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Preface

Often when we consider student-centred learning, we treat it as if it is a new concept,
when in reality universities were founded on the premise of students being in control of
the curriculum. In fact from its inception in the 12" century Frederick Barbarossa
granted students of Bologna University in Italy powers of self-government in a pact to
help him secure the position of Holy Roman Emperor. Students then had complete
control over the curriculum and staff appointments. In an era of students as ‘customers’,
it is easy to forget the relationship students once had with their universities.

This report could not come at a better time. For me, Hearing the student voice: Involving
students in curriculum design and delivery is a timely reminder that, in fact, students are
co-creators, not consumers, of their education. The curriculum is a deeply personal
thing, and yet far too often we treat it as a one-size-fits-all product which inevitably fails
to realise a student’s, or indeed an academic’s, true potential.

But if we can make the paradigm shift towards a student-centred rather than lecturer-
centred curriculum there will be many benefits and | believe this report will make a huge
contribution towards achieving that goal. Students will be far more engaged, see
education as both a right and a responsibility and treat studies as a two-way street
rather than the one-way transaction government policy seems so intent in asserting. It is
also a direction in which students want to travel; the NUS Student Experience report
2009* found that 88% of students wanted to be involved in shaping the content of their
course.

Of course a student-centred curriculum comes with huge challenges. Aside from the
obvious issues of time, resources and space to be able to undertake some of the
thinking required to re-design how students can engage with the curriculum, there is the
far more important issue of trust. Moving away from the tried and tested methods of
bestowing content from teacher to pupil can be scary and uncomfortable; fresh thinking
is needed by academics and students alike, and this report has offered some fantastic
case studies to kick start that thinking.

Finally, | welcome the broad acknowledgement of the critical role students’ unions play
in working towards a student-centred learning experience. We know ourselves that we
face considerable challenges in ensuring we reflect the wide demographic of students
we seek to represent. But nonetheless the legitimacy that students’ unions and
academic representatives bring is confirmed by this report and taking on the challenge
of putting the individual at the centre of their own curriculum is a challenge we must face
in partnership.

I commend this report in taking the agenda forward and hope that it can help us go
somewhat back to the future and perhaps learn a few tricks from our friend Barbarossa.

Liam Burns, NUS Scotland President
E: liam.burns@nus-scotland.org.uk
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Introduction

We must engage with students in a richer, more deliberate way at the course
level that acknowledges their right... to participate in the development and design
of their own curriculum

(James Alexander, NUS President, Scotland, 2007)

Contributing proactively both enhances the curriculum and motivates students.? But how
can we enable students to take an active role in the creation of the curriculum? How can
staff be equipped to work cooperatively with students in the process? What methods
should be used? At what level should they engage?

This report records the progress of the Hearing the student voice: involving students in
curriculum design and delivery project which explored how universities can meaningfully
involve students in shaping the curriculum. Drawing on their recently-completed work
within the project Hearing the Student Voice: Promoting and encouraging the effective
use of the student voice to enhance professional development in learning, teaching and
assessment within higher education,® the project team explored innovative methods
which enable students to contribute effectively to curriculum design and development.
This was achieved through the development and evaluation of a range of case studies
of practice which involved students contributing to the curriculum in different ways and
within different contexts. The team aimed to encourage the permeation of this activity
within their own institutions by involving academic staff in the case studies and
encouraged cross-fertilisation of ideas across the sector by holding a national
conference in May 2009. The report includes a reflective commentary on the themes
generated by the project activities.

The report has been written by the team representing the four universities who
collaborated on the project. Our observations and conclusions are amplified by voices
throughout — those of staff and students involved in our case studies and as participants
at our national conference.

We are grateful to:

¢ the Higher Education Academy ESCalate Subject Centre for funding and
supporting the project

¢ all those who contributed to our national conference including Leeds Metropolitan
University which hosted it, our colleague Rai Shacklock who organised it with the
support of Lucy McCann and the presenters who contributed and the individuals
who participated

¢ those involved in the case studies who have (and are) using the student voice in
imaginative ways to enhance curriculum design and delivery




Introduction Hearing the student voice

e colleagues within our own institutions who supported the project in many and
different ways

e all of the students who lent us their voices.

