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Introduction: Digital Learning Experiences and COVID-19: Insights and 
Perspectives from GTAs 
 
 

Chiara La Sala 
University of Leeds 
 
 
 
In June 2021, I agreed with the doctoral college at the University of Leeds to organise a day of 
professional development dedicated to postgraduate research students who teach (in this volume, 
Graduate Teaching Assistants or ‘GTAs’ will be used to refer to these students, although there is no 
unified terminology across the different institutions in the UK). The event ‘Postgraduate Teaching 
Experiences: What we can learn from them’, which was part of the Festival of the Doctoral College, 
took place online and was structured in the following way. In the first session, I presented the 
findings and insights gained from the project ‘Enhancing the engagement of postgraduate research 
students in teaching’.1 The presentation was followed by a roundtable discussion on the 
enhancement of the pedagogic practice at the University of Leeds, with the aim of sharing a diversity 
of perspectives on the following points: 
 

 The experience of being a GTA at the University of Leeds, exploring the extent to which GTAs 
feel valued and supported in their teaching context, and the level of control they feel they 
have over their classes and the wider teaching context.  
 

 The working relationships between staff and GTAs from a staff perspective, exploring staff 
attitudes to GTAs, and whether student teaching benefits from GTA involvement and how 
staff might respond to greater GTA input.  

 

 Student attitudes to GTAs and professional teaching staff: do undergraduates respond to the 
two groups differently?  Do they have different experiences of these two groups?  

 
In the final session of the event, GTAs presented on an aspect of their teaching experience during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The session was about celebrating the teaching experience of GTAs and 
their contribution to teaching at the University of Leeds. Following the event, alongside the group of 
GTAs, we decided that a publication on the GTAs contribution to teaching during the COVID-19 
pandemic would be a useful resource. The academic literature in this field is not extensive due to 
the recent nature of COVID-19 pandemic, and so it will take some time to understand its impact on 
higher education. Also, despite the recognition of the importance of GTAs to the successful delivery 
of university teaching in recent publications such as in this journal and in blogs (Cornell, 2020), their 
role in and contribution to the adaptation to online teaching in higher education is still to be 
investigated. This special issue attempts to explore the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
teaching in Higher Education as well as lessons learnt from the experience of online teaching. This 
issue focuses on GTAs and their reflections on navigating a completely different teaching scenario. 
Furthermore, this publication aims to bring more understanding of the enhancement of the 
pedagogic practice in Higher Education through the engagement of GTAs. 
 

                                                       
1 More information about this project can be found here: 
https://teachingexcellence.leeds.ac.uk/research/fellowships/enhancement-of-the-pedagogic-practice-at-
leeds-university-through-the-engagement-of-postgraduate-research-students-in-teaching/ 

https://teachingexcellence.leeds.ac.uk/research/fellowships/enhancement-of-the-pedagogic-practice-at-leeds-university-through-the-engagement-of-postgraduate-research-students-in-teaching/
https://teachingexcellence.leeds.ac.uk/research/fellowships/enhancement-of-the-pedagogic-practice-at-leeds-university-through-the-engagement-of-postgraduate-research-students-in-teaching/
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Each academic year, hundreds of GTAs are employed by Higher Education (HE) institutions. Despite 
being underfunded, on precarious contracts and often lacking adequate support, this community 
still makes a very positive contribution to teaching in HE by bringing innovation in research-based 
teaching and curriculum adaptation, design and delivery. A finding emerging from the surveys 
distributed to undergraduate students, postgraduate research students, and academic staff as part 
of the project ‘Enhancing the engagement of postgraduate research students in teaching’ relates to 
the unbalance between the support structures dedicated to undergraduate students and those 
dedicated to postgraduate research students. This unbalance was exacerbated during COVID-19, 
with GTAs having to deliver online teaching and not always receiving adequate support. However, 
findings from the same surveys show that GTAs can facilitate student engagement as well as gain 
skills and experience that will be essential for their future career, if provided with support and 
resources. Therefore, more can be done to support the professional development of the GTA 
community. This special issue moves toward that direction, evidencing the very valuable and 
important contribution to pedagogic practice that GTAs were able to bring during very challenging 
times. 
 
COVID-19 has brought unprecedented challenges to the nature and forms of university teaching, not 
least with the shift to predominantly online and digital modes of delivery. The fast and unexpected 
move to online learning has accelerated the growth of a new hybrid model of education, with online 
education going hand in hand with traditional education. The pandemic has given us the opportunity 
to review current teaching practices and make the educational system more relevant to, and 
engaged with, the needs of increasingly diverse cohorts. While there are concerns among academic 
staff and students that an acceleration to online learning, with little training and insufficient 
bandwidth, might result in poor student learning experience, more positive assessments highlight 
the benefits that a new hybrid model of education can bring (Abu et al. 2021; Almendingen et al. 
2021). Learning online can be effective in several ways, as long as access to technology is 
straightforward. In asynchronous learning settings, students can learn at their own pace and have 
more control over their learning process as well as the opportunity to revisit the content as needed. 
Learning time might also be reduced as students can work at their own pace and skip or accelerate 
through concepts according to their individual needs. Additionally, in live online learning sessions, 
novel learning technology can be used to further engage, assess and evaluate during the teaching 
activities. However, to maximize the benefits of online learning, educators need to provide an 
effective learning environment and use collaboration tools to promote inclusion, interaction and 
engagement with the content. 
 
The purpose of this volume is to showcase the valuable contributions that GTAs have made to 
successful teaching delivery in this dramatically changed learning environment. GTAs occupy a 
unique position in the university context through their own learning experience as students, and 
through their diverse pathways to postgraduate studies. Winstone and Moore (2017: 496) describe 
their position as “a transitory space between previously held and aspirational identities”. They have 
competences and characteristics which engage undergraduates in their learning experience 
effectively as well as having advanced skills in information technology, the motivation to learn, 
innovative thinking, a sense of teamwork, and collaboration skills (Ball et al. 2020: 338-345).  
 
GTAs, bringing their skills and research expertise to the undergraduate students (UGs), have become 
important contributors to Higher Education.  Extensive data on GTA teaching at the University of 
Leeds, which we gathered through cross-university focus groups and electronic surveys as part of 
the project ‘Enhancing the engagement of postgraduate research students in teaching’, shows the 
positive perception UGs have of GTAs and of the teaching they deliver. The following table shows 
the answers of 214 UGs to statements targeted at understanding how UGs benefit from GTA 
teaching. UGs were largely positive about the teaching delivered by GTAs. 79% of respondents were 
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positive about the fact they would prefer being taught by both GTAs and lecturers rather than by 
lecturers only. The response to the statement ‘being taught by GTAs makes me feel I get less value 
for money for my tuition fees’ is very interesting. 57% of UGs felt negatively about that statement, 
which means 57% of UGs did not feel that being taught by a GTA impacted on their sense of value 
for money, 24% were neutral about that statement (they neither agreed nor disagreed) and only 
19% felt that being taught by GTAs affected their perception of their value for money.  
 
 

 
Figure 1: UG responses related to the benefit from GTA teaching (UG survey) 

Results of the survey distributed to UGs to assess their perception of GTA teaching indicate that 80% 
of UG respondents agreed or strongly agreed that GTAs are passionate and enthusiastic about their 
teaching. Another interesting finding from the UG responses in their qualitative entries on good 
teaching is that an effective tutor does not simply impose knowledge on students but engages 
students in active learning activities. In the UG qualitative entries, GTAs were especially praised for 
creating online materials and being very helpful with online learning: “I have found GTAs very 
engaging, and they have produced excellent online lecture materials”, “In such difficult times their 
importance has been noticed more than ever helping online learning go smoothly”. The following 
table shows that the statement on creating interactive learning resources obtains the percentage of 
79%, and that the statement ‘fostering an engaging environment online’ obtains the percentage of 
75%.  
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Figure 2: UG responses to the question of ‘What makes a good teacher?’ (UG survey) 

 
GTA contribution to supporting and transforming online learning has received increased attention 
from scholars and practitioners (Muzaka, 2009; Standen 2018). In these challenging times, this 
volume aims to keep these conversations ongoing by evidencing the GTA positive input in the 
pedagogic practices in HE during the COVID-19 pandemic. With many universities in the UK and all 
over the world integrating online courses into their educational provision, we felt it was important 
to highlight the important role of GTAs in supporting and transforming online learning. This volume 
1) highlights lessons learnt from the COVID-19 pandemic in adapting higher education teaching for 
an online environment and 2) examines the GTAs contribution to creating an effective online 
learning environment. Therefore, this volume draws on the diverse innovative and valuable 
experiences of GTAs in delivering and transforming teaching experiences during the COVID-19 
pandemic. These experiences have the potential to contribute to long-term sustainable and positive 
innovations of teaching delivery across the university as a whole. From my own project, I have found 
that GTAs are a great asset for HE and can influence and improve pedagogic practices. Therefore, 
continuing this discussion through this special issue represents a very important and meaningful 
outcome of the project. 

In this special issue, the authors examine crucial questions within the broad theme of innovative 
pedagogic practice in HE. This includes practical reflection on tools used in the teaching context 
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(embedding technology in the classroom and other teaching activities, promoting interaction and a 
sense of belonging through online teaching, and reflecting on the experience of the contingency 
teaching during COVID-19 in order to reshape face to face and traditional teaching). It also highlights 
wider discussions about supporting students with additional needs, embedding widening 
participation and inclusivity in the teaching practice as an international GTA and transferring 
pedagogical skills in public engagement settings. 

The theme of inclusivity in teaching practices, which has been receiving increasing attention in HE 
pedagogy and scholarship (Collins et al. 2010; Danowitz and Tuitt 2011), is explored in the paper 
‘Inclusive teaching in a pandemic: The experience of an International Graduate Teaching Assistant’. 
Sara Kaizuka highlights the unique contributions International Graduate Teaching assistants can 
make in improving inclusive teaching practices in UK higher education. Furthermore, Kaizuka offers 
her reflection on the development process of her identity as an international GTA during the COVID-
19 Pandemic. 
 
The paper ‘The Interplay Between Science Engagement and Science Education’ brings an insight into 
how higher education can enhance widening participation events. The author, Alexandra Holmes, 
explores how the role of the postgraduate researcher has allowed her to deliver public engagement 
activities by approaching her audiences as a peer, rather than just a teacher, therefore encouraging 
a more inclusive and successful engagement and building student confidence in their ability to learn 
new and challenging topics. 
 
Creating a sense of community and belonging where students feel accepted and connected is one of 
the most significant factors in students’ success and retention in higher education (Pedler et al. 
2022).  This special issue also includes GTAs’ perspectives on how sense of belonging was integrated 
in their teaching practice during the pandemic. The paper ‘Teaching Research Skills from a distance – 
reflections of a GTA’ by Johanna Tomczak reflects on the experience of a GTA delivering Research 
Skills seminars during the COVID-19 pandemic and how her approach has helped to create a sense of 
community to enhance students’ learning experience, at a time where students were physically 
distanced. 
 
The same topic is explored in the paper ‘Together: Learning with and through a pandemic’. The 
paper investigates how teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic has provided an opportunity to 
create an inquiry into the pandemic situation itself through a project titled: ‘Fine Art as a Life 
Practice: Lessons from PGR teaching under COVID-19 ’. Through this project, Anna Douglas has 
encouraged a conscious attention to the affective context of relating and being present online, 
and reflects on searching for new ways to create a sense of being with and relating to each other. 
 
Working in groups can improve student learning and prepare them for life experience (Taylor 2011). 
However, the COVID-19 pandemic has made group and team working particularly challenging. The 
paper ‘Field skills through a screen – reflection on plant identification teaching during the COVID-19 
pandemic’ by Sebastian Stroud explores the impact of the pandemic on student teamwork through 
his experience of developing an innovative and immersive online module, ‘Plant Identification’. By 
using a mixture of online learning tools and activities such as interactive image boards, group 
forums, and self-directed fieldwork, Stroud led and delivered an online programme of plant 
identification teaching to small groups. Students were able to discuss and explore findings via 
several channels and seek guidance in these tailored small-group sessions with GTAs. 
 
The paper ‘Give me a minute, I just need to put you into your groups’ brings a GTA’s reflection on 
group working during the COVID-19 pandemic. Drawing on experiences of the potential for isolation 
and uncertainty for students in breakout room spaces, Gemma Carr reimagined the digital space in 
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terms of material presentation, facilitating student empowerment, and communicating and 
managing across multiple breakout rooms concurrently.  These strategies contributed towards 
positive student experiences, providing pedagogical insights into newer online teaching practices. 
We hope that this volume will serve the purpose of creating new knowledge in the field of online 
teaching and learning and therefore be of interest to researchers and practitioners working in digital 
education and innovative approaches to teaching and learning. GTAs ability to be present and 
deeply connected to their students is not a fixed condition, but a state that needs renegotiation, 
within the context and challenges of GTA teaching life. GTAs can influence and improve pedagogic 
practices in HE and facilitate the connection between research and education, and between UGs and 
academic staff. It is, therefore, important to empower them, to give them the opportunity to explore 
scholarship, and to connect their research with research around education. 
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Field skills through a screen: Reflections on plant identification teaching 
during the COVID-19 pandemic 
 
 
Sebastian Stroud 

School of Biology, Faculty of Biological Sciences, University of Leeds 

 

 

 

Abstract 

Plant identification and ecology are often lacking in the curricula of life sciences programmes. 
However, for our University of Leeds MSc Biodiversity and Conservation students, it is a vital skill 
that industry holds in high regard due to the dearth of basic identification skills among many 
graduates. The COVID-19 pandemic made the possibility of running this module in person 
impossible. As such, I, as a graduate teaching assistant (GTA) developed an innovative and 
immersive online module that met the module's fieldwork requirements and learning objectives. By 
using online learning tools and activities such as interactive image boards, group workshops, and 
self-directed fieldwork, I led, designed, and delivered an online program of plant identification 
teaching.  

Students were able to discuss and explore findings via several channels and seek guidance in tailored 
small-group sessions with myself and a colleague as dedicated GTA tutors. I interviewed six students 
who previously undertook the online plant identification module during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Using a series of Likert scale questions and deductive thematic analysis, I reflect on the challenges 
and opportunities presented by the COVID-19 pandemic. Through the novel utilisation of online 
learning tools, this course can now better support our students in self-directed and peer-to-peer 
learning in botanical fieldwork and identification both online and in person. For the teaching of plant 
ecology, fieldwork will continue to be a staple in our educational toolbox. Results from interviews 
demonstrated students improved their awareness of plants and have retained and continued to 
develop plant knowledge. Novel tools such as distance learning technologies developed during the 
pandemic offer opportunities to enhance our learners' experience. Specifically, materials produced 
for online courses can be integrated into blended teaching approaches.  
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Introduction  

Plant identification is often pruned from curricula of life sciences programmes, and many 
undergraduate biological science degrees in the UK may contain little plant biology content (Stroud 
et al., 2022). This is despite plants' vital contribution to society, culture, and the maintenance of our 
biosphere (Lev-Yadun et al., 2000). The teaching of ecology and plant biology is critical as a 
mechanism for understanding and curtailing the current and impending ecological and climate crises 
(Ruckelshaus et al., 2020; Steffen et al., 2015). Imparting students with a comprehensive 
understanding of botany and plant ecology is not simply the ability to correctly distinguish plants 
and recall specific species’ ecology but a broad spectrum of understanding ranging from plant 
physiology, identification, taxonomy, ecology, and genetics to cellular plant biology. Botanical 
education should aim to impart this understanding of plants from form to function, physiology, and 
ecology, but also the role of plants within their social, economic, and cultural contexts (Stroud et al., 
2022).  

Within the UK, the last student enrolled on a bachelors botany degree was over a decade ago (Drea, 
2011), whilst currently students in plant biology and science programmes are vastly outnumbered 
when compared to other bioscience programmes (Stroud et al., 2022). This trend of plant neglect in 
education is a symptom of a wider social and biological phenomenon that positions plants as the 
backdrop of life. Declines in plant knowledge have been documented across the globe, from the US 
as early as the 1960s (Godwin, 1968), to South Africa (Abrie, 2016), and Mexico (Saynes-Vásquez et 
al., 2016). This phenomenon was first formally identified in the research literature by US biologists 
and educators Wandersee and Schussler (1999), who titled the inability of a person to perceive 
plants in their environment, acknowledge their importance or appreciate their aesthetic and unique 
biological features as ‘plant blindness’. It should be said, however, that this language places negative 
implications on those experiencing these phenomena and various alternative concepts such as 
fostering ‘plant awareness’ have been suggested (Bacon et al., 2021; Parsley, 2020).  

Despite the lack of many university programmes offering comprehensive plant identification 
modules, at the University of Leeds, the BLGY5163M Plant Identification is a key component of the 
MSc Biodiversity and Conservation programme. This programme welcomes approximately 40 
students annually from a variety of different backgrounds including those from arts and humanities. 
The module is centred around fieldwork spread over two weeks. The module was originally 
introduced after feedback was received from various conservation organisations, which highlighted 
that many of our graduates, whilst knowledgeable on ecological theory, lacked core skills in species 
identification, likely due to the extinction of botanical education within UK higher education (Stroud 
et al., 2022).  

However, as with all in-person teaching, the COVID-19 pandemic and following national lockdowns 
made running this module in person impossible during the year 2020. In light of the pandemic, the 
transition to virtual teaching and learning represented a major challenge to those working within 
higher and environmental education, particularly given the extremely restricted timeline for 
teaching staff to make changes to their programmes (Bacon and Peacock, 2021). The result was that 
no in-person teaching was permitted at the University of Leeds for the remainder of the 2020/2021 
academic year. The available options for remote teaching were via media delivery through the 
Virtual Learning Environment (specifically Minerva), Microsoft Teams or Zoom. 

This left the teaching staff for the plant identification module in a dilemma, should they suspend the 
module for that current year, or radically redevelop the whole course to an online format? Knowing 
the significance of these skills from my research on botanical education, I believed that it was 
essential that this module still be delivered. Other graduate teaching assistants (GTAs) within the 
faculty and I felt we were able to support both student online learning and equip students with 
comparable plant identification skills. Additionally, I believed that the benefits of encouraging 
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students to spend time in nature and engage in outdoor activities such as plant surveying, might 
support their wellness and develop a sense of community during the pandemic.  

