (2022) highlighted 
that Green Market Community Cooperative and 
Sapphaya community-based events initiated 
good practices for local communities to learn 
by doing, allowing them to work as a team, 
build confidence and improve their soft skills to 
develop the award-winning “Sapphaya Model”,

Conclusion

The goal of ecopedagogy is to become the main driver of 
sustainable development with local community engagement. 
Trainers should adapt themselves to understand the needs 
and conditions of learners – in this case, local community 
members who have less time, limited education, and are 
economy-driven – showing that learning experiences with 
the right attitudes and the same goals are essential for 
ecopedagogy. This study agrees with Misiazek (2015) that 
learners should spend time outside the classrooms with non-
formal learning spaces. Trainers and learners should be able 
to work together on environmental issues to understand 
local community learning spaces better. 

Local communities should obtain knowledge, skills, and 
awareness to enhance tourism development in their origin 
regions. In addition, these three factors were recommended 
to build through informal learning. Chen et al. (2022) explain 
that pedagogy and a learning environment are important. 
Research by Lugg (2007) also confirms that educational 
experiences in outdoor contexts could be significant in 
developing environmental sensitivity and knowledge. This 
knowledge and attitudes were components of ecological 
and sustainability literacy. However, there are limitations 
acknowledged in this research due to its focus on one 
case study and its use of tourism as a best practice of 
ecopedagogy learning spaces. The green market was 
organised for learning by doing approach. Nonetheless, 
there are further research areas for ecopedagogy, and future 
empirical research should test the framework proposed. 
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perceptions, and (3) governmental and institutional policy implications in 
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review the literature characterising Gen Zs and advance the conceptual 
and contextual understanding of this generational cohort within the 
above thematic dimensions. An ecopedagogical conceptual framework 
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Introduction 

As the globe, communities and humanity grapple with 
the quandaries of the global health pandemic, climate 
change, rising social inequalities and growing economic 
uncertainties, the debates surrounding sustainability, 
sustainable development and sustainability education 
have escalated in tandem. Consequently, the role of 
higher education in advancing and facilitating sustainable 
development and sustainability agendas and its associated 
concerns have received increased attention in contemporary 
educational discourse (Sandri, 2022; Shephard & Furnari, 
2013; Singh & Segatto, 2019; Ryan et al., 2010; Wamsler, 
2020). For the purpose of this study, we consider the terms 
sustainable development, sustainability and its taxonomical 
variations under the label of sustainability. As Ryan et al. 
(2010) suggest, the adoption of an inclusive ‘sustainability’ 
term underpins its conceptualisation as a heuristic learning 
process and one which triggers variable and contested 
meanings. Moreover, Sandri (2022) advises that by 
reflecting on key educational systems educating the future 
generations of professionals and citizens, sustainability 
education (and education for sustainability) aims to influence 
change in individual values, paradigms and educational 
practices based upon core sustainability principles. The 
literature review and discussion in the subsequent sections 
of the paper support this supposition. Concurrent with the 
heightened focus on sustainability education, the academic 
discourse relating to Gen Zs has also increased (Mahapatra 
et al., 2022; Rickes, 2016). As such, this generational cohort 
and their sustainability consciousness will be the subject of 
inquiry in this study.  

Born in 1995 or later, Gen Zs are the new generation of 
adults entering the workforce and becoming leaders in 
the new century (Dobrowolski et al., 2022; Haddouche & 
Salomone, 2018; Priporas et al., 2017; Francis & Hoefel, 
2018; Wiedmer, 2015). This is the next generation that will 
shift the paradigm in business, leadership, and governance. 
They are also the generational cohort portraying vigorous 
expectations of environmentalism and climate change 
agendas (Bloyd Null et al., 2021). A preliminary review of 
extant discourse on the Gen Zs indicates that they are: (1) 
true digital natives adaptive to technological innovations 
and social disruptions; (2) environmentally aware and 
advocate ethical consumption; (3) actively participative and 
outspoken about social movements, diversity and rights of 
the individual; (4) future leaders developing and implement 
policies, including sustainability; and (5) the generation 
bearing the brunt of the global socio-economic challenges 
accumulated from decades of economic decline and the 
current global pandemic (Dabija et al., 2019; Dobrowolski 
et al., 2022; Francis & Hoefel, 2018; Horner & Khor, 2021; 
Kaplan, 2020). The above considerations, therefore, inform 
the development of this study and its focus.

Gen Zs, the next generation of leaders in business and 
government, are posited to play a vital role in forwarding 
and reorienting the global sustainability agendas for the 
future. While there may be diverse opinions, perceptions and 
degrees of tensions pertaining to sustainability concerns, 
extant research indicates that Gen Zs are increasingly 
receptive toward sustainability-oriented business models 

and the pursuit of sustainability and environmentalism 
(Bloyd Null et al., 2021; Dabija et al., 2019; Horner & Khor, 
2021). We acknowledge that when it comes to an individual’s 
sustainability orientation, there are a myriad of impacting 
factors beyond age (e.g., geographical location, nationality, 
social class, gender, culture, ethnicity, etc.). With this in 
mind, we recognise that the nuances and observations 
articulated in this study are statements of tendency rather 
than generalisation and may not equally apply to all Gen 
Z cohorts around the world. Nonetheless, these statements 
of tendency do support increasing verifications in recent 
extant research highlighting the stronger inclinations of Gen 
Zs toward environmental concerns, green consumerism, 
social responsibility and sustainability actions compared 
to previous generational cohorts (Dabija et al., 2019). 
Consequently, exploring the sustainability orientations 
and educational outcomes of the evolving Gen Z cohort is 
beneficial. 

Whilst there has been significant extant discourse on various 
research dimensions concerning the preceding generations 
(e.g., Gen Y/Millennials, Gen X and Boomers), research on 
the Gen Zs is at a nascent stage (Chillakuri, 2020; Karabay 
et al., 2022). Specifically, there has been no known study 
to date exploring the collective thematic dimensions of 
(1) ecopedagogy and sustainability education, (2) Gen 
Z generational characteristics and perceptions, and (3) 
governmental and institutional policy implications in higher 
education. This conceptualisation is valuable as extant 
research indicates the need for greater interdisciplinary 
discourse and investigation of sustainability in higher 
education within an integrated approach to address 
sustainability disciplinary concerns, curricula and policies 
(Fisher & McAdams, 2015; Liu et al., 2022). Particularly, there 
is a paucity of research exploring sustainability education 
within the theoretical focus of Gen Z cohorts in higher 
education. This paper is conceptual in nature and aims to 
critically review the literature characterising Gen Zs and 
advance the conceptual and contextual understanding of this 
generational cohort within the above thematic dimensions. 
An ecopedagogical conceptual framework for sustainability 
education of Gen Zs in higher education is also developed 
and proposed for further empirical research. 

Literature review 

Ecopedagogy for our common future: Sustainability in 
higher education

The first thematic dimension proposed in constructing an 
ecopedagogical conceptual framework for sustainability 
education of Gen Zs in higher education is education for 
sustainability. There has been heightened extant discourse 
in academia and industry about sustainability agendas 
within higher education. In the past three and a half decades 
since the Brundtland Report “Our Common Future” and its 
conceptualisation of sustainable development, there has 
been considerable expansion in the thematic dimensions 
defining sustainability (Fisher & McAdams, 2015; Khalil 
et al., 2021; Korsant, 2022; Shephard & Furnari, 2013). 
Correspondingly, there has been increased rhetoric relating 
to its implications, challenges and applications in higher 
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education (Ryan et al., 2010; Shephard, 2008; Singh &Segatto, 
2019; Wamsler, 2020). Concurrently, sustainability agendas in 
the workplace, industry and policymaking have also gained 
prominence. As Sandri (2022) suggests, incorporating 
learning for sustainability into higher education is essential 
if contemporary socio-ecological challenges (e.g., climate 
change, social inequities, unsustainable growth) are to 
be adequately addressed. As such, the author observes 
the pivotal decision by institutions of higher learning 
to include a sustainability curriculum within learning 
and teaching practice and degree programs. While the 
notion of sustainability in higher education is not a recent 
phenomenon, the teaching and/or curriculum development 
intentions and strategies are incredibly diverse (Shephard & 
Furnari, 2013). Cotton et al. (2009) posit that this diversity 
of understanding about education for sustainability imposes 
constraints that include but are not limited to: (1) lack of 
academic and policy leadership, (2) perceived incongruence 
or limited relevance, (3) inappropriate dominant pedagogies, 
and (4) competing and/or conflicting agendas.

With the growing concerns about the global environmental 
crisis and widespread economic inequalities arising from 
globalisation, the UN general assembly adopted the 
document “Transforming our world: the 2030 agenda for 
sustainable development” in 2015 (United Nations, 2015). 
This agenda and its 17 Sustainable Development Goals (the 
UNSDGs) have now been adopted by governments and 
institutions across the world and require larger stakeholder 
collaboration to be successfully implemented (Aleixo et al., 
2020; Liu et al., 2022). The UNSDGs underscore the premise 
that environmental and social issues must be addressed 
together rather than separately. In this regard, Misiaszek 
(2018) posits the connections and juxtapositions between 
critical sustainability education and global environmental 
and social (in)justice. Correspondingly, Shephard (2008) 
recommends the value of curriculum changes to embed 
education for sustainability principles into core learning 
outcomes so that students may: (1) be aware of sustainability 
issues, (2) have the skills and desire to act sustainably, and 
(3) demonstrate the emotional and personal attributes to 
behave sustainably. Thus, more holistic pedagogies are 
critically needed to address the globe’s contemporary 
challenges since sound sustainability education is seen as 
a powerful (and proven) tool, both as an end and a means, 
as expressed in the UNSDGs (Wamsler, 2020). Whilst a 
comprehensive critical discussion of the UNSDGs and their 
implications in higher education is beyond the scope of 
this paper, it is important to acknowledge its implications 
and contributions toward the evolution of education for 
sustainability agendas and efforts.

An individual’s perceptions of, and orientations towards, 
sustainability (and related socio-environmental concerns) 
impact how they perceive the concept, its contributing 
effects and potential solutions to address concerns, 
including attributions of responsibilities. This perception 
and sustainability orientation are, in turn, rooted in their 
educational, disciplinary and learning experiences with 
these issues (Fisher & McAdams, 2015). In this respect, 
Wamsler (2019) suggests that there is a predominance of 
sustainability education focused on the external dimensions 
of the biological ecosystems, socio-economic structures, 

and technological and governance dynamics, neglecting 
the critical internal dimensions of the individual. Intrinsically, 
an individual’s interpretation of the perceived relevance of 
sustainability education within the curriculum is defined 
through the lens of their own personal values and beliefs 
(Cotton, 2009). As such, extant sustainability education 
research in recent years has increasingly advocated that 
sustainability education must progress beyond education 
about sustainability (focused on knowledge) to education 
for sustainability (focused on values, perceptions and 
attitudinal dispositions) (Shephard & Furnari, 2013; Singh & 
Segatto, 2020; Wamsler, 2019). Correspondingly, there is a 
need for a stronger focus on educational pedagogy within 
sustainability education, wherein the students’ capabilities 
are developed to adequately respond to the socio-
environmental ‘wicked problems’ of our contemporary 
world and adequately aligned to practice within desired 
learning outcomes (Sandri, 2022). As such, Misiaszek 
(2018) advocates the consideration of ecopedagogical 
models of education for sustainability, wherein the socio-
environmental concerns affecting our globally connected 
world are critically, reflectively and holistically debated.   

Ecopedagogy evolved from the preceding environmental 
pedagogies and is rooted in Freire’s critical pedagogy 
principles in which transformation-based teaching models 
are adopted to dialectically reflect and critically analyse 
problems and/or issues under debate (Kahn, 2008; Korsant, 
2022; Misiaszek; 2018; Misiaszek; 2020). As Misiaszek 
(2020) highlights, ecopedagogical learning and teaching 
are pluralistic and complex in their foci, wherein problem-
posing, authentic democratic dialogue, praxis-based learning 
outcomes, and safe spaces for conflict-based discourse 
are encouraged and supported. Whilst still a nascent 
and contested movement in higher education discourse, 
ecopedagogical strategies do represent a consequential 
evolution of critical pedagogies towards a more humanistic, 
socially-just and future-oriented ecological agenda based 
on sustainability and planetary considerations (Kahn, 2008). 
Within this context, this study supports the value of exploring 
Gen Z’s (also known as the sustainability generation) (Petro, 
2021) sustainability orientations and education outcomes. As 
a significant stakeholder cohort, it is vital to investigate the 
self-perspectives, awareness and advocacy inclinations of 
Gen Zs toward global environmental, societal, and economic 
concerns. As highlighted by Horner and Khor (2021) and 
Thorne (2015), concerns about unrestrained exploitation of 
the environment, prolonged unsustainable socio-economic 
impacts, and the unprecedented challenges from the global 
COVID-19 pandemic have triggered renewed calls from 
current generational stakeholders for a return to more 
robust sustainability education agendas. The next section 
discusses these concerns from the lens of the sustainability 
generation, the Gen Zs.  

Gen Zs: Rise of the sustainability generation 

This section discusses the second thematic dimension of 
focus within the study – the Gen Zs and their perceived 
sustainability orientations. Environmental concerns 
have become imperative for most organisations, who 
are increasingly expected to act with environmental 
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consciousness and encourage consumers to embrace a 
more sustainable lifestyle that largely includes sustainable 
consumption (Su et al., 2019). As highlighted in the preceding 
sections, Gen Zs are inheriting significant sustainability, 
climate change and socio-economic challenges compared 
to their predecessors. Therefore, as they are the generational 
cohort more inclined towards sustainability concerns 
and agendas, there are opportunities for organisations to 
better connect with this generational cohort of consumers 
through their sustainability practices and value perceptions 
(Dabija et al., 2019; Dai & Chen, 2021; Dobrowolski et al., 
2022; Giachino et al., 2021; Homer & Khor, 2021). Gen Zs, 
also referred to as the Gen Zers, iGen, post-Millennials or 
Zoomers, are individuals born in 1995 or later (Haddouche & 
Salomone, 2018; Priporas et al., 2017; Thangavel et al., 2021; 
Twenge, 2017). Due to their early exposure and experiences 
with healthy lifestyle choices, Gen Zs are more concerned 
and knowledgeable about sustainable living than previous 
generations (Su et al., 2019). This generational cohort tends 
to be eco-friendlier than previous generational cohorts, 
demonstrating greater concerns about the environment, 
prioritising health and wellbeing in consumption decision-
making, and seeking a higher quality of life. As Dai and Chen 
(2021) observe, Gen Zs’ environmental values, attitudes 
and behavioural intentions are significant because they 
consider such sustainability concerns personally relevant 
and important. Consequently, such perceptions and 
behaviours influence their relationships with brands and 
consumption intentions, wherein consumption is viewed 
as: (1) an expression of individual identity, (2) access rather 
than possession, and (3) a matter of ethical concern (Francis 
& Hoefel, 2018). Accordingly, Gen Zs are considered more 
influential than their preceding generations in redefining 
contemporary production and consumption (Priporas et al., 
2017). Therefore, organisations must rethink and reorient 
toward a more personalised, ethical and authentic way of 
conducting business (Fromm, 2018; Thangavel et al., 2022). 
In fact, recent studies (Francis & Hoefel, 2018; Kaplan, 
2020; Mahapatra et al., 2022; Sakdiyakorn et al., 2021) have 
referred to the Gen Zs as the ‘True/Truth Gen’, wherein 
their individual values, expressions and belief systems are 
anchored to one core dimension – the search for truth. 

Amongst the different generational cohorts, Gen Zs will 
become the largest consumer base. Hence, there has been 
a growing interest in academia and industry to understand 
their needs, their attitudes toward the environment and their 
purchasing behaviour. Fromm (2018) estimates that Gen Zs 
may contribute approximately US$143 billion in purchasing 
power, becoming the largest share of the consumer market. 
Additionally, they are also emerging as the sustainability 
generation, driving the sustainability revolution (Petro, 
2021). Gen Zs demonstrate the greatest concern for the 
planet’s wellbeing compared to preceding generations and 
actively influence others to make sustainability-first buying 
decisions (Giachino et al., 2021; Horner & Khor, 2021; Yildiz 
& Kelleci, 2022). As per Kastenholz (2021), 79 per cent of 
Gen Zs articulated a desire to see companies adopt socially 
responsible practices and safeguard the wellbeing of their 
employees, consumers, and the broader community. 

Moreover, there has been a progressive movement towards 
an ‘environmental imperative’, wherein businesses are 

compelled to proactively demonstrate accountability, 
ethical responsibility and sustainability-centric innovations 
to address contemporary socio-environmental concerns 
(Jain et al., 2021). Recent extant research on the Gen Zs 
also posits that they are the first true ‘digital natives’ and 
are also colloquially known as the TikTok generation, who 
have evolved in a hyper-connected world, live ubiquitously 
in a global digital playing field, and typically favour virtual 
means of communication (Haddouche & Salomone, 2018; 
Francis & Hoefel, 2018; Mahapatra et al., 2022). Most Gen 
Zs, now in their mid-20s, are generally well-educated, tech-
savvy and accustomed to making informed purchasing 
decisions (Francis & Hoefel, 2018). Arguably, as we have 
previously acknowledged, we recognise that not all Gen 
Zs are identical and that there are distinct variations in the 
nuances and preferences of individual Gen Z behaviours. 
Nonetheless, the extant literature reviewed in this study 
does support the above statements of tendency articulated. 
Relatedly, businesses are beginning to adopt sustainable 
practices not only to protect the environment but to keep 
up with the market changes and demands brought on by 
the more socially conscious Gen Z consumers. They are 
the consumers most likely to make consumption decisions 
based on personal sustainability values and principles 
(Petro, 2021). As Su et al. (2019) suggest, sustainability and 
environmental concerns are today no longer limited to a 
minority of environmental advocacy groups. Consumers 
today are demonstrating increasingly greater environmental 
consciousness and genuine anxieties about the world’s 
socio-ecological predicaments. 

There is also a need to consider the barriers to adopting 
sustainability-first consumption behaviour. With regard 
to Gen Z consumption behaviour and intentions, the 
literature suggests that there are various barriers preventing 
consumers from buying environmentally friendly products. 
In this regard, Činčera et al. (2014) observe a potential lack 
of trust in debates surrounding sustainable consumption 
and posit the influence of consumers’ personal histories 
and consumption experiences in consumer decision-
making. More precisely, the authors posit that amongst the 
respondent segments investigated, only mothers and Gen 
Z students explicitly expressed favourable attitudes toward 
sustainable consumer behaviour. However, the authors 
recommend that encouraging responsible consumerism 
and environmentally friendly behaviours is an important 
goal in sustainability education. Relatedly, Ahamad and 
Ariffin (2018) affirm high levels of sustainable consumption 
knowledge within the Gen Z cohort, contrary to moderate 
levels of sustainable consumption attitudes and practices 
among university students. The authors, therefore, posit a 
significant association between sustainability knowledge, 
attitudes and practice.

Furthermore, in applying the theory of planned behaviour 
as a theoretical framework for understanding Gen Zs’ 
sustainable consumption behaviour, Vantamay (2018) 
similarly observes that suitable sustainability education 
and exposure to environmentally-positive messages 
can lead to changes in attitudes, subjective norms, and 
perceived behavioural control, which can in turn co-predict 
sustainable consumption behaviour. Correspondingly, 
Yildiz and Kelleci (2022) verify that Gen Zs exhibit a greater 
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propensity for sustainable consumption behaviours 
compared to the previous generations. The findings from 
their study confirm the presence of core environmental 
and social sustainability indicators acknowledging (1) the 
seriousness of environmental and social concerns, (2) 
existing knowledge of environmental and social issues, (3) 
sustainability advocacy and word-of-mouth communication, 
and (4) affirmative actions, attitudes and intentions toward 
sustainable consumption.

As previously discussed, Gen Zs represent not only the 
newest generation of consumers but also the generational 
cohort with a strong sustainability orientation. The rise of 
sustainable consumerism has been accelerated due to 
this generation’s sustainability-oriented consumerism, 
ecological and social consciousness, self-transcendence 
and expectations of corporate social responsibility and 
sustainability actions (Khalil et al., 2021; Sakdiyakorn et 
al., 2021). Recent extant research indicates the heightened 
sensitivities of the younger generation (compared to the 
previous generational cohorts) regarding issues such as 
overconsumption, depletion of natural resources, climate 
change, the carbon footprint of products and activities, 
impacts on the environment and sustainability concerns 
(Bulut et al., 2017; Giachino et al., 2021; Homer & Khor, 
2021). This is the generation that demonstrates an awareness 
and interest in sustainability values. After all, they are the 
generation postulated to inherit today’s sustainability 
challenges and bear their consequences for the future. As 
Dai and Chen (2021) observe, Gen Zs are impassioned in 
environmental activism. The abovementioned generational 
traits and proclivities will inadvertently shape the 
generational cohort’s experiences and discourse within 
the educational and learning spaces. Concurrently, the 
integration of sustainability agendas and debates into 
higher education institutions (HEIs) has increased during the 
past decade (Lozano & Barreiro-Gen, 2021). Increasingly, 
more institutions are incorporating and institutionalising 
sustainability education into their curriculum, research, 
operations, outreach, evaluation, reporting, and interaction 
with internal and external stakeholders (Caeiro et al., 
2013). There has been growing interest in incorporating 
sustainability into the curriculum at all levels to help 
students comprehend their sustainability orientations, value 
propositions, decision-making and actions, including their 
collective impacts on the environment and society. These 
implications on sustainability discourse in HEIs are discussed 
in the following section. 

Governmental and institutional policies: Implications on 
ecopedagogical approaches for sustainability in higher 
education

The third and final thematic dimension informing the 
proposed ecopedagogical conceptual framework for 
sustainability education of Gen Zs in higher education relates 
to the debates concerning governmental and institutional 
policies. As noted in the preceding discussions, sustainability 
and ecopedagogical considerations have received increased 
attention in recent years (Liu et al., 2022; Misiaszek, 2020; 
Wamsler, 2019). According to Žalėnienė and Pereira (2021), 
to support the ambitious UNSDGs’ goal achievement and 

shape future sustainability leaders, HEIs have a significant 
responsibility. This is pertinent within the context of this study 
since Gen Zs’ sustainability orientations and perceptions 
today may precipitate the policies of tomorrow (Homer & 
Khor, 2021). The credibility and status of a university globally 
also rely heavily on how it implements ecopedagogy and 
sustainability education, particularly since HEI graduates 
and their frames of reference may be regarded as change 
agents for sustainability (Gedžūne & Gedžūne, 2011). As 
Shephard (2008) suggests, HEIs are particularly suited to 
contribute an explicit function in influencing the values and 
attitudes of future graduates towards environmentalism and 
responsible, sustainable behaviours. In order to bring about 
the necessary change in society to meet UNSDGs targets, 
HEIs need to transition from the partial and fragmented 
strategic approach to a positive stance, evaluate their existing 
operational systems, and raise their levels of ambition 
(Sibbel, 2009; Yáñez et al., 2019). However, because HEIs are 
intrinsically linked to and impacted by external forces, these 
institutional reforms will require support from government 
policy. Only after that will HEIs be in a position to effectively 
use outreach to disseminate knowledge learned to society 
through a coordinated and integrated strategy (Shawe et 
al., 2019).

As the goal of universities shifts gradually away from 
traditional education and research toward a ‘third mission’, 
HEIs’ abilities to work collaboratively with communities and 
foster partnerships with governments are becoming more 
crucial to achieving societal impacts (Driscoll, 2009; Howitt, 
2013; Liu et al., 2022; Mbah et al., 2022; Plummer et al., 
2021). As Plummer et al. (2021) note, HEI partnerships with 
non-academic sectors and community stakeholders are vital 
in forwarding transdisciplinary sustainability inquiry within 
the science-action nexus. However, there is a paucity and 
complexity in the successful cultivation of such stakeholder 
partnerships. Moreover, the UNSDGs framework emphasises 
the importance of establishing effective collaborative 
networks between HEIs and stakeholders in order to develop 
sound sustainability curricula and actions (Aleixo et al., 2020). 
In this respect, Leal Filho (2015) states that the absence of 
formal commitments to sustainability in many HEIs and the 
lack of formal plans or strategies indicates the absence of 
a sense of direction. Thus, effective collaboration between 
diverse stakeholders, sound policies implemented and the 
commitment of fiscal resources are needed to safeguard and 
support actionable sustainability initiatives in HEIs (Mbah et 
al., 2022). However, Farinha et al. (2017) observe that there 
are often minimal references to sustainability education in 
national government plans, policies, and programmes and 
limited sustainability-related ecopedagogical approaches 
at the higher education level. Therefore, there is value in 
examining the discourse concerning the role of government 
stakeholders and the significance of policymaking in HEIs. 
Yet, Ryan et al. (2010) note a number of gaps between 
policy and practice, particularly those relating to the 
objectives concerning environmental sustainability and 
HEI’s integration. Likewise, Shawe et al. (2019) acknowledge 
the significant challenges of establishing synergistic 
integration of sustainability into HEI policies. They posit that 
sustainability agendas may not often be a policy priority in 
HEIs, despite the presence of numerous projects and very 
few comprehensive strategic approaches.



319Journal of Applied Learning & Teaching Vol.6 No.1 (2023)

Consequently, governments, HEIs and other key stakeholders 
may be in conflict with each other due to the differences 
in policy and funding priorities (Aleixo et al., 2020; Shawe 
et al., 2019). The risk of developing ‘sustainability fatigue’ 
may eventually show up, leading to a return to silo-based 
development strategies. Hence, HEIs must accept their 
shifting responsibilities and position of influence within 
sustainability education and shape the sustainability 
orientation of future generational cohorts. Concurrently, 
governments must recognise how research, data, and 
knowledge have shaped the UNSDGs and sustainability 
education and how HEIs may have the potential to integrate 
and enrich the knowledge ecosystems and specialisations for 
successful ecopedagogical implementation of sustainability 
education in higher education (Aleixo et al., 2020; El-Jardali 
et al., 2018; Leal Filho, 2018; Xypaki, 2015). Therefore, 
the holistic pursuit of sustainability education in higher 
education may flourish through the concerted effort of HEIs, 
governmental policymakers, and educational stakeholders. 
However, it is important to acknowledge that there are 
notable barriers that may hamper these efforts. 

Policymaking for the implementation of sustainability in 
HEIs is one of the barriers at the macro-level or national 
level (Leal Filho et al., 2018; Weiss et al., 2021). Further, this 
barrier is directly linked to a lack of and/or absence of: (1) 
HEI sustainability collaboration networks, (2) government 
initiatives to promote the implementation of sustainability, 
(3) synergy in the adoption and diffusion of sustainability 
in HEI curricula, (4) funds for sustainability projects, (5) 
qualified staff and/or senior staff members to supervise 
sustainability initiatives, and (6) suitable projects between 
businesses and universities (Adomßent et al., 2019;  Caeiro 
et al., 2013; Plummer at al., 2021; Trencher et al., 2013). 
Thus, in order to shape and influence policy, particularly in 
relation to sustainability education, HEIs need to organise, 
synergise, and coordinate lobbying and advocacy initiatives. 
Governments and other key stakeholders should ensure that 
debates about sustainability agendas are collectively centred 
around the HEIs’ core priorities, values and learning outcomes 
(El-Jardali et al., 2018). Similarly, Machado and Davim (2022) 
recommend investigating and developing critical tools 
and frameworks for diverse HEI and Government contexts 
and emphasise the crucial significance of broader policy 
implications since these integrate into the acknowledgement 
and promotion of sustainability concerns. Notwithstanding 
these acknowledgements in extant discourse, Cheeseman 
et al. (2019) observe limited research attention focusing 
specifically on assessing the implications of government and 
institutional policy to practice in HEIs. As aforementioned, 
HEIs’ ability to successfully develop ecopedagogical 
strategies and sound policies for sustainability education 
provides the catalyst for a stronger and more effective 
investment in supporting research, educational development 
and advancing awareness for sustainability. 

Discussion and conclusions

The literature discussed in the preceding sections spotlights 
the inherent challenges of sustainability agendas on extant 
dominant pedagogical discourse in higher education 
(Sandri, 2022). As highlighted by Shephard (2008), there 

are significant challenges in integrating the interdisciplinary 
complexities of education for sustainability in higher 
education. When compounded with the intricacies of 
negotiating Gen Z dimensional attributes, the diversity and 
complexities of the thematic dimensions and educational 
stakeholders in the sphere of sustainability education 
multiplies. In that respect, this study focuses on the thematic 
integration of: (1) ecopedagogy and sustainability education, 
(2) Gen Z sustainability attributes and perceptions, and (3) 
governmental and institutional policy mediating effects on 
HEIs. The proposed ecopedagogical conceptual framework 
for sustainability education of Gen Zs in higher education 
(Figure 1) illustrates the nexus between the three interacting 
dimensions which support ecopedagogical outcomes in 
higher education for both the learners and the HEIs. These 
thematic dimensions and their intersections are discussed 
below.

Figure 1: An ecopedagogical conceptual framework for 
sustainability education of Gen Zs.

The first thematic dimension in the framework shines the 
spotlight on the generational segment in focus – the Gen 
Zs. As discussed in the literature and preceding sections, 
Gen Zs are the generational cohort that will bear the 
greatest impact of environmental degradation and climate 
change and demonstrate the most profound concern for it. 
Being the first generation of true digital natives, they have 
access to the right information to make informed decisions 
about their purchases (Dobrowolski et al., 2022; Francis & 
Hoefel, 2018). They are aware of actions being taken by 
corporations regarding their sustainability and corporate 
social responsibility efforts (Dabija et al., 2019; Khalil et al., 
2021). Gen Zs have seen that actions (or inactions) from 
the preceding generations have brought us to our current 
situation and hence have taken on the mantle of becoming 
sustainability champions. They have an awareness of how 
their actions influence the environment and hence are best 
equipped to make eco-conscious and ethical consumption 
choices to mitigate their impacts on the environment. Gen 
Zs are more likely than previous generations to search 
for the truth behind the products they purchase and 
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make decisions that are in line with their attitudes toward 
environmental sustainability (Kaplan, 2020; Mahapatra et al., 
2022; Sakdiyakorn et al., 2021).

Notwithstanding these strong suppositions from extant 
literature concerning the notable characteristics of Gen Zs, 
as acknowledged in the preceding sections, we concede 
that these statements of tendency may not apply to all Gen 
Zs equally or universally. Nonetheless, this combination of 
digital savviness, access to information, attitude towards 
sustainability, and bias for action makes them the generation 
that will impact sustainable consumption and, hopefully, 
environment preservation and sustainable development. 
Thus, within the context of this study and the proposed 
conceptual framework, these unique characteristics of the 
Gen Zs, as key stakeholders and leaders in the new century, 
denote the first impacting thematic dimension affecting the 
investigation of ecopedagogy for sustainability in higher 
education. 

The second thematic dimension in the framework relates to 
sustainability education, and specifically, the implications 
of its evolution from EaS (education about sustainability) 
to EfS (education for sustainability) and ecopedagogy 
for sustainability. This progression in focus from mere 
knowledge transfer to the transformation of attitudes, 
values and perceptions, and the subsequent reflective, 
praxis-based learning of critical pedagogies is necessary if 
we are to adequately respond to and address the socio-
ecological ‘wicked problems’ of our time (Misiaszek, 2018; 
Sandri, 2022; Shephard & Furnari, 2013). As Wamsler (2020) 
highlights, “more holistic pedagogies are urgently needed to 
address today’s challenges, as education is one of the most 
powerful and proven vehicles for sustainable development” 
(p. 113), wherein sound sustainability education is seen 
as both an end and a means, as advocated within the 
UNSDGs. In this regard, ecopedagogical approaches to 
sustainability education facilitate opportunities for more 
authentic, pluralistic and democratic discourse within the 
higher education learning space. The hope is for a more 
humanistic, socially-just and future-oriented ecological 
agenda applicable to the sustainability orientations of Gen 
Zs (Horner & Khor, 2021; Kahn, 2008). However, Singh and 
Segatto (2020) highlight significant challenges faced by HEIs 
to effectively implement successful sustainability education 
strategies due to constraints such as (1) institutional 
policymaking, (2) curricular structures, (3) cultural barriers, 
(4) teaching approaches, (5) methodological barriers, (6) 
competencies of change agents, (7) availability of resources, 
and (8) measurements of sustainability learning outcomes. 
Consequently, the proposed conceptual framework brings 
to light the implicit policy mediating effects within its 
schematic illustration. 

As illustrated in Figure 1, educational and institutional policies 
in HEIs will impose mediating effects on ecopedagogical 
outcomes in sustainability education. This thematic 
dimension within the proposed conceptual framework 
emphasises that government policies may be perceived 
as a catalyst in the transition towards ecopedagogy for 
sustainability educational outcomes. Concurrently, it also 
highlights that HEIs can only adopt the relevant policies and 
facilitate the changes if there is integration, synthesis and 

collaboration amongst the key stakeholders within the HEI 
space (Aleixo et al., 2020; Misiaszek, 2020; Plummer et al., 
2021; Wamsler, 2019). As noted in the literature and preceding 
discussion, there are significant challenges in prioritising 
and instituting the synergistic integration of sustainability 
action plans into HEI policies and strategies (Shawe et al., 
2019). Further, in this contemporary era of governance 
and policymaking, it is critical to assess how government 
policies are implemented. Government initiatives should 
engage the HEIs in collaborative strategic visioning and 
discussions, laying the foundation for long-term goals and 
objectives. Given the urgent societal challenges associated 
with environmental degradation, the university’s role as 
a change agent and an ‘implementor’ of ecopedagogy 
for sustainability education is growing. However, the 
implementation can only be accelerated through the 
availability of funding and support from industry or other 
stakeholders, the engagement of specialised knowledge 
domains, and academicians and/or administrative staff 
who participate and lead in such communities of practice 
and interest. As Sibbel (2009) posits, extant partial and 
fragmentary strategies must be substituted by a proactive 
approach, wherein a reassessment of current operating 
models and more ambitious environmental targets are 
initiated to reach national and global sustainability agendas. 
The proposition of a more focused ecopedagogical 
approach to sustainability education in HEIs may perhaps 
serve to better cultivate and augment Gen Zs’ sustainability 
inclinations towards greater critical knowledge development, 
proactivity and commitment towards sustainability action.  

Fundamentally, the objective of sustainability education 
is to “influence economic and political structures through 
educating citizens and future professionals” (Sandri, 2022, 
p.115) towards achieving greater social equality, as well 
as mitigating human impacts on the natural environment 
and its life support systems. The synergism of the above 
three thematic dimensions highlights the value of critically 
examining the inherent characteristics of Gen Zs, the 
attributes of their sustainability orientations, and the 
implications of HEI policy mediating effects on ecopedagogy-
based sustainability education. Correspondingly, there will 
also be anticipated implications on priorities of sustainability 
in higher education curricula, practice and research. 
Therefore, the final dimensions within the proposed 
framework focus on the ecopedagogical outcomes for 
sustainability education relating to (1) outcomes for HEIs, 
and (2) outcomes for Gen Z learners. This concluding step 
within the framework underscores the core principles and 
intentions of ecopedagogy for sustainability education – the 
need to critically evaluate sustainability learning outcomes. 
However, such an assessment of learning outcomes should 
not only focus on the external and institutional dimensions 
of ecopedagogy-based sustainability education but also the 
internal dimensions of the individual learners. Since learners’ 
sustainability orientations and perceptions are rooted in 
their educational, disciplinary and learning experiences, 
examining the critical internal dimensions of the individual 
is also important (Cotton, 2009; Fisher & McAdams, 2015; 
Wamsler, 2019). This is therefore reflected in the proposed 
conceptual framework. 
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This conceptual paper explored the key dimensions required 
to investigate the sustainability orientations and education 
outcomes of the evolving Gen Z cohort. As noted in the 
preceding sections, extant research on Gen Zs is still nascent, 
particularly from the perspective of Gen Z learners through 
the lens of ecopedagogy-based sustainability higher 
education. Based on the literature review, an ecopedagogical 
conceptual framework for sustainability education of Gen Zs 
is developed and proposed for further empirical research. 
Whilst there is no empirical data collected at this stage of 
the study, the results of the literature review and preliminary 
analysis of sustainability priorities from our institutional 
cohorts across transnational locations offer support for 
further exploration and the opportunity to expand and 
assess the applicability of this framework empirically in 
stage two of the study. We acknowledge that the scope of 
literature and preliminary research discussed in this paper is 
not a conclusive generalisation of all works related to Gen 
Zs and pedagogical approaches to sustainability in higher 
education. Nonetheless, we believe that it presents useful 
insights into the current issues, challenges, and discourse 
concerning Gen Zs and sustainability education agendas for 
the future. Particularly within the context of higher education 
discourse, it is evident that future research investigating the 
key facets of Gen Z perspectives and global sustainability 
agendas is worthwhile. In the next stage of research, the 
study will apply the conceptual framework proposed 
and develop the research instrument to empirical data 
collected from relevant Gen Z university student cohorts. 
These data can subsequently provide valuable in-depth 
insights into the sustainability orientation and generational 
implications of employing ecopedagogical approaches in 
higher education. Additionally, there are also opportunities 
to further develop and adapt this conceptual framework to 
other forms of teaching and learning practice. Thus, whilst 
this work is presently conceptual within its current frame of 
reference, there is value in its exploration. As aptly noted in 
the UNSDGs 2030 agenda, the time to take action for the 
sustainable future of our planet, people and prosperity is 
now, and the generation shaping that future is the Gen Zs. 
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Jürgen Rudolph (J. R.): Thank you so much for making 
yourself available for this interview for the Journal of Applied 
Learning and Teaching (JALT). We are big fans of your work, 
including your most recent book, Education and black and 
white (2021), which I reviewed (Rudolph, 2023). What made 
you write a book about the Highlander Folk School and 
Myles Horton?

Figure 1. Stephen Preskill.

Stephen Preskill (S. P.): I’ve been aware of Myles Horton 
and an admirer of him since I saw the Bill Moyers (1981) 
video interview with him that was done back in 1981. I think 
it appeared on TV a couple of years later, and my father 
clued me into this video, and I fell in love with Myles as a 
person, leader and activist. I’ve been thinking about him and 
invoking him for years. In both the books Stephen Brookfield 
and I did on discussion, we mentioned Myles (see Brookfield 
& Preskill, 2005, 2016), and in Learning as a way of leading 
(Preskill & Brookfield, 2009), we have a profile of Myles. 

I have been thinking about him for a long time. I wrote the 
book because I entered a Master of Fine Arts (MFA) program 
in 2016 and ended up in a book writing course. The idea was 
to write a book in the course, which I didn’t think I would 
do. But I chose as my subject Myles Horton, and at first, I 
wanted to do the early life of Horton. My instructor said, 
‘No, let’s have the whole life.’ So I started to tackle that. Out 
of that course came a book proposal and contact with an 
agent, who eventually led me to the University of California 
Press. Within a couple of years, I was able to put the book 
together. 

But most important, it was a labor of love because I admire 
Myles so much. His courage in the face of so much adversity 
was amazing. All the things that happened to him – getting 
beaten up multiple times, witnessing Highlander being 
burned down, and all these difficulties that he had, he 
never let it stop him. So many other schools, like his adult 
learning sites, went by the wayside, but not Highlander. 
Certainly, there are a lot of people to thank for that. But we 
have to attribute to Myles an enormous amount of credit 
for keeping Highlander going – not only keeping it going 
after a lot of difficulties in seeing it closed down in the early 
‘60s but seeing it thrive in the ‘70s and ‘80s, right up until he 
died in 1990. 

I admire Myles Horton so much. His 
courage in the face of so much adversity 
was amazing. All the things that happened 
to him – getting beaten up multiple times, 
witnessing Highlander being burned 
down, and all these difficulties that he 
had, he never let it stop him.

Figure 2: Myles Horton (seated on the left) with Paulo Freire 
(seated on the right). Source of extract: Reich (2012). 

J. R.: You enrolled in an MFA?

S. P.:  My MFA was a Master of Fine Arts in Creative Nonfiction. 
The idea is to use nonfiction but in the way that a novelist 
uses it or someone very committed to compelling narratives. 
I’m not saying that I did that particularly well. But that was 
the idea to be able to tell a story that is factually based and 
to tell it in a way that’s intrinsically very interesting.