Fiona Campbell, Edinburgh Napier University
Rai Shacklock, Leeds Metropolitan University
Jenny Eland, Birmingham City University

Ann Rumpus, University of Westminster

Hearing the Student Voice website available at
www?2.napier.ac.uk/studentvoices/curriculum
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Summary

1. The Hearing the Student Voice project aimed to explore innovative methods
which enable students to contribute effectively to curriculum design and
development. See Project aims and Project achievements.

2. The project was funded through the Higher Education Academy ESCalate
Subject Centre development grant scheme (see www.escalate.ac.uk/4314). The
project was collaborative and was carried out by a project team representing four
universities. See Project team.

3. The project followed from a previous ESCalate-funded project Hearing the
Student Voice: promoting and encouraging the effective use of the student voice
to enhance professional development in learning, teaching and assessment
within higher education. The project investigated effective ways of enabling the
student voice to be heard in academic professional development to allow staff to
engage with the students’ view. The project concluded among the ways its work
could be extended would be to enable the student voice to be captured and
heard in relation to shaping the curriculum. See Background to the project.

4. The project team sought to achieve this through the development and evaluation
of innovative case studies which included different mechanisms, media and
contexts. The case studies — contributed by team members, colleagues within
our institutions and in other universities — are explored under the Case studies
section. This section provides a summary of all the case studies together with an
analysis of the approaches covered. Each of the developed case studies are
provided in Appendix 5: Project case studies.

5. The project plan, outcomes and case studies were shared with the sector
through a national conference held in Leeds in May 2009 and other
dissemination including contribution to national and international conferences
and to internal and other events. The Hearing the Student Voice website also
enabled dissemination of all the project’s activities. Further information is
provided within the Dissemination of outcomes section.

6. As a result of undertaking the case studies and through discussions at the
meetings of the project team, the conference and with colleagues within our own
institutions and elsewhere in the sector, a number of issues arose which are
explored in a reflective commentary in the Themes section.

7. To encourage staff to use the student voice within their own practice, guidance
was provided as part of the outcomes from the initial project. This ten-step
approach can be found within the initial project report* and on the initial project
website.” The guidance together with the Case study forms (available to
download from the current project website®) will enable staff to develop,
implement and evaluate their own curriculum development activities involving
students.
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8. The project team has concluded that using the student voice is a valuable
strategy which impacts positively on the staff and students involved and the
curriculum. However for student involvement with the design of their learning to
permeate higher education, cultural changes are needed so that this is regarded
as accepted rather than different practice. The process also needs to become an
embedded part of existing activity and closer to the heart of provision. We hope
this project will contribute to these changes by providing exemplars of practice
and practical advice and by raising the profile of hearing the student voice and
the value it brings to higher education. See Conclusions.

9. The Bibliography contains details of literature relevant to this project.
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Fiona Campbell
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Project aims

This project aimed to explore innovative methods which enable students to contribute
effectively to curriculum design and development by:

e developing and evaluating case studies of practice enabling students to be
meaningfully involved in shaping the curriculum

e equipping staff in the partner institutions to use the student voice by involving
academic teams in the case studies and in the cross-fertilisation of ideas through
inter-institutional networking

e disseminating the outcomes of the project to the academic community so as to
equip staff to involve students in shaping the curriculum and to address some
issues of curriculum design more effectively.
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Background to the project

The project followed from a previous ESCalate-funded project Hearing the Student
Voice: promoting and encouraging the effective use of the student voice to enhance
professional development in learning, teaching and assessment within higher education
which investigated effective ways of enabling the student voice to be heard in academic
professional development to allow staff to engage with the students’ voice.

Two case studies from that project focused on professional development but within a
curriculum development context:

e At Leeds Metropolitan University students were at the centre of curriculum
planning by bringing their perspective to module development at a time when it
could influence change. The students felt valued by the process and contributed
carefully considered and insightful views; a key factor appreciated by the staff
involved.

e At the University of Westminster, continuing students and alumni expressed their
views about curriculum design and delivery on a masters programme. The
student participants provided constructive feedback and took the exercise very
seriously. The staff found having the students’ comments was invaluable, and
generated more reflection than other forms of feedback.

