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Abstract 

This research employs a Glaserian grounded theory methodology to identify and address 

students' and lecturers' conflicting assumptions about the concept of independent learning at 

a UK University. Despite an ideal scenario emerging during the research, suggesting that 

students become truly independent learners when they can decide, assess and adapt their 

approaches to learning without external guidance, students at the case study institution 

frequently transitioned into higher education without the acumen to make such decisions. 

Furthermore, the research found that lecturers' expectations of students' approaches to 

independent learning varied and depended on their subjective interpretations of the term, 

which students reported as confusing. An appropriate solution for this knowledge gap could 

not be identified in the literature. This thesis addresses this shortcoming by exploring how 

lecturers can motivate their students to learn away from the classroom and provide them 

with the knowledge required to become effective independent learners by incorporating 

independent learning guidance within modules and tailoring it to their cohorts’ needs.  

This research is significant to the higher education sector because it demonstrates the 

benefits of incorporating guided independent learning into the curriculum. The findings also 

explain the importance of tailoring independent learning skills guidance to individual student 

cohorts so the guidance is relevant and clear. The study provides a set of recommendations 

and a surveying tool to help lecturers provide guidance, even where opportunities for 

lecturer-student interaction are limited. Thus, helping lecturers to provide the knowledge and 

independent learning skills students need to become truly independent learners as they 

progress within their chosen disciplines. 
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1 Introduction 1 

While undertaking previous research within a UK University as part of the first phase of 2 

the HEFCE/Paul Hamlyn Foundation funded What Works? Student Retention and 3 

Success initiative, which examined the concept of ‘belonging’ in higher education 4 

(Cashmore et al. 2014), I observed an element of confusion within student cohorts 5 

about the learning processes required at University. This was a source of concern for 6 

some students who explained they were sometimes unsure about how to approach 7 

their academic work without adequate guidance. Several students were particularly 8 

worried about the negative impact this could have on their grades. Deasy et al. (2016) 9 

suggested such levels of anxiety could be made worse for students who are reluctant 10 

to seek help and, where such confusion is not adequately addressed, it can lead to 11 

student attrition as students choose to leave their courses because they feel they 12 

cannot cope (Hassel and Ridout 2018). This is particularly problematic for first year 13 

students who have recently transitioned into University and may be experiencing 14 

unsettling changes to their personal and social lives, which further compound this issue 15 

(Hussey and Smith 2010). 16 

At the time of the What Works? initiative, an institution-wide understanding of the 17 

different approaches to studying had not been formally sought, but the data collected 18 

suggested the problem occurred when students were asked to complete tasks 19 

independently, outside their timetabled contact hours, where specific approaches had 20 

not been clarified by the students’ lecturers. Such tasks included pre-lecture/seminar 21 

reading, particularly where set-texts had not been specified and wider reading was 22 

expected, alongside more formal assignments. 23 

One of the key recommendations from the What Works? Programme was to ensure 24 

that good interpersonal relationships existed to engender a sense of belonging within 25 

the University. The need to encourage student integration on an academic and social 26 

level, particularly for students transitioning into University was a longstanding notion 27 

supported by Tinto (1975). Encouraging institutions to focus on providing opportunities 28 

for communication is particularly sage advice when applied to lecturer-student 29 

relationships. When students feel comfortable with their lecturers they may be more 30 

likely to ask for help. Similarly, lecturers are more likely to understand the level of 31 

support their students need as they become better acquainted with their students’ 32 

previous experiences and expectations. Such relationships revealed themselves as a 33 
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central consideration for this PhD investigation, which identified lecturer-student 1 

communication as a key component for addressing incoming students’ knowledge and 2 

skills gaps which were still prevalent despite previous calls for schools and colleges to 3 

play a greater part in ensuring students are prepared for University (Green 2007).  4 

The aim of this thesis is to contribute to the body of knowledge about how students 5 

learn independently in Higher Education by investigating what lecturers and students 6 

understand by the term ‘independent learning’ and exploring how lecturers can help 7 

students  acquire the skillsets they need to be effective independent learners. It should 8 

be noted that when I started this research, subsequent findings from studies 9 

undertaken after 2014 were not yet published and the Glaserian grounded theory 10 

methodology I followed, which recommends consulting the literature after the 11 

exploratory stages of the research, ensured that I was not influenced by these findings 12 

during the exploratory stages of the research. However, the work of Thomas et al. 13 

(2015a), which examined student perspectives and experiences of independent 14 

learning drew interesting parallels with my findings, which are discussed further in 15 

chapters 4 and 5 of this thesis. 16 

Based on my aims, I had two specific research questions: 17 

1. Can a universally applicable and accepted definition of ‘independent learning’ 18 

be identified to provide students with a clear understanding about how they 19 

should be studying in higher education? 20 

2. How can lecturers help their students become effective independent learners? 21 

1.1 Why this Study is Important for the UK Higher Education Sector                                                                                                                                                                                                           22 

Recent trends in student admissions to higher education present two concerns, which 23 

emerged as central considerations over the course of this research. Firstly, student 24 

numbers are increasing year on year. According to HESA (2020), the total number of 25 

students in higher education in 2018/19 was 2.4 million, which is a 2% increase from 26 

2017/18. The overall number of full-time first year students has also increased year on 27 

year since 2012/13 (for students aged 20 and under), 2014/15 (for students aged 30 or 28 

over) and 2015/16 (for students aged 21-24). Secondly, the student population is 29 

becoming increasingly diverse. According to UCAS, a record number of 18 year olds 30 

from low-participation neighbourhoods (21%) were accepted onto a full-time 31 

undergraduate degree in 2019 compared to 13.2% in 2010 (UCAS 2020). The 32 



 
18 

aforementioned HESA data also shows that the percentage of international students 1 

studying at the case study institution across all levels and modes of study in the 2 

2018/19 academic year was 20.4%, with 70.5% of these students coming from non-3 

European countries. There was an even greater proportion of international students 4 

registered at the case study institution, which had an international student intake of 5 

34.3%, although the proportion of these students from non-European countries (69.3%) 6 

was very close to the UK average.  7 

As student numbers grow and students enter higher education with diverse 8 

experiences and expectations, there is increasing pressure on academic institutions to 9 

ensure their students get the most appropriate academic experience, which may 10 

involve challenging the assumptions they hold. This can be particularly pertinent for 11 

international students whose educational culture may be considerably different to the 12 

UK. For example, students from the far east are often taught not to challenge or be 13 

critical of their teachers, whereas the UK higher education system demands students 14 

take a critical approach. Some students will be better prepared for the demands of 15 

learning at a UK University than others. To further complicate this situation, lecturer 16 

expectations within the case study institution were found to vary according to their own 17 

experiences and the individual requirements of their modules and courses. Clarifying 18 

what the term ‘independent learning’ means was, therefore, an important aim of the 19 

research to help lecturers address students’ disparate expectations and skillsets so 20 

they can develop into more effective independent learners. 21 

Lecturers within the case study institution reported how increasing class sizes can 22 

make communicating with students difficult, which in turn made knowing how to adjust 23 

their teaching to account for their cohorts’ needs challenging. Thus, highlighting the 24 

need for an intervention that either provides concise and easy to understand guidance 25 

for students about the approaches to studying expected of them within a UK University, 26 

or helps lecturers provide appropriate guidance to their students.  27 

1.2 Defining ‘Effective’ Learning 28 

This PhD research provides guidance for lecturers to help their students become 29 

effective independent learners. The abstruse nature of the term ‘independent learning’ 30 

has already been identified as a central consideration of this research and the term 31 

‘effective’ could be considered an ambiguous adjective. However, it was specifically 32 

chosen and used in accordance with the Cambridge dictionary definition, which defines 33 
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the word ‘effective’ as ‘successful in achieving the result that you want’ (Cambridge 1 

Dictionaries 2020). Deliberately selecting an adjective that is necessarily subjective 2 

allows for individual student views on success, which may differ depending on their 3 

reasons for pursuing a course in higher education, to be acknowledged. Specifically, 4 

there are different types of learners who will have disparate views about whether their 5 

time at University is successful depending on their initial aims and expectations, which 6 

will influence how effective they believe their approaches to learning have been.  7 

Biggs and Moore (1993: 312-313) describe types of learners, explaining that how 8 

students assess their own capabilities as learners depends on the types of learners 9 

they are. The assumption made at the beginning of this PhD research was that the 10 

majority of students enter university in pursuit of an academic qualification and are 11 

therefore driven by a desire to pass their course of study. For Biggs and Moore, these 12 

learners are predominately driven by a will to succeed and will consider their 13 

approaches to learning to be effective if they achieve the qualification they are aiming 14 

for. However, for some undergraduate students this may be a third or lower second 15 

class undergraduate degree qualification whereas for others, nothing short of a first 16 

class degree would be considered successful.  17 

Biggs and Moore explain how these aims will determine whether they become surface 18 

learners, who would consider their approach to learning as effective when they 19 

progress with minimal effort, learning only what is essential to get through their course 20 

or deep learners, who are much more engaged and take an active interest in 21 

developing their knowledge beyond the basic requirements of their modules and 22 

courses. Neither approach is wrong per se, and the necessity for deeper learning will 23 

be influenced by the subjects they are studying and their lecturers’ expectations and 24 

guidance. Nonetheless, for students aiming for a first class degree, a ‘deep’ approach 25 

to their learning is often required to show evidence of learning beyond the basic 26 

requirements of their course to acquire this degree classification, which can only come 27 

from wider independent learning activities.   28 

Whether a student will be considered effective at independent learning will depend on 29 

how independent learning is defined (the first of my two main research questions) and 30 

whether students can engage according to this definition. Therefore, in the early stages 31 

of the research, ‘effective’ was considered a subjective interpretation, reliant on 32 

students’ personal goals and objectives. Nevertheless, a fundamental premise of this 33 
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research is to help university students work to the best of their abilities, which will, 1 

almost without exception, rely on their abilities to learn independently and often benefit 2 

from wider reading in students’ independent study time.  3 

1.3 Research Setting 4 

This section of the introductory chapter refers back to the HESA data (considered in 5 

section 1.1 of this chapter) to provide an overview of the student intake at the case 6 

study institution and compares it to the UK totals to provide a context within which to 7 

consider the results. Focusing my attention within a case study institution provided an 8 

opportunity to explore the phenomenon of independent learning, formulate theories 9 

based on my findings and successfully test the subsequent intervention, developed in 10 

the final stages of the research, within the same environment to ensure continuity. The 11 

decision to use a case study is explained in section 2.3 (p.28) and, as such, the results 12 

are specifically relevant to the case study institution. Caution is advised when 13 

considering the results in the wider higher education sector and providing an overview 14 

at this stage will help academic institutions consider the relevance of the findings within 15 

their specific contexts. While the research indicates the findings and outputs from this 16 

study are relevant to other higher education institutions, any claims beyond the 17 

perceived impact at the case study university should be considered tentative without 18 

further testing within other institutions.  19 

The research was conducted at a post 1992 UK University. Table 1 draws on the 20 

HESA data to compare student admissions at the case study institution with the 21 

admissions across all UK institutions for the 2018-19 academic year (HESA 2020).  22 

 23 

 24 

 25 

 26 

 27 

 28 
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Table 1: Comparison of Student Enrolments at the Case Study Site and 1 

Across All UK Higher Education Institutions for the 2018-19 Academic 2 

Year. 3 

 4 

The figures in the table highlight two key points that proved important to the emerging 5 

findings. Firstly, the case study institution had a greater proportion of undergraduate 6 

students (82.9%) when compared with the UK totals (75.4%). This was noteworthy as 7 

students transitioning onto first-year, undergraduate courses appeared particularly 8 

likely to have unrealistic expectations and lack the study skills needed to study at 9 

university. Secondly, there was a greater proportion of international students at the 10 

case study institution (34.3%) when compared to the UK totals (20.4%). This also 11 

proved to be important because of the disparate experiences and expectations of 12 

transitioning students. 13 

1.4 Intended Audience 14 

As this case study was undertaken within a single UK University, the findings are 15 

particularly relevant for lecturers at that institution. However, the theories and 16 

recommendations presented should also be of interest to lecturers from across the 17 

higher education sector who find their student cohorts are lacking the knowledge and 18 

skillsets to be accomplished independent learners, although further research is 19 

necessary to robustly test the generalisability of the findings. 20 

This research provides advice to lecturers to help them guide students to become 21 

effective independent learners while studying at University. As such, the findings are 22 

specifically aimed at lecturers within higher education. However, I also recommend this 23 

research to teaching staff at secondary schools, FE colleges and any other institutions 24 

with students who intend to progress to a course within the higher education sector so 25 

All Non-UK EU Non-EU All Non-UK EU Non-EU

All 34,985 100% 34.3% 10.5% 23.8% 2,383,970 100% 20.4% 6.0% 14.4%

Undergraduate 
(All) 29,005 82.9% 30.6% 11.4% 19.2% 1,798,240 75.4% 14.9% 5.5% 9.4%

Postgraduate 
(All) 5,980 17.1% 52.3% 6.4% 46.0% 585,730 24.6% 37.1% 7.6% 29.5%

Postgraduate 
(Taught) 5,490 15.7% 53.0% 6.2% 46.8% 472,915 19.8% 36.1% 6.4% 29.7%

Postgraduate 
(Research) 485 1.4% 45.4% 8.2% 37.1% 112,815 4.7% 41.2% 28.7% 12.5%

Percentage of all students Percentage of all studentsAll 
Students

All 
Students

Case Study Institution All UK Higher Education Institutions
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students can be alerted to the independent learning skills that may be expected of 1 

them at University. 2 

Additionally, I recommend the research to course leaders and programme directors 3 

who are responsible for setting lecturers’ priorities to help ensure lecturers’ other duties 4 

do not hinder their ability to provide such guidance because of time pressures.  5 

Finally, although this thesis was primarily written to help lecturers provide appropriate 6 

guidance to students rather than the students themselves, it also gives students a 7 

useful overview of the skills and knowledge they may need when undertaking a course 8 

of study at University. As such, I also recommend this thesis to any students 9 

considering a course of study within higher education.  10 

1.5 Thesis Structure 11 

A further five chapters follow this introduction ordered in accordance with the 12 

methodological approach. These chapters are broken down as follows: 13 

Chapter 2: Methodology – The rationale and underlying ontological and 14 

epistemological principles guiding the research are explained, which informed my 15 

decision to undertake a grounded approach to the project using the principles outlined 16 

by Glaser. The timing of the literature review is also discussed alongside the sampling 17 

rationale and the process of developing and refining the student experience and 18 

expectations survey, which was an important output designed in the final stages of the 19 

research. 20 

Chapter 3: Results – The findings from the three stages of data collection are 21 

presented. Stages 1 and 2 examine the results of the exploratory stages of the 22 

investigation. These two stages informed the literature review (stage 3) and the 23 

subsequent student experience and expectations survey development (stage 4). This 24 

survey was piloted in the fifth and final stage of the research. The views of lecturers 25 

who participated in the student experience and expectations survey’s pilot study are 26 

also presented in the final section of the third chapter.  27 

Chapter 4: Literature Review – The literature review was undertaken following the 28 

exploratory stages of the research (stages 1 and 2) as dictated by the research 29 

methodology. My rationale for this is explained in section 2.3.1.2. Essentially, the focus 30 
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of the review was determined by the theories that emerged from the data. As such, it 1 

was logical to present the review at this point within the thesis. 2 

Chapter 5: Discussion – The discussion revisits the results of the exploratory stages 3 

of the  research and considers them in relation to the literature identified in chapter 4. 4 

Within this chapter I discuss the move away from identifying a universal definition for 5 

the term ‘independent learning’, the role of the lecturer in addressing independent 6 

learning skills shortfalls and the importance of respectful lecturer-student relationships. 7 

Chapter 5 goes on to discuss the development and piloting of the student experience 8 

and expectations survey and its link with the Theoretical Domains Framework for 9 

Behaviour Change (TDF) before concluding with a discussion about the possible 10 

institutional implications and the potential limitations to be aware of when implementing 11 

the survey. 12 

Chapter 6: Conclusion – The conclusion summarises the key findings of the research 13 

and how the original research questions have been addressed. The contributions to 14 

knowledge the project offers are then explained and the potential limitations, which are 15 

important to be aware of when considering the research implications, are presented. 16 

Institutional recommendations based on my findings are then provided before 17 

concluding with some suggestions for further research to build on the knowledge 18 

acquired from the research. 19 

1.6 A Brief Addendum in Response to the Covid-19 Pandemic 20 

At the time this research was conducted the Covid-19 pandemic had not affected the 21 

UK’s higher education system. However, over course of the 12 months leading to my 22 

submission in January 2021, remote working has necessarily become more 23 

commonplace as educational institutions have been forced to adapt to enforced 24 

nationwide lockdowns making remote studying essential to students studying in the 25 

UK. Section 5.4.2 (p.165) of the Discussion chapter contained within this thesis (The 26 

Role of Information and Communications Technology and the Impact of Covid-19) has 27 

been slightly adapted to reflect this recent development. 28 

I created and piloted the student experience and expectations survey in response to a 29 

need for a way of helping lecturers understand their students’ expectations and study 30 

skills needs when the necessary levels of lecturer-student communication are difficult. 31 

The survey was piloted in the final stage of the research with lecturers responsible for 32 
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large cohorts, as the research suggested it was these lecturers who found 1 

understanding their cohorts needs most challenging. Although delivered in person 2 

within lectures at the time of the pilot, I purposefully designed the survey to be 3 

accessible online so the survey can also be used with distance learners. This makes 4 

the intervention particularly timely and potentially useful for many more lecturers and 5 

students as in-person communication becomes more challenging. 6 

 7 

  8 
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2 Methodology 1 

This study helps lecturers understand their student cohorts’ backgrounds, so they have 2 

the opportunity to adapt their modules to include guidance about studying 3 

independently according to their students’ needs. Throughout the thesis, the term 4 