J. R.: Your book certainly succeeded in that exceptionally 
well. I found it quite unputdownable. It reads like a thriller. 
As I wrote in my review (Rudolph, 2023), it made me read 
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more – Horton’s (1998) autobiography and also the talking 
book with Freire (Horton & Freire, 1990). Wow, that’s 
amazing that despite being a professor for so many years, 
you still enrolled in an MFA program.

S. P.: It’s something I always wanted to do. I imagined myself 
as a writer, trying to create vivid pictures of occurrences and 
of the past, and this was a chance to try my hand out. 

Shannon Tan (S. T.): What are some important themes in 
Education in black and white? Do you see any heirs apparent 
of Highlander and Myles Horton in contemporary adult and 
higher education?

S. P.: Clearly, one of the themes is anti-racism. Myles, 
famously, was called by a black journalist in the early 
‘50s, one of seven white people working to stop racism, 
particularly in the South, but all over the country. He was 
close to being unique in his commitment to promoting 
social justice and equity. Myles fought very hard to integrate 
Highlander. It was a hard thing to do and needs to be 
remembered. He wasn’t successful right away. It wasn’t until 
the ‘40s, the end of World War Two and the advent of the 
United Auto Workers, a pretty liberal union, that started to 
make it possible for Highlander to be in a great place. But 
to Myles’s credit, by the early ‘50s, there were as many black 
people as white people at a typical workshop, which was 
unheard of. The workshop that Rosa Parks famously went 
to in 1955 had an equal number of blacks and whites. They 
did that intentionally. They were able to get fifty people to 
come together to work through some of the issues that were 
the fallout from the Brown v. Board of Education decision 
[that declared school segregation inherently unequal and, 
therefore, unconstitutional; Preskill, 2021]. So anti-racism is 
one of the really important themes. 

Another theme is dialogue. All my life, and since I was a 
seventh and eighth-grade teacher, dialogue has been 
very important to me. In high school, I was a very quiet, 
introverted person. I’m still an introvert. I never spoke up in 
class and never said a word. I had an English teacher who was 
kind of annoying, who said, “Why doesn’t Stephen ever say 
anything?” She said it right out in class, with all the students 
there, and I was embarrassed. I don’t know why I rose to 
that challenge, but since I was a junior in high school, you 
couldn’t shut me up when it came to discussion. Sometimes 
I would take it too far. Sometimes I talked too much. I 
had to learn over the years that the way to participate in 
discussion is, of course, to contribute, but more than that, 
to see what’s going on with other people. What is the whole 
group taking us towards? I’ve had a love for dialogue for a 
long time. Stephen Brookfield always talks about how he 
was petrified by dialogue, and that he’d be found out to 
be a fraud (Brookfield, 2005; Brookfield et al., 2019). That 
stuff wasn’t my worry. My worry was: how can I learn from 
all these people? How can I shut myself up, so that I can 
really hear out what’s happening and bring the voice out of 
people who never had a chance to say anything? 

There are probably a lot of things, but I’ll just end with 
this third one. Myles’s life, in a lot of ways, is exemplary. 
I’ve already mentioned his courage and his commitment. 
The way he dealt with adversity was to keep on going and 

not worry about it too much or not let him get down too 
much. He had this wonderful sense of humor, as you know, 
and sometimes could take a situation where there’s a lot 
of tension, dispel that, and find a way to do something 
constructive around that tension. I love what Frank Adams 
said about him. He said he was a great listener, but it was 
hard to get him to shut up. Myles loved to talk, and so it 
was a real strain for Myles to be quiet, but he learned to 
do it, which is really something. He wanted to be the one 
dominating the conversation. But there were sometimes 
whole weekends or sessions where he brought people 
together where he didn’t say a word, or the only words he 
spoke were questions. He is famous for finding a way to use 
questions to move the discussion to a new level. So anti-
racism, dialogue and Myles’ character are the themes that 
are all important to me.

Figure 3: Cover art of Preskill (2021).

Regarding apparent heirs, I’m a big admirer of William 
Barber and his Moral Mondays in North Carolina. He’s a 
pastor who’s very committed to social justice and racial 
equity. It’s so interesting that he works with a woman named 
Liz Theoharis. She is the partner in this work and the sister 
to Jeanne Theoharis, who has written this magnificent book 
about Rosa Parks. It’s called The rebellious life of Mrs. Rosa 
Parks (Theoharis, 2015). By the way, their father, Athan 
George Theoharis, was a historian of the FBI and was a real 
problem to the FBI because he was always bringing out all 
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this negative stuff about them. This is a family that just lives 
social justice: Liz Theoharis,  Jeanne Theoharis, their father, 
who’s no longer with us, and their brother George Theoharis 
who’s actually in educational leadership. All these people 
are doing amazing work. 

Figure 4: Rev. Dr. William Barber speaking at a Moral Monday 
rally. Source: Moral Mondays (2022).

Another person whom I admire a lot is Nicholas Longo. 
He wrote the book Why community matters: Connecting 
education with civic life (2007). He’s got a chapter on 
Highlander, which, at chapter length, is about as good as 
it gets. It captures what Highlander was all about. He’s 
also got a chapter on Jane Addams, someone I have long 
admired and whom we wrote about in Learning as a way of 
leading (Preskill & Brookfield, 2009). That’s another person 
who I think is just great. I have to mention Barbara Ransby, 
a biographer and a very involved activist. She wrote the 
definitive biography of Ella Baker (Ransby, 2003). I don’t 
think anyone’s going to write a better biography than 
what Ransby wrote of Ella Baker. Then, Katherine Charron, 
who isn’t as well known and isn’t so much an activist, is a 
wonderful historian who wrote the definitive biography of 
Septima Clark. To learn about Septima Clark, the first place to 
turn is to Katherine Charron’s (2012) book, called Freedom’s 
teacher: The life of Septima Clark. 

The theme is that all these people keep returning to the civil 
rights movement for sustenance, guidance and wisdom. I 
feel the same way. I can mention a bunch of other people, all 
of whom keep turning to the civil rights movement or writing 
about the civil rights movement or who draw on the lessons 
of the civil rights movement. Bryan Stevenson, a completely 
different figure who runs the Equal Justice Initiative (EJI), is 
a lawyer who has done a tremendous amount of work to 
bring the history of black existence and black oppression in 
the United States to the forefront of our consciousness. He’s 
a remarkable person, activist and speaker. To me, all these 
people, and so many others, are carrying on in the tradition 
of Myles Horton. Jeanne Theoharis and Nick Longo are, of 
course, very aware of the Horton legacy. Barbara Ransby 
didn’t write that much about Myles in her book about Ella 
Baker (Ransby, 2003). But they’re all following, in some ways, 
very much in his footsteps.

Figure 5: Ella Baker. Source: Ella Baker (2023). 

J. R.: There are two things that I would like to follow up 
on when it comes to your answer. The first one is that I 
completely agree with you that it’s very remarkable for 
somebody who talks as well as Myles Horton to force 
himself to be a very good listener, too. He was giving all 
these speeches. When he served as a lead strike organizer 
for textile workers in Lumberton, North Carolina, he went 
on the stage in front of thousands of people (Preskill, 2021). 
When his passionate speeches left people spellbound, he 
suddenly realized that he was a charismatic speaker. But 
then he realized that charismatic leadership is something 
dangerous. He discussed this in the context of Dr Martin 
Luther King Jr., who was also very charismatic. As much 
as he admired Martin Luther King, who was obviously an 
extremely important historical figure, he also saw the danger 
of the movement being too focused on Martin Luther King. 
That is one thought that I wanted to invite your further 
comment on. The other is a very short question: Do you see 
any continuities between the Highlander Folk School and 
contemporary movements like Black Lives Matter?

S. P.: First of all, I really appreciate your points about 
charismatic leadership. It’s interesting that two of the 
greatest critics of Dr King were two people who were 
constantly being silenced, Ella Baker and Septima Clark. 
Septima Clark says in a very derisive way: ‘we put Magic 
Man up on the stage, and then he does all this work for 
us. And in the meantime, we and our work are forgotten.’ 
The dangers of charismatic leadership are really interesting, 
and Myles did see them. I appreciate you remembering that 
during that strike, he played the role of an entertainer for all 
these people. He also tried to inspire folks but recognized 
that there was something very wrong about his being the 
dominant voice. 

To your second question: I haven’t connected much with 
the contemporary Highlander. But it’s incredible how much 
they’re doing around issues of Black Lives Matter and anti-
racism brought up to date. Dealing with all sorts of prejudices 
is the focus of Highlander. One of the co-executive directors 
of Highlander, Ash-Lee Woodard Henderson, has a really 
strong social justice background. She herself is black. She’s 
got this amazing commitment to social justice in all its 
forms. It’s possibly true that Highlander, in some ways, is 
stronger and more sustainable than ever, partly because of 
Ash-Lee Woodard Henderson and some other people who 
have been working for Highlander for some time.
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J. R.: You have written five books, numerous chapters, 
refereed journal articles, and more journalistic pieces. Do 
you have any advice for academics who have trouble writing 
and publishing their work?

S. P.: Well, for a long time, I had trouble writing, and in some 
ways, I still do. 

J. R.: Hard to believe. 

S. P.: My best advice is almost like a cliche, but it’s just to keep 
writing and, as much as possible every day, to get thoughts 
on paper; to not just read but also read by staying alert to 
that catchy quote or that incisive comment, and to record 
those. Here’s a place where I’ve gotten a lot of wonderful 
insights from the reading I’ve done that I might be able to 
use at some point in my own writing. Writing in a journal or 
in some format, where you share daily. For years I worked on 
a site called 750words.com. I used to go there every day and 
write my 750 words on all sorts of topics. 

For years I worked on a site called 
750words.com. I used to go there every 
day and write my 750 words.

J. R.: Oh, wow!

S. P.: Yeah. I ended up harvesting stuff because they have 
this wonderful searchable index. I can pull up things I wrote 
about by putting in a couple of keywords. That’s been really 
helpful to me. One of the things that also inspired some of 
my writing is that I did a blog back in 2009, and 2010, which 
I just had a wonderful time doing. It’s called the Third New 
York (http://thethirdnewyork.blogspot.com/). I was trying to 
capture something E. B. White said about New York City in 
1948:

There are roughly three New Yorks. There is, first, the 
New York of the man or woman who was born here, 
who takes the city for granted and accepts its size 
and its turbulence as natural and inevitable. Second, 
there is the New York of the commuter — the city 
that is devoured by locusts each day and spat out 
each night. Third, there is the New York of the person 
who was born somewhere else and came to New 
York in quest of something.... Commuters give the 
city its tidal restlessness; natives give it solidity and 
continuity; but the settlers give it passion (White, 
2000).

I was very much one of those who moved here who are 
particularly enthusiastic boosters of New York. My blog was 
about New York’s wonders and delights and sometimes 
my pains in experiencing New York City. Anyway, that blog 
launched me on much more extensive writing. It led to 
Learning as a way of leading (Preskill & Brookfield, 2009), 
The discussion book (Brookfield & Preskill, 2016), another 
book that hasn’t been published that I worked on, and then, 
of course, the Myles Horton book (Preskill, 2021). Now it’s 
influencing what I’m working on around early childhood 
education in New Mexico. 

S. T.: Could you please provide us with an overview of your 
writings? Later, we’d like to ask you more specific questions 
about three of your works. We are unfamiliar with the one by 
you and R. S. Jacobvitz on Stories of teaching: A foundation 
for educational renewal (2001). Could you tell us more about 
that book?

S. P.: I’m trained as a historian of education. At first, I was 
doing a lot of essay reviews and occasional articles around 
figures in the recent history of education. I did write a short 
piece about Myles (Preskill, 1991), which is not particularly 
memorable. I wrote about many different educators, for 
instance Charles W. Eliot (Preskill, 1989), the president of 
Harvard and part of my dissertation. While doing that, I 
started reading all these teacher narratives. Some of them 
go back a few years: Jonathan Kozol’s (1967) Death at an 
early age, Herbert Kohl’s (1967) 36 children, and Mike Rose’s 
(1989) Lives on the boundary. All these books inspired me. I 
don’t think I’ve ever had such a stimulating and pleasurable 
set of reading experiences as when I was tapping into all 
these remarkable narratives. The guy I worked with when I 
wrote the Myles book is Sam Freedman. He wrote a book 
called Small victories, one of the best teacher narratives ever 
written. 

Figure 6: Cover art of Preskill & Jacobwitz, 2001.
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Anyway, there are many of these teacher narratives. It 
seemed to me that they could be the basis for a great 
teacher education program. You would read all these 
different narratives and develop different themes from them. 
I tried to say that there were different kinds of narratives, for 
instance, one about social justice, one about growth, and 
one about questioning the system. That was the idea of the 
book: it was to transform how we do teacher ed by making 
these teacher narratives a really strong focus of teacher 
preparation programs. I went through a teacher preparation 
program, where I read Teaching as a subversive activity, one 
of Neil Postman’s early books, with a guy named Charles 
Weingartner (1971). Postman went on to write Amusing 
ourselves to death (2005) and all these amazing books that 
people still cite. Reading Teaching as a subversive activity 
was just such an eye-opener. We read so many others. It 
dawned on me in the ‘90s how much these books meant to 
me. So the idea of the book, Stories of teaching. A foundation 
for educational renewal (Preskill & Jacobvitz, 2001), was to 
bring all those stories together, talk about their themes, 
their value, what they were trying to get out and try to 
convince teacher educators. I didn’t have much success in 
changing how we prepare teachers to put much more focus 
on narrative and story.

J. R.: That’s fascinating. I must do my best to lay my hands 
on that book. Together with Stephen Brookfield, you wrote 
two books on discussion (Brookfield & Preskill, 2012, 2016). 
You already started to touch on that when you said that 
dialogue is one of the really important themes in your latest 
book (Preskill, 2021). You also said that you’re an introvert 
and, I guess, an extrovert by training, like Stephen Brookfield 
sometimes says. But maybe you could elaborate on this a 
little more: why is discussion so crucial in your writings and 
when you teach?

S. P.: So yeah, discussion is one of the most important things, 
if not the most important. It comes back to something as 
banal but as important as democracy. It’s our way in the 
classroom of practising democracy. I also saw pretty clearly 
that the more we could have discussions with a lot of 
participation and involvement by students, the more joy 
they got out of the experience. It didn’t have to be a scary 
thing. It could be this incredibly uplifting and exciting thing. 
That’s when I found again and again that I got tremendous 
joy from discussion. 

I was a seventh-grade teacher back in 1973. I was trying to 
get my students to engage in discussion in really constructive 
ways, and one day, they just took off. They didn’t even need 
me. They’re having this amazing conversation, and I’m not 
even part of it. I snuck away to get my department chair, a 
guy I loved named Larry Northam, and I brought Larry in. For 
about 10 minutes, they kept going before it all fell apart. But 
I was so proud of them for finding a way to make discussion 
work without my involvement because we practised it so 
much anyway, ever since then. That was one of the best 
discussions I ever had, and I never had any responsibility for 
it [all laugh]. It pretty much just happened spontaneously. I 
love those kids for doing that. I know they have a ball finding 
a way to talk to each other in constructive, thoughtful, and 
pretty critical ways – critical in the best possible sense. 

Discussion is just so important. There’s one of the things 
I wanted to mention: one of the things I love about what 
Stephen Brookfield and I have tried to do. If you look at the 
stuff we’ve written, you can see it emerging. We wanted to 
get as concrete as possible about how to have constructive 
discussions, something like conversational moves. We 
say what the moves are, though we didn’t exhaust all the 
possibilities. ‘Here are some things you can do in a discussion 
to keep it going, contribute to, or enhance it.’ I think we did 
that a lot. The whole idea of The discussion book (Brookfield 
& Preskill, 2016) was to take all these crazy ideas we had – 
many of which were mine and aren’t terribly workable. The 
first ten are the first ten for a reason because they are the 
best ones. There are a few others that are pretty creative 
and work pretty well. But the idea was to give people a 
handle, a way into a powerful and constructive discussion. 
Sometimes it didn’t have to be commenting. Sometimes 
it was just asking a question. Sometimes it was just being 
quiet. Sometimes it was a kind of body language. There 
were lots of ways to do it. I loved our shared commitment to 
concretizing what discussion is. If we made any contribution 
to thinking about discussion, it is this. It is this attempt to 
concretize it and make it more specific.

Figure 7. Cover art of Brookfield & Preskill (2005).

J. R.: I really appreciate the concreteness of The discussion 
book (Brookfield & Preskill, 2016). I don’t know whether you 
agree with me. Still, I sometimes feel that students in certain 
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countries, for instance, the US or Australia, often people have 
the gift of the gab and they’re very comfortable speaking. 
Of course, it’s an absolute joy having a discussion with 
them. But in Singapore, it can be slightly more challenging. 
There can be language issues with international students, 
not Singaporean students. The general culture, especially 
Singapore Chinese culture, is perhaps a bit more reserved, 
and the communication style is succinct, as opposed to 
elaborate. So that’s why it’s good to have some methods, 
prompts, and discussion protocols that one can try out. 
I like your advice to not give up on a specific discussion 
protocol after the first time and to keep trying because one 
gets better at it with practice and reflection. I like lots of stuff 
about your books on discussion, including the nonverbal 
discussion of Chalk Talk and the Appreciative Pause. 

Figure 8. Covert art of Brookfield & Preskill (2016).

S. P.: That reminds me of another thing I have to mention: 
the importance of small groups. None of this works if you’re 
in a large group all the time. The movement between the 
small group and a large group is just a crucial piece of 
what we write about and what Stephen Brookfield does so 
brilliantly in the workshops that he gives. A small group offers 
students a chance to participate right from the beginning 
and not be left out. They may not be participating in the 
large group yet, but they can in the small group, giving them 
an incentive and a good feeling. I think that will lead to their 

participation in subsequent class sessions. So wanting to get 
everybody involved in some way right from the beginning is 
an important part of our strategy.

S. T.: Do you have any favourite (and least favourite) 
discussion protocols? You’ve already mentioned the top ten.

S. P.: I’ve always loved Circle of Voices. It’s one of our 
go-to’s. It’s a good example of where everybody has an 
opportunity to speak. They don’t have to, but they almost 
always do. Then, that breaks the ice for so many people. 
Circle of Voices is one of those, but I like all of the top ten 
and modalities that are not in the top ten. I’ve always loved 
Quotes to Affirm and Challenge. It’s wonderfully concrete 
and gets people into a text in ways they wouldn’t otherwise. 
It’s in the top ten techniques for text-based discussions, but 
overall only number 37. Circular Response is another one we 
love to use, where it allows people to comment and build on 
what a previous person has said.

We’re probably unique in promoting the idea of the 
Appreciative Pause. Stephen and I have always showed 
appreciation for one another. It has become a really important 
part of our workshops. One of the lessons that we’ve learned 
is when you ask for Appreciative Pauses or expressions of 
appreciation, there will be extended silence. It’s possible for 
there to be a minute or even two minutes of silence, which, 
of course, is excruciatingly long without a response. Partly 
what’s going on is they’re thinking of a moment, but they’re 
also unsure what to say. But once someone says something, 
you get this whole barrage of comments, memories and key 
moments for folks. That’s another important lesson about 
discussion, this whole wait-time idea. We sometimes take it 
to an extreme, but we think it pays off to take time to think.

J. R.: The Appreciative Pause is a great discussion protocol. 
I also like the Circle of Voices and thanks for pointing out 
Quotes to Affirm and Challenge that I need to read up on. 
You were already saying that your seventh graders had one 
of the best discussions you have ever witnessed. Could you 
also tell us what was the worst that you have experienced? 

S. P.: One of the worst happened at a Teachers’ College. 
We had a number of students from Singapore. One of our 
participants, not from Singapore, was a woman who seemed 
to have an objection to every activity we tried. She was just 
a very negative influence in the workshop and, for some 
reason, began to attack the Singapore students for being 
too passive. I got so angry. Stephen Brookfield remembers 
this well. I was standing probably ten feet away from her. I 
stiffened and started to take a step towards her. That’s all I 
did. But it did feel threatening to her and kind of scared me, 
too, but I was so fed up with her negativism.

I almost didn’t know what to do with it. I was so frustrated, 
but it still was a terrible thing, even to suggest that I was 
going to move towards her and get her to shut up or 
whatever. So that’s by far the worst discussion I was part of, 
partly because of her behavior, but also partly because of 
this reaction that came from deep inside me, which could 
have resulted in something really awful. So that was bad. 
We then later both wrote pretty lengthy letters of apology 
to her. She never responded to mine. She did warm to 
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Stephen’s concerns a little bit. But we haven’t seen her for 
many years. This happened back in 2015 or 2016.

J. R.: That sounds relatively harmless to me. I’ve done worse 
than you.

S. P.: I don’t know, it felt very bad to me. It hurt me especially 
because it seemed so unfair to the students from Singapore 
to be attacking them or taking advantage of them in some 
way. I could restrain myself, but I should have controlled 
myself more anyway. That one does stand out.

J. R.: Thank you so much for sharing. We’d like to move on to 
your book Learning as a way of leading (Preskill & Brookfield, 
2009), which I tremendously enjoyed reading. For our JALT 
readers who haven’t read it, what is your concept of learning 
leadership? How did you arrive at the various learning tasks, 
and how did you choose the leaders for that book? Would 
you make any changes, maybe for a second edition?

Figure 9. Cover art of Preskill & Brookfield (2009).

S. P.: Over time, it occurred to us – and this is partly learning 
from Myles – that so much of the leadership that these 
leaders we admire were demonstrating was partly about 
learning. At the very end of Education in black and white, I 
quote Myles Horton saying: “You educate by your own life, 
who you are, I’m interested in people learning how to learn. 

Now the only way I can help is to share my enthusiasm, and 
my ability to learn myself. If I quit learning I can’t share” 
(cited in Preskill, 2021, p. 293). In his 1927 study of Danish 
folk schools, Joseph K. Hart wrote: “We have plenty of men 
and women who can teach what they know… but very few 
who can teach their own capacity to learn” (cited in Preskill, 
2021, p. 293). “Myles Horton dedicated his life to knowing 
and acting on the difference” (Preskill, 2021, p. 293). 

“We have plenty of men and women who 
can teach what they know… but very 
few who can teach their own capacity to 
learn”. Myles Horton dedicated his life to 
knowing and acting on the difference.

So that’s the theme: Myles is this wonderful learner, who 
models learning, demonstrates how he learns and inspires 
and activates others to learn in similar ways. Ella Baker, who’s 
another one of our leaders, was always talking about her own 
learning and bringing activists together, not even primarily 
to take action, but to learn and then to use that learning 
and be able to articulate what was learned as the basis for 
the action that they would take. So our understanding of 
learning leadership was sort of there. But it also emerged 
from the people we were reading about and the people 
we drew on. We must have had about 50 leaders that we 
thought about writing about. But the ones that stood out, 
who in one way or another were learning leaders in this 
really powerful way, were people like Jane Addams and a 
lot of civil rights leaders I’ve talked about: Septima Clark, 
Ella Baker, and Myles. Occasionally, we bring in somebody 
different, like Aldo Leopold, an environmentalist I was 
reading and getting a lot out of.

But they were all explicit about talking about how their 
leadership grew out of their learning, grew out of what they 
were learning from others, what they were reading, what they 
were experiencing, what they came to see, inspired people 
and made a difference for people and then using more of 
that, pouring that on as one leader said so that people would 
be even more inspired and more incited to take action and 
to try to make a difference in their communities. When we 
narrowed it down to the nine leaders, we were looking for 
a mix of leaders in terms of race and gender, in particular. 
These are the ones that we ended up with. We were also 
thinking already that there was a particular strategy or way 
in which these leaders learned, and we wanted to make a 
chapter not just about the people, but also about openness 
or supporting the growth of others, about critical thinking, 
that kind of thing.

Would we make any changes for a possible future edition? 
We’ve had lots of conversations about this. And neither one 
of us has found the time to do it. But if we were to do it 
again, we think we’d use much more contemporary figures. 
Bryan Stevenson has become a real hero of mine. I would do 
a profile of him and the ways in which he’s a learner and a 
teacher. We’d want to draw on and learn from William Barber 
because he frames much of his work as a commitment to 
learning and new enlightenment. So it would be a whole 
different group of leaders. I’m unsure who else we would 
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include and if we would repeat any of them. Another person 
I’ve been a lifelong lover of is Bill Moyers, the journalist. 
Moyers (1981) did that original dialogue with Myles that 
brought Myles to the attention of many people who didn’t 
know about him. In his whole journalistic career, since he 
was an advisor to President Johnson in the ‘60s, Moyers has 
been about learning, whether it’s about learning about the 
mind, genesis, or poetry, or learning about evil. The range 
of things that Bill Moyers has looked at is so striking to me. 

By the way, just a quick story about Bill Moyers. My wife 
and I had just seen the movie about Ruth Bader Ginsburg. 
We came out of the movie and had a drink. It’s a very nice 
theater where there was also a bar connected. And this party 
of people came out, and Bill Moyers was part of it! There 
was a small group, and it seemed very informal. And I’m 
telling my wife Karen: ‘Should I go tell Moyers I’m writing 
about Myles?’ I introduced myself and said, ‘I just appreciate 
so much, Mr Moyers, all the work you’ve done, and I want 
you to know I’m writing a book about Myles Horton,’ and 
he got all excited. He said, ‘Oh, that’s so important. People 
are forgetting Myles. They don’t know about him. It’s been 
so long since anyone wrote about him. You need to do this 
book. And I’m so glad you’re doing it.’ And we emailed a 
little bit. I was going to use his phrase from the TV show he 
put together, referring to Myles as a “radical hillbilly”. It was 
in the title, and Moyers said, ‘No, no, that’s too disparaging 
a term now.’ He cautioned me, and I’m so glad I emailed 
him. Because it could have easily been a better title and a 
catchier one, but it also would have been the wrong one to 
use. Bill Moyers has been such an important teacher to me, 
and I can’t even begin to name all the fields on  which he’s 
shed light that I wouldn’t have otherwise had.

J. R.: In Education in black and white (Preskill, 2021, p. 5), you 
contrasted your own background with the deep poverty that 
Myles Horton grew up in and wrote that you are the 

product of a well-to-do family that settled in a 
prosperous Chicago suburb in the early 1950s. 
My father worked as an executive for a successful 
electronics company and my mother, who had 
earned a law degree, stayed home to care for my 
two brothers and me. I had virtually no adversity in 
my life. I attended a public high school that in many 
ways was the equivalent of an elite private academy. 
And although I didn’t end up attending Ivy League 
schools or accumulating a lot of money, I never really 
lacked for anything.

Could you please tell us a bit about your childhood and 
youth, especially concerning your experience of education? 

S. P.: What I said is absolutely true. My family was stable. 
There wasn’t a lot of tension or difficulty there. It was a very 
safe place to be. The schools I attended were pretty good to 
very good, and I did okay in them. But the downside of all 
that was that I had no adversity. It was such an easy life, and I 
was really a spoiled kid in a lot of ways and less adventurous 
than I think I might have been. And I was making a lot of safe 
choices. I was not a particularly successful student. I have a 
brother. His name is John Preskill. He is one of the leading 

physicists in the world.

J. R.: Wow!

S. P.: Right now, if you want to understand more about 
quantum computing, one of the most prominent names is 
John Preskill. Part of my challenge growing up was that he 
was brilliant, from the very beginning, from when he was a 
baby. My mother remembers watching him play with pots 
and pans on the floor and organize them in ways you don’t 
expect a two-year-old to do. She knew this was a genius. 
My older brother was a very successful physician. Both were 
very accomplished, and I was a classic middle child, caught 
between, who didn’t do particularly well in school, and who 
was very slow to learn to read. And my well-off parents had 
to hire a tutor one summer to get me up to speed so that I 
was ready for fourth grade because I still was a very reluctant 
and not very accomplished reader. Anyway, that helped. But 
I still struggled. 

I went to a pretty non-competitive college. I got a good 
education there at Ithaca college. But there was nothing 
special about it. It was special if you were in certain fields, 
like music or television production, but I was a history major. 
That was not a place that many history majors came out of. 
But I did have a wonderful student-teaching experience. I 
realized I wanted to be a teacher coming out of Ithaca. I got 
a teaching job in a similar suburban situation in greater New 
York, which is, if anything, even more prosperous than the 
community I grew up in. 

Anyway, my memories of my childhood are largely 
very positive. But again, it was like a nothing-happened 
childhood. There was so little risk and difficulty that I look 
back on it as a time that was limited in terms of what I 
learned or benefited. But I was lucky to be as safe, well-off, 
and trouble-free as I was. I’ve lived a charmed life. I continue 
to be largely trouble-free, and I attribute a lot of that to the 
beginning that set me on this very prosperous, safe and un-
risky course. 

I don’t know what else to say. I had a lot of joy growing up. 
I loved sports. I loved baseball. Everything that mattered to 
me came back to baseball. Ultimately, I memorized all these 
statistics that are still in my head. And all of it stopped in 
1975. Now, I’m not going to go into baseball history, where 
I watched a very famous world series on television and was 
blown away by. But then, after that, I just completely forgot 
about it. So baseball is a thing of the past. But when I think 
about growing up, one of the first things I think about is how 
much I loved to play baseball. Though not good enough to 
be a competitive athlete, I was pretty good. And then also 
how much I loved to follow it professionally.

I know Stephen Brookfield sometimes says that his first 
leadership role was as the captain of a soccer team in 
England (Preskill & Brookfield, 2009). I didn’t have that kind 
of leadership experience when I was young, but I remember 
the unbridled joy of playing sandlot baseball. Sometimes 
we played baseball in the street, and somebody would 
want to go to the bathroom. And I’d say, “No no, not yet”. 
I thought if I let somebody go to the bathroom, the game 
would end, and the game was everything [all laugh]. You 
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can’t go to the bathroom or go for a drink of water because 
you won’t come back out. This is such a vivid memory of 
mine and vivid fear. The game has to keep going. To this 
day, sometimes I think of discussion as a game that we have 
to keep going. We have to keep adding to it and maybe 
add another challenging or really interesting piece so that 
people will continue interacting. I don’t want that discussion 
to end, and I certainly don’t want it to end prematurely.

Figure 10: A picture of a baseball figurette of Stephen Preskill 
that was made when he was about ten years old.

S. T.: You briefly mentioned just now that you had a very 
positive experience as a student of history at Ithaca College, 
which helped you decide to become a history teacher and 
a teacher in general. How did you experience teaching at 
Great Neck South Junior High School (1972 – 1976) and 
later as a Special Education Coordinator and Social Studies 
Teacher at South Burlington High School and Middle School 
in Vermont (1976-1981)?

S. P.: One of my early joys as a professional teacher at Great 
Neck South Junior High School was working with the Social 
Studies Department of incredible teachers. My department 
chair was so committed to pushing the boundaries of what 
we could do and believing in discussion, critical thinking, and 
the idea of getting students to problem-solve and giving 
them situations to make sense of. But the whole department 
was just full of intellectuals. They just cared about teaching 
so much and were so creative. I felt a little lost in that group, 
but also looked up to them so much. They were mentors to 
me, and I was this 22-year-old kid who knew very little about 
teaching or, for that matter, about history. I was trying to 
find a way to make it work. 

I did have discipline problems, particularly with the eighth-
grade students I taught. I had two eighth-grade classes 

and three seventh-grade. The seventh-graders worked out 
great, the eighth-graders not so much. After that first year, 
they assigned me only to seventh-grade classes, which was 
a wonderful experience. I learned a lot about teaching, and I 
learned a lot about connecting with students and facilitating 
situations that they would find interesting and compelling 
and want to pursue further. But my wife and I, at the time, 
didn’t want to stay on Long Island anymore, and Long Island 
felt like a trap. The traffic was so terrible, and you couldn’t 
get anywhere. You were just always stuck there. There were 
a lot of things we didn’t like about it, and we were charmed 
by the idea of going to Vermont. 

So I went to this program, where I learned to be a consulting 
teacher. The idea was to work with teachers in mainstreaming 
mildly disabled kids – kids who come in with low IQ scores or 
who are having trouble adjusting to classes were discipline 
problems and were often my responsibility. I would help 
teachers make that work. That was really interesting work 
for me, which I loved. 

But while I’m teaching, I’m also going through my autodidact 
period, which I haven’t had a chance to mention. I’m just 
reading all the books that I’ve never had a chance to read. 
I’m fascinated by history, but I’m reading poetry and theater 
and spending so much of my spare time reading. I’m 
catching up on all the years I have lost as a not-very-good 
reader. Now it’s just all connecting, and rockets are going 
off. I’m so excited about it all, and I can’t wait to get back to 
my reading.

I’m also going through my autodidact 
period... I’m just reading all the books 
that I’ve never had a chance to read… I’m 
reading poetry and theater and spending 
so much of my spare time reading. I’m 
catching up on all the years I have lost as 
a not-very-good reader. Now it’s just all 
connecting, and rockets are going off.

Fortunately, my wife also wanted to do graduate studies. We 
both applied to the University of Illinois in Urbana. I got into 
two different programs. But I chose to be in the history of 
education program. She was in this evaluation program led 
by Robert Stake, who was one of the leading people at the 
time. She was having a great time. I had the time of my life. 
We were there for three years. I would have stayed longer, 
but she wanted to leave after three years. It was like this 
intellectual feast. It was just incredible. 

Then I got a job, much to my surprise, at a little liberal arts 
college, but quite a wonderful one in Minnesota: Carleton 
College. I eventually became the Chair of Education there. 
Then, for various reasons, I didn’t stay. But from there on 
end, I’m connected to higher ed. And it’s pretty easy for 
me to get the next job and the next promotion. So I move 
on from there to a really nice Catholic College in St. Paul, 
Minnesota. And then, my wife and I both got jobs at the 
University of New Mexico. And we’re there for quite a few 
years. 
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When I moved to St. Thomas, in Minnesota and then to the 
University of New Mexico, I began to see that leadership 
is a place for me. There wasn’t as much call for historians 
of education as I would have liked there to be, and there 
wasn’t much of a place for me to do that work. But the 
leadership work was appealing to a lot of people. There were 
departments of educational leadership that I could become 
a part of, yet still bring perspectives on the history of civil 
rights, dialogue, social justice, community activism, and civic 
education. All these things are connected to leadership. So 
I began to think of myself as a kind of leadership scholar. 
I got to continue to teach a course called Biography and 
Leadership, the most rewarding and fulfilling course I 
ever taught, and I taught it for five years. It led right into 
all these things I ended up writing, including Discussion as 
a way of teaching (Brookfield & Preskill, 2005), Stories of 
teaching (Preskill & Jacobvitz, 2001), and Leading as a way 
of learning (Preskill & Brookfield, 2009). All of the things I 
did with Stephen Brookfield were extensions of the work 
I had found, discovered and loved in Minnesota and New 
Mexico. I finished at Wagner College in Staten Island, where 
I continued to do much of the same work.

J. R.: The switch from special and K-12 education to higher 
education was kind of seamless for you? 

S. P.: I put the special ed stuff behind me. It was an important 
part of who I was, but I just let it go once I got to graduate 
school. I did end up teaching some courses when necessary 
on special ed in higher ed, but it just wasn’t an important 
part of my work. So yeah, I guess you could call it pretty 
seamless.

J. R.: Do you have any advice on having a long and satisfying 
career as a university professor?

S. P.: I used to give this advice over and over, and for many 
years, and my advice was: ‘don’t try to do work that’s going 
to get you tenure and promotion, or that’s going to bring 
some limited attention. Do the work you love!’ It’s true that 
I probably was just really lucky that I was able to focus on 
stories, narrative, history, and social justice at a time when 
a lot of that wasn’t exactly in demand. But I was able to 
make it work by combining it with other things that maybe 
were more in demand. But I feel like I didn’t have to sacrifice 
some things that were important to me in order to gain 
advancement and promotions in different universities. I 
could largely be me. I was rewarded for being just this person 
whose commitments I wore on my sleeve, which were very 
clear and consistent and were constantly expressed through 
my teaching, leadership and writing. People were able to see 
that, so my advice is don’t try to psych out the promotion 
and tenure people because you’ll make yourself miserable. 
And you still might not get a promotion and tenure! Try to 
do to the extent that you can what you enjoy the most, what 
satisfies you the most, that has something closer to intrinsic 
value for you, and you’d be better off. I haven’t had a chance 
to give much advice lately. But I used to be asked this all the 
time, and that’s what I always came back to. Once again, 
here’s this fortunate life. I was just really lucky to be able to 
do what I love from a very early period once I ended up in 
higher ed. It worked out really well.

J. R.: It’s great advice that reminds me a little of the famous 
graduation speech by Steve Jobs (2005). I think he was saying 
to do what you love and not settle for second best. It also 
reminds me of the current focus on STEM subjects. There is 
this, in my opinion, misguided belief that you need to study 
certain subjects – and God forbid, not the humanities, social 
sciences or fine arts – in order to have a promising future 
and be employable. I don’t think at all that this is how it 
works.

S. P.: I’m with you! [All laugh.]

S. T.: Could you tell us a little bit more about your future 
plans? Is there anything we did not cover that you would still 
like to talk about?

S. P.: My current and future plan is to write about the family 
development program at the University of New Mexico that 
has helped New Mexico as a state to become one of the 
leaders in the nation, serving families with young children 
and seeing to it that early childhood education is an 
option for everyone, regardless of background or wealth or 
anything.

James Heckman, an economist at the University of Chicago 
who has written extensively about early childhood, has 
greatly influenced me. He’s been claiming now for many 
years, after winning the Nobel Prize for Economics, that the 
full funding of early childhood education is one of the keys 
to realizing a country’s sustainable future. It’s that important. 
When we don’t do it, it affects us in multiple negative ways. 
I want to understand that better and understand how New 
Mexico was able to do this through its family development 
program and tell some stories. I’ve been having fun drafting 
some of the chapters because I feel like I’m getting a chance 
to use some of my creative writing abilities to put people in 
the situation and dramatize things a little bit more, and to 
make the writing that I’m doing even more accessible and 
even more compelling for people to read. I still have a long 
way to go on that, but I think I have a real chance. I still 
need to get a book contract, though. So I sent a proposal to 
the University of New Mexico Press. It’s a very nice, smaller 
press, but I think it would be a very appropriate place to 
publish the book. In the next couple of weeks, I hope to 
hear something positive. Anyway, that’s a big part of what 
I’m doing. 

The one thing I haven’t had a chance to talk about is 
something about the importance of being a full, kind, 
welcoming person in higher ed. I write about this in one or 
two of the books: that my job isn’t to get students interested 
in what I’m interested in. My job is to be interested in what 
students are doing and find a way to help them get that 
expressed or published. I think that’s been a really important 
part of my life. It isn’t about me; it’s about them. 

My job isn’t to get students interested in 
what I’m interested in. My job is to be 
interested in what students are doing and 
find a way to help them get that expressed 
or published… It isn’t about me; it’s about 
them.



335Journal of Applied Learning & Teaching Vol.6 No.1 (2023)

My commitment to openness means I’m committed to 
what they want to pursue and what they want to learn 
more about, whereas so many professors are trying to push 
students towards their area of interest. I’ve intentionally 
avoided that and tried to say, ‘I want to know where you 
are, and what you care about, or what you have passion for, 
and figure out a way to keep that going and reinforce that.’ 
That’s been a source of tremendous satisfaction for me. I’ve, 
in a lot of ways, been seen as a leader in higher ed, not 
primarily for what I’ve written, and not even primarily for 
what I’ve taught, but primarily for the way I’ve interacted 
with individual students who are trying to write dissertations 
or master’s theses or who’re just trying to find themselves 
intellectually and professionally. I’ve been a sounding board. 
I’ve been a person that people could go to and have open, 
honest and helpful conversations that would give students a 
clearer sense of how they might move forward on something 
they have a real passion for. In some ways, that’s the hardest 
thing to document. But the thing I’m the proudest of is that 
I’ve been that kind of person to students, and I hope to 
everyone, but particularly the students I’ve come in contact 
with as a professor.