It has been recognised that GTAs act as important contributors within higher education through 
their practice as assessors, tutorial leaders, and laboratory and field work demonstrators (Meadows 
et al., 2015). Within the context of this case study, the work of GTAs continues to be influential. I 
developed an innovative and immersive series of micro-lectures, practical sessions and workshops 
which met the fieldwork requirements and the module’s learning objective: ‘Identify the common UK 
plant families and species’. By using a mixture of online learning tools and activities such as 
interactive image boards, pre-recorded micro-lectures, group forums, and self-directed COVID-19 
secure fieldwork, students were able to discuss and explore findings via several channels and seek 
guidance in tailored small group sessions with GTAs. Before the module commenced, identification 
keys and magnifying hand lenses were sent to all students. From previous years I recognised that 
many students often wished to share their independent finds with the wider cohort; therefore, I also 
incorporated an online message board, Padlet, to facilitate this knowledge sharing.  

I structured the module workshops around eight key plant families, which when combined cover a 
total of a third of the entire flora of the British Isles, to ensure that plenty of specimens would be 
available for workshops. These families were: Brassicaceae (cabbage), Asteraceae (daisy), Fabaceae 
(pea), Apiaceae (carrot), Rosaceae (rose), Ranunculaceae (buttercups), Liliaceae (lilies), and the 
Geraniaceae (geraniums). Each of these families’ key identification features was discussed in an 
associated pre-recorded micro-lecture which students were asked to watch before the online 
interactive workshops (see Figure 1). The workshops were also focused on these respective key 
families alongside other key information on field botany, such as codes of practice and the ethics of 
collecting specimens. Students were directed to go into their local area and collect specimens which 
exhibited these key characteristics (Figure 1). These small group online workshops consisted of 
around five students, myself, and another GTA. 

 

Figure 1: These small student online workshops were based on several key plant families, chosen to reflect 
broad coverage of plant species in the UK. Above is an example of one of many short micro-lectures detailing 
key family identification characteristics and providing examples of possible specimens students could collect 

for group sessions. 

 

Aims and scope of this paper 

As a postgraduate demonstrator and tutor, otherwise known as a Graduate Teaching Assistant 
(GTA), at the Faculty of Biological Sciences at the University of Leeds, I teach and lead various 
components of ecology and sustainability modules, including botanical field skills, plant ecology and 
urban green infrastructure. A primary aim that informs this teaching is to understand how to better 
equip today’s students to combat the societal, environmental, and ecological challenges of the 
future using nature-based solutions of a botanical nature. As such, the scope of this paper is to 
explore different approaches to improve and innovate botanical pedagogy through an examination 
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of a university MSc botany module as a case study. The aim of this paper is 1) to report and reflect 
on students’ experiences of plant identification module during the COVID-19 pandemic and the 
different online delivery methods used and 2) to discuss how their reflections can be implemented 
to improve future courses and teaching of undergraduate and postgraduate students. 

Method 

To meet the aims of this paper, eligible participants were students who have previously been 
enrolled on the postgraduate MSc Conservation programme during the COVID-19 pandemic and 
experienced online teaching of the plant identification module. This module takes place in May each 
year and is typically taught in practical workshops and field visits over two weeks. The module 
maintained the same structure and timetabling during the online teaching with online lectures in the 
morning (typically 1 hour), daily group workshops, and students’ independent practical fieldwork in 
the afternoons.  

To recruit these students, eligible individuals were contacted via LinkedIn, a professional networking 
platform, by requesting their participation in a short online interview. Of the 21 invitations 
extended, 14 (67%) students expressed an interest in being interviewed, with a final 6 (29%) 
students interviewed in total. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with the final sample by 
the author, in the autumn of 2022. Before interviews commenced participants were first presented 
with consent forms and a summary of the study aims; ethical approval was given by the Faculty of 
Biological Science Research Ethics Committee (Ethics reference: LTSBIO-042). In total, six 30-minute 
interviews were conducted with students who had previously undertaken the online plant 
identification component of this module; additionally, one of the students subsequently joined the 
module staff later in the next academic year to undertake fieldwork-based plant identification 
teaching. 

I asked students to reflect on the challenges and opportunities presented by the COVID-19 
pandemic, and if they felt supported in self-directed and peer-to-peer learning in botanical fieldwork 
and identification (both online and in-person). I also asked them to reflect on the use of online 
learning tools in the module. The module featured online resources such as an image board (PadLet, 
2020), and encouraged the use of artificial intelligence (AI) based identification apps to explore plant 
diversity (PlantNet, PictureThis, GoogleLens), and pre-recorded micro-lectures (Figure 1). Interview 
guides were developed to capture student evaluations of these resources. The interviews also 
included a series of questions based on ranking responses on a 10-point Likert scale, which 
evaluated students’ confidence in their ability to identify or notice various plant groups. These two 
vegetation groups were 1) trees, shrubs, and ornamental plants and 2) grasses, spontaneous 
vegetation (weeds), and other plants. The full details of the interview questions can be found in 
Appendix A. Each interviewee was asked to retrospectively rank their responses on the Likert scale 
at three different time stages: pre-course, directly post-course, and currently (two years post-
course). 

After deductive coding was applied to interviewee responses, thematic analysis was employed to 
identify and categorise patterns in the codes emerging from our participants' responses. Thematic 
analysis is a method of qualitative data analysis used to identify and analyse different patterns 
within data (Braun and Clarke, 2006). The thematic analysis uses six key stages for analysis and 
interpretation, including familiarisation, code formulation, generation of themes, theme review, 
theme definition and naming, and report formation (Braun and Clarke, 2006). This process was 
applied to all interviews conducted. 

Results   

Findings from the Likert scale responses (Figure 2) demonstrated that student interviewees (n=6) 
mostly did not feel confident in their ability to identify or notice plants before the module, with 
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students reporting a mean confidence of 3.3 (SD 1.88). However, there was a degree of variation 
with one student reporting they felt confident in their ability to identify plants (confidence score 7) 
before the module commenced. Students had a combined mean value for perception of the two 
vegetation categories 1) trees, shrubs, and ornamental plants and 2) grasses, spontaneous 
vegetation (weeds), and other plants) of 5.75 (SD 2.38).  

Students reported an increase in their perception and ability to identify and recognise plants 
immediately after the online course, with the combined median score for both vegetation categories 
of 8 (SD 1.69) and their general confidence in identifying plants improving to 6.5 (SD 1.6). 
Encouragingly, students reported that this confidence did not diminish to the present day (two years 
post-learning), with the median score for confidence in plant identification improving (6.8, SD 1.21) 
and their ability to notice plants staying the same (8, SD 1.34). 

 

Figure 2: Results of the Likert scale questions regarding students' perceived ability to correctly identify plants 

and notice local vegetation prior, immediately after, and two years post an online plant identification course 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. Generally, students regarded their plant identification skills as poor before the 

series of online workshops but saw strong improvements which were maintained until the time of interviews 

two years post-teaching.  

Students overall found the module to be useful when asked “How valuable did you find the 

module?”, with scores ranging from 5-10, with a median of 8. Students reported that whilst they 

generally struggled to identify plants before the module, there was a large increase in their ability. 

When students’ answers were totalled, their sum doubled from 20 points to 41 currently. 

Additionally, students also reported an increase in their awareness of the plants, either trees, shrubs, 

and ornamental plants or grasses, spontaneous vegetation, and other plants. Both plant groups 
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noted a marked increase, with 38 for trees, shrubs, and ornamental plants before the course, to 49 

immediately post-course, and 51 currently. Whilst for grasses, spontaneous vegetation, and other 

plants increased from 31 before the course to 43 immediately post-course, and 47 at time of 

interview.  

The thematic analysis of participant interviews yielded 88 different deductive codes, which were 
ascribed to 19 broad themes. These included themes focused on students’ perceptions of the value 
of the module such as ‘positive wellness value of teaching’, content recalled by students from the 
module such as ‘fundamental identification skills’ to the challenges encountered with the online 
format including ‘difficulty in engaging online and ‘difficulty in observing identification features.’ An 
example of quotes, codes and themes can be found in Table 1. The full list of responses and codes 
can be found in Appendix B. 

Table 1: Example quotes from student interviews, codes, and themes of online plant identification. 
Some quotes have been edited for clarity and grammar. 

Interview Extract Codes Theme 
“…[group size] perhaps much bigger than that, it would have turned into a bit of 

a bit of a free for all.” 

Ability for all to engage Accessibility of 

tools used 

“Given that it was it had to be drafted of it as an emergency measure. I felt that 

it was it was adequate for my purposes.” 

Acknowledgement of 

limitations of COVID-19 

Acknowledgemen

t of limitations of 

COVID-19 

“It certainly increased my enjoyment of being around plants and in natural 

environments. You certainly made me very aware of just how important plants 

are.” 

 

Developed appreciation of 

plants 

Developed 

appreciation of 

plants 

“…if you're out with a specific person, you every plant, you come across 

thinking that oh, this is this, and they can tell you why it's cool. And that gets 

you're interested in a bit more.”  

 

Lacks personal element of 

plant identification in field 

 

Difficulty in 

engaging online 

“…Like you can't touch or smell them, which I think in some plants that are 

essential to help you remember.” 

Missing tactile and sensory 

element of ID features 

Difficulty in 

observing 

identification 

features 

“You can't just then give it to someone and say "Oh, can you have a look at this? 

I can't find this particular feature on it". “ 

 

Difficulty in observing fine ID 

features 

 

“I thought it was useful, especially just get that first, general idea, because I had 

never really done any plant ID before other than identifying trees from books.” 

 

Value of course Fundamental 

identification skills 

“Because of the pandemic, it was quite nice to be able to do it in your local area 

and do the phase one map, because that actually meant that I tried harder to ID 

stuff.” 

Local sites more meaning Independent 

exploration of 

local flora 

“I imagine if we had it that normally, during the eight hours in the field of plant 

ID, you really get your eye in.” 

 

Shorter sessions than 

practicals 

Limitation of 

module 

“It helped me see different ways of tackling plant identification and learning 

new techniques, and also sharing knowledge with others.” 

 

Peer-to-peer learning 

support 

Peer-to-peer 

learning 

“The Padlet was unbelievably useful. Didn't that get absolutely rinsed? Yeah, I 

think it was people posting pictures of plants asking for species identification.  

 

Padlet: useful beyond just 

scheduled session 

Sharing of 

discoveries  

“I think the online format was valuable, especially as we were all in different 

parts of the country seeing different plants and vegetation.” 

Seeing diversity of species  
 

“Yeah, I think I probably wouldn't have got this job that I've got now without 

having done that.” 

Employability and skills 

development 

 

Skills used directly 

in employment 

“Yeah, I definitely picked up a lot of transferable skills that I've, I've kept since 

during the module, and it's definitely helping me out, especially now.” 

Skills learnt during Plant ID 

translated to employment 
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Many of the students accurately recalled the structure of the module including the specific details of 
the pre-recorded lectures, such as the families of plants, the set-up of small groups, and GTA led 
workshops, alongside the different online tools that were utilised such as the online message board 
and micro-lectures (Figure 3). One student described the workshops as a “very free and easy open 
atmosphere, which was really helpful”. Another went as far as to say “I probably wouldn't have got 
this job that I've got now without having done that [the module]”. Another student discussed the 
sense of appreciation they developed for the botanical world during the module, stating that “day to 
day life it certainly increased my enjoyment of being around plants and in natural environments. You 
certainly made me very aware of just how important plants are”. Whilst another stated “because of 
the pandemic, it was quite nice to be able to do it in your local area … I tried harder to ID stuff”.  

 

Figure 3: Padlet forum containing various examples of different students' finds and discoveries. Staff 
monitored the content and identifications of plants on these boards and suggested identification clues and 
tips, offered potential IDs, and set tasks and challenges. 

 

Discussion 

This paper set out to explore the extent to which an online learning approach designed by a GTA was 
effective in training master’s students in plant identification and related skills in plant ecology, and 
how these approaches might continue to be implemented further in teaching. Out of all the students 
interviewed, half noted that they use their plant identification skills and understanding of plant 
ecology regularly in their current roles, with two being employed as botanical specialists within their 
respective industries. All the students stated that the method of delivery was effective given the 
restrictions enforced at the time during the COVID-19 pandemic. Students recalled that the ability to 
watch pre-recorded micro-lectures allowed them to engage in asynchronous learning. Enabling them 
to tackle the lectures at their own pace and if necessary, go back and rewatch content they did not 
understand, a finding that has been noted by others (Berlin and Weavera, 2022). However, some 
students did find difficulty engaging in the online format either due to accessibility issues such as 
poor internet connection or a more general lack of motivation due to the challenges faced with the 
lockdown measures (Shevlin et al., 2020). 
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Some limitations of the methodology were the small number of interviews conducted, self-
identification of skill levels, and selection bias (Heckman, 1990). Whilst we had a reasonable 
response rate to the initial invitation, it is likely the invitation attracted students who felt 
passionately about plant ecology generally, and it is these students who are likely to have engaged 
and benefitted the most from the module and continued to develop their skills to the present day. 
However, all except one participant reported low levels of confidence in their identification ability, 
and one noted low interest in plants generally (Figure 2). Further interviews with the wider cohort to 
better understand less engaged student perceptions could be beneficial to this work. 

Within higher education, the tools, resources, and technologies at our disposal to teach students 
have rapidly developed in the last decade. New technologies are being experimented with in 
teaching settings continuously, from the use of 3D models, virtual and augmented reality 
experiences, and AI ID tools, to interactive lectures and social media engagement (Cooke et al., 
2021). These can be novel, exciting tools which have multiple benefits including accessibility 
advantages (Morales et al., 2020). There are some additional specific challenges encountered when 
using an online format, such as observing plant identification features. Many features needed to 
correctly distinguish different species may be incredibly fine, or even microscopic. The limited tools 
provided to our students meant that some students might have not been able to correctly observe 
some of the distinguishing characteristics of the specimens being demonstrated. Some plants may 
be distinguished by their strong smells, tastes, and textured tissues (Table 1). These are experiences 
that could not be provided to students through a screen. 

However, some students did note the advantage of online learning, such as being able to see a wider 

diversity of flora that had been gathered by their peers across geographic locations. This is where 

tools such as the online message board expanded learning capacity. Students from all areas of the 

UK were able to share the interesting local flora that they found, whilst other students compared 

similar species that they had noticed in their explorations. This created opportunities for dialogue 

and discussion around key identification features, facilitating and fuelling peer-to-peer and peer-to-

GTA learning and independent inquiry. This was recalled by many of the students during their 

interviews. Some researchers have noted that educators within the field of ecology observed that 

many of their students were less involved in online sessions (Bacon and Peacock, 2021). However, I 

noted that many of the students were diligent and actively engaged in all the online learning 

activities; students mentioned that the small groups were engaging, allowing active discussion not 

only with other students but also with myself and the other GTA. Overall, all the students recall fond 

botanical memories of the module, stating that they did indeed believe that it had enhanced their 

plant identification skills and their career opportunities in future.  

Previous research has indicated the value of nature connection and the development of sustainable 
attitudes through educational experiences (Krasny and Delia, 2015). Findings on nature connection, 
education, and exploration of people’s local areas are well documented (Frantz and Mayer, 2014). 
Some students reported that the lack of an experienced botanist to engage them with interesting 
historical or ecological stories or the physical characteristics of plants in the field left them feeling 
demotivated within the module. Whilst students felt they could have gained more from their 
fieldwork, they all reflected positively on its value considering the circumstances of the pandemic. 
One observation from a student concerned gathering plants from the local area. They noted that 
they felt a greater connection to this space and therefore felt more motivated to understand the 
plants that were surrounding them. This motivation that would have been lacking if they had been 
on the field course not local to them. 

Many studies have commented on the general malaise that some students experienced during the 
pandemic (Wester et al., 2021), due to the stress and uncertainty many people felt during this 
unprecedented event.  Many students are likely to have been facing a suite of new challenges, from 
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financial struggles to competing for electronic devices with family members, all whilst trying to 
motivate themselves to study (Chiu, 2022). It is important to note that students remarked on the 
value of engaging with both nature and each other during the COVID-19 lockdowns. Various studies 
have quantified the impacts of green space and mental health (Astell-Burt et al., 2022), particularly 
for urban dwellers during lockdowns (Lin et al., 2023). Several students commented on lockdowns 
and the value of local exploration, implying that students’ wellness likely directly benefitted from the 
module.  

The plant identification module to this day has maintained various elements of the content and 
format delivered during the COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally, since the pandemic, the University of 
Leeds has introduced a further field course, the BLGY2265 Urban Ecology and Conservation Field 
Course. Two key components of this module feature extensive plant identification and plant ecology 
content, developed by me as a GTA, an opportunity likely not available if not for the success of 
previous modules. The development and inclusion of this content were in response to the growing 
concern from academics and myself around plant literacy (Brownlee et al., 2021; Stroud et al., 2022). 
Whilst most of the teaching of both modules is now delivered in person, they still feature the 
content and tools created for COVID-19 plant identification module. For example, pre-recorded 
micro-lectures are still a valuable resource for students to understand plant family characteristics, 
whilst the use of Padlet encourages peer-to-peer learning and sharing of images of unusual and 
difficult-to-identify plants. This study also aids in demonstrating the valuable role that GTAs have in 
developing and delivering taught content throughout the COVID-19 pandemic (McLaughlan, 2021). 
Within this case study, I was able to plan, design, and deliver a significant proportion of a 20-credit 
MSc module with relative freedom, a rare opportunity for a GTA. Overall, the opportunity enhanced 
both my pedagogic practice whilst also enabling an essential skills module for our students to 
continue with demonstratable success.  

The opportunities and lessons learnt from our experiences of distance learning provided us as 
educators with an opportunity to help increase people's understanding of plant ecology and 
diversity wherever they may be (Bacon, 2023). One additional direct result of this module was the 
creation of a free online course on urban green infrastructure and biodiversity for the public. This 
course was developed in collaboration with the Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh, and equips 
students with the skills and knowledge to make better-informed choices about the design and 
management of green spaces and urban areas for both people and nature (Stroud, 2022).  