‘study skills’ is sometimes referred to and it is important to note that where study skills 5 

are mentioned, I am referring to the skills students should be capable of using during 6 

their independent study times. Such skills are often transferable and used in situations 7 

other than when learning independently but, for the purposes of this investigation, 8 

study skills were examined in relation to students’ abilities to use them when learning 9 

independently, according to lecturers’ definitions of the term. 10 

The study relied on an appropriate research process to ensure valid and reliable data 11 

was collected and analysed. This chapter outlines the pathway the research followed 12 

and explains the data collection and analysis techniques employed alongside the 13 

philosophical underpinnings which informed my methodological processes. 14 

2.1 The Research Process 15 

Figure 1 summarises the research process undertaken. The figure should be read from 16 

left to right, as shown by the arrow. The boxes at the top of the figure represent the 17 

research stages. The underlying research paradigm that guided the project informed 18 

the participant selection and data collection techniques, which in turn influenced the 19 

methods of analysis employed to make sense of the data. There were five stages of 20 

research, shown by the downward-facing arrow in the figure, which shows the research 21 

pathway from the start to the end of the project. This chapter explains the research 22 

paradigm and the methods of investigation employed. 23 

 24 

 25 

 26 

 27 

 28 

 29 
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Figure 1: An Overview of the Research Process 1 

 2 

2.2 The Research Paradigm 3 

A paradigm is a way of thinking about or viewing the world (Killam 2013). To fully 4 

understand any research findings, it is important to appreciate the ontological and 5 

epistemological assumptions upon which the research is based. Ontology considers 6 

researchers’ perspectives about what constitutes reality, whereas epistemology 7 

examines the assumptions about how knowledge is created, acquired and 8 

communicated (Scotland 2012).  9 

Advocates of a positivist ontology believe empirical facts exist, independent of 10 

individuals’ ideas or thoughts (Tuli 2011) and, as such, any research findings 11 

generated apply to entire research populations. Broadly, positivists believe that the 12 
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underlying principles of the natural sciences also apply to the social sciences.  1 

However, while this may be true for observations of a phenomenon that can be 2 

systematically controlled within a laboratory setting, this is too simplistic when studying 3 

human behaviour within a natural setting. People are individuals whose realities 4 

depend heavily on their interaction with each other and the social world within which 5 

they live. Reality cannot be considered an independent entity unaffected by individual 6 

subjective experiences, which lead to multiple subjective interpretations of reality 7 

(Levers 2013: 2). Individual realities vary considerably depending upon how they 8 

interpret a situation. There is no single truth that positivists strive for as it is dependent 9 

on context, and it is unlikely that any two individuals will have the same experiences. 10 

The belief that reality is a finite subjective experience  (Denzin and Lincoln 2005) is the 11 

underlying principle of a relativist ontology. It is, therefore, an appropriate position for 12 

this research, which is particularly pertinent for educational research examining student 13 

experiences of learning. 14 

Several examples from previous research addressing student learning illustrate the 15 

above position. A study carried out at the Chia Nan University of Pharmacy and 16 

Science in Taiwan attempted to understand the factors that affected different types of 17 

learners’ decisions to use collaborative technologies. Huang (2015) discovered that 18 

different ‘types’ of student chose to engage for different reasons depending on 19 

their views and perceptions. Another research project carried out at the University of 20 

Toronto examined learning from the perspectives of teaching staff using semi-21 

structured interviews. Freedman (2015) found that the most effective way of promoting 22 

inclusion and equity within the classroom, which subsequently led to increased student 23 

motivation and engagement, was through differentiated instruction based on an 24 

awareness of students’ differences in terms of intelligence and approaches to learning. 25 

Again, an appreciation of individuals’ differing realities and the constructs influencing 26 

them ensured appropriate guidance is provided. Finally, there was a mixed response 27 

from students in the Department for English Language and Literature at the University 28 

Centre at Blackburn College when students were allowed greater freedom to choose 29 

reading material (Thomas 2015: 5). Some students welcomed the change as it allowed 30 

them greater freedom, whereas other students were worried about whether they had 31 

the necessary skills to make appropriate selections. Incidentally, students also had 32 

limited knowledge of the independent learning approaches their department expected 33 

from them. 34 
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The above examples demonstrate how differently students perceive studying. Their 1 

realities are dependent on their subjective experiences, which must be acknowledged 2 

before appropriate help and guidance can be provided. In essence, individuals have 3 

their own truths, all of which are equally valid, and it is only by comparing and 4 

contrasting these truths that it is possible to reach a consensus.  5 

If we assume that realities are individually constructed, as this research does, a 6 

constructivist epistemology would seem appropriate. This is in stark contrast to the 7 

ontological position of positivism, which is one of realism (Scotland 2012). For the 8 

researcher adopting an ontological position of positivism there can be only one reality, 9 

which is there to discover. The above studies (Huang 2015, Freedman 2015, Thomas 10 

2015) provide a strong justification for assuming this is an unacceptable assumption 11 

when studying the social world. A constructivist epistemology assumes that individuals 12 

construct their own understanding and knowledge of the world, through experiencing 13 

things and reflecting on those experiences (Ershler and Stabile 2015: 5). Tsai found 14 

that many students tended towards constructivist beliefs. However, their learning 15 

environments provided limited opportunities for social negotiations and prior knowledge 16 

integration, warning that teachers need to be aware of such preferences when 17 

preparing and delivering classes (Tsai 2000).  18 

Accepting a research paradigm based on a relativist ontology and a constructivist 19 

epistemology had implications for the relationship that existed between myself as a 20 

researcher and my research participants. It would have been unwise to discount the 21 

possible influence I could have had on my research population as a constructivist 22 

epistemology suggests that any findings would be based on a negotiated reality 23 

between myself and the research participants. The following section will explain how 24 

employing appropriate methods of investigation, based on Glaserian Grounded Theory, 25 

helped minimise the risk of researcher bias, while maintaining a relativist ontological 26 

and constructivist epistemological position. 27 

2.3 Methods of Investigation 28 

This section will explain the fundamental principles of my approach and how these 29 

principles informed the direction and focus of the research, which led to the 30 

development and piloting of the student experience and expectations survey; which 31 

provided a unique tool for helping lecturers understand their student cohorts. 32 
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This research aimed to understand the process of independent learning within the 1 

context of a university setting to allow any complexities to emerge. Using only a 2 

quantitative approach would make exploring individual contexts difficult. As such, a 3 

qualitative investigation within a case study institution was considered an appropriate 4 

method of investigation as case studies provide ‘holistic and in-depth explanations of 5 

the social and behavioural problems in question... by going beyond quantitative 6 

statistical results [to] understand the behavioural conditions through the actor’s 7 

perspective’ (Zainal 2007:1). In doing so, it is possible to ‘examine a contemporary 8 

phenomenon in its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between 9 

phenomenon and context are not clearly evident’ (Yin 1981:98).  10 

Case studies like this one employ qualitative approaches to data collection, such as 11 

interviews and focus groups to allow individuals to share ideas, problems and 12 

suggestions for solutions.  Case studies are, therefore, an appropriate choice for this 13 

research, which aims to reveal lecturers’ and students’ reflections on their experiences 14 

in higher education (Tataroğlu et al. 2015). However, the inherent danger of researcher 15 

bias, often associated with qualitative approaches (Yin 1984) was recognised. 16 

Similarly, Yin goes on to warn that relatively small sample sizes, inherently necessary 17 

in qualitative approaches can lead to problems of generalisation.  18 

These potential limitations were addressed by following the methods of data collection 19 

and analysis prescribed by Glaser in his approach to Grounded Theory, which allowed 20 

findings to emerge from the data while guarding against researcher bias by following a 21 

strict analysis regime. Additionally, the student experience and expectations survey, 22 

developed as a direct result of the exploratory stages of the research as an appropriate 23 

intervention tool to help lecturers understand individual cohort needs, regardless of 24 

discipline or level of study, was piloted in the final stages of the research to test its 25 

suitability, robustness and potential for wider implementation. 26 

The remainder of this chapter will introduce the grounded approach I used for this 27 

research before moving on to explain my reasons for conducting the literature 28 

review after the first two exploratory stages of the research and how these three stages 29 

led to the survey development and testing (stages four and five). 30 
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2.3.1 Grounded Theory 1 

American sociologists Glaser and Strauss first introduced grounded theory as a 2 

methodology in the 1960s. They explained that grounded theory, as the name 3 

suggests, aims to generate theory from the data collected during the research process. 4 

This requires applying a systematic approach to the analysis, throughout the research 5 

process, leading to theories that are continuously developed and reviewed until a point 6 

of theoretical saturation is reached (i.e. no new concepts are found) (Glaser and 7 

Strauss 1967: 6). Essentially, the ‘grounded theory’ approach is directly concerned with 8 

‘how social researchers organise, code and make sense of their qualitative research 9 

materials. It does not accept the notion that qualitative research materials can be left to 10 

‘speak for themselves’ (Denscombe 1998). 11 

It is the process of analysing the data that has caused some disagreement among the 12 

purveyors of this methodology. This led to three main strands of grounded theory, 13 

which appear to support differing ontological and epistemological assumptions. It is 14 

important, therefore, to consider how these schools of thought differ to explain how an 15 

appropriate approach for this research was derived. 16 

The Glaserian approach is generally considered an objectivist grounded theory as the 17 

approach enables the researcher to maintain an objective stance. The researcher can 18 

study the research population without influencing the research output by following three 19 

stages of coding: open, selective and theoretical. In other words, the researcher 20 

attempts to discover theory from unbiased observed data by following a systematically 21 

applied set of methods to enable an inductive theory to be developed about a 22 

substantive area (Glaser 1992). However, Strauss could not accept this positivist 23 

stance and a disagreement emerged. For Strauss, participants’ realities are discovered 24 

in partnership between the participant and the researcher (Taghipour 2014). Therefore, 25 

a slightly different coding process is recommended, which is more limited and focused 26 

on creating a theory that emphasises social processes using the researchers own 27 

perspectives and understandings. Strauss was, therefore, proposing a grounded theory 28 

that was constructivist. 29 

Charmaz went on to develop the constructivist ideas of Strauss even further (Charmaz 30 

2006) and, on first reading, this appears to be an appropriate version to follow, given 31 

the ontological and epistemological assumptions that have guided this research. 32 
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Despite this, I deduced that Glaser’s classic approach to grounded theory is the most 1 

appropriate for reasons I will now address. 2 

I have already established that, from a constructivist perspective, meanings are derived 3 

through interaction within a social context. This is undoubtedly a perspective supported 4 

by this research.  However, researchers following a constructivist approach acquire 5 

data through a process of negotiation with the participant. This was something that I 6 

attempted to avoid throughout the research process by using interview schedules with 7 

only a small number of key questions common to all interviews (the interview 8 

schedules are available in appendices 8.4 to 8.7). Beyond these fundamental 9 

questions, interviewees were encouraged to talk about issues that were relevant to 10 

them, and care was taken not to divulge my personal opinions to avoid the possibility of 11 

arriving at a negotiated reality, which was influenced by my views. Possible prompts 12 

were included on the interview schedules, but these questions were only suggestions 13 

to use if they emerged as being appropriate from the interviewees comments during 14 

the interviews.  15 

Additionally, participants were initially randomly sampled from across the institution 16 

(further details provided in section 2.3.2.1, p.39).  I made no assumptions about which 17 

courses or modules would be most relevant to the research in the initial stage.  18 

Subsequent interviews considered the theories and concepts that emerged from these 19 

initial interviews, and I concluded each interview at all stages of the research by 20 

summarising the main points with the interviewee to ensure I had not misinterpreted or 21 

influenced their input. If I had followed Charmaz’s recommendations, I would have 22 

arrived at a negotiated reality with the interviewees based on our shared understanding 23 

with the danger of exacting too much influence over the data, particularly with my 24 

educational background. I had previously been employed as a researcher on several 25 

HEFCE and HEA funded research projects exploring the student experience in higher 26 

education and I did not want the opinions I had from talking to lecturers and students 27 

as part of these projects to influence this PhD reserarch. I recognised the potential 28 

influence of the researcher by accepting a constructive epistemology, and the 29 

subsequent methods were chosen to deliberately guard against such influences while, 30 

at the same time, allowing for the social implications of participants’ experiences to 31 

emerge. 32 
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Another problem associated with constructivist grounded theory becomes apparent 1 

during the process of attempting to capture multiple perspectives. Constructivist 2 

grounded theory does not attempt to identify core categories, a process that is central 3 

to the principles of classic Glaserian grounded theory, and one that was key for this 4 

research, which strived to identify key theories that apply to students’ independent 5 

learning across the case study institution. Charmaz criticises Glaser for developing an 6 

‘objective’ grounded theory that attempts to identify verifiable theories, which she 7 

claims is a positivist approach to the research (Charmaz 2006); an approach that 8 

would be in sharp contrast the relativist underpinnings of this research. To make this 9 

claim, however, is to misunderstand the basic principles of Glaser’s approach, which 10 

does not aim to discover verifiable facts per se. Instead, it aims to produce concepts 11 

that are modifiable and can have different meanings for different individuals 12 

(Brekenridge et al. 2012: 67-68). Therefore, a Glaserian grounded theory does not 13 

ignore multiple perspectives; rather it aims to ‘Identify a pattern of behaviour that 14 

transcends empirical difference in order to provide a conceptual, rather than descriptive 15 

or interpretive, rendering of participant behaviour’ (Brekenridge et al. 2012: 66) 16 

This is what the student experience and expectations survey, developed and piloted in 17 

the final two stages of this project, achieved by providing lecturers with information 18 

about their cohort to examine within the context of their modules. 19 

Finally, Glaser warns against approaching data from any specific theoretical 20 

perspective as this goes against the very principles of grounded theory and runs a real 21 

risk of overlooking key concepts coming out of the data as a result. Indeed, Glaser 22 

himself explained that his classic approach to grounded theory could be taken 23 

regardless of researchers’ epistemological perspectives. He stated that a truly 24 

grounded theorist would remain open to multiple theoretical codes and multiple 25 

theoretical perspectives with which to organise the emergent theory (Glaser 2005).  26 

For these reasons, a Glaserian approach was the most suitable method for this 27 

research, which in turn led to the approach undertaken for the data analysis, which will 28 

now be explained. 29 

2.3.1.1 Constant Comparative Method and the Three Stages of Coding 30 

Glaser’s approach to grounded theory revealed concepts about student approaches to 31 

independent learning that may otherwise have been missed. The approach also helped 32 
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me remain impartial during the data collection and the subsequent analysis. When 1 

following a grounded theory methodology, there are no distinct stages between data 2 

collection and analysis; one stage does not follow the other. Data is gathered, analysed 3 

and compared, which informs another round of data collection and analysis until a point 4 

of theoretical saturation is reached (i.e., no new concepts emerge from the data). This 5 

is achieved through three stages of coding. Firstly, the data is analysed line by line to 6 

enable open coding to take place. The data is examined without any preconceptions in 7 

a deliberately open way to guard against any influence the researcher may have over 8 

the study’s subsequent direction. Comparisons are then drawn between data currently 9 

being coded and data previously coded. These comparisons are an essential process 10 

when engaging in a grounded theory methodology, and this process is referred to as a 11 

process of constant comparison. 12 

The second stage in the coding process is selective coding. During this process, codes 13 

are selected and grouped that relate to the core category. In this case, codes relating 14 

to independent learning were identified and, where deemed appropriate, grouped, 15 

which helped to develop some abstract theories. The third and final stage of the coding 16 

process involved identifying theoretical codes. Here, the relationships between the 17 

identified codes were examined, which assisted theory development. ‘Initially, the 18 

comparison is between data and data, then between codes, then between codes and 19 

concepts’ (Weed 2009: 506).  20 

Figure 2 shows a question I asked and the response given by the lecturer during an 21 

interview in the first stage of the research, including my notes made at the time of 22 

analysis. I coded the first few interviews by hand, which, due to my preference for 23 

working with hard copy transcripts, allowed me to familiarise myself with the three 24 

stages of coding. Moving forward, however, I uploaded these, and all of the remaining 25 

transcripts, into QSR NVivo qualitative analysis software, which allowed me to analyse 26 

the data more efficiently as the number of interviews increased and more comparisons 27 

needed to be made between the transcripts. 28 

 29 

 30 

 31 
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Figure 2: Analysis Example Taken from the Transcript from the Interview 1 
with Lecturer 2 2 

 3 

In accordance with the methodological approach, I noted and highlighted (circled) the 4 

main points to emerge following a line-by-line analysis. The text was openly coded to 5 

‘motivation’, ‘subject specific skillsets’, ‘cultural differences’ and ‘independent learning 6 

skills’. This was the first occasion these points were made in this specific interview, but 7 

I did note that lecturer 1 had mentioned increasing numbers of international students 8 

and that this suggests an increasingly important need to understand student 9 

backgrounds. As all the information mentioned within this lecturer’s response appeared 10 

to impact student approaches to learning and could be considered relevant to 11 

independent learning, I kept all the identified codes. As the analysis progressed and 12 

further interviews were conducted and analysed the theories emerged that were 13 

relevant to the information contained within the response. Specifically, two of the five 14 

theories identified at the end of the first stage of data collection: 15 

• It is important to understand students’ educational and cultural backgrounds to 16 

identify where independent learning skills are lacking. 17 

 18 

• Understanding students’ reasons for studying will help lecturers review their 19 

curriculums to ensure students are motivated to learn. 20 

There was no expectation about the number of participants that would be needed for 21 

this project. Theoretical sampling was used to inform the sample used in the second 22 
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stage of the research, after which the subsequent analysis suggested that theoretical 1 

saturation had been achieved and no further interviews were conducted.  2 

2.3.1.2 Incorporating the Literature Review within a Glaserian Grounded Theory 3 

Study 4 

Any grounded research aims to develop theory based on the ‘behaviour and 5 

interactions between people regardless of their methodological and epistemological 6 

differences’ (Berthelsen 2018: 91) and there is agreement that current literature within 7 

any field of study should be understood within the context of the topics under 8 

investigation (Conin et al. 2008: 38), which is a vital part of this process. A review of 9 

the literature is therefore necessary regardless of the grounded approach taken. 10 

However, there is disagreement about when and how the literature review should take 11 

place and how long it should be; a ‘polemic and divisive issue, which continues to 12 

spark debate’ (Dunne 2011: 113). 13 

For grounded theorists, literature is often considered another example of data to be 14 

analysed alongside the primary data (Heath 2006: 521). Beyond this, there are two 15 

conflicting schools of thought amongst researchers engaged in grounded research. 16 