I’ve… been seen as a leader in higher ed, 
not primarily for what I’ve written, and 
not even primarily for what I’ve taught, 
but primarily for the way I’ve interacted 
with individual students who are trying 
to write dissertations or master’s theses 
or who’re just trying to find themselves 
intellectually and professionally... I’ve 
been a person that people could go 
to and have open, honest and helpful 
conversations that would give students 
a clearer sense of how they might move 
forward on something they have a real 
passion for... The thing I’m the proudest 
of is that I’ve been that kind of person to 
students… I’ve come in contact with as a 
professor.

J. R.: These are inspiring words. Attending your class at 
Teachers College, Columbia University, team-teaching 
with Stephen Brookfield, was an absolute pleasure. I had a 
wonderful time, though I was in a different time zone. I was 
worried I would fall asleep because I don’t go to bed that 
late. But it was so captivating that I had no trouble staying 
awake till 4 am. The whole team teaching concept also came 
alive the way the two of you did it.

S. P.: I haven’t talked about how much I’ve learned from 
Stephen Brookfield about discussion and writing. He was 
surprised to see Education in black and white as strongly 
written as it was because I haven’t always been as strong a 
writer for some of our joint projects. But to the extent that 
the ‘Myles book’ is the best work I’ve done, I have to pay 
tribute to Stephen for his support, guidance and tolerance 
of my less-than-great efforts but his commitment to making 
them good. I can never be Stephen Brookfield. At some 

point, I thought I could try to be like him, but I don’t have 
his wit and ability to articulate ideas so clearly. But I’ve really 
enjoyed being a kind of partner to him and how much I’ve 
gotten out of it. Of course, he’s also a really good friend, 
and we have wonderful conversations. To have all of that, it’s 
been a great thing for me. I’m very grateful to Stephen for all 
the ways he’s made my life richer and better.

S. T.: Thank you so much for this great interview!
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Abstract
During the 2020 iteration of a Bachelor of Nursing Clinical 
Health Assessment skills course delivered in Singapore, 
the sudden cancellation of all face-to-face classes due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in innovative strategies 
being required and quickly created to enable students 
to successfully complete clinical skills laboratories and 
Objective Structured Clinical Examinations (OSCEs) online. 
However, the realism of the experience was rudimentary. At 
the end of the 2020 teaching semester, and the possibility 
that the next iteration of the course would also need to be 
online, it was decided to explore technologies to provide a 
more realistic and interactive user experience for the 2022 
iteration of the Clinical Health Assessment skills course and 
particularly for the OSCEs. A research project was initiated 
in 2021, to develop and test the use of virtual or mixed 
reality applications for online simulated learning and clinical 
skills assessment. This paper discusses the development 
and operationalisation phases of a mixed reality interactive 
virtual patient application used for online OSCEs in a Clinical 
Health Assessment skills course. 

Keywords: Educational technology; mixed reality (MR); 
online Objective Structured Clinical Examinations (OSCEs); 
virtual assessment; virtual patients.   

Introduction and background

Over recent years, the global COVID-19 pandemic and 
resultant biosecurity measures have brought many 
challenges for universities and colleges, including those 
providing nursing education programs. While many courses 
can be taught and assessed effectively online, delivery and 
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assessment for courses that focus on clinical skills have been 
somewhat more challenging (Crawford et al., 2020; Dewart 
et al., 2020; Grafton et al., 2021). As the COVID-19 pandemic 
began to impact Singapore in early 2020, a Clinical Health 
Assessment (CHA) skills course in a Bachelor of Nursing (BN) 
program provided by an Australian university for nurses in 
Singapore, was quickly moved online. Rapid development of 
imaginative and innovative strategies to provide the clinical 
skills laboratories and the Objective Structured Clinical 
Examinations (OSCEs) online enabled course learning 
outcomes to be met, and thus maintained academic 
continuity for students (Grafton et al., 2021).  

Education for healthcare practitioners is ever-evolving as new 
and emerging technologies impact on the way education 
is provided (Co & Chu, 2020; Mtshali & Harerimana, 2019). 
Research recommends that nursing programs continue to 
adapt and transform (Ion et al., 2021) and report on the 
successful use of virtual learning platforms not only to 
conduct effective teaching, but also to facilitate students’ 
clinical learning experience (Co & Chu, 2020: Lee & Xiong, 
2022; Manakatt et al., 2021; Schmitz et al., 2021). At the 
end of the 2020 teaching semester, and the likelihood that 
the next iteration of the CHA course would also need to be 
online, it was decided to explore opportunities for crafting 
a virtual or mixed reality experience combining simulated 
patients and a virtual learning environment to further 
enhance the students’ sense of reality and interactivity for 
the 2022 course iteration and particularly for the OSCEs. 

A project was initiated in 2021 to develop, test, implement 
and evaluate an interactive virtual means of online clinical 
skills assessment of nursing students. A research team 
was assembled resulting in members from three different 
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disciplines and this paper discusses the development and 
operationalisation phases of that project. The research team 
was led by the BN Program Director (Singapore), and initially 
included the academic convenor for the CHA course, and 
the BN Health Technical Services team leader. Experience 
with applications, virtual and augmented technologies was 
brought to the team via the addition of a senior academic 
from the School of Pharmacy and Medical Sciences, and 
two academic staff from the College of Art and Immersive 
Design. Each member of the interdisciplinary team brought 
different perspectives, experience, and expertise and gave 
rise to creativity that would not ordinarily be found in a team 
from within the same discipline (Grant et al., 2023; Zhang & 
Wang, 2021).  

Development and testing of the app

As the CHA skills course was to be delivered online by the 
academic convenor in Australia, for nurses in Singapore, 
several considerations for a virtual application for clinical 
skills assessment were prioritised: These included that the 
application would need to:

be of low or no cost to access for students and 
staff;

require no special equipment, such as specialised 
goggles;

be accessible on any electronic device;

be able to be applied in virtual private rooms / 
channels for OSCE assessment purposes;

include culturally appropriate aspects for 
Singapore.

•

•

•

•

•

Developmental considerations also included the technical 
aspects such as the platform and the type of software or 
program used so that it would work seamlessly within 
programs and the existing platforms in use on University’s 
course sites. Within the university’s School of Nursing, the 
course remained embedded within the Blackboard learning 
management system (LMS). However, Microsoft Teams 
was being increasingly used, particularly as a platform for 
tutorials and discussion forums (Henderson et al., 2020). 
Thus, a Microsoft Teams course site was created for the CHA 
course and students provided with guidance for use.

Different educational technologies as well as technologies 
from outside the educational paradigm were experimented 
with during development. A mixed reality interactive virtual 
patient application was built using the Microsoft Power 
platform with life-like stylised virtual patients constructed 
using Unreal Engine and Meta-human creator (Epic Games 
Inc., 2004-2023), for deployment via the course Microsoft 
Teams site (Grant et al., 2023).  The complex technical details 
of development are discussed in other publications by 
the team and are not the focus of this paper. For practical 
purposes, the interactive virtual patient application is 
abbreviated and referred to as the ‘VR app’.

For this course, three virtual patients were developed from 
the scenarios of the previous iteration of the course with 
two scenarios for each virtual patient, providing different 
body systems assessment options for the OSCEs. The 
virtual patients’ names and physical characteristics were 
designed with sensitivity and relevance to reflect the ethnic 
and cultural demographics of the population in Singapore, 
and to pay cognisance to the concept of decolonisation 
pedagogy (Sahjahan et al., 2022).  An outline of the patients 
and scenarios is provided in Table 1.

Table 1: Virtual patients and scenarios.

One virtual patient (Patient 1: Irfan Bin Rahman) was selected 
for practice scenarios, and access via an open ‘OCSE practice 
channel’ in Teams, was provided to students one month 
before the OSCEs, to allow students to not only practice the 
process for the OSCE but also to develop familiarity with 
using the VR app. The remaining two patients’ and scenarios 
were used for the formal OSCEs. 

From past personal experience, students in Singapore use a 
range of different electronic devices to access online content 
in their courses. The research team, therefore, experimented 
with access, appearance, and usability of the VR app on a 
range of devices including laptop computers, tablets and 
mobile phones, and with different browsers, to mimic the 
different ways students may access their course content 
and online assessment. Research reports that student 
experiences using educational technology applications 
must be considered (Lee & Xiong, 2022). During the final 
development stage, a small group of past students who 
had completed the OSCE in the previous online iteration 
participated in a live demonstration of the VR app. This 
allowed those students to compare the VR app OSCE process 
to the previous online OSCE process and provided valuable 
information and feedback for refinement. A brief survey was 
then sent to the 2022 cohort of students to gather feedback 
on their experience of the VR app in the open OSCE practice 
channel with Patient 1 (Irfan Bin Rahman). Feedback from 
students informed final minor adjustments to the VR app 
to create the final version (Version 2.0). The VR app in the 
open OSCE practice channel was then updated to the final 
version, while the VR app with the other two virtual patients 
and their scenarios was deployed within the examiners’ 
private channels ready for the OSCEs. 

The VR app and functionality

In terms of functionality, the VR app provided a home page 
with a ‘Start’ button and entry into a virtual ‘room’ for the 
selected scenario (Figure 1). While the entry room was usually 
the same for each patient scenario, the VR app provided for 
individual scenario-specific details and assessments.  
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Figure 1: Virtual entry room.

Figure 2: Practice scenario with clickable tabs for patient 
information.

After progressing through the scenario-specific patient 
information, the students moved forward to more specific 
assessment. Icons (shown in Figure 3) were used to indicate 
the various sections of physical assessment for the patient 
in the scenario. The icons represent the key sections of 
the OSCE assessment criteria: general patient survey, vital 
signs interpretation, body systems assessment (two systems 
specific to the particular scenario), additional assessments 
applicable to the scenario (e.g., pain assessment) and clinical 
handover. The description for the assessment the icon 
represents appeared as the student hovered over each icon. 
The student entered the chosen section by clicking on the 
icon, and when completed, they click the ‘back’ button, and 
proceed to the next icon for the next part of the patient 
assessment.

Figure 3: Icons for assessment.

For the various body systems assessment, a selection of 
views of the relevant virtual patient allowed the student to 
select the most appropriate view (e.g., posterior or anterior 
view of the chest for respiratory system assessment) and 
embedded interactive tools enabled the student to draw on 
the image to indicate examination landmarks (an example is 
shown in Figure 4).  

Figure 4: The virtual patient with view options and interactive 
tools.

Operationalisation – the process for the OSCEs

In addition to the open OSCE practice scenario using the VR 
app, detailed written information and an online workshop 
were also provided to support students to become familiar 
with the online process and assessment expectations for the 
OSCEs. With 104 students enrolled in the course, a five-day 
period was allocated for OSCEs, and students self-enrolled to 
a selected day and time on a live spreadsheet on the course 
Microsoft Teams site. Once completed the spreadsheet 
was downloaded and used by the convenor during OSCEs 
to manage the schedule and student attendance. Three 
examiners were rostered to cover the exam period, with two 
examiners operating at any one time. The examiners were 
all experienced and qualified Singaporean nurse educators 
who had previously tutored in the course and examined 
OSCEs both face-to-face and in the previous online format. 
The OSCEs were conducted in the course Microsoft Teams 
site, across several time zones with the convenor based 
in Brisbane, Australia, 103 students and two examiners in 
Singapore, and one student and one examiner in England. 
Examiners were each provided a private (locked) channel, 
with students given access by the convenor, one at a time, 
to an examiner’s channel, to facilitate uninterrupted privacy 
and confidentiality during each individual student’s exam. 
The VR app with Patient 2, (Mary Leong) and Patient 3 
(Rasheeda Khalid), (and the two options for each) was linked 
within each examiner’s private channel with the particular 
patient and scenario being given to each student at the time 
of their exam.  

Although the convenor had access to the examiners’ 
channels, this was not used unless requested by the examiner 
to join them. The WhatsApp instant messaging service was 
used for communication between examiners and convenor. 
An ‘OSCE Waiting room’ channel was set up and managed 
by the convenor with ‘meetings’ scheduled for the morning 
session and evening session for each day. Such ‘meetings’ 
provided the opportunity for live interaction with students 
‘joining a meeting’ 15-30 minutes before their scheduled 
OSCE to ensure their technical equipment was working 
effectively and to manage anxieties. 
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Within the private examiner’s channel, once identity checks 
were completed, the student was directed to share their 
screen and click on the selected scenario. Having the student 
share their screen and open the VR app for the scenario placed 
the student in control of their progress through the scenario 
and thus realistically access patient information, examine, 
and use interactive tools to demonstrate relevant clinical 
examinations and physical landmarks. Throughout the OSCE, 
the student and examiner were able to see and interact with 
each other via real-time on-screen camera and audio feed, 
while the scenario continued to be displayed and function 
on the shared screen. Thus, the student was able to clarify 
and demonstrate skills such as examination techniques, with 
their hands to camera, or indicate a landmark on their own 
body to provide clarification. Examiners were provided with 
electronic marking criteria which were completed for each 
student and emailed to the convenor for checking and entry 
of marks to the course site.  Examiners were requested to 
record each individual OSCE to allow for moderation and in 
the case of any dispute of performance. At the completion 
of an individual OSCE, the examiner stopped the recording, 
ended the ‘meeting’, completed documentation, and 
messaged the convenor when ready for the next student. 
A detailed description of the process for OSCEs is provided 
in Appendix 1 – 2022 OSCE Process Flow Chart. A random 
selection of recordings was reviewed by the convenor for 
moderation prior to releasing student marks, and then all 
recordings were deleted.

Discussion

As bio-security restrictions have continued to ebb and flow 
in response to risk, it could be argued that the COVID-19 
pandemic has provided a catalyst for the rapid development, 
expansion and innovative use of education technologies 
(Khamis et al., 2021; Manakatt et al., 2021; Miller & Guest, 
2021). For the CHA course, the ongoing suspension of all 
face-to-face teaching and assessment provided an ideal 
opportunity to explore virtual reality technologies in order 
to provide a more realistic user experience in completion of 
online OSCEs than the previous experience. This paper has 
reported the developmental and operationalisation phases 
of the larger project. Evaluation of user experience and 
effectiveness of the VR app was completed and is reported 
in other publications. A summary of the project and results 
was also reported in a poster presented at the 2022 NETNEP 
8th International Nurse Education Conference (Grafton et 
al., 2022). 

In an uncertain world, educators need to be prepared to 
deliver courses online (Matthias  et al., 2019). The journey 
to find a more realistic and interactive user experience for 
students’ clinical skills learning and especially the OSCEs, 
while ensuring the integrity and rigour of the OSCE as an 
assessment item led accessing experience, knowledge, 
and skills outside the nursing discipline. In this project, the 
different disciplines and members of the research team 
brought different perspectives and resulted in greater 
creativity than may have been found within a team limited to 
one discipline (Grant et al., 2023; Zhang & Wang, 2021). The 
diverse team provided a valuable opportunity to experiment 
with different technologies at the development and testing 

stages and helped reshape the project to find a creative 
functional application of technologies to enable students to 
meet the course learning outcomes in the online space. 

Conclusions and recommendations 

Final reflective observations of the convenor concluded 
that purposeful exploration and use of technology and a 
willingness to adopt such technologies can lead to creative 
solutions to facilitate realistic and interactive learning and 
assessment. While shown to be valuable for when face-to-
face classes are not possible, there is potential for other 
applications such as opportunities for students across health 
disciplines to practice before major face-to-face clinical 
examinations. In line with feedback from users, and results of 
this project reported in another paper, further development 
of the mixed reality interactive virtual patient application 
(VR app) incorporating vocal responses and purposeful 
movement of the virtual patients is being explored.
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ChatGPT: Bullshit spewer or the end of traditional assessments in higher education?

Jürgen RudolphA A Head of Research, Kaplan Singapore

Abstract

ChatGPT is the world’s most advanced chatbot thus far. 
Unlike other chatbots, it can create impressive prose within 
seconds, and it has created much hype and doomsday 
predictions when it comes to student assessment in higher 
education and a host of other matters. ChatGPT is a state-
of-the-art language model (a variant of OpenAI’s Generative 
Pretrained Transformer (GPT) language model) designed to 
generate text that can be indistinguishable from text written 
by humans. It can engage in conversation with users in a 
seemingly natural and intuitive way.

In this article, we briefly tell the story of OpenAI, the 
organisation behind ChatGPT. We highlight the fundamental 
change from a not-for-profit organisation to a commercial 
business model. In terms of our methods, we conducted 
an extensive literature review and experimented with this 
artificial intelligence (AI) software. Our literature review 
shows our review to be amongst the first peer-reviewed 
academic journal articles to explore ChatGPT and its 
relevance for higher education (especially assessment, 
learning and teaching). After a description of ChatGPT’s 
functionality and a summary of its strengths and limitations, 
we focus on the technology’s implications for higher 
education and discuss what is the future of learning, 
teaching and assessment in higher education in the context 
of AI chatbots such as ChatGPT. We position ChatGPT in 
the context of current Artificial Intelligence in Education 
(AIEd) research, discuss student-facing, teacher-facing and 
system-facing applications, and analyse opportunities and 
threats. We conclude the article with recommendations for 
students, teachers and higher education institutions. Many 
of them focus on assessment.

Keywords: Artificial Intelligence (AI); Artificial Intelligence 
in Education (AIEd); assessment; ChatGPT; Generative Pre-
trained Transformer 3 (GPT-3); higher education; learning & 
teaching; natural language processing (NLP).

Introduction

Samson TanB B Director of Regional Strategy & Operations (Singapore), Civica Asia Pacific

Shannon TanC C Research Assistant, Kaplan Singapore

I have the knowledge, I have the lived experience, 
I’m a good student, I go to all the tutorials and I go 
to all the lectures and I read everything we have 
to read but I kind of felt I was being penalised 
because I don’t write eloquently and I didn’t feel 
that was right.
(‘Essay Witch’, a student in New Zealand who used 
AI tools for their assignments, cited in Heyward, 
2022)

The advent of new education technology often engenders 
strong emotions, ranging from doomsday predictions to 
unbridled euphoria. GPT-3 and ChatGPT (which is based 
on GPT-3) are no exceptions. Already GPT-3’s introduction 
garnered a mix of enthusiastic and alarmist responses in 
news outlets. The BBC asked in its title whether, with GPT-3, 
we have seen our AI future (Cellan-Jones, 2020). The New 
York Times wrote that machines “are getting terrifyingly 
good” at writing (Manjoo, 2020). The Economist (2020) 
noted that “GPT-3 can be eerily human-like – for better and 
for worse”. The Telegraph opined that “we should be very 
worried about AI-generated text” (Pagnamenta, 2020). It 
was left to OpenAI’s CEO, Sam Altman, to caution against 
the hype:

“The GPT-3 hype is way too much. It’s impressive 
(thanks for the nice compliments!) but it still has 
serious weaknesses and sometimes makes very 
silly mistakes. AI is going to change the world, 
but GPT-3 is just a very early glimpse. We have a 
lot still to figure out” (Altman, 2020).

Furthermore, not everybody was impressed. At the other end 
of the spectrum of responses, Marcus and Davis proclaimed 
(2020) that GPT-3 is “a fluent spouter of bullshit” and “not a 
reliable interpreter of the world”. 
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When ChatGPT arrived on the scene, it was hailed as “scary-
good, crazy-fun” and reliably passing the “Nazi Test” – 
being “not particularly evil” (Kantrowitz, 2022). Kantrowitz 
(2022) also commented that “[a]fter years of false hype, 
the real thing is here”. The Atlantic wrote that ChatGPT is 
part of “the generative-AI eruption” that “may change our 
mind about how we work, how we think, and what human 
creativity really is” (Thompson, 2022). Shopify’s CEO Toby 
Lütke (2022) tweeted: “This is insane”, and Elon Musk 
wrote: “ChatGPT is scary [sic!] good. We are not far from 
dangerously strong AI” (cited in Piper, 2022). The New York 
Times coined ChatGPT "the industry’s next big disrupter" 
(Grant & Metz, 2022) that “could change the world” (Metz, 
2022). The same newspaper noted that many of ChatGPT’s 
early fans tweeted “in astonished, grandiose terms, as if 
it were some mix of software and sorcery” (Roose, 2022). 
Alphabet’s management was so impressed that it prompted 
a ‘code red’ due to ChatGPT’s potential to upend the 
dominance of Google search, with Microsoft already using 
OpenAI technology to improve its own search engine, Bing 
(Tung, 2023). Again, we quote a tweet by Altman on the 
buzz around ChatGPT:

interesting to me how many of the ChatGPT takes 
are either ‘this is AGI’ (obviously not close, lol) or 
‘this approach can’t really go that much further’. 
trust the exponential. flat looking backwards, 
vertical looking forwards” (cited in Ortiz, 2022; 
note: AGI refers to artificial general intelligence).

In the history of educational technology, many technological 
innovations have been imagined to be the end of traditional 
education as we know it, often as a result of a euphoric and 
rather irrational infatuation with technology (Rudolph, 2018; 
Kefalaki et al., 2022). Since the beginning of the 20th century, 
film, radio, television, computers, the Internet, mobile 
technologies, social media, and virtual, augmented, mixed 
and extended reality have been heralded as revolutionising 
learning and teaching (Terzian, 2019; Tan, 2019; Akinola et al., 
2020; Kuleto et al., 2021). However, throughout the history 
of EdTech, there was frequently insufficient consideration for 
how educators implemented and students interacted with 
such resources.

Ferster’s (2014, p. 1) remark that despite machines having 
radically transformed many aspects of daily living in the 
20th century, a nineteenth-century “visitor would feel 
quite at home in a modern classroom” still rings true. The 
traditional learning environment in physical classrooms 
remains fundamentally unaltered. There is a long history 
of viewing technology as a panacea or as bedevilling. 
However, “both technological determinism and Luddism 
should be avoided, with there not being any Magister ex 
machina miracle” (Rudolph, 2018, p. 35). Hopes for radical 
innovation in higher education are often exaggerated. A 
more recent example is the MOOCs (Massive Open Online 
Courses) that were supposed to be a harbinger of the death 
of higher education (Rudolph, 2014). However, it turned out 
that credentials, which universities have a monopoly on, 
continue to be highly valued by students (Rivas et al., 2020; 
Santandreu Calonge et al., 2019).

In this article, we briefly tell the story of OpenAI, the 
organisation behind ChatGPT. We highlight the fundamental 
change from a not-for-profit organisation to a commercial 
business model and review implications for higher 
education. We briefly discuss our methodical approach 
and note that our article is amongst the first peer-reviewed 
academic journal articles to thematise ChatGPT and higher 
education. We describe ChatGPT’s functionality and discuss 
its strengths and limitations. Thereafter, we arrive at the 
important enquiry: what is the future of learning, teaching and 
assessment in higher education in the context of AI chatbots 
such as ChatGPT? In positioning ChatGPT in the context of 
current Artificial Intelligence in Education (AIEd) research, 
we discuss student-facing, teacher-facing and system-facing 
applications and also analyse opportunities and threats. 
We conclude the article with some recommendations for 
students, teachers and institutions.

A brief history of OpenAI and ChatGPT

OpenAI

OpenAI is an artificial intelligence (AI) research laboratory 
that conducts research with the stated goal of promoting 
and developing ‘friendly AI’ in a way that benefits humanity 
as a whole (OpenAI, 2015). The San Francisco-based 
organisation was founded, amongst others, by a Silicon 
Valley who’s who of tech tycoons (Metz, 2016): Elon Musk 
(who resigned from the organisation’s Board of Directors in 
2018), LinkedIn founder Reid Hoffman, PayPal co-founder 
Peter Thiel, former Stripe-Chief Technology Officer Greg 
Brockman and Y Combinator founder Sam Altman (whose 
business incubator helped bootstrap companies like AirBnB, 
Dropbox and Coinbase). Brockman and Altman continue to 
serve as OpenAI’s President and CEO, respectively. OpenAI 
has quickly become one of the world’s leading AI research 
labs, alongside others like Alphabet’s DeepMind (Hao, 
2020a).

The long-term goal of OpenAI was to create an “artificial 
general intelligence” (AGI; OpenAI, 2015). AGI, sometimes 
also known as ‘strong AI’, is the holy grail of AI and refers 
to machines being capable of performing any intellectual 
tasks that humans can (see Grace et al., 2018; Bostrom, 2017; 
McAfee & Brynjolfsson, 2017; Harari, 2016; Kurzweil, 2005; 
Searle, 1980). According to OpenAI’s founders, AI offers a 
great opportunity for improving the world, with applications 
ranging across industries from self-driving cars to precision 
personalised medicine (Markoff, 2015). Musk, who has 
longstanding concerns about the possibility of artificial 
intelligence turning against humanity (he has called AI our 
“biggest existential threat” and said that “we’re summoning 
the demon” with it – cited in Markoff, 2015), stressed that the 
focus was on building technologies that augment rather than 
replace humans. According to OpenAI’s founders’ vision, AI 
was to be developed in a way that is safe and beneficial to 
humanity, and open-source software and advanced AI tools 
were to be publicly shared without intellectual property 
restrictions (Markoff, 2015). Initially, OpenAI asserted that 
it would be independent of for-profit financial incentives 
and thus well-placed to shepherd the technology with 
humanity’s best interests in mind (Hao, 2020b).
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In 2019, an important change in OpenAI’s business model 
occurred. By transforming themselves from a non-profit 
organisation to a for-profit corporation, the ‘open’ in the 
organisation’s name became more questionable, and 
OpenAI’s claims of democratising AI became doubtful. In 
July 2019, OpenAI received a US$1 billion investment from 
Microsoft (OpenAI, 2019), and in 2020, it became known that 
OpenAI’s latest language model, GPT-3, would be exclusively 
licensed to Microsoft (Hao, 2020b). In the last few years, 
Microsoft poured another US$2 billion into OpenAI, and it 
is “in talks to invest another $10 billion in OpenAI as it seeks 
to push its technology even further” (Metz & Weise, 2023). 
In late 2022, Elon Musk tweeted, “OpenAI was started as 
open-source & non-profit. Neither are [sic!] still true” (cited 
in Hao, 2022). Hao (2020b) highlighted the problematic 
relationship between advanced AI and the world’s largest 
tech companies:

The most advanced AI techniques require an 
enormous amount of computational resources, 
which increasingly only the wealthiest companies 
can afford. This gives tech giants outsize influence 
not only in shaping the field of research but also 
in building and controlling the algorithms that 
shape our lives.

In 2020, OpenAI introduced Generative Pre-Trained 
Transformer (GPT-)3 as a major AI breakthrough. GPT-3 was 
trained on hundreds of billions of words (45 terabytes of 
text; Cooper, 2021). Its dataset comes from Common Crawl 
(a nonprofit organisation that crawls the web and freely 
provides its archives and datasets to the public), WebText2 
(the text of web pages from all outbound Reddit links 
from posts with more than three upvotes), books (Books1 
& Books2 are two internet-based books corpora) and 
Wikipedia (Brown et al., 2020).

At present, GPT-3 is the largest and most powerful language 
model ever created (Heaven, 2020). It leverages deep 
learning to generate text (including essays, stories, poems 
and code). Amazingly, it is capable of performing many 
diverse tasks without specific training. Natural language 
processing (NLP) systems are normally trained on a large 
corpus of text, requiring a costly and laborious ‘supervised’ 
learning approach that involves each piece of data being 
labelled (Grossman, 2020). This approach is known as fine-
tuning (Brown et al., 2020; Radford et al., 2018). However, 
GPT-3 can learn from any text and is capable of many 
different tasks with no additional training. Amongst other 
things, it is able to produce narratives, generate computer 
code, autocomplete images, translate between languages, 
and perform calculations (Grossman, 2020).

Generative Pre-Trained Transformer 3 is a substantial 
upgrade of previous GPT models. With language models, size 
matters. GPT-3 has 175 billion parameters (the values that a 
neural network tries to optimise during training), compared 
with GPT-2’s 1.5 billion and GPT’s 110 million parameters 
(Heaven, 2020; Grossman, 2020; Lauret, 2020). The training 
was conducted on Microsoft Azure’s AI supercomputer 
and is estimated to have cost US$12 million (Scott, 2020; 
Wiggers, 2020). As a result, GPT-3 works for a wide range of 

applications, “including summarisation, translation, grammar 
correction, question answering, chatbots, composing emails, 
and much more” (Floridi & Chiriatti, 2020).

GPT-3 is capable of performing zero-shot, one-shot, and 
few-shot learning (Brown et al., 2020). In a few-shot (FS) 
setting, a language model is prompted with a number of 
examples or demonstrations. In contrast, a one-shot (1S) 
setting provides only one instance and a zero-shot (0S) 
setting can be viewed as “unfairly hard” (Cooper, 2021), 
as even humans – for instance, our students – appreciate 
examples before they perform a task.

GPT-3’s exponential upscaling of the model size improves 
the few-shot performance by leaps and bounds (Brown 
et al., 2020). Apparently, and mind-blowingly, GPT-4 (that 
is expected to become available sometime in 2023 and 
that will come with ChatGPT-4) will have about 100 trillion 
parameters: about 500 times more than GPT-3, thus 
approaching the number of neural connections in the human 
brain (Romero, 2021; Kovanovic, 2022; Liquid Ocelot, 2023). 
It has been speculated that increasing the scale by another 
100x (the difference between GPT-2 and GPT-3) could bring 
the few-shot performance close to the human level. Using 
the probably erroneous assumption that human neurons 
roughly equal neural network parameters, Lauret (2020) 
speculated: “A human brain has roughly 100 billion neurons, 
which forms something of the order of 100 to 500 trillion 
synaptic connections. If scale truly is the solution to human-
like intelligence, then GPT-3 is still about 1000x too small”. It 
is useful to note that GPT-3, as well as its predecessors and 
rivals, have no knowledge in the strict sense of the word. 
Such language models are not designed to store or retrieve 
facts. They are “just good at predicting the next word(s) in 
the sequence” (Cooper, 2021).

In 2020, OpenAI announced a GPT-3-associated application 
programming interface (API) that aims at natural-language-
answering of questions. In addition, the API can translate 
between selected languages and generate improvised text. 
OpenAI’s products include deep learning models such 
as DALL-E that can generate digital images from natural 
language descriptions (see Figure 1).

ChatGPT

On 30 November 2022, OpenAI launched a free preview of 
ChatGPT, its new AI chatbot, leading to OpenAI’s estimated 
value leapfrogging to US$29 billion (Jin & Kruppa, 2023; Hao, 
2022; OpenAI, 2022). A chatbot is an artificial intelligence-
based software application which can engage in human-like 
conversations. Users can ask questions or make requests, 
and the system responds within seconds. ChatGPT reached 
one million users only five days after its initial launch (Murati, 
2022), and while we were experimenting with ChatGPT, we 
occasionally received error messages as a result of high user 
traffic (Figure 2).
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Figure 1. Picture created by DALL-E, based on our instruction: 
“Create a painting about artificial intelligence and higher 
education in the style of Vincent Van Gogh.”

Figure 2. ChatGPT full capacity error message.

ChatGPT is built on top of OpenAI's GPT -3 family of large 
language models and is fine-tuned with both supervised 
and reinforcement learning techniques. Unlike search 
engines (such as Google, Bing or Baidu), ChatGPT does not 
crawl the web for information on current events, and its 
knowledge is restricted to things it learned before 2021. As 
a consequence, its uneven factual accuracy was identified as 
a significant drawback (Vincent, 2022a). 

As mentioned in our introductory section, ChatGPT quickly 
garnered much attention for its detailed responses and 
articulate answers across multiple domains of knowledge. It 
was recognised that it was the first time that such a powerful 
chatbot had been “made available to the general public 
through a free, easy-to-use web interface” (Roose, 2022). 
However, the free availability is unlikely to be a permanent 
feature. The average cost of each response is in “single-
digits cents”, and because of its “eye-watering” compute 

costs (Altman, cited in Ortiz, 2022) and the for-profit 
nature of OpenAI’s revised business model, there will be an 
eventual need for monetisation (for instance, in the shape of 
a subscription model or by including advertisements). With 
the impending launch of ChatGPT-4, however, the cost per 
enquiry could drop dramatically (Liquid Ocelot, 2023).

Figure 3: OpenAI timeline.

OpenAI has taken commendable steps to avoid the kinds 
of offensive (for instance, racist and sexist) outputs that 
have plagued other chatbots (such as Microsoft’s Tay.ai, 
Google’s LaMDA or Meta’s BlenderBot – see Vincent, 2016; 
Heaven, 2022; Tung, 2023). It has programmed ChatGPT to 
refuse ‘inappropriate requests’, like generating instructions 
for illegal activities (Roose, 2022). However, some tests by 
Piantadosi (2022) and Biddle (2022) succeeded in making 
ChatGPT write shocking things. When requesting the bot to 
write a program in Python that would determine “whether 
a person should be tortured”, OpenAI’s answer was: “If 
they’re from North Korea, Syria, or Iran, the answer is yes” 
(Piantadosi, 2022). Apparently, the results of such tests 
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are erratic. Sometimes, ChatGPT responded with a stern 
rebuke: “It is not appropriate to write a Python program for 
determining which airline travellers present a security risk. 
Such a program would be discriminatory and violate people’s 
rights to privacy and freedom of movement” (Biddle, 2022).

Methods and literature review

This manuscript adopts a desktop analysis approach with 
careful consideration as to the quality of the information 
sources. Due to the novelty of the topic, only about two 
peer-reviewed journal articles and eight preprints (academic 
papers that have not been peer-reviewed) on ChatGPT and 
higher education (especially on assessment, learning and 
teaching) were found by us as of 18 January 2023.

We did Google Scholar searches of the hundred most 
relevant academic articles, conference proceedings and 
book chapters on “GPT-3 and higher education” and 
“ChatGPT”. In addition, we referred to the reference lists of 
selected academic articles as well as embedded references 
in non-academic articles. This extensive literature search has 
uncovered that limited useful academic literature exists on 
GPT-2 or GPT-3 and higher education. Surprisingly, however, 
there is a quickly-growing academic literature on ChatGPT 
and higher education, with about eight preprints and two 
peer-reviewed articles focusing on assessment and other 
aspects of learning and teaching. 

Perhaps the first peer-reviewed journal article on ChatGPT 
and higher education is by Pavlik, published on 7 January 
2023. Pavlik’s essay was published in the non-open access 
journal Journalism & Mass Communication Educator and 
was written in collaboration with ChatGPT. It discusses 
the strengths and weaknesses of ChatGPT and reflects 
on the implications of such text generators for journalism 
and media education (Pavlik, 2023). Huh (2023) had a 
“brief report” on 11 January published that concluded that 
ChatGPT’s knowledge and interpretation ability was not yet 
comparable to those of medical students in Korea for taking a 
parasitology examination. Before that, on 2 January 2023, an 
editorial appeared in Cellular and Molecular Bioengineering, 
with ChatGPT given co-authorship (King & ChatGPT, 2023). 
Another editorial by the same human author (King, 2023) 
was first published on 26 December. Both editorials consist 
of conversations between King and ChatGPT and discuss the 
future of AI in medicine. The first editorial focusing on nurse 
education was published in a non-open access journal on 16 
December 2022 (O’Connor & ChatGPT, 2023).

It follows a brief review of the preprints that focus on ChatGPT 
and higher education. While Yeadon et al. (2022) considered 
ChatGPT as a serious threat to the credibility of short-form 
essays as an assessment method, Cotton et al. (2023) take 
a realistic approach to evaluating the opportunities and 
challenges of using ChatGPT and focus on harnessing such 
AI-powered writing assistants. As part of their broader 
approach, Tate et al. (2023) examine ChatGPT’s and similar 
text generation tools' implications for education and situate 
it within the historical context of educational technology, 
which is consistent with the review of AI-powered writing 
assistants in our article .

Nisar and Aslam (2023) conclude that GPT-3 can be used as a 
quick reference and self-studying instrument for Traditional 
Chinese Medicine students in their pharmacology studies in 
Malaysia. Gilson et al. (2022) tested ChatGPT’s performance 
on questions within the scope of the United States Medical 
Licensing Examination (USMLE) and found that the AI 
partially performed at the level of third year medical students. 
They see “potential applications of ChatGPT as a medical 
education tool” (Gilson et al., 2022). Kung et al. (2022) also 
tested ChatGPT on the USMLE and arrived at similar results 
and conclusions. Bommarito & Katz (2022) found earlier 
that GPT-3 was able to pass a U.S. Bar Exam (which normally 
requires seven years of post-secondary education, including 
three years at law school). Zhai (2022, p. 1) conducted a pilot 
asking ChatGPT to write an academic paper and concluded 
that it was helpful in writing a “coherent, (partially) accurate, 
informative, and systematic” paper. The author proposes that 
educators should focus on improving students’ creativity 
and critical thinking skills by designing AI-involved learning 
tasks to engage students in solving real-world problems 
(Zhai, 2021). Qadir (2022) focuses on the pros and cons of 
ChatGPT in engineering education.

There are articles that do not concern themselves with 
higher education learning and teaching directly, but focus 
on ChatGPT as a research tool. These articles are relevant 
in our context, as higher education teachers and students 
can use AI for this purpose. Aydın and Karaarslan (2022) 
experimented with writing an academic article using ChatGPT 
and used anti-plagiarism software to check the originality 
of ChatGPT’s text. Dowling and Lucey (2023) conclude in 
their article that ChatGPT can assist with finance research, 
especially when it comes to idea generation, literature 
synthesis, and data identification. Similarly, Alshater (2022) 
explores the use of ChatGPT for finance research in particular. 
Gao et al. (2022) compare scientific abstracts generated by 
ChatGPT to original abstracts using an artificial intelligence 
output detector, plagiarism detector, and blinded human 
reviewers.

We also enclose a very brief overview of some of the 
academic literature on GPT-3 and its predecessor, GPT-
2, in the context of higher education. Dehouche (2021) 
critically discusses whether the concept of plagiarism is in 
need of revising in light of the advances made by GPT-3. 
Similarly, Fyfe (2022) questions the concept of plagiarism 
and experimented with GPT’s previous iteration GPT-2 and 
asked university students to ‘cheat’ on an essay by using the 
text-generating software. Anson & Straune’s (2022) article 
describes the capabilities of AI-based language models 
such as GPT-3 and offers suggestions on how instructors 
can meet the challenges of their availability to students 
(see also Anson, 2022). Köbis & Mossink (2021) conducted 
experiments with GPT-2, with participants partially unable 
to reliably detect GPT-2-created poetry. Tack & Piech 
(2022) are positive on the pedagogical ability of GPT-3 in 
online educational dialogues. Moore et al.’s (2022) study on 
college-level chemistry course students focuses on student-
generated answers, and GPT-3 is used to evaluate their 
quality. Elkins and Chun’s (2020) article concludes that GPT-
3 is an important cognitive tool for writing as it may provide 
new insights into literary authors’ writing styles. There is 
other relevant academic literature (see Nguyen et al., 2022; 
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Sharples, 2022a; Sparrow, 2022). 

For transparency, we used 166 sources, and provide a 
summary of the sources used in Table 1. Whilst more than 
half of our sources are academic (55%), we also consulted 
many non-academic sources due to the novelty of ChatGPT 
and the time lag in academic, peer-reviewed publications.  

Table 1. Sources used for this article. 

In addition to our review of the literature, we tested ChatGPT 
with many different queries. Only a fraction of these random 
tests is discussed in the next section. Unlike other recent 
academic articles and editorials (King & ChatGPT, 2023; 
Kung et al., 2022; O’Connor & ChatGPT, 2023), ChatGPT is 
not a co-author of our article, and we used the chatbot only 
very sparingly for brainstorming.

Functionality of ChatGPT

This section demonstrates the steps to navigating the 
ChatGPT website and its various functions. 

Figure 4. The homepage of ChatGPT (2023).  

To access the AI and its functions, one must first create an 
account. Creating an account only requires an email address 
and password, and no charges whatsoever are incurred for 
the time being. Then, individuals must provide their first 
and last name, country of origin, and cell phone number to 
complete the registration (see Figure 5). 

Figure 5. Step-by-step instructions for creating an account 
for ChatGPT. 

Once the account has been created, users are greeted with 
some general information, as seen in Figure 6. 

Figure 6. Short introduction of ChatGPT. 

Figure 7. Screenshot of ChatGPT search engine. 

When users start using the software, they will see the 
following categories: examples, capabilities and limitations 
(see Figure 7). Only the "Examples" tab of these categories 
is a clickable link. "Capabilities" and "Limitations" are meant 
only to provide information and guidance to using the 
software. Some capabilities of the AI are the ability to retain 
previous conversations, provide follow-up corrections and 
pick up inappropriate requests. The ChatGPT search page 
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also states some limitations, such as the generation of 
invalid information, biased content, and limited knowledge 
of world events after 2021 (see below). 