The report of the project concluded that its work had provided ‘a foundation for further
involvement of students for other purposes, including curriculum development’.”
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Case studies

This project aimed to capitalise on the experience of project partners through the
development and dissemination of case studies featuring in-depth examples of good
practice. The case studies were developed by members of the project team and other
collaborators to meet needs within their institutional contexts but also to have wider
transferability. The project delivered eleven completed case studies from six institutions
which have together shown that the student voice can effectively contribute to the
design and development of their curricula.

Summaries of the case studies are provided below followed by an analysis of the
approaches used. The full case studies are provided in Appendix 5: Project case
studies. The case studies were written up using a common template and this — together
with the student permission form — is available to download from the project website at
www?2.napier.ac.uk/studentvoices/curriculum. The common themes which emerged in
the case studies are explored in the Themes section.

Summaries

“Not another bloomin’ essay”: students taking control of assessment
If, as Brown and Knight (1994)® tell us assessment is at the heart of the student
experience and if we agree with Ramsden (1992)° that from our students’ point of view,
assessment always defines the actual curriculum how can we motivate them to take a
deeper approach and take more control? The answer may lie in letting them decide their
own method of assessment. This case study is built on an ‘experiment’ carried out with
HE in FE students who did just that. After a group of Foundation Degree Early Years
students complained when given ‘another bloomin essay’ they were asked to design
their own assessment. The case study is based on two groups of students designing the
assessment for three modules, and, in one module, also the content and methods of
learning (with tutor input and support).

Contact: Jenny Eland, Birmingham City University

“Our Week 1”: using new and continuing students’ voices to evaluate

their induction and orientation experiences

The university’s move to a 20-credit structure commencing in academic year 2008/9
aimed to benefit students by enabling them to develop their understanding in greater
depth by offering increased opportunities for enhanced learner autonomy. A key aspect
of the move is the designation of Week 1 of each trimester as an opportunity to work
cooperatively, creatively and with imagination on a range of activities to enable students
to engage in broader preparation, social integration and orientation. This case study
formed part of an evaluation of Week 1 which enabled students — both new and
continuing — from each faculty to reflect on their experiences of the first Week 1 and to

11
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make any suggestions for enhancement which could be fed into Week 1 of future
trimesters.

Contact: Fiona Campbell, Edinburgh Napier University

Closing the Loop on Student Feedback

This study contributes to a wider project that had previously been funded by the Higher
Education Academy. It was a progression with regards to using feedback from students,
in a focus group, to make changes to the curriculum and to assessment. For this case
study it was decided to replace the original method of collecting data via a transcript to
using a filmed session with the students and then transcribing the comments. This
allowed the viewer to determine if the comments were delivered in a positive or negative
manner. This method of data collection allowed for all points that were raised to be
picked up, recorded, considered and then appropriate changes made where necessary.
This case study is the outcome of this approach of closing the loop on feedback.

Contact: Rai Shacklock and Julia Tum, Leeds Metropolitan University

Student Online Discussions: assessing the masses

Large cohorts of students present a variety of difficulties for academic staff in terms of
both teaching and assessment. This work looks at the opportunities offered by the
innovative use of online discussions for the assessment of large cohorts. It highlights
how the students work as groups whilst being marked as individuals, have the
opportunity to develop critical analysis and can be engaged throughout the period of
teaching.

Contact: Stephen Henderson, Leeds Metropolitan University

Listening to Students in Biosciences modules

Many criticisms of work on gathering the students’ voices, where this information has
been gathered at the institution or course level, is that the comments are generic and
difficult to apply to particular modules, and hence less useful in curriculum development.
It was also seen as important to create a method for students to input into their learning
and to stimulate an increased dialogue with academic staff. In this work the issue has
been addressed in two modules in Biosciences where comment has been directly
sought from the students studying the modules.

Contact: Mark Clements and Mark Kerrigan, University of Westminster

Using a “Think tank” to hear Students’ Voices in an Art and Design

module

This case study was initiated as part of the Incurriulum project, an NTFS Fellowship
project, run in conjunction with Norwich University College of the Arts and the University
of Bedfordshire, which aims to analyse the factors which enable students with Specific
Learning difficulties (dyslexia, dispraxia etc.) to be successful in higher education when
studying art and design and to examine how these approaches (and in particular
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attributes of assessment) could be transferred to other subjects. An analysis of the
factors that supported the learning of such students was undertaken by a detailed
examination of learning on art and design modules in the three institutions. This work
within the University of Westminster incorporated hearing the students’ voice into the
project.