The COVID-19 pandemic has changed many elements of life from the increase in homeworking, to 
urban to rural flight, to medical practice. The world of higher education is no different and it has 
fundamentally changed and accelerated the way we seek to learn and teach. It is expected that 
much of the UK's higher education environment is not likely to return to conventional lecturing with 
blended and flipped learning (the viewing of digitized or online lectures as a pre-class activity with 
active learning experiences such as discussions in class time) featuring more prominently within 
institutions (Harris et al., 2021; Robson et al., 2022). Since the pandemic, various other studies and 
case studies have demonstrated similar successes with remote field and lab work; from semi-
immersive virtual botanical field trips (Bacon, 2023), at-home laboratory for plant biology (Schnell et 
al., 2021), online student botanical competitions (BUC, 2023), to virtual internal medicine sub-
internships (Holmberg et al., 2021). GTAs have played a significant role in the delivery of much of 
this content, as they do throughout much of higher education teaching (Muzaka, 2009; Shannon et 
al., 1998).  

Whilst the University of Leeds has returned to mostly in-person teaching, we have seen significant 
changes in the manner and use of the technology and resource at our disposal. Using the material 
created and skills developed during the pandemic provided us with a suite of new strategies to help 
students achieve module learning outcomes, no matter where they are located. More broadly, 
micro-lectures and independent learning activities can able educators to engage in more engaging 
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practical or discussion-based activities in person. Models such as flipped learning are becoming a 
popular alternative to traditional teaching methods, and marry well with blended teaching 
approaches (Lage et al., 2000; Seery, 2015). The increased learning equity through flexibility of time, 
study pace, and place is an asset that botanical, and other, educators should aim to capitalise on to 
expand the currently declining teaching of the discipline post-pandemic.  

 

Conclusion 

This paper aimed to assess the effectiveness of our online learning approach for teaching plant 
identification during the COVID-19 pandemic. I found that across all our participants interviewed, 
there was consensus that the online delivery was effective at providing plant identification skills 
given the circumstances. All students improved their ability to identify plants and the increased 
frequency at which they notice plants in their environment, both immediately and two years after 
the module concluded. I found that the use of technology enables students to better share their 
discoveries and enhance their peer-to-peer learning during the pandemic. Collaborative 
identification efforts gave students a sense of connection during the COVID-19 lockdown.  The tools 
effectively utilised during this time (pre-recorded lectures for independent students, online 
workshops, AI apps, and online boards) have subsequently been incorporated into the delivery of 
this module. However, the tactile element to plant identification that students were not able to 
replicate via an online medium. Students noted during the COVID-19 pandemic some of the most 
meaningful and valuable learning experiences were those that they were able to share with their 
peers and educators. Further interviews may help to capture a more comprehensive understanding 
of student perception and mitigate again the potential self-selection bias of our small sample size. 

The increased learning equity and flexibility of blended learning is an asset to botany and field 
educators. We should aim to capitalise on and expand the declining teaching of the discipline post-
pandemic by integrating online materials for blended learning. The days of hiking boots, waterproof 
trousers and sodden plant keys are far from over for the teaching of field botany, but the next 
generation of botanists could well have learnt their field skills through a screen. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Questions for semi-structured interviews. 

Likert scale questions: 

How confidently did you feel you could correctly identify a plant? 

Would not be able to identify anything 1-10 Would be able to identify everything  

Did you notice trees, shrubs, and ornamental plants around you? 

Never notice 1-10 – notice nearly everything  

Did you notice grasses, spontaneous vegetation (weeds), and other plants? 

Never notice 1-10 – notice nearly everything 

How valuable did you find the module? 

I did not learn any valuable skills 1 – 10 I use the skills I learnt daily 

 

Open questions for the interviews included the following:  

Can you please briefly describe your recollection of how you were taught plant identification? 

What did you find valuable about the delivery method? 

What did you find challenging about the delivery method?  

Do you think the method of delivery was effective? 

Has this course enhanced your botanical identification skills and what has been the impact of this? 
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Appendix B: Student responses to interview questions with respective codes and themes. 

 

Interview extract Codes Theme 

[group size] perhaps much bigger than that, it would have turned 

into a bit of a bit of a free for all. 

 

Ability for all to engage Accessibility of tools used 

[prerecorded lecture] so you can go through it in your own time Asynchronous learning 
 

I liked the small groups with the teams calls Small group: ability for all to 

engage 

 

That's, that would have been great, obviously wasn't possible at the 

time. Basically, I don't think all of plant ID needs to be done in 

person 

Acknowledgement of 

limitations of covid 

Acknowledgement of 

limitations of covid 

Given that it was it had to be drafted of it as an emergency measure. 

I felt that it was it was adequate for my purposes. 

Acknowledgement of 

limitations of covid 

 

It certainly increase my enjoyment of being around plants and in 

natural environments. You certainly made me very aware of just how 

important plants are. 

Developed appreciation of 

plants 

Developed appreciation of 

plants 

Yeah, I definitely think it improved that, definitely think that it can 

get the ball rolling with my interest 

Developed appreciation of 

plants 

 

I wasn't very, like self driven and motivated to get better at it.  Difficulty in engaging online Difficulty in engaging online 

if you're out with a specific person, you every plant, you come across 

thinking that oh, this is this, and they can tell you why it's cool. And 

that gets you're interested in a bit more.  

  

Lacks personal element of 

plant identification in field 

 

the pandemic might have had an effect on my motivation.  Impacts of pandemic on 

mental health: negative 

 

You can only really look at specimens are shown, you know, you 

can't be able to remember particular species by any other sense 

Difficulty in observing fine 

ID features 

Difficulty in observing ID 

features 

Like you can't touch or smell them, which I think in some, some 

plants that are essential to help you remember. 

 

Missing tactile and sensory 

element of ID features 

 

You weren't in like a lab with other people you couldn't physically 

show apart from up to a camera 

 

Difficulty in observing fine 

ID features 

 

You can't just then give it to someone and say "Oh, can you have a 

look at this? I can't find this particular feature on it".  

 

Difficulty in observing fine 

ID features 

 

It was hard to get across on online formats, like taking like a blurry 

photo of the part of a plant. 

 

Difficulty in observing fine 

ID features 

 

I think, how to identify families Identification of families Fundamental identification 

skills 

And then in the specific breakouts, we kind of had we focused on like 

one or two families per like, seminar type thing. 

 

Identification of families 
 

So the online stuff was, like, general information about working 

things out families 

 

Recall of families 
 

My recollection is sort of going out in the mornings, collecting other 

plants that I thought were in certain families.  

 

Recall on families 
 

I thought it was useful, especially just to sort of get that first like, 

general idea, because I had never really done any plant ID before 

other than, like, identifying trees, like from books 

 

Value of course 
 

So I thought that was really useful just to have that sort of broad 

overview of obvious families. 

Recall of families 
 

So it was like, you know, go out into your local area and find a pea or 

something 

 

Fieldwork component Independent exploration of 

local flora 

because of the pandemic, it was quite nice to be able to do it in your 

local area and do the phase one map, because that actually meant 

that I tried harder to ID stuff,  

Local sites more meaning 
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I imagine if we had it that normally, during the eight hours in the 

field of plant ID, you really get your eye in 

 

Shorter sessions that 

practicals 

Limitation of module 

And I think maybe only doing the couple of sessions that we did. 

Maybe it didn't go in that much 

 

Limitation of time for 

practicals  

 

[Due to poor internet] So the delivery of the teaching was also 

there's not always as smooth as it would be in person 

 

Internet accessibility issues 
 

helped me see different different ways of tackling plant 

identification and learning new techniques, and also sharing 

knowledge with others 

 

Peer to peer learning Peer to peer learning 

And then we'd come back and talk to each other about how we did it 

[identified a plant] 

 

Peer to peer learning 
 

you could sort of bounce off each other and learn off each other. Peer to peer learning 
 

[small group size] I found that quite useful, because it meant that 

there was only four or five of us in the conversation, which was good 

Small group: valuable 
 

Value of padlet: novel new tool Padlet: useful beyond just 

scheduled session 

Sharing of discoveries  

So if you brought a different species, you've looked at five separate 

species, whereas I feel like if it was just in a big room, or whatever, I 

think I'd probably just be focusing on myself 

Peer to peer learning 
 

I feel like if it was just in a big room, or whatever, I think I'd probably 

just be focusing on myself. 

Greater diversity of 

specimens to look at - 

different locations 

 

I think the online format was valuable, because especially as we 

were all in different parts of the country seeing is obviously different 

plants and vegetation stuff around the country seeing different 

examples  

Seeing diversity of species  
 

Yeah, I think I probably wouldn't have got this job that I've got now 

without having done that. 

Employability and skills 

development 

Skills used directly in 

empolyment 

And now, I still use that ID in my current job as well. Skills learnt during Plant ID 

translated to employment 

 

Yeah, of course, like, just the family stuff, like the font like the fact 

that I can identify like a cabbage family or a rose family and stuff. I 

think that I think that quite helped me out a lot. 

Skills learnt during Plant ID 

translated to employment 

 

Yeah, I definitely picked up a lot of transferable skills that I've, I've 

kept since during the module, and it's definitely helping me out, 

especially now 

Skills learnt during Plant ID 

translated to employment 

 

it's although I don't really use the keys and stuff, I usually use more 

like those apps where you can take photos 

Use of identification apps 
 

I use that a lot, because with my job, it's quick ID. But then I also 

when I do use those apps, I know to double check the ID. So I look on 

Wikipedia wherever it is and read why the description of the plants 

and see if it does have you know,  

Skills learnt during Plant ID 

translated to employment 

 

I think it would have been, you know, ideally, we would have had 

maybe like to do it maybe halfway through what was the end? Kind  

Suggestions for group field Suggestions for improvements 

ideally, we would have had maybe like to do it maybe halfway 

through what was the end?  

Lack element of face-to-face 

expert interaction 

 

So it's maybe that access to you can't really prove that online. But I 

feel like if we didn't have more time  

Timescale of course 

challenging 

 

I guess the normal trip trips out and stuff were really honed in those 

skills a lot more. So I feel like maybe I missed out on honing those. 

Yeah, knowing what every plant is.  

Lack of trips for module 
 

Going out in the morning, trying to find plants from certain families, 

especially given like the location here in Portsmouth. So In the city. 

So it's maybe that access to you can't really prove that online 

Unequal access to plants  Unequal access to materials  

The Padlet was unbelievably useful. Didn't that get absolutely 

rinsed? Yeah, I think it was people posting pictures of plants asking 

for species identification. Other people could get involved help point 

out those characteristics that were important for identification for 

that particular plan, or group of plants 

Specific purpose of Padlet  Use of novel teaching tools 
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 There was a good critical mass behind that. And that really helped 

to get it going. And it was just like, yeah, open atmosphere. Okay, 

great. 

Use of padlet - helpful 
 

The might be some diagrams, I remember that the the format was 

we all had specific specimens highlighting particular characteristics, 

and then we put them through them one by one and see how they 

do general scheme of things. In terms of other tools. I can just 

remember things on the screen. That's fine. 

Uncertainty in recalling 

structure 

Vague recollection of module 

The might be some diagrams, I remember that the the format was 

we all had specific specimens highlighting particular characteristics, 

and then we put them through them one by one and see how they 

do general scheme of things. In terms of other tools. I can just 

remember things on the screen. That's fine. 

Did not recall specifics 
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Abstract 

The purpose of this paper is to highlight the unique contributions International Graduate Teaching 
Assistants (IGTAs) can make in improving inclusive teaching practices in UK Higher Education (UK 
HE). In addition, this paper identifies four unique challenges IGTAs face in taking up a teaching 
position in UK HE – the lack of support from their supervisors, limited subjects they can teach, 
problems with credibility, and language barrier. This paper will use the author’s personal experience 
of teaching an international politics module as an IGTA both during and after the COVID-19 
pandemic related restrictions to analyse the unique contributions IGTAs may be able to offer in 
internationalising the curriculum. Through synthesising this experience with current literature on 
GTAs, this paper identifies the importance of supervisors and training in preparing IGTA for their 
role. This paper aims to encourage more international PGRs to become IGTAs. 
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Introduction 
 
This paper argues how more international postgraduate research students (IPGRs) should be 
encouraged to work as graduate teaching assistants (GTAs) in the UK higher education (HE) sector. 
UK HE, once comprising of just a handful of the population, has grown dramatically in recent years in 
terms of student numbers and diversity of its cohort. Degree holders once accounted for just 3.4% of 
the UK population in the post-war period. But by 2000, their numbers had grown to one third of the 
population (Bolton, 2012: 14), and they continue to increase (Bolton, 2021: 9). Such an increase in 
student population size in UK HE has also resulted in diversification of the student cohort. For 
instance, there is an acceptance gap between those from disadvantaged backgrounds – measured 
by their ethnicity and eligibility for Free School Meals, and the most advantaged saw continued 
decline in acceptance rates (UCAS, 2020: 6 & 16). While such change is cause for celebration, it also 
means there is a growing need to develop more inclusive teaching environments. 

However, creating a truly inclusive teaching environment has proven difficult. There have been 
attempts to support academics in designing inclusive lessons such as the publication of a book by 
Grace and Gravestock (2009) titled Inclusivity and Diversity: Meeting the Needs of All Students. 
However, changes to teaching practices are increasingly seen as insufficient and discussions have 
progressed to focus on the limited diversity among teaching staff. While surface-level diversification 
may seem inadequate, a survey by Times Higher Education found “lack of [HE] role models 
representing all ethnic groups” may lead to attainment gaps between minority and non-minority 
students (Bothwell, 2019). This paper argues that to tackle this issue, International Graduate 
Teaching Assistants (IGTAs) could play a crucial role. 

IGTAs are critical as they can help diversify the teaching cohort, at least in the short-term. Data 
shows that PGRs made up 4.4% of the total student cohort in the year 2019/2020, a relatively 
consistent figure throughout the years (Higher Education Statistics Agency, 2021d). There was a total 
of 110,675 PGRs studying in the UK (Higher Education Statistics Agency, 2021d), and 45,575 students 
were IPGRs (Higher Education Statistics Agency, 2021b). Thus, 41.2% or nearly half of all PGRs 
studying in the UK were IPGRs. Considering both the consistent share of PGRs and the high share of 
IPGRs, they are a reliable pool of diverse teaching staff in UK HE. While there needs to be continued 
efforts to diversify the academic staff on long-term contracts, in the immediate-term, IGTAs have an 
important part to play in creating an international learning experience for students. Furthermore, 
there needs to be better understandings of the barriers IPGRs face when trying to become IGTAs, 
which differs from that of home GTAs.  

This paper argues that IGTAs can be vital role models and can help diversify the teaching staff. I use 
my personal experience as an IGTA to illustrate some of IGTAs strengths and unique challenges. The 
paper is split in two - the first half focuses on the existing literature and data on GTAs and the unique 
challenges faced by IGTAs. The second half is a case study on my own experience as an IGTA at the 
School of Politics and International Relations at the University of Leeds. I will explore how my unique 
international experience informed my teaching practices and examine the importance of my 
supervisors and training which helped me to become an IGTA. Following the footsteps of Alex Hastie 
(2021) who encouraged working-class PGRs to become GTAs in the first volume of Postgraduate 
Pedagogies, it is hoped that this paper will help encourage more IPGRs to become IGTAs. 

Finding exact figures of GTAs is a challenge as this data is not collected at either university or 
national level, and there is no clear definition of PGRs who teach. For example, York University calls 
PGRs who teach ‘GTAs’, while the University of Leeds calls them ‘Teaching Assistants (TAs)’. Lack of a 
unified terminology makes it difficult to assess data collected by some researchers on the topic of 
IGTAs. For instance, the closest research that analysed IGTAs and their experience of teaching in UK 
HE is one conducted by Winter et al. (2015) who sent out surveys to PGRs who were on a GTA 
course. While this is a sound methodology, it does mean that PGRs who are not on a formal GTA 
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courses may have been left out of the data collection. Additionally, the PGR identity has been said to 
play an important role in their development as teachers in the literature (Fotovatian and Miller, 
2014; Jazvac-Martek, 2009; McAlpine, Javac-Martek and Hopwood, 2009; Watts, 2009). However, 
PGRs still in some cases struggle to form a clear identity as they exist in the space between staff and 
student (Compton and Tran, 2017; Teague, 2021). Straddling two identities means some PGRs may 
not even identify as a GTA.  

Despite these limitations, an approximation of the number of GTAs can be made based on the study 
by Winter et al. (2015). According to their research, 41% of those participating in a GTA course were 
IGTAs (Winter et al., 2015), a considerable number of IPGRs thus teach and have gained limited 
academic attention. At present, diversity among academic staff is limited with only 18% being BAME, 
and the proportion becomes even smaller among professors of whom just 11% are BAME (Higher 
Education Statistics Agency, 2021a). Compounding this issue is the fact that fewer BAME students 
pursue a PhD compared to their white peers (Khan and Cowell, 2020). This translates to fewer BAME 
academics in the future. Furthermore, since it takes five to seven years for a lecturer to be promoted 
to a senior lectureship, which is a grade below to that of a professorship, it will take decades to 
narrow the current gap in the number of BAME professors (National Careers Service, 2021; 
University of Leeds, 2021c). Thus, in the short-term, to ensure more undergraduate students are 
taught by ethnically diverse teachers, universities will need to rely on PGRs. In sum, in the current 
limitation of representation and diversity in academia, IGTAs may become key role models for 
undergraduate students. However, the next section will outline how IPGRs require more active 
encouragement to take up teaching positions.  
 
 
Challenges for IGTAs 

IPGRs face challenges before they start teaching. This is in addition to the challenges they face while 
they teach. There is an opportunity gap between domestic PGRs and IPGRs. The study by Winter et 
al. (2015) found that IPGRs were far less likely to have an opportunity to teach compared to their 
domestic peers. While only 47.9% of IPGRs were offered teaching roles, 70.7% of UK students were 
given the opportunity (Winter et al., 2015).  