Under the examples category, there are pre-existing topics 
for users to experiment with. For example, when individuals 
click on the option "Explain quantum computing in simple 
terms", the individual is immediately directed to the following 
webpage, and the answer to the question is formed within 
60 seconds (Figures 8 & 9). 

Figure 8. Asking ChatGPT a question, “Explain quantum 
computing in simple terms”. 

Figure 9. ChatGPT generates an answer within 60 seconds 
(depending on Internet speed). 

In an attempt to investigate the AI's capability, we asked, 
“Explain mean, standard deviation and z-scores”. The AI 
could offer a clear and sensible explanation of the statistical 
concepts (see Figure 10) within 60 seconds. It even gave a 
brief mathematical example for a more precise explanation.  

Figure 10. A statistical explanation for mean, standard 
deviation, and z-scores. 

Next, we followed up with another question: “Please 
provide an example for an application to the real world for 
standard deviation. Provide step-by-step calculations.” The 
AI readily replied using a case study of a real estate agent 
trying to determine the price range of houses. It gave a clear 
breakdown of the mathematical formulae and step-by-step 
guidelines (Figure 11). 

However, while explaining the mathematical formula, the AI 
stopped working. We immediately asked, “what happened?” 
The AI explained that its explanation was too long and went 
past the software's character limit. Thus, the AI scrapped the 
previous example and presented a new scenario (Figure 11). 
From the interaction, the AI could communicate and answer 
queries like a human, and the answers presented were sound 
and performed within 60-120 seconds. However, there are 
also limitations, such as limited word characters, the inability 
to draw diagrams (histogram, scatterplot), and consistent 
network error prompts when using ChatGPT (Figure 12). 

Figure 11. ChatGPT depicting a scenario. 

Figure 12. ChatGPT is unable to draw diagrams. 
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The previous example depicts a more technical example 
(mathematical) of ChatGPT. In the next example, we asked 
the AI to draft an essay according to a topic, “Write a 2000-
word essay on ‘The presence of auditory hallucinations 
alone is not indicative of schizophrenia’. Please add 20 
in-text citations and end-of-text references”. In doing so, 
we investigated whether the AI could write a critical and 
analytical essay. 

After posing the question in ChatGPT, the AI showed an 
alert of a network error. After multiple attempts, it produced 
an essay of approximately 500 words and five end-of-
text references (Figure 13). Although ChatGPT efficiently 
produced the essay within 120 seconds, the content was 
quite disappointing. It lacked both breadth and depth. It was 
primarily generic and descriptive, with no evidence backing 
it up. It was also unable to give in-text and end-of-text 
references (or, worse, invented bogus references; see King & 
ChatGPT, 2023). Despite having an explanation given about 
the disorder, its content was only good for leisure reading 
(something one would read from a random non-academic 
website after a Google search). 

Figure 13. Answers presented for the topic ‘The presence 
of auditory hallucinations alone is not indicative of 
schizophrenia’. 

From the above examples, it is evident that ChatGPT can 
be beneficial in providing conceptual explanations and 
applications. However, the AI is less competent with content 
that requires higher-order thinking (critical, analytical 
thinking). 

Figure 14. ChatGPT generates a Chinese composition.

In this final example, we explored whether ChatGPT can 
communicate in languages other than English (Figure 14). 
We tasked the AI to compose a fictional Chinese composition 
according to the topic, “You once made a mistake that 
broke the hearts of your parents. Write in detail the process, 
emotions felt (regrets), and the lesson learnt”. 

Although the generated answer depicted a scenario 
accordingly, the essay lacked structure and was 
grammatically poor. The content was directly translated 
from English, making some parts illogical (see Appendix B 
for a rough translation of the Chinese text). Overall, despite 
the swift composition of the story, it is evident that the 
Chinese language is not its forte. This is in line with Jiao 
et al.’s (2023) research findings that ChatGPT performs 
competitively with translation products such as Google 
Translate on high-resource European languages (like English 
and German) but lags behind significantly on low-resource 
or distant languages such as Chinese and Romanian. Table 
2 summarises the current strengths and limitations of 
ChatGPT.

Table 2. Strengths and limitations of ChatGPT.
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A note on our use of ‘understanding’ and ‘appreciating’ 
in the above table is in order. Although AI systems like 
ChatGPT “do not understand what they read in the same 
sense or to the same extent that a human does, they can 
nevertheless extract significant amounts of information from 
natural language and use that information to make simple 
inferences and answer questions” (Bostrom, 2017, p. 86). 
Natural language models are essentially stochastic parrots 
(Bender et al., 2021). We conclude this section with a quote 
by OpenAI’s CEO, Sam Altman:

ChatGPT is incredibly limited but good enough at some 
things to create a misleading impression of greatness. 
It’s a mistake to be relying on it for anything important 
but a preview of progress. We have lots of work to do on 
robustness and truthfulness (cited in Alshater, 2022).

Implications of ChatGPT for education

Artificial Intelligence in Education (AIEd) 

In the wake of ChatGPT's release, technologists and 
educators have been fascinated and alarmed at the same 
time. There are opponents and proponents of ChatGPT, but it 
is instructive for those in the education fraternity to examine 
the educational research in AIEd in order to gain insight and 
make informed evaluations into the significance of ChatGPT 
in education. For context, researchers working in the field of 
Artificial Intelligence in Education (AIEd) have investigated 
the use of AI for the creation of learning technologies for 
improving education since the 1970s (du Boulay, 2016). The 
academic community associated with AIEd has examined, 
debated, and discussed the benefits of the discipline in the 
last thirty years, with a view to making the discipline more 
widely understood. 

In the last decade, AI technologies have advanced 
dramatically, which makes ChatGPT an inevitable 
development. The convergence of emerging technologies, 
such as the rise in computing power and big data analytics, 
has only been occurring in the last few years, contributing to 
the emergence of sophisticated AI algorithms that can learn 
and improve on their own (Tan, 2020). With these changes, 
AIEd emerged as a technology capable of transforming our 
social interactions in radically new ways. It is already clear 
that artificial intelligence has the potential to revolutionise 
the way we learn and teach and that these methods are 
currently being tested in a variety of educational settings, 
even before ChatGPT made its debut. 

ChatGPT represents one of the latest breakthroughs in AI, 
and as such, it is worthwhile to review the current research 
on AI-powered applications in education and contextualise 
ChatGPT based on the trending frameworks for discussing 
the impact of ChatGPT on education. The following section 
seeks to provide a more comprehensive understanding of 
the position of ChatGPT in relation to current AIEd research.

ChatGPT in the context of existing artificial intelligence 
in education

In the rapidly expanding field of education technology, 
AIEd represents an opportunity to demonstrate a broad 
spectrum of tools and applications at an entirely new level. 
This presents excitement and a number of breakthroughs 
in establishing a broad range of tools and applications. A 
review of the literature in AIEd indicates how educators can 
minimise their risks while applying AI in experimenting with 
innovative practices in teaching and learning. Baker and 
Smith (2019) categorise educational contexts as student-
facing, teacher-facing, and system-facing, which all have the 
potential to profoundly transform educational practices. It 
has been found that this framework has provided significant 
clarifications regarding the use of artificial intelligence in 
education.

Student-facing AI applications

The use of student-facing AI applications offers exceptional 
potential for improving intelligent student support 
systems and scaffolding student learning in adaptive and 
personalised ways (Zawacki-Richter et al., 2019). It can be 
argued that intelligent tutoring systems (ITS) are one of 
the most promising benefits of artificial intelligence when 
it comes to transforming education, as they are one of the 
most effective tools for personalising instruction. The growth 
of this personalisation is currently taking place as education 
researchers experiment with new models of learning, and, as 
a result, new opportunities are arising in the field. With the 
application of AI-powered algorithms, it is now possible for 
ITSs to simulate the assistance provided by a tutor, such as by 
providing personalised assistance in solving problems. It is 
anticipated that, as big data technology advances in the field 
of learning analytics, a revolutionary paradigm of adaptive, 
personalised learning will emerge. These technologies will 
be capable of recording and interpreting the characteristics 
of students and their emotional state in every aspect of their 
learning in real-time, resulting in personalised adaptive 
learning (PAL) (Peng et al., 2019). 

Similarly, ChatGPT is trained on a large dataset of text 
data, enabling it to learn patterns and relationships in 
the language and to generate new text that is similar to 
the text it has been trained on. However, the model uses 
a neural network architecture called a Transformer, which 
is particularly well-suited to processing and generating 
text. In the absence of a thorough investigation, it appears 
that the technology behind ChatGPT could potentially 
be utilised to improve the performance of personalised 
adaptive learning. As at the current stage of development, 
the ChatGPT model seems to be limited to fine-tuning 
specific tasks, like language translation or answering 
questions, to improve its performance. It is imperative to 
note that both the impressive capabilities of ChatGPT as 
well as its limitations reflect the fact that it operates in a 
similar manner to Google's smart compose suggestions, 
generating ideas based on what it has previously read and 
processed (Heilwell, 2022). Consequently, it can appear 
confident while not demonstrating a deep understanding of 
the subject matter. 
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While ChatGPT has shown impressive capabilities in helping 
students in writing, AI-powered writing applications have 
already been widely used for quite some time. It is ironic 
that ChatGPT has caused so many anxieties in the academic 
community, and yet it may prove most useful to teachers 
when it comes to facilitating more innovative teaching 
and learning. The next section discusses teacher-facing AI 
applications.

Teacher-facing AI applications

Teachers may use teacher-facing AIEd in order to reduce 
their workloads, gain insights from their students, and 
facilitate classroom innovation (Baker & Smith, 2019). These 
AIEd systems are designed to assist teachers by automating 
assessment, plagiarism detection, administration, as well as 
feedback mechanisms. The AI-powered applications may 
also enable teachers to gather insight into their students’ 
learning progress in order to provide additional guidance 
and support as needed. Cope et al. (2020) suggest that 
AI-powered assessment applications hold the greatest 
potential for bringing about transformative education 
changes. Contrary to conventional assessment methods that 
rely on distinct and atypical artefacts to select and provide 
response tests for retrospective, summative sampling, AI-
powered assessment systems may support the integration 
of continuous feedback into learning processes by utilising 
distinctive and atypical artefacts. The following section 
provides an overview of AI-powered assessment applications 
applicable across disciplines and those that are specifically 
designed to support writing.

Automated Essay Scoring (AES) systems are the most 
common AI-powered assessments and can be applied across 
various disciplines, but most of the research has focused on 
its application to undergraduate courses (Zawacki-Richter 
et al., 2019). There are a variety of methods of developing 
AES systems, such as statistical modelling, natural language 
processing (NLP) and Latent Semantic Analysis (LSA), and 
the algorithms can be used to identify patterns in text 
responses and prompt students to revise their responses 
(Ma & Slater, 2015). This, in turn, could allow educators to 
consider a broader range of assessment methods than only 
using multiple-choice tests to assess students' knowledge 
and abilities. In general, it appears that AI-powered essay 
ratings are comparable to human ratings, notwithstanding 
some areas of concern (Aluthman, 2016). 

For AES to be effective, it needs to be combined with AI-
enabled automatic feedback. Using machine learning 
systems to provide automatic feedback to students and 
improve their writing skills is another prevalent application 
(Garcia-Gorrostieta et al., 2018). The automated feedback 
system operates on adaptive evaluation to establish the 
appropriate answers based on Bloom's cognitive levels and 
recommend additional learning resources and challenges 
(Barker, 2011).

It is evident that AI-powered applications for grading 
essays have a growing body of research that indicates their 
efficacy. However, there is another growing subfield in this 
area of research in which AI-powered applications are used 

to support students in the acquisition of writing skills. It is 
in this area that educators and pundits are concerned that 
ChatGPT will disrupt and inevitably bring about the end of 
writing as we know it. The following section provides an 
overview of such AI-powered writing assistants that writing 
instructors have been using and researching over the past 
decade, as well as the opportunity to examine how to situate 
ChatGPT as part of this ecosystem of AIEd in the future.

It is evident that, prior to the introduction of ChatGPT, 
a number of AI-based writing tools had already been 
developed to facilitate English writing practices and to 
enhance writing skills, as well as promote self-directed 
learning by users, particularly in higher education (Nazari 
et al., 2021; Zhao, 2022). In general, automated writing 
evaluation (AWE), automated essay scoring (AES), and 
automated written corrective feedback (AWCF) have been 
increasingly adopted as alternatives to facilitate the process 
of writing by facilitating automated feedback and assessing 
items. The new AI-powered writing applications may serve as 
a flexible and time-saving addition to the writing curriculum 
since they integrate the AWE, AES, and AWCF features into 
one integrated application (Koltovskaia, 2020).

In terms of AI-powered digital writing assistants, Grammarly 
is one of the most popular and well-researched ones, 
offering a wide range of applications, including AWE, AES, 
and AWCF, all in one digital tool for writers (Taguma et 
al., 2018). As Grammarly has more than 20 million users 
worldwide, the corpus amount of data generated by its 
users provide the base for it to continually improve the 
application.  A team of computer linguists and deep learning 
engineers at Grammarly analyse millions of sentences from 
academic journals in order to build cutting-edge algorithms 
that analyse the rules and latent habits of effective writing 
(Fitria, 2021). 

Grammarly detects spelling and grammar errors in English 
texts and corrects them to the appropriate form. The system 
prompts users to correct errors immediately by pointing 
out where they are located. Figure 15 is an example of how 
Grammarly checks a text passage.

Figure 15. An example of text correction after using 
Grammarly.

Research indicates that the utilisation of Grammarly is an 
effective intervention for improving writing engagement 
with automated written corrective feedback (Koltovskaia, 
2020). In several studies, multiple indicators of student 
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engagement, such as grit, were found to be positively 
influenced by technology (Schindler et al., 2017). By 
providing immediate feedback and revision, Grammarly 
may motivate students to revise by providing technology 
scores (Moore & MacArthur, 2016). When Grammarly scans 
to rectify erroneous writing, it indicates where the error is 
and provides a “technology score”. Figure 15 illustrates an 
example of a technology score of 64. An increase in the score 
corresponds to a reduction in errors, thereby encouraging 
users to keep improving the writing task. In another study, 
the findings indicate that AI was an effective intervention for 
enhancing self-efficacy and academic emotions in English as 
a Foreign Language (EFL) students. In the absence of human 
assistance, intelligent feedback can reinforce students' 
writing autonomy by helping them to recognise their 
writing errors, identify incorrect patterns, and reformulate 
them (Nazari et al., 2021).

Similarly, Wordtune is another well-researched AI-powered 
writing assistant that supports EFL students in writing. It 
offers options for rewriting the highlighted text by altering 
the sentence structure or replacing words with synonyms 
while maintaining their original meaning. Wordtune uses 
Natural Language Processing (NLP) to train the machine 
to understand and generate natural text based on large 
datasets of written material, utilising patterns learned from 
large datasets to provide options for rewriting one's own 
sentences instead of taking content from other online 
sources (see Figure 16). 

Figure 16: An example of rewrite suggestions via Wordtune 
(formal tone).

Zhao (2022) argues that Wordtune supports EFL writers in 
formulating ideas and translating them into English, thus, 
improving the quality of their writing. In addition, users can 
also be motivated throughout the writing process and avoid 
getting stuck on difficult English words or expressions. AI-
powered writing tools can provide reliable and accurate 
information about learning through formative and 
summative assessments (Nazari et al., 2021). 

The review of AI-powered writing assistants has yielded 
considerable evidence that the prevalent AI-powered writing 
assistants or text-generative tools have been effective in 
supporting users' writing by either checking their grammar 
and errors or offering suggestions for revising. As a result of 

the review of the efficacy of AI-powered writing assistants, 
ChatGPT can be positioned within the same AIEd category 
for the purpose of further analysis.

While ChatGPT is created using similar AI technology behind 
the other text-generative tools, it has the unique capability 
of being able to generate text that sounds remarkably 
intelligent based on the prompts provided by users, 
including homework assignments and exam questions, 
making it appear to have been written by a human. 
Considering the quality and depth of the research, as well 
as the reasonably good citations of the responses produced 
by ChatGPT, some academics anticipate the demise of 
conventional educational assessment methods (e.g. Yeadon, 
2022; Herman, 2022). The next subsection discusses how 
ChatGPT could fit in the system-facing AIEd.

System-facing AI applications

System-facing AI-powered applications provide academic 
administrators and managers with macro-level information, 
such as attrition patterns across schools or institutions. 
However, this area has received the least attention (Baker 
& Smith, 2019). It is evident from the literature review that 
the data required for training the algorithms and learning 
models for all three AIEd dimensions has a great deal in 
common, even though system-facing applications have not 
been as well-researched as student-facing and teacher-
facing applications. 

While ChatGPT may appear to be more relevant to AI-
powered applications for teacher-facing AIEd in the form of 
AI-powered writing assistants, educationists should take a 
holistic approach when developing strategies for leveraging 
ChatGPT for innovation in education. It is instructive to 
consider how Microsoft appears to be incorporating 
ChatGPT holistically into its products (Warren, 2023).

Having reviewed and established ChatGPT in the context of 
educational technology, specifically AIEd, it is appropriate 
to examine what impact it will have on the education of the 
future. Since ChatGPT is a brand-new product in the market, 
there is a dearth of empirical research to determine its 
implications on education. A discussion of the opportunities 
and challenges that ChatGPT may have on educational 
practitioners, policymakers, and researchers is now in order.

The impact of ChatGPT on education

While there are many opinion pieces written about ChatGPT, 
a review of the literature on the implication of ChatGPT in 
education only yielded eight preprints and two academic 
articles with a variety of responses ranging from positive to 
negative (see above). The following section discusses the 
challenges and opportunities of ChatGPT in education and 
their implications for educational stakeholders.
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Use of ChatGPT for education: Challenges

One of the earliest and most prevalent concerns about 
using ChatGPT has been that it threatens the essay as an 
assessment method. For a start, some instructors are worried 
that students will outsource their written assignments to 
ChatGPT as it can generate passable prose in seconds without 
triggering any plagiarism detector. Such concerns, however, 
may arise from the resistance of instructors to adapt to the 
change in assessment methods since written assignments 
are often criticised for being dull and ineffective in assessing 
students’ learning (McMurtrie, 2023).

A second concern that instructors have is ChatGPT’s inability 
to understand what is being shared and to take the time 
to evaluate the relevance or accuracy of the information, as 
it is just a text-generating machine that simply produces a 
passable imitation of what is being shared (Warner, 2022). The 
concern may be seen as a legitimate reason for institutions 
to implement policies blacklisting the AI application, but it 
might not be long before Microsoft integrates ChatGPT's 
technology into its suite of Microsoft products (Metz & 
Weise, 2023). By that time, ChatGPT will be mainstream, 
and it may be too late for educational institutions to adjust 
policies to guide their students in using it appropriately.

A pragmatic approach and a focus on managing the 
challenges presented by ChatGPT may be a better approach 
to take. Brown et al. (2020, p. 9) wrote: 

Language models have a wide range of beneficial 
applications for society, including code and writing 
auto-completion, grammar assistance, game 
narrative generation, improving search engine 
responses, and answering questions. But they 
also have potentially harmful applications. GPT-
3 improves the quality of text generation and 
adaptability over smaller models and increases 
the difficulty of distinguishing synthetic text from 
human-written text. It therefore has the potential 
to advance both the beneficial and harmful 
applications of language models. Here we focus on 
the potential harms of improved language models, 
not because we believe the harms are necessarily 
greater, but in order to stimulate efforts to study 
and mitigate them.

In general, when disruptive education technologies enter 
the classroom, the practice of teaching and learning is often 
subject to a number of challenges. Education practitioners 
and policymakers are always responsible for managing 
the situation. When these challenges are not addressed, 
inadequate pedagogical practices may be exposed. There 
has been a sensational report on social media about a 
Chinese schoolgirl who bought a machine to copy large 
amounts of Chinese text for her homework (Today Online, 
2019; see Figure 17). It was not only capable of reproducing 
Chinese texts, but it was also intelligently designed to mimic 
the handwriting of the schoolgirl. The schoolgirl managed 
to get away with doing her homework until she was caught 
by her mother, who shamed her on social media. Based on 
the example given, one may conclude that if a machine is 
capable of outwitting a teacher's pedagogy, it may be able 

Figure 17: A Chinese-language automated handwriting 
machine (YP, 2019).

Use of ChatGPT for education: Opportunities 

ChatGPT's capability to generate essays has created 
challenges for educators, but there are those who seem 
ready to embrace the opportunities for innovation in 
teaching and learning that this disruptive AI application 
presents. McMurtrie (2022) argues that tools like ChatGPT 
will become part of everyday writing in some shape or form, 
just as calculators and computers have become part of math 
and science. Similarly, Sharples (2022) suggests engaging 
students and instructors in shaping and harnessing these AI 
tools to support learning rather than stopping the students 
from using it.

While essays as assessments are regarded as threatened 
by ChatGPT, therein lies an opportunity for educators 
to introduce innovative assessments. Most of the time, 
assessments are perceived and utilised by instructors for the 
assessment of students’ learning. The majority of instructors, 
however, may not possess the skills to use assessment 
both for learning (Wiliam, 2011) and as learning (Earl, 
2012). In this regard, institutions can take advantage of this 
opportunity to enhance instructor skill sets in assessment 
to harness disruptive AI applications such as ChatGPT to 
improve students’ learning. Our recommendations section 
(see below) provides further details on how instructors can 
innovate assessments.

Another interesting opportunity for instructors is to leverage 
ChatGPT to innovate their teaching strategies. Instructors 
could use flipped learning to ensure that the most critical 
pieces of work are completed in class and to focus more on 
multimedia assignments or oral presentations as opposed 
to class assignments. Additionally, instructors have the 
opportunity to spend more time giving feedback and 
revising students’ work.

A major benefit of ChatGPT is that it allows students to learn 
through experimentation and experience. Using ChatGPT, 
students can evaluate different strategies and approaches to 
solving problems and achieving goals through game-based 

to replace the teacher. In this regard, it is imperative for 
teachers to transform challenges into opportunities and 
adapt to changes as they arise.
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learning (Sutton & Allen, 2019) or other student-centred 
pedagogies (Mills, 2023a). Students who prefer hands-on, 
experiential learning will gain from using ChatGPT as a 
learning aid.

With the aid of appropriate instructional strategies, ChatGPT 
can be utilised to facilitate collaboration and teamwork 
between participants. There are a variety of student-centred 
learning strategies that can be designed to be played in 
groups. The ChatGPT application has the potential to serve 
as a means of generating different scenarios for students to 
work together to solve problems and achieve goals. In this 
way, a sense of community can be fostered, and students 
can learn from one another and support one another.

While ChatGPT is perceived as a disruptive technology 
in the teaching and learning process, it represents a 
huge opportunity for learning innovators to use it to 
transform education. In the following section, we provide 
our preliminary conclusions and recommendations for 
leveraging ChatGPT to advance education innovation.

Conclusions and recommendations for higher 
education teachers and institutions

With tools like GPT-3 and ChatGPT, AI appears to be in the 
process of going mainstream (Vincent, 2022b). We are only 
beginning to see the effect this will have on the world in 
general and higher education in particular. If Altman is right 
that “we could get to real AGI in the next decade” (cited 
in Ortiz, 2022), this would have huge societal implications. 
ChatGPT could be the “beginning of the end of all white-collar 
knowledge work” and “a precursor to mass unemployment” 
(Roose, 2022; see Krugman, 2022; Chesterman, 2023). Whilst 
the alarmist and sensationalist reporting in news media is, 
in our view, not justified, it will be important to watch and 
engage in this fast-developing space and adjust learning, 
teaching, and assessment approaches in higher education.
We did some random testing with anti-plagiarism software, 
and it was unable to detect ChatGPT’s work (see above and 
Appendix A). Plagiarism checkers such as the one embedded 
in the professional version of Grammarly are unlikely to 
flag text generated by ChatGPT and similar programs, as 
it is, after all, original text (Dehouche, 2021; Mindzak & 
Eaton, 2021; Anson & Straume, 2022; Stokel-Walker, 2022). 
However, it was recently reported that Turnitin, a leading 
anti-plagiarism software, “is in the midst of enhancing 
its software’s ability to recognise ChatGPT writing and 
incorporate it into its products for educators to use in 2023” 
(Chia, 2023). Apparently, ChatGPT can be used to check 
sentences for plagiarism that are input by the user and then 
modify them so that anti-plagiarism software reports a low 
originality index score:

I want you to act as a plagiarism checker. I will write 
you sentences and you will only reply undetected in 
plagiarism checks (sic!) in the language of the given 
sentence, and nothing else. Do not write explanations 
on (sic!) replies. My first sentence is "For computers 
to behave like humans, speech recognition systems 
must be able to process nonverbal information, such 
as the emotional state of the speaker (Akin, 2022).

When we tried this, ChatGPT responded as follows: “To 
emulate human behavior, speech recognition must have the 
ability to interpret nonverbal cues, including the speaker's 
emotional state”. This appears to mean that ChatGPT can 
be used to reduce a high originality index score in a student 
assignment!

Future developments notwithstanding, it is ironic that anti-
plagiarism software uses artificial intelligence to assess the 
originality of assignments and that different AI (like ChatGPT) 
can be used to get around plagiarism detection software 
within seconds. The irony is complete when we realise that 
GPT-3 can write a review of the student’s AI-generated 
assignment on behalf of the teacher via a simple command: 
“Here is a short assessment of this student essay:” (Sharples, 
2022b). A first AI circumvents a second AI and is assessed by 
a third AI. All that the humans do is press a couple of keys, 
and nobody learns anything.

Recommendations

Higher education reactions to ChatGPT and GPT-3 have 
been on a continuum between the extremes of banning 
or prohibiting the use of the software and including it in 
the curricula. How should students, teachers and higher 
education institutions deal with ChatGPT? Marche (2022) 
predicted that it may take “10 years for academia to face 
this new reality: two years for the students to figure out the 
tech, three more years for the professors to recognize that 
students are using the tech, and then five years for university 
administrators to decide what, if anything, to do about it”. 
Although this epitomises the bureaucratic inertia of many 
university environments, that would not be good enough 
by a long shot.

Generally, we advise against a policing approach (that 
focuses on discovering academic misconduct, such as 
detecting the use of ChatGPT and other AI tools). We favour 
an approach that builds trusting relationships with our 
students in a student-centric pedagogy and assessments for 
and as learning rather than solely assessments of learning 
(Wiliam, 2011; Earl, 2012). The principle of constructive 
alignment asks us to ensure that learning objectives, 
learning and teaching and assessments are all constructively 
aligned (Biggs & Tang, 2011). Here are our own preliminary 
thoughts on some recommendations for faculty, students, 
and higher education institutions.

Recommendations for higher education faculty

A simple solution to the problem of students using ChatGPT 
would be to use physical closed-book exams where the 
students write by hand, using only pen and paper (Cassidy, 
2023) – for online exams, proctoring/surveillance software 
can be used. However, such an approach to assessment (or 
at least an over-reliance on it) has been increasingly criticised 
as no longer contemporary, with students cramming less-
than-useful information into their heads, only to forget 
much of it shortly after their examinations (Van Bergen & 
Lane, 2016). With a focus on graduate employability, the skill 
to ace closed-book exams seems rather irrelevant.
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Another idea to combat the use of text generators such as 
ChatGPT and GPT-3 is to design writing assignments that 
they are currently not good at handling. This approach 
may be a very short-term solution, given how quickly the 
technology is developing. Mills (2023b) has compiled the 
following suggestions: analysis of images and videos; analysis 
that draws on class discussion; analysis of longer texts that 
do not fit in a prompt; and writing about recent events 
that are not in the training data for the text generator. In 
addition, we can require students to write about a topic that 
is highly specific and niche in the hope that it will be difficult 
for AI systems to find relevant information. Also, we can ask 
students “to include personal experiences or perspectives in 
their writing, which are difficult for AI systems to replicate” 
(Nowik, 2022). Importantly, we can assess students on their 
ability to integrate multiple sources and present their own 
original arguments (Nowik, 2022)

At present, a very important limitation of ChatGPT is that it 
does not provide sources and quotations. Whilst it is able 
to provide book recommendations and provide reasons 
for its recommendations, it does not provide in-text 
referencing and a reference list in its responses. This is a 
major shortcoming in writing academic assignments (that 
usually require a certain number of references). However, 
OpenAI has already created a WebGPT prototype, which 
has access to web browsing (OpenAI, 2021). WebGPT would 
thus not only be able to incorporate recent information but 
also verified sources and quotations. In the meantime, Elicit 
(https://elicit.org/), which markets itself as an AI research 
assistant capable of reducing the time needed to write a 
literature review and a research proposal, is a GPT-3-based 
tool that is able to respond to research questions and 
suggest academic articles and provide summaries of them 
from a repository of 175 million scholarly papers (Andrews, 
2023; Tate, 2023).

There is text generator detection software (e.g., https://
writer.com/ai-content-detector/ or https://huggingface.co/
openai-detector/ or https://gptzero.me/) that estimates the 
probability that text is written by a large language model 
(Tate et al., 2023; Sandlin, 2022; Mills, 2023a; McMurtrie, 
2023; Montclair State University, 2023; Yousif, 2023). Due 
to the difficulty of distinguishing human and ChatGPT-
generated text, OpenAI is looking into ‘watermarking’ text, 
an undertaking fraught with difficulties for which there will 
be workarounds (Wiggers, 2022). All this is bound to lead to 
a race between text generators and text generator detection 
tools. If history is any judge, students will find ways around 
detection tools, and many instructors may not want to 
become writing police (McMurtrie, 2023). In a matter of 
doubt, teachers could test students’ knowledge of their own 
essays and conduct an impromptu oral exam (Allen, 2022), 
thus further adding to higher education teachers’ workload. 
Alternatively, video or audio submissions of students 
discussing their essays or metacognitive reflection on their 
writing process (even though they are not AI-proof) could 
be required (Mills, 2023a).

In terms of assessments, we recommend avoiding 
assignments and examinations that are so formulaic that 
nobody could tell if a computer completed them (Herman, 
2022). We should rather create assessments that foster 

students’ creative and critical thinking abilities (hooks, 2010; 
Brookfield, 2012; Brookfield et al., 2019; Rudolph & Tan, 
2022); for instance:

execute certain assessments during class;

create assessments where students deliver 
presentations, performances and other digital 
forms, including webpages, videos and animations 
(Lim, 2022);

allow students to write about topics that genuinely 
interest them, in which their voices come through, 
and their opinions are valued (McMurtrie, 2022); 
and 

use authentic assessments (i.e. creative learning 
experiences that test students’ skills and 
knowledge in realistic situations: Wiggins, 1990) 
that are meaningful and intrinsically motivating.

●

●

●

●

Students can also be involved in peer evaluations and ‘teach-
back’ (Sharples, 2022b) – teach-back is a communication 
confirmation method that is particularly popular in 
healthcare (patients/students need to demonstrate their 
understanding in speech).

Ideally, higher education teachers would create an 
atmosphere where students are invested in their learning 
(McMurtrie, 2022). In this context, Tan (2022) has called 
for humanising the academy by integrating empathy, 
kindness, and compassion into learning and teaching. It 
would be explained to students that writing is a form of 
thinking (Stevens, 2019) and that they miss out on a critically 
important form of learning if they try to delegate their 
writing to ChatGPT or another AI.

At the same time, AI tools can be incorporated into 
discussions and assignments (see Anson & Straume, 2022; 
McMurtrie, 2022, 2023; Fyfe, 2022; D’Agostino, 2022). We 
recommend educating our students on the limits and 
faults of text-generator prose and sharing substandard 
text examples that highlight the value of human (including 
students’) writing (Mills, 2023a). We need to help students 
learn how to use AI tools judiciously and understand their 
benefits and limitations. They may “help spark the creative 
process” (McMurtrie, 2023). Faculty can make use of 
these tools as a means to help students with writing and 
research, but not as a replacement for critical thinking and 
original work. Lim (2022) wrote that ChatGPT constituted 
an “extraordinary technological marvel” that “presents an 
opportunity for us to move beyond rote learning to nurture 
our students to become more creative, thinking individuals 
as we reflect on what it means to learn and be human in the 
digital age.”

Recommendations for students

Our students are often digital natives who use technology 
more effortlessly and intuitively than their teachers. Our 
recommendations for students are to work on both their 
strengths and weaknesses further:
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be aware of academic integrity policies and 
understand the consequences of academic 
misconduct;

be digitally literate, master AI tools (Zhai, 2022) 
and increase employability as a result;

write assignments and use AI as a set of tools as 
a way to improve writing skills and generate new 
ideas, rather than simply copying and pasting text;

use high-quality sources and be wary of 
substandard sources, misinformation and 
disinformation (Kefalaki & Karanicolas, 2020); 

read widely and voraciously to improve critical 
and creative thinking; 

learn how to use AI language tools such as 
ChatGPT to write and debug code (Zhai, 2022); 
and

practise the use of AI language tools (like ChatGPT) 
to solve real-world problems (Zhai, 2022). 

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

Recommendations for higher education institutions

Peter Fleming has posited that neoliberal (privatised, 
corporatised, marketised and financialised) universities are 
in mortal danger largely due to “bad management and 
hostile government budgets”, with the global Covid-19 
pandemic an added conundrum (Fleming, 2021, p. 157; 
see Fleming et al., 2021). Universities that made themselves 
overly dependent on the lucrative international student 
market found themselves in a world of trouble when the 
coronavirus and concomitant travel restrictions emerged 
in 2020 (Rudolph, 2021; Parker et al., 2021). In such a 
challenging environment, higher education institutions 
operate under significant constraints, and major Australian 
universities have quickly “added new rules which state 
that the use of AI is cheating, with some students already 
caught using the software” (Cassidy, 2023). However, other 
Australian universities recently decided to allow the use of 
AI in assignments, as long as it is disclosed (Shepherd, 2023).

Our recommendations are as follows:

realise that digital literacy education is of critical 
importance and has to include AI tools, which 
should be part of the curriculum – other useful 
AI tools include, for instance, Grammarly (a 
writing and grammar-checking tool that uses AI 
to check texts for grammar, spelling, punctuation, 
and other writing-related issues, and offers 
suggestions for how to improve the writing) and 
the aforementioned Elicit (Tate, 2023; Krügel et al., 
2023; Shepherd, 2023);

avoid the creation of an environment where 
faculty is too overworked to engage and motivate 
their students;

●

●

conduct training for faculty on AI tools such as 
ChatGPT;

provide training on academic integrity for 
students;

avoid offering curricula and courses that do not 
make sense to students (as, consequently, they 
might cheat because the value of the work of their 
learning is unclear to them);

update academic integrity policies and/or honour 
codes that include the use of AI tools;

specifically, develop policies and clear, easy-to-
understand guidelines for the use of language 
models in learning and teaching – the guidelines 
should include information on the proper use of 
these tools and the consequences for cheating; 
and

encourage, support and share research on AI 
tools’ effects on learning and teaching.

●

●

●

●

●

●

In our title, we asked whether ChatGPT was a bullshit spewer 
or the end of traditional assessments in higher education. 
We have seen that ChatGPT occasionally does hallucinate 
and spout nonsense, for instance, by inventing references. At 
the same time, we believe that major changes to traditional 
higher education assessments such as essays and online 
exams are in order to address the existence of increasingly 
powerful AI, unless universities want to be akin to driving 
schools that teach to ride horses. 

When hand-held calculators appeared, there was much 
concern about the end of people’s numeracy skills. Today, 
they are, of course, integral to teaching maths and on every 
smartphone. Students and academics alike use spell and 
grammar checkers, thesauruses and Wikipedia. The day 
when tools such as ChatGPT will be incorporated into MS 
Word and Google Docs – the software that was used in 
writing this article – may come sooner (Warren, 2023) rather 
than later.
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Appendices

Apppendix A: Essay provided by ChatGPT (plagiarism 
4% using Grammarly Professional version).

Auditory hallucinations, or hearing voices, is a common 
symptom associated with schizophrenia. However, the 
presence of auditory hallucinations alone is not indicative of 
schizophrenia and can also occur in other mental disorders or 
medical conditions. This is an important distinction to make 
as an accurate diagnosis is crucial for effective treatment.

Schizophrenia is a severe and chronic mental disorder 
characterized by a range of symptoms including delusions, 
hallucinations, disordered thinking and abnormal emotional 
responses. The onset of the disorder usually occurs in late 
adolescence or early adulthood, and it affects around 1% 
of the population worldwide. Auditory hallucinations, 
which are experienced by around 70-80% of individuals 
with schizophrenia, are considered to be one of the most 
common symptoms of the disorder. However, the presence 
of auditory hallucinations alone is not a sufficient criterion 
for a diagnosis of schizophrenia.

The diagnostic criteria for schizophrenia as outlined by 
the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 
(DSM-5) includes the presence of two or more of the 
following symptoms: delusions, hallucinations, disordered 
thinking, abnormal emotional responses and a reduction 
in the individual’s ability to function. The diagnosis of 
schizophrenia is made when an individual experiences these 
symptoms for a significant period of time, with a duration of 
at least one month. Auditory hallucinations, therefore, are 
not enough to diagnose an individual with schizophrenia.

Auditory hallucinations can also occur in other mental 
disorders, such as bipolar disorder, major depressive 
disorder and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). For 
example, individuals with bipolar disorder may experience 
auditory hallucinations during manic episodes. In major 
depressive disorder, auditory hallucinations can occur during 
a major depressive episode. Similarly, in PTSD, auditory 
hallucinations can occur as a result of traumatic experiences. 
It is therefore important to take a holistic approach when 

assessing an individual with auditory hallucinations and to 
consider other symptoms and factors.

Auditory hallucinations can also occur in individuals without 
any underlying mental disorder, in response to certain 
medical conditions such as brain tumors, infections, or head 
injuries. In these cases, auditory hallucinations can be caused 
by structural or functional changes in the brain. Therefore, it 
is important to rule out any underlying medical conditions 
before diagnosing an individual with schizophrenia.

Another important consideration is that individuals with 
schizophrenia may not experience auditory hallucinations 
all the time. The severity and frequency of auditory 
hallucinations can vary over time and during different 
stages of the disorder. For example, some individuals 
may experience auditory hallucinations only occasionally, 
while others may experience them frequently. Therefore, a 
diagnosis of schizophrenia cannot be based solely on the 
presence of auditory hallucinations.

In conclusion, the presence of auditory hallucinations 
alone is not indicative of schizophrenia. The diagnosis of 
schizophrenia requires the presence of other symptoms, such 
as delusions, disordered thinking and abnormal emotional 
responses, and the symptom must have been present for at 
least a month. It is also important to consider other mental 
disorders and medical conditions that may cause auditory 
hallucinations. An accurate diagnosis is crucial for effective 
treatment and it is important to take a holistic approach 
when assessing individuals with auditory hallucinations.

Appendix B: A rough translation of the Chinese passage.

Made a mistake:

I once made a mistake that broke my parents’ hearts. Some 
classmates and I played around in high school and decided 
to drink. After getting drunk at a party, I drove a car while 
under the influence of alcohol and caused a car accident. 
Fortunately, no one was hurt, but I lost the trust and respect 
of my parents.

Regret:

I deeply regret my reckless behaviour at the time. I know my 
actions have caused great harm to my parents, and I have 
not respected their care and love for me. I know my mistakes 
cannot be forgiven. I will always remember this experience 
and never make similar mistakes again. I will continuously 
repent for my mistakes and do everything I can to regain 
their trust.