Firstly, those who believe it is not only possible, but also beneficial to address the 17 

literature before undertaking the primary research, and, secondly, those who consider 18 

this goes against the principles of grounded theory and believe the literature should 19 

only be consulted after the analysis of the primary data. Which view someone 20 

subscribes to will ultimately depend on their epistemological perspective and 21 

background knowledge of the area under investigation (Giles et al. 2013: 29). Those 22 

who adhere to Glaser’s methodological recommendations suggest that researchers 23 

should not consult the literature until after theories have been identified following in-24 

depth primary data collection and analysis to avoid making assumptions about the 25 

issues that may require further examination (Heath 2006: 519, Hickey 1997: 371). 26 

Thus, stressing the importance of discovery and emergence. 27 

Glaser argued that it is impossible to know which literature to source until the pertinent 28 

issues for specific research populations have emerged from the data.  It is the data 29 

from the research population that decides the research focus and, therefore, the 30 

literature that is sourced (Chiovitti and Piran 2003: 428). In generating theory from the 31 

participants, the researcher has prioritised what is ‘highly important and/or problematic 32 
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for those being studied’ (Christiansen 2011: 22) and specific characteristics of the 1 

research population can be addressed (Pettigrew 2000: 258).  2 

As a counter argument, Hussein et al. (2017: 1200) claimed that acquiring a knowledge 3 

of the literature before the primary research takes place can ensure that the researcher 4 

does not dwell too long on issues that have already been addressed extensively in the 5 

literature during the data collection process. Nevertheless, it was necessary to address 6 

the issues within the context of this study, and the assumption that enough research 7 

had already been conducted within certain areas, would have negatively impacted this 8 

study as areas considered important by the research may have been overlooked. For 9 

example, if subsequent interview schedules had been developed based on existing 10 

literature, with the inherent danger of missing the issues that were pertinent for the 11 

research participants. 12 

The primary argument cited by Glaser for conducting the literature review after the 13 

exploratory stages of the research was to ensure the data generated is not 14 

contaminated with ‘preconceived knowledge and categories’ (Berthelsen 2018: 90). 15 

However, there is a danger that a researcher collecting and analysing data without first 16 

considering the literature may end up ‘reinventing the wheel’ (Coffey and Aktkinson 17 

1996: 157). It has also been argued that it is simply unrealistic to assume that a 18 

researcher enters into a study without any prior knowledge and no researcher is an 19 

‘empty vessel’ devoid of ‘history or background’ (Cutcliffe 2000: 1480). Glaser 20 

acknowledges this, however, by explaining that the researcher must ensure that s/he 21 

aims for an optimal level of openness to what may emerge from the data (Luckerhoff 22 

and Guillemette 2011: 403). 23 

I based my decision for adopting a Glaserian grounded theory methodology on the 24 

importance of allowing the theories to emerge from the primary data collection and 25 

analysis. Pettigrew (2000: 257) explains the overarching question that I needed to 26 

address when deciding when to consult the literature. That is, should I prioritise 27 

adopting or creating a theoretical framework to base my data collection and analysis on 28 

or should I allow the theories deemed important for the research phenomenon to 29 

emerge? I considered the latter option more closely aligned to the Glaserian 30 

methodology. Any preliminary literature review may have omitted crucial areas of 31 

research and potentially influenced the surveying schedule, which could have had an 32 
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unacceptable impact on the findings and resulted in a very different literature review 1 

and study.  2 

The primary aim of a grounded theory study is to have an ‘inductive-deductive’ 3 

approach, which results in a hypothesis, rather than testing a hypothesis (Berthelsen 4 

2018: 97). Reviewing literature before formulating a hypothesis goes against the 5 

inherent principles of a grounded approach to the research in its purest form. As such, 6 

the focus of the literature review emerged from the data, which made reviewing the 7 

literature after the exploratory stages of data collection necessary. 8 

2.3.1.2.1 Identifying the Literature 9 

Although Glaser clearly states the importance of when to conduct a literature review, 10 

he is less prescriptive about how to undertake it; a challenge highlighted by Berthelsen 11 

(2018), who refers to the dearth of guidance available in the area. However, 12 

Wolfswinkel et al. (2013) provided guidelines for how to review literature within the 13 

context of a grounded theory study. The suggestion is that the literature is deemed 14 

another source of data and reviewed in the same way as the institutional data collected 15 

before the review. The literature is then integrated into the research findings 16 

(Berthelsen 2018: 96) in an attempt to identify any new issues or inconsistences with 17 

the results of the data analysis (Wolfswinkel et al. 2013: 45). Thus, providing the final 18 

set of data needed for the informed discussion around the implications of this research 19 

(Chapter 5 of this thesis). 20 

An example makes this clear. The first two exploratory stages of this research resulted 21 

in six theories (listed in table 7, p.93) that, when followed, my research suggested will 22 

help lecturers guide their students to become more effective independent learners 23 

while studying at university. The first of these theories suggested that it was neither 24 

possible, nor desirable, to arrive at a universally accepted definition of independent 25 

learning. The implication is that lecturers should be clear about the processes they 26 

expect their students to engage in when learning independently during their modules, 27 

as this may change according to the unique requirements of each module. In this 28 

instance, literature was sourced around defining independent learning by searching 29 

universally recognised educational/social science databases (Academic Search 30 

Complete, ASSIA, ERIC, PsychINFO, SAGE Journals and SCOPUS) using key search 31 

terms. This process continued for each of the six theories developed from the data 32 

analysis. The located articles were then considered in turn and reviewed until 33 
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theoretical saturation was reached for each section of the review, to ensure a 1 

consistent approach to the data analysis. That is, no further information was 2 

forthcoming from the literature sourced. This provided the final set of data, which 3 

subsequently led to the development and piloting of the online surveying tool, which 4 

was a key output of this research. 5 

The remainder of this chapter considers the timeline and the processes used to gather 6 

and analyse the data. 7 

2.3.2 Participant Selection and Timeline 8 

Three of the five stages of research shown in figure 1 (p.26) involved data collection 9 

from lecturers and/or students from the case study institution (stages one, two and 10 

five). In summary, stages 1 and 2 were the exploratory stages of the research and data 11 

were collected from both students and lecturers using several research techniques 12 

including interviews, focus groups and open-ended survey responses. Stage 3 was the 13 

literature review. The student experience and expectations survey was developed 14 

during from the findings from the exploratory stages of the research during stage 4 15 

and, finally, stage 5 was the survey piloting. Here, I will provide a more detailed outline 16 

of the decisions which informed these stages and the recruitment of the research 17 

participants. 18 

Table 2 provides a summary of the number of participants who contributed to the 19 

research, either directly through interviews or focus group discussions or indirectly 20 

through the analysis of open-ended survey responses included on institutional module 21 

evaluation questionnaires. These are split by faculty (Arts and Humanities (AH), 22 

Business and Law (BL), Engineering, Environment and Computing (EEC), and Health 23 

and Life Sciences (HLS)). A total of 28 lecturers from the institution took part in the 24 

research by participating in face-to-face interviews, and a total of 37 students from the 25 

institution took part in the project through either face-to-face interviews or focus group 26 

discussions. No individual participant was consulted more than once. Additionally, a 27 

further 316 student views were sought from a secondary data source (module 28 

evaluation questionnaires (MEQs) open response questions) during the second of the 29 

exploratory stages of the research. 30 

 31 
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Table 2: Participant Breakdown by Faculty Across the Five Research 1 

Stages 2 

 3 

The rationale for each stage of the research will now be considered. 4 

2.3.2.1 Stage 1 (Exploratory Stage) 5 

Following a Glaserian approach reduced the possibility of researcher bias and, for the 6 

first stage of this research, participants were randomly selected rather than using any 7 

specific criteria as no assumptions influenced the selection. A unique number was 8 

assigned to every taught module within the case study institution, and Excel’s random 9 

number generator selected 60 numbers corresponding to individual modules. Each 10 

module leader was then contacted and asked if they would be willing to participate in 11 

an interview. Eleven lecturers agreed and were subsequently interviewed (four from 12 

AH, two from BL, three from EEC and two from HLS). 13 

After each of the interviews, I asked the lecturer if I could contact students from the 14 

module(s) they taught to explore their views and opinions. One of the lecturers from 15 

EEC provided contacts for students in the faculty whom I could approach to interview. 16 

Another lecturer from BL allowed me to attend and lead a class discussion to gather 17 

student views and opinions. The remaining lecturers suggested I contact their students 18 

directly without their input. Finally, a second focus group was conducted with students 19 

from across faculties to allow for comparisons to be made and the students to interact 20 

and compare experiences. Table 3 shows the participant breakdown by faculty for 21 

stage one. 22 

 23 

 24 

AH BL EEC HLS Total

Lecturer Interviews
(Exploratory Stages)

5 4 4 11 24

Lecturer Interviews
(Survey Tool Pilot)

1 2 1 0 4

Interviews and Focus Groups 2 22 9 4 37

MEQ Open Response Questions 133 27 60 96 316

FACULTY

28

353Students

Lecturers
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Table 3: Participant Breakdown by Faculty (Stage 1) 1 

 2 

2.3.2.2 Stage 2 (Exploratory Stage) 3 

Emerging theories from the data analysis conducted after the first round of the data 4 

collection were explored during the second stage of the research. The methodology 5 

stresses the importance of theoretically sampling the next cohort of interviewees based 6 

on the theories developed during the initial round of data collection and analysis. The 7 

emerging theories (listed in table 7, p.93) were found to be dependent on good 8 

communication levels, which emerged as a key factor for helping students learn. As 9 

good communication has previously been found to be an important factor when 10 

examining student satisfaction in higher education (Dziuban et al. 2005, Wu et al. 11 

2010), I drew my next sample of data from modules within the case study institution 12 

that had consistently strong levels of student satisfaction. Thus, adhering to the 13 

methodology, which stresses the importance of theoretically sampling the next cohort 14 

of interviewees, following the initial round of data collection and analysis. 15 

This was achieved by examining the results of student Module Evaluation 16 

Questionnaires (MEQs) carried out across the case study institution for consistently 17 

strong satisfaction levels for areas relating to teaching and overall satisfaction across 18 

two years (2014-15 and 2015-16). Module evaluations are carried out at the case-study 19 

institution towards the end of all modules, across all levels and years. Modules with 20 

exceptional scores for questions relating to teaching and overall satisfaction (where 21 

98% or more of students indicated they were satisfied with their modules) across these 22 

two consecutive years were selected as a way of ensuring that the rating might reflect 23 

consistency of effect. A total of 36 modules were identified.  24 

Qualitative feedback from the 2015-16 module evaluation data was examined for each 25 

student who responded to the MEQs from these 36 modules. The data was drawn from 26 

two open response questions (‘Please identify up to three things you think are good 27 

about this module’ and ‘What changes to the module or its delivery would improve 28 

AH BL EEC HLS Total

Lecturer Interviews 4 2 3 2 11

Student Interviews and Focus 
Groups

2 22 9 4 37

FACULTY
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satisfaction?’). I then approached the lecturers responsible for teaching each of the 1 

modules selected for high satisfaction and asked if they would be willing to be 2 

interviewed in an attempt to identify effective teaching practices and their implications 3 

for student satisfaction and approaches to learning. The lecturers’ interview schedule 4 

was designed around students’ comments and the emerging theories from the first 5 

round of interviews. It was employed predominately as a guide and lecturers were 6 

encouraged to talk freely about their teaching practices and student cohorts as the 7 

interviews progressed. Table 4 shows the participant breakdown by faculty for stage 8 

two. 9 

Table 4: Participant Breakdown by Faculty (Stage 2) 10 

 11 

The exploratory stages of the research were concluded after stage two as the point of 12 

saturation had been reached. The literature review followed (stage 3). Stages 1 to 3 13 

then informed the student experience and expectation survey development (stage 4), 14 

which is considered in the next section. The final stage of the research was a pilot of 15 

the survey as mentioned above, which included follow-up interviews with a further four 16 

lecturers across three of the Universities faculties: one lecturer from AH, two from BL 17 

and one from EEC. Although the survey was piloted in HLS, I was unable to secure a 18 

formal follow-up interview, although positive informal feedback was received when the 19 

subsequent report was provided. 20 

2.3.2.3 Stages 4 and 5 (The Student Experience and Expectations Survey) 21 

Earlier in this chapter I explained the processes undertaken for two complete rounds of 22 

data collection and analysis. The subsequent results (chapter 3) and the literature 23 

review (chapter 4) informed the fourth and fifth stages of the research; the 24 

development and piloting of a surveying tool for lecturers to use to help them identify 25 

and address the pertinent issues for individual student cohorts by considering their 26 

experiences, opinions and expectations. Thus, giving lecturers key information to adapt 27 

their approaches in ways most suited to their cohorts.  28 

AH BL EEC HLS Total

Lecturer Interviews 1 2 1 9 13

Student Module Evaluation 
Responses

133 27 60 96
316 

(across 36 
modules)

FACULTY
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The theories developed during the exploratory stages of the research are explained in 1 

section 3.2.4 (p.91). These theories emphasised the vital role lecturers have in guiding 2 

their students in their approaches to independent learning, and the necessity to tailor 3 

their guidance to individual cohorts according to their needs. Providing appropriately 4 

tailored guidance relies on lecturers’ knowledge of their cohorts in terms of their 5 

previous experiences and expectations which, in turn, depend on the willingness of 6 

lecturers to establish and facilitate respectful relationships with their students. Where 7 

such relationships exist, lecturers are more likely to understand their cohorts’ needs 8 

and, therefore, provide the help and guidance they need to become effective 9 

independent learners within their particular disciplines. Therefore, a key 10 

recommendation to emerge from this research was for lecturers to encourage their 11 

students to interact with them so this background knowledge can be acquired. 12 

The emphasis placed on interaction can be problematic for lecturers when 13 

opportunities for this level of engagement are limited. It is perhaps unsurprising, 14 

therefore, that lecturers responsible for larger modules, where opportunities for 15 

lecturer-student interaction are limited, raised concerns. The exploratory stages of the 16 

research and the subsequent literature review accentuated the importance of 17 

understanding individual cohort requirements through a process of interaction. 18 

However, no solutions for helping lecturers where such levels of communication are 19 

challenging were forthcoming. As such, I identified a need to address this problem, 20 

which led to the development of the student experience and expectations survey (stage 21 

4) which I piloted in the final part of the research (stage 5). 22 

The exploratory stages of the research highlighted the information about student 23 

cohorts which would help lecturers provide appropriate guidance for their students. 24 

This information was used to develop a survey consisting of 58 questions (listed in 25 

appendix 8.8, p.231). This survey could be administered to students at any time during 26 

their studies, although it is particularly useful towards the start of modules when 27 

lecturers have the opportunity to make the necessary changes to the guidance they 28 

provide. 29 

Supplying lecturers with an overview of their students through a summary of their 30 

survey responses helps lecturers develop their curriculum and/or approaches to 31 

teaching according to their students’ specific needs. Thus, appropriate interventions 32 

and guidance can be put in place whilst addressing an over-riding concern emerging 33 
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from the previous rounds of data collection and analysis. That is, ensuring students 1 

understand the appropriate academic behaviours expected of them while studying in 2 

the higher education sector. Differences between lecturer and student expectations 3 

and knowledge could, therefore, be addressed at the earliest possible point in students’ 4 

modules, even when cohort interaction is limited.  5 

In addition to having an appropriate set of questions based on the exploratory stages of 6 

the research, I devised a suitable method of delivery which accounted for lecturers’ 7 

concerns about the constraints on their time. Similarly, an appropriate technique for 8 

analysing the data was developed to ensure minimal impact on lecturers’ workloads, so 9 

all lecturers were in a position to use the surveying tool. Employing a quantitative 10 

survey allowed the issues pertinent for individual cohorts to be identified with minimal 11 

impact on both students’ and lecturers’ time. 12 

The survey delivery was quick and straightforward (as described below in section 13 

2.3.2.3.1, p.45), and I designed an Excel output sheet with clearly identified findings, 14 

which helped lecturers identify where their interaction would be most effective, without 15 

the need for any further analysis. However, lecturers would need time to consider how 16 

they can use the findings to benefit their cohorts specific needs, depending on the 17 

objectives of the modules under consideration. 18 

Students completing the survey were assured that their anonymity would be respected, 19 

as no personal or identifying information was collected. This was done to encourage 20 

truthful and, therefore, more reliable answers. If students felt they could be identified, 21 

they may have provided what they considered to be sociably desirable rather than 22 

truthful responses (Ollo-López and Nuñez 2018). This could be detrimental to the 23 

survey and may impact negatively on the students whose lecturers adapt their courses 24 

or modules based on the feedback provided. Although this approach meant that 25 

demographic information was not supplied, it did not affect the survey’s overall aim of 26 

providing summary information about the group as a whole. 27 

Students were asked to answer a series of Likert scale questions by indicating if they  28 

strongly agreed, agreed, were undecided, disagreed or strongly disagreed with each of 29 

the 58 questions. Five-point Likert scales are frequently used in social science surveys 30 

(e.g. Lambert et al. 2018:242, Dili et al. 2018:54-56) and having an ‘undecided’ middle 31 

option as a neutral response is commonplace (e.g. Croasmun 2011:19, Friedrichs et al. 32 

2018:126-127).  33 
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When analysing the Likert scale data, I made the decision to include those 1 

respondents who were ‘undecided’ in the figures used to indicate the percentage of 2 

students who could potentially benefit from some lecturer interaction. Researchers 3 

frequently omit the ‘undecided’ option from Likert scale data analysis, although, I felt it 4 

was appropriate to include it in the analysis for one specific reason. I was attempting to 5 

find a way of alerting lecturers to any misconceptions and potential confusion within 6 

their cohorts so they could consider how best to address it. Students who indicated 7 

they were ‘undecided’ could be demonstrating their confusion as the statements should 8 

be easy to understand. This is best illustrated with an example. Question 2 on the 9 

survey, asks students if they strongly agree, agree, disagree, strongly disagree, or are 10 

undecided about, the following statement: 11 

“As a student, I should be careful not to criticise information contained in books or 12 

articles written by respected academics/subject experts” 13 

Most, if not all, lecturers teaching at UK higher education institutions would expect their 14 

students to take a critical approach to the texts they read as part of their learning. As 15 

such, any students answering strongly agree or agree would be a red flag for lecturers 16 

who should take action to address this misconception. However, if students indicate 17 

they are undecided, then they are also showing an inadequate level of knowledge and 18 

lecturers should take action to clarify why a critical approach should be taken. 19 