This paper identifies four key reasons for this gap. The first concerns the role played by the 
supervisor. Winter et al. (2015) found that 75% of respondents stated that the support from their 
supervisors was a key reason for pursuing teaching. Conversely, lack of support can discourage 
application for roles. In other words, there is a systematic problem as well as an emotional and 
subjective one. The systematic issue stems from the fact that supervisors are usually consulted or 
are asked to be referees in the application process. Supervisors may refuse to be referees as some 
supervisors may prefer their PGRs to focus on their research rather than teaching (Bok, 2013). 
However, this alone does not explain why there is such a significant gap between international and 
domestic students as supervisor support will be equally important for both. 

The second possible explanation is that it is challenging to find a teaching course which aligns with 
the research focus of the international PGR. Studies point that international academics (especially 
female academics) are often siloed to teach subjects that are related to their nationality or race 
(Skachkova, 2007: 705-706). This means that some IPGRs may find difficult to apply to teach subjects 
that do not relate to their research. While there is no available research findings or data as to what 
degree this happens and how much this affects PGRs, it may still explain the opportunity gap 
between domestic and IPGRs. 

The third issue faced by IGTAs is that their teaching credentials may be questioned more often than 
their domestic peers. For many IPGRs, English is either not their first language or they may have a 
distinct accent which may delegitimise their credential as a teacher (Skachkova, 2007: 707-709). 
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There are, of course, ways in which a similar issue can affect a domestic PGR. For example, a British 
PGR who studies translation in the UK may find it harder to teach Japanese if there is a Japanese 
PGR who also studies the same subject. In this case, the UK PGR may be seen as less credible 
compared to a native speaker. In a study by Skachkova (2007: 710), they show how Japanese 
academics teaching Japanese in the United States noted this advantage when teaching, as compared 
to American teaching staff. 

However, the fourth and perhaps greatest barrier that exists which prevent IPGRs from teaching is 
their lack of confidence in teaching in a foreign context. English proficiency has been raised multiple 
times by IPGRs as one of the biggest challenges they face while completing their doctorates 
(Andrade, 2006). Considering that the majority of classes in the UK are taught in English and many of 
the students are native English speakers, this fact may be creating a sense of hesitation among IPGRs 
and prohibits them from applying. In addition to these concerns, IPGRs may be struggling to adapt to 
a new culture and new academic requirements, as well as having to live in a new location far from 
their family and friends (Jindal-Snape and Ingram, 2013: 17; Le and Gardner, 2010: 260). These 
factors combined form a unique barrier against IPGRs from applying for teaching roles.  

In sum, these four explanations may be insufficient in explaining the opportunity gap when viewed 
in isolation. However, when combined it makes a strong argument as to why this gap exists. Lack of 
encouragement from supervisors, lack of suitable subjects to teach and a higher likelihood of their 
teaching credentials to be questioned, coupled with the pressure to teach in a second language, and 
the stress of adapting into the UK HE may together create a sense that teaching is not for them.  

Individually, these issues are not unsolvable. For example, at the University of Leeds, supervisors are 
required to go through a central training process to supervise students. Supporting or encouraging 
international students to teach may be included within such training programmes. Teaching 
opportunities could be more widely shared between schools so that IPGRs could choose to apply 
from a broader selection of modules. Universities could develop a teaching workshop aimed at 
training PGRs who are not confident in teaching in English. In the following section, this paper will 
argue for the benefits of IGTAs. This argument will be drawn from my personal experience of 
teaching. By doing so, this paper aims to contribute to the growing literature on the rationale for 
hiring IPGRs to become IGTAs as presented in the literature review by Ban (2023). Similar to the 
findings of this paper, Ban (2023: 49) finds that by hiring IPGRs, universities benefit from 
“internationalisation at home”. The additional contribution this paper makes is to argue that by 
having IGTAs, such internationalisation can strengthen support for international student teachers as 
well as diversify the curriculum by introducing minority voices. 

I am an IGTA from Japan who teaches at the University of Leeds, and English is my second language. 
Being part of the 13% of all academic staff who are BAME (University of Leeds, 2021b), and teaching 
politics (part of social studies), a subject field with just 11% of students being ethnically Asian 
(Higher Education Statistics Agency, 2021c), I remain a minority within the field. This is important to 
consider in the subsequent section in which I discuss how my knowledge of Japan in the classroom 
helped broaden the knowledge of the students. It also acts as a caution as to how representative my 
experience can be as compared to other IGTAs who may share the same ethnicity, as others may 
face different challenges and strengths to the ones expressed in this paper.  

While my own experience echoes that of other IGTAs from some literature, such as pursuing 
teaching to gain financial security and experience (Park, 2004: 349), there are some notable 
differences. For example, I had little to no difficulty teaching in English, despite this being the focus 
of other studies on IGTAs (see Yule (1992) and Yule and Hoffman (1990)). Unlike those mentioned in 
the literature (Skachkova, 2007), my research does not involve Japan nor do I teach my own 
language or culture. Thus, the kind of advantages noted by Skachkova (2007: 705-706, 710) of an 
ethnic minority female academic teaching subjects related to her own language or culture does not 
apply in my case. 
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Still, I believe that by having minority staff teach politics helps diversify students’ perspective of 
politics, shifting it from a Western focus to include broader perspectives. In the field of politics and 
international relations, this over-representation of Western perspectives has been identified as an 
issue (Acharya and Buzan, 2007). As an IGTA, bringing in international perspectives to the class was 
my primary contribution to the university experience for students. There is a clear pedagogical 
advantage to expose students to diverse perspectives as it has been found to help students 
appreciate the complex nature of issues, advance their ability to interact with people from different 
backgrounds, and help foster a sense that they are part of a more diverse in-group (Hurtado et al., 
1999: 40-43; Milem, 2003: 137-138). I hope that through this small contribution, I will inform future 
school-wide or university-wide policy change that will help further internationalisation in this 
institution (Luxon and Peelo, 2009: 54).  

The following section explores how my experience teaching an International Politics module as an 
IGTA enabled me to notice the IT skills gap among international students and diversify the 
curriculum by actively incorporating international case studies. 

I became an IGTA teaching a module aimed at first-year undergraduate students titled ‘International 

Politics’. I taught this module twice, during and after pandemic-related restrictions were in force, 

thus enabling me to draw lessons from both online and face-to-face teaching. The section will first 

explore how IGTAs may have better understanding of potential IT skills gap which stems from 

differing level of use of the internet leading up to pursuing HE. This will be followed by a discussion 

of how IGTAs are able to diversify perspectives by introducing students to different norms. 

 

The IT skills gap: Differences in international education practices 

 
One of the key contributions that IGTAs will likely be able to bring is their first-hand knowledge of 
different education systems and practices of different countries. For example, most courses in the 
UK HE expects students to use internet sources in their research and assignments. Even before the 
pandemic, there was an assumption in UK HE that students will be able to access materials online, 
with the majority of university correspondence and reading assignments being distributed online.  

However, internet use in education is far from a universal practice. For example, Japan is extremely 
technologically advanced, boasting famous technology companies like Sony and Hitachi. Internet 
infrastructure is also highly developed with around a 90% adoption rate, roughly the same as that of 
the UK. The internet speed is much faster in Japan, averaging 137.19mbps, compared to 63.74mpbs 
in the UK (Speedtest, 2022). Yet, Japan ranks among the lowest when it comes to internet use during 
school hours. According to the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), Japanese 
students spend only 25.6 minutes using the internet at school, far less than British students who 
spent 47.7 minutes (OECD, 2019). While this data does not represent university students, and when 
it comes to internet use outside of school, the duration does increase; it still indicates that IT use in 
schools is limited. When this is applied to students from developing countries, or mature students 
who may not have been taught to use the internet in their studies, it becomes clear that this could 
potential pose a divide in IT skills among students, which may be overlooked by domestic GTAs 
accustomed to using online sources.  

This is where the personal experience of IGTAs becomes important. I went through the Japanese 
compulsory education system and experienced first-hand the steep learning curve of being suddenly 
required to use online sources in UK HE. Such lived experience helped me explain in detail where 
students can find information online accompanied by guidance on how to access the information. 
This was of particular importance when seminars were delivered online, and teaching staff were 
forced to share all relevant materials online. To reduce any potential IT skills gap, I took screenshots 
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of where students can access relevant materials and included step-by-step guidance to accompany 
the images. This was of importance to new academic staff as well, as they were often unfamiliar 
with the university websites and therefore benefited from my support in navigating the online 
platform. In short, IGTAs may be more familiar with potential gaps in IT skills which allows them to 
take preventative action to ensure that all students can access relevant materials online, a point 
worth bearing in mind in post-COVID-19 learning environments. 

 

Enriching learning experience through cases studies 
 

The existing literature focuses on the unique advantage IGTAs may have in linguistic and cultural 
understanding (Skachkova, 2007), but similar advantages can be found when IGTAs are able to bring 
unique case studies that show a different perspective to their teaching . In my seminars, I was able 
to use a case study from my country and challenge prevailing discourses developed in the West. 
Presenting an alternative perspective helped students broaden their understanding of the topic and 
encouraged international students to share examples from their own country. One week, students 
were set a reading by Greitens (2017: 423) which included a brief mention of the Fukushima nuclear 
disaster in Japan. The “deep approach”, according to Biggs and Tang (2011: 26-27), is a method in 
which students are encouraged to interact with academic materials at a deeper level by actively 
linking together what they learn in the classroom with what they learn from their reading. Applying 
such approach to my teaching, I expanded on the topic in my seminar. I used data on energy sources 
in Japan from the International Energy Agency (2022) and emphasised how this disaster shifted the 
energy supply of Japan away from nuclear power. I added that despite environmental perspectives, 
it is important for Japan to be able to move away from coal-powered energy to nuclear energy, and 
that the Fukushima disaster solidified the Japanese public in opposing nuclear power altogether 
(Klein, 2022). Using the unique case study of Japan helped bring complexity and nuance to the 
debate over nuclear power. I chose the Japanese case study for two reasons: 1) it was mentioned in 
the reading material, and 2) I was aware of the wider political and economic challenges surrounding 
the topic, which set Japan apart from other countries. Thus, IGTAs may be in a better position to 
bring more international examples in their teaching which in turn will provide a more global 
educational experience to all students. 

However, it is important to emphasise that I would not have been able to teach as an IGTA without 
prior support and training. The following sections will explore the important role of supervisors and 
training which help IPGRs to become IGTAs. 

 

Role of Supervisors  

 
Winter et al. (2015) argued that supervisors play a significant role in PGRs’ decision to become a 
GTA. This section will add to this work by discussing the important role my supervisors played in my 
own decision to teach. From the outset of my PhD programme, both of my supervisors encouraged 
me to teach. Before I started teaching as a TA, I had doubts about my ability to teach, similar to the 
concerns expressed in the study by Skachkova (2007: 705-710). In the first meeting I had with my 
supervisors, I expressed my desire to teach. Not only did they share advice on the training 
opportunities offered by the university, but one of my supervisors immediately gave me the 
opportunity to deliver a politics workshop for A-level students. Their encouragement and giving me 
the opportunity to teach provided a crucial first step into gaining the much needed confidence and 
experience. While my supervisors played a critical role in introducing me to teaching, the training 
offered by the university helped develop my teaching skills. 
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Training to teach 
 

At the HE-level, there are no formal ways in which academics are taught to teach. However, I felt I 
needed training as I had the added apprehension of teaching in English, and in particular teaching 
politics in the UK in my second language. In my first year as a PGR, I participated in a Foundations in 
Teaching workshop. This was a mandatory half-day workshop for PGRs planning on becoming GTAs. 
While I found the workshop helpful in learning the basics of pedagogic practices, I felt I required 
further training as an IPGR with no prior experience in teaching. With the support and 
encouragement of my supervisors, I started working as an Education Outreach Fellow, a role open to 
current postgraduate students, to deliver academic workshops with the aim of widening 
participation among disadvantaged students. In designing and delivering politics workshops for A-
level students, I was taught to use clearly defined learning objectives and outcomes as advocated by 
classic works by Bloom (1956) and Mager (1990). These objectives were of particular importance 
when collecting student feedback on the workshops as it asked students to evaluate if they had 
achieved the learning goals. The learning objectives and outcomes remain the first and last things I 
cover in every class that I have taught. 

Working as an Education Outreach Fellow helped me form networks with other educational charity 
organisations in the area. I was further introduced to tutor work for the Linacre Institute which aims 
to advance educational opportunities to A-level students in the North. Through tutoring, I gained in-
depth understanding of current limitations in the UK education system, which includes the limited 
focus on writing up to the post-16 level. One-to-one discussions with A-level students from state 
schools in the North helped me realise that students had little opportunity to have their writing 
assessed despite this being a key assessment at UK HE. 

This knowledge was further cemented when I attended the School of Politics and International 
studies’ committee meetings that were open to PGRs. Discussions were often focused on challenges 
in teaching writing skills to undergraduate students. While the university does offer support through 
workshops delivered by the university library services, students are often not signposted to such 
services, and it requires the students to be proactive in identifying their academic problems and 
applying for the workshops. While signposting students to such services is important (Henderson, 
Shure and Adamecz-Völgyi, 2020: 746-747), as long as it is not a compulsory component of their 
curriculum, not all students will access the services. Such insight into the realities of the UK 
education system and the potential barriers faced by disadvantaged groups of students was 
something that I, as an international student, was only made aware through these outreach 
programmes. 

That being said, the university does offer additional training to help PGRs incorporate inclusive 
teaching practices. For example, the university offers a workshop called Everyday Inclusive Teaching 
(University of Leeds, 2021a). This workshop taught me how to re-design educational material so that 
it was inclusive to diverse needs such as those with disabilities or for international students. 
Examples included using appropriately sized and coloured fonts on PowerPoint slides, including Alt 
texts to images and using plain English. While the university notifies teaching staff in advance of any 
disabilities that students want to disclose and ones that require adjustments to teaching delivery, 
fewer adjustments are required if the teaching materials are designed in accordance with inclusivity 
requirements to begin with. Thus, while the university offers training to help prepare PGRs to teach, 
IPGRs and especially those with little prior experience in teaching may require more opportunities to 
develop their teaching skills and better understanding of the challenges to the current UK education 
system.  
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Conclusion 
 
This paper has shown three unique strengths IGTAs hold. IGTAs are in a prime position to increase 
diversity among teaching staff, understand diverse student needs, and help provide an international 
learning experience for students by bringing in diverse perspectives. The barriers against IGTAs such 
as language barriers, lack of supervisor support, or problems over credibility can be easily overcome 
by better formal teaching training and encouraging supervisors to support IPGRs in pursing teaching 
roles. The experience discussed here is merely one of many and similar strengths may be found 
among domestic GTAs. However, the main aim of this paper is to make the case that IGTAs can make 
a positive change to the UK HE. I hope that I have been successful in persuading other IPGRs to 
teach. 
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Abstract 

Through my experience as a postgraduate demonstrator, I have seen that teaching and public 

engagement are very similar practices; both require the sharing of knowledge and experience and 

the realisation of benefit. These two practices are often treated as distinct, with little wisdom shared 

between different practitioners, despite the recent move in education towards engagement-based 

values. To address this, I focused on implementing pedagogical tools in a series of public 

engagement sessions that took place online due to COVID-19. These comprised of school talks to 

students considering studying science at university, with the aim of introducing them to lecture-style 

classes and active research. My perspectives as a postgraduate during the delivery of these sessions 

allowed me to identify important or obscure parts of these topics that would be relevant to my 

audience, and how best to introduce them. Additionally, as a postgraduate researcher, I was able to 

approach my audiences as a peer, rather than a ‘teacher’, and encourage more successful 

engagement. I used several tools such as the BOPPPS (bridge-in, objectives, pre-test, participatory 

learning activity, post-test, and summary) model for lesson design and took advantage of the online 

setting through quizzes. These were effective, resulting in an engaged audience and 94% of the 

students believing biophysics is an interesting area of research following the session when prior to 

the session 68% had not heard of it, as measured through quiz responses. 
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Introduction  

Science education and science engagement are two sides of the same coin. Both are performed with 

the goal of providing students or the audience with skills, understanding and appreciation of 

scientific findings and processes. However, each of these are often viewed as discrete enterprises 

when it comes to actual education or engagement practice, perhaps due to the relatively modern 

acknowledgement of science communication and engagement as a discipline (Logan, 2001; Trench 

and Bucchi, 2010), or perhaps due to the perception of the different requirements needed for 

formal and informal education (Ainsworth and Eaton, 2010).  

Formal education can be summarised as “intentional, organised and structured”, whereas informal 

and non-formal learning are typically seen as less intentional and not following a structured 

educational intervention, such as a curriculum (Ainsworth and Eaton, 2010: 10). The intentional and 

organised aspects of formal learning have led to the development of specific ideologies and 

techniques in science education. Similarly, the field of science engagement has developed its own 

set of conventions and theories that consider themselves to be distinct from teaching. This can be 

exemplified by the move away from the “deficit model” (i.e. that the audience is deficient in 

understanding and must have the information presented to them by an expert) and the adoption of 

the “dialogue model” (i.e. that the audience has pre-formed conceptions and ideas that can be 

supplemented by information from an expert, and that the audience can provide information to the 

expert) (Reincke et al., 2020).  

Despite how each of these fields might be viewed, having worked in both and developed my own 

practices, I believe that considering these as two distinct activities does a disservice to both, 

particularly as in recent years, education is more explicitly valuing engaged and active learning. This 

shift in thinking requires innovation and creativity in the development and delivery of teaching 

activities and will be unfamiliar to some educators. However, pre-existing science engagement 

techniques could be used as a framework to achieve these educational aims. This illustrates that 

science education and engagement are united in their objectives and descriptions, which can be 

seen from the National Coordinating Centre for Public Engagement’s definition of public 

engagement: 

“Public engagement describes the myriad of ways in which the activity and benefits of 

higher education and research can be shared with the public. Engagement is by definition a 

two-way process, involving interaction and listening, with the goal of generating mutual 

benefit.”  

 (National Co-ordinating Centre for Public Engagement, n.d.) 