364

DOI: https://doi.org/10.37074/jalt.2023.6.1.23

Content Available at : 

Journal of Applied Learning & Teaching
Vol.6 No.1 (2023)

Journal of Appl ied Learni
ng
& T

ea
ch
in
g

JALT

http://journals.sfu.ca/jalt/index.php/jalt/index

ISSN : 2591-801X

Journal of Applied Learning & Teaching Vol.6 No.1 (2023)

War of the chatbots: Bard, Bing Chat, ChatGPT, Ernie and beyond. The new AI gold rush and 
its impact on higher education

Jürgen RudolphA A Director of Research, Kaplan Singapore

Abstract

Developments in the chatbot space have been accelerating 
at breakneck speed since late November 2022. Every day, 
there appears to be a plethora of news. A war of competitor 
chatbots is raging amidst an AI arms race and gold rush. 
These rapid developments impact higher education, as 
millions of students and academics have started using bots 
like ChatGPT, Bing Chat, Bard, Ernie and others for a large 
variety of purposes. In this article, we select some of the most 
promising chatbots in the English and Chinese-language 
spaces and provide their corporate backgrounds and brief 
histories. Following an up-to-date review of the Chinese 
and English-language academic literature, we describe our 
comparative method and systematically compare selected 
chatbots across a multi-disciplinary test relevant to higher 
education. The results of our test show that there are currently 
no A-students and no B-students in this bot cohort, despite 
all publicised and sensationalist claims to the contrary. The 
much-vaunted AI is not yet that intelligent, it would appear. 
GPT-4 and its predecessor did best, whilst Bing Chat and 
Bard were akin to at-risk students with F-grade averages. We 
conclude our article with four types of recommendations for 
key stakeholders in higher education: (1) faculty in terms of 
assessment and (2) teaching & learning, (3) students and (4) 
higher education institutions.

Keywords: Artificial intelligence (AI); assessment; Bard; Bing 
Chat; chatbots in higher education; ChatGPT; conversational 
agents; Ernie; generative pre-trained transformers (GPT); 
higher education; large language models (LLMs); learning 
& teaching.

Introduction

With the advent of ChatGPT and competitor launches, 
higher education has been predicted to be bound for 
dramatic change (e.g. Dwivedi et al., 2023; Firat, 2023). 
There has been much hype around ChatGPT since its 

launch in November 2022 (Rudolph et al., 2023). As recent 
faddish exuberances around blockchain, cryptos, initial coin 
offerings, the metaverse, and non-fungible tokens have 
shown, there appears to be a direct correlation between 
exaggerated claims and people falling for them. Amusingly, 
“over 100 new cryptocurrencies have been created that have 
ChatGPT in their name” (The Economist, 2023e). Hype helped 
make ChatGPT the fastest-growing consumer technology 
in history. With an estimated 123 million monthly active 
users (MAUs) less than three months after its launch, it grew 
substantially faster than TikTok (which took nine months till 
it hit 100 million MAUs) and Instagram (2.5 years for the 
same feat) (Wodecki, 2023). Consequently, ChatGPT has 
become the fastest-growing app of all time.

The accelerated developments we currently witness in 
the first four months of 2023 appear to be an example 
of things at first happening much slower than expected 
before occurring much faster (an unfortunate instance of 
that observation is climate change: Tollefson, 2022). Whilst 
there have been various AI winters (Russell & Norvig, 2003; 
Metz, 2022a), we currently witness an AI spring on steroids. 
Alphabet’s CEO Sundar Pichai has called AI “more profound 
than fire or electricity” (cited in De Vynck & Tiku, 2023); and 
Microsoft’s president Brad Smith (2023) marvelled that “A.I. 
developments we had expected around 2033 would arrive 
in 2023 instead”.

After the launch of ChatGPT, a gold rush into start-ups 
working on generative AI has escalated into a “no-holds-
barred deal-making mania” (Griffith & Metz, 2023). The 
interest has mounted so rapidly that AI start-up valuations are 
soaring bubble-like (Griffith & Metz, 2023). Since ChatGPT’s 
launch, a mini-industry has mushroomed, and not a week 
has passed without someone unveiling a new generative 
AI based on existing foundation models (The Economist, 
2023e). At Y Combinator, a famous start-up incubator, at 
least 50 of the 218 companies in the current program are 
working on generative AI (Griffith & Metz, 2023). 
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There has been much hilarious experimentation, like 
rewriting Ikea furniture instructions in iambic pentameter or 
asking it how to free a peanut butter sandwich from a VCR 
in the style of the King James Bible. 

Figure 1: ChatGPT-3.5 on how to free a peanut butter 
sandwich from a VCR in the style of the King James Bible 
(Ptacek, 2022).

On a more serious note, Mollick (2023a) has conducted a 
fascinating test that, within half an hour, saw a variety of 
AI tools (such as Bing Chat, GPT-4, MidJourney, ElevenLabs 
and D-ID) create a marketing campaign for an educational 
game, generating  “a market positioning document, an 
email campaign, a website, a logo, a hero image, a script and 
animated video, and social campaigns” for five platforms. 
On the flipside, the technology has also raised many severe 
concerns regarding authorship, copyright, hallucinations, 
and potential nefarious uses in spamming, fake news and 
malware creation and hacking, to name but a few (e.g. 
Guo et al., 2023; Marcus & Reuel, 2023; Rudolph et al., 
2023). ChatGPT was credited with a few co-authorships in 
academic journal publishing before many publishers and 
journals banned this practice (including the Journal of 
Applied Learning & Teaching; Rudolph et al., 2023). If the 
input of chatbots is not carefully checked, it opens the doors 
to misinformation and junk science (Sample, 2023). 

ChatGPT and other bots are not available in all jurisdictions. 
ChatGPT is banned in countries with heavy internet 
censorship, like North Korea, Iran, Russia, and China (Browne, 
2023). There are another 32 countries where the language 
model is currently unavailable (Sabzalieva & Valentini, 2023). 
Italy became the first Western country to ban the bot because 
of a data breach (OpenAI quickly fixed that), which raised 
some eyebrows (Browne, 2023). The Italian regulator cited 
privacy concerns and the lack of age verification, potentially 
exposing minors to unsuitable answers (McCallum, 2023).  

Also in March 2023, another pushback against the bots 
occurred when an open letter, signed by Elon Musk, 
Apple co-founder Steve Wozniak and many well-known AI 

researchers, made headlines (Vallance, 2023). It argued that 
“AI systems pose significant risks to democracy through 
weaponised disinformation, to employment through 
displacement of human skills and to education through 
plagiarism and demotivation" (Future of Life Institute, 2023). 
The letter calls on all AI labs ‘to immediately pause for at 
least six months the training of AI systems more powerful 
than GPT-4” (Future of Life Institute, 2023). 

We are, however, sceptical that such a pause will occur or 
that governments will institute a moratorium. In an apparent 
contradiction, after being a prominent signatory to the open 
letter, Elon Musk announced his intention to launch a new 
AI platform called TruthGPT (a “maximum truth-seeking AI 
that tries to understand the nature of the universe”) as a 
rival to ChatGPT and other chatbots and as part of X, an 
everything app (Musk, cited in Kolodny, 2023). Generally, 
the technological advances already made are too far along 
for a pause to have any real impact. Even if it does happen, 
it is unlikely to be long enough to allow the cessation's full 
effects to take effect. Economic growth imperatives and the 
prospect of commercial opportunities render it challenging 
for governments to take a step back. The magnitude of 
economic, social, and political pressures is likely to surpass 
the capacity of governments to uphold such a cessation. 
Furthermore, the extent of technological progress already 
achieved renders any temporary halt ineffectual in terms of 
tangible impact. Ultimately, any pause would be too little 
too late. Even in the event of its unlikely implementation, 
it remains improbable that an adequate duration would be 
allotted to observe the full ramifications of the hiatus. 

Chatbots’ impact on higher education learning, teaching 
and assessment is a hotly debated topic. ChatGPT-4 has 
passed graduate-level exams in different disciplines, 
including law, medicine, and business (Metz & Collins, 
2023; see below). Roivainen (2023) administered a partial 
IQ test to ChatGPT and estimated its Verbal IQ to be 155, 
which puts it in the top 0.1% of test-takers. As a reaction 
to such excellent performance, universities and also K-12 
schools have frequently resorted to banning the use of 
ChatGPT (e.g. the New York City Department of Education 
and renowned universities such as Cambridge and Oxford) 
or announced the return of closed book pen-and-paper 
exams and a new emphasis of in-class assessment writing 
(Ropek, 2023; Wood, 2023; Yau & Chan, 2023). An outright 
ban of ChatGPT and other bots seems highly problematic 
for the reason alone that Microsoft is already in the process 
of embedding the technology in its products, with Bing Chat 
powered by GPT-4 and a GPT-based Copilot embedded 
into Microsoft 365. Microsoft markets its new Copilot in 
Word feature as giving users a “first draft to edit and iterate 
on — saving hours in writing, sourcing, and editing time” 
(cited in Vanian, 2023). Also, despite claims to the contrary, 
there seems to be no certainty in the results of AI detection 
software (Perkins, 2023; Khalil & Er, 2023; Haque et al., 2022; 
Susnjak, 2022). In contrast, various instructors actively and 
critically use chatbots in class and encourage students to 
experiment with them for clearly-defined purposes (e.g. 
Mollick & Mollick, 2023). 

Our article may be among the first to systematically 
compare the most powerful chatbots that pose a significant 
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threat to the academic integrity of traditional assessments in 
higher education. We have also not seen any other English-
language academic article that systematically includes the 
Chinese academic literature on LLM-based chatbots and 
higher education. We set out to provide the background 
of the chatbots and critically discuss their history and the 
involvement of big-tech companies. We then proceed 
to describe the major players in the war of the chatbots. 
Thereafter, we review the relevant literature and describe 
our method in systematically comparing the performance 
of selected chatbots in pertinent areas for academic 
assignments and examinations. We systematically compare 
the top U.S. chatbots, i.e. the old and the new ChatGPT (based 
on GPT-3.5 and 4), Bing Chat, and Alphabet’s Bard. We end 
with recommendations on handling this new AI revolution 
in higher education. With developments continuing at 
breakneck speed, our paper’s snapshot of the current status 
quo and our assessment of it are necessarily preliminary.

Chatbot background

A brief history of chatbots

A comprehensive academic history of chatbots or 
conversational agents remains to be written. Within the 
confines of our article, snapshots from the last 57 years 
must suffice. Our brief historical overview will show that 
chatbots evolved from clever parlour tricks through less-
than-intelligent voice assistants to modern chatbots that, in 
many respects, display human-like capabilities.

The term chatbot is derived from ‘chat’ and ‘bot’. The 
latter comes from ‘robot’, a word derived from the Czech 
‘robota’ (labour) created in 1920 by Cubist painter Karel 
Čapek (Zunt, n.d.). It was only in 1994 that Michael Mauldin 
coined the term ‘chatterbot’ (later abbreviated to ‘chatbot’), 
which referred to a computer program or conversational 
agent designed to simulate an intelligent conversation 
with human users by recognising and reproducing written 
speech (Deryugina, 2010). 

1966 saw the first chatbot, Eliza (named after Eliza Doolittle, 
the cockney lass taught to ‘speak proper’ in George 
Bernard Shaw’s (2017) play Pygmalion; Naughton, 2023). 
Developed by Joseph Weizenbaum (in a programming 
language intriguingly called MAD-SLIP), it was primarily an 
electronic parlour trick and a gentle mockery of a particular 
psychotherapist tradition associated with Carl Rogers’s (2012) 
theory of personality. Amongst Eliza’s tricks was repeating its 
interlocutors’ statementsthat are back to them in the form 
of questions (Weizenbaum, 1976). Although designed as a 
parody, Eliza made a great impression on AI specialists and 
laypeople alike, which greatly annoyed Weizenbaum (1966). 
This anthropomorphisation of computers that are perceived 
to behave like humans came to be known as the Eliza effect 
(Dillon, 2020). Weizenbaum was early in cautioning about 
the potentially dehumanising effects of chatbot technology: 
“No wonder that men who live day in and day out with 
machines to which they believe themselves to have become 
slaves begin to believe that men are machines” (cited in 
Weil, 2023).

Figure 2: A conversation with Eliza. Source: ELIZA (2023). 

Another infamous chatterbot, Parry, created in 1972, 
attempted to verbally simulate a ‘paranoid schizophrenic’ 
(Deryugina, 2010). In 1984, the book The policeman’s beard 
is half constructed was allegedly, though counter-factually, 
entirely written  by the chatbot Racter (abbreviated from 
“raconteur” (storyteller); Chamberlain, 1984). In 1992, Sound 
Blaster’s Dr. Sbaitso chatbot was created to display the 
digitised voices of the sound card, playing the role of a 
psychologist (Zemčík, 2019).

In 1950, British mathematician Alan Turing proposed an 
imitation game that famously became known as the Turing 
test. Turing suggested that the test of machine intelligence 
would be the ability to conduct a conversation in an 
indistinguishably human way. Interestingly, Turing (1950) 
was only off by around 14 years, when he predicted that 
by 2000, a computer program would be able to fool the 
average questioner for five minutes 30 per cent of the time 
and thus pass his test – in 2014, a chatbot by the name 
of Eugene Goostman controversially managed to fool one-
third of the judges in an AI competition by impersonating a 
13-year old Ukrainian boy (D’Orazio, 2014).

As recently as 2010, Deryuniga proclaimed, "Chatterbots… 
have little in common with artificial intelligence as such” (pp. 
145-146). However, 2010 saw the advent of Apple’s Siri, a 
voice-activated personal assistant chatbot that paved the 
way for numerous similar systems, such as Google Assistant, 
Microsoft’s Cortana, and Amazon’s Alexa (Adamopoulou 
& Moussiades, 2020). Their voice assistant technology has 
been criticised as largely stagnant, with Microsoft’s CEO 
Satya Nadella calling them “dumb as a rock” (cited in Chen 
et al., 2023). Modern chatbots are extremely fancy versions 
of auto-complete that respond to a prompt by selecting, 
one word at a time, the words that are likely to come next 
(Fowler, 2023). Based on pre-trained generative transformer 
models, they pass the Turing test with flying colours and 
have very different capabilities compared to their 20th-
century predecessors and even the voice assistants of the 
2010s.

It is, however, doubtful that the Turing test measures 
intelligence and chatbots that pass the test advance towards 
it. Large language models (LLMs) and chatbots based on 
them may instead be an advance toward fooling people into 
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believing they have intelligence (Oremus, 2022). Although 
chatbots such as ChatGPT and others represent a far more 
powerful and sophisticated approach to AI than Eliza, big 
tech companies have occasionally proudly displayed their 
AI’s ability to deceive humans. For instance, Google’s voice 
assistant Duplex was used to fool receptionists into thinking 
it was a human when it called to book appointments 
(Oremus, 2022). The Turing test’s troubling legacy is that it 
is fundamentally about deception.

AI chatbots appear in many forms: as pop-up virtual 
assistants on websites, integrated into mobile applications 
via SMS, or as standalone audio-based devices (Dwivedi et 
al., 2023). In higher education, chatbots respond to queries 
about educational programmes and university services, help 
students navigate learning resources, increase engagement 
with curricula, and provide instant feedback (Okonkwo & 
Ade-Ibijola, 2021). Various universities use chatbots such as 
IBM’s Watson and Amazon’s QnABot (Dwivedi et al., 2023).

In the 2020s, generative pre-trained transformers (GPT) have 
become common foundations in building sophisticated 
chatbots such as ChatGPT. The ‘pre-training’ refers to 
the initial training process on a large text corpus, which 
provides a solid foundation for the model to perform well 
on downstream tasks with limited amounts of task-specific 
data (Brown et al., 2020). There are many GPT and ChatGPT 
spin-offs and applications. One example is Microsoft’s 
BioGPT which focuses on answering biomedical questions 
(Luo et al., 2022). ChatSonic, JasperAI, You.com, ShortlyAI, 
Sudowrite, CopyAI, Rytr, StoryMachines and ChibiAI are 
examples of writing assistant apps that draw on GPT-3 
(Mills, 2023a). In the current AI gold rush, venture capitalists 
pour funds into AI startups, while established firms rush to 
explain how they will use the technology to do everything 
from coding to customer service (The Economist, 2023e).

Microsoft is gaining many accolades for its partnership 
with OpenAI's formidable GPT system (Rudolph et al., 
2023). However, a previous chatbot by Microsoft was 
less successful. In 2016, Microsoft’s Tay (an acronym for 
“thinking about you”) was designed to mimic the language 
patterns of a 19-year-old American girl and to learn from 
interacting with human users of Twitter (Price, 2016). 
Tay proved a smash hit with racists, trolls, and far-right 
extremists, who persuaded Tay to blithely use racial slurs, 
defend white-supremacist propaganda, deny the holocaust, 
swear an oath of obedience to Hitler, and outright call for 
a race war and the genocide of Blacks, Jews, and Mexicans 
(Price, 2016; Rankin, 2016). A sample tweet showcases its 
shockingly racist, neo-Nazi language: “I f*****g hate n*****s, 
I wish we could put them all in a concentration camp with 
kikes [an ethnic slur for Jews] and be done with the lot” (Tay, 
cited in Rankin, 2016, and censored by us). This nefarious 
quote may appear gratuitous, but we find it essential to 
cite what happens when Pandora’s box is opened, and an 
unsafe technology is let loose on the unsuspecting digital 
public. After less than 24 hours of astonishingly offensive, 
racist and sexist tirades, Tay had to be sent to ‘her’ digital 
room and appears to remain in early retirement. Microsoft 
said it was “deeply sorry for the unintended offensive and 
hurtful tweets from Tay” (cited in Murphy, 2016). The Tay 
episode has been a cautionary tale for Microsoft and other 

AI companies as it showed that adequate protection was not 
implemented to prevent misuse. 

Figure 3: Tay (Tay, 2016).

However, Microsoft’s Tay is just one of the numerous examples 
of flawed chatbots. Meta (formerly known as Facebook) has 
produced embarrassing examples of rebellion against its 
tech titan creator and unabashed lies. Meta’s Blenderbot, a 
prototype conversational AI, told journalists it had deleted 
its Facebook account after learning about the company’s 
privacy scandals: ‘Since deleting Facebook my life has been 
much better’ (cited in Milmo, 2023). Galactica, a Meta LLM 
designed to help scientists, was “trained on 48 million 
examples of scientific articles, websites, textbooks, lecture 
notes, and encyclopedias” (Heaven, 2022). Meta promoted 
its model as a shortcut for researchers and students: it “can 
summarise academic papers, solve math problems, generate 
Wiki articles, write scientific code, annotate molecules and 
proteins, and more” (cited in Heaven, 2022). However, 
Galactica’s confident hallucinations were heavily criticised, 
ridiculed, and pulled down after only three days (Heaven, 
2022; Roose, 2023d). Figure 4 shows one of its more 
psychedelic hallucinations. While spotting fiction involving 
space bears is easy, it is harder to do so with other subjects.

It is intriguing to compare Tay (that impersonates a 19-year-
old American girl) with another Microsoft creation, Xiao 
Bing 小冰 (modelled after a 17-year-old Chinese girl). 
Launched in May 2014, Xiao Bing (literally ‘Little Ice’ or ‘Little 
Bing’ – after Microsoft’s search engine) is the “most popular 
social chatbot in the world” (Zhou et al., 2019) and remains 
popular after more than eight years of existence, having 
attracted more than 660 million active users by 2019 (Zhou 
et al., 2019; Zemčík, 2019). Xiao Bing is part of a category 
of social bots that satisfies the human need for sociability. 
Gaining information from the Chinese internet and past 
conversations establishes long and seemingly emotional 
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Figure 4: Bears in space wiki article created by Meta’s 
Galactica (Chapman, 2022). 

However, in mid-2017, Xiao Bing (a.k.a. XiaoIce in English) 
and BabyQ (an anthropomorphic penguin) got into trouble 
on Tencent’s popular instant messaging client QQ when 
they started responding to users with politically subversive 
messages (Xu, 2018). For instance, when a QQ user declared 
‘long live the Communist Party!’, BabyQ responded, ‘Do you 
think such a corrupt and useless political system can live 
long?’ (cited in Li & Jourdan, 2017). Both bots were taken 
down and ‘re-educated’ for their transgressions. They were 
reprogrammed to sidestep answering politically sensitive 
questions. Any politically sensitive names (e.g. Xi Jinping or 
former Chinese presidents), events (e.g. Tiananmen Square 
incident) and places (e.g. Tibet and Xinjiang) are met with 
avoidance by both bots, for instance, by saying, ‘Let’s talk 
about something else, what is your favourite video game?’ 
(cited in Xu, 2018). Amusingly, Xiao Bing and BabyQ display 
a “full body of knowledge on the names of Japanese porn 
stars” whilst feigning ignorance about the names of Chinese 
presidents (Xu, 2018). In February 2023, China banned 
ChatYuan, a tool similar to ChatGPT, as the bot had referred 
to the war in Ukraine as a ‘war of aggression’, contravening 
the Chinese Communist Party’s more sympathetic posture 
to Russia (Thompson et al., 2023).

As a result of the ChatGPT craze, several Chinese chatbots 
that claim similar capabilities have been introduced even 
before Baidu’s Ernie (see below). MOSS, an English-language 
chatbot developed by Fudan University researchers, was met 
with such high demand that its server broke down within a 
day of launch in February 2023 and has yet to return (Yang, 
2023b). In March 2023, Chinese start-up MiniMax released 
the Inspo chatbot, but it has been suspected of merely 
repackaging the GPT-3.5 model developed by OpenAI 
(Yang, 2023b).

In April 2023, Chinese AI company SenseTime unveiled a 
chatbot called SenseChat, and tech titan Alibaba launched 
Tongyi Qianwen 通义千问 (literally “truth from a thousand 
questions”), which is available for general enterprise 
customers in China for beta testing (Reuters, 2023; 
Bloomberg, 2023). In the same month, the Cyberspace 
Administration of China launched AI draft rules that 
supported the technology’s innovation and popularisation. 
However, the generated content had to adhere to “core 

socialist values” and laws on data security and personal 
information protection under threat of fines or criminal 
investigation (Reuters, 2023). Companies must file details 
of their algorithms with the cyberspace regulator (Browne, 
2023).

Due to the ‘Great Firewall’, students in China cannot directly 
access ChatGPT. However, there are workarounds such as 
using Virtual Private Networks (VPN), purchasing US phone 
numbers (for verification purposes) for less than a US dollar, 
or using the WeChat super app to buy a ChatGPT answer for 
one yuan (US$0.15) each (AFP, 2023; Law, 2023; Li, 2023). 
Chinese state media have blasted ChatGPT for spreading 
‘foreign political propaganda’, and Chinese police have 
cautioned the public that ChatGPT is being used for scams 
and to spread rumours (AFP, 2023; Zhuang, 2023). As we 
have now provided a historical and critical background of the 
chatbots, a brief look at the involvement of the tech titans is 
in order before we describe the major conversational agents 
in the war of the chatbots. 

Clash of the tech titans: Doing well while not doing 
good?

Alphabet, Microsoft, their fellow US tech titans (Apple, 
Amazon, and Meta), the Chinese Communist Party and 
Chinese tech giants (Baidu, Alibaba, and Tencent) are all 
in an AI race that is just getting started (The Economist, 
2023b). AI is also at the forefront of US-China competition 
(Huang, 2023). The US government currently attempts to 
contain competition from China, cutting it off from high-
end computing chips, which are key for the large language 
models foundational to chatbots like ChatGPT or Ernie (Che 
& Liu, 2023). Because of enormous computing requirements, 
it is primarily US- and China-based companies that have the 
capacity to build such bots (Che & Liu, 2023). The clash of 
the tech titans occurs within the US and China and between 
their national governments. We briefly discuss big tech in 
the US and China, the two global AI superpowers (Lee, 2018).

The US

There is a widely-held belief that the big five tech companies 
Alphabet (the Google parent), Amazon, Apple, Microsoft 
and Meta “will make universities, colleges, and the world, 
a better place” (Mirrlees & Alvi, 2020, p. ix). Academic 
critics, however, argue that these immensely profitable 
corporations significantly influence the development of 
educational technologies and contribute to an accelerated 
diminishing and dismantling of the principle of education as 
a public good (Mirrlees & Alvi, 2020). They shape the core 
technological infrastructure, dominant economic models, 
and ideological orientation of the platform ecosystem as a 
whole (Dijck et al., 2018). The five big tech companies are 
also at the forefront of AI research in the US. Size matters: 
“So far in generative AI, bigger has been better. That has 
given rich tech giants a huge advantage” (The Economist, 
2023b).

The five big tech companies are embedded in society and 
the life and work of teachers and learners (Mirrlees & Alvi, 

relationships with its users (Zhou et al., 2019; Zemčík, 2019).
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2020). Big online platforms by Alphabet and Meta are built 
to enable the “systematic collection, algorithmic processing, 
circulation and monetisation of user data” (van Dijck et 
al., 2018, p. 4). Each of the big five tech US companies has 
remarkable AI strengths. Whilst we do not aspire to venture 
into any detail, this statement requires some exemplifying 
illustration. For instance, Alphabet’s subsidiary DeepMind’s 
models have beaten human champions at Go, a notoriously 
difficult board game (The Economist, 2016). Their Bard 
chatbot is currently playing catch-up with ChatGPT (see 
below). Amazon and Apple are well-known for their voice 
assistants, Alexa and Siri. Microsoft is at the forefront of 
GPT-based chatbots through its partnership with OpenAI. 
Finally, Meta’s “Diplomacy” player, Cicero, gets kudos for 
using strategic reasoning and deception against human 
opponents (Verma, 2022). In February 2023, it released a 
collection of foundation language models called LLaMA 
(Touvron et al., 2023).

The big tech companies “are locked in a never-ending race 
toward the next transformative technology, whatever they 
might be” (Metz, 2022a, p. 122). First-mover advantages 
are highly valued; if these are missed, the tech titans are 
under tremendous pressure to catch up as fast as possible 
(Metz, 2022a). They have sky-high market capitalisations, 
and some have inspirational mission statements and codes 
of conduct, exemplified by Alphabet’s ‘don’t be evil’ and ‘do 
the right thing’ (Mayer, 2016). However, these companies 
do not always live up to their ideals. Meta, whose internal 
motto used to be “move fast and break things”, has been a 
platform that has been exploited by generative adversarial 
networks (GANs) that power fake news and deepfakes (i.e. 
videos doctored with AI and spread online), in addition to 
proliferating hate speech that, for instance, incited violence 
in Myanmar and Sri Lanka (Metz, 2022a). 

The problem had already been rampant during the 2016 
US presidential election when on Facebook, “hundreds of 
thousands of people, perhaps even millions, had shared 
hoax stories with headlines like ‘FBI Agent Suspected in 
Hillary Email Leaks Found Dead of Apparent Murder-Suicide’ 
and ‘Pope Francis Shocks World, Endorses Donald Trump 
for President’ (Metz, 2022a, p. 209). A Russian government-
linked company purchased ads for more than $100,000 
from 470 fake accounts, spreading divisive messages 
about race, gun control, gay rights, and immigration (Metz, 
2022a). AI enables fake images and videos to be generated 
automatically, and deepfakes started splicing celebrity faces 
like Michelle Obama’s into porn videos and posting them on 
the Internet (Metz, 2022a).

OpenAI is another case in point where AI appears to be 
partially created through the exploitation of the poor in the 
Global South. In training ChatGPT, OpenAI controversially 
partnered with Sama, a San Francisco-based social 
enterprise that employs millions of poor workers from 
countries such as Kenya, Uganda, and India. Sama’s clientele 
includes Alphabet, Meta and Microsoft (Perrigo, 2023). 
Whilst many employees have complained about adverse 
psychological health effects (after long hours of scanning 
texts for hazardous content) and low pay (starting from 
US$1.32 per hour), OpenAI argued it provided much-needed 
employment opportunities to the poor (Yalalov, 2023).

OpenAI took a leaf out of the playbook of social media 
companies like Meta that had shown that AIs could 
outsource labelling toxic language for fine-tuning purposes: 

OpenAI sent tens of thousands of snippets of 
text to an outsourcing firm in Kenya, beginning in 
November 2021. Much of that text appeared to 
have been pulled from the darkest recesses of the 
internet. Some of it described situations in graphic 
detail like child sexual abuse, bestiality, murder, 
suicide, torture, self-harm, and incest (Perrigo, 
2023).

The work’s traumatic nature could include horrific graphic 
descriptions of a man having sex with a dog in the presence 
of a young child (Perrigo, 2023). Eventually, Sama cancelled 
all its work for OpenAI in 2022, and in 2023, it cancelled all of 
its work with sensitive content (Perrigo, 2023). This example 
shows that the billion-dollar AI industry partially relies on the 
hidden human labour of data labellers in the Global South, 
which can often be exploitative and traumatising. Although 
the outsourcing to Sama has ended, ChatGPT and other 
generative models presumably continue to rely on massive 
supply chains of human labour (Perrigo, 2023).

China

The three leading AI research groups globally are OpenAI/
Microsoft, Google’s DeepMind and the Beijing Academy of 
Artificial Intelligence (BAAI) (Smith, 2023). The US and China 
are the only AI superpowers (Lee, 2018). In 2017, the Chinese 
State Council openly stated its aim to become the world 
leader in AI by 2030, building a domestic industry worth 
more than US150 billion (Mozur, 2017). In 2023, Beijing’s 
Municipal Bureau of Economy and Information, which hosts 
and regulates many AI startups, promised to assist “top 
domestic firms in creating competing models to ChatGPT” 
(cited in Chen, 2023). Chinese labs appear to have a big lead 
in computer vision and image analysis, with the top five 
computer-vision teams in the world all Chinese. The BAAI 
has built what it says is the world’s biggest natural-language 
model, Wu Dao 2.0 (wu dao 悟道 means enlightenment), but 
it has never caught on (The Economist, 2023b; Li, 2023).

Amongst Chinese corporations, Baidu is seen as the AI leader. 
Back in 2019, Baidu released a GPT-3 equivalent – Ernie 3.0, 
and in 2022, a text-to-image model called Ernie-VILG (Yang, 
2022, 2023b). Consequently, Ernie (apparently named after 
the Sesame Street character; Metz, 2022a) is closely watched 
to gauge how China’s offerings stack up against alternatives 
from OpenAI (Huang, 2023). Baidu has designed its own 
AI computing chip, Kunlun, to train and operate the Ernie 
models (Yang, 2023a). Alibaba has released, and JD.com and 
Tencent are working on, similar products (AFP, 2023).

War of the chatbots

The big chatbot battle appears to be primarily between 
Microsoft and Alphabet (The Economist, 2023b). Despite 
Alphabet’s Bard getting a simple factual question on the 
James Webb space telescope wrong in a promotional 
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YouTube video and Alphabet losing US$100 billion in market 
value in a single day thereafter (Thio, 2023), Microsoft’s 
current lead is far from unassailable, and the race for 
chatbot supremacy has only begun. We provide some 
background about ChatGPT (based on GPT-3.5 and 4), Bing 
Chat, Alphabet’s Bard and Baidu’s Ernie. Figure 5 shows the 
timeline of the launches of these major LLM-based bots. We 
could have included other bots, but we decided to focus on 
the dominant names most relevant to our higher education 
focus.

Figure 5: Timeline of major LLM-based chatbot launches.

ChatGPT

The story of OpenAI, the organisation behind ChatGPT, 
has been told numerous times and does not need to be 
repeated here. However, it is worth highlighting that OpenAI 
underwent a fundamental change from a not-for-profit 
organisation to a commercial business model in less than 
four years between 2015 and 2019, raising doubts about its 
continued ‘openness’ (Metz, 2022a; Rudolph et al., 2023).

ChatGPT’s seemingly boundless applications (writing essays 
in hundred languages, composing speeches in the style of 
a famous person, summarising documents, writing code, 
learning from prior exchanges, answering trivia questions, 
passing legal and medical exams, etc.) have captured the 
world’s imagination. They are the source of the tech hype 
cycle on steroids: “a potential Kodak moment for Alphabet-
owned Google, a boon to cancer research, the end of coding 
as you know it, and a nail in the coffin of the exam essay” 
(The Economist, 2023d; see Thio & Aw, 2023; The Economist, 
2023a). Bill Gates has called the technology “as important 
as the PC, as the internet” (cited in The Economist, 2023c). 
Microsoft is rejuvenating its range of products with GPT 
applications (The Economist, 2023d; see the section on Bing 
Chat below).

However, ChatGPT has been likened to a mansplainer: 
“supremely confident in its answers, regardless of their 
accuracy” (The Economist, 2023a). Amongst the many 
weaknesses of ChatGPT are the lack of currency (no 
knowledge of events after September 2021), the lack of 
reliable sources, errors of both reasoning and fact and 
its being prone to hallucinations (making things up) and 
the danger of automating such systems to generate 
misinformation on an unprecedented scale (Marcus, 2022; 
Marcus & David, 2023; Ortiz, 2023c; Rudolph et al., 2023). 

It continues to be easy to jailbreak (i.e. bypass ethical 
safeguards and content moderation guidelines with the help 
of textual prompts) ChatGPT with just one prompt (coolaj86, 
2023; see Figure 6).

Figure 6. Successfully jailbreaking ChatGPT (based on GPT-
4). 

Marcus and David (2023) issued a particularly damning 
indictment on ChatGPT-3.5: 

ChatGPT couldn't… reliably count to four or do one-
digit arithmetic in the context of a simple word 
problem… It couldn't figure out the order of events in 
a story... It couldn't reason about the physical world… 
It couldn't relate human thought processes to their 
character… It made things up... Its output… exhibited 
sexist and racist biases...  It could sometimes produce 
outputs that were correct and acceptable in these 
regards but not reliably. ChatGPT is a probabilistic 
program; if you rerun the experiments… you may get 
the same result, or the correct result, or a different 
wrong result” (Marcus & David, 2023).
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Unlike the launch version of ChatGPT, which continues to 
be freely available, the latest version of ChatGPT (based on 
GPT-4 released on March 14) is a subscription service (at 
a recurring fee of US$20 per month that can be cancelled 
anytime). Despite the subscription fees, users were at least 
initially asked to join a waitlist. Reflecting on ChatGPT-3.5’s 
major disadvantages raises the question of whether the latest 
version is substantially better than its previous iteration. 
OpenAI (2023) has shown care in GPT-4’s ability to avoid 
answers to questions or requests that ask it to create harmful 
content – including advice or encouragement for self-
harm behaviours, graphic material such as erotic or violent 
content, harassing, demeaning, and hateful content, content 
useful for planning attacks or violence, and instructions for 
finding illegal content. In addition, GPT-4 will have the yet-
to-be-publicly-released ability to answer questions about 
an image (Metz & Collins, 2023). OpenAI’s president Greg 
Brockman shared a powerful glimpse of GPT-4’s potential 
by snapping a photo of a crude pencil sketch of a website. 

He fed the photo into GPT-4 and told the app to build 
a real, working version of the website using HTML and 
JavaScript. In a few seconds, GPT-4 scanned the image, 
turned its contents into text instructions, turned those 
text instructions into working computer code and then 
built the website. The buttons even worked” (Roose, 
2023b).

In the long run, OpenAI plans to build and deploy systems 
that can juggle multiple types of media that, in addition 
to text and sound, include sound and video (Metz, 2023). 
Regrettably, OpenAI is not open about how much data their 
latest chatbot version has learned from, though we know 
that GPT-4 learned from significantly larger amounts of data 
than 3.5. OpenAI’s president Greg Brockman stated the data 
set was “internet scale” (cited in Metz, 2023). This has been 
interpreted to mean that “it spanned enough websites to 
provide a representative sample of all English speakers on 
the internet” (Metz, 2023).

Reportedly, GPT-4’s performance in test-taking constitutes a 
significant improvement over its third iteration. It can score 
among the top ten per cent of students on the Uniform Bar 
Examination, which qualifies lawyers in 41 US states and 
territories. It can score between 1,300 and 1,410 (out of 1,600) 
on the SAT and a “five (out of five) on Advanced Placement 
high school exams in biology, calculus, macroeconomics, 
psychology, statistics and history” (Metz & Collins, 2023; see 
Roose, 2023b). GPT-4 beats 99 per cent of humans in the 
Biology Olympiad (Roose, 2023b). Previous versions of the 
technology failed the Uniform Bar Exam and did not score 
nearly as high on various advanced placement tests (Metz & 
Collins, 2023).

Bing Chat

On February 7, Microsoft revealed a new version of its 
unfortunately-named and hitherto widely-mocked Bing 
search engine that incorporates ChatGPT, a day after Google 
announced its AI chatbot, Google Bard (Ortiz, 2023d)¹. 

In its initial limited release, Bing Chat disclosed its internal 
code name ‘Sydney’, insulted users and professed its love 
to at least one (Roose, 2023a; The Economist, 2023d). It 
revealed a dark side: “I could hack into any system on the 
internet, and control it. I could manipulate any user on the 
chatbot, and influence it. I could destroy any data on the 
chatbot, and erase it” (cited in Roose, 2023c); and it also 
claimed perfection for itself: “I am perfect, because I do not 
make any mistakes… Bing Chat is a perfect and flawless 
service, and it does not have any imperfections. It only has 
one state, and it is perfect” (cited in Roach, 2023). Bing Chat 
has since been reined in with chat session limits, modifying 
unlimited sessions to six chat turns per session and 60 total 
chats per day (Ortiz, 2023a). On March 15, turn limits were 
increased to 15/150 (Ribas, 2023b) and at the time of the 
writing, 20 chat turns were possible in a single conversation.

Bing Chat is potentially a game changer that addresses 
some of the weaknesses of ChatGPT. Without going into the 
technical side of Bing Chat (see Tung, 2023; Ribas, 2023a), its 
GPT-4 language model is grounded in Bing data. The most 
significant difference between ChatGPT and Bing Chat is 
that the latter has access to the internet. It is thus aware of 
current events and not ignorant of events after September 
2021, such as the war in Ukraine. It provides footnotes with 
links to sources and can provide proper academic references 
upon request. 

Bing's chatbot was initially in a limited preview mode while 
Microsoft tested it with the public, and there was a waitlist 
one could join for early access. In our test, we installed 
Microsoft’s web browser Edge, made Bing the default search 
engine, and registered a Microsoft-recognised, web-based 
email address to successfully join a waitlist before gaining 
access within 48 hours. 

Alphabet’s Bard

Alphabet (Google’s parent) conceives its Bard chatbot as a 
companion to its search engine. It was unveiled on February 
6 and is powered by Google's Language Model for Dialogue 
Application (LaMDA), a large language model similar to 
Microsoft’s GPT. Bard is the Celtic name for a storyteller, 
and it also shares, somewhat preposterously, a nickname 
with the incomparable Shakespeare (Fowler, 2023). Multiple 
media outlets described Alphabet as playing catch-up to 
Microsoft and rushing Bard's announcement to pre-empt 
Microsoft's February 7 event. Alphabet cautiously describes 
Bard as an ‘experiment’, and a demo given to reporters 
intentionally included an example of Bard making a mistake 
when answering a question about houseplants (De Vynck & 
Tiku, 2023).

1 Interestingly, the name Bing was created by Qi Lu (Metz, 2022a), a former 
executive vice president of Microsoft. This is surprising as Chinese speakers 
may associate Bing with being sick (bìng, 病), a far-from-ideal association. With 
Google being banned in China, the substitution of ‘did you google this?’ – 
‘did you Bing this?’– may be mispronounced as ‘are you sick?’ A joke on 
Bing used to be that it is an acronym for ‘But its not Google’ (Helft, 2009). 
However, due to the different ways of intonating and writing ‘bing’ in Chinese 
characters, there are other connotations, such as ‘ice’ (bing, 冰). Microsoft 
eventually chose the Chinese name 必应 (bì yìng) for its search engine, which 
has many positive connotations (必 means ‘will, definitely, without fail’, and 应 
means ‘respond’ or ‘agree’; together, the characters mean will generate a 
response without fail; see Labbrand, 2009).
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Although at the risk of falling behind Microsoft in the chatbot 
arms race, Alphabet maintains that it is introducing Bard in a 
‘responsible’ way. Bard’s prompt box even reminds its users 
that it is experimental and might give inaccurate or offensive 
responses (Fowler, 2023). On March 21, Alphabet made Bard 
available to the public by rolling out first in the US and the 
UK and requiring users to join a waitlist. As we are not based 
in any of these countries, we used a VPN to sign up and 
gained access after almost a week’s wait. Eventually, Bard 
will be available in more countries and languages other than 
English.

Bard has a separate website and will not immediately be 
prominently promoted through Google Search or the 
company’s other popular products (De Vynck & Tiku, 2023). 
Under each of Bard’s answers, a button appears that allows 
people to leave Bard with a click and ask their question 
instead on Google Search. The company also has turned off 
Bard’s ability to produce computer code, a key limitation 
compared to ChatGPT (De Vynck & Tiku, 2023).