Therefore, the only respondents who do not require any additional guidance from their 20 

lecturers would be those students who disagreed or strongly disagreed with the 21 

statement. 22 

An important consideration for the survey was that the questions included could be 23 

applied across disciplines and that the data was presented in a coherent way that 24 

allows lecturers to interpret and consider it within the context of their modules. Using 25 

carefully developed Likert scale questions helped to persuade students that they could 26 

not be identified from their answers while collecting enough data to be useful for 27 

lecturers, regardless of their discipline. 28 

Targeting large cohorts of students would help test the assumption that the survey 29 

would work well for lecturers who teach large cohorts, where time does not allow for 30 

more discursive interaction with their students. Institutional data was consulted to 31 

identify lecturers responsible for teaching large cohorts of students, who were then 32 

asked if they would be willing to pilot the questionnaire. 33 



 
45 

Twelve lecturers agreed to participate, and the questionnaire was delivered 1 

electronically across 13 lectures, with 461 students participating across all four 2 

University faculties. Table 5 shows the level, faculty and number of students who took 3 

part in the pilot. Lecturers responsible for the surveys in bold boxes were the 4 

interviewees and an example output is included in the appendices (section 8.9, p.236). 5 

Table 5: Level, Faculty and the Number of Students Who Participated in the 6 

Survey Pilot 7 

 8 

Note: 1, 2, 3 = First, Second and Third year undergraduate cohort, M=Taught 9 

postgraduate student cohort, F=Foundation level cohort 10 

2.3.2.3.1 Survey Delivery 11 

During the exploratory stages of the research, lecturers reported a consistently high 12 

demand on their time. As such, they needed convincing that any time spent 13 

administering the survey would yield useful data about their cohorts. Feedback from 14 

lecturers who participated in the survey pilot suggested that the delivery process was 15 

intuitive, quick and easy to understand. 16 

Figure 3 summarises the three main stages of the delivery and analysis undertaken for 17 

each module or cohort. 18 

 19 

 20 

Faculty F 1 2 3 M Total

AH 77 77

BL 43
(2 lectures) 53 96

EEC 43 10 28 13 33 161

HLS  108
(2 lectures) 45 8 0 127

Total 43 161 150 74 33 461

Level of Study
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Figure 3: Survey Delivery and Analysis Process 1 

 2 

The survey was purposefully designed to be used with large cohorts, regardless of the 3 

discipline, and gives lecturers the data they need to interpret their cohort’s results from 4 

the perspective of the subject they are delivering. For example, one of the statements 5 

students are asked to agree or disagree with is ‘I can usually get access to the 6 

resources I need to use at the University’. The resources students will need to access 7 

will vary, depending on the discipline and course or module requirements, and should 8 

students indicate that they are having difficulty accessing the resources the lecturer 9 

could consider several courses of action. Firstly, check that their students understand 10 

which resources they should be accessing. Secondly, make sure the resources are 11 

available and where and, thirdly, make students aware of alternative resources that 12 

could be used and where these can be located. Similarly, if students indicated that they 13 

agreed with the statement ‘I am not sure about how I would get help at the University if 14 

I have a question about my academic work’, it would be the lecturer’s responsibility to 15 

address their confusion by explaining the help that is available on, and relevant to, their 16 

particular module or course. This could be from lecturers directly, through email or 17 

online discussion forums, or via recognised University services such as the Centre for 18 

Academic Writing (which, as the name suggests, offers students one to one advice 19 

Survey made available using an 
institutionally approved online 

survey builder. Unique link sent to 
each lecturer for their specific 

cohorts.

Using the link supplied, students 
anonymously complete the online  

survey and submit it

Data is downloaded, analysed (in a 
macro-enabled Excel spreadsheet) 
and returned to the lecturer within 

minutes. 
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about their academic writing) or Sigma (which offers students one to one mathematical 1 

support regardless of their discipline). 2 

There are numerous online platforms available that can host surveys of this nature and 3 

make them available online for completion by following a link. Examples of these 4 

include SurveyMonkey, SurveyPlanet, Zoho Survey and SurveyGizmo. Whilst the 5 

process could be completed using any of these resources, I chose to host the survey 6 

on JISC’s (formally the Joint Information Systems Committee) Online Surveys platform 7 

(formally Bristol Online Surveys). The institution universally supported this platform, 8 

and, as such, was considered the most reliable as free support would be available if 9 

any technical problems occurred during the piloting process. A master version of the 10 

survey was entered onto JISC’s Online Surveys platform and a copy was made with a 11 

unique identifier for each cohort. This link was then given to the lecturers to pass on to 12 

their students in lecturers. 13 

Lecturers were encouraged to give students time within their timetabled lecturers to 14 

complete the survey. The rationale for this approach was to try and ensure as many 15 

responses as possible for each cohort of students were received and follows the 16 

process employed by the institution when delivering University-wide module evaluation 17 

questionnaires (MEQs). Students completed MEQs towards the end of their modules. 18 

In each instance, an independent researcher entered the class or lecture and asked 19 

students to complete an online survey via an electronic device using a link. This 20 

process routinely enabled the institution to achieve high response rates and, as such, 21 

was considered an appropriate approach.  22 

Student cohorts completing the student experience and expectations survey were told 23 

that the survey would take no longer than 15 minutes to complete and their anonymity 24 

was assured. No incentive was offered for completion, although the benefits of 25 

completing the assessment for them in terms of helping lecturers identify where they 26 

can most help their students was stressed at the time of completion. The slide in figure 27 

4 was shown to the students before the survey’s completion, clearly explaining how 28 

and why they were being asked to complete the surveys, including how it will benefit 29 

them as students. 30 

 31 

 32 
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Figure 4: First of Two Slides Shown During the Surveying Process 1 

 2 

A link to the survey was then provided on a second slide (figure 5) so students could 3 

complete the survey using any networked device they have available (such as a laptop, 4 

tablet or phone): 5 

Figure 5: Second of Two Slides Shown During the Surveying Process 6 

 7 

Reports were generated from completed surveys using a macro-enabled Excel 8 

workbook, which I designed during the survey’s development stages. A macro is ‘a tool 9 

that can simplify a complex task by performing multiple operations at once that would 10 

otherwise be time consuming’ (Deochand et al. 2016: 230). Excel macros enable a 11 

complex set of actions to be recorded and subsequently recalled using a single 12 

Students’ Needs and Experiences Survey

To help lecturers understand students’ needs and experiences 
within specific groups at the start of modules/courses.W

hy?

How?

10 minute on-line ANONYMOUS survey:
• Single-click responses
• No written responses required
• No personal information required

Benefit
Provides lecturers with:
• A quick and effective overview of student cohorts
• An opportunity to modify advice and guidance for specific groups

Please enter the following URL into your browser:

Please note that:

• ALL questions need a response 
(all are answered by a single click)

• ALL questions need truthful responses 
(all responses are ANONYMOUS, no individuals can be identified)

coventry.onlinesurveys.ac.uk/pt8
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command or action (by clicking a button placed within the spreadsheet). This process 1 

could be used regardless of the number of respondents and meant that accurate 2 

reports could be produced quickly and easily by downloading the survey data from the 3 

online survey platform and entering it into the Excel spreadsheet. Thus, addressing 4 

one of the main concerns highlighted by lecturers (i.e. not having enough time to 5 

familiarise themselves with their student cohorts) whilst ensuring the data’s accuracy is 6 

not compromised. The data collected from all of the pilot surveys were then used to 7 

test the survey’s validity using a form of Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) called 8 

Principal Component Analysis (PCA). This analysis reduced the number of questions 9 

from 58 to 35 and ensured the questions were appropriately grouped within the reports 10 

provided to the lecturers (please refer to section 3.2.4.1.1 (p96) for a detailed 11 

explanation of how the results were used to inform this process). 12 

The Excel report grouped and ranked the question responses according to the 13 

percentage of students who could benefit from an intervention from their lecturer(s). 14 

Although there was a delay in providing the Excel reports to the participating lecturers 15 

while the PCA was carried out, any subsequent reports could be provided within 16 

minutes of receiving student data as the PCA finalised the report structure. 17 

After receiving their cohorts’ reports, lecturers were then encouraged to think about 18 

what the results might mean for their particular cohorts and how these could be used to 19 

improve their students’ approaches to learning. For the final part of the pilot study, a 20 

selection of lecturers were interviewed to get their views and opinions of the survey’s 21 

delivery processes, analysis and subsequent output report. The interviews were then 22 

analysed using the same approach adopted for rounds one and two, and the results 23 

are presented in section 3.3 (p.110).  24 

2.4 A Note About Ethics 25 

Participants engaging in this research were ensured that their input would remain 26 

confidential to encourage truthful responses (Wilkinson 2008). Participants were also 27 

informed about how their data is stored and protected (White 2012). If participants felt 28 

their identities could be compromised, this could also affect their answers.  29 

All participants were given information sheets. These offered reassurance that the data 30 

they supplied would be held securely and anonymously. Additionally, care was taken 31 

when disseminating any subsequent research findings to ensure participants’ identities 32 
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were not revealed either directly or indirectly. For example, by revealing details about 1 

the content of submissions that would make it possible for anybody who knew the 2 

participant to predict who they are. At no stage during the research process was 3 

participant data labelled with any identifying information. Each participant was given a 4 

unique number, which was stored separately from his or her submissions and all data 5 

was password protected. 6 

2.5 Methodology: Concluding Remarks 7 

The Glaserian approach adopted for this study helped me to remain objective during 8 

the data collection and analysis. Thus, ensuring that the pathway the research followed 9 

was guided by the opinions and views of the participants, rather than any previously 10 

acquired information which may, or may not, have been applicable to my research 11 

population. It was important that my views and opinions did not influence the data I 12 

collected and following a Glaserian approach guarded against this in ways that other 13 

strands of grounded theory do not allow, as they assume that data is collected and 14 

analysed through a process of negotiation between the researcher and the research 15 

participants. Thus, ensuring that my influence was minimised while accepting that 16 

lecturers’ and students’ opinions and views are individual and formulated in the real 17 

world through a process of negotiation. The approach allowed me to progress through 18 

five main stages of research (as shown in figure 1, p.26), leading to the development of 19 

the surveying tool, as a direct result of the data collected and analysed throughout the 20 

research. 21 

 22 

 23 

  24 
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3 Results 1 

This chapter presents the results of the analysis carried out on the data collected at the 2 

case study institution. The results are presented in chronological order.  3 

3.1 Stage 1 4 

The first stage of the research collected data from interviews and focus groups with 5 

lecturers and students at the case study institution, which in turn provided the rationale 6 

for sampling data collected during the second stage of the research. Eleven lecturers 7 

from all four university faculties were randomly sampled and interviewed. Thirty two 8 

students were also interviewed or asked to participate in a focus group discussion (as 9 

explained in section 2.3.2.1 (p.39)). Section 3.1 will, therefore, consider the findings 10 

uncovered following an examination of the data from stage 1 of the research using the 11 

constant comparison method and the three stages of coding (as explained in section 12 

2.3.1.1, p.32).  13 

3.1.1 The Challenge of a Diverse Student Cohort 14 

Lecturers interviewed in the first stage of my research emphasised the challenges 15 

diverse student cohorts bring when their students have not been informed of the 16 

approaches to independent learning that would be expected from them at a UK 17 

university. Lecturers felt that students’ diverse educational and cultural experiences 18 

shaped their expectations and initial approaches to their studies, which sometimes 19 

contradicted the approaches lecturers expected their students to take when learning 20 

independently. Consequently, where these approaches were not clearly explained, 21 

their students would not be able to learn to the best of their abilities while undertaking 22 

their coursework or enhancing their knowledge away from the classroom. Although 23 

some students seemed more capable of adapting to studying in higher education than 24 

others, lecturers reported that students’ previous experiences had not adequately 25 

prepared them for studying independently at this level: 26 

“We do have some [students who are] more prepared than others [but] it 27 
takes a while for some to realise what they should be doing” (Lecturer, FAH) 28 

Another lecturer from the same faculty also found transitioning students were under 29 

prepared: 30 
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“The students that come directly from BTEC or A-level find that transition to 1 
be quite a bit of a shock… they’re used to having their hands held, it seems 2 
that way at least” (Lecturer, FAH) 3 

Although some lecturers thought that institutions should play a more active role in 4 

preparing students for the level of autonomy expected in higher education, they also 5 

accepted that it should be part of their role as their lecturers to help address this 6 

shortfall by helping students understand what it expected of them during their 7 

independent study time: 8 

“I think the preparation for the students needs to be better before they get 9 
here… [but] there has also got to be a transition from our side. It’s unrealistic 10 
to expect them to arrive and suddenly be launched into this self-directed, 11 
independent study… There is too big a gap to bridge between them finishing 12 
A-levels, BTECS or whatever, or access course, and [moving] into the 13 
university environment.” (Lecturer, HLS) 14 

This was not only relevant for home students, who transitioned into higher education 15 

from differing academic backgrounds (e.g., from traditional A-Level routes through to 16 

the more vocational BTEC routes), but also for international students who had their 17 

own set of challenges to overcome when moving to study in the UK. Such challenges, 18 

mentioned by the lecturers, included securing visas, which sometimes resulted in a 19 

delay to students starting their courses, and ensuring their English language skills are 20 

at an appropriate level for studying in a UK higher education institution: 21 

“We are a very international course, probably about 50%, and I would suggest 22 
that, despite the English regulations and requirements, some of our students 23 
are not proficient in terms of English” (Lecturer, EEC) 24 

Several lecturers explained how studying in the UK can also be culturally challenging 25 

for international students. Some international students can struggle to understand the 26 

approaches to studying expected in the UK, as they can differ significantly from the 27 

requirements in their home countries, even at Masters level:  28 

“International students’ experience of what is expected is often very different. 29 
There are some countries where it is very didactic; your lecturer says this, you 30 
memorise this and you get a good grade and they come here and they get a 31 
nasty shock. They might do what for home would have been a very good 32 
grade and we give them 40 or 50%, you know a pass to a middling pass and 33 
they find that quite upsetting and disturbing and a lot of my induction 34 
processes is getting through to them the idea that we don’t have the time and 35 
we don’t have the manpower and it’s not part of the culture on Masters level 36 
courses in western countries to tell you what to learn” (Lecturer, HLS) 37 

It was apparent as the interviews progressed that, regardless of how lecturers or 38 

students interpreted independent learning (discussed in section 3.1.2), there was a 39 
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clear need for lecturers to identify and address knowledge gaps to ensure their 1 

students can achieve their full potential. As such, the focus of the interviews, and 2 

indeed this thesis, became how lecturers can provide guidance to students about their 3 

approaches to independent learning. For some lecturers, this is not considered truly 4 

independent learning, which, for them, can only occur where learning takes place 5 

without external guidance. However, the diverse nature of student cohorts reported by 6 

the lecturers dictated the need for independent learning to be guided to avoid the 7 

confusion diverse student and lecturers expectations bring. Therefore, ‘guided 8 

independent learning’ emerged as the focus of this research. 9 

3.1.2 Defining Independent Learning 10 

Providing students with guidance about how to study independently depends on a clear 11 

understanding of what the term ‘independent learning’ means so the necessary 12 

independent learning skills can be identified and gaps in student knowledge closed. It 13 

became apparent that there were variations about what should be classed as 14 

independent learning and I was only able to produce a very general definition that 15 

could be applied to all of the lecturers’ comments when I asked what they thought 16 

independent learning to be. Independent learning was considered by all lecturers 17 

interviewed to be ‘any activities to further knowledge in a given field that takes place 18 

outside timetabled teaching’.  19 

Beyond this general definition there was disagreement about when learning activities 20 

could be truly considered independent and the specific approaches lecturers expected 21 

from their students. For some lecturers, independent learning was simply any learning 22 

activity students engage in without guidance from lecturers. These lecturers expected 23 

their students to take the initiative and allow their natural curiosity to guide them to 24 

wider reading within the confines of their courses or modules: 25 

“Independent learning by my understanding is those guys who learn by 26 
themselves and find their way by themselves instead of relying on too much 27 
guidance from us” (Lecturer, EEC) 28 

Lecturers still expected students to take the concepts introduced as a starting point but 29 

they did not provide any further guidance about how they expect their students to study 30 

when working independently: 31 

“Certainly, that’s what I would expect of [my] students. To take the basic 32 
information I have given them in the lecture and to then really build upon that 33 
and hopefully see links and taking ideas forward themselves” (Lecturer, HLS) 34 
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Other lecturers, however, felt it was more constructive to offer a degree of guidance to 1 

students, particularly in the early stages of their courses, where they thought it was 2 

appropriate to direct students to key texts or set tasks for them to engage in outside of 3 

the classroom. One lecturer explained how he suggested literature to students during 4 

lecturers: 5 

“From a learning point of view, we feed in with suggested reading as part of 6 
those lectures” (Lecturer, HLS) 7 

 This was particularly important for students who are not confident or familiar with how 8 

to conduct effective searches for academic literature and information. One second year 9 

undergraduate student explained the importance of having such guidance when asked 10 

what they understood by independent learning: 11 

“If the lecturer shows me the way [and] if I follow this, even at home, I study 12 
the structure they gave us, follow this path, and read the information then it 13 
will be put in your mind, that is independent learning I think… You take that 14 
very much as the guide and go away and read what you are directed to… 15 
there have been millions of books…we need to know which books are the 16 
main ones that we need to look at and why they are relevant” (Second Year 17 
Undergraduate Student, EEC) 18 

Despite disagreements about how much guidance is appropriate for student learning to 19 

be considered independent, the diverse nature of student cohorts (explained in section 20 