Many of the aspects of both pedagogy and science engagement should be adopted by practitioners 

of the other. For example, a formal understanding of how people learn and engage with material is 

essential for science communicators to meet their aims, and classroom techniques can be exploited 

to create a familiar environment for audiences. On the other side, there are a wealth of ways in 

which engagement practices enhance teaching; through promoting creativity, demonstrations and 

considering the audience’s response and interest in the subject. 

Through blending my understanding and experience in both of these areas, I developed an 

innovative strategy to approach and deliver a series of educational sessions for prospective 

undergraduate students through the STEM outreach team at the University of Leeds. These sessions 

focused on the research area of my PhD, biophysics, which is where physics and chemistry 

techniques are applied to the study of biological systems. This case study describes and evaluates 
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how I combined the strengths and limitations of both practices at every stage of the project, to 

provide a successful learning intervention for 6 classes of students, which can hopefully be used to 

inspire practitioners in each of these fields to broaden their approaches.  

 

 

Project Specifications 

 

In my role as a postgraduate demonstrator, I was invited to plan and perform a number of learning 

activities through STEM@Leeds, the STEM outreach team at the University of Leeds. The primary 

activities for this case study were aimed at A-Level students considering Higher Education study to 

introduce them to university-style teaching and an area of active research. These activities were 

scheduled to be hour long online sessions due to the COVID-19 pandemic. I worked with the 

organisations Generating Genius, which supports BAME students pursue STEM careers, and 

In2Science, which promotes social mobility and diversity in STEM, and Huntington High School, York.  

At A-Level, students do not necessarily study all scientific subjects. However, if they studied biology, 

they should be familiar with the concepts of cells and their structure, including membranes, and 

proteins and their role as enzymes. In chemistry, their knowledge should cover the structure of 

amino acids and their physics education should have introduced them to Newton’s laws of motion, 

including dynamics and energy (Department for Education, 2014), all of which are important for 

understanding the content of the biophysics material I would be teaching them.  

Here, I will discuss how each stage of developing and delivering pedagogical or public engagement 

activities is approached in education and engagement contexts to highlight their differences or 

similarities, and how I have unified them to achieve a combined method for aim and objective 

mapping, session planning, activity delivery, assessment, and evaluation.  

Generally, the planning of public engagement and teaching activities follows a similar path of 

defining the aims, aligning these to specific objectives and then developing activities to meet the 

objectives through engaging different levels of knowledge and enquiry (Hundey et al., 2016; Wolf, 

2007). However, in my own exposure to science communication, there has been less emphasis on 

using scholarship and theory to guide the planning of activities or mapping of objectives. Instead, 

rubrics such as the General Impact Framework (Kuruvilla et al., 2006) are commonly used, which 

focus on the broad impact types, such as “conceptual” (i.e. communicating scientific meaning and 

concepts), “instrumental” (i.e. influencing policy) and “capacity building” (i.e. altering behaviour and 

teaching skills), matched to outcomes such as “inspiring wonder”, “provoking challenge” or 

“empowering” the intended audience. Although teaching objectives can fall into the same 

framework as this, there tends to be a more extended process for aim and objective development, 

as outlined by Moon (2002). The aim provided to me by STEM@Leeds was to introduce the students 

to research-based teaching, and so I translated this aim into two objectives: to introduce the 

students to university-style lecturing and an area of active research they may not be familiar with. In 

terms of public engagement outcomes, this covered both ‘conceptual’ and ‘capacity building’ 

impacts, in that I aimed to articulate scientific concepts and methods to them and teach them skills 

need for university-style lectures, with the overall hope of leading them towards higher education.  
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Session Planning 

 

 

Session design can differ substantially between outreach and educational activities, as outreach 

activities can have many different formats which are not necessarily experienced simultaneously by 

each audience member. For example, events I have contributed to through Pint of Science, an 

international science festival that brings science to informal settings, can involve multiple talks with 

‘free time’ between them to engage in science-based games, or ‘carousel-based’ formats where the 

audience moves from stall to stall as at science festivals. Traditionally, teaching tends to rely on 

moving through the subject matter together to cover the content and ensure all the objectives are 

met, although the move to online teaching has allowed more exploration of asynchronous learning 

(Brady and Pradhan, 2020), albeit typically with a pre-determined order of content.  

 

To unite these different aspects, I chose to use the BOPPPS model to structure my sessions (Pattison 

and Day, 2006). The BOPPPS model consists of bridging into the topic area, outlining the objectives 

of the session, a pre-test, followed by a participatory learning activity, a post-test and a summary 

section (Pattison and Day, 2006) (Fig. 1). I felt that this choice was a creative way of merging 

education and engagement while maintaining the best aspects of each. The sequential tasks allow 

for the educational journey to be preserved, whereas the division of the session into specific tasks 

and activities allows students to opt in and out of certain elements then join as the next activity 

starts, much like a science engagement activity. Additionally, as this was screen-based work and the 

attention span for this format is much shorter than in traditional classroom environments (Brame, 

2016), I hoped that adopting a model that lends itself to multiple shorter sequential activities would 

keep the students engaged throughout the session.  

 

 

Activities  

 

‘Bridging into’ the topic is a term used in educational contexts but despite not often being explicitly 

named, it is a concept not uncommon in science engagement practice. Understanding the pre-

existing knowledge of the audience is essential for engaging them and identifying any 

misconceptions the person delivering the session might be able to address. Biophysics is not taught 

at A-level, or typically at undergraduate level. Bridging into the area from physics and biology helped 

the students engage with what might have otherwise been an unfamiliar subject. Although this 

research may not have been of particular interest for all students, I explained that during courses 

you might be exposed to different topics and need to be able to extract the relevant information. 

Much like in other outreach activities, I saw that bridging in led to increased confidence in the 

Figure 1. The Session Outline as Developed Using the BOPPPS Model. The order and timings of the sections 
of the BOPPPS model (light blue) alongside the digital component the students interacted with (light green).  
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students, as they asked insightful questions rather than assuming they had no underlying 

knowledge. 

An innovative part of my session design was the use of Kahoot! quizzes to bridge into the biophysics 

topic area, perform the assessments and evaluate whether the objectives were met. Kahoot! is a 

game-based learning platform where students join a pre-designed quiz consisting of multiple choice, 

free-typing, puzzle, polling and word-cloud questions (Licorish et al., 2018; Wang and Tahir, 2020). 

These questions can be summative (i.e., give the student points and be marked right or wrong), or 

formative (i.e., provide information to the group and educator). Alongside the correct choice, the 

speed of the answer can contribute to the students’ ranking on an anonymised scoreboard. I chose 

to use Kahoot! as the use of gamification is increasing in education (Dichev and Dicheva, 2017), and 

can engage students with an unfamiliar topic and motivate them to pay attention throughout the 

session (Licorish et al., 2018; Wang and Tahir, 2020). I designed each of the two Kahoot! quizzes to 

have up to 5 questions with a mixture of formats and topics covered in the session (Table 1). This 

activity was very well received by the students and the results are discussed in the evaluation 

section of this case study.  

 

Pre-assessment 

Question 
Question 

type 
Answers (correct in bold) 

Aligned skill 

from Bloom’s 

taxonomy 

Where are you from? 
Free 

typing 
- - 

What is your favourite 

science subject at 

school? 

Poll 

Biology 

- 
Chemistry 

Physics 

Maths 

What does E. coli 

stand for? 

Multiple 

choice 

Escherichia coli 

- 
Ewwww coli 

Esherricha coli 

Elegans coli 

Who discovered what 

DNA looks like? 

Multiple 

Choice 

Holmes and Watson 

- 
Watson and Crick and Franklin 

Dorothy Hodgkin 

Jiminy Cricket 

What do you think of 

“biophysics”? 

Free 

typing 
- - 
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Post-assessment 

Question 
Question 

type 
Answers (correct in bold) 

Aligned skill 

from Bloom’s 

taxonomy 

Which of these isn’t a 

potential way of using 

this research 

technique? 

Multiple 

choice 

Studying slow cellular processes 

Remember and 

understand 

Developing drugs 

Predicting protein properties 

Studying solutions and mixtures 

How would you set up 

a membrane protein 

simulation? 

Drag and 

drop 

ordering 

1. Take the protein coordinates 

2. Add water, salt and lipids 

3. Apply Newton’s laws of motion 

4. Mix in a supercomputer 

Remember and 

apply 

Which of these should 

be a researcher 

priority? 

Poll 

Malaria, as it is the most deadly 

Analyse and 

evaluate 

Toxoplasmosis, as it is the most 

widespread 

Leishmaniasis, as it can take years to 

heal from even mild forms 

Trypanosomiasis, as infection of 

livestock can impact food security 

What do you think of 

“biophysics”? 

Free 

typing 
- - 

 

 

Participatory Learning Activity 

The learning activity was initially a lecture delivered through screen-sharing a PowerPoint, with the 

option for students to ask questions throughout, either directly to me or in the general chat feature. 

This was made up of an introduction to myself and my journey into higher education, an 

introduction to biophysics drawing on biology and physics concepts from secondary school 

education, followed by an example of one of my research findings. Here was where the interplay 

between science education and engagement was very instrumental, as often lectures are designed 

to get across the necessary information and act as a resource for further solo study. In this instance, 

however, the students would not be required to review the information at a later date, therefore 

more science communication style strategies could be used, as described below, which could be 

applied to other lectures and topics.  

Story-telling techniques are an incredibly useful technique in science engagement, as they have 

been shown to increase the retention of scientific detail and concepts (Dahlstrom, 2014), as well as 

create a rapport between the audience and the presenter (Riedlinger et al., 2019). I used these 

techniques throughout my talk to introduce detail and obstacles, as well as keep the information in a 
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clear narrative. For instance, rather than describe the progress of the research project I worked on, I 

framed myself as the central character and described my feelings, experiences and personal 

progress through the projects using a narrative arc (Joubert et al., 2019). This is novel in educational 

settings, as the relationship between the presenter and the audience is often not as well explored, 

and there is often less emphasis on two-way communication (Ainsworth and Eaton, 2010). However, 

establishing and maintaining a rapport, for instance through personal stories, is essential for 

engagement as the barrier between a supposed expert and the audience is reduced (Maddalena and 

Reilly, 2018). I used this style throughout my learning activity. When discussing more abstract 

findings, I used analogies where the components were framed in narrative style, for example casting 

specific proteins as protagonists, antagonists, or helpers to provide a different style of content 

delivery. 

After running this activity for the first time, I realised the central “participatory learning activity” was 

too long as attention in the students reduced and the scores in the quiz questions on the later topics 

were lower. Therefore, I modified my materials and plan for the later sessions by introducing a 

section in the middle of the lecture where I changed computer programmes to PyMol (DeLano, 

2002) and explored a 3D protein structure with the students to maintain engagement. I also 

modified some of my slides to keep them accessible. This improved the quiz answers and I saw 

increased communication in the chat, indicating maintained attention.  

 

 

Assessment 

Assessment is a major component of education as the majority of formal learning interventions are 

in preparation for examination of the students’ knowledge (Ainsworth and Eaton, 2010). Although 

not every assessment is summative and leads to a grade or qualification, every test is useful for 

students to understand their attainment and receive feedback on how to improve. As feedback is a 

cornerstone of education, it was easy to draw on the extensive research into assessment and 

feedback principles to shape these sessions (Sadler, 1989; Voelkel et al., 2020). However, in science 

engagement, assessment of the audience’s understanding is very rare as the intended impacts do 

not encompass gaining specific understanding, and so there is minimal assessment-based 

scholarship to draw on. The assessment of this session fell more into engagement-based needs, as 

there is no final summative exam. Rather, I wanted to understand whether the session had 

effectively introduced the students to university-style lectures and an area of active research. 

Therefore, a true blending of approaches could take place, including education-based assessment 

and feedback techniques, but ‘disguising’ these in a fun and engaging format that felt more 

enjoyable than formal assessment. 

In this work, the primary mode of assessment was embedded into the Kahoot! quizzes. These were 

particularly valuable in this kind of session as they are quick and provide instant correct or incorrect 

feedback and an indication of how many of their peers answered similarly. As the majority of the 

questions were multiple-choice, it initially seemed that it would be difficult to assess the higher 

order skills in the students as defined by Bloom’s taxonomy (apply, analyse, evaluate, create) (Bloom 

et al., 1956). However, I followed the work of Atkinson and Meadows (2018) and wrote my 

questions to assess higher order skills through a mixture of question types (Table 1). Firstly, using 

scenario-based question stems, such as “how would you put together a membrane protein 

simulation?” so the students needed to apply their biology knowledge and remember simulation 

details. Secondly, I used data-based questions where I provided disease prevalence and mortality 

data and asked which could be a highest research priority. To answer this question, the students had 



47 
 

to analyse the data and evaluate the reason for priority. Their response to these questions was 

positive, and it guided some of their later discussion about long-term research impact.  

 

 

Evaluation 

Both science communication and education rely heavily on evaluation to assess how well the 

objectives and aims of the sessions have been met. Traditionally, these take the form of feedback 

sheets and surveys with the option of feedback (Ziegler et al., 2021). However, these methods often 

have a low uptake and return rate compared to the number of individuals who have engaged in it 

(Jones et al., 2013). This can be detrimental to the continued development of the session, as it can 

lead to overrepresentation of a limited number of viewpoints. I somewhat overcame this by 

embedding the evaluation into the online quiz. Many of the aspects that make Kahoot! a good 

assessment platform are also valuable for evaluation, for example, through the use of anonymity. In 

the pre- and post-tests, I used free-typing questions to ask what the students thought of biophysics 

to evaluate whether I had met my objective of introducing them to a current research-area. I also 

used the results from the quiz questions to gauge if the information was presented well enough to 

allow the students to get the right answers. 
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The free typing questions with the prompt of “what do you think of biophysics?” were intended for 

thematic analysis, but there was a large amount of consistency in the results, so quantitative analysis 

methods were used. The responses showed that 68% of the students had not heard of biophysics 

prior to the session. Comparatively, 94% of the students indicated that they thought biophysics was 

an interesting area of research following the lecture (Fig. 2). This was particularly remarkable, as 

prior to the session, only 13.6% of the students indicated that physics was their favourite science-

related subject (13.6% maths, 9.1% chemistry and 63.6% biology), and therefore I did not anticipate 

that so many would be engaged by the material. Understanding the interests of the students may 

have been an integral part of this success as I was able to tailor my delivery to the majority of the 

students by emphasising the biological aspects of the research once I knew that the majority 

favoured this subject. This is another area from which education practice can learn from science 

engagement as it is typically guided by the interests of the audience as opposed to the objectives.  

Figure 2. The Opinions of the Students on Different Science Subjects. Kahoot! was used to ask the students 
which their favourite science-related subject was using a poll style question, and their responses to a free-
typing question asking their thoughts on biophysics as a research area before and after the session were 
recorded and intended for thematic analysis.  

Figure 3. The Results of the Post-Assessment Questions. Kahoot! was used to assess the students 
following the participatory learning activity. The green regions on the right-hand side of the graphs are 
used to indicate a correct response from the students, whereas red is used for incorrect answers. Blue 
is used for informative rather than summative questions.  
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The assessment of the students also allowed further evaluation of the session (Fig. 3), as their 

attainment indicated what topics and skills were the best understood by the students. The questions 

“what does E. coli stand for?” and “who discovered what DNA looks like?” assessed the 

understanding and remembering skills of the students. The attainment was very high for these 

questions with 77.3% of students picking Escherichia coli and 64% selecting Watson, Crick and 

Franklin. However, these are topics that are likely to be covered during their schooling and so it isn’t 

clear if these high marks were due to my instruction or prior knowledge. The question “how would 

you set up a membrane protein simulation?” relied on knowledge gained from my session. That 

61.1% of students answered correctly indicates that they remembered details and were able to 

apply them to the situation posed in the question. The success rate of this question was lower than 

the prior two which may be due to the unfamiliar content and the higher-order skills being assessed, 

but the high attainment indicates that students were able to engage with the new information 

presented to them. Finally, the question “which of these do you think should be a researcher 

priority?” assessed the students evaluating and applying skills as they had to interpret mortality and 

prevalence data and the reasoning presented to them. This was not marked “right” or “wrong” as all 

the options were subjective, but it was interesting to see the mortality be rated as a higher priority 

than prevalence, which was used to inform future sessions to focus the materials and content on the 

biological relevance of the topic area. 

 

 

Limitations 

These findings demonstrate how engagement techniques can be combined with educational 

practice to achieve module outcomes, while prioritising the interests of the students. However, this 

evaluation strategy was limited as it was primarily quantitative and so did not provide me with 

substantial understanding of the student’s thoughts and experience of the session. Additionally, the 

qualitative information from the free-typing questions were not particularly detailed, either due to 

lack of specificity in responses or short answers from the students. Therefore, it is difficult to 

understand which activities or topics were most engaging or which could be improved and which 

strategies were most useful for the students. For a better understanding of most engaging activities 

and topics, and of most useful strategies for students, free-typing questions might not be the best 

ways to get feedback. More structured questions would be more effective for this purpose. 

Additionally, the limited access to students from external institutions and the limited number of 

attendees meant reduced opportunities to follow up on any of the insights from the feedback with 

the students. In future, when applied to undergraduate students of my own institution, the strategy 

used in this work will be adapted by taking a mixed methods approach to enhance the qualitative 

data collection, perhaps through combining focus groups or interviews and the in-session feedback.  