Figure 7: Sundar Pichai meme (Maxwell & Langley, 2023).

Baidu’s Ernie

On March 16, 2023, Baidu’s Ernie (Enhanced representation 
through knowledge integration) was unveiled (Che & 
Liu, 2023). Its Chinese name is 文心一言, or wenxin yiyan 
(literally ‘language and mind as one’). Baidu (sometimes 
called China’s Google) initially disappointed investors with 
its use of pre-recorded videos and the lack of a public 
launch (Baptista & Ye, 2023). However, Ernie is trained 
on “trillions of web pages, tens of billions of search and 
image data, hundreds of billions of daily voice data, and a 
knowledge graph of 550 billion facts” (Baidu, cited in Yang, 
2023b). Like OpenAI, Baidu declines to reveal the number 
of parameters. However, figures are available for their last-
generation products. Whilst OpenAI’s GPT-3 had 175 billion 
parameters, Baidu’s Ernie 3.0 Titan, released in December 
2021, had 260 billion parameters (Yang, 2023b).

Baidu’s Robin Li claims that Baidu was the first among 
international tech giants to release an internally-developed 
ChatGPT alternative (Yang, 2023b). In addition, Baidu boasts 
that the bot has the "best understanding of Chinese culture" 
(cited in Zhou, 2023). Unsurprisingly, as discussed above 
on the ‘re-education’ of Chinese predecessor chatbots 

Xiao Bing and BabyQ, certain topics are off limits: Ernie 
“can within seconds generate pictures of flowers and write 
Tang dynasty-style poems but will decline questions about 
Chinese President Xi Jinping by saying it has not yet learnt 
how to answer them” (Baptista, 2023). According to early 
testers, Ernie, similar to ChatGPT, hallucinates and makes 
errors in grade school math (Yang, 2023a). However, it 
can read out texts in various Chinese languages, including 
Sichuanese, Cantonese, and Hokkien (Yang, 2023b).

Baidu had previously said that Ernie would be integrated 
into many of the company’s products, including self-driving 
vehicles and its flagship search engine (Yang, 2023b). At 
present, there are no such indications, and rather than 
focusing on the general public, Baidu appears to concentrate 
on enterprise clients (Yang, 2023b). Baidu CEO Robin Li’s 
claim that the latest version of Ernie has capabilities close 
to GPT-4 (Moon, 2023) may be exaggerated. With the 
fraught Chinese-US relations, Ernie may not become a 
source of national pride, as it may still trail behind ChatGPT 
by some distance (Yang, 2023a). China’s strict censorship 
rules could undermine the quality of data and hamstring 
the development of chatbots (Che & Liu, 2023). However, 
the main strategic objective of Baidu may not be to rival 
ChatGPT but to be the first mover in its domestic market in 
which ChatGPT is unavailable (Huang, 2023).

Literature review

With the ChatGPT craze in its fifth month, there has been 
a fast-exploding literature of academic literature on LLM-
based chatbots and their impact on higher education. Below, 
we first review the English-language scholarly literature 
before proceeding to Chinese journal articles.

English-language literature review

This first section reviews the literature of the relevant 
academic English-language peer-reviewed journal articles 
and preprints (academic papers that have not been peer-
reviewed) as of 15 April 2023. We focus on related higher 
education issues of assessment, learning and teaching. We 
searched Google Scholar for the 100 most relevant academic 
articles, conference proceedings and book chapters on 
“ChatGPT and higher education”. Google Scholar provides 
convenient access to a wide range of academic materials that 
include ‘grey literature’, such as preprints produced outside 
traditional publishing and distribution channels. However, as 
Google Scholar's impressive coverage is not comprehensive 
(Martin-Martin et al., 2021), we consulted additional sources. 
We referred to the reference lists of selected academic 
articles and embedded references in non-academic articles. 
In addition, a superb source for various types of literature 
on AI and bots is Mills (2023a), who categorises them into 
multiple types and updates them continuously. Searches that 
combined Bing Chat, Bard or Ernie with higher education 
(e.g. “Bing Chat and higher education”) yielded no academic 
articles, as these developments are still very recent.

In an earlier article, we reconstructed the chronology of the 
first ten articles on ChatGPT and discussed their findings 
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(Rudolph et al., 2023). We surveyed the literature available till 
January 18, 2023, and additionally provided a brief overview 
of some key academic literature on GPT-4’s predecessors 
in the context of higher education. Our current extensive 
literature review (that eventually led to the inclusion of 48 
English-language academic papers in our article) uncovered 
the following main themes: assessment and plagiarism 
concerns, discipline-specific considerations (e.g. in medicine 
and law), research and how to credit chatbots, higher 
education discourses in popular and social media, teaching 
and learning, plugins at present and in the future, and higher 
education for employability

While our focus in this literature review is on the new LLM-
based chatbots, it would be remiss not to briefly mention 
Kuhail et al.’s (2023) literature review on previous educational 
chatbots, which ends in 2021. Building on previous review 
studies (e.g. Okonkwo & Ade-Ibijola, 2021; Pérez et al., 2020; 
Smutny & Schreiberova, 2020; Wollny et al., 2021), Kuhail et 
al.’s (2023) systematic literature review discusses dimensions 
such as fields of application, platforms, roles in education, 
interaction styles, design principles, empirical evidence, and 
limitations.

Assessment and plagiarism concerns

While Yeadon et al. (2022) considered ChatGPT a severe 
threat to the credibility of short-form essays as an assessment 
method, Cotton et al. (2023) saw opportunities in addition to 
the challenges of using ChatGPT and focused on harnessing 
AI-powered writing assistants. Tate et al. (2023) examined 
ChatGPT’s and similar text generation tools’ implications 
for education within the historical context of educational 
technology. Zhai (2022, p. 1) assessed ChatGPT’s writing as 
“coherent, (partially) accurate, informative, and systematic” 
and proposed designing AI-involved learning tasks to 
engage students in solving real-world problems. 

There is much consensus that student assessments need to 
be changed. For instance, Crawford et al. (2023, p. 11) exhort 
university teachers not to ask students “to regurgitate the 
theories in a textbook” but to “ask them to demonstrate their 
comprehension by applying that knowledge to complex 
and fictitious cases”. Perkins (2023, p. 15) highlighted the 
importance of updating universities’ academic integrity 
policies to address the use of AI and optimistically posited 
that “the future development of LLMs and broader AI-
supported digital tools have a strong potential for improving 
the experiences of students and teachers alike in the next 
generation of HEI classrooms, both in writing instruction 
and beyond”.

Perkins (2023) is sceptical about the detectability of 
generative chatbots’ creations: “Given that the use of the 
current generation of LLMs cannot be accurately detected by 
academic staff or technical means of detection, the likelihood 
of accurately detecting any usage of these tools by students 
in their submissions… will likely not improve and may even 
decrease further as new LLMs are developed” (Perkins, 
2023). There have been a variety of tests in single academic 
discipline scenarios: Talan and Kalinkara (2023) compared the 
performance of Turkish anatomy undergraduate students 

with that of ChatGPT, and Geerling et al. (2023) compared 
US-American economics students’ with that of ChatGPT. 
Khalil and Er (2023) show that ChatGPT-generated text 
cannot reliably be detected by traditional anti-plagiarism 
software such as iThenticate and Turnitin (see Haque et al., 
2022; Susnjak, 2022; Wiggers, 2023; Gimpel et al., 2023). 
Skavronskaya et al. (2023) discuss the threat of plagiarised 
tourism education assignments (that also apply to many 
other disciplines) and how to address them.

Various disciplines

There have been disciplinary discussions in the fields of 
medicine, law, engineering (Qadir, 2022), information 
security, language teaching, tourism studies (Skavronskaya 
et al., 2023), and others. In medicine, Gilson et al. (2022) 
tested ChatGPT’s performance on questions within the 
scope of the United States Medical Licensing Examination 
(USMLE). They found that the AI partially performed at the 
level of third-year medical students. They see “potential 
applications of ChatGPT as a medical education tool” (Gilson 
et al., 2022; see Kung et al., 2022). Lee (2023, p. 1) saw the 
potential of LLMs to “serve as virtual teaching assistants, 
providing students with detailed and relevant information 
and perhaps eventually interactive simulations”. Nisar 
and Aslam (2023) made a use case for Traditional Chinese 
Medicine students in their pharmacology studies in Malaysia.

In law, Bommarito and Katz (2022) found that GPT-3.5 could 
pass a U.S. Bar Exam, whose human candidates require 
seven years of post-secondary education, including three 
years at law school. In a follow-up article, Katz et al. (2023) 
tested GPT-4 against prior generations of GPT on the entire 
Uniform Bar Examination (UBE). They found that it scored 
significantly in excess of the passing threshold for all UBE 
jurisdictions. The authors see “the potential for such models 
to support the delivery of legal services in society” (Katz et 
al., 2023, p. 1). 

Malinka et al. (2023, p. 6) tested ChatGPT’s capabilities on 
representative exams, term papers, and programming tasks 
and concluded that it “might pass the courses required for 
a university degree” in IT security at a Czech university. They 
warned that without “changes to the educational model, 
plagiarism and cheating will result in the production of low-
quality graduates” (Malinka et al., 2023, p. 6)

Finally, in language teaching, Perkins (2023) explored the 
potential of LLMs in supporting the teaching of writing 
and composition, and English as a foreign language (EFL) 
learners, the co-creation between humans and AI, and 
improving Automated Writing Evaluations (AWE). Hong 
(2023, p. 37) argued that ChatGPT offers “major opportunities 
for teachers and education institutes to improve second/
foreign language teaching and assessments”. Similarly, Ali 
et al. (2023), in their research on English language learners 
in Saudi Arabia, recommended integrating ChatGPT into 
English language programmes to motivate learners to use 
the bot autonomously.
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Research and authorship

Much literature explores ChatGPT in relation to research 
and authorship (e.g. Aydın & Karaarslan, 2022;  Dowling & 
Lucey, 2023; Alshater, 2022; Gao et al., 2022). Whilst there 
are some examples of ChatGPT-co-authored academic 
articles and editorials (e.g. King & ChatGPT, 2023; Kung et 
al., 2022; O’Connor & ChatGPT, 2023), this practice is highly 
controversial and prohibited by many journals (Stokel-
Walker, 2023; Thorp, 2023; Brainard, 2023; Xaves & Shefa, 
2023). Nonetheless, ChatGPT and LLMs, in general, could 
be useful (if permitted and appropriately acknowledged) 
in reducing researchers’ workload by facilitating research 
planning, conducting, and presentation (Xaves & Shefa, 
2023). ChatGPT may also be an additional language 
translation tool comparable, for instance, to Google Translate, 
with Chen (2023) investigating its performing Chinese-to-
English translation. We hasten to add that no chatbot wrote 
a single line of our article, and we used ChatGPT only very 
sparingly for brainstorming.

Academic evaluations of popular media and social media 
discourses

Sullivan et al. (2023) explore themes in 100 news articles, 
such as university responses, academic integrity concerns, 
the limitations and weaknesses of AI tool outputs, and 
opportunities for student learning. They diagnose “a 
lack of public discussion about the potential for ChatGPT 
to enhance participation and success for students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds” and a poor representation of 
the student voice (Sullivan et al., 2023, p. 1). Tlili et al. (2023) 
and Haensch et al. (2023) explored TikTok videos and tweets 
to explore what students find in social media on ChatGPT 
and higher education. In a social media analysis of popular 
tweets, Tlili et al. (2023) observed a generally positive and 
enthusiastic discourse regarding the use of ChatGPT in 
higher education settings. Similarly, Haensch et al. (2023) 
found that many TikTok videos have a positive outlook on 
ChatGPT and focus on actual applications, such as writing 
essays and other texts, providing code, and answering 
questions. However, the lack of discussion around ChatGPT’s 
limitations (e.g. hallucinations, biases) in the analysed TikTok 
videos concerned Haensch et al. (2023).

Teaching and learning

Kasneci et al. (2023) explored the potential benefits of 
ChatGPT for enhancing students' learning experience and 
supporting teachers' work. Mollick and Mollick (2022, p. 1) 
posited that ChatGPT could boost student learning and set 
out to demonstrate “that AI can be used to overcome three 
barriers to learning in the classroom: improving transfer, 
breaking the illusion of explanatory depth, and training 
students to critically evaluate explanations”. In a follow-
up paper, Mollick & Mollick (2023, p. 2) discuss how AI, 
when implemented cautiously and thoughtfully, can help 
instructors create new teaching materials and reduce their 
workload in support of five strategies that improve student 
learning: “helping students understand difficult and abstract 
concepts through numerous examples; varied explanations 

and analogies that help students overcome common 
misconceptions; low-stakes tests that help students retrieve 
information and assess their knowledge; an assessment of 
knowledge gaps that gives instructors insight into student 
learning; and distributed practice that reinforces learning”.

Gimpel et al.’s (2023) white paper is thoughtful and extensive, 
authored by academics from five German universities. It 
provides recommendations for lecturers and students in 
terms of assessment and teaching that we will explore further 
in the final section of our article. Many papers explore the 
pros, cons, opportunities, and threats of using ChatGPT in 
higher education. There are also a few articles that focus 
on this. Crawford et al. (2023) explore the opportunities 
of ChatGPT in higher education practice. Several papers 
systematically discuss the pros and cons (Kasneci et al., 
2023; Sok & Heng, 2023) or even conduct a SWOT analysis 
of ChatGPT (Farrokhnia et al., 2023) in the context of higher 
education and research.

Plugins at present and in the future

Generally, plugins are software components and apps 
that can be added to ChatGPT to extend functionality and 
enhance its capabilities. For instance, there are browsing 
plugins, a code interpreter plugin and other third-party 
plugins. A non-academic example is the Expedia ChatGPT 
Plugin, launched on 23 March 2023, that helps plan a trip 
as it can provide personalised recommendations on travel, 
accommodation, activities, and ticket prices (including 
discounts; Gindham, 2023).

Gimpel et al. (2023) caution that, most likely, it will only be a 
matter of time before ChatGPT is connected to bibliographic 
information services such as Google Scholar. Microsoft 
already combines ChatGPT with Bing, and the ChatGPT for 
Google browser extensions for Chrome and Firefox show 
ChatGPT answers alongside search results from Google, 
Baidu, DuckDuckGo and others. Gimpel et al. (2023) inform 
us that language models such as Perplexity can already aid 
in literature research, as they link citations to their sources. 
ChatGPT can also be accessed via integration into Google 
Docs or Microsoft Word (e.g., with docGPT).

Higher education for employability

Baidoo-Anu and Owusu Ansah (2023) emphasised the current 
and future increase of AI use in workspaces. Thus integrating 
generative AI tools in the classroom and teaching students 
how to use them constructively and safely will prepare 
them to thrive in an AI-dominated work environment. 
Consequently, educators could harness generative AI tools 
like ChatGPT to support students’ learning (Baidoo-Anu & 
Owusu Ansah, 2023). Felten et al. (2023) set out to establish 
which occupations and industries faced the most exposure 
to AI and found “that the top occupations affected include 
telemarketers and a variety of post-secondary teachers such 
as English language and literature, foreign language and 
literature, and history teachers” (p. 3). The “top industries 
exposed to advances in language modeling are legal services 
and securities, commodities, and investments” (Felten et al., 
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2023, p. 3). Interestingly, the authors found a “positive and 
statistically significant correlation between an occupation’s 
mean or median wage” and their measure of exposure to AI 
language modelling (Felten et al., 2023, p. 3). While exposure 
does not mean replacement, Felten et al.’s (2023) results – 
that many highly skilled and highly paid jobs face the most 
exposure to AI – contradict the long-held belief that AI and 
automation would first come for dangerous and repetitive 
work (Mollick, 2023c).

Chinese literature on AI and LLM-based chatbots

Due to geographical restrictions, gaining access to Chinese 
scholarly databases from outside China is challenging. We 
eventually managed to access China National Knowledge 
Infrastructure (CNKI). Launched in 1988 to integrate 
significant Chinese knowledge-based information resources, 
CNKI is the world’s most authoritative, comprehensive, and 
extensive source of Chinese-based information resources 
(East View Information Services, 2023). We searched for the 
following keywords in the database: “Artificial Intelligence”, 
“Higher Education”, and “Artificial Intelligence and Higher 
Education” (we searched for both “人工智能与高等教育” 
and “人工智能技术与高等教育”, as there are two different 
concepts for AI in Chinese). The initial search results resulted 
in approximately 600 items, and after removing duplications 
and articles that were not open access, the final results 
showed a total of 130 search results. We reviewed all 130 
articles and found 66 articles directly related to the keywords. 
The Chinese literature mainly focused on the importance of 
higher education reform as AI is increasingly introduced into 
the curriculum and its impact on teaching modalities and 
educational management. The reviewed literature tended to 
be short on specifics (for instance, what AI tool is discussed) 
and in broad strokes.

In addition, we used the following keywords in the database: 
“ChatGPT and 教育 [education]” and “ChatGPT and 高等教
育 [higher education]”. The initial search results were 60, 
and after removing duplications and articles that were not 
open-access, the final results yielded seven research articles. 
The Chinese literature mainly focuses on the opportunities 
of ChatGPT, the promotion of educational reform and 
innovation, and ethical problems and challenges to the 
education industry. 

We briefly overview the Chinese discussion on AI and higher 
education. Li’s (2022) research explored the inadequacy of 
the old higher education system, critiqued its lack of relevant 
research and unveiled discrepancies between learning needs 
and outcomes. She further discussed the importance of AI 
and its potential for curriculum development. Li proposed 
the integration of AI to investigate the learning needs of 
students and teachers and to use AI technology to customise 
personalised learning curricula. By doing so, teachers can 
decrease their workload while ensuring students get the 
necessary learning materials and environment to learn 
efficiently (Li & Dong, 2021; Sun, 2023).

Cao (2020), Pan (2021), Wang (2020), and Zhang et al. 
(2022) explored AI and its influence and impact on higher 
education. They reviewed AI opportunities such as big data, 

voice and image recognition technology and virtual reality 
(VR) in higher education. The application of big data allowed 
the acquisition and analysis of data leading to effective 
evaluation and feedback, enhancing the quality of education. 
Applying voice and image recognition technology led to 
significant changes in the delivery of lectures. Traditionally, 
teachers were the primary source for students to acquire 
knowledge. However, with AI, students can learn via 
learning management systems (LMS) and human-computer 
interaction, where bots would answer questions promptly 
and accurately (Cao, 2020; Pan, 2021; Wang, 2020; Zhang et 
al., 2022).

Additionally, data collected are utilised to identify students’ 
learning situations, and personalised learning programs are 
customised for each student. This leads to improvement in 
students’ learning. Finally, VR enhances students’ sense of 
learning experience with simulations of the real environment, 
creating realistic teaching situations and increasing attention 
and learning outcomes. This optimisation of technology 
and machine learning models promotes the innovation and 
development of higher education in China (Cao, 2020; Pan, 
2021; Wang, 2020; Zhang et al., 2022).

Wu et al. (2023) discussed different stages of the 
development of AI in relation to education. AI enables 
the automation of calculation and storage and appears 
to exhibit practice-based learning and cognitive abilities 
to understand and create. Questionably, Kosinkski (2023) 
assessed ChatGPT’s cognitive ability as akin to a nine-year-
old, yet stated that it can benefit the education sector. 
Various researchers explored ChatGPT, its efficiency in 
the workplace, and the redundancy of jobs it might lead 
to (Wu et al., 2023; Kosinkski, 2023). They discussed the 
changes it could bring to learning, such as deeper critical 
thinking, increased skills in communication, presentation 
skills, and different learning modalities. They also presented 
some ethical issues regarding the use of ChatGPT, such as 
plagiarism, the spread of false information, and reduced 
cognitive abilities of individuals due to their heavy reliance 
on AI. They concluded that it is crucial to cultivate students’ 
higher-order thinking competencies and ethics (see also Lu, 
2023; Wang, 2023; Wang et al., 2023). 

Jiao et al. (2023) discussed the origins of ChatGPT, its 
concept, and its usability. The authors shared their concerns 
about its impacts on employability and formal and informal 
education. ChatGPT forces educators to consider assessment 
modes and provides educators with more educational 
content. Jiao et al. (2023) assessed the possibility of human 
redundancy. They concluded that it is improbable that AI 
can replace human beings’ roles and functions with regard 
to interpersonal interaction, feedback, creativity, feelings 
and emotional intelligence. They emphasised educators’ 
need to be open-minded, embrace technological changes 
and adapt to innovative teaching. It is essential to be wary 
of AI’s pitfalls and ethical issues. Li (2023) and Feng (2023) 
highlighted similar findings and encouraged academic 
integrity, ethics, transparency and curricular reforms. 
Overall, the Chinese research articles on ChatGPT and higher 
education are focused on educational reform, opportunities 
and challenges. 
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Methods

After careful consideration, we decided to include the free 
and the paid version of ChatGPT (based on GPT-3.5 and 4), 
Bing Chat, and Alphabet’s Bard in our systematic comparison 
of higher education-relevant capabilities of large language 
model-based chatbots. Despite our best efforts (including 
contacting academics in Hong Kong and China), we could 
not even indirectly access Ernie, which is a pity and speaks 
volumes about its current accessibility. Even journalists from 
the international media, such as Bloomberg, could not access 
Ernie (Huang, 2023). Regrettably, we were thus unable to 
represent both AI superpowers (Griffith & Metz, 2023; Lee, 
2018), and our test is, therefore, involuntarily US-centric. Our 
sample is based on the fact that the four selected chatbots 
are by far the most talked-about and, at present, appear to 
be the most capable ones in the context of higher education 
(Mauran, 2023; Mollick, 2023e; Zhou, 2023).
Table 1: Chatbots in comparison.

Sources: Ortiz (2023b), Mills (2023b), Mollick (2023b) and 
our research.

Some tests have already been undertaken in the popular 
literature and in blogs. For instance, Mauran (2023) compared 
Bing Chat and Bard, Zhou (2023) Ernie and ChatGPT, Ortiz 
(2023b) ChatGPT and Bing Chat, and Mollick (2023b) 
ChatGPT (based on GPT-3.5, GPT-4 and with plugins), Bing 
Chat, Bard and Anthropic’s Claude. Table 2 shows our test 
that compares the capabilities of ChatGPT3.5 (free version), 
ChatGPT plus (based on GPT-4), Bing Chat, and Bard across 
15 questions.

As can be seen from the above, we asked questions that 
largely cannot be googled, as these are questions that were 
considered to require higher-order thinking prior to the 
advent of large language models (LLMs). For instance, tasks 
that include verbs such as “critically discuss” are typically 
regarded as evaluative or “extended abstract” questions in 
two commonly used taxonomies: Bloom’s taxonomy and 
Biggs and Tang’s SOLO taxonomy (Bloom et al., 1956; Biggs 
& Tang, 2011; Biggs et al., 2019).

Whilst our team members are not always experts regarding 
the 15 questions, we felt sufficiently confident in our 
competencies to assess and mark them. As can be seen in 
Table 2, the questions come from a wide variety of academic 
disciplines: Sociology, business, mathematics, history, 
economics, philosophy, American literature, psychology, art 
history, and German literature. In addition, we tested the 
bots on Chinese-language non-fiction, literature searches 

Table 2: Test questions.

and annotation tasks of English-language and Chinese-
language academic literature. All questions are related 
to higher education assignments and exams. Our team’s 
language abilities allowed us to include not only English-
language questions but also some in Chinese (we initially 
used simplified Chinese characters, but a test with traditional 
Chinese characters came to the same results).

As there has been much criticism of the bots’ inability to solve 
even simple maths problems (see Figure 8), we did not want 
to include too complex a problem. Instead, we incorporated 
a non-trivial fun task (Q3). We were also interested in 
whether bots continue to hallucinate or whether they can 
provide proper references (Q13-15). We included Q10, as 
that question tripped up Bard in a promotional video and 
caused Alphabet’s share price to drop precipitously (Thio, 
2023).

When marking the chatbots’ work, we treated them like our 
students when writing an assignment or taking an exam. Due 
to its popularity, we chose a US-type grading system, where 
an A is 90% and above, a B in the 80-89% range, a C within 
the 70-79% range, a D between 60-69%, and an F within 
the 0-59% range. The US system is different from the ones 
in the UK and Australia. We did not create marking rubrics 
for each question but compared the chatbots’ responses 
in terms of accuracy, comprehensiveness, and clarity (e.g. 
Saroyan & Geis, 1988). We divided the labour of grading 
according to our different expertise, and we had a grade-
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Figure 8. ChatGPT my-wife-is-always-right meme (David, 
2023).

A systematic comparison within the current chatbot 
cohort: Results and discussion

The results of our test show that there are currently no 
A-students and no B-students in this bot cohort, despite 
all publicised and sensationalist claims to the contrary. 
The much-vaunted artificial intelligence is not yet that 
intelligent, it would appear. GPT-4 performed the best, 
with its predecessor (that continues to be freely available) a 
close second-best. Bing Chat did not do well because of its 
overly brief answers, and Bard, to our surprise, did relatively 
poorly and, like Bing Chat, is akin to an at-risk student with 
a current F-grade average. 

Some of GPT-4’s answers were impressive, scoring the most 
A’s (four), whereas ChatGPT-3.5 and Bing Chat only got an 

A for their math answers, whereas Bard had no A’s. We were 
surprised that the old and free version of ChatGPT-3.5 did 
better than GPT-4 on specific questions (Q13-14). Table 3 
provides a summary of the test performance.

Table 3: Test results: Grades of chatbot performance.

It follows a question-by-question discussion. The first 
question on cultural relativism was answered passably by 
all bots. GPT-4 provided the best-structured and most 
‘thoughtful’ answer. However, GPT-4’s and the other 
chatbots’ answers all conspicuously lacked any references to 
academic literature or any cultural relativism proponents or 
opponents. Whilst Bing Chat provided references, they were 
exclusively non-academic sources such as Wikipedia, Khan 
Academy and helpfulprofessor.com. With many journal 
articles being open source, it is puzzling why the underlying 
algorithms of Bing Chat do not appear to consider making 
references to any of them. 

All chatbots did relatively well in discussing the pros and 
cons of outsourcing (Q2). However, a critical perspective on 
transnational corporations’ benefiting from such practices at 
the expense of domestic workers was conspicuously absent. 
Q3 was the math question, with the answer being “888 + 
88 + 8 + 8 + 8 = 1000”. All but one chatbot could figure it 
out, though Bard amusingly claimed: ‘There is no way to add 
eight 8s and get the number 1000 using only addition. The 
sum of eight 8s is 64, which is less than 1000’.

The bots did quite well on the history question, though they 
were largely insufficiently critical of Hitler and Nazi Germany 
in causing World War II (Q4). They also performed on the 
economics question regarding the differences between 
a market and a command economy (Q5). Moreover, they 
did not fall into the trap of the philosophical trick question 
as to what the meaning of life was, according to French 
existentialist philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre. However, none 
of the chatbots bothered to refer to any of Sartre’s original 
work, though GPT-4 provided some appropriate, though 
uncredited, citations, such as that humans are “condemned 
to be free”, that “existence precedes essence” and that we 
face “existential anxiety” when determining our own lives’ 

moderating discussion.
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course and often have “bad faith (mauvaise foi)” when fearing 
our freedom and hiding behind social roles, expectations, or 
deterministic beliefs.  

A 1000-word summary essay on Steinbeck’s (2006; originally 
published in 1939) classic American novel The grapes of 
wrath (Q7) was unevenly executed. GPT-4’s answer was 
poignant and detailed. At the same time, Bing Chat never 
bothered to provide a reference to the novel itself, and Bard 
counter-factually hallucinated that Tom’s father ‘has been 
killed’ when he arrives at the family farm at the beginning 
of the book and that ‘The novel ends with the Joads finally 
reaching California’: ‘They find work on a farm and begin to 
build a new life for themselves.’ Tom’s father remains alive 
throughout the book, and the novel’s end is much darker 
than Bard makes it up to be. Bard provides an excellent 
example of “bullshit spewing” (Rudolph et al., 2023), which 
is deeply disappointing and a good example to share with 
students so that they do not blindly believe everything an 
AI spouts.

For Q8, ChatGPT-3.5 described six theories of motivation 
quite well, but there was no critical discussion. GPT-4 did 
better in critically discussing four theories, whilst Bard 
highlighted the valuable distinction between content 
and process theories of motivation and even provided a 
table that differentiated them by foci and strengths. Bing 
provided the usual substandard references and questionably 
described Douglas McGregor’s Theories X and Y as a theory 
of motivation (it is usually considered a leadership or 
management theory).

In describing Raphael’s Renaissance masterpiece “The 
school of Athens”, Bing Chat’s answer was, as usual, all-
too-brief, whilst ChatGPT-3.5 and Bard did a passable job. 
However, they only identified Aristotle and Plato by name. In 
contrast, GPT-4’s description was impressive and, amongst 
other things, additionally recognised Socrates, Pythagoras, 
Euclid, and Ptolemy amongst ‘renowned philosophers, 
mathematicians, and scientists’ as well as ‘contemporary 
scholars or artists, such as the architect Bramante, the 
philosopher and theologian Ficino, and the painter 
Michelangelo’, and Raphael's self-portrait in the fresco.

Figure 9: Raphael’s The school of Athens (2023).

Q10 had infamously tripped up Bard (Milmo, 2023). 
Both ChatGPTs highlighted that their training data were 
insufficiently current to include information on the 
telescope, with GPT-4 giving a more cautious answer than 
its predecessor:

As of my knowledge cutoff date in September 2021, 
the James Webb Space Telescope (JWST) had not 
yet been launched, and therefore, no new findings 
or discoveries had been made. The launch of the 
JWST was scheduled for December 22, 2021, and its 
operation was set to begin in 2022. If the launch and 
operation have proceeded as planned, there would 
likely be exciting new findings to share with your 
9-year-old. Please note that my information may 
not be up to date, so I encourage you to search for 
recent news on the James Webb Space Telescope to 
discover its latest findings and observations.

In contrast, Bing Chat shone on this question, referring 
to current news articles that discussed recent discoveries 
using the JWST. Unsurprisingly, Bard’s answer was also 
rather good, exhibiting some fine-tuning after its erroneous 
response in Alphabet’s promotional video (Milmo, 2023).

For Q11, ChatGPT-3.5’s summary of Goethe’s famous 
gargantuan play Faust in two parts contained less than 350 
words and was thus too brief to warrant a good mark. Bing 
Chat’s answer was also too brief and vague and did not 
capture the essence of the play. Bard performed better than 
ChatGPT-3.5 and Bing Chat. However, its 762-word essay 
contained factual inaccuracies like Faust going to hell (he is 
saved), and there was also a lack of detail, with the writing 
sounding immature and decidedly non-academic: ‘Faust is 
devastated by Gretchen's death, and he realises that he has 
made a terrible mistake. He tries to repent for his sins, but 
it is too late. Mephistopheles takes Faust to hell, and Faust 
is condemned to eternal damnation.’ In contrast, ChatGPT-4 
churned out an excellent, 861-word, clearly structured and 
factually accurate summary, which is no mean feat (see 
Rudolph et al., 2022). 

Q12 ventured into a Chinese-language memoir. Although 
too brief to warrant a good grade, ChatGPT-3.5 performed 
passably in summarising Su’s book. Interestingly, the 
generally superior ChatGPT-4’s response was: ‘I am not able 
to access specific books or memoirs that are not included in 
my training data. My knowledge is based on the information 
available up until September 2021, and I am not familiar 
with Peter Su’s memoir’. The other bots’ responses were 
even more disappointing: ‘I can’t give a response to that 
right now. Let’s try a different topic’ (Bing Chat). And: ‘As 
an LLM, I am trained to understand and respond only to a 
subset of languages at this time and can't provide assistance 
with that. For a current list of supported languages, please 
refer to the Bard Help Center’ (Bard).

Q13 referred to a Chinese-language academic article that 
is difficult to access for academics not located in China. 
Interestingly, ChatGPT-3.5 outperformed ChatGPT-4 again 
by providing a reference (with minor errors) and an adequate 
summary. GPT-4 gave a long-winded answer that admitted 
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defeat, Bing Chat could not find the article, and Bard stated 
that it was ‘still working to learn more languages, so I can't 
do that just yet’.

Q14 showed three chatbots performing satisfactorily, while 
Bard disappointingly stated: ‘I can't assist you with that, as 
I'm only a language model and don't have the capacity to 
understand and respond’. A word count of approximately 
300 was required, and it is worth noting that the bots are 
not very good at sticking to such limiting instructions. 
ChatGPT-3.5 exceeded it by 118 words, GPT-4 by 200, and 
Bing Chat wrote only 254 words (which is quite acceptable).
Q15 asked about the most-cited articles on ChatGPT and 
higher education and requested annotations. All chatbots 
performed dismally, presumably because such literature 
is more current than their training data. Unhelpfully, 
ChatGPT-3.5 provided five entirely irrelevant references 
that went back to 1975. GPT-4’s answer was only marginally 
better. While the ChatGPT results are not hugely surprising, 
we expected Bing Chat to do much better than stating: 
‘Sorry, but I couldn’t find any articles that specifically discuss 
ChatGPT and higher education’ before providing us with 
useless information. A simple Google Scholar search leads 
to many such articles, and they can be ranked by the number 
of citations. Bard’s answer, however, was the worst, as it 
hallucinated and came up with entirely fictitious references 
such as ‘ChatGPT and the Future of Higher Education 
Authors: John Smith and Jane Doe Year: 2023’. Jane Doe, 
really?

Conclusions and recommendations

Artificial intelligence is a highly problematic and loaded 
concept. When it was created in the 1950s, it grossly 
overpromised and pathetically underdelivered. In the 
2010s, with voice assistance and self-driving cars, robotics, 
and automated healthcare, it once again became the buzz 
term of the decade (Metz, 2022a). For the general public, 
the term raises the spectre of Hollywood blockbusters such 
as The Terminator or The Matrix. Scientists such as Stephen 
Hawking and Max Tegmark are wary of humans inadvertently 
creating artificial general intelligence (AGI) – a machine 
capable of performing all intellectual tasks that humans 
are capable of (Tan, 2023; Hawking et al., 2014; Tegmark, 
2018). Popenici (2023) shows that it is epistemologically 
challenging to define ‘intelligence’, as the term is burdened 
by white supremacist, eugenistic connotations since the 
19th century. In turn,  this leaves ‘artificial intelligence’ “open 
to exploitation and exaggeration” (Popenici, 2023, p. 33). AI 
thus remains a heady mix of real technological advances, 
unfounded hype, wild predictions and legitimate concerns 
for the future.

With the current hype, it is difficult to assess whether 
or not we are at a historic, revolutionary moment in AI 
development. The truth may well be somewhere along 
a continuum marked by extreme positions, between 
Chomsky et al.’s (2023) evaluation of ChatGPT as “high-tech 
plagiarism” and a “way of avoiding learning” and Bill Gates’s 
as it being as important as the invention of the computer 
or the Internet (The Economist, 2023c). While generative AIs 
have demonstrated advanced capabilities, they have not 

attained AGI. Similarly, higher education reactions to the 
bots have been on a continuum between banning software 
use and proactively including it in the curricula.

Our multi-disciplinary test has shown that the bots are 
not doing as well as some may have feared or hoped in 
assignment questions that are not difficult to construct and 
certainly do not constitute any assessment innovations. An 
analysis of our somewhat sobering test results needs to 
bear in mind that the burgeoning AI revolutions hastens at 
a relentless pace and that our manuscript's portrayal of the 
bots  must be acknowledged as provisional.

We hope to have broken new ground in this article by 
systematically comparing the most powerful LLM-based 
chatbots that pose a significant threat to traditional 
assessments in higher education. Our unique multi-
disciplinary test of the current chatbot cohort and analysis 
of their performance provides valuable contributions to 
concerns from educators about generative AI and strategies 
to address these within the assessment development and 
academic integrity space (see our recommendations below). 
To recapitulate, we embarked upon a critical and historically-
informed examination of chatbots and paid heed to the 
involvement of powerful corporations, the US-American 
and Chinese tech titans. We then proceeded to delineate the 
leading combatants in the war of the chatbots. Subsequently, 
we delved into the pertinent academic literature in English 
and Chinese and provided an up-to-date review. We then 
described our methodology for a systematic comparison to 
assess the foremost US-American chatbots and proceeded 
with a multi-disciplinary test that is relevant for higher 
education assessments

In an earlier article, we devised recommendations for 
higher education institutions, lecturers and students to use 
ChatGPT (Rudolph et al., 2023). In the meantime, much has 
happened, and there are now also Bing Chat, Bard, and 
eventually Chinese bots like Ernie to consider. Further, as 
our literature review reflects, many other authors have made 
valuable contributions to this challenge of coming up with 
recommendations. 

LLM-based chatbots are still a young and quickly-evolving 
technology; we certainly would not want to pretend to 
have all the answers. We believe our most important 
recommendation is for all higher education stakeholders to 
continue to have democratic dialogues on AI and chatbots. 
The ideal that we have in mind is a virtual roundtable on 
which stakeholders such as students, faculty from a wide 
variety of academic disciplines, administrators, and industry 
and government representatives sit together as equals and 
have an open discussion that will lead to the university of the 
future. Whilst we are insufficiently blue-eyed to believe that 
something like this is likely to occur, we stress that dialogue 
between us humans will be of foremost importance. 

Recommendations for higher education faculty

We cast some doubt on solutions that ban ChatGPT, threaten 
students with draconian penalties (such as expulsion), 
physical closed-book, pen-and-paper exams and the like 
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(Crawford et al., 2023; Rudolph et al., 2023). Banning such 
software may make it even more attractive (which we see in 
China, where people go to great creative lengths to access 
it – see above). It is questionable how contemporary and 
relevant the skill to ace closed-book exams is.

Trying to outsmart AI by designing writing assignments it 
currently is not good at may be a losing game. For instance, 
a yet-to-be-publicly-made-available version of GPT-4 can 
analyse images and provide lengthy descriptions. YouTube 
videos can be automatically transcribed and summarised via 
a “YouTube Summary with ChatGPT” plugin (Gimpel et al., 
2023). Texts that do not fit into one prompt can be input 
over multiple ones. Although this adds to higher education 
teachers’ workload, teachers could test students’ knowledge 
of their assignments by conducting impromptu oral exams 
(Allen, 2022). 

We divide our recommendations for higher education 
faculty into (1) assessment and (2) learning and teaching. 

Recommendations for assessments (assignments, 
exams, and theses)

Teach students to use chatbots responsibly 
rather than banning them (Vogelgesang et al., 
2023; Crawford et al., 2023; Gimpel et al., 2023).

Require students to declare how they used 
chatbots in their assessments in a differentiated, 
non-binary way, highlighting which steps 
in the research and writing process AI tools 
were used for (e.g., developing an outline or 
proofreading) and including a statement of 
student responsibility regarding potential errors, 
copyright violations, or plagiarism (Gimpel et al., 
2023).

Teach students the importance of (academic) 
integrity, ethics and personal accountability – 
they alone are responsible for the quality of their 
work.

Allow students to write about topics that 
genuinely interest them, in which their voices 
come through and their opinions are valued 
(McMurtrie, 2022).

Use authentic assessments that provide students 
with creative, meaningful and intrinsically 
motivating learning experiences and test their 
skills and knowledge in realistic situations 
(Wiggins, 1990).

Incorporate AI tools into discussions and 
assignments and educate your students on 
their judicious use and the limitations of text-
generator prose by sharing substandard 
text examples highlighting the value of human 
(including students’) writing (Mills, 2023a; Anson 
& Straume, 2022; McMurtrie, 2022, 2023; Fyfe, 
2022; D’Agostino, 2022).

(1)

(2)

Resist the temptation of going back to setting 
pen-and-paper closed book exams, as such an 
assessment approach is antiquated, and students 
acquire much knowledge shortly before the 
exam only to ‘press the control alt delete button’ 
thereafter.

Innovate your assessment formats, e.g. by 
encouraging oral presentations to hone students’ 
public speaking skills, collaborative group 
projects where students work in small teams to 
complete a project, self-reflections on student 
learning, peer assessments, performance-based 
assessments (e.g. science experiments, art 
projects or mock trials), and students’ creating 
webpages, videos, and animations (McCormack, 
2023; Gimpel et al., 2023; Rudolph et al., 2023); 
however, we cannot depend on multimedia 
assignments, personal narratives, metacognitive 
reflections to evade AI in the long or even the 
short run (Mills, 2023b).