3.1.1) highlights the importance of lecturers including some guidance as part of their 21 

curriculum to ensure students understand what is expected of them and to manage any 22 

confusion.  23 

There was a greater consensus about the specific tasks students should be capable of 24 

undertaking when learning independently. Specifically, lecturers thought students 25 

should be able to write to an appropriate academic standard and understand how to 26 

structure an essay: 27 

“You have to question it because their writing is so poor, grammatically, 28 
sentence-structure, and then you have to question again, what process did 29 
you get in through? Because you can’t even do the basics, you can’t even 30 
structure an essay, or you can’t structure a report or you can’t do your basics, 31 
like a literature review and connect it to a discussion analysis. So, some of our 32 
students will focus on literature but forget the discussion and analysis aspect, 33 
or the summary bit, so they’ll do one bit, “Oh, that will get me a pass.” But not 34 
think, “Actually it won’t get you a pass, because you’ve not connected it to 35 
discussion and analysis,” so grammar and structure. Academic writing seems 36 
to be a flaw” (Lecturer, FBL) 37 
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Lecturers explained their students also frequently failed to show evidence of an 1 

appropriate level of critical thinking: 2 

“We still have students at second and third year level [and] you wonder how 3 
they got to where they are because they don’t appear to have those basic 4 
critical thinking skills” (Lecturer, FBL) 5 

Other lecturers reported students lacked the search techniques required to identify 6 

appropriate reading when taking an ‘unguided’ approach to their independent learning. 7 

One lecturer explained how he included a task in his teaching to help transitioning 8 

students develop their information seeking skills: 9 

“This year’s task was to… search through the library, find a text they thought 10 
was interesting… and then use that [for] a piece of work” (Lecturer, FAH) 11 

Another lecturer pointed out that university level learning requires a degree of maturity 12 

that some students will need to develop as they progress through their courses, so 13 

they are able to critically assess their strengths and weaknesses and work with fellow 14 

students to develop their learning skills and address gaps in their knowledge. Lecturers 15 

reported that students had a more mature approach to learning when students 16 

demonstrated a less selfish attitude towards sharing work and thoughts with their fellow 17 

students and an ability to work towards improvements based on the feedback they 18 

have provided to their students. Lecturers saw these traits as being particularly 19 

prevalent in part-time students who are more likely to have had more ‘life experience’ 20 

to draw on prior to starting their course (e.g. in the workplace): 21 

“Even weak part-time students doing an undergraduate degree can be mature 22 
learners; they know what their weaknesses are, they’re not ashamed of them, 23 
they’re quite happy to put it out there but then they’ll also expect support and 24 
expect to work in a team and build so I think it’s mature learning” (Lecturer, 25 
FBL) 26 

3.1.3 Lecturers’ Perceived Role in Guiding Students to become Effective 27 
Independent Learners. 28 

Despite differing opinions from lecturers about the amount of guidance they believed 29 

they should be providing students in terms of the activities they are expected to engage 30 

in when learning independently, it was apparent from speaking with both students and 31 

lecturers that some guidance was needed to address students’ disparate independent 32 

learning skills and also lecturer and student expectations. This section will consider 33 

lecturer and student views on how and when this guidance can be most usefully 34 

delivered. 35 
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3.1.3.1 Induction 1 

There were examples of attempts to address independent learning skills deficits by 2 

providing guidance during induction processes: 3 

“We try to make it as clear as possible on day one actually, that this is a totally 4 
new way of learning; we’re not going to be over their shoulder all the time, 5 
they’re responsible for their education… We have an induction task, which is 6 
designed to get them to know the university a little bit, to get them to know us 7 
a little bit and get them to know each other a little bit as well, because a lot of 8 
them had never met before, and we try to tailor that around as a kind of quick 9 
sharp introduction as to how we work here.  This year’s task was to make a 10 
piece of media, in groups of 5 or 6 and we gave each person in the group a 11 
different section of the library, and they had to search through the library, find 12 
a text that they thought was interesting… and then use that to make some 13 
piece of work… which was trying to be a microcosm of what we ask for over 14 
the 3 years, but in the first week, and the results were good – I think it worked 15 
quite well” (Lecturer, FAH) 16 

However, the difficulties experienced by some students led some lecturers and 17 

students to question if the induction processes they have in place are effective and 18 

appropriately timed: 19 

“I think the issue with induction week is that it is too much information in one 20 
go. I don’t think it sinks in and is certainly not retained” (Lecturer, HLS) 21 

 Whilst there was agreement that the importance of learning how to study 22 

independently should be emphasised to students during their induction week, some 23 

lecturers thought it would be more appropriate to actually introduce independent 24 

learning skills at appropriate times throughout their courses so that students could see 25 

and appreciate the relevance of the skills being introduced and are not struggling to 26 

deal with the additional distractions that transitioning into higher education entails.  27 

Several students, reflecting on their period of transition, also expressed concern that 28 

an induction week too focussed on academic work could be detrimental to the time 29 

they have available to socialise and make new friends and connections at the 30 

university or, in the case of this student, getting to know their new flatmates: 31 

 “We moved [to the area] on the Saturday and we started at 9am Monday. It 32 
was freshers’ week and there was loads of going out and stuff and I felt like 33 
we were constantly in and out of uni. I feel it could have been more like two or 34 
three days fully rather than five. Maybe because I feel like we were trying to 35 
bond with my flatmates and everything and we were all constantly out” (First 36 
Year Undergraduate Student, EC) 37 
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It was suggested that a dedicated, compulsory skills module during the first term of the 1 

course, encompassing the independent learning skills students will need, might provide 2 

an alternative approach to disseminating too much information during students’ 3 

induction weeks. There was an effective example of such an approach described by a 4 

lecturer and a student from EEC where such a module is currently in place. The 5 

success of this module appeared to be reliant on the skills of the module leader who 6 

managed to make the module both relevant and interesting to students because of the 7 

teaching methods employed. Without a skilful and experienced lecturer undertaking a 8 

module of this nature, there was concern that students could soon lose interest: 9 

“We have a module called professional development and we have someone 10 
who used to be a mentor and that is a very good preparatory module. That is 11 
run in the first semester in the first year for undergraduates, and that actually 12 
got a 98% MEQ [Module Evaluation Questionnaire: student satisfaction 13 
survey disseminated across all modules throughout the case study institution]. 14 
The year before when that particular lecturer wasn’t delivering it, she is very 15 
new, it got some horrendous result. So, she has completely transformed it, 16 
you know, welcome to university this is what you need to do, this is what you 17 
need to know etc…  18 
“The module introduces all the things that you need in terms of university 19 
things. Library stuff, academic skills, writing skills, all those kinds of things. 20 
We bring in people from the library on at least two occasions, to go over how 21 
to search for information, how to reference, all those types of things. Also, 22 
industry specific skills. So, from day one, or near enough, they are talking 23 
about employability. On that module they have brought in somebody who is a 24 
professional developer. Her entire career is about developing people. It’s quite 25 
expensive I think, but that went down really well. So, lots of different skills [are 26 
introduced].” (Lecturer, EC) 27 

This detailed example provides an alternative to attempting to disseminate too much 28 

information in students’ first week. However, this could be difficult to implement without 29 

the right lecturers. The lecturer delivering the skills module described above was 30 

clearly skilled in engaging students, as demonstrated by the exceptionally high student 31 

satisfaction result for her module, which was not the case before the lecturer took over 32 

the module. 33 

Elsewhere, there are examples of lecturers providing printed guidelines to students in 34 

the form of documentation delivered at the start of their courses, but lecturers reported 35 

that very few students read and digest this documentation without further guidance or 36 

encouragement and, at best, this should only be considered an additional resource for 37 

students to refer to when studying independently as many students will choose not to 38 

consult it: 39 
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“I think students need direction, they need help… We give a very detailed 1 
module guide, week by week what we will be doing, read this, read chapter 2 
this, but they won’t do it. You can tell by the questions. They’ll ask what they 3 
need to do for something when it’s clearly written out here in the module 4 
guide. Even with examples! But if they don’t read it…  sometimes giving them 5 
everything upfront is too much in one go” (Lecturer, FAH) 6 

Several functions that lecturers and students did feel induction week should provide 7 

was guidance about where to turn to for help with pastoral and academic issues 8 

alongside opportunities to socialise and mix with other students. A lecturer from FAH 9 

described how he had introduced a task that attempts to combine the social and 10 

academic induction processes by setting non-assessed group tasks for students to 11 

work on involving numerous independent learning skills that will be crucial to their 12 

development as students (e.g., information seeking and analysis). By setting non-13 

assessed tasks, the lecturers attempted to engage students to explore different 14 

approaches to learning together, without the fear of it impacting negatively on their 15 

grades: 16 

“Open-mindedness I think is really important to the sort of subjects they’re 17 
working on. Going in wanting to take chances and risks, and to be 18 
experimental is really important. So we really encourage our students just to 19 
take chances and try stuff and if it doesn’t work that’s fine, you know, we’ll try 20 
something else” (Lecturer, FAH) 21 

A disadvantage with trying to cover too much information in induction week is that 22 

lecturers have not had the opportunity to assess their students’ abilities. Without an 23 

appropriate assessment it can be difficult to gauge the level of skills training or 24 

information that would benefit students. For example, it would be easy to assume too 25 

much prior knowledge and there was evidence to show that some students had 26 

struggled at certain times during their courses because of such assumptions, 27 

particularly with regards to IT capability. One student explained how he had started his 28 

course without any knowledge of Excel and that it soon became apparent that he 29 

needed to be able to use the software. He successfully taught himself what he needed 30 

to know, but he found it quite stressful, and it took time away from his other work. He 31 

explained that this situation could have been easily avoided if it had been made clear 32 

to him that he needed to prepare for using Excel prior to starting his course. 33 

Ideally, lecturers could attempt to address such problems in the very early stages of 34 

student courses or modules. One lecturer suggested giving more attention to students’ 35 

applications, particularly their personal statements, and informing each student about 36 

the skills expected of them through correspondence prior to arrival. Where this is not 37 
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possible, a non-assessed task (such as the one described at the beginning of this 1 

section (p.56, lines 4-16)) during the students’ first term, designed to test students’ 2 

skillsets has proven effective. 3 

3.1.3.2 Integrating Independent Learning Skills into the Curriculum 4 

For some lecturers, because of the material that they need to cover on their courses, it 5 

is not always possible to dedicate the time they would like to independent learning 6 

skills sessions, lending justification to the possibility of integrating these skills into the 7 

core modules throughout students’ time at university: 8 

“With our pre-sessional students we divide them up so they have mostly 9 
morning classes or afternoon classes so then they are given homework and 10 
self-study tasks and things to do. That’s much more directed sort of study so 11 
they are much more aware of study skills and reading and taking notes and 12 
various tasks that they can do” (Lecturer, FAH) 13 

Another lecturer from the same faculty explained how he is very prescriptive with the 14 

work he sets in the first year to encourage students to think about the skills they are 15 

developing, but much less so from the second year onwards when students should be 16 

more adept at deciding how to approach their independent learning: 17 

“This kind of open task, really open task comes in term 2 of year 2, so up to 18 
that point we’re a little bit more prescriptive, so we give them smaller 19 
individual tasks, and the briefs sometimes can be really, really restrictive. So, 20 
we might say, ‘You’ve got to make a 1-minute piece about a space and place 21 
for example, so you’ve got to have 6 shots, each shot has to be 10-seconds 22 
long, it’s got to be on the tripod; you’ve got to pick at least 2 primary colours to 23 
be dominant within that space.’ To get them to think about all of these 24 
different elements and then we open up a little bit” (Lecturer, FAH) 25 

There were other examples of independent learning skills development purposefully 26 

being integrated into the subject throughout courses: 27 

“We encourage them to do essays, report writing, presentation skills, 28 
discussions... For this module, their coursework is around leadership styles, 29 
so we give them a case study and they’ve got to look at the different 30 
leadership styles and then recommend, after doing the critical review, what 31 
Janet should do from a leadership style to deal with underperformance in HR. 32 
So, it’s encouraging a debate but before the debate they have to do the 33 
literature review. So, you’re making them think again differently, so yes, that’s 34 
what we do” (Lecturer, FBL) 35 

This approach requires lecturers to be pro-active in several ways; recognising the skills 36 

gaps that need developing, making time to develop approaches to teaching 37 

accordingly, and having the confidence to approach the course director to explain why 38 
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the changes are necessary. A problem arises when lecturers do not consider it their 1 

responsibility to develop students’ study skills and lack the commitment or confidence 2 

to do so, or simply do not have the time: 3 

“What about the staff experience? You’re saying teaching is our bread and 4 
butter. You’re saying you have to do research, you have to be ref-able, you 5 
have to do this. How much can you possibly do?” So where do you draw the 6 
boundaries of support [for students]?” (Lecturer, FBL) 7 

There is one important advantage to an integrated approach for lecturers willing to 8 

make this level of commitment. Making independent learning skills an integral part of 9 

the subject keeps students interested as they can see a direct link between the skills 10 

being taught and their degree interests. Without this connection students may become 11 

disinterested, failing to see how certain skills could be relevant to them, and therefore 12 

choose not to use them while studying independently. One lecturer even explained 13 

how a bespoke skills development programme is the most useful approach where 14 

students can choose the skills training they undertake after thinking about what they 15 

need to know to help them, not only learn effectively while at university, but also in 16 

terms of their future plans: 17 

“If you’ve got a Chinese student who knows they’re going to go back and work 18 
for their family’s business, you don’t really want to be telling them how to write 19 
a UK CV, they don’t need that… but they might be interested in 20 
entrepreneurial skills or how to bring your business to the UK or how to take a 21 
UK business out” (Lecturer, BL) 22 

Generally, where skills sessions were voluntary, lecturers reported relatively little take 23 

up, but a compulsory, or integrated approach seemed to be an effective way of 24 

engaging students.  25 

3.1.3.3 Student Motivation 26 

Lecturers and students agreed that success in higher education is primarily dependent 27 

on students’ motivation and enthusiasm for their courses and modules. Without an 28 

inherent eagerness to learn, convincing students to work independently was viewed as 29 

a difficult proposition and lecturers reported engaging these students very challenging. 30 

Understanding why and how students are driven to study can help lecturers design 31 

courses and modules most suited to their students’ needs. As students have indicated 32 

that improved job opportunities are an important reason for applying to study at 33 

university, it would seem sensible to ensure the relevance of modules and subjects 34 

taught to students’ potential careers is made clear. Throughout their courses, students 35 
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have indicated they are primarily driven by the desire to achieve good marks and 1 

several lecturers warned of the danger of students becoming ‘tactical learners’ to 2 

achieve a good degree classification, which has been noted by their lecturers: 3 

“I think grades are a massive motivator, I wish they weren’t, but they are… I 4 
run this first year module because it’s level 1 and because I just wanted them 5 
to take chances and experiment. I’ve told them that they’ve all passed, they’ve 6 
just got to submit their blog post and I will pass them… They come to lectures 7 
because they have to sign the register, but they’ve started to skip seminars 8 
because they’re so busy with other stuff… There’s a lot of pressure on from 9 
other modules and they think, “Okay, I’ve passed this one, I don’t have to 10 
worry about it.” And they’re buying themselves a bit more time, which I 11 
understand, but I was hoping that it would encourage them to just be more 12 
creative.” (Lecturer, FAH) 13 

Here, the lecturers attempted to encourage students to use their independent study 14 

time more creatively but students’ reluctance to engage would suggest rewarding a 15 

creative use of independent study time may have been a stronger motivator. Lecturers 16 

also indicated that they tended to encourage students to learn by making their lectures 17 

more engaging. Thus, helping to provide students with an intrinsic motivation to study 18 

their subject independently. For example, guest lecturers were sometimes brought in, 19 

which not only gave the course a respectable standing in the eyes of the students, 20 

especially when lecturers were from fields of work students aspired to move into, but 21 

also provided variation: 22 

“We had one particular lecturer who was in the marketing department at Virgin 23 
Atlantic and she was lecturing… and had come into our lectures [and] brought 24 
students with her. It’s great, we loved it” (Second Year Undergraduate 25 
Student, EEC) 26 

Specific tasks designed to engage students to learn independently, mentioned by the 27 

lecturers and the students, included reviewing relevant literature in preparation for 28 

class discussions and asking students to present work not covered in teaching 29 

sessions.  30 

Finally, the interviews showed the importance of striking a balance between too much 31 

and too little feedback when assessing students’ work. Lecturers reported being 32 

discouraged from providing feedback when they did not see evidence of students 33 

taking heed of their advice. Generally, however, students welcomed feedback and the 34 

more motivated students explained they would use their feedback to make 35 

improvements in their next coursework submissions. Some lecturers deliberately kept 36 

feedback to the most important points so it did not discourage students from reading it 37 
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and did not give students the impression of being over critical, which could also be 1 

demotivating: 2 

“I actually think that I over feedback, I tend to do the spellchecking and the 3 
typography as well as the content and I have a feeling that that becomes a 4 
barrier rather than a support because if there’s too many comments on a 5 
piece of text you tend to look at the marks and think I’ll ignore the rest of it, I 6 
don’t want to engage with all of this… So, for me it’s learning to say, this is the 7 
one thing I really want you to improve in this piece of work for next time, which 8 
might actually be more beneficial than [overloading them with feedback]. If I 9 
see a problem [though] I want to say to them, you need to sort this out but I’m 10 
wondering more and more if that’s a problem rather than a help” (Lecturer, 11 
HLS) 12 

Even so, it appeared that little was done to monitor if students have acted upon the 13 

feedback they have received although lecturers reported that improvements in 14 

subsequent coursework submissions were more evident in post-graduate student 15 

submissions.  16 

Finally, helping to ensure students have good time management and organisational 17 

skills helps them keep the pressure of deadlines to a minimum as well as ensuring they 18 

leave themselves enough time to relax: 19 

“I don’t like working after 9 o’clock at night. I try to do as much in the morning 20 
and the day as possible. I prefer to get up early and get it out the way so I can 21 
spend the evening chilling… Sunday is also my day off, I relax and read or 22 
whatever” (First Year Undergraduate Student, EEC) 23 

Other desirable traits highlighted by lecturers and students were critical thinking skills, 24 

communication skills (both written and verbal) and having confidence in individual 25 

abilities.  26 

3.1.3.4 Resources 27 

Generally, students and staff at the University were happy with the resources that are 28 

available for students at the University whilst studying independently. Students’ 29 

preferred locations to work were very dependent on the task, but home, library, IT 30 

rooms and coffee shops were the main locations mentioned. They were particularly 31 

pleased that the library offered 24 hours opening at certain times of the year. Although 32 

there was pressure on group learning spaces during peak times, students seemed to 33 

accept that this is inevitable and often tried to book group study rooms during non-peak 34 

periods: 35 
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“The library is good, particularly in terms of the computers. The group rooms 1 
we use all the time. I noticed that a lot don’t, but we at times, it might be 3 or 4 2 
times a week…you can’t always get the times that you want but 8 times out of 3 
10 you can get something booked” (Second Year Undergraduate Student, 4 
EEC)  5 