 

Concluding thoughts 

The integration of science education and engagement practices is an emerging, yet successful 

strategy for the planning, delivery, assessment, and evaluation of teaching sessions. Incorporating 

aspects of both, from more structured and scholarship-based elements of pedagogical practice 

alongside the more flexible, informal techniques used in science communication, led to teaching 

interventions that were simultaneously engaging and interesting for students, while equipping them 

with higher-order skills and information for their subject area. Although these sessions were held 

with A-level aged students, these techniques could be applicable in other educational settings and I 

hope that these findings encourage others looking for ways to expand their practice into more 

engagement-focused teaching approaches.   
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Abstract 

 
Research Skills are a core module in the undergraduate psychology curriculum at the University of 
Leeds. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, all teaching sessions took place on campus, from big groups 
for lectures to small groups (up to 12 students) for seminars. With the outbreak of the coronavirus, 
these moved online and I, as a seminar leader, found myself facilitating learning sessions in research 
skills from a distance. In this article, I will reflect on my experience of delivering these seminars 
online as both an international student and a postgraduate researcher. With this double lens in 
mind, I will consider interactions between students and myself, the sense of belonging and the role 
of feedback in the online learning process. While facilitating the ‘Research Skills’ small-group 
sessions did not leave me a lot of freedom in designing my own seminar, I managed to get students 
to collaborate on specific tasks, give comprehensive feedback on their assignments and provide 
them with material they could work through in their own time. In a time where students were 
physically distanced, my approach helped to create a sense of community to enhance students’ 
learning experience. 
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Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic and the following lockdowns caused universities all over the world to 
review and reorganise their teaching and learning to be carried out online (Arday, 2022). This 
brought several challenges for everyone involved, from students to tutors to postgraduate teaching 
assistants. Indeed, the latter, who find themselves in the liminal space between students and 
established academics, often play a major role in the delivery of undergraduate and postgraduate 
teaching (Compton & Tran, 2017), but their voices are rarely included when it comes to judging the 
effectiveness of Higher Education teaching and the fostering of a learning community for students. 
In this reflective piece of writing, I position myself as an international postgraduate researcher 
teaching at undergraduate level at the University of Leeds, both before and during the pandemic. 
First, I will analyse my own context, before reflecting on how this has informed my approach 
towards learning and teaching. Finally, I will emphasise the role feedback plays in the student 
learning experience and how this was, in my case, influenced by the fact that all teaching was 
delivered online for the 2020-2021 cohort of undergraduate students in the School of Psychology.   

 

Student, researcher and teacher 

As argued in Tomczak (2021), the term ‘PhD student’ might only describe part of the truth for 
postgraduate researchers. While, strictly considered, PhD students are still ‘students’, learning how 
to do research, they are also already ‘researchers’ and as I argue in this article, they are also 
‘teachers’ in their role in undergraduate and postgraduate teaching. Our position in that way is 
unique, as both learning and teaching are part of our daily responsibilities, and we can use our own 
and current learning experience to inform our own and current teaching practice. In my case, this 
point of view enabled me to think about the research topic I chose for my PhD as an example and 
inspiration for the first-year undergraduate students I was teaching. Indeed, several students were 
very interested in hearing about my research and approached me to ask questions about it, which 
they probably would not have been able to do with their lecturers and tutors. As Dolan and Johnson 
(2010) stated, undergraduate students perceive postgraduate students as more approachable than 
more senior members of the faculty. This observation might not even be linked to the person who 
teaches their class, but more to the class itself, as postgraduate researchers usually facilitate small 
group sessions that allow for more interaction and rapport between the teacher and the students. 
To me, it was important to give my students the opportunity to have someone to talk to about 
research in general, but also about their studies and provide sufficient time for questions. As 
suggested by Aktar and Oxley (2019), bringing research to the classroom can have a positive effect 
on student engagement, as learners are able to see how knowledge is generated and become more 
motivated to engage in research activities themselves. At the same time, I was able to understand 
what my students were dealing with – starting their studies of psychology and living a more 
independent life away from their families – as the time when I started my studies was still very fresh 
in my mind.  

Having been able to do a German Abitur and a French Baccalaureate (both A-level equivalents) in 
Germany, it allowed me to use my language skills further and start my undergraduate degree in 
France. Three years later, after successful completion, I moved to Leeds in 2019, where I started my 
PhD and teaching in the Research Skills 1 and 2 modules at the School of Psychology at the same 
time. Having experience of these three different educational systems has contributed largely to my 
own understanding of Higher Education and the atmosphere I want to create in my classroom for an 
ideal student learning experience. Besides, I was able to inspire students to look out for tangible 
opportunities internationally, which they may not have thought about before. A few students 
thanked me for this perspective I allowed them to take and have decided to study a year abroad 
during their degree. As Elliott and Marie (2021) suggest, postgraduate researchers who teach find 
themselves in a place where they can best navigate between the positions of staff and students. This 
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was exactly my experience, as being responsible for a group of students allowed me to grow into the 
role of a teacher, although I still considered myself a student. 

 

Delivering Research Skills online 

From 2019 to 2022, I taught first-year undergraduate psychology students as a seminar leader in the 
Research Skills 1 and 2 modules. These modules combine lectures and practicals (both taught by 
senior academics), computer-based learning sessions (taught by postgraduate teaching assistants) 
and seminars (taught by postgraduate researchers). While the lectures concentrate on research 
methodology and statistics, the practicals give students the opportunity to carry out a simple 
research study. Students then hand in a report (similar to a short journal article) about the study 
they carried out and the data they analysed. Seminars take place a week before a report is due as a 
final opportunity for students to talk about methods and rationale of the study and to review 
relevant content from their recent lecture for their report.  

After almost a year of teaching on campus, these small-groups sessions were delivered entirely 
online and I, as a postgraduate teaching assistant, had to find a way of delivering the same content, 
without forgoing the standard of the interactions and discussions in the in-person seminars. The 
School of Psychology asked us to facilitate the monthly seminars on Microsoft Teams and while we 
were given the content to cover during these sessions, there was always time allocated for questions 
and discussions. To engage students and enhance their learning experience, Colaiacomo and 
Havemann (2022) suggest collecting ideas for activities and interactive workshops from the 
students, which can be found on their blog referenced in their article. However, simply 
communicating with students, being compassionate and human, and actively building relationships 
with them can already have a positive impact on their engagement and even raise their marks 
(Glazier, 2021).  

To create the space for reflection, I asked my students at the beginning of the academic year 
2020/2021 to share with the class in the chat any aspects of their studies they were particularly 
looking forward to and any aspects they were particularly worried about. While I was happy to see 
that the students were excited about some subjects, I was more interested in their fears, as these 
would give me a good idea of how I could support them best, even from a distance. As shown in past 
literature (Macher et al., 2012), students were mostly concerned about their upcoming statistics 
classes and felt they would not be good enough to pass this module. They told me about their 
computer-based learning sessions and how difficult it was for them to use the statistical software 
SPSS to answer their research questions designed by their tutors. 

The Research Skills seminars were delivered in preparation of several research reports which 
students had to hand in for me to mark. As the module progressed, students were asked to move 
from descriptive statistics to the use of inferential statistics. While the statistical knowledge and 
skills were covered mainly during the lectures of the same module, the first aim of the seminar was 
to create a place where students could ask questions about anything they had not understood, in 
order to be able to confidently write their reports. To facilitate the discussion between them and 
encourage the more introverted students to communicate with each other, I regularly used the 
break-out room function of Microsoft Teams. This enabled  students to work in small groups in 
separate virtual rooms, where they could discuss their questions with their peers, before we would 
come back to the ‘main room’ and I would help with any remaining questions.  

On a more theoretical level, according to Marton and Säljö (1976), there are two ways of engaging 
with new, difficult concepts: a surface-level processing and a deep-level processing. As suggested by 
these terms, a surface-level processing only concentrates on recalling as much information as 
possible, whereas a deep-level processing enables students to understand mechanisms behind 
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concepts through reflection. To complete Marton’s and Säljö’s theory, Entwistle (1988) added a 
strategic approach to learning, which he described as the “hope for success” which allows students 
to navigate between the deep and surface learning approaches for more efficient outcomes. During 
my seminars, I encouraged students to use a deep approach to learning, which has been shown to 
increase their success of reaching learning outcomes (Gibbs & Coffey, 2004), by minimising the time 
they have to listen to me, but instead help them to work through material independently or only 
with the help of other students. In an online context, this often included some ice-breaking before 
we could start activities in small groups, as students were hesitant to talk to each other. I would join 
students in the break-out rooms, introduce them to each other and help facilitate the 
communication to start with. By listening carefully to their questions at the end of group activities, 
as Marton and Säljö (1976) did when asking students to describe their learning process, I was able to 
tell when students engaged on a deep level with the content of the seminar or when I needed to 
prompt them further.  

The first aim of the seminars, as described above, was to make sure students had access to all the 
resources they needed to write their next research report and give them a place to ask questions. 
The second aim was to reflect on any feedback students had received on their last research report 
and in the next section of this reflective piece, I will discuss my own approach to providing feedback. 

 

Assessment and Feedback  

As someone receiving regular feedback on written work from my supervisors, I had my own ideas of 
what constructive feedback should look like and how it should be delivered. I knew it had to be both 
encouraging but also challenge students to go beyond what they had already learned. This process 
called ‘scaffolding’ was first theorised by Wood et al. (1976), who described how an adult, or 
‘expert’, could help facilitate learning by choosing an activity that goes just beyond of what a child, 
or the less experienced person, would be capable of doing. In my teaching role, I was responsible for 
marking students’ reports in their Research Skills 1 and 2 modules (three reports per semester) but 
did not take part in the process of designing these assessments and their marking criteria. However, 
I used every opportunity I had during seminars to provide students with feedback about their work 
in class, in addition to the more formal feedback for their reports. For the assessment of the reports, 
all postgraduate researchers teaching the seminars received specific training at the beginning of the 
semester by marking an example report and comparing their feedback. From my own experience, I 
knew that written and asynchronous feedback was received in a different way than oral and 
synchronous feedback (be it face to face or from a distance). While written feedback can be 
misunderstood, misleading or just appear quite negative, oral and synchronous feedback gives 
students the opportunity to ask for clarification by turning it into an activity for the entire class. In 
my own experience, it also allowed me as the teacher to reconsider my wording, to make sure to 
always include some positive feedback and to pay attention to how students received the feedback 
in general. For this reason, I took additional care of planning enough time for group feedback during 
the seminar and giving students the time to reflect on feedback. 

Brown (2005: 82) claimed that assessment and feedback, as part of a continuous progression for 
students, “should be learner-centred […] and should reflect a learner-centred curriculum” and 
should create opportunities for tutors to provide constructive feed-forward comments on the 
learners’ achievements. Part of the assessment of students’ reports involved assessing the amount 
and choice of literature they used to support their argument, and allowed for a lot of variability 
between students. In addition, as the HEA (2017: 15) suggested, I provided students with an 
‘educational rationale’, which explained how and why they were going to be assessed and how this 
feeds into their general curriculum. 
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For the academic year 2020/2021, the School of Psychology started using a reflective feedback sheet 
for students’ reports, where they were asked to copy feedback they had received previously, reflect 
on how they addressed these points and asked them which aspect of their report they would 
particularly value feedback on. In my seminars, I noticed that the students who engaged with it 
generally made more progress during the module, as they were encouraged to review feedback 
from their last report and think critically about it, before submitting their next piece of work. This 
observation is in line with the findings of Harris et al. (2022), who claim that the implementation of 
this type of feedback sheet is perceived as a positive change by students, due to its reflective nature. 
While this feedback sheet was not assessed, I insisted that students should include it in their report, 
in order for them to better engage with, and reflect on, received feedback. Compared to the 
previous year, where this feedback sheet was not used, I noticed more students were able to answer 
their own questions independently, by engaging with the reflective feedback sheet and they were 
less reliant on the educator’s support.  

 

Conclusion 

To conclude, I would like to argue that the move to online teaching was not only a challenge, but 
also an opportunity to question and adjust our teaching practice in Higher Education. Indeed, 
whether the future of learning and teaching is campus-based or online-based, educators should 
apply the same theories to the learning environment we want to create. Communication between 
students and between tutors and students is essential for a healthy learning environment, be it face 
to face or online, as this enables students to learn from their peers and to further engage with 
feedback respectively. Through my own experience as a student, researcher and teacher, I was able 
to create a learning community for students, where they felt connected enough to talk to each 
other, solve problems and answer questions in groups, and reflect on feedback regularly.  
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Abstract 
 
Transitions to online learning as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic challenged how group-based 
activities were delivered. This paper explores how a quantitative social research design project 
allowed insights into digital pedagogy. Transition to group working in breakout rooms required 
planning to be centred on an imagined student learning experience. As a Graduate Teaching 
Assistant (GTA), this included understanding the dynamics by group, supporting learning in the 
digital space, presenting accessible materials, facilitating the learning process across multiple 
groups, and (re)planning teaching sessions successfully for the online milieu. Breakout rooms are 
dispersed digital learning spaces and were in use at a time when students were experiencing 
significant declines in mental health, challenges with digital exclusion, disengagement, and a lack of 
online confidence in peer-to-peer relationships (Peper et al., 2021; Savage et al., 2020). Addressing 
these key factors required a more student-centred planning approach, based on individual and 
group needs, in ways which were not seen within face-to-face delivery. Drawing on experiences of 
the potential for isolation and uncertainty for students in breakout room spaces, I reimagined the 
digital space in terms of material presentation, facilitating student empowerment, and 
communicating and managing across multiple breakout rooms concurrently. These strategies 
contributed towards positive student experiences, providing pedagogical insights into newer online 
teaching practices for GTAs. 
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Introduction 
 
Online learning is nothing new. Online methods have been a main source of learning for institutions 
such as the Open University since 1969 (LSBF, 2019). Yet when the COVID-19 pandemic hit, students 
and teachers were propelled into an uncertain chaos. The move from face-to-face learning shifted 
quickly to online, enabling students to continue with their learning. Whilst many students embraced 
the move and adapted with ease, difficulties arose across degree programmes. Lab work, for 
example, was suspended causing delays and difficulties for students who were based in STEM 
subjects (Sonbuchner et al., 2021). Social sciences and humanities however, continued to some 
extent, yet modifications of delivery needed to be planned and executed with some precision to 
enable students to continue with required module outcomes. Further, GTAs had to quickly adapt 
their pedagogical approach to ensure delivery of materials remained consistent and met module and 
teaching outcomes.  
 
This reflective paper examines my experience as a GTA in a Scottish university, teaching on a 
research methods module. The module at hand required students to work as part of a group, 
designing and researching their own quantitative topic. Pre-COVID, this module enabled students to 
utilise a variety of different methods, including observation, parametric tests, and questionnaires. 
However, in addition to moving online, students had to remain socially distant, which further 
prevented different methods being employed. This limited scope meant students in this cohort all 
used online questionnaire methods as a group, and then analysed their data in the software package 
SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) individually, as part of their individual assignments. 
Teaching was delivered via MS Teams, with students working in breakout rooms in their groups.    
 
 
History and experience 
 
The history of distance learning stems back from as early as the 1700’s (LSBF, 2019). In the modern 
millennia however, distance learning has grown at a significant pace with access to resources such as 
the internet and online university systems. Nevertheless, when the switch to online learning 
occurred during the pandemic, student engagement was said to be at an all-time low, with many 
expressing their disappointment at the move to online (Abbasi et al., 2020; Howard et al., 2021).  In 
part, this feeling was due to a variety of different reasons, such as poor internet connection, lack of 
adequate space, no privacy, electrical equipment not meeting the requirements of software, 
unfamiliarity with video platforms, unclear expectations, accessibility needs not being met, feeling 
uncomfortable using video cameras and/or speaking out using microphones (Alfadhel and Alorani, 
2021; Bashir et al., 2021; Sahu, 2020). 
 
At the start of the pandemic, I had one year’s teaching experience as a GTA, allowing me to re-plan 
my sessions using the knowledge I had gained previously.  Although I had no prior familiarity with 
the MS Teams software, I was fortunate enough to be offered some online training prior to teaching 
online. As the module I was working on required students to work in groups, it was important for me 
to understand how to operate breakout rooms. Although a relatively easy task, using breakout 
rooms as a main function caused several issues in teaching.  
 
 
Planning and delivery of the sessions 
 
Previous experience of this module meant that planning sessions required minimal time as previous 
materials were available to me and I knew the necessary teaching outcomes. Nevertheless, there 
were new challenges to contend with, which I could not foresee prior to the first online session.  Lee 
et al. (2021) argue online teaching delivery is specifically designed to account for technological 
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characteristics and is designed to be pre-planned. The pandemic, however, saw an emergency shift 
into digital spaces, and those who had not taught online before had to reimagine teaching delivery.  
 
The seminar group consisted of twenty-eight 2nd year students who had previously worked together 
and I had taught in their first year on another research module. In this regard, the students had 
some familiarity with my pedagogical methods and with each other. Beqiri et al. (2009: 97) state “in 
the traditional classroom setting, although students may frequently struggle to solve a difficult 
problem, they also enjoy access to immediate help from the instructor or peers”. I was aware that in 
the online environment, students were still likely to have some element of comfort as they were 
already familiar with me and their peers. However, this did not deter from the fact that the first 
session required some further in-depth discussion on how the seminars had been planned and how 
they would work in practice. This included reassuring the students that the online delivery was new 
to both me and them, and that any issues arising would be dealt with, where possible. All sessions 
began with recapping content provided in the lectures. The students also had the opportunity to ask 
me questions before they had been placed in the breakout rooms. Students were reminded at the 
start of each session that I would enter each breakout room throughout the seminar. This enabled 
me to monitor student participation and engagement with each other and to allow students to ask 
questions. 
 
Breakout rooms on MS Teams enable the session leader to place students into separate groups, 
separate from the main room. Rooms are created either automatically by inputting how many 
rooms are required, with the software assigning students to rooms at random, or by manual input 
(Microsoft, 2022). Students within this module were assigned to a group manually and this process 
needed to be repeated at the beginning of each session. Within the rooms, students still have all the 
features that the main room provides such as chat, raise hand, microphone, and video. Students also 
have access to the chat within the main room. Therefore, during the seminar, they could ask me any 
questions whilst the session was ongoing or invite me to enter the breakout room.  
 
The training session provided by university staff was informative and gave me some confidence to 
navigate the software. That said, issues still arose. Placing students into breakout rooms also took 
time as there were twenty-eight students. To simplify the process, I made a chart which listed each 
student in their group, however the design of MS Teams meant that students were placed into their 
groups by being manually assigned as they appeared on the MS Teams participant list. The process, 
however, became easier as the weeks progressed as I would start to assign students to their 
breakout room as soon as they entered the session. Nevertheless, this was not always a seamless 
process. Many of the students on the research module were already waiting for the session to start 
when I arrived, despite being five minutes early; they were eager to learn! Challenges also arose 
when students were absent from the sessions and this caused difficulties when there was only one 
member of a group present. This presented me with an opportunity to speak with the student on a 
one-to-one basis, enquiring how group work was going; making sure that the student had the 
necessary resources to continue with their group research task.  
 