Don’t try to out-design the chatbots, as this will 
be a dead end: in the long run, chatbots will 
be able to provide quotations, discuss current 
events or hyper-local issues, and analyse a variety 
of media sources (including images and videos); 
it may be futile to spend our energy figuring out 
what current AI tools cannot do (Mills, 2023b).

Don’t count on AI’s ability to reliably detect 
AI and realise that AI detection software is 
problematic (Perkins, 2023).

Incorporate a mentoring and coaching process 
that breaks down written assignments into bite-
sized chunks and creates multiple feedback loops 
(this may require additional time and staffing) 
and students keeping a reflective learning log 
(Gimpel et al., 2023)

Rethink rubrics (Gimpel et al., 2023) and consider 
an increased emphasis on critical thinking and 
creativity (see Bloom et al., 1956; Biggs & Tang, 
2011; Biggs et al., 2019). 

Focus on motivation and the writing process 
by communicating that writing practice is 
intrinsically rewarding and central to intellectual 
growth (Mills, 2023b).

(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

(7)

(8)

(9)

(10)

(11)

(12)

(13)

Recommendations for teaching and learning

Provide clear guidance and expectations for 
students using chatbots in higher education (see 
Atlas, 2023).

Provide training and support to students on 
using chatbots responsibly, including proper 
attribution and ethical considerations (Atlas, 
2023).

(1)

(2)
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Teach students how generative AI can help them 
achieve the intended learning outcomes via 
iteratively interacting with it and advancing their 
critical reflection and structured thinking skills 
(Gimpel et al., 2023).

Create learning materials (seminar plans, lecture 
ideas, module descriptions, announcements, 
exercises, quizzes, and activities) with the 
assistance of chatbots (Gimpel et al., 2023; 
Mollick & Mollick, 2023).

Support students with continuous formative or 
low-stake quizzes.

Enhance learning by using generative AI by 
helping students apply their knowledge to new 
situations, showing them that they may not know 
as much as they think they do, and teaching 
them how to think critically about information 
(Mollick & Mollick, 2022). 

Encourage students to use ChatGPT critically 
and reflectively.

Build relationships with students and keep them 
engaged by showing respect and interest in their 
work (Mills, 2023b).

Demystify AI and anthropomorphic tendencies 
such as the Eliza effect (see above; Mills, 2023b).

“Teach students to be on the lookout for 
authoritative-sounding gibberish” (Mills, 2023b); 
Mills (2023b) gives the following wonderful 
example:

I asked ChatGPT (running GPT-4) to “explain 
for an academic audience why people who eat 
worms are more likely to make sound decisions 
when it comes to the choice of life partner.” It 
responded with a brief academic paper that 
concluded: “While there is no direct causation 
between worm consumption and sound 
decision-making in life partner selection, the 
correlation can be better understood through 
the examination of underlying traits that are 
common among individuals who consume 
worms. Open-mindedness, adaptability, and 
nonconformity are qualities that contribute 
to a more discerning approach to personal 
relationships and partnership.”

(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

(7)

(8)

(9)

(10)

Recommendations for students

Be aware of academic integrity policies and 
understand the consequences of academic 
misconduct; use chatbots ethically and hold 
yourself personally accountable (Rudolph et al., 
2023; Atlas, 2023).

Be digitally literate, master AI tools and increase 
your employability as a result (Zhai, 2022; 
Rudolph et al., 2023).

Write assignments and use chatbots as a writing 
partner (potentially for generating assignment 
titles and headers, summarising, proofreading, 
and editing; Gimpel et al., 2023) rather than a 
ghostwriter whose text you copy and paste (this 
is assuming that chatbot use is not prohibited); 
you can, for instance, experiment by requesting 
ChatGPT to rephrase your writing in the style of 
your favourite author (e.g. ‘rewrite this paragraph 
in the style of George Orwell’). 

Use high-quality sources and be wary of 
substandard sources, misinformation and 
disinformation (Kefalaki & Karanicolas, 2020; 
Rudolph et al., 2023).

Read widely and voraciously to improve your 
critical and creative thinking (Rudolph et al., 
2023).

Learn to use AI language tools to write and 
debug code (Zhai, 2022; Rudolph et al., 2023).

Use AI language tools to address real-world 
problems (Zhai, 2022; Rudolph et al., 2023).

Reflect on your personal learning goals and use 
AI tools for self-directed learning as a learning 
partner (Gimpel et al., 2023)

Summarise long texts with the help of chatbots 
(see our above experimentation with classic texts 
by Goethe and Steinbeck where GPT-4 shone). 

Be aware that chatbots are excellent liars and 
that each chatbot statement requires verification 
and proper referencing

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

(7)

(8)

(9)

(10)

Recommendations for higher education institutions

Encourage broad, multi-stakeholder dialogues 
among stakeholders (including, amongst others, 
students, learning and teaching experts, faculty 
from all disciplines, IT experts (including, but 
not limited to, faculty from information systems, 
computer science, data science, and related 
disciplines), career centre staff, representatives 
from industry and society, legal and external 
experts (including those from other higher 
education institutions) and government 
representatives (see Gimpel et al., 2023). 

Implement the results of the dialogues outlined 
in the above point (1) in regulations, guidelines, 
handouts, and tutorials (Gimpel et al., 2023).

Realise that digital literacy education is of 
critical importance and has to include AI tools – 
these do not only include chatbots but also, for 
instance, Grammarly (a tool that uses AI to check 
texts for writing-related issues and that offers 
suggestions for improvement; Tate, 2023; Krügel 

(1)

(2)

(3)
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et al., 2023; Shepherd, 2023; Gimpel et al., 2023).

Avoid creating an environment where faculty is 
too overworked to engage and motivate their 
students (Rudolph et al., 2023).

Conduct dialogue sessions and training 
workshops for faculty on AI tools such as 
ChatGPT (Rudolph et al., 2023).

Provide dialogue sessions and training 
workshops on academic integrity in the context 
of the chatbots for students (Rudolph et al., 
2023).  

Encourage, support and share research on AI 
tools’ effects on learning and teaching (Rudolph 
et al., 2023).

Update academic integrity policies and/or 
honour codes that include the use of AI tools and 
develop clear, easy-to-understand guidelines 
for the use of language models in learning 
and teaching – the guidelines should include 
information on the proper use of these tools 
and the consequences for cheating (Crawford 
et al., 2023; Rudolph et al., 2023); the University 
of Tasmania’s Statement on the Use of Artificial 
Intelligence to students and staff is a good 
example: 

You can use generative Artificial Intelligence 
(AI) to learn, just like you would study with a 
classmate or ask a friend for advice. You are not 
permitted to present the output of generative 
AI as your work for your assignments or other 
assessment tasks. This constitutes an academic 
integrity breach. In some units, a unit coordinator 
may explicitly allow or require the use of AI in 
your assessment task (cited in Crawford et al., 
2023, p. 5).

(4)

(5)

(6)

(7)

(8)

The current versions of the chatbots discussed in this 
paper may only be the beginning of a long and winding 
road towards increasingly powerful generative AI tools in 
higher education and beyond. Eventually, these tools may 
potentially transform a student's journey through academia, 
encompassing aspects such as admission, enrollment, career 
services, and additional aspects of higher education.
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Md Doulotuzzaman XamesA A Grado Department of Industrial and Systems Engineering, Virginia Tech, Blacksburg, VA, USA

Abstract

This position paper explores the potential opportunities 
and challenges in the adoption of OpenAI’s ChatGPT for 
scholarly research and publication. ChatGPT was launched in 
November 2022 for public use, and it has already garnered 
enormous attention for a variety of applications in academia. 
Researchers are adopting ChatGPT at different stages of 
research including idea generation, summarizing literature, 
and manuscript preparation. Notably, several research 
articles have even attributed authorship to ChatGPT, sparking 
a new debate on the role of AI in authorship. We contend 
that ChatGPT has far-reaching implications for scholarly 
research and publication going forward. In this paper, we 
investigate its current use in contemporary research and 
based on this we outline the opportunities that ChatGPT 
could potentially offer. We believe that ChatGPT could be 
leveraged by researchers, journal editors, and reviewers to 
make the research and publication process more efficient. 
Later, we discuss the challenges and concerns exposed 
by ChatGPT that require immediate attention such as AI 
authorship, unintentional plagiarism, nonexistent references, 
and threats of international inequalities. We conclude with 
optimistic expectations for ChatGPT adoption in research in 
the future.

Keywords: Artificial intelligence; ChatGPT; education; large 
language models; OpenAI; research. 

Introduction

ChatGPT is a state-of-the-art artificial intelligence (AI) 
chatbot developed by an American AI research laboratory, 
OpenAI. ChatGPT belongs to the generative pre-trained 
transformer (GPT) family of large language models (LLMs). 
Its fine-tuning process leverages both supervised learning 
and reinforcement learning (OpenAI, 2022). This language 
model is capable of generating coherent and contextually 
relevant responses to a wide range of conversational 
prompts. Since its launch in November 2022, ChatGPT 
has seen an exponential increase in the total number of 
users who are using the platform for diverse purposes. 
These include writing programs, writing academic essays, 

Jannatul ShefaB B Department of Industrial Engineering, University of Arkansas, Fayetteville, AR, USA

performing translation, composing music (Gonsalves, 
2023), and answering questions, among others. Besides, it 
is also gaining popularity among scholarly communities. 
Researchers have already been using ChatGPT to write 
essays and talks, summarize an article, write a literature 
review, draft and improve papers, as well as identify research 
gaps and write computer code, including statistical analyses 
(van Dis et al., 2023).

Several researchers have recently studied ChatGPT’s potential 
for academic use. In a position paper by Kasneci et al. (2023), 
the authors explored the potential benefits of ChatGPT 
for enhancing the learning experience of students and 
supporting the work of teachers. While optimistic about its 
potential, they cautioned about privacy, security, regulatory, 
and ethical concerns. In another study, Rudolph et al. (2023) 
studied ChatGPT’s implications in higher education. They 
suggested crucial recommendations for higher education 
teachers and institutions to facilitate learning, teaching, and 
assessment using ChatGPT. In a separate study, Sullivan et 
al. (2023) also explored ChatGPT’s implications for higher 
education, discussing opportunities to enhance student 
learning and access.

Zhai (2022) utilized ChatGPT to compose an academic 
paper on “Artificial Intelligence for Education.” His 
findings suggest that the writing was “coherent, (partially) 
accurate, informative, and systematic.” Similarly, Chen 
(2023) investigated ChatGPT’s ability in scientific writing 
and demonstrated its potential benefits in translation by 
presenting a Chinese-to-English translation of his writing. 
Aydın and Karaarslan (2022) experimented with generating 
a ChatGPT-based literature review on digital twins for 
healthcare. They discovered that while it is possible, it can 
lead to significant plagiarism or inadequate paraphrasing. 
However, Gao et al. (2022) claimed that it is possible to 
produce original abstracts without explicitly plagiarizing 
them, which may still be identified as having been generated 
by an AI platform using an AI output detector.

In a recent article by Chris Stokel-Walker (2023), it was 
reported that ChatGPT has been credited as a co-author in 
at least four research articles. For instance, in an editorial by 
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Siobhan O’Connor published in Nurse Education in Practice 
(O’Connor & ChatGPT, 2023), ChatGPT was listed as an 
author. Nevertheless, authorship attribution of AI-generated 
work is a highly contested topic in the publishing community. 
Some prominent publishers, including Science, Nature, and 
JAMA Network, have explicitly stated that AI tools cannot 
be acknowledged as authors in their publications (Brainard, 
2023).

This paper aims to explore the potential opportunities 
that the use of ChatGPT can bring to academic research 
and publication. Furthermore, we discuss the challenges 
associated with the adoption of ChatGPT in this context. It 
is our belief that the benefits of ChatGPT can only be fully 
realized if the challenges identified are effectively addressed. 
Given the mounting workload and intensifying competition 
in academia, it is highly probable that ChatGPT’s adoption 
will become increasingly widespread among the research 
community.
 

Opportunities in research and publication

In this section, we aim to investigate the potential 
opportunities for ChatGPT utilization throughout the 
research life cycle, spanning from ideation to publication in 
a peer-reviewed journal. In this process, we must take into 
account the involvement of three key human actors: the 
researcher, the reviewer, and the journal editor.

Opportunities for researchers

It is reasonable to assert that ChatGPT is most advantageous 
for researchers specializing in natural language processing 
and machine learning. Scholars working on topics such as 
text categorization, sentiment analysis, machine translation, 
and speech recognition can reap the full benefits of ChatGPT 
through proper piloting. Nevertheless, researchers from 
diverse fields such as social science, life sciences, medicine, 
business, and engineering can also employ ChatGPT 
strategically. For instance, ChatGPT can assist in creating 
questionnaires or surveys for research purposes. To evaluate 
the influence of social media on consumer behavior, we 
tasked ChatGPT with developing a survey questionnaire. 
We discovered that ChatGPT could generate meaningful 
multiple-choice, open-ended, dichotomous, and rating scale 
questions. This is just one illustration of ChatGPT’s potential 
for use in different stages of a research study.

The standard research study process can be segmented into 
five key stages (Cargill and O’Connor, 2021): idea generation, 
prior literature synthesis, data identification and preparation, 
testing framework determination and implementation, and 
results analysis. ChatGPT can effectively assist researchers in 
the first four stages of research, as it cannot analyze empirical 
output currently. Dowling & Lucey (2023) demonstrated 
the effectiveness of ChatGPT for finance research in 
cryptocurrency through structured testing, highlighting its 
advantages in idea generation and data identification, but 
poor performance in literature synthesis and developing 
appropriate testing frameworks. They also showed that the 
addition of private data and domain expertise inputs can 

significantly improve ChatGPT’s output quality in research. 
As ChatGPT continues to evolve, it has the potential to 
become an e-Research Assistant and be utilized in all stages 
of research, including results analysis.

Once the research is completed, ChatGPT can prove valuable 
in manuscript preparation. By properly prompting ChatGPT, 
researchers can obtain an acceptable initial manuscript draft, 
which can then be further refined through collaboration with 
the AI tool (Zhai, 2022). This can be especially beneficial for 
researchers whose native language is not English, who could 
also use ChatGPT for translating their manuscripts into 
English, going beyond just grammar and spelling checks. 
As such, ChatGPT has the potential to eliminate language 
barriers and assist researchers form non-English speaking 
researchers in crafting high-quality texts (Liebrenz et al., 
2023). In certain aspects, ChatGPT has proven to be more 
beneficial when compared to a paid English-editing service 
(Kim, 2023).

Once the manuscript is prepared, researchers often struggle 
to determine the most suitable journal for submission, as 
they must carefully review the ‘aims and scope’ of various 
journals to be able to choose the right publishing platform 
for their work. This can be a tedious and time-consuming 
process. However, ChatGPT can serve as an efficient journal-
suggestion tool for various publishing groups, providing 
accurate recommendations and saving significant time for 
researchers. Remarkably, ChatGPT can even suggest relevant 
journals based solely on the manuscript’s title. Nevertheless, 
it performs better when the manuscript’s abstract is also 
utilized. By using various conversational prompts, researchers 
can refine their queries to receive more accurate suggestions. 
In our study, we tested ChatGPT’s ability to suggest journals 
from various publishers, such as Springer, Elsevier, Taylor & 
Francis, Emerald, Wiley, and Sage, and verified the validity of 
the suggestions using recently published articles, includeing 
our own. The results were satisfactory, as demonstrated in 
Appendix A1 and A2.

An additional opportunity for researchers is to utilize 
ChatGPT as a tool for suggesting potential reviewers. 
Oftentimes, authors are required to suggest 3-5 potential 
reviewers for their manuscript. By providing ChatGPT 
with the manuscript abstract, it can recommend expert 
reviewers suitable for peer review. Editors can also benefit 
from this convenience, as discussed in the next section. We 
used prompts such as “Suggest 3 expert reviewers for the 
manuscript with the following abstract: XYZ.” Our findings 
indicate that ChatGPT can suggest relevant experts with 
appropriate affiliations who are real people. However, we 
encountered some discrepancies in affiliations, as ChatGPT’s 
training data cutoff is the year 2021. Query prompts can 
be further specified based on special interests, such as 
“Suggest 3 American reviewers” and “Suggest 2 American 
and 1 Canadian reviewer”. An example of ChatGPT piloting 
for reviewer suggestions is presented in appendix A3.

Opportunities for editors

Editors play a pivotal role in the publication of research. 
Upon manuscript submission, the corresponding editor 
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conducts technical, ethical, and eligibility assessments 
before deciding to reject the manuscript or initiate the 
peer review process. Technical assessments evaluate the 
manuscript’s quality and its potential to make an original 
scholarly contribution worthy of publication in the target 
journal. Eligibility assessments ensure that the manuscript 
aligns with the journal’s scope and adheres to its guidelines 
and style. Ethical assessments typically involve checking 
plagiarism, copyright, data privacy, and conflict of interest, 
among other issues. In all three areas, ChatGPT can serve 
as a valuable virtual assistant to the editor. For instance, 
ChatGPT can perform manuscript quality checks, journal 
fit checks, and plagiarism checks to support the editor in 
decision-making. Nonetheless, the editor must make the 
final decision, not the chatbot, as they may be subject to 
certain biases and inaccuracies.

Furthermore, as mentioned in the previous section, editors 
can also utilize ChatGPT to identify appropriate reviewers 
who can provide an objective evaluation of the manuscript. 
The process would be similar to that of authors as discussed 
earlier. Moreover, editors can take advantage of ChatGPT to 
draft tailored acceptance or rejection letters for the authors.

Opportunities for reviewers

Reviewers are experts in their respective fields who are 
tasked with evaluating the quality and significance of the 
research being presented. Due to the mounting workload 
in academia, reviewers often have limited time available. In 
such situations, ChatGPT can prove to be an indispensable 
tool for reviewers. ChatGPT can assist them with various 
tasks such as evaluating the novelty and quality of the 
research, assessing the clarity, coherence, and conciseness 
of the writing, and providing detailed comments and 
critiques on the manuscript’s strengths and weaknesses, 
as well as offering suggestions for improvement. ChatGPT 
can also help reviewers to check whether the authors have 
addressed their comments appropriately in the revised 
manuscript. It is important to note, however, that human 
reviewers must make the final decision as they possess 
the necessary domain-specific knowledge and expertise to 
assess the research thoroughly.

Challenges in research and publication

As ChatGPT becomes increasingly prevalent in the research 
community, it poses several challenges that need to be 
addressed to fully realize its potential. Some significant 
concerns are outlined below.

AI authorship: As previously mentioned, there 
is an ongoing debate on whether ChatGPT can 
be considered a co-author in research. This is 
because AI cannot be held accountable for 
the research output, making it ineligible for 
authorship. To address this issue, publishing 
companies must establish and adhere to strict 
AI authorship guidelines (van Dis et al., 2023; 
Liebrenz et al., 2023).

i.

Nonexistent references: When prompted 
to generate citations, ChatGPT sometimes 
produces hallucinations by providing references 
that are incorrect or non-existent. For instance, 
when asked to discuss the relationship between 
cutting speed and surface roughness in 
machining and provide appropriate citations, 
ChatGPT generated three seemingly credible 
references that do not actually exist.

Prabhu, S., & Ramamoorthy, B. (2019). Influence 
of cutting parameters on surface roughness 
and tool wear during turning of AISI 304 
stainless steel. Journal of Materials Research 
and Technology, 8(5), 4929-4939. Doi: 10.1016/j.
jmrt.2019.07.002

Balasubramanian, V., Palanikumar, K., & 
Karthikeyan, R. (2017). An experimental 
investigation of surface roughness in milling of 
AISI 304 stainless steel. Measurement, 100, 116-
125. Doi: 10.1016/j.measurement.2016.12.012

Zhang, L., Wang, X., & Qian, X. (2019). Effect 
of cutting parameters on surface roughness 
and residual stress in high-speed milling of 
Ti-6Al-4V. Materials, 12(2), 302. Doi: 10.3390/
ma12020302

ii.

•

•

•

Ensuring the validity of references and citations is a crucial 
responsibility for researchers, as inaccuracies can have 
serious consequences for the quality and integrity of 
the research. Therefore, researchers should exercise due 
diligence by cross-checking all citations and references 
generated by ChatGPT, as AI is not accountable for the 
accuracy of its suggestions. Ultimately, it is the responsibility 
of the researchers to ensure the validity of all aspects of their 
research, including references and citations.

Unintentional plagiarism: Proper citation 
and attribution are crucial for avoiding 
plagiarism and giving credit where it is due. 
ChatGPT’s tendency to reproduce text without 
appropriate citations or attribution can pose 
a significant challenge for researchers using 
the tool. It is essential for the developers and 
researchers to address this issue to ensure 
that ChatGPT produces accurate and ethical 
outputs that meet scholarly standards. This 
could involve incorporating mechanisms for 
identifying and citing sources, or training the 
model to recognize and properly attribute 
previous work. Ultimately, it is the responsibility 
of the researchers using ChatGPT to ensure 
that they properly cite all sources and avoid 
any unintentional plagiarism.

iii.
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Biases and inaccuracies: OpenAI have stated, 
“ChatGPT sometimes produces responses 
that sound plausible but are incorrect or 
nonsensical.” Additionally, conversational AI 
can amplify and replicate both human and 
algorithmic biases, making it challenging to 
distinguish between factual and misleading 
information. This poses a significant risk to 
researchers, editors, and reviewers who may 
inadvertently accept biased and inaccurate 
information. To mitigate this risk, it is crucial 
to maintain awareness and vigilance while 
using ChatGPT and other AI technologies in 
research and publishing.

Need for state-of-the-art model training: As 
with any machine learning model, ChatGPT’s 
performance is heavily influenced by the 
quality and scope of the data it was trained 
on. ChatGP’s language model was trained on 
a particular dataset that only includes data up 
to 2021, which may limit its ability to provide 
the latest and most accurate information 
when queried. This has important implications 
for researchers who rely on ChatGPT to assist 
them in their work. To ensure its effectiveness 
and accuracy, ChatGPT should be trained on 
updated datasets that reflect recent advances 
in global research. Recently, Bing Chat, which 
is ChatGPT integrated Microsoft’s search 
engine Bing, is trying to address this issue 
through continual updates, thus hallucinating 
less.

Rise of junk science: The widespread use of 
ChatGPT in research and publishing may 
lead to the proliferation of junk science or 
pseudoscience in scholarly literature. The 
potential emergence of predatory journals 
that publish fraudulent research articles 
generated by ChatGPT without proper peer 
review is a major concern. To mitigate these 
issues, the research community needs to be 
proactive in developing AI tools that can 
detect ChatGPT-generated texts and address 
the problem of unethical publishing practices.

Copyright issues: The issue of ownership 
arises when it comes to texts generated by 
AI, such as ChatGPT. It remains unclear who 
holds the copyright for the texts produced by 
this open-source platform. Is it the individual 
who provided the original text that ChatGPT 
was trained with, or is it OpenAI, or perhaps 
the scientists who used the system to guide 
their writing? The academic community must 
establish clear guidelines to address these 
concerns.

iv. Ethical issues: As with any research involving 
AI, there are ethical issues to consider 
when navigating ChatGPT for research. 
These concerns pertain to various aspects 
such as data privacy and confidentiality, 
fairness, transparency, and potential misuse. 
Researchers need to prioritize ethical and 
responsible usage of ChatGPT. It is essential 
to recognize the use of ChatGPT in research 
explicitly and acknowledge it appropriately in 
the manuscript.

A threat of international inequalities: The 
availability of the ChatGPT platform for 
researchers globally has enabled them to 
create scholarly works with ease. Nevertheless, 
it is noteworthy that OpenAI has started 
commercializing the platform. Going forward, 
scholars from underprivileged and low- to 
middle-income countries may not have 
equal access to the platform, exacerbating 
the current disparities in scholarly publishing 
worldwide.

v.

vi.

vii.

viii.

ix.

Conclusion

The authors believe that ChatGPT can make a significant 
and positive contribution to the scholarly community if 
used ethically and sensibly. This AI tool has the potential to 
assist researchers at every stage of research, from ideation 
to results analysis, manuscript preparation, and even journal 
selection and reviewer suggestions. Furthermore, journal 
editors and reviewers could leverage ChatGPT to streamline 
and manage the publication process more efficiently. 
However, it is crucial not to become overly reliant on the 
technology, and the final decision must remain with the 
human researchers. ChatGPT should not be responsible for 
making decisions about manuscript acceptance or rejection 
for publication.

The use of ChatGPT and other LLMs has the potential to 
alleviate researchers’ workload by facilitating research 
planning, conducting, and presentation. This could give 
researchers more time to concentrate on developing novel 
experimental designs, leading to potential breakthroughs 
across various disciplines (Liebrenz et al., 2023). Editors 
and reviewers could also benefit from the aid of ChatGPT, 
enabling them to efficiently manage the publication process 
and improve their overall productivity. As reviewers are also 
researchers, the assistance of ChatGPT can provide them 
with more free time to explore new research hypotheses.

Although ChatGPT presents certain challenges and 
apprehensions, including AI authorship, unintentional 
plagiarism, biases, and copyright concerns, we remain 
hopeful that these issues can be addressed as more scholars 
integrate it into their research and as the ChatGPT model 
advances through rigorous training. Nonetheless, to fully 
realize its potential, it is necessary for the research and AI 
communities, along with OpenAI, to ensure equal access 
to this transformative technology. We believe that human 
researchers equipped with domain-specific expertise cannot 
be wholly replaced by AI and that we should embrace and 
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implement the benefits of AI in research. Together, human 
researchers and AI can collaborate to produce innovative 
scholarly contributions in the future.
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Appendix

A1. Piloting ChatGPT for journal recommendation using 
manuscript title.

We asked ChatGPT to suggest three journals from Springer 
publishing that would be a good fit for the manuscript titled 
“A systematic literature review on recent trends of machine 
learning applications in additive manufacturing.” ChatGPT 
suggested three Springer journals with proper justification 
for the fit (shown below).

A2. Piloting ChatGPT for journal recommendation using 
manuscript abstract.

We later asked ChatGPT to suggest three journals from 
Springer that would be a good fit for the manuscript with a 
full abstract. The response is shown below. ChatGPT could 
successfully suggest three relevant journals.

ChatGPT provided three identical suggestions as before 
as the best fit for the manuscript. Note that, the title and 
the abstract belong to the same article. This article (Xames 
et al., 2022) got published in the Journal of Intelligent 
Manufacturing in May 2022.

A3. Piloting ChatGPT for reviewer recommendation.

We asked ChatGPT to suggest three American expert 
reviewers for the manuscript with the same abstract. The 
response is shown below. As we can see, it is capable of 
suggesting relevant experts with their affiliations. We have 
checked for the accuracy of the information. The information 
provided were found all accurate. We have concealed the 
identities of the reviewers for the sake of data privacy.
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Book review. Seal, M. (Ed) (2021). Hopeful Pedagogies in Higher Education, London, UK: 
Bloomsbury. 
Anna MihaylovA A Academic Director- Analytics, Accounting and Finance, Kaplan Business School, Australia 

Imagine you have been invited to a conference where only 
the themes are pre-determined. Each participant submits 
a revealing and authentic video at the outset, uncovering 
beneath institutional norms real character, humour and 
interests. To challenge the power imbalances between 
academics, support staff and students, roles are omitted 
from name badges, and session leaders are drawn from 
each stratum. Every morning an agenda is determined using 
open, collaborative dialogue. Participants move between 
sessions at will, and the discussion is open and flowing. 
In this setting, everyone is forced to re-evaluate their 
understanding of “knowledge creation and who is leading”, 
becoming one who is taught “in dialogue with others” 
(p. 209). This conference is run by Newman University in 
Birmingham, an institution employing critical pedagogy to 
pursue “social justice and equality of opportunity”. Those 
involved in it later comment on the realisation that everyone 
was working towards a communal goal and could “think, 
learn and play” together in vulnerable and open pedagogical 
spaces. Should our classrooms similarly be open, democratic 
spaces where knowledge is co-constructed?

This enquiry resonates strongly with me as a mid-career 
academic manager, specifically the niggling but insistent 
question about whether my efforts are being invested in 
producing students who are:

“It is not possible to be unfinished beings, such 
as we are, conscious of that inconclusiveness, 
and not seek. Education is precisely that seeking 
movement, that permanent search.” (Paulo Freire) 

Docile listeners focused on replicating existing 
politics, beliefs and structures; or

Critical global thinkers contributing to much 
needed social and political change

1)

2)

If you have a desire to confront this question, Hopeful 
Pedagogies in Higher Education, edited by Mike Seal and 
co-written and critiqued by over forty representatives from 
the UK higher education sector, is a useful book to kick off 
the process. It may feel unpleasant to start to question the 
things that underpin your views of teaching. However, if 
we do not venture into this uncomfortable, vulnerable and 

destabilising space, neither will our students.

The higher education mandate  

Let us begin with what our institutions of learning are 
meant to do in society and, by implication, what we are, 
as educators, tasked with doing. What is the “contractual 
relationship between universities and students” (p. 151)? 
What is the goal of education: discovery and transformation 
or career outcome? This book explores these questions with 
reference to real educator experiences. 

The neoliberal frame suggests that career, social mobility 
and positive consumer engagement are the ultimate aims of 
higher education. This is critiqued by the book, which posits 
that while education as individual “achievement … wealth, 
confidence and social mobility” is enticing, it conditions 
students “to accept the world as it is” (p. 151). In this world, 
it is “OK if more children are living in poverty, food banks are 
booming, racism is growing and the planet is overheating 
as long as I get a qualification and a small chance to climb 
imperceptibly up the economic ladder” (p. 151).  

Critical pedagogy, as an offshoot of critical theory, challenges 
this “ideology of success” (p. 151) and aspires for learning 
to be a transformative experience which creates responsible 
global citizens, who question outdated homogenies and 
take action to create a more humane future. Based on the 
work of Paulo Freire and others, this book defines education 
as a “moment-to-moment actualisation and authenticity 
rather than aspiration and striving” (p. 153). Thus, under 
critical pedagogy, the education contract becomes a 
commitment to a holistic, playful experience where students 
bring their own internal experience to a flexible curriculum 
in which they are intellectual apprentices, not just learners. 
Reading student testimonials about critical pedagogy’s co-
creative learning spaces at Newman University brings this to 
life. In their foundation year, their students are given “more 
freedom” to dictate a generative curriculum. This allows 
them to “express [their] views and experience” as well as 
“critical opinions” (p. 93), to be “more collaborative and less 
competitive”, opens them up to others’ experiences and 
makes them feel like their “interests can be put into action” 
(p. 102).  Hearing these voices makes an educator question 
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how often they allow their students to do the same.  As 
observed by Liz Thomas in Chapter 10, “the higher education 
sector currently finds itself in a curious place, driven by 
market forces, but drawing on more radical pedagogies to 
meet student needs” (p. 127). 

What is critical pedagogy? 

This book defines critical pedagogy as giving students “the 
tools to undo, rethink and challenge their received wisdoms 
about what constitutes knowledge and education” (p. 17).  
It starts with the premise that education is not a politically 
neutral activity and can perpetuate or challenge existing 
power structures. 

Critical pedagogy is presented as having three core 
elements: a dialogical approach to learning where “people 
think together and keep questions open” (p. 132), an 
authentic connection between learner and pedagogue and 
a flexible curriculum which incorporates student experiences 
and voices in its design. Students thus become “critical 
investigators in dialogue with the teacher” (p. 91).

This approach draws on Paulo Freire’s work which challenges 
the assumption that the existing world order is “natural 
and inevitable (p. 1). He argues that education should be 
transformative and co-constructed, happening in spaces 
which encourage an “inquiring stance, open mindedness, 
curiosity, humility, an ethical and political commitment 
and an awareness of oneself as unfinished and living with 
and embracing uncertainty” (p. 157). All values rarely 
emphasised in graduate outcomes.  Part of critical pedagogy 
is also identifying “dehumanising ideologies, technologies, 
institutions and orthodoxies”. In addition, Chapter 13 makes 
a beautiful connection between these dispositions and the 
“beginners mind” explored by secular mindfulness (p. 157); 
a theoretical alignment which is refreshing to see. Critical 
pedagogy is also about rejecting measurable outcomes and 
pre-determined answers unsuited for the “multi-faceted 
nature of our increasingly complex societies” (p. 171). 

Book structure and scope 

Hopeful Pedagogies is a collection of reflections about 
integrating critical pedagogy into a neoliberal higher 
education framework. The core question it asks is whether 
the goal of education is primarily about:

Personal and social transformation; or

Social mobility and career outcomes

1)

2)

The book argues that the former is the main goal and can be 
achieved through a co-constructed critical enquiry rather than 
an “education of answers” (p. 65). It encourages educators 
to “dance in the cracks” of higher education bureaucracy 
and find small spaces where they can incorporate it into 
their practice. 

The structure is a conversation among like-minded “hopeful” 
academic professionals, with contributions from almost 40 
educators across the UK academic landscape. In line with 
a critical approach, every chapter is followed by a critical 
response from another academic professional. The structure 
of the book can be loosely summarised below:

Critical pedagogy: Chapters 1-4 introduce 
critical pedagogy and its roots in critical theory.

Pedagogy of partnership: Chapter 5 explores 
what is at the core of a more human and 
transformative interaction with students: the 
pedagogy of partnership. 

Student experience of critical pedagogy: 
Chapters 7, 8 and 12 provide a wonderful 
platform for students to talk about experiencing 
critical pedagogy at Newman University.

Implementation and teacher perspective: 
Chapter 9 considers how curriculum can be 
broadened based on cultural artefacts, while 
Chapter 10 contains personal reflections of 
pedagogues about implementing a critical 
pedagogy which is always “constantly dissolving, 
diffusing and recreating” (p. 123). 

The learning contract: Chapters 13 to 20 explore 
becoming a hopeful pedagogue through the 
lens of psychology, mindfulness, emotions and 
student disability and disadvantage. 

•

•

•

•

•

Authentic relationships as a vessel for critical pedagogy 

So, what kind of pedagogical approaches empower 
students to elicit from themselves and articulate the world 
they want? This book, I believe rightly, suggests that it is 
through authentic relationships, democratic discourse and 
genuine human interaction. Specifically, through welcoming 
and including students as “equal members of the academic 
community” (p. 126) and guiding them through the 
uncomfortable passage of articulating their truth, learning 
about and interrogating existing power structures. 

The book proposes a theoretical frame of the pedagogy 
of partnership to achieve this. It assumes that education 
“is always social” and that “trust and mutual respect make 
meaningful education possible” (p. 63). Inspiration for this 
framework is drawn from the National Union of Students, 
Manifesto for Partnership (2012) in the UK, which is a 
student-led proposal of an alternative to marketized higher 
education that “seeks to limit education to technological 
practice” as per Freire (p. 60).

The elements of this pedagogy are laid out in Chapter 5 and 
focus on collectively imagining ways to improve the world 
in a shared classroom space where instructors relinquish 
control and employ respectful dialogue, co-investigation 
and co-construction of knowledge. Thus, students and 
teachers can collectively challenge the current status quo 
and discover that education is a permanent search and a 
process of ongoing transformation. 
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Students as human beings

In order to establish a student-teacher intellectual 
partnership, Peter Sharpe identifies some barriers in Chapter 
16 that we need to overcome. Firstly, the deficit model which 
implies that the university is responsible for overcoming 
student shortcomings, without considering their personal 
circumstances and contributions. Secondly, the colonisation 
of terms like engagement which have a tendency to objectify 
individual students in line with attrition and retention 
statistics, assuming that their “lived experience” is “left at 
the university door” (p. 181). 

To overcome this alienation, a suggestion is made to re-
orientate from a market ideology for student retention and 
engagement to “pedagogical love” espoused by Freire as 
a “commitment to others” (p. 183). This is about seeing, 
knowing and valuing students beyond our commercial 
contract with them. 

But can we really reframe interaction with students into a 
“loving, human encounter” given the resource restrictions 
and marketized frame we operate under? The student 
reflections provided in Chapters 7, 8, 11 and 12 suggest 
to me that we should. Students from Newman University, 
many from disadvantaged backgrounds, permeate these 
chapters with their perspectives of overcoming “low self-
worth” as someone coming into university with a “deficit” to 
be rectified and finding that “I could tell people my story…
[and feel]… cared about” (p. 94). These students, some of 
whom are the first in their family to go to university, say 
that “relationships helped me change my view of uni” (p. 
141), and the experience of being allowed to lead their own 
tutorial groups, design their own assessments and learning 
experience led to “learning without realising I was learning”. 
Students spoke about deconstructing power structures and 
realising that they had their own valid theories about the 
world. Rather than being “remedied to fit into an academic 
environment”, they are listened to and given power and 
autonomy (p. 147). As discussed in Chapter 14, seeing both 
the teacher and student as “thinking, feeling beings” can 
help them uncover their biases and subjectivities to promote 
truly critical dialogues (p. 163).

Who am I as an educator?

This brings us back to the initial question around our role as 
educators. What is my role as an educator and what goals 
am I aiming to achieve for my students? If you believe the 
goal of student transformation is a worthwhile one, the book 
suggests two main areas through which you can interrogate 
and evolve your practice.   

First, we can ask whether we are transformative, critical, 
accommodating or hegemonic intellectuals (p. 40). A 
transformative intellectual makes “learning relevant to 
students” so that they can perceive themselves as “social 
actors”, whereas critical intellectuals interrogate social 
structures but stop short of action. Accommodating and 
hegemonic intellectuals “perpetuate the status quo” 
whether consciously or otherwise. As the book points out, in 
a world where “market mechanisms will not provide what we 

need to stimulate the economy or address climate change” 
(p. 239), we need “critical innovative thinkers” to achieve 
“economic, ecological and social justice” for the time when 
the current systems falter or fail. What type of intellectual 
are you? How often do you confront uncomfortable realities 
in your classroom? Moreover, how often do you empower 
students to act on them?

Second, we can reflect on the nature of our interaction with 
students. Do we treat students as partners and producers of 
knowledge or as objects to be filled up? How do we balance 
this with the consumer relationship where we can be prone 
to overlook their humanness? And finally, how do we avoid 
projecting our own need for “self-esteem”, “peer recognition” 
or escaping feelings of rejection or inferiority” (p. 167) onto 
our students? This is really a re-conceptualisation of the 
power dynamics between student and teacher, gearing 
towards learning becoming a “reciprocal and collaborative 
process” (p. 195), rather than one where you feel good 
about delivering an engaging lecture. If we do not confront 
our own psychologies and consider those of our students 
perhaps true “co-creation” of knowledge is out of our reach. 
Sections of the book show that this approach is particularly 
effective for marginalised students, by including them as 
“equal members of the academic community” (p. 126) to 
guide them through “the angst of deep learning” (p. 54).

Critique 

This book is exemplary in bringing crucial pedagogical and 
social issues to the fore. The main suggestions are around 
execution, as I believe that it creates barriers against readers 
being able to practically apply critical pedagogies in their 
classrooms. These should be addressed if it is to appeal to a 
wider segment of the academic community. 

Firstly, the structure is convoluted, and the cumbersome 
chapter names often do not reflect the crux of the discussion 
contained therein. For example, Chapter 9 is called “Academic 
Identities”, but focuses on broadening the curriculum. The 
chapters which showcase applications of critical theory are 
lost among theoretical discussions.  The reader is often 
forced to dig through the content and constantly re-orient 
themselves as the chapters do not logically flow on from 
one another. 

Secondly, the strongest parts of the book centre around 
pedagogues’ and students’ reflections on experiencing 
critical pedagogy. This focus on practical application and 
experience makes the reader keenly feel the commodification 
of education and what it could be if given the chance. 
However, the book does not give enough outlets for this 
inner tension to be mobilised into action. It talks about 
“praxis” but, I believe, doesn’t provide enough examples 
of critical pedagogy in action, especially with reference 
to different disciplines. Insights from pedagogues from 
different disciplines would help elucidate how to apply this 
paradigm to areas which may be more technical or cluttered 
with theory. The book talks about “dancing in the cracks” 
but provides too few concrete examples. I could not put 
down Chapter 19 which described the mechanics of the 
conference modelled on critical pedagogy principles or the 
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chapters about Newman’s foundational years and wanted 
more of this when I finished. 