Individual work stations appeared fairly easy to find, although space in some buildings 6 

was limited and the library and the disruptive media lab were highlighted as being very 7 

busy. One member of staff mentioned that there are often many students seen working 8 

on laptops around the University and wondered if this was because of the pressure on 9 

desktop PCs. However, it could also be possible that students prefer to use their own 10 

laptops: 11 

“Computers I don’t generally use because they are either all full or I’ve got my 12 
laptop anyway” (Second Year Undergraduate Student, EEC) 13 

There was some concern from one member of staff that resources are often stretched 14 

to breaking point before they are given permission to expand. This seemed particularly 15 

pertinent for students requiring laboratory space or studio time to complete large 16 

projects that cannot be completed without the use of these facilities. 17 

Finally, on-line access to materials was appreciated by students who liked to be able to 18 

access course information on Moodle, and some students made a point of using 19 

Google and Google Scholar as a source of help and article locator: 20 

“Google Scholar is a fantastic resource. It is free, and you don’t need to have 21 
a university address to use it” (Second Year Undergraduate Student, EEC) 22 

 The main issue for lecturers to be aware of is the need to ensure their students have 23 

access to, and are aware of, the resources they need or will find useful, and the 24 

necessary training is offered when required.  25 

3.1.4 Fostering Relationships  26 

Developing and maintaining good relationships proved to be a primary consideration 27 

reported by both lecturers and students throughout the first round of data collection. 28 

Primarily, this was because guided learning emerged as necessary for addressing 29 

student independent learning skills shortfalls, which relied on lecturers’ abilities to 30 

establish and maintain appropriate levels of communication with their student cohorts.  31 

There were several points raised by the lecturers and students, which lecturers could 32 

consider to ensure they can help and assist students with their learning processes all 33 
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of which rely on effective communication processes. There was concern that some 1 

module leaders and lecturers did not have the necessary teaching expertise to fully 2 

engage and support their students: 3 

“I have a strong background academically, and in teaching practice… I’m 4 
quite horrified that the majority of academics come through an academic route 5 
and they land at university and they teach people at the highest levels with ne 6 
real secure teaching experience” (Lecturer, EEC) 7 

Ideally, lecturers needed to be capable of identifying how students like to be taught so 8 

they could adapt their teaching accordingly. The level of guidance that may be 9 

necessary for one group of students may also be different to the level of guidance 10 

required by another. Lecturers needed to make sure they familiarised themselves with 11 

their students’ backgrounds and previous educational experiences at the earliest 12 

opportunity.  13 

Students quickly learned which lecturers they were comfortable approaching and they 14 

tended to approach these lecturers with problems, regardless of the issues they are 15 

facing. This was explained by a second year Psychology student who participated in 16 

the focus group who said that students tended to approach lecturers who they knew 17 

would respond quickly to queries and would try approaching them first rather than the 18 

lecturers who were inclined to take longer to respond. 19 

 Lecturers have reported having to direct students to appropriate sources of help in 20 

these instances, which can include pastoral as well as academic issues. Of course, this 21 

can lead to an unreasonable workload for some lecturers, who are in danger of finding 22 

themselves having to deal with a myriad of problems that less approachable lecturers 23 

may avoid: 24 

“It’s going to be interesting when the workload mapping comes in because I 25 
would say we’re just off the chart. Whenever they do workload stuff… it bears 26 
absolutely no resemblance to what actually happens. Certain staff are the 27 
ones who are very good at the pastoral care side of things, which I think is a 28 
huge part of what we do that doesn’t really get mapped into the workload… 29 
you know when someone’s sat in front of you, obviously feeling very anxious 30 
and upset and we’re responsible for student satisfaction and all of this kind of 31 
stuff, you can’t timetable that and you can’t say okay, your allocated slot is up, 32 
move along now” (Lecturer, FAH) 33 

Lecturers mentioned the need to ensure that student expectations are realistic. Fee 34 

levels, particularly for international students, can result in unreasonable expectations in 35 

terms of response times to emails or enquires and last-minute questions relating to 36 

coursework submissions that can impact heavily of lecturers’ workloads at certain times 37 



 
65 

of the year. Making it clear what students can reasonably expect from their lecturers 1 

from the start of their courses would help keep student expectations realistic. This 2 

would also help ensure student satisfaction levels remained high: 3 

“The other module was one that got 6% student satisfaction in the previous 4 
years, the students detested it. They gave me a target to get from 6% to 50% 5 
because it was a really awful course. Everybody knew it so they gave it to the 6 
newbe and I ended up getting 98% satisfaction. I turned it from one end to the 7 
other. The one student who didn’t like it came to tell me. She told me she was 8 
new to the University, she was new to university life and it wasn’t what she 9 
wanted. She wanted rows of desks with a nice little table, she wanted to write 10 
everything down in a lever arch file. She hated all the computer stuff, she 11 
hated using social media, she hated that she had to work in a group and 12 
speak to people and that was her personal learning preference. She thought 13 
that university was going to be like Oxford, and she didn’t want that interactive 14 
learning experience. I respect her for it, she said she didn’t dislike anything, 15 
she just wanted it to be the way that she wanted it to be. She was just the odd 16 
one out, and I told that was fine. I told her her opinion was as important as 17 
everybody else’s opinion. It wasn’t that I had done it badly, it was just it wasn’t 18 
the style that she had hoped for.  She had come from an all-girls private 19 
school and it was very unfamiliar territory. (Lecturer, EEC) 20 

Student abilities to communicate and work constructively with fellow students was 21 

discussed as a necessary pre-requisite for effective independent learning and, as such, 22 

attention needed to be given to the extent this takes place and how lecturers and 23 

institutions can help students work together when studying independently.  One 24 

lecturer, who had previously worked in a Canadian institution, explained that, in her 25 

opinion, the way courses operate in the UK works better for developing students’ sense 26 

of community after comparing it to Canadian institutions which operate a more open 27 

module-based system with greater choice for students, which reduces the opportunities 28 

to develop such strong relationships with each other: 29 

“The North American educational system is just completely different in its 30 
structure in that they will take a lot more modules and a large chunk of their 31 
degree will be alongside their discipline… the benefit of here [the UK] is there 32 
is a much more regid sense of cohorts, starting in a cohort together and 33 
ending in a cohort together” (Lecturer, FAH) 34 

There were three main ways mentioned by lecturers and students that they believed 35 

helps relationships between students to develop. At an institutional level, the University 36 

could try and open more communal spaces for students to socialise and collaborate 37 

with each other. The suggestion was that such open spaces would provide physical 38 

places to discuss academic issues, particularly across courses and disciplines. 39 

Lecturers explained that without such spaces, mutual interests may not be identified, 40 

and mutually beneficial relationships may fail to develop. It could also be beneficial to 41 
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raise awareness of, and understand, cross-cultural approaches to studying to avoid 1 

misunderstandings developing between students. One lecturer explained how she 2 

used class contact time to encourage students to talk about their cultural backgrounds 3 

and beliefs, which most students welcomed, found interesting and led to a greater 4 

understanding of why they approach work in certain ways. As a result of this approach, 5 

possible conflicts could be avoided, and students could learn about each other’s 6 

expectations. This is particularly useful for students unsure or nervous about how to 7 

approach their work due to conflicting cultural norms. Chinese students, for example, 8 

were highlighted as being more nervous about challenging lecturers’ views and 9 

opinions, although this is encouraged in the UK higher education system: 10 

“One of the key things for my students, any of them, home or international, is I 11 
need them to learn to interact… so I might have a table of  Nigerians there 12 
that won’t refer to the Chinese students that may be sat over there, by name. 13 
“That Chinese man, that Chinese woman.” So I’ve said, “No, what is that 14 
person’s name? In fact you’re going to go and work with that person now, I 15 
want you to tell me where they’re from.”…in the real world you can’t pick and 16 
choose who you work with, but what you can do is develop skills and learn 17 
from experience” (Lecturer, FBL) 18 

Lecturers have the option to set students tasks that require them to work together away 19 

from the classroom and vary the students they work with. This approach is particularly 20 

effective during induction weeks and the early stages of students’ courses: 21 

“I tend to do a bit of team building. The first year I came here, before I brought 22 
that in, I found that students tended to stick with their cliques. So the African 23 
students would stick with the African students and so on. So with the 24 
teambuilding exercises I tend to make sure that you are not allowed to be in 25 
the team with somebody that you know or somebody from your nationality. 26 
You have to join in with people from other nationalities” (Lecturer, HLS) 27 

Such group work is not without its difficulties, however, and one lecturer explained 28 

there is a risk of poorer students relying too heavily on the more competent students 29 

who are in danger of being held back: 30 

“In each group we have different types of students and some students do not 31 
work very well and some do not contribute. So it is good for them, but at the 32 
other end of the spectrum, these are the people that are pulling more 33 
proactive students back” (Lecturer, EEC) 34 

Technological developments in terms of social networking opportunities were 35 

recognised and students mentioned how they sometimes set up Facebook groups to 36 

encourage discussions, but one lecturer mentioned how some students were nervous 37 

about mixing their academic and social lives and said they would like a separate 38 

academic platform, based on the principles of Facebook: 39 
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“I explained the use of Facebook with students, but I found that students did 1 
not like to mix the spaces they used for socialising with the academic side of 2 
their life… But if Moodle could be made a bit more like Facebook. We would 3 
all love it if the discussion things we posted in Moodle took off but they never 4 
do. I think a lot of that is to do with the design of Moodle. It is very clunky 5 
compared to things like Facebook” (Lecturer, FAH) 6 

Lecturers could design and make this platform available, although there should be 7 

careful consideration given to the most effective ways of encouraging student 8 

engagement. 9 

It could almost seem counter-intuitive to think of independent learning as a group 10 

activity, but students are frequently expected to work together during their independent 11 

study time. As such, in-class activities and interaction are important in ensuring 12 

students understand how working together can be an important part of learning 13 

independently at university. 14 

Although only touched upon in the discussions, several lecturers also saw benefits 15 

from providing more informal events and informal communal spaces for staff to meet 16 

alongside more formal meetings. This would be particularly advantageous when 17 

extended beyond their departments or faculties, as it provides staff with the opportunity 18 

to discuss what is working and any problems they may be encountering: 19 

“Getting staff from different courses sitting down next to each other having 20 
meetings is difficult, unless you happen to bump into each other and decide to 21 
go for a pint at the end of the day…  just talking to each other is really 22 
important, you come up with new ideas, changing programmes, changing 23 
courses… I get to see my course team members a lot in here, which is great, 24 
but I very rarely see people from other courses” (Lecturer, FAH) 25 

One lecturer went on to explain how such communication processes could also be 26 

extended beyond the confines of the University and lecturers should be encouraged to 27 

develop relationships with employers in their field and experts within other higher 28 

education institutions. The benefits for students where such good relationships exist 29 

have already been suggested in terms of maintaining students interest levels and 30 

motivation. 31 

Several of the lecturers interviewed explained that they thought that teaching staff in 32 

schools and FE colleges must also play a part in preparing their students for the kinds 33 

of studying that would be expected of them at university. In their opinion, it is currently 34 

insufficient, although they recognise the pressures teachers in schools and colleges 35 

are under and, although not an easy fix, suggested it was worthy of further 36 
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investigation. Students were certainly quick to see the differences once they arrived at 1 

university: 2 

“I feel like at school you are fed everything. Like text book after text book in a 3 
strict sort of way but at Uni the lecturers tell you something and [then it is up 4 
to you to] act” (First Year Undergraduate Student, EEC) 5 

3.1.5 Emerging Theories from Stage 1 of the Research 6 

The findings from the interview and focus group data, served two purposes. Firstly, it 7 

allowed me to develop theories for helping lecturers guide student learning processes, 8 

which was a primary aim of this research. Secondly, it informed the second stage of 9 

the research by providing a rationale for further sampling and data collection. 10 

The results from stage 1 of the data collection suggested that students arrived at 11 

university with a wide variety of previous educational experiences and differing 12 

opinions about what is expected of them. Lecturers reported that students frequently 13 

lacked the basic skills required to be effective independent learners in the higher 14 

education environment. If left unaddressed, such skills shortages could be detrimental 15 

to their students’ development, particularly as lecturers reported that some students 16 

lacked the basic skills required to learn independently in the higher education sector. 17 

Therefore, I concluded that lecturers should not only understand students’ skill levels 18 

and find appropriate ways of ensuring their students address any shortfalls in terms of 19 

study skills, but also make it clear to students what they expect of them in a way that 20 

maintains students’ interest. Without such guidance, this research suggests that 21 

students may find themselves confused and ultimately demotivated throughout their 22 

studies. Lecturers have a unique opportunity to identify and address knowledge gaps 23 

but their students need to be engaged and motivated to achieve their best work 24 

throughout their studies, which should include an appreciation of how and why 25 

engaging in independent learning is important for their success. 26 

More specifically, the data suggested that students are most likely to become better 27 

independent learners if their lecturers considered the following theories, which 28 

emerged following the analysis of the data collected in the first stage of the research 29 

using the constant comparison method (as explained in section 2.3.1.1, p.32): 30 

• It is neither possible, nor desirable, to arrive at a universally accepted 31 

definition of independent learning. As such, all lecturers should make their 32 

expectations clear to their students about how they expect them to study away 33 
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from the classroom, which may differ between courses and modules. An 1 

examination of the literature conducted during stage 3 of the research did allow 2 

me to identify an ‘ideal scenario’ whereby students are able to decide, assess 3 

and adapt approaches to learning without guidance, but this was not always 4 

recognised as such by the lecturers interviewed, nor was it common for 5 

students to arrive with the ability to do this. 6 

 7 

• Given the previous point, it is important to understand students’ 8 

educational and cultural backgrounds to identify where independent 9 

learning skills are lacking. Appropriate skills training should then be 10 

incorporated into the curriculum, rather than through stand-alone modules, so 11 

the relevance of the approaches is understood. 12 

 13 

• Understanding students’ reasons for studying will help lecturers review 14 

their curriculums to ensure students are motivated to learn. Students are 15 

more likely be motivated if they understand why they are being asked to 16 

undertake a task and how this will benefit their long-term goals and aspirations. 17 

 18 

• Students should have access to, and understand how to use, the 19 

resources they need for course related work. Where resources are lacking, 20 

alternatives should be suggested. Training should be offered where student 21 

skillsets need developing.  22 

 23 

• Appropriate levels and methods of communication should exist to enable 24 

lecturers to gather and disseminate the information needed to guide 25 

students according to their needs. 26 

3.2 Stage 2 27 

Developing and maintaining effective communication processes was found to be an 28 

important factor in ensuring the issues identified could be addressed as this helps 29 

lecturers pitch their modules at an appropriate level for specific cohorts, with the right 30 

amount of guidance to ensure the majority of their students remained motivated and 31 

aware of the skills they needed to successfully engage in independent learning 32 

activities. I concluded, therefore, that the second stage of the research should consider 33 

the opinions of lecturers and students who appeared to communicate well which 34 
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should, if the developing theories are correct, allow lecturers to offer appropriate 1 

guidance to their cohorts as their students’ needs and expectations are uncovered.  2 

As explained in section 2.3.2.2 (p.40), this was achieved by sampling modules with 3 

consistently high satisfaction ratings by examining student comments on their module 4 

evaluation questionnaires (MEQs) alongside interviews with a selection of lecturers 5 

responsible for these modules. These modules were selected for two reasons. Firstly, 6 

good communication processes had previously been found to contribute to high 7 

satisfaction ratings within traditional university settings (Hostetter and Busch 2006, 8 

Lowenthal 2010) and, secondly, the questions students were asked during the 9 

institution’s module evaluations, which contributed to the consistently high satisfaction 10 

rating, were found to relate to the theories emerging from the first stage of this 11 

research.   12 

To further demonstrate this relationship between the emergent theories and the 13 

questions asked on the institutional MEQs, each question on the MEQs is listed below 14 

under each of the theories developed after the first stage of the research. As there was 15 

no question on the MEQs specifically asking about independent learning, the first of the 16 

theories (i.e. It is neither possible, nor desirable, to arrive at a universally accepted 17 

definition of independent learning), is not included. 18 

 19 

 20 

 21 

Theory: It is important to understand students’ educational and cultural backgrounds to identify where 
independent learning skills are lacking. 

MEQ Questions: Sufficient academic advice and support on this module are available.

Theory: Understanding students’ reasons for studying will help lecturers review their curriculums to 
ensure students are motivated to learn.

MEQ Questions: Staff teaching on this module make the subject interesting.
Staff on this module teach the subject with a passion.
The module is intellectually stimulating and engaging.
Staff teaching on this module are well prepared.

Theory: Students should have access to, and understand how to use, the resources they need for 
course related work.

MEQ Questions: Module information (module guide, timetable and assessment requirements) is available through 
online learning environments.
Online tools and environments are used effectively to support my learning.
Learning resources and services are sufficient for my needs on this module.
There is adequate access to specialist computer hardware and software required for this module.
There is adequate access to specialist equipment required for this module.
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 1 

Seeking the views of students and lecturers from these high scoring modules was, 2 

therefore, considered appropriate and consistent with the grounded methodology 3 

employed, which suggests that subsequent samples should be theoretically informed 4 

by the previous round of data. Effective teaching practices and their implications for 5 

students’ approaches to independent learning were then explored with this sample.  6 

3.2.1 Module Evaluation Questionnaire (MEQ) Feedback Summary  7 

A total of 726 comments from 316 students across 36 modules were identified. Table 6 8 

shows the breakdown by faculty and level: 9 

Table 6: Number of Modules at Each Level and within Each Faculty 10 

Identified as Consistently High Scoring 11 

 12 

Note: 1, 2, 3 = First, Second and Third year undergraduate cohort, M=Taught 13 

postgraduate student cohort 14 

The comments, which were analysed using the same grounded approach as the 15 

interview data, were found to fall into four main categories: effective student interaction, 16 

approaches to teaching, coursework and assessment and resources.  17 

Theory: Appropriate levels and methods of communication should exist to enable lecturers to gather 
and disseminate the information needed to guide students according to their needs.