Agustina and Suharya (2021: 42) state that the use of breakout rooms facilitates student-led tasks 
and group work. Working online in small groups can promote confidence and a sense of security as 
there is physical and digital space between the students and teacher (Agustina and Suharya, 2021: 
44). As this module required students to work on their own research topic, it was designed as a self-
directed, student-led approach of independent study. This meant that my interactions with each 
group varied according to what guidance they required. My pedagogical approach, therefore, had to 
be adapted within each group: Having previously taught this module in a classroom setting, students 
appeared to be more engaged in their breakout groups compared to face-to-face sessions in the 
previous year. Students appeared to be more confident in asking questions and making use of the 
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additional opportunity to discuss the task.  In this experience, I found learning in the digital space 
can provide many positives for student engagement. The absence of physical presence of the tutor 
can provide the students with a safer space to work at their own pace. They are completely self-
accountable to complete their work without the constant supervision of the tutor. However, not all 
students may feel comfortable working in the digital space, and challenges can arise when 
technology fails to support the online learning platform.  
 
Moreover, these issues were likely to contribute to the decline in student mental health with many 
students reported being ‘scared and confused’ regarding lockdown rules (Stubley, 2020). I 
recognised the emergent uncertainty concerning moving learning onto online platforms and this was 
a particular concern in relation to group tasks (Peper et al., 2021). To assure students, each session 
began with enquiring about their wellbeing and reaffirming that I was available to answer any 
questions in relation to their learning. Students were advised in each session that they could contact 
me outside of the seminar.   
 
In my own experience of operating breakout rooms, additional challenges arose when students did 
not have access to the most up to date version of MS Teams, and where their device did not support 
the function itself. Those who were using mobile phones for instance could not access the breakout 
rooms. When this occurred, I had to manage these students separately. This included speaking with 
their group and asking them to use chat function or email to communicate with the student who 
could not join the breakout room. There were further issues when students could not gain access to 
the session itself because of limited or poor Wi-Fi connection.  It is likely that students who did 
experience technical issues were frustrated and this could have caused disengagement from the 
module.                  
 
 
Monitoring group work in breakout rooms 
 
Unlike the classroom space, the digital environment is less personal. In a classroom the tutor may 
move around each group to see if any guidance is required, or if the group needs to ask any 
questions. The tutor’s presence is continual throughout the face-to-face session. Breakout rooms, 
however, remove the personal factors and in some instances when I joined students in their groups, 
I felt there was an element of intrusion. Overall, all groups were ready with questions regarding their 
project, which ranged from styles of questions to use, how to complete their ethics forms, guidance 
on recruitment, and length of questionnaires. If students had no questions, I engaged with them by 
asking questions to monitor the stages of group work and to maintain the ‘digital’ relationship, in 
addition to offering assurance that I was engaged with their learning as much as them. Additionally, 
assuring the students that this was a new experience for myself facilitated the learning experience as 
the students appeared to feel comfortable and able to express their concerns freely.   
 
It is suggested that within a face-to-face setting, the relationship between student and teacher is 
accepted as a given; with feedback being readily available (Dumford and Miller, 2018; Wijekumar et 
al., 2006). In the digital learning environment, the delivery of feedback and guidance needs to be 
adjusted to suit the milieu (Dumford and Miller, 2018: 453). In all sessions my camera and 
microphone were switched on, so students could grasp some sense of my body language. Therefore, 
when feedback and guidance were required, students could read my cues (Irani, 2019: 4). 
Nevertheless, most of the students in this cohort did not have their cameras switched on. Not being 
able to see the student created some barriers when communicating as I was unable to gauge how 
my feedback and guidance was being understood. At the beginning of each session, I tried to 
overcome this barrier by encouraging them to use the chat function, the raise hand feature, the 
microphone, and reminded them they could contact me outside of the session if they needed 
further guidance and support.  
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Although working in the digital space is said to hinder the process of group work (Dumford and 
Miller, 2018), the use of breakout room provides some positives to online teaching and learning 
(Agustina and Suharya, 2021: 45). There is a clear shift from the role of the teacher being at the 
centre of learning which empowers the student to be at the centre (Agustina and Suharya, 2021: 
45). As such, breakout rooms further enable students to work collaboratively and to use a self-
directed approach, as the teacher is effectively removed from the teaching space for a period of 
time. This was evident in my experience with students appearing to be engaged with their research 
projects with minimal interruption from myself.    
 
 
Teaching in personal spaces  
 
The digital environment can make students feeler safer but can also be invasive.  Carr and Tatham 
(2021) illustrate that online platforms diminish the private divide between individuals. Face to face 
teaching does not give access to the private spaces of individuals. In a classroom, students can make 
assumptions about the tutor based on their appearance and body language (Carr and Tatham, 2021: 
11; Knapik, 2006). Digital spaces, however, recreate these assumptions as students can see into the 
tutor’s private space. In the digital setting, students only see a limited view of the tutor (Carr and 
Tatham, 2021). Similarly, tutors may see into the private spaces of students such as viewing an 
unmade bed or personal photographs on their walls. Such insights influence both student and tutor 
to make assumptions about one another. However, as previously mentioned, students had already 
been taught by me in another module, and so a relationship had already been established.  
 
In your own space you are likely to feel more at ease than when you are learning in a classroom 
(Irani, 2019: 5). As noted earlier, students were less likely to have their cameras switched on within 
the session. Speaking with fellow GTAs, there were debates regarding the ‘pros’ and ‘cons’ of having 
the camera on during the online sessions. However, within the institution I was working for, this was 
not an issue that caused concern. Students needed to feel comfortable in such settings and 
therefore it was at their discretion to decide if they wished to have their cameras switched on. 
Having the camera on in the online learning space can cause some distractions. Human nature 
makes us inquisitive beings and background interactions online can lead to students and teachers 
being distracted (Peper et al., 2021). In my experience, not having cameras switched on could have 
contributed to increased student engagement. In this regard, being present in their own space, with 
the privacy of no camera use, contributed to positive outcomes in learning.   
 

 

Conclusion 
 
Whilst online teaching delivery is not a new concept, many GTAs were faced with moving to online 
platforms during COVID-19. Modules that had been designed for face-to-face delivery became 
adaptable overnight, as teaching staff had to navigate the complex issues of online delivery. Moving 
into the digital teaching space meant I had to reimagine the student experience. Delivery of 
materials and communication was paramount to the planning process, and this included offering 
more opportunities for students to ask questions and to receive ongoing feedback.   
 
Operating breakout rooms presented some small organisational issues such as the time taken to 
place each student in their groups, problems with technology, and lack of in-person rapport. These 
challenges meant I had to quickly reimagine how I interact in group sessions. In general, students felt 
comfortable working in private group spaces in the virtual space as there were less distractions than 
in a physical classroom. My physical absence was transformed into the virtual, meaning I had to 
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adapt my teaching sessions. At best, this presented as a positive outcome for students as it is likely 
they felt more comfortable within their own spaces.  
 
Moving into personal spaces crosses boundaries between private divides. In this experience 
however, camera usage was not generally used by students. This provided them with privacy and 
facilitated their learning, allowing them to focus on the tasks required. Overall, my experience was 
positive as students took on the self-directed learning approach which was required of them. As 
such, my interactions in breakout rooms contributed to students feeling empowered as they felt 
comfortable asking questions and engaged with each other in their private spaces.  
 
Teaching in online spaces can be a positive experience for GTAs as it enables them to reimage their 
teaching practices and their course delivery. Breakout rooms in particular can facilitate student 
group learning as the distance between the GTA and students may increase student confidence in a 
less invasive private space. GTAs should consider student preferences for camera use and the 
benefits of fewer background distractions.   
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Abstract 
 
During the unprecedented COVID-19 pandemic, Higher Education fine art arts educators were 
compelled to re-think their studio teaching methods. As a PGR instructor new to teaching, I took this 
as an opportunity to enter into a curious and creative inquiry with my first-year students into the 
pandemic situation itself, through a project titled: ‘Engaging, Encountering, and Distancing: Masks, 
Masking, Masquerading’. This article draws on my reflexive research conducted throughout my first 
term teaching in the School of Fine Art, Art History and Cultural and Media Studies, at the University 
of Leeds. My students were supported to think of themselves as context-specific artist researchers, 
gaining experience of social and visual research, to engage in haptic experiments with materials, to 
investigate their immediate habitat, and to make new work mediated by the online environment. 
The project encouraged students to attend to the affective, making conscious modes of relating and 
having presence online, searching for new ways to create a sense of being with and relating to each 
other. As a consequence of teaching online, I came to question what is specific about the 
pedagogical premise and methods of fine art teaching, with an emphasis on ‘the studio’ as a making 
and relational space, and the importance placed on embodiment in the student/lecturer relationship 
and learning experience of 1-2-1 tutor/student tutorials, and studio group crits. Whilst fine art 
lecturers are relieved to be back in the physical studio, teaching under COVID-19 has enabled us to 
appreciate the specificities of a fine art pedagogy and its social importance, and to value a fine art 
education as a life practice. 
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Introduction 
 
Teams, Zoom, Skype, Blackboard Collaborate - back in August 2020, I was an innocent. By 
September, these online conference platforms were our studio. I had entered the summer feeling 
confident about the next academic year. I had six first-year fine art workshops planned for ten 
students, that would be delivered three times with three different groups. Working in one of the 
school’s art studios, my students and I would explore the themes of togetherness and collaboration. 
Then, the announcement came. First from the Government, swiftly followed by the University. 
Within a week I was working to ‘the rule of six’ with restricted face-to-face teaching.  
 
In this article I reflect on my experience teaching as a PGR tutor on the BA Hons First Year Fine art 
programme adapting to meet COVID-19 restrictions by establishing teaching as an online co-learning 
research project. I introduce the context of studio-based teaching as it has come to be a core, 
though informal pedagogy of fine art education. Under ever shifting pandemic restrictions, all face-
to-face art teaching ceased within four weeks of the 2020 academic year. I go on to describe how I 
made a shift to online teaching, outlining my design for the three-week Engagement: Making Art 
Now programme. Full of fear for the unknown of online teaching and knowing that my students 
were also anxious (though simultaneously more digitally aware than myself), I applied for fast track 
University ethics clearance and designed this foundational first year programme as a research 
project for us all. Drawing on an autoethnographic/Constructivist Grounded Theory method (CGT) 
framework, I invited students to engage in a cycle of reflexive creative activities with me, some of 
which I describe below, to address the unique context of making art and being an emerging artist 
under COVID-19 measures. Throughout each three-week teaching cycle, I observed my feelings 
navigating the pandemic and my fearful state teaching online, authoring a reflective journal after 
each session. I also invited the students to keep a weekly reflective log, which at the end of our cycle 
together they submitted to me as non-assessed work. 
 
Towards the end of the nine-week programme, I invited all of the students to join me in a focus 
group. The questions were derived from my field note observations taken during each of our 
workshops, as well as my own and the students’ weekly reflective logs. I transcribed the audio 
recording of our three-hour session and subjected this to a CGT method of interactive coding in 
which patterns of themes are iteratively identified (see details below). 
 
Writing here, I incorporate my own and my students’ experiences and perspectives on the day-to-
day situation during the pandemic. I highlight the importance of embodiment and materiality to the 
teaching of fine art, and suggest that focusing on attunement and relationality (between tutors, 
students, and artworks) could aid students as they return to the post-pandemic studio. Being 
physically together offers advantages like peer learning, developing critical thinking, intersubjective 
social interaction, and knowledge acquisition through hands-on creation. Furthermore, I suggest 
that the pandemic has enabled tutors to recognise and now advocate for the unique strengths and 
properties of a fine art education that equips students to enter the post-university world. Students 
graduate with enhanced capabilities including adeptly handling uncertainty, demonstrating 
innovation and resourcefulness, applying critical thinking, and sensitively adapting to their 
surroundings, which prepares them to navigate the contemporary world. 
 
Where is the Pedagogy in Fine Art Education? 
 
The UK has a variety of art and design curricula. Despite there being a national representative body, 
the Council for Higher Education in Art and Design (CHEAD), the differences in teaching context, 
including who is teaching, what is being taught, how teaching is delivered, and where teaching takes 
place is largely undetermined. This lack of conformity has underpinned post-war fine art education 
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and is widely regarded as both the privilege of receiving a fine art education and of providing it. 
Variations in pedagogical method as well as art medium specificity (i.e., painting, sculpture, 
photography, film, performance, etc.) is what attracts students. This disposition has been fiercely 
defended by fine art educators who commonly work against attempts to rationalise HE art education 
(Harrison, 2014). 

Up until the 1960s, art colleges were principally staffed by professional male artists, teaching part-
time to support their own artistic practice (Green, 1989). It is not uncommon for the orientation, 
conceptual focus, taught mediums, material accessibility, and values of an art school to be 
influenced by the personal interests of Heads of Schools and staff. Schools of Fine art and individual 
departments within schools were commonly led by charismatic male figures who determined the 
ethos of the college overall, its course intake and its structure (Robinson, 2021).  

The Coldstream Report of 1960 and 1970 brought about the most significant changes to date in 
Higher Education art and design. It represented a shift between an educational system based on 
disciplined studies of techniques and crafts, often determined by an individual artist’s professional 
interests, to one based on conceptual thinking, historical and contextual awareness, analytical skills 
and design, and included a clearer definition of core medium for Art and Design disciplines (Kill, 
2005). Initially introduced to provide degree equivalence, the report intended to elevate and lend 
academic credibility to a curriculum rooted in studio practice by introducing the compulsory study of 
History of Art and Design and Complementary Studies, now better known as Critical and Contextual 
Studies (CCS) (Smith, 2015). 
 
For art educationalist, Rebekka Kill, the report’s legacy was “simultaneously valuable and 
catastrophic” for art education in that it both “validated and assimilated avant-garde practices in art 
colleges” – namely, the idea of the studio and studio practices as distinct from wider cultural context 
and practices (Kill, 2005: 1). For Kill, the report instituted a bias in favour of particular 
understandings of what constitutes academic discipline, which has come to determine the theory-
led notion of critical thinking and writing.  
 
The value of CCS in the teaching of creative subjects is today debated in all fields of art and design 
education. Over the last twenty years, the idea of art as lacking the academic rigour of other 
humanities subjects (that fuelled the Coldstream Report in the first place) has come under significant 
fire. In summary, the modes that were once considered the preserve and contribution of CCS, 
namely research rigour, with an emphasis on cultural and historical context are, it is argued, at the 
core of practicing art and design in any case. It is not that practicing art is not academically rigorous, 
so much as the values of what constitutes this ‘rigour’ are biased towards written based ‘academic’ 
disciplines. There is now a renewed enthusiasm in the broader field of art and design education and 
what is termed ‘studio-based teaching’, to promote art and design practices as forms of research in 
their own right, with or without written-based exegesis as part of the reflexive practice (Marshall, 
2010).  

However, despite these pedagogical assertions, what is nevertheless striking is the absence in Higher 
Education of an articulation of fine art pedagogy. Whilst the male ‘master’ tutor may now be a thing 
of the past, there is still remarkably little articulation of art teaching as pedagogical, in contrast to it 
being determined by unspoken ideas of studio-based teaching led by artist tutors. 

What constitutes the studio in this hidden form of pedagogy? Is it a bounded, physical site of 
production (the fetishized artist’s studio)? Does the studio point to, and stand in for, a way of doing 
and being? Is it a form of identity for student artists? The “tornadic impact” (Sabol, 2022: 132) of 
COVID-19, I propose, has impacted on studio practice-based teaching in ways that has prompted all 
of us in art education to re-consider what ‘being in the studio’ has meant and might mean in the 
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future. Many fine art educators are now considering whether the studio is not an expanded space of 
production, temporality, context and identity formation, a place of community, belonging and place-
making. 

 

COVID-19 Measures and University Policy 
 
I commenced teaching under the UK Government’s COVID ‘rule of six’. The rule applied across all 
indoor and outdoor settings and enabled the police to disperse gatherings of over six people and 
issue fines accordingly. From September 2020, the University of Leeds implemented a blended 
teaching strategy. Disciplines arguing for the centrality of practice-based work (notably STEM and 
medical subjects and art and design) kept facilities open with limited access whilst lecture-based 
courses moved entirely online. In the Fine Art department, the artist studios, technical workshops, 
and AV suites became socially distance compliant. This significantly limited the number of students 
across the entire three-year degree programme able to access facilities at any given time. De-
densification meant students were permitted to come into the fine art department one out of every 
three weeks for a limited range of workshops, studio based teaching, and personal studio time. From 
the outset, first year tutors decided if they would teach face-to-face or due to personal 
circumstances work entirely online.  
 
Between September and the beginning of November, cities and regions across England were 
increasingly subjected to varied localised COVID-19 tiering measures in response to the fluctuating 
yet growing infection rates. This resulted in a great variety of social restriction measures governing 
citizen mobility and public and institutional access. Universities across the country were variously 
affected, resulting in staggered opening and access policies. By the end of October, the city of Leeds 
was required to adhere to what at that time was the highest of pandemic tiers. On 2nd November, 
the city entered Tier 3. Three days later, a second national lock down was imposed, and all 
universities closed their doors to face-to-face teaching. Fine art education at the University of Leeds 
would move wholly online. 
 