Contact: Katie Hayes, University of Westminster

A “Big Conversation” on feedback

Good feedback is essential to good learning, but students routinely express
dissatisfaction with the feedback that they receive. The reasons for this are very varied,
and despite the voluminous literature on feedback may be surprising and specific to
particular modules and lecturers. Hence learning from generic ‘one size fits all’ module
evaluations that satisfaction with feedback is less than satisfaction with other areas of
teaching does not give individual lecturers, or schools, much useful guidance on how to
improve. This was why a different approach to collecting student views was adopted
here. A three part process was employed with students participating in all stages. The
first stage was the organisation of a school conference around the themes of
assessment and feedback, with an open invitation to student representatives to attend
which would lead to an action plan. Stage two was to conduct a ‘big conversation’ on
feedback through identifying a week during which student views would be canvassed
across courses and years on the issue of feedback. Finally the implementation of the
school action plan focusing on the provision of examples and exemplars formed stage
three.

Contact: Mark Huxham, Edinburgh Napier University

“In their own words”: using student voices to design effective pre-

arrival induction for international students

This case study is based on an initiative that has been partly funded by the TESEP
(Transforming and Enhancing the Student Experience through Pedagogy) project. It
focuses on addressing the needs of international students joining study programmes at
Edinburgh Napier University through early awareness-raising and practical skills
development. The pilot project SPICE (Student Pre-arrival Induction to Continuing
Education) has involved 3" year direct entry students from India to the University’s BA
Hospitality Management programme. The aim is to develop an interactive resource that
addresses a subset of skills required by this student group whilst also integrating
students with the Edinburgh Napier student community. SPICE is available to students
pre-arrival and during study at Edinburgh Napier.

Contact: Monika Foster, Edinburgh Napier University

The CILASS Student Ambassador Network

This case study reports on the work of the CILASS Student Ambassador Network (SAN)
which has the purpose of working with staff and students in partnership to facilitate
inquiry-based learning at the University of Sheffield. The network began in March 2006
with 10 student ambassadors, growing to 29 plus one student co-ordinator by the
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academic year 2008/09. The network is co-facilitated by a full-time undergraduate
student and one member of staff.

Contact: Sabine Little, University of Sheffield

Using an online survey at course level to hear the student voice in

Computer Science and Social Sciences

Two big modular courses undergoing the normal 5-year review process sought
feedback from students through an online questionnaire; previously feedback had only
related specifically to modules through paper-based questionnaires. These courses
were located in Computer Sciences and in Social Sciences, and it was expected that
this would be a useful comparison of these two different subject areas. The work was
undertaken by a partnership between a member of academic staff from the University
Educational Initiative Centre, a central educational development unit, and a Head of
Department in each of the relevant subject areas. The online questionnaire involved
both quantitative and qualitative questions, and was designed to be appropriate for both
courses. The intention was to use this as a way of identifying issues and then asking
students who expressed an interest in this to subsequent focus groups for a more in-
depth discussion.

Contact: Tim Taylor, University of Westminster

Using a student voice approach to develop more inclusive and

diverse ways of assessing coursework

This case study focused on using a student voice approach to develop equivalency
guidelines for the assessment of multi-format coursework, so more inclusive / diverse
assessment opportunities can be offered as students come to university with very
different academic backgrounds. The study also considered the impact that new
technologies are having on the teaching and learning experience for students, and how
this can be reflected in the arrangements for assessed coursework. Different non text-
based coursework formats (such as presentations, e-portfolios or audio recordings)
were explored to ascertain how they might be fairly judged in terms of their equivalency
with more traditional formats, such as text-based projects and essays.

Contact: Bridget Middlemas, Roehampton University

14
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Approaches

The overarching aim of the project was to discover effective ways of enabling students
to have some control over their learning and their curriculum. The approaches chosen
therefore were selected by each institution as being the most appropriate to their
purpose and target groups and as such have provided a variety and depth to the
project.

The use of web-based approaches to gathering the student voice was very successful:

¢ In the large first year undergraduate module on Physiology and Anatomy
(Westminster, “Biosciences”) the lecturer wanted to achieve a forum where
students could comment on their learning, discuss the module and link external
interests and reading to the content of the module. This was done by creating a
discussion board on the VLE for each assessment for general module entries
and one called “Let’s talk science”.