MEQ Questions: Staff teaching on this module are good at explaining things clearly.
Staff teaching on this module make the subject interesting.
The assessment requirements on this module are clear.
Hand-in dates and coursework return dates are clearly defined.
Feedback on any returned work has been useful to develop my understanding of the module 
content.
Staff teaching on this module are available when they say they will be.
The module timetable operates as expected and changes are communicated clearly in advance.
The materials used by the staff have enhanced my learning.

Faculty Total 1 2 3 M

AH 13 0 4 8 1

BL 3 0 0 1 2

EEC 5 0 1 2 2

HLS 15 0 2 6 7

Level of Study
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3.2.1.1 Effective Student Interaction 1 

The MEQ data suggested that students appreciated lecturers who show evidence of 2 

listening and reacting to student feedback by directly addressing any concerns their 3 

cohorts may have. 4 

“The lab attendant and the module leader tries to give logical and satisfactory 5 
answers to the questions’ (Masters level student, HLS) 6 

Another Masters level student from the same faculty explained how important the 7 

support was: 8 

“Teachers on the module have been very helpful and supportive, always 9 
giving positive help and putting over to us what we could improve in a positive 10 
way” (Masters level student, HLS) 11 

An important issue to emerge from the MEQ data, which addressed lecturer-student 12 

interaction was the need for lecturers to be both contactable and reliable while students 13 

are engaged on their modules: 14 

“If any help was required for the coursework, I knew she was always there” 15 
(Third-year undergraduate student, AH) 16 

Even though many students rarely approached tutors, the knowledge that they would 17 

be available at the time that they say they will be certainly played a part in increasing 18 

students’ satisfaction levels. Even on these very high scoring modules, however, 19 

students still reported concerns: 20 

“[The lecturer] needs to be in his office when he says he is/when his offices 21 
hours are as it’s rather difficult to keep tracking him down” (Third-year 22 
undergraduate student, EEC) 23 

Perhaps it is indicative of the way communication technology has progressed and 24 

students like to communicate, but there was also an expectation that tutors should 25 

always respond to emails promptly. Lecturers who made a point of doing this appeared 26 

to be held in high regard by their students: 27 

“Amazing at responding to emails quickly” (Third-year undergraduate student, 28 
AH) 29 

The comments provided in this section (3.2.1.1) suggest that students appreciate 30 

lecturers who are available and willing to respond to their concerns, either virtually or 31 

face-to-face, in a timely manner. Therefore, I concluded that if reliable help is available, 32 

students may be more likely to have the confidence to try different approaches to their 33 
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learning during their independent study time as they know they can find help if they get 1 

into difficulty or need clarification. 2 

3.2.1.2 Approaches to Teaching 3 

Student comments relating to lecturers’ approaches to teaching suggest some of the 4 

most satisfied students have lecturers who are enthusiastic about their subject; an 5 

enthusiasm which is also reflected positively in their cohorts’ comments: 6 

“The lecturer is very passionate about the module which reflects in her 7 
teaching and helps us to learn, I have really enjoyed this module” (M level 8 
student, HLS) 9 

Well prepared lecturers who teach with enthusiasm are particularly appreciated: 10 

“The course is stimulating and engaging. The teacher is well prepared and 11 
makes the lessons interesting” (Second-year undergraduate student, AH) 12 

To maintain good levels of interest, and therefore motivation and satisfaction, most 13 

students appeared to appreciate a good variety of teaching methods and were 14 

particularly enthused by any teaching activities involving student to student interaction:  15 

“It is really fun and engaging and we have group activities to practice what we 16 
have learnt in class” (Third-year undergraduate student, AH) 17 

Introducing more interactive, student-led seminars on a module was also found to 18 

improve satisfaction scores. 19 

“Very interesting and stimulating. Discussing with peers is very good way of 20 
teaching” (Second-year undergraduate student, AH) 21 

Where non-interactive lectures are given, lecturers needed to be mindful of students’ 22 

prior knowledge and abilities to ensure their teaching is perceived to be relevant: 23 

“The content of the course is relevant to practice and very interesting” (Third-24 
year undergraduate student, HLS) 25 

Finally, one second year student explained how they wanted even more guidance than 26 

just being supplied with a reading list, which was seen as information overload for 27 

some students who have not yet developed appropriate academic reading skills to filter 28 

and work with the suggested texts in a timely way. Therefore, it may be more effective, 29 

particularly with first year students, to direct students to specific texts in the run up to 30 

lectures or tutorial sessions so students are not put off engaging with the materials 31 

because of the perceived enormity of the task. 32 
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“Use the textbooks we were told to buy in class and clearly state which 1 
chapters are relevant” (Second-year undergraduate student, AH) 2 

From the comments which were found to relate to approaches to teaching, I concluded 3 

that the enthusiasm lecturers portrayed was reflected on their students, which, in turn, 4 

could enhance their interest in their modules and encourage them to explore their 5 

subject more during their independent study time. Furthermore, lecturers who 6 

encouraged group working help students appreciate the benefits of communicating 7 

with each other, which they can continue to do in their independent study time. 8 

3.2.1.3 Coursework and Assessment 9 

Comments relating to coursework and assessment were focused on clarity, particularly 10 

with regards to the aims and objectives of the coursework, coursework submission 11 

dates and feedback. More specifically, ensuring coursework aims and objectives are 12 

clearly explained as it is important for students to know exactly what is required for 13 

their coursework. Any ambiguity can be stressful for students, which can have a 14 

negative impact on their learning. Providing clear examples of what is required could 15 

help, as this student explains: 16 

“Past paper/examples of coursework would be good as the coursework really 17 
confused me” (Second-year undergraduate student, AH) 18 

Ideally, their submission dates would be timed to complement students' other modules 19 

as there is a tendency for students to work towards deadlines, which can be 20 

problematic if there are numerous deadlines around the same time. Where this is 21 

unavoidable appropriate time management guidance could be offered. 22 

“Changing the due date as it clashes with due date for coursework from 23 
lecturer similar module” (Masters level student, HLS) 24 

Finally, lecturers’ feedback was considered helpful as students appreciated the time 25 

lecturers took to provide informative feedback and considered their comments for 26 

further pieces of work. 27 

“The feedback enabled me to build on my own work” (Third-year 28 
undergraduate student, HLS) 29 

This gives lecturers an opportunity to provide feedback to students about their 30 

approaches to learning, which could be beneficial to them as they progress through 31 

their courses. 32 
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3.2.1.4 Resources 1 

Comments on the MEQ responses relating to the University’s learning resources 2 

suggest that students can be ignorant of, or do not feel confident about using some of 3 

the resources available to them. This was especially relevant with regards to Moodle, 4 

as students reported struggling without good introductions on how to use it. However, 5 

they did recognise its potential as a resource: 6 

“A large amount of reading is put on Moodle which is useful for revision and 7 
coursework” (Third-year undergraduate student, AH) 8 

Students suggested that the university should try and ensure resources are available 9 

more flexibly where possible: 10 

“Lab and equipment should be available to students at any time, not only once 11 
a week” (Masters level student, EEC) 12 

If there are resources lecturers expect their students to use, it would be helpful to 13 

ensure they are available or, where they are not, alternatives suggested. 14 

3.2.2 Feedback from Lecturers with Consistently High Student Satisfaction 15 
Scores 16 

The interviews with lecturers responsible for these modules revealed several important 17 

areas with inherent implications for student approaches to independent learning. 18 

Lecturers reported the main reasons they thought students saw their teaching as being 19 

particularly noteworthy. These included the importance of relating their teaching to real-20 

world scenarios and students’ long-term goals and aspirations, ensuring students are 21 

comfortable discussing academic issues with their lecturers and fellow students in a 22 

supportive and comfortable environment, and safeguarding enough time for lecture and 23 

seminar preparation to ensure they have a good knowledge of the subject they are 24 

teaching. Additionally, they recommended lecturers considered their teaching styles, 25 

highlighting the importance of appearing confident and enthusiastic about the topics 26 

they are discussing. Above all, the importance of identifying student needs and 27 

aspirations at the earliest opportunity was emphasised to allow appropriate content and 28 

approaches to teaching to be incorporated into the curriculum.  29 

Each of these areas are considered below, and the importance of developing 30 

respectful relationships was, once again, discovered to be a central consideration 31 

throughout. One lecturer went as far as saying that, in her experience, students who 32 
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choose not to engage fully with their lecturers and fellow students will almost always 1 

end up with lower marks, thus reinforcing the findings of the first stage of this research 2 

which also highlighted the importance of lecturer-student communication: 3 

“There are some students who say they can’t be bothered engaging… some 4 
of them pass, you know, barely, they haven't gone through the experience” 5 
(Lecturer, AH) 6 

3.2.2.1 Preparation and Delivery 7 

Lecturers’ methods of delivering teaching sessions were discussed with all participants 8 

as this was considered important for the successful delivery of independent learning 9 

skills. Teaching appeared to be most valuable for students when lecturers had 10 

adequately prepared their sessions, with the needs of specific cohorts in mind. 11 

Lecturers explained the importance of having an appropriate knowledge of the subject 12 

they are teaching, which often involved allocating time to ensuring their knowledge is 13 

appropriate and timely with at least some indication of all current thinking associated 14 

with the topic. Students need to believe their lecturers have the knowledge and ability 15 

to guide and support them, and lecturers need to instil this level of confidence within 16 

them. One lecturer reported reviewing her lecture notes and slides on a weekly basis 17 

and, very importantly, ensuring her students knew this as she believed this would help 18 

raise students’ confidence in her abilities: 19 

“It is about not being complacent about your session. I am always working on 20 
my sessions to the point that the students know they are not going to be able 21 
to have their handouts until the session itself because they might change!” 22 
(Lecturer, HLS) 23 

Several lecturers selected for this round of interviewing were responsible for specialist 24 

modules where a natural interest in the subject matter they are teaching is likely for 25 

both lecturers and students, potentially making student engagement easier: 26 

“From a teachers’ perspective, I think they are the two most important things. 27 
Having the knowledge and having the interest, although I also think there is a 28 
dynamic interest, it's about having people in the room who want to learn” 29 
(Lecturer, HLS) 30 

This provides a challenge for lecturers tasked with teaching more generic, and often 31 

compulsory, modules that are frequently taught in the early stages of students’ 32 

courses, where such interest levels may be lower. This could help to explain the 33 

absence of first year undergraduate modules in the sample of interviewees selected for 34 
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this round of data collection as less engaged lecturers and students could lead to less 1 

satisfied students with negative consequences for both parties: 2 

“Sometimes you get given a crap module… I think sometimes there are just 3 
things that students need to know” (Lecturer, EEC) 4 

Without an appropriate level of engagement, it could be harder to persuade students to 5 

further develop their understanding outside the taught sessions during their 6 

independent learning time. The process of engaging students should therefore begin 7 

straight away and the suggestion is that lecturers should be guided by their students’ 8 

needs and expectations in the planning stages of their modules. It is important, 9 

therefore, that lecturers become acquainted with their students as soon as possible so 10 

they can design their teaching sessions to ensure they are suitable for individual 11 

cohorts’ needs and aspirations: 12 

“You have to deliver what the students need or want, which might not 13 
necessarily be the same thing, but I think you have to meet their expectations 14 
in terms of them going out of the classroom and thinking yes, this is what I 15 
have come for, this is what I have got” (Lecturer, HLS) 16 

An awareness of the potentially diverse nature of different cohorts is, therefore, 17 

important for lecturers. Differences highlighted by the lecturers in our sample included 18 

both cultural and educational considerations. Two lecturers explained the challenges of 19 

working with some international students who are used to a more didactic approach to 20 

working. Such students can arrive at university unprepared for the critical approach 21 

required by the UK higher education system and, left unchallenged, this can adversely 22 

affect their work. 23 

Home students, who are new to the higher education system, can have similar issues. 24 

Depending on their academic backgrounds, they can also arrive unprepared for the 25 

critical approach to learning higher education requires, as highlighted by lecturers’ 26 

comments in the first round of data collection. Lecturers in our sample explained the 27 

need to understand and take account of these considerations in the planning stages of 28 

the module.  29 

A lecturer from HLS, responsible for a Masters level module, made several other 30 

suggestions for lecturers to consider when planning their module. He suggested that 31 

lecturers should carefully consider the time students need for learning outside contact 32 

hours. This should ensure students have the time available to work independently and 33 

the best opportunity to arrive for their contact sessions with the knowledge they need to 34 
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discuss and engage with each other during the classes. He also explained the 1 

importance of reviewing available resources to ensure they are updated with the 2 

relevant content and students have access when they need it.  3 

This lecturer attempted to engage students outside the classroom by encouraging 4 

them to undertake on-line learning activities. He found this an effective way of 5 

encouraging student learning beyond the classroom, but acknowledged the importance 6 

of careful planning: 7 

“[On-line learning activities] can go horribly wrong, if you get them wrong, 8 
because you are expecting students to engage in a certain way… [I] have 9 
very clear learning outcomes of what I am expecting [and] how they are 10 
linking to the assignment, so there is a clear purpose to it” (Lecturer, HLS) 11 

Such on-line resources were highlighted as being particularly useful for distance and 12 

part-time learners, but Moodle was often only used as a repository for course materials 13 

and lecturers explained they would like to have more guidance for making greater use 14 

of the facilities that are available. One lecturer described how he put in the time to learn 15 

how to use the platform in a way that would be most beneficial for his students: 16 

“My behaviour has adapted. You get adept at working within the parameters 17 
of what Moodle can do” (Lecturer, HLS) 18 

Lecturers from this sample, who used Moodle effectively, explained the importance of 19 

accessing content to their students and that they need to do this before a lecture or 20 

seminar so they are prepared to discuss it in taught sessions: 21 

“In terms of Moodle, I make sure [they have] reading before they come to the 22 
lectures… so we can discuss what the reading was and see how it links to the 23 
things we’re discussing” (Lecturer, EEC) 24 

Methodical planning should help lecturers adequately advise students about their 25 

subject and approaches to learning independently. Lecturers should be familiar with 26 

current developments in their field and adapt their teaching to the requirements of 27 

specific cohorts. Where possible, contact time should be used to encourage 28 

interaction, which can have an impact on how students utilise their independent study 29 

time. 30 

3.2.2.2 Motivation  31 

Motivation was identified as an essential trait if students are going to work effectively 32 

away from the classroom. The first stage of data collection highlighted the important 33 
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role lecturers needed to play by instilling a greater sense of motivation in their students, 1 

particularly those initially appearing less motivated. Lecturers should be mindful of this 2 

and ensure their sessions are engaging and used in an appropriate way to provide 3 

students with this level of motivation. Most importantly, lecturers interviewed in the 4 

second stage of the research indicated that lecturers should understand the 5 

motivational factors associated with their specific program: 6 

“I think the student population that I'm dealing with, their motivations are very 7 
different. Different to some of the other undergraduate programs” (Lecturer, 8 
FAH) 9 

Furthermore, some lecturers also found differences between different cohorts on the 10 

same module. 11 

Where an appropriate level of understanding between students and lecturers exists, 12 

lecturers reported several approaches to help maintain students’ motivational levels. 13 

Primarily, they suggested that lecturers should try and find a way to make any subject 14 

stimulating for their students when considering their approaches to teaching: 15 

“Be interesting, sometimes you have to teach stuff that is not really your bag. 16 
But you should certainly not show that to the students… you need to find a 17 
way to be enthusiastic, even if you aren't” (Lecturer, EEC) 18 

At the very least, the importance of what may appear to be a dry and uninteresting 19 

subject should be made clear to students so they can appreciate why the given topics 20 

are deemed to be a necessary part of their curriculum. Relaying the relevance of any 21 

modules or tasks within a course appeared to be important in maintaining students’ 22 

interests. Even students who seem highly motivated towards their chosen course of 23 

study could become disengaged if they do not appreciate the reasons for focusing on a 24 

specific topic or studying technique. Lecturers explained how they needed to be clear 25 

about the purposes and reasons, and consider what will be relevant for a particular 26 

group of students: 27 

“I think it is important to say, you know, we need to know more about this or 28 
more about that, be guided by your students with regards to what they want to 29 
learn” (Lecturer, HLS) 30 

Generally, lecturers talked about the importance of explaining how their teaching 31 

related to either the rest of their course or modules, or their future study or employment 32 

options. A deep understanding of the cohort’s primary motivations for being on the 33 

course or module will help to ensure lecturers are using an appropriate approach. 34 
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Often this connection is not made, and the modular approach is not ideal as it 1 

encourages students to view their modules as being separate, rather than 2 

complementary entities:  3 

“[Students] have a very compartmentalised way of thinking about things... I 4 
think that modular approach does not always help. There's a tendency to 5 
think, oh I’ve done that module now I can forget about it [but they] also need 6 
to be able to think forward” [Lecturer, HLS] 7 

The above lecturer continued to give an example of an ethics module. In this instance, 8 

he explained that students should be able to understand how the topics discussed 9 

around ethics will apply to the other modules in their course, without having this 10 

specifically explained to them. 11 

One common way of maintaining student interest levels employed by the lecturers was 12 

to invite external speakers to give guest lectures or spend time discussing the 13 

implications of what they are studying. For vocational courses, this often required 14 

asking employers to come in and explain the career options for those successfully 15 

completing their degrees or, for those students considering further study, it could be 16 

current PhD students who had progressed from their degree. This allows students to 17 

see first-hand how the skills they are using and the topics they are learning are 18 

relevant to their future ambitions: 19 

“Students are looking for ways that they can [use] these things in an applied 20 
setting, so we have guest lecturers coming in… it's giving them an insight in 21 
terms of these are the people that were sitting in your seats, and this is now 22 
what they are doing a couple of years later” (Lecturer, HLS) 23 

Where this level of engagement exists, students are likely to be more accepting of 24 

skills guidance as the relevance of the skills can be explained in the context of the 25 

subjects they are studying. 26 

Where possible, lecturers suggested using contact time for discussion and finding out 27 

what is, and is not working for students: 28 

“When I see the students I can use that time much more effectively and pick 29 
up other things and adapt my sessions to the needs that they present within 30 
the sessions” (Lecturer, HLS) 31 