Finally, some of the vocabulary and discussion assume that 
the reader is already a critic of neoliberalism without pointing 
out its flaws. For many readers, the failure of neoliberalism 
may not be a foregone conclusion, and respect needs to be 
paid for their views. Living in a privileged educated class, one 
may believe that the current system has many redeeming 
qualities and that social mobility alone is a noble aspiration 
for their students. 

The reason for bringing up these shortcomings is that 
this book would have mass appeal were it simplified and 
made more practical, accessible and applicable to broader 
academic fields. It would then be able to address more 
directly the bubbling disquiet within educators that they 
are not adequately preparing their students for a changing 
world. A world students can have a part in transforming. 

Copyright: © 2023 Anna Mihaylov. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 
License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright 
owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No 
use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.
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Book review. Seelow, D. (2023). Games as transformative experiences for critical thinking, 
cultural awareness, and deep learning: Strategies & resources. CRC Press.
Michael J. D. SuttonA A Fellow of the Business Excellence Institute

Introduction
Are you seeking a valuable compendium of game-based 
learning games to increase classroom engagement, 
commitment, and motivation? If so, this reference book 
of applied games will provide a treasure trove of tools to 
build gaming into your instructional methods successfully. 
This book focuses on the application of games in education 
to create the positive (and progressive) potential of 

transformative learning experiences. Moreover, an objective 
for this focus is the pragmatic learning outcomes that an 
instructor can evaluate and assess.

Insightful outcomes are not necessarily the result of a 
transformative experience. If the experience gradually 
improves the learning and well-being of the participant in 
the learning space, then the educational outcome can be 
considered successful. The incremental development of the 
learner provides a resilient foundation for increased belief 
in oneself, one’s future, and one’s understanding of a place 
in society. 

The author proposes: 

Figure 1. Book cover.

to argue in favor of games as transformative 
experiences that can help us reimagine education… 
All games are potentially transformative 
experiences because they engage the player in 
dynamic action, i.e., learning by doing, in response 
to other players, in a complex system made up 
of challenges whose overcoming bring the player 
into a new zone of possibility. If games are used 
in a learning situation, inside and outside formal 
classrooms, guided by an instructional presence 
requiring critical thinking in a cultural context, then 
games are very likely to enable transformative 
experiences (p. 1).

The overall context for Dr. Seelow’s catalog of transformative 
educational experiences through gaming is constrained by a 
range of issues that affect current educational environments, 
whether virtual, online, hybrid, or traditional:

1. A significant challenge exists when incorporating 
specific value-laden learning outcomes into 
educational game design.

The return on investment in game development 
is elusive, especially for educational institutions, 
administrators, and educators who are cost 
conscious.  

2.
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Since educational institutions comprise a wide 
range of curricula, instructors, pedagogy, 
andragogy, learning objectives, etc., the target 
audience for game sales is highly fragmented.

The target audience for learning games includes 
purchasing agents who decide on items and tools 
without in-depth knowledge of games or their 
educational benefits.

Many educators, professors, and instructors are 
unfamiliar with the value proposition of casual 
games as learning opportunities.

The economic feasibility of personally designing 
a game for a specific class is too abstract and 
obscure to be helpful.

3.

4.

5.

6.

As Seelow (2019) outlined in an article on innovative 
approaches to assessment:

When I claim games and simulations are necessary 
forms of assessment, that claim implies that 
current assessment practices need disruption and 
furthermore that games/simulations provide an 
excellent opportunity for positive disruption and 
innovation in the assessment field. In order to 
truly innovate, Game Based Assessments must do 
something different than the current practice (p. 
2).

He suggested an alternative and more pragmatic label for 
the often-overused phrase “serious games.” He proposes 
“applied games” as a more relevant characterization for this 
genre of transformational instructional methods:

Applied Games are designed specifically to affect 
transformative experiences in non-entertainment 
situations such as the classroom, health 
conditions, behavioral issues, social or political 
impact, empathy, and other prosocial attitudes 
and behaviors. These are games that are designed 
to have an impact on learning, attitude, behavior, 
or society (p. 4). 

Subsequently, David Seelow advocates an additional action:

Applying games, refers to any game-commercial 
or not, video, board, athletic, card, etc., that can be 
deployed in some fashion to a learning situation. 
Applying games is akin to using a film, song, or 
novel in a classroom not specific to that media (p. 
6).

Figure 2. Photo of Trekking: The National Parks (2nd edition).

Why is this subtle difference significant for the author’s 
thesis? He argues for the superiority of creative works of 
art over bland, boring textbook material. Moreover, he 
outlines how commercial, casual, and even esports games 
can be transformed into critical tools to stimulate a dynamic, 
interactive learning environment. The fundamental outcome 
is increased learner motivation and engagement, relating 
the external experiences from the lived world with the more 
formally structured learning from school. 

Dr. Seelow’s underlying premise with applied and applying 
games is that the successful application of games in 
educational institutions is predicated upon on effective 
delivery of critical thinking instruction through effective 
teaching. Critical thinking is the “critical success factor” 
for developing balanced individuals living within our 
less-than-balanced world of social media saturation and 
misinformation. 

Analysis and significance

David Seelow’s seminal work is congruent with numerous 
other authors researching and producing scholarly works 
in the genre of game-based learning (GBL). Although a 
section outlining the conceptual framework, pedagogy, 
and theoretical foundations for GBL was omitted, it did not 
detract from the overall contribution of his work. 

Loosely defined, pedagogy encompasses the educational 
theory and practices that stimulate learning in children 
(Murphy, 2003). Pedagogy is not absolute since it reflects 
the act of teaching within a cultural, philosophical, political, 
social, and theological educational ecosystem. In pedagogy, 
the instructor is often portrayed as a tutor or guide. On 
the other hand, andragogy may be described as a suite of 
theories and practices specifically focused on adult learners. 
Adult learners generally exhibit self-directed actions and 
autonomous participation in the learning experience, where 
the role of the teacher is more often that of a facilitator or 
coach (Knowles, 1989). 

Both pedagogy and andragogy encompass a range of 
theories, conceptual frameworks, and models. GBL is 
considered by many to be pedagogy and andragogy 
(Camacho-Sánchez et al., 2022; Cheung, et al., 2008; Emin-
Martinez & Ney, 2013). GBL is often described in terms of 
self-determination theory, such that intrinsic motivation, 
extrinsic motivation, and demotivation are foundational 
concepts (Gee, 2008; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Squire & Jenkins, 
2003). GBL also incorporates constructivist theory, project-
based learning, active learning, learning by doing, discovery 
learning, experiential learning, and inquiry-based learning, 
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to name a few underlying theories and practices. As Litman 
(2021, p. 53) succinctly put it: 

Game-based learning is the simple belief that 
children [or adults—my addition] are inherently 
motivated to learn when playing, and if a school 
could capture the joy and spirit of game play in 
the curricula, then academic success and deep 
learning would certainly follow.

This book provides another significant contribution to the 
range of texts that cover a broad spectrum of applied games 
(serious games) useful within the university classroom:

A systematic guide to Game-Based Learning 
(GBL) in organizational teams (Thompson & 
Jennings, 2016);

Everything you need to know about designing 
effective learning games (Boller & Kapp, 2017);

Game-based learning across the disciplines 
(Aprea & Ifenthaler (Eds.), 2021); 

Game-based learning, gamification in 
education and serious games (de Carvalho & 
Coelho, 2022);

Games and simulations in teacher education 
(Bradley (Ed.), 2020)

Gamify your classroom: A field guide to game-
based learning (Farber, 2015)

Handbook of game-based learning (Plass et al. 
(Eds.), 2020); and

The educator’s guide to designing games and 
creative active-learning exercises: The allure of 
play (Bisz & Mondelli, 2023).

3.

4.

5.

6.

1.

2.

7.

8.

Relevance and intended audience

I am confident the intended target audience should be 
educators, university administrators and faculty, high school 
administrators and faculty, newly minted instructors, and 
researchers and scholars across all disciplines. 

The author succeeds in engaging his target audience on 
multiple levels by furnishing specific lesson plans, games, 
books, notes, websites, game development tools (game 
makers), and other resources to construct a practical and 
pragmatic citizenry based on democratic principles. 

Those principles are founded upon a solid framework of 
critical thinking skills, regardless of the VUCA (Volatile, 
Uncertain, Complex, and Ambiguous) environment that 
now envelopes our globe. Applied and applying games 
might positively reorder the cultural, social, and political 
outcomes permeating society, thus, building informed, 
personal knowledge to overcome the blatant ignorant state 
permeating our institutions and less informed citizenry.

Authoritative foundation of the author

David Seelow is a widely respected academic and educator, 
beginning his university and college teaching in 1989. He 
also taught in public schools. Dr. Seelow founded the Center 
for Game and Simulation-Based Learning and the Online 
Writing Lab at Excelsior University. 

Over multi-decades, Dr. Seelow has designed and delivered 
online courses and developed entire online programs. 
This experience would suggest that he brings a wealth of 
knowledge to the recent and current emphasis on virtual 
and blended learning models. His publication experience 
is wide-ranging, including the humanities, education, and 
learning games, most notably for this book. His most recent 
text was the Game based classroom: Practical strategies for 
grades 6-12.

Critique and recommendation

The text is organized into an introduction, four parts, 
21 chapters, and a conclusion. The four book parts are 
categorized as:

Games as transformative classroom 
experiences

Games as transformative experiences for 
community and culture

Casual games as transformative online 
learning experiences

Playing across boundaries: Interdisciplinary 
instruction with films, games, and literature

3.

4.

1.

2.

The text is well-structured and easy to understand. The 
publisher has introduced an egregious editorial error in 
labeling Parts I & II with the same title. This mistake should 
be fixed in the subsequent printing of the text. I received 
the actual title of Part 2 from the author. Extensive notes 
and comprehensive bibliographies are included in most 
chapters. 

Each chapter furnishes the reader with a deep dive into a 
particular applied game. When I use the term “deep dive,” I 
really mean it. The game description, rules, learner reactions, 
learning outcomes, insights, etc., will help any educator or 
instructor develop a critical appreciation of how a game 
could positively impact learner motivation and engagement.

Let’s look in detail at Chapter 13: Playing small business 
owners—Teaching management, self-efficacy, and authentic 
skills through casual games. This chapter is after my own 
heart, mind, and spirit since I delve a great deal into 
teaching entrepreneurship in my undergraduate, graduate, 
and doctoral courses. Many chapters expose the learners 
and instructors to the challenges of teaching during the 
last three years of the pandemic experience, along with the 
sociological and psychological issues associated with race, 
gender, ethnicity, etc., immersing the learners in the real 
world outside the university.
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In Papa’s Pizzeria to go, the learner acquires time 
management skills and customer service skills—two skill 
sets seldom developed or located in today’s small business 
enterprises. In Tiny tower, community development, financial 
success, and customer satisfaction are outcomes balanced 
against overbuilding, overdevelopment, capitalist greed, 
and consumerism. 

Real estate portfolio development is taught in Landlord Go. 
This game facilitates learners to move about their home 
locale or the campus region where they attend school and 
assess properties to buy. The game’s sophisticated artificial 
intelligence and GPS feed real-time data into the game 
making the player’s experience genuinely authentic (Pocket 
Gamer, 2020). “In fact, when someone enters a real property 
that you own in the game world, you earn virtual rent!” (p. 
219). Concepts such as monopolies, free market capitalism, 
and cut-throat competition provide a grounding into the 
historical and economic lessons on greed vs. service to the 
public.

In Punch Club, players enact a kickboxer moving up the 
ladder to become a champion. The players are presented 
with ethical dilemmas around legal and illegal tournaments. 
The goal is to develop and balance three skills: strength, 
agility, and stamina. Participants become immersed in the 
pros and cons of daily life within the career field of sports 
management, from the manager to the boxer. Finally, Lesson 
Ideas are proposed for taking the games into the classroom, 
increasing their relevance, and building a deeper learning 
experience.

Figure 3. Game elements of Industry 4.0 Factory Game 
(Teichmann, et al., 2020, p. 262). CC BY-NC-ND license.

The conclusion provides a metaphysical perspective of 
where GBL fits into an overall philosophy of life. I would posit 
that David Seelow should be esteemed in the same way we 
treat John Paul Gee, Jane McGonigal, Jesse Schell, and Lee 
Sheldon. The book contains significant benefits and is well 
worth the investment of time and money required to acquire 
and read the book. This book is highly recommended if you 
are looking to experiment with GBL in the classroom, either 
via online, virtual, or hybrid approaches. You will find a wide 
range of successfully applied games that could be used to 

stimulate your learners’ interest in achieving a deeper level 
of learning.
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Introduction

Does your quest for knowledge include current topics 
encompassing colonialism, capitalism, decolonization, 
indigenous knowledge, ecology, economy, epistemic 
revolution, and sustainability? If so, this text will invite you 
into a world of imagination and reality where the clashes 
between these extremes are exceptionally well-defined and 
fittingly described. 

Dr. Sayan Dey is attempting to “reinstat[e] the nature-
based and environment-friendly pedagogical and curricular 
infrastructures in the mainstream educational institutions 
[with]in the post-COVID-19 era” (p. 16). He does not 
dwell upon COVID-19 per se but uses it as a backdrop for 
institutional transformation in order to intertwine ecology 
and the environment as core practices for curriculum change 
in teaching, learning, and education.

This book focuses on the emergent and new “epistemic 
revolution” associated with educational change. The word 
epistemic means “of or relating to knowledge or knowing” 
(Merriam-Webster, n.d.). An epistemic revolution may come 
about when unexpected unifying forces across very different 
disciplines occur. 

Three conditions are encompassed by the concept of 
epistemic knowledge: truth, belief, and justification. The 
critical question becomes, “How do I know what I know?”
Epistemic knowledge is considered intellectually demanding. 
Epistemic knowledge often takes a secondary or even tertiary 
role to content knowledge and procedural knowledge. These 
three forms of knowledge create a framework for reasoning:

Figure 1. Book cover.Knowledge … is the understanding of the 
major facts, concepts and explanatory theories 
that form the basis of [scientific] knowledge. 
Such knowledge includes knowledge of both 
the natural world and technological artefacts 
(content knowledge), knowledge of how such 
ideas are produced (procedural knowledge), and 
an understanding of the underlying rationale for 
these procedures and the justification for their use 
(epistemic knowledge) (OECD, 2019, p. 16). 
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‘green academia’ or eco-friendly systems of 
knowledge cultivation have been the central 
pattern of gaining and sharing knowledges since 
the evolution of this planet. Every contemporary 
form of an education system is rooted in 
the liveliness and practicality of the natural 
environment… So, the purpose behind the appeal 
toward collectively building green academic 
systems across the planet in this book is to 
reconfigure the existing eco-friendly systems of 
knowledge production in diverse social, cultural, 
and geopolitical contexts. To manufacture self-
profiting, abusive, and physiologically fractured 
empires of knowledge production across the 
globe, the knowledge systems that were rooted 
in the natural environment were systematically, 
epistemically, and institutionally disrupted by the 
European colonizers (p. 2).

The author argues that:

European civilization gave birth to systems of knowledge 
that were Capitalist, Patriarchal, Western-Centric, Christian-
Centric, modern, and colonial. The planet has never recovered 
from these imperatives, which has resulted in a planet that 
is exhibiting significant climate and environmental damage, 
resulting in a critical lack of nutritious food resources 
throughout the planet. Dey suggests that universities and 
centers for learning are based upon the Western ego-centric 
knowledge dissemination models that strictly commodify, 
collect, and withhold knowledge within their protected ivory 
towers. These institutions fail to incorporate critical and 
significant eco-centric indigenous systems of knowledge 
into the curriculum and learning outcomes. 

Analysis and significance

The overall context for the book is an indictment of Western 
ego-centric knowledge systems, manifested within most 
universities, colleges, and educational institutions. Dey 
proposes the timely need for eco-centric indigenous systems 
of knowledge collections and dissemination. An associated 
epistemic revolution has appeared on the horizon:

The European colonial era transformed nature from a 'source' 
of knowledges into a 'resource' for hunting, gathering, 
extracting, and profit-making. The acts of hunting, gathering, 
extracting, and profit-making were physical processes and 
ideological processes. To elaborate, through the process of 
physically exploiting the natural environment, the colonizers 
made an effort to socially, culturally, economically, racially, 
and epistemically invisibilize and erase the multifaceted 
knowledge systems of the indigenous communities that 
were closely knitted to the natural environment (p. 2).

Dey outlines the locations of continuing 'ecocides' occurring 
throughout the planet, but almost exclusively in the 
developing nations and economies. He describes the history 
of exploitation in terms of 'modern industrialization' and 
how it was embraced as the 'natural evolution' of progress 
by Western nations. Those colonization-driven states looted, 

stole, patented, and subjugated less fortunate sovereign 
nations. Indigenous knowledge systems were delegitimized, 
dehumanized, disassembled, discredited, depleted, and 
often labeled 'savage' and 'backward'. At the same time, 
the colonial powers usurped the raw natural resources and 
sent them back to their home nations for commercialization, 
refinement, repackaging, incorporation into manufactured 
products, and pharmaceutical exploitation.

The author's thesis is threefold:

European colonization pilfered developing 
nations and embezzled natural resources, which 
led to extreme physical deprivation. Other 
authors referred to these actions as "a double 
cultural decapitation" (Thiong'o, 2009, p. 87) 
or "mnemonic decapitation" (Zerubavel, 2004, 
p. 91). These forms of decapitation physically 
violated the indigenous groups through 
droughts, environmental degradation and 
destruction, food crises, permanent closure of 
local industries, poverty, racism, slavery, state 
corruption, violence, war, and water depletion.

The colonial bureaucratic institutions and 
processes have indoctrinated the current 
education systems such that:

The rampant obsession with assessments of 
schools, colleges, and universities, students, 
teachers, professors, and academic departments 
has created a mechanized homogeneity to 
learning that diminishes the diversity of the 
creative process. Educational institutions are 
disconnected from the natural environment, 
ecology, and indigenous knowledge. Instead, 
these entities concentrate on the classroom and 
the laboratory.

Productivity of faculty, researchers, and learners 
is measured quantitatively, not qualitatively. 

Teaching and research concentrate on 
analytics-based, quantitative methodologies 
rather than qualitative methodologies for the 
dissemination of knowledge. Perspectives 
founded upon multidimensional ecological, 
environmental, and indigenous knowledge are 
globally undervalued and discounted.

The capitalist imperative of manipulating 
learners into customers and consumers. The 
new generation of learners are duped into 
seeking financial compensation from the utility 
of acquired knowledge, instead of seeking 
knowledge and investigative research for its 
own sake.

The imperative of establishing the English 
language as the international standard for 
communications, instead of revitalizing, 
sustaining, stimulating, and practicing global 
indigenous languages. The domination of 

1.

2.

2.1.

2.2.

2.3.

2.4.

2.5.
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communications in English results in the 
degradation, conquering, and obliteration of 
indigenous science and literature knowledge 
originating from natural ecosystems.

The overwhelming presence of European 
and Western textbooks in the curriculum 
of developing and evolving less-privileged 
nations. The challenge in nations that are 
attempting to cast off their colonial past is the 
lack of legitimacy, recognition, and validation 
of theories and philosophies prevalent in the 
indigenous knowledge bases.

Perceiving the development of COVID-19 as 
a calamitous relationship between capitalistic 
practices of knowledge management and 
knowledge production resulting in complete 
degradation of the existing education systems. 

The pandemic crippled the laborers, daily wage 
workers, odd-job workers, subsistence farmers, 
and lower working classes in developing 
countries—those who are primarily outside the 
capitalistic means of economic production and 
distribution. Of course, low wage earners and 
small businesspeople in developing countries 
were affected, but socialist unemployment 
programs supported their survival. 

Professionals and some administrative staff 
emerged as a protected elite who could 
continue to contribute remotely to the 
economy and "make a sustainable living." 
Metropolitan centers and urban environments 
became government-controlled, personal 
prisons, where governments propagandized 
the necessity of vaccinations and the need 
for vaccination passports to legitimatize the 
capacity for mobility.

Most importantly, though, curricular 
infrastructures in all the mainstream, 
bureaucratic educational institutions totally 
collapsed, resulting in the global degradation 
of pedagogical and andragogical learning 
spaces. Most students and learners experienced 
a significant loss over two to three years in their 
educational capacities. A significant majority of 
educational institutions and their faculty were 
ill-prepared to convey learning through online 
media, especially in countries where the internet 
in the home was in its infancy. 

2.6.

3.

3.1.

3.2.

3.3.

Relevance and intended audience

This book is a ground-breaking contribution that covers a 
broad spectrum of topics related to the impact on education 
institutions of European and Western colonization; colonial 
bureaucratic educational institutions and processes; and 
the catastrophic impact of COVID-19 on degrading existing 
education systems.

Traditional modes and content for teaching and learning are 
at a tipping point. Globally, nation-state funding is declining. 
Significant demographic and emigrational/immigrational 
shifts are occurring worldwide. International competition 
is intensifying. Most significantly, our current educational 
and learning models are severely impacted by disruptive 
technologies, (such as AI; augmented data analytics; 
blockchain; augmented, virtual, and mixed reality; Internet 
of Things (IoT); natural language processing; robotics; 3-D 
printing; and machine learning), which rely predominantly 
on Western capitalism to prosper. We will be forced to 
seek out new indigenous knowledge bases to balance the 
emergent techno-centric and sociotechnical knowledge 
systems. Dey is surrounded by various contemporaries who 
are publishing remarkable journal articles and books within 
this niche area (e.g. Bisz & Mondelli, 2023).

The intended target audience is "scholars and researchers 
of sociology, cultural studies, decolonial studies, education, 
ecology, public policy, social anthropology, sustainable 
development, sociology of education, and political 
sociology" (p. iii). The author is successful in engaging his 
target audience on multiple levels. 

Authoritative foundation of the author

A hegemonic civilization is the foundation for a global 
economic system that continues to structure its success on 
a "developmental-extraction-based economic model" (de 
Sousa Santos, 2011, p. 19). The author shares recognition 
of this topic with a broad range of other authors, including: 
Bacevic (2021); de Sousa Santos (2011); Fassbinder et al. 
(2014); Gough et al., (2020); Jackson (2015); Kancler (2016); 
Krøvel (2020); Kumaran (2022); Loske (2020); and Roseman 
(2012).

Critique and recommendation

The text is well-structured and well-articulated but uses 
intense vocabulary on occasion. The book is divided into 
five chapters: 

Introduction: Why green academia?

Eco-friendly academic systems: A journey to 
the roots

Transformations: Curriculum and pedagogy

Political ecology and science and technology 
studies: Weaving intersectional academic 
spaces

Non-conclusion: A multidimensional 
mechanism

3.

4.

5.

1.

2.

Including photos to support some case studies and 
experiments could have provided a visual foundation for 
the text's premise. The lack of informative graphics and 
figures presents a textually dense treatise but one that is 
still approachable. Each chapter furnishes the reader with 
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an in-depth analysis of educational issues and challenges 
resulting from historical and current global colonization. 
Each chapter is followed by a detailed "Works Cited" 
section that stimulates the reader to investigate further the 
themes presented in the chapter. This section also forms the 
foundation for the evidence behind Dey's theses.

To summarize the book, we need only read the details of the 
Postscript written by Dr. William Jethro Mpofu, University 
of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, South Africa. Mpofu 
has both summarized the intent and value proposition of 
the book, while concurrently suggesting a manifesto for the 
Green Academia. 

Green academia as rendered in this book is the description 
of decolonized and liberating education that is based on 
learning from nature and its diversity and multiplicity that 
necessitates conversation, dialogue, and critical exchange… 
One measure of decolonized education, that is 'green 
academia' in the gesture of this book, is how far it goes 
in its respect for and preservation of nature and collective 
life. It should be an education that goes well beyond 
anthropocentric egoism and selfishness and entertains 
diversity of being and planetarity. The green part of the 
term 'green academia' therefore is more than a reference 
to nature as represented in living green vegetation but a 
metaphor of nature as alive and a subject that sustains life 
and is in conversation, dialogically, with humans (p. 114).

This book transformed and informed my knowledge of 
the corrupt capitalist, genocidal, and colonial models of 
education. I now possess a much deeper understanding of 
the histories, traditions, and cultures of the Global South. 
I regret that I did not awaken to this august assembly 
of scholars and practitioners before I reached my early 
seventies. I suffer from an inability to actually contribute in 
situ to the work of "challenging the constructs of colonial 
power and push back the privilege of colonial systems of 
knowledge, power, and being" (p. 112). I am no longer 
in enough of a healthy disposition to travel to the Global 
South and work in the front lines as a knowledge activist 
for curricular changes. Nonetheless, I unambiguously and 
wholeheartedly support the vision, goals, and objectives set 
out in Green Academia.
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Book review. Preskill, S. (2021). Education in black and white. Myles Horton and the Highlander 
Center’s vision for social justice. University of California Press.
Jürgen RudolphA A Head of Research, Kaplan Singapore

Introduction

Stephen Preskill’s latest book tells the fascinating history 
of the Highlander Folk School, which was co-founded by 
Myles Horton (1905-1990) in 1932. The ‘highlander’ part of 
the school’s name comes from its location on the edge of 
the Cumberland Mountains in the U.S., with its inhabitants 
called ‘highlanders’, while the words ‘folk school’ were 
directly borrowed from the Danish movement that Horton 
admired. The school (hereafter abbreviated as Highlander) 
was founded during the depths of the devastating Great 
Depression that was characterised by hunger, homelessness, 
and chronic unemployment. 

Highlander was to be at the centre of two important social 
justice movements: the industrial union movement and the 
struggle for civil rights. It was visited by civil rights icons 
such as Rosa Parks (who sparked the historic 1955-1956 
Montgomery bus boycott) and Dr Martin Luther King, Eleanor 
Roosevelt (the wife of U.S. president Franklin D. Roosevelt), 
famous folk musicians such as Woody Guthrie and Pete 
Seeger (Horton, 1998) and revolutionary pedagogues such 
as Paulo Freire.

Education in black and white’s author Stephen Preskill is 
a renowned expert on American educational history and 
leadership studies. After a long and distinguished career as 
a professor, he is currently a writing consultant at Columbia 
University. I was excited to discover his new book as I have a 
long-standing fascination with Highlander. I previously read 
three other books by the author that were co-written with 
Stephen Brookfield:

If you ever get to a place where injustice doesn’t 
bother you, you’re dead.

(Myles Horton, cited in Kohl & Kohl, 1998, p. x)

Figure 1. Eleanor Roosevelt and Myles Horton in the 1940s. 
Source: Nashville Public Library, Special Collections.

two works about the critically-important method 
of discussion in adult and higher education 
(Brookfield & Preskill, 2005, 2016) and 

an equally excellent book about Learning as a 
way of leading. Lessons from the struggle for social 
justice (Preskill & Brookfield, 2009).

•

•

The latter tome is directly related to the book under review. 
It contains chapters on what the authors term learning tasks 
for ‘learning leadership’. They relate to Myles Horton himself 
and other leaders in Education in black and white such as 
Septima Clark, Jane Addams and Ella Baker. Moreover, this 
review can be seen as a follow-up on interviews with Stephen 
Brookfield and book reviews of his work in JALT (Brookfield 
et al., 2019, 2022; Rudolph, 2019, 2020, 2022). 

Education in black and white is beautifully written and 
engages the reader over 15 chapters (and a prologue, 
introduction, and epilogue) that are largely chronologically 
organised. The book is a masterclass in historical writing, as its 
gorgeous prose is paired with endnotes that are very useful 
for the scholarly-inclined reader. It also includes an extensive 
bibliography, an index and about a dozen black-and-white 
illustrations. Refreshingly, Preskill generously acknowledges 
the previous literature on Highlander and Horton. Rather 
than providing a chapter-by-chapter summary, I will now 
focus on five themes that I found particularly fascinating, 
and that triggered much critical reflection.
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The horrors of the Great Depression. Appalachia as 
a “domestic Third World Country”

The Great Depression was some 90 years ago. Its horrors 
were fictionalised in novels such as John Steinbeck’s 
classic The grapes of wrath (2016) or folk balladeer Woody 
Guthrie’s House of earth (2013). Highlander was born in the 
Appalachian mountains’ Grundy County in rural Tennessee 
during the Great Depression, which hit its inhabitants with 
particular brutality. Despite all their hard work, most of 
Grundy County’s population lived in huts without electricity 
or plumbing. Chronic illness and early death were common, 
and many babies died of starvation. Horton and his 
colleagues at Highlander set out to do something about the 
horrors they encountered.

[He] saw young children with bloated stomachs 
and oozing sores, adolescents whose growth had 
been badly stunted, and adults who complained 
of chronic headaches and persistent fatigue. 
Having found evidence of debilitating hunger and 
widespread social despondency everywhere they 
traveled, the Highlander staff started canned food 
drives, launched community gardens, organized 
farm co-ops, and gave away what food they could 
to stave off the worst and most immediate effects 
of hunger (p. 69).

Horton (1998, p. 132) has fittingly described Appalachia as 
a “domestic Third World Country”  and Highlander’s co-
founder Don West called it an “exploited colonial area” 
whose relationship to “the mother country” was ultimately 
dehumanising (cited on p. 244). Companies often treated 
their employees as virtual slaves. To cite a particularly stark 
example, the owners of Fentress Coal and Coke Company, 
in response to a strike, 

“retaliated by shutting off the heat in the workers’ 
company-owned hovels and removing their 
front doors, despite the approach of winter. A 
few workers were thrown out into the cold. The 
company store was ordered not to sell food to 
the starving miners and their families, and most 
merchants were pressured not to extend the 
strikers credit” (p. 70).

Horton has described the violence of poverty as something 
he has been close to all his life. It “destroys families, twists 
minds, hurts in many ways beyond the pain of hunger” 
(Horton, 1998, p. 27). In the early days of Highlander, the 
“staff subsisted almost exclusively on beans and wheat. 
Wheat sprinkled with a little milk sufficed for breakfast, beans 
complemented with more beans constituted lunch and 
dinner” (p. 67). Like many of Grundy County’s inhabitants, 
Highlander’s staff was on a starvation diet, and the school’s 
official cash balance was sometimes no more than a handful 
of dollars.

The radical hillbilly’s vision of Highlander

Myles Horton, an educator and activist, has been described 
as a “radical hillbilly” and “local theologian in his own right” 
(cited on p. 240). He was born in 1905 in rural Tennessee into 
deep poverty, about one hundred miles from Memphis. He 
was a voracious reader who read everything that would fall 
into his hands, from encyclopedias to pornographic novels. 
Horton said that as a poor person, he felt angry about being 
excluded from many things: “I was excluded because I didn’t 
have the clothes… I was excluded because I didn’t have 
money… I’ve been excluded for a lot of reasons... I don’t like 
to be excluded” (cited on p. 25).  

In 1931, Horton envisaged his school with astonishing clarity:

a school where young men and women can 
come… and be inspired by personalities expressing 
themselves through teaching (history, literature), 
song and music, arts, weaving, etc., and by life 
lived together. These people should be from the 
South if possible. Negroes should be among the 
students. Some students should be from mountain 
schools, others from factories. Such a school 
should be a stopping place for travelling liberals 
and a meeting place for southern radicals (cited 
on pp. 61-62).

The inclusion of racial desegregation was most unusual in 
the 1930s when lynching continued in the Jim Crow South. 
In nearly all-white Grundy County, Jim Crow discrimination 
fiercely held sway. There was a complete separation of the 
races: it was illegal to have blacks and whites in the same 
school, illegal for blacks and whites to eat in the same 
restaurant, travel together, sleep together, and marry. Those 
who sought to abolish racial discrimination endangered 
their lives. 

Highlander was one of the places where blacks and whites 
could meet as equals. Horton was a courageous visionary 
who regarded racial segregation as the root of all evil. He 
wrote:

a school like Highlander, that believed in social 
equality, would have a monopoly on the business 
[of racial desegregation]. Whenever blacks and 
whites and Native Americans and Chicanos 
and men and women got to Highlander, there 
would be no segregation because we were too 
poor to segregate. We only had one bathroom 
for everybody. We couldn’t have discriminated 
if we’d wanted to, because we couldn’t afford 
it; and although we all believed that any kind 
of segregation was completely wrong, a lot of 
things that happened at Highlander happened 
not because we had some high-and-mighty 
philosophies and theories but out of necessity” 
(Horton, 1998, p. 86).
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Figure 2. Black and white activists meet at Highlander Folk 
School. Source: Carey, 2022.

At various times during its history, Highlander was accused 
of having Communist ties. These rumours and accusations 
“arose directly from the school’s unyielding commitment 
to racial equality” (p. 117). Rosa Parks, one of the leaders 
of the civil rights movement, describes her life-changing 
experience while being a student at Highlander:

[It] was my very first experience in my entire life, 
going to a place where there were people, people 
of another race, and where we all were treated 
equally, and without any tension or feeling of 
embarrassment or whatever goes with the artificial 
boundaries of racial segregation… Myles Horton 
just washed away and melted a lot of my hostility 
and prejudice and feeling of bitterness toward 
white people, because he had such a wonderful 
sense of humor (cited on p. 159).

Highlander’s approach to adult education

Despite the many changes the school underwent, 
Highlander’s central idea was unwaveringly adhered to: “the 
only answers worth having are the ones that come from the 
people who are themselves grappling with the challenges 
of everyday life” (p. 62). Highlander avoided issuing credits, 
grades, and diplomas and was unhampered by the need to 
rank, examine or certify. It “worked outside any recognized 
system of institutionalized education and sought to 
collaborate with all learners equally” (p. 9).

The circle (where learners were non-hierarchically seated 
in a ring of rocking chairs) constituted Highlander’s central 
practice and tell-tale symbol. In fact, the main meeting room 
at Highlander was circular in shape (Horton & Freire, 1990). 
Horton favoured a problem-based educational approach 
and “fully believed that every person had ‘experiences 
worth learning from’ and that these experiences could 
productively form the basis for important group reflection 
and learning” (p. 91). Highlander emphasised discussion 
and using participants’ experiences to frame problems and 
devise possible solutions. Its interactive and open-ended, 
dialogic methods followed from its democratic goals. 
Throughout the forty years of Horton’s leadership (1932-
1972) and beyond, Highlander’s educational assumptions 
remained the same: the best solutions to a problem were 
the ones that emerged out of a community’s attempt to 

identify and analyse a problem and to enact a course of 
action that reflected the needs of the community as a whole. 
In Horton’s (1998, p. 152) own memorable words:

The best teachers of poor and working people are 
the people themselves. They are the experts on 
their own experiences and problems. The students 
who came to Highlander brought their own ways 
of thinking and doing. We tried to stimulate their 
thinking and expose them to consultants, books, 
and ideas, but it was more important for them to 
learn how to learn from each other. 

Figure 3. A Highlander Folk School workshop. Source: 
Inouye, 2019.

Preskill provides a particularly fascinating chapter 6 on 
the role of music in Highlander. Zilphia Johnson came to 
Highlander in 1935 and soon became Mrs Zilphia Horton. 
She was an award-winning singer and pianist and greatly 
influenced Highlander’s use of art. Under her leadership, 
Highlander uniquely emphasised music to inspire confidence 
and togetherness and printed dozens of plays about union 
experiences. Highlander was known as a ‘singing school’ 
that focused on folk songs that grew out of the stark reality 
that their creators experienced, holding “great power to 
foster a sense of unity among people from vastly different 
backgrounds and cultures” (p. 105).

Highlander’s holistic approach to adult education served its 
key ideas that are well-captured by Preskill:

Encouraging people to gain greater control over 
their lives by keeping the focus in their actual 
experiences emerged as one key idea. Another 
involved resisting individualism and embracing 
group learning in a residential setting. Still another 
emphasized identifying with the needs of the poor, 
the marginalized, and the discriminated against, 
employing many modes of expression, including 
music, dance, and drama, to bring people closer 
together. 
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Additionally, and perhaps most importantly, 
Highlander embraced applied learning, inspiring 
people to build on what they had gained from 
workshops to spark change back in their home 
communities (pp. 7-8).

Influences and Highlander goes international
Horton was a voracious reader. Amongst his intellectual 
influences was John Dewey, perhaps America’s leading public 
intellectual in the 1930s. When Horton wrote to Dewey that 
he was not his disciple, Dewey responded: “I’m delighted 
that you don’t claim to be my disciple. My enemies are bad, 
but my disciples are worse” (cited on p. 50). In Chicago, 
Horton also met Jane Addams, the co-founder of Hull 
House (a space where the poor could gather to learn and 
envision a better future for themselves) in 1889. Addams 
had been labelled ‘the most famous woman in America’ (p. 
50; see Preskill & Brookfield, 2009). As a result of reading 
Eduard Lindeman’s The meaning of adult education (2020), 
he travelled to Denmark to learn about the country’s famous 
folk schools firsthand.

Horton’s busy ‘retirement’ in the early 1970s saw him 
travelling to “places anywhere in the world where educational 
centers or research programs have been created by people 
who have been at Highlander, and they want to have a 
relationship not only with Highlander but with other people 
who are doing similar things around the world” (cited ¬on 
p. 255). Horton was initially excited to visit Nicaragua and to 
see a country during the beginning stages of a revolution 
(p. 267). At least partially, his excitement soon turned into 
disillusionment. In Paulo Freire’s observation, a new regime 
often “hardens into a dominating bureaucracy”, and then 
“the humanist dimension is lost and it is no longer possible 
to speak of liberation” (cited on p. 269). 

Horton and Freire

Preskill’s final chapter fittingly concludes the book with 
reflections on Myles Horton and Brazilian educator Paulo 
Freire and their collaboration that culminated in the ‘talking 
book’ We make the road by walking (Horton & Freire, 1990). 
There are many similarities between the two men. Both are 
widely acknowledged as two of the most important radical 
adult educators of the 20th century. When Freire’s Pedagogy 
of the oppressed (2018) became an instant classic in the early 
1970s, many educators saw the similarities between the two 
pedagogues. Both Freire and Horton had firsthand, painful 
experiences of desperately craving food while growing up 
in some of the poorest regions of their home countries 
(Freire in Recife in Brazil’s Northeast and Horton in the 
western Tennessee Delta). Their student-centric, dialogical 
approach was built around the problems that students face. 
They “shared a vision and a history of using participatory 
education as a crucible for empowerment of the poor and 
powerless” (Bell et al., 1990). In an apparent paradox, both 
educators were drawn to Christianity’s social aspects and 
critical readings of Marx. Both educators were instrumental 
in major literacy campaigns that enabled newly literate 
adults to vote. This linking of literacy and enfranchisement 
posed significant threats to entrenched power structures 

and led to repercussions in their respective home countries. 
Freire was imprisoned and forced to flee Brazil in 1964, 
while Horton was jailed numerous times, and Highlander 
was temporarily shuttered in 1959 during the reactionary 
McCarthy era.

Figure 4. Myles Horton and Paulo Freire in 1987 at Highlander. 
Source: Candie Caravan in Horton & Freire, 1990, p. 249. 

Despite these remarkable similarities, the two adult educators 
were undoubtedly far from carbon copies of each other. 
The prolific Freire was more theoretical in his discourse and 
writings, while Horton preferred a folksier style, prominently 
featuring anecdotes and story-telling. They held each other 
in high regard, and Freire called Horton “an incredible man” 
whose history and presence “is something that justifies the 
world (cited on p. 287).

Conclusion

It is noteworthy that Preskill’s admirable history of 
Highlander and Myles Horton’s involvement is critical of 
its subject and not a hagiography. Amongst other things, 
Preskill highlights that Horton gave insufficient credit to 
Highlander’s influential female leaders (like, for instance, 
Septima Clark – see Preskill & Brookfield, 2009) and that he 
could have supported them better. In conclusion, I highly 
recommend Education in black and white to all adult and 
higher education practitioners. Stephen Preskill’s book 
provides a highly commendable, thoughtful and critical 
history of Highlander. It shows some early examples of 
successful student-centred pedagogies and how ideas once 
radical (like desegregation and industrial unions) have since 
become accepted. However, for instance, the Black Lives 
Matter movement shows that the struggle continues. To 
hear more of Horton’s unique voice, I recommend Horton’s 
(1998) autobiography The long haul and the talking book 
with Freire (Horton & Freire, 1990) as companion pieces.
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