¢ In Leeds Metropolitan’s “Assessing the Masses” online discussion groups were
used to enhance the assessment of a large group of students.

¢ At Westminster, an online questionnaire was used as a way of identifying issues
and then asking students who expressed an interest in this to subsequent focus
groups for a more in-depth discussion. (Westminster, “Online questionnaire”)

e At Edinburgh Napier an online questionnaire allowed students who were not
onsite to be included. It also confirmed findings resulting from the focus groups
with small numbers of students (Edinburgh Napier, “Our week 1”).

However concerns remain about ensuring student anonymity and about the fragility of
technology at a vital point (Leeds Metropolitan, “Assessing the Masses”).

A different approach to using technology was to film the students as they commented
on the assessment processes (Leeds Metropolitan, “Closing the loop”; Roehampton,
“Inclusive approaches to assessing coursework”). Filming a live student discussion
ensured that the full veracity of the comments was ‘captured’, a concern from the
previous project, and avoided the artificiality of previous work when actors had been
used. It also meant that this video could be shown to a wider group of staff than were
able to attend the initial discussion. As the team involved in Leeds Metropolitan’s
“Closing the loop” noted, written feedback can be static and misinterpreted and does not
pick up on the tone or how a person expresses their comments. In filming the group all
aspects of communication can be seen and heard. The data was then transcribed onto
a grid which not only looked at what was said, but how it was said.

In other cases, more low-tech approaches were successfully used. In one of the
University of Westminster's case studies (Westminster, “Biosciences”), the leader of a
small postgraduate module made a conscious attempt to explain the learning and
teaching approaches he was using in the module. He then sought direct feedback from
the students, using anonymous Post it® notes, on the learning activities and for
suggestions on improvements. The module also included a period of guided
independent study and when the students returned to present the outcomes of this in
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seminars they were asked to fill in an anonymous questionnaire on this learning
experience.

Face-to-face methods were a popular means of enabling students to contribute their
Views:

e In the Westminster case study “Think tanks”, students with Specific Learning
Difficulties studying art and design were able to discuss their learning needs in
relation to assessment in small groups and to feedback to the module lecturers
their views on the content and delivery of the curriculum; these sessions were
labelled ‘Think tanks’ and were based on the concept of student-led discussions,
and topics of value to them, although they were guided in the areas of
discussion.

e In the Edinburgh Napier case study “Our Week 1”, focus groups were central to
the elicitation of views of different groups of students at different levels of study
and from each faculty. The outcomes from these discussions were then
triangulated with a large scale online questionnaire.

¢ Inthe Leeds Metropolitan case study “Closing the Loop” a focus group approach
was also employed feeding student comments into curriculum and assessment
changes.

e In the Birmingham City University case study “Not another bloomin’ essay”,
groups of students designed their own form of assessment and in one case also
the content and delivery. Before choosing the formats the students discussed
types of assessment and looked at aligning that with the outcomes.

As with any new approach to gathering student voices there is the sense that “the
novelty factor”, may be coming into play. This was indicated by the need for variety in
the in-class activities used (Westminster, “Biosciences”) and this may also relate to the
greater input gained through the electronic rather than paper-based questionnaires
(Westminster, “Online Questionnaire”). Clearly variety of approaches are important to
ensure that we develop effective means of engaging in dialogue with our students.

16
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Themes: areflective commentary

In conducting the case studies a number of themes emerged.

Enabling dialogue

In all the case studies, real dialogue with students was engendered which enabled
student voices to be heard clearly. Staff and students discussed and considered issues
relevant to their learning experiences and, by entering into these conversations,
constructive and positive suggestions for enhancing the curriculum were made.

It was clear that the more the interchange between staff and students became a
conversation, the more effective it became in gathering useful student input. Rather
than merely asking students to react to staff’'s current views on provision, the more open
and proactive the discussion, the more informative and valuable it becomes. However
trust between the staff and the students was essential when less formal methods of
interchange are used (Edinburgh Napier, “In their own words”; Birmingham, “Not
another bloomin’ essay”). Such dialogue enhanced student motivation and enthusiasm
(Westminster, “Biosciences”; Birmingham “Not another bloomin’ essay”), helped staff
understand their students better by having an improved awareness of students’
perceptions (Westminster, “Biosciences” and “Art and Design”), and find out ‘how the
other half lives’ (Sheffield CILASS; Edinburgh Napier, “In their own words”).