Pre-COVID-19, the University of Leeds had initiated a digital investment strategy in which digital 
tools were to be integrated into the teaching/learning ‘experience’ and incorporated into classroom-
based teaching principally to provide learners with enhanced opportunities to “engage, collaborate 
and learn in creative ways” (University of Leeds, 2022) on and off site, through platforms such as 
Padlet, Blackboard Collaborate as well as digital classroom spaces. Until the pandemic, however, 
Fine art teaching staff had remained largely uninfluenced by, and arguably resistant, to teaching 
digitally. Staff and students’ use of digital platforms was principally for making artwork or for 
administrative and assessment purposes only. Teaching was effectively conducted as a face-to-face 
process, encompassing technical workshops, one-on-one tutorials, professional artist talks, and 
studio-based group critiques. Moreover, art students expected that their art would be produced in a 
physical workspace (studio, workshop, or AV suite), and it would be distributed as a temporal, 
spatial and physical object or process (i.e. displayed in a physical space), in contrast to online 
distribution. Under COVID-19 measures all this would rapidly change. 
 
 
Fine Art Adaptations 
 
For the first four weeks of the autumn semester, and with no formal preparation from the 
University, fine art tutors were required to adapt their pre-pandemic studio-based teaching 
programmes to accommodate social distancing. By November, they were teaching wholly online. 
Neither the University nor any arts teaching professional body stepped in to support this stressful 
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transition, unlike the support offered to many school-based art teachers in the USA and Australia 
(Coleman & MacDonald, 2020). As a sessional PGR tutor, I was working in a fluctuating and uncertain 
pandemic environment. I received neither technical training, software access, pedagogical support, 
nor the hardware for teaching online. All staff meetings ground to a halt as staff effectively retreated 
in isolated survival mode (Sabol, 2022). Effectively, I was on my own in a ‘sink or swim’ situation. I 
chose to try to swim. 
 
 
COVID-19, Students and Adaptive Behaviours 
 
At Leeds, first year students live in mixed degree programme halls of residence. From September 
2020 through to the end of term in June 2021, student flats were re-designed as ‘bubbles’ of six. 
From the outset, socialisation with other first-year fine art students was entirely limited to those 
who met during formal face-to-face teaching in COVID compliant groups of six students. From 
November 5th, however, in line with national government policy, all students were confined to their 
place of residence full-time – for living, learning and making art. For our fine art students, meeting 
with fellow young artists could only be achieved via formal online teaching channels (i.e. Teams 
based seminars), supplemented by student initiated social media contact, including a Facebook 
messenger ‘support network’, and a Snapchat channel to keep in touch and “at first to moan about 
the situation and the university’s lack of support” (quote from student interview). Progressively, 
these online groups became a vital emotional as well as creative support network. Following the 
Christmas vacation (when pandemic social restrictions were relaxed), another surge in COVID-19 
resulted in renewed university restrictions. Some students returned to halls, whilst others stayed 
back at their parental homes. In both situations, the second semester commenced as a fully online 
fine art programme. 
 
Fine art education is founded on a deep level of collegiate support that is facilitated via the collective 
studio environment, in which emerging artists make work under the curious and supportive 
observation of their peers. This is the unique ‘studio culture’ of fine art, which often persists into 
professional life for artists working in community-based studios. Ostensibly, from the start of the 
year, this form of praxis, which manifests as a social, physical and community space, had been 
compromised (Marshall, 2010). By contrast, and in effect, for the more confident and adaptable fine 
art students, their 'bubble' residential flats evolved into hybrid spaces. Within these spaces, 
bedrooms, kitchens, and even bathrooms were repurposed as studio areas, galleries, and sites for 
installation and performance. 
 
At 4 am one morning, one student I taught - a determined young Greek student, living away from 
home for the first time - erected a complex textile-based installation and photographed it with 
makeshift lighting in her shared kitchen. Another student transformed her small shower cubicle into 
a reflective installation using baking foil, accompanied by sonic elements created by the dripping 
taps. Students involved fellow non-fine art residents as both participants in and audiences for their 
art productions—ranging from performers willing to be painted blue, to others dressing up and 
being photographed in makeshift bedroom photo studios. For those staying at their family homes, 
replicating a studio-like space might have been feasible, involving adaptations of bedrooms or family 
dining rooms, among other options. However, this was not always achievable, leading many to 
ultimately return to Leeds despite stricter social distancing measures. 
 
While student ingenuity and adaptability over the year was astonishing, many also found producing 
art in small studio bedrooms a trying experience: 
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“It’s like everything is done from my bed…I sleep on it, watch films, communicate with friends 
via social media, eat on it sometimes and make art from it. There’s no demarcation between 
work, socialisation and sleep. And I wonder if this isn’t the reason I feel so artistically 
directionless at times and can’t sleep”.  

 
Today, whilst students are at liberty to move around and be in their physical art studios, levels of 
studio attendance remain low. Could this be a result of the pandemic's disruption, along with the 
prevalence and dependence on online platforms in which social communication, entertainment, 
news, college work, and even art making occur in digital spaces?  
 
 
The Shifting Sands of Pedagogical Practice 
 
Over ten weeks from late September to early December, I taught eighteen first-year fine art 
students in a module titled ‘Engagements: Making Art Now’. Students were divided into groups of 
six and worked with a tutor over a three-week cycle in response to a project brief. During this 
period, I deployed blended learning with one face-to-face class to launch the project brief once 
every three weeks in the studio, followed by two weeks delivering online classes using the Microsoft 
Teams platform. Repeating the same cycle of classes three times over the first semester afforded a 
unique circumstance for a qualitative research project addressing the teacher and student 
experience of a fine art education during the time of COVID-19.  
 
Previously, the ‘Now’ part of the module invited students to consider their practice as a present 
activity, rather than rooted in art historical and traditional ways of thinking and making. I regarded 
the pandemic, however, as an opportunity to engage with a unique ‘Now’. I rethought the concept 
of ‘Now’ by situating ourselves in an unprecedented situation as artist/co-researchers, 
collaboratively producing new knowledge regarding art making in the socially distanced time of 
COVID-19.  
 
The project I innovated was titled ‘Masking, Masquerading, and Identity’. It took the circumstances 
of mandated social distancing and mask wearing and invited students to creatively engage in a 
shared inquiry that: 
 

 researched practices of social distancing 

 considered the socio-cultural use of masks across world cultures and history 

 examined mask making and wearing as an artistic subject matter and artist process 

 devised rapid creative responses 
 

In other words, students were encouraged to think of themselves as context specific artist-
researchers, gaining experience of social and visual research. It allowed the students to produce 
haptic experiments with materials to investigate their immediate habitat and to make new work. 
Moreover, the students sought to understand and place themselves in the epicentre of uncertainty 
and precarity, addressing what were often real personal insecurities and fears, transposing them 
into ‘artistic material’ to be worked with, to work on and to be worked by. One student said: 
 

“I certainly don’t think I would have made the stuff I make at all, it’s more 
conceptual…exploring ideas of art taking over, because obviously we don’t have a studio 
space, so things are just kind of accumulating…’cause we don’t have anywhere to store it. So, 
this is like becoming a big part (the idea) of living with art”. 

 
Other students responded to the lack of space: 
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“…the kind of lack of space has pushed me to incorporate things I will be able to share 
digitally. I’ve made a massive shift to digital ways of working which for me, like, I would never 
have expected”. 

 
As a PGR teacher, the pandemic, and its effects on the teaching of fine art, provided a unique and 
time-limited opportunity to re-consider the teacher/student relationship. With each three-week 
project cycle, I introduced the idea of student and tutor as co-researchers engaging with new 
technological platforms as a shared learning experience. I flipped the role of the tutor as an expert 
to that of a student, as I freely admitted that in many cases the students knew more about online 
sharing platforms like Zoom and Microsoft Teams than I did. 
 
I also emphasised that collaborative researching had the very real effect of dissipating the fear of not 
knowing and ‘getting this all wrong’ and being ‘frightened’ of both the pandemic situation and the 
technology, as experienced by students and teachers alike. How to creatively manage our fears was, 
I proposed, not an individual problem but one that could be shared. I also invited the students to 
reflexively enquire what was going on in this moment of moving from studio-based 
teaching/learning/making to online teaching with the online dissemination of their art making. Some 
students, however, did not want to engage with the pandemic overtly as subject matter:  
 

“I see making my art as an opportunity to forget what’s happening”.  
 
And some were eager to get on and make the art they desired in any event: 
 

“I know I want to paint abstracts, and this is what I am going to do”.  
 
 
Pedagogical adaptation 
 
For our first meeting face-to-face, students read from sociologist Richard Sennett’s The Fall of 
Public Man (1977) for a group discussion. During this session, we recognised the relevance of 
Sennett's 1970s writing on changing patterns of public social behaviour within a pandemic 
context. We followed our discussion with a rapid design brief. Students had twenty-five minutes 
to fashion a ‘paper bag mask’ in response to my question: ‘What do you want to say, that you can 
only say by wearing a mask?’. This resulted in extraordinary creative works: intricate animal heads, 
clown faces, complex patterns, and macabre disguises. We ended our session with a consideration 
of the socio-cultural and artistic history of mask wearing and masks as an artistic subject matter and 
object – a gallop through Ancient Greek theatre, 18th-century Venetian life and art, to feminist and 
queer art practices.  
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Figure 1. What do you want to say, that you can only say by wearing a mask? This exercise launched our 
workshop cycle in which students had 25 minutes to make a mask using a new paper bag. Photo: Anna 
Douglas, 2020 
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Figure 2. What do you want to say, that you can only say by wearing a mask? The project encouraged deep 
connection with how each student was feeling in the moment, and provided the space in which to share this 
with others. Photo: Anna Douglas, 2020 

 
Week two was delivered online via Microsoft Teams. Students presented their responses to 
another rapid brief, this time to devise an ‘emergency mask’ from domestic objects and materials to 
hand in their flat. Remarkably ingenious designs resulted: masks cut out of individual bra cups, dried 
tea bags sewn together, and masks made out of kitchen rubber gloves. These were photographed in 
makeshift photographic studios in student bedrooms, bathrooms, and corridors. These were shared 
online via basic screen sharing in Teams. 
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Figure 3. Students were asked to make an emergency mask, transforming objects and or materials 
immediately to hand in their student accommodation, demonstrating innovation, resourcefulness and 
determination. Photo: Molly Newham, 2020 
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Figure 4. Emergency masks made from household objects were illustrated through ‘staged photography’, so 
that students developed an awareness of this contemporary photographic genre.  Photo: Molly Huxley, 2020 

 
Building on the first week’s lecture, students additionally undertook personal research which they 
presented as an online illustrated talk. Remarkable research was done, with one student presenting 
on the invention of pandemic masks during the early 20th century Mantunian plague – a topic 
previously unfamiliar to me. Using PowerPoint online had unexpected consequences. Students 
reported that preparing a sequenced narrative of ideas and images, and the methodological process 
of designing and building presentations, allowed them to “give more thought to organising their 
ideas”. I continue to adopt PowerPoint as a pedagogical tool in the post-COVID classroom whenever 
feasible. 
 
In addition to undertaking cultural research and making artwork, students were invited to keep an 
autoethnographic reflective journal over the three weeks, noting how they were responding to and 
feeling about making art in lockdown. This was mirrored by my own field notes taken in each of my 
classes, as well as day-to-day journaling in which I noted my own use, adaptation, learning and fears 
around IT to deliver teaching: everything from hardware failures to software learnings. Having 
received ethics clearance from the University, at the end of the term, I conducted one-to-one 
tutorials and a group feedback workshop with my students. This allowed me to research further how 
they had responded to their life and work environments, their personal and shared strategies for 
coping and adjusting, their encounters with information technology, and also to inquire about their 
overall well-being. I later subjected the transcripts of this meeting to Constructivist Grounded 
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Theory method coding to further support my understanding of the students’ experiences. CGT 
method of analysis asks what is going on in the speech of others, and seeks to arrive at, through 
iterative coding, a series of “sensitizing concepts” (Charmaz, 2012: 16-17). Re-occurring patterns of 
ideas highlighted students’ sense of precarity and not knowing, contrasted with their resilience, 
determination and imagination. A felt sense of loss of togetherness was only partially salved by 
group chats on social media. 
 
 
Tutoring experience 
 
Like my students, I underwent a steep IT learning curve that was at times stressful, and I 
simultaneously worked hard to contain my own pandemic fears. As a result of our shared experience 
of navigating the uncertain and unknown, a bond emerged between myself and my students, and 
my classes became a mutual twice weekly ‘life-line’. There was, however, a significant difference 
between us. Students had legitimate expectations that their tutors, and the University, would help 
them navigate this precarious journey. With the pandemic, “a new phenomena of teacher-student 
accessibility” via 24/7 online platforms emerged, compounding the stress I felt (Sabol, 2020: 131). 
How much time was I able to provide, given my constant need for adaptation and IT skilling-up, or 
be willing to give (taking into consideration out of work demands and stresses) to support my 
students, who in many cases told me they felt “abandoned”, “cheated” and “financially exploited”? I 
often felt internally conflicted as the lines between pastoral care, personal tutoring, and teaching 
was blurred. 
 
Opportunities for learning together were not equal. Students were hampered by a number of 
factors, including ineffective IT equipment suitable for spending hours online in group crits or for 
undertaking the generation of distributable digital files (PowerPoint), or producing digital artworks, 
or even effectively documenting non-digital artworks and artefacts to share online. Whilst the online 
strategy of the University assumed student access to high-end laptops, many valiantly struggled with 
iPhones and iPads, often pushing these devices to their limits. I had myself to invest in a new laptop 
to be able to operate a range of software suitable for conference sharing and viewing students’ 
work.  
 
There was also an assumption that students and tutors had access to the internet. Even those living 
in halls found Wi-Fi signals buckling under the volume of access. Cold spots resulted in groups of 
students of different disciplines having to work from shared kitchens. Those who returned to family 
homes established themselves in shared dining rooms and kitchens. This experience was not unique. 
Across the country, workers were experiencing the impact of sharing spaces with others. Once I 
became aware that students might be ‘broadcasting’ from spaces shared with others, I had to check-
in whether they felt secure to share their work and thoughts in spaces potentially overlooked by 
parents, siblings and flatmates.  
 
Being online, however, outside of the physical space of ‘the studio’ brought into focus skill gaps in 
digital technologies that students took upon themselves to fill, substituting YouTube videos for 
university technician support. Whilst some students voiced their dissatisfaction in paying fees only 
to further “fork out on online tutoring”, this situation also permitted opportunities for students to 
take charge of their learning, making it distinctly more bespoke. Today, students are not attending 
workshops as we might expect. Is this the consequence of the success of YouTube DIY videos? 
 
My own IT limitations, coupled with my scepticism of the disembodying tendencies of social media 
and the extensive use of digital devices, meant I kept my classes relatively low-tech, preferring to be 
attentive to the telepresence of our interaction with each other. Rather than getting wrapped up in 
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a host of Microsoft-led online platforms - many of which the University  promotes (including Top 
Hat, Pebble Pad, etc.) - I hoped to nurture an online space as a “performance of empathy” (Turkle, 
2017: 18) that cultivated students’ “inquiry-orientated mind-sets’’” and “instinctive approaches to 
practice” (Coleman and MacDonald, 2020). 
 
We developed an attunement practice of checking in with each other at the start of every session, 
considering our camera angles, our framing, who was around us, and we similarly ‘checked out’ at 
the end of each session. We practiced attunement and gratitude, and I continue with such reflexive 
practices today in the physical studio. 
 
Many students found social media exchanges lacking in emotional nuance and connection: 
 

 “I am sick of other students sniping and moaning. What I want are people out there who are 
really listening not just ‘sounding off”.  

 
The pandemic context provided an unanticipated moment to consider my own creative practice as a 
fine art tutor and to question my purpose during a crisis. Art educators have been characterised as 
creative, ‘flexible and responsive to changing elements in the education landscape’. As ‘problem 
solvers’ we have worked through the challenges that COVID-19 created (and continues to arise) and 
we have embraced constructive lessons (Sabol, 2022). As a tutor, my interests in artistic practices of 
collaboration, site responsive art (Kwon, 2002), theories and practices of embodiment, affect, and 
reflexivity, audience reception, and sensory methods of ethnography (Pink, 2005) contributed to my 
revisioning of a studio-based programme, firstly as a hybrid strategy and then online. I approached 
my teaching as an experimental project in which I could learn about the teaching of art through the 
practices of others who, in turn, were responding to a unique context. Via this approach, I 
encouraged students to similarly ‘lean’ into this practice to “guide their transformations of 
embodied and participatory practices” (Coleman and Selkrig, 2020: 1). This move was certainly 
enabled by being a PGR tutor. With limited responsibilities to the University or my school, and little 
authority, I was considerably independent, and this made possible innovative transformations in my 
teaching. But, in equal measure, at times I also felt isolated, ‘unheld’ and anxious about my 
performance, just like my students. 
 
 
Future transformations 
 
As a PGR tutor I felt empowered to ‘re-think and re-imagine’ how ways of being online could 
facilitate ‘transformative learning experiences’ that might exceed the precarious circumstances of 
the moment (Coleman and MacDonald, 2020). I have integrated some of these COVID-19 
adaptations into my post-COVID teaching programmes. Today, I begin each student group or 
individual session with a practice of attunement. In group crits, I work on a variety of slow 
observation and listening exercises, and I support students to develop language to express critical 
evaluation of each other’s art in contrast to the snippy one-liners or pithy ‘likes’ of social media (see 
the student quote above). 
 
There are digital experiences I now feel nostalgic for: the immediate (though not fool-proof) 
transcripts of our TEAMS-based group crits, and the spontaneous sharing of videos, references, and 
illustrations of artists’ work that brought a dynamism to our sessions. However, it is the less obvious 
realisations of attributes that were cultivated in my students that are now informing how I move 
forward into full-time teaching. I believe that precarity, uncertainty, ambiguity, resilience, agility, 
versatility, practicality, empathy and creativity are at the core of a fine art education irrespective of 
whether a student has the ambition to become an exhibiting artist. Where once the studio once 
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featured as a physical place, I now regard it as a praxis that permits creativity and reflexivity. This 
might require a dedicated physical art-making space, or it might be understood temporally as a 
demarcated moment in which creativity and inquiry can flourish (Sullivan, 2005). Overall, the 
pandemic convinced me that a fine art education is well situated to respond to the precarity of our 
present moment, in which we need more than at any other time, ethically minded, creative young 
people able to view the world through various lenses and contexts and to take up their 
responsibilities as global citizens in world (Beard, 2022). 
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