It was evident that the students had useful and intelligent things to say
(Colleague, Westminster University)

The students’ informed and articulate contribution provided convincing
arguments for the continuity of week 1, and where appropriate, for changes to be
made for future iterations

(Colleague, Edinburgh Napier University)

An issue that has clearly emerged from this work is the need to create an ongoing
dialogue between students and staff, rather than relying solely on “one-off” interventions
to gain student views. The strength of a genuine ongoing conversational approach to
gaining students’ views has emerged in a number of the case studies (Edinburgh
Napier, “A Big conversation”; Westminster “Biosciences” and “Art and Design”; Sheffield
“CILASS"). Perhaps our general teaching needs to focus on this, as it is part of breaking
down barriers created by high student numbers (Leeds Metropolitan, “Assessing the
Masses”) and heavy workloads for staff and for students (many of whom undertake high
levels of paid work).

17
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Impacting
...on students

An emerging theme for this work is that of using student voices to influence other
students. It was noted, in the previous project, the evidence of the power of the student
voice to influence staff. In this work it is the strong impact of the student voice on fellow
students that is notable (Edinburgh Napier, “In their own words”; Westminster,
“Biosciences”). Indeed the opportunity for students to hear each others’ views is in itself
a valuable reflective, formative learning tool (Roehampton, “Inclusive approaches to
assessing coursework”). Tapping into the cultural aspects of student groups is also
important, as in the case of Indian students who have a preference for ‘hearing from
their peers’ (Edinburgh Napier, “In their own words”).

| was happy that my views were being considered and that | could use my
learning style to maximum advantage
(Student, Birmingham City University: “Not another bloomin’ essay”)

This positive focus on the contribution that students can make, the active involvement of
students, through inviting them to “drive” their resources and contributing their own
ideas, the use of peer engagement of students (Edinburgh Napier, “In their own words”;
Westminster, “Biosciences”) may resolve some of the difficulties in engaging students, if
they can see that the outcomes are built into course provision and will directly benefit
themselves or the students that follow them. This resonates with the QAA finding that
when students perceive that their views are valued by their institution and, particularly,
when they see a direct benefit of their contribution there is increased engagement with
their courses.™®

The importance remains of developing a culture within the sector as a whole where
active student comment on the content and delivery of the curriculum is seen as a
normal, and valuable, part of learning. Students surveyed for the National Student
Forum Report of 2009 have also emphasised that they support the

move towards valuing the student voice in improving the teaching and learning
experience™

...on the curriculum

The project sought to enable students to develop as co-creators of the learning
experience and all of the case studies reflected on the value of the student input, in
terms of curriculum content, design and delivery.

Staff noted how this had affected the curriculum:

it pushed the module team into thinking “out of the box” in assessment terms.
Yes, there were risks but, overall, this has taken a step in a good direction which
can inform teaching across the whole course

(Stephen Henderson, Leeds Metropolitan, “Assessing the masses”)
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this was an excellent way of meeting the different needs of different cohorts, with
the possibility of immediate feedback on their comments.
(Colleague, Westminster: “Art and Design”)

In the Edinburgh Napier “Big conversation” staff and student discussions fed back
directly into the planning cycle to good effect.

Students also commented on the value of the activity in terms of their experiences:

we were able to direct lessons and bring our own experiences to class, matching
it to relevant theories... because we planned the sessions we knew what was
coming and looked forward to them.

(Student, Birmingham City University: “Not another bloomin’ essay”)

In this case study the students clearly appreciated the opportunity to take control of their
learning and when given this they did not choose the easy options but could challenge
themselves:

I quite liked the idea of being asked to design our own assessment even though |
was really shocked. The thought of being able to decide what | was going to do
was great.

(Student, Birmingham City University: “Not another bloomin’ essay”)

Initially 1 felt oh just tell me what to do so | can get on with it! After a while | felt
motivated to do something pertinent to me and my setting.
(Student, Birmingham City University: “Not another bloomin’ essay”)

Interestingly one comment showed how the significant the change in perception
regarding the importance of the student voice has become:

anyt