Finally, several lecturers explained that just showing an interest in individual students 32 

can be very motivating for them. They suggested checking if they are progressing well 33 

and maintaining a good level of communication throughout students’ modules or 34 

courses. 35 
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Some of the lecturers, who had indicated how important motivation is for students, 1 

specifically looked for students who go beyond the basic criteria they set for 2 

assignments, mainly through wider reading referenced within their coursework 3 

submissions, as evidence of engagement beyond the basic course or module 4 

requirements. 5 

3.2.2.3 Help and Guidance  6 

Although lecturers suggested that accessible and timely help and guidance can provide 7 

students with the confidence they need to make good progress with their learning, they 8 

reported facing difficult decisions about when and how this help should be provided, 9 

and by whom. Students needed to know what help is available to them and the level of 10 

help and guidance that is reasonable for them to expect. Very importantly, the lecturers 11 

suggested this information should be provided as early as possible. There are, of 12 

course, different sources of help available to students depending on their need and the 13 

lecturers explained the importance of clarifying the issues they are available to help 14 

with, and which are available elsewhere. For example, lecturers may identify a problem 15 

with the quality of a student’s coursework submission, or attendance. If the problem is 16 

associated with the student’s personal life, the lecturer needs to be able to point the 17 

student in the direction of pastoral support.  18 

Academically, there will always be differing abilities within cohorts, and the most 19 

effective help appeared to be that which is offered on an individual basis. Lecturers 20 

suggested they are increasingly leaving it up to the students to approach them for help 21 

when they need it, but this often means that those students most in need will 22 

sometimes be reluctant to ask for it. High achievers may also be in danger of 23 

monopolising the time lecturers have for individual guidance: 24 

“I see students who know that they’re struggling academically, who come and 25 
seek support but then you have students who are high achievers who want to 26 
know why they haven’t got 100%” (Lecturer, HLS) 27 

The interviews also highlighted some examples of a personal tutoring system working 28 

very effectively and provides an alternative source of help for students, but the 29 

distinction between when to ask a personal tutor for help and when to ask the lecturer 30 

appeared to need clarifying. The most effective example of a personal tutoring system 31 

was when students kept the same personal tutor throughout their time at university. 32 

This provided an opportunity to develop a strong and supportive relationship 33 
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throughout their courses. This could become an increasingly important role within 1 

larger cohorts as lecturers find they do not have time to devote as much time to their 2 

students as they would like to:  3 

“Every student for the first semester sees an APT [Academic Personal Tutor] 4 
every week. It goes to every other week, in the second semester. That's the 5 
opportunity where we really talk about the study skills. We go through 6 
referencing quizzes. We talk about what makes a good essay, we give them 7 
examples, of good and bad essays. We take it very, very seriously, it is built 8 
into our workloads… We have the same students, more or less, from the first 9 
and second year, we really, really get to know them.” (Lecturer, EEC) 10 

The above lecturer went on to describe how important this close academic relationship 11 

is for identifying issues that may otherwise go unnoticed. An effective academic 12 

personal tutoring system, which provides an opportunity for students to develop a 13 

relationship throughout their time at university can give students the confidence they 14 

need to work independently, knowing a source of help is available if they need it. 15 

There were examples cited of lecturers arranging dedicated support sessions. 16 

However, there were lecturers who reported evidence of poor attendance. One lecturer 17 

referred to a 50% attendance for a study skills class, which had been provided to 18 

ensure their students had the skills they needed to work independently. Furthermore, 19 

this was listed as a compulsory session. 20 

Finally, lecturers also referred to the potentially negative implications of short modules 21 

as they do not allow lecturers enough time to provide the level of tailored guidance 22 

students might need. Students may also find that they do not have time to consult other 23 

sources of help, such as the Centre for Academic Writing. This situation is 24 

compounded by the tendency for students to leave their work until close to the 25 

submission dates, by which time it may be too late to consult with these services. 26 

3.2.2.4 Assessment and Feedback 27 

Lecturers had several suggestions for how assessments and the subsequent feedback 28 

could be designed to encourage appropriate independent learning activities. 29 

One lecturer explained how discussions about assignments should start as early in the 30 

module as possible to allow students to think about how the module will relate to their 31 

assessed work. Assignments introduced early also help students see the relevance of 32 

the material they are subsequently introduced to during the module:  33 
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“Have very clear learning outcomes… and how they link to the assignment, so 1 
there is a clear purpose to it” (Lecturer, HLS) 2 

Lecturers also stressed the importance of ensuring that assessment guidelines are 3 

clear and well explained, including the marking rubrics, which should be checked for 4 

clarity to ensure lecturers’ verbal directions match and there is no ambiguity. One 5 

lecturer attempted to address this by dedicating some contact time to looking at 6 

examples of coursework and asking students to discuss its merits: 7 

“They see some examples of different essays… and I get them to do an 8 
exercise where I say, you’ve got one in the 40s, one in the 50s and one in the 9 
60s, and one above and they are asked where they would put them… what 10 
makes a stronger assignment” (Lecturer, HLS) 11 

Lecturers also explained the benefit of allowing students as much freedom as possible 12 

when choosing an area for their coursework. This allows students to pick an area that 13 

particularly interests them, which should help to motivate students to engage in more 14 

in-depth independent learning activities, such as wider reading. There were also 15 

examples of lecturers using assignments to help them understand where independent 16 

learning skills guidance may be needed: 17 

“[I] put in a very early piece of assessment, at week four, which is an 18 
annotated bibliography… then I can see how they write, if they can reference 19 
properly and if they can develop an argument” (Lecturer, HLS) 20 

Providing feedback to students about their assignments is an opportunity to address 21 

any issues regarding students’ comprehension of the subject and the methods they 22 

have used to complete their coursework during their independent study time. This can 23 

be very motivating for students, but can also be problematic. Perhaps most notably, 24 

lecturers mentioned that providing an appropriate level of feedback to students draws 25 

heavily on lecturers’ time, a situation they could only see worsening if their class sizes 26 

increase, as was the case with a number of the lecturers interviewed: 27 

“We have to feedback to them in ten working days. Twenty-six, three 28 
thousand word pieces of work to read, and provide the feedback on within ten 29 
working days is frankly, and I'm happy to say this, ludicrous” (Lecturer, BL) 30 

The same lecturer reported students making the same mistakes in subsequent 31 

coursework submissions, despite detailed feedback, suggesting lecturers’ comments 32 

are not read or largely ignored: 33 

“Because I've taught them before, I know I'm saying exactly the same things 34 
about their style… they quite clearly haven't really read the feedback in the 35 
second year at all, or haven’t taken it on board... You are producing all this 36 
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feedback, and all these comments, but they're not looking at it. They are just 1 
interested in the mark” (Lecturer, BL) 2 

The lecturers were unable to offer ideas for encouraging students to engage more with 3 

their feedback, but they did highlight it as an important issue and were concerned that 4 

this does nothing to encourage lecturers who are reluctant to dedicate more time to 5 

providing feedback. 6 

3.2.2.5 Identifying Specific Independent Learning Skills 7 

Encouraging students to spend more time studying independently can be an important 8 

part of lecturers’ roles. However, this only goes part-way in ensuring they are effective 9 

learners. Assuming students want to engage in independent studying during their time 10 

at university, they must have the skills to effectively do so. Several independent 11 

learning skills were identified in the first round of data collection as lacking in many 12 

students entering higher education. These were also referred to in this round. Lecturers 13 

frequently referred to student abilities to write critically to an acceptable academic 14 

standard and reference: 15 

 “They can put a good argument together, but it is not academically sound 16 
because it is not referenced correctly, or it is not referenced at all, or their 17 
technique is terrible because they have not done it before. We all talk about 18 
critical analysis, but they don't really understand what that is” (Lecturer, HLS) 19 

One lecturer explained how it was important to provide an appropriate level of 20 

guidance, which avoided being too prescriptive, which can negatively affect their self-21 

confidence: 22 

“I worry that we spoon-feed people too much in the first and second year and 23 
that doesn't necessarily enhance their self-confidence, if they are being 24 
continually told what to do. And how to do it. And so, when they come to me, I 25 
deliberately don't tell them, I encourage them to look for themselves and find 26 
out stuff for themselves” (Lecturer, BL) 27 

Although addressing students’ independent learning skills was considered important, 28 

not all lecturers saw this as their responsibility. This is problematic as it was deemed 29 

important for students to associate any independent learning skills with their modules 30 

or course, and understanding how developing certain skillsets will benefit them as 31 

students is often crucial for student engagement. The first round of data collection 32 

suggested that standalone independent study skills modules were not the most 33 

effective way of addressing any shortfalls, unless the connections and benefits were 34 

explicitly outlined, and so delivering study skills within the modules in a timely manner 35 
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is thought to be the most effective mechanism. This is also reflected here, and the 1 

suggestion from the interviewees was that lecturers need to accept this is an implicit 2 

part of their role so their students understand the relevance of the processes thay are 3 

expected to engage in during their independent study time. 4 

Several suggestions were made detailing how lecturers can help students. Firstly, two 5 

lecturers suggested arranging support sessions as and when the need arises. This 6 

would be particularly beneficial for students as the immediate relevance could be 7 

emphasised: 8 

“I introduced the library support sessions as searching the literature after the 9 
first couple of runs because it became apparent that [they needed] a 10 
refresher… it is quite a practical thing delivered by the subject librarian but 11 
they are also given direction to the other support that is available such as the 12 
academic writing team” (Lecturer, HLS) 13 

The other way of ensuring relevance was to include advice about independent learning 14 

skills within students’ feedback as and when necessary. This is an excellent way of 15 

ensuring advice is specifically relevant to individual students, but can weigh heavily on 16 

lecturers’ time, and, as I have already highlighted, lecturers mentioned that students do 17 

not always take notice of the comments they receive. 18 

For lecturers who do not have the available time within the curriculum to include 19 

independent learning skills guidance, one lecturer suggested having this guidance 20 

available on-line for students to refer to as and when needed, but warned that students 21 

still need to see and understand why they should do this or they are unlikely to refer to 22 

the advice. 23 

More generally, attempts should be made to encourage students’ natural curiosity and 24 

desire to learn whenever possible: 25 

“It is about encouraging people to be inquisitive. Learning about things 26 
themselves. And taking what they can from it” (Lecturer, HLS) 27 

3.2.2.6 Encouraging Communication 28 

Many of the comments from lecturers were concerned with methods of encouraging 29 

and improving communication processes, which play an integral part in ensuring the 30 

recommendations mentioned in the previous sections are effective. Engaging students 31 

is important for ensuring lecturers understand students’ backgrounds and needs, and 32 

helping students understand the main concepts and approaches to studying expected 33 
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of them when learning independently. Several lecturers explained the importance of 1 

treating students as equals and trying to help students feel confident and able to 2 

approach them as an important first step: 3 

“Very quickly students learn… they can ask a stupid question. I give examples 4 
of myself asking stupid questions. You know, the idea that it is quite all right 5 
not to know” (Lecturer, HLS) 6 

Lecturers also suggested making their students aware that even academics do not 7 

know everything, and there will be occasions when they may have to go away and 8 

think about how to respond to their students’ questions. This also helps students see 9 

their lecturers more as equals. Lecturers suggested encouraging a mutually respectful 10 

atmosphere in a classroom so all students feel like they can participate in discussions: 11 

“Making them feel comfortable to engage in that larger group is really 12 
important. We set ground rules around respect and recognition for people's 13 
contributions” (Lecturer, HLS) 14 

Additionally, lecturers advised being vigilant and looking out for students who appear 15 

isolated and less engaged so they can attempt to find out if the student is having any 16 

problems. Asking students for their opinions, and getting them to share experiences 17 

with each other, is also a useful way of promoting engagement, and one lecturer 18 

suggested this could help students identify any unique commonalities that could 19 

provide the basis for a more effective interactive process between each other and 20 

encourage greater interaction outside the classroom: 21 

“You have students coming from all around the campus, so you have 22 
engineers, you have fashion designers, you have music students, you have 23 
languages students, you have mechanical engineering… you have to find 24 
something that will link them” (Lecturer, AH) 25 

Such engagement during contact time also helps students see that their lecturers are 26 

genuinely interested in their input and, as a result, are often more motivated to do well 27 

to please their lecturer: 28 

“I think the relationship that they have with their tutor is very important. I do 29 
think that some students want to do well for you as well as themselves” 30 
(Lecturer, HLS) 31 

Personality can also be important, and students need to feel like they can approach 32 

their lecturers about any issues they may have. Students should understand their 33 

lecturers’ personalities and sense of humour so they are comfortable in their presence.  34 
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All the above points present inherent problems for distance learners and members of 1 

staff with large cohorts, and effective ways of engaging such students need to be 2 

found. Skype can be useful, as lecturers and students can take visual clues from each 3 

other, but other approaches are necessary, using platforms that students are familiar 4 

with: 5 

“I have quite a strong Twitter presence. Sometimes the students will follow 6 
me, and we are able to communicate that way, but I don't use that as a main 7 
source, but that is another powerful medium that can be employed to do that 8 
kind of work…I use social media as a communication tool, and a profile 9 
building tool, and sharing good practice where I see it” (Lecturer, HLS) 10 

This lecturer went on to stress the importance of using platforms that students already 11 

know and like, or there will be a tendency not to engage, which is a problem when 12 

using Moodle, which appeared underutilised by most staff and students in this study. 13 

For many of the lecturers in this sample, contact time was viewed more as an 14 

opportunity for students to engage in supervised discussion. The role of the lecturer 15 

being to facilitate discussion, rather than dispensing knowledge. They suggested using 16 

the classroom as a place for students to share experiences and their thoughts, with the 17 

tutor contributing equally and making sure the conversations do not drift too far off 18 

topic:  19 

“Get the students involved. Get them to talk about their own experiences. And 20 
stories, I think that is very powerful” (Lecturer, HLS) 21 

Another approach lecturers used to encourage students to interact was to strategically 22 

assign students from differing backgrounds to work together during group work tasks. 23 

This could be students from different cultural backgrounds, or students from different 24 

courses. Although there is a tendency for students from the same courses to be 25 

grouped together: 26 

“I do not let them select groups themselves. They hate that, I deliberately mix 27 
the groups up, so I have at least one or two overseas students in each 28 
group… I will make sure there is a program mix as well, where possible, as 29 
the module encompasses several programs” (Lecturer, BL) 30 

Lecturers also suggested setting tasks that necessitate working together away from the 31 

classroom but warned about the reluctance of some students to help each other, which 32 

some students feel could have a negative impact on them personally. Lecturers could 33 

explain the benefits of working together and, where applicable, how this relates to the 34 
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workplace. Where a lecturer has a good knowledge of their students’ background and 1 

experience it will make this approach even more effective: 2 

“That is how I sell it to them, I say, look, if you are working in a consultancy 3 
team, you will have people from different parts of the firm, with different 4 
experiences, there will be finance people, economists, accountants, you all 5 
have particular skills…  Learn how to use those skills to present what it is you 6 
want to do… When you put it like that, they can identify with it as something 7 
that is applied, and they might end up working like that” (Lecturer, BL) 8 

Finally, to avoid possible confusion, the lecturers suggested modules with more than 9 

one lecturer should ensure that their messages are consistent in terms of the 10 

expectations and approaches required of their students. 11 

3.2.2.7 What Do Lecturers Recommend?  12 

At the end of the interviews, each lecturer was asked to suggest some teaching tips 13 

and recommendations they would offer to less experienced lecturers. Their 14 

recommendations could be split into those relating to student engagement and those 15 

relating to delivery. 16 

All lecturers referred to the importance of effectively engaging students. The most 17 

common reason for this was to ensure their teaching was aligned with students’ 18 

expectations about what, and how, they want to learn and assumptions about student 19 

motivation or previous experiences should be avoided. Additionally, lecturers said they 20 

need to make sure they are approachable, willing to help and seen as equals by their 21 

students. Lecturers should also encourage students to challenge them both inside and 22 

outside the classroom and be encouraged to contribute to class discussions and 23 

engage with each other. 24 

In terms of delivery, lecturers emphasised the need to prepare and ensure they have a 25 

good knowledge of the subject being taught, lecturing in a clear, concise and 26 

enthusiastic way. They should be flexible with their approach and ensure formally 27 

delivered presentations made to students during contact time are thoroughly thought 28 

out and rehearsed to facilitate a confident delivery. Module and course content should 29 

also be checked to ensure it is both current, and relevant to specific cohorts. Finally, 30 

where possible, contact time should be used for discussion, rather than content 31 

delivery, and students should be aware of the boundaries they should adhere to within 32 

classroom sessions and when working independently. 33 
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3.2.3 Key Problems 1 

Both rounds of data collection have demonstrated the importance of engaging students 2 

and helping them learn to the best of their ability. However, several key problems have 3 

been identified that, left unchallenged, may continue to negatively affect lecturers’ 4 

approaches to teaching and their relationships with their students, which this research 5 

suggests is likely to have a detrimental impact on students’ approaches to learning 6 

outside the classroom. 7 

Time pressures are a key area of concern for the lecturers consulted who find it difficult 8 

to commit the time they need to their students and they are concerned it is a situation 9 

that will continue to worsen as student numbers increase and modules with low student 10 

numbers are discontinued. One lecturer referred to a module he taught that was being 11 

closed and replaced with a module designed to attract a larger student cohort, despite 12 

the low numbers having a very positive impact on students’ engagement and 13 

satisfaction levels. Lecturers also reported concerns with what they considered to be 14 

unnecessarily complicated administrative and ethical procedures, which they felt 15 

impacted heavily on their time: 16 

“Sometimes it would be helpful if there was less red tape… you have to jump 17 
through so many hoops… why should I? If it gets too complicated by a 18 
protocol, I’ll find another way that doesn’t require ethics” (Lecturer, FAH) 19 

Lecturers also reported unnecessarily tight turnaround times for marking and feedback, 20 

which is particularly difficult for lecturers responsible for more than one cohort as they 21 

do not have the time to devote to the marking that the students’ submissions deserve. 22 

This is especially pertinent for postgraduate level modules, where a deeper level of 23 

engagement may be expected, so that informative and useful feedback can be 24 

provided: 25 

“I’m teaching with colleagues who have come from other universities, and 26 
they are staggered about our turnaround times, especially at postgraduate 27 
levels. They say, how on earth can you get good feedback at postgraduate 28 
level in the time that we are given” (Lecturer, BL) 29 

Related to this problem is the perceived inflexibility of the University’s bureaucracy, 30 

where a more flexible approach may be beneficial: 31 

“We are given more things to do, and less and less support” (Lecturer, HLS) 32 

This also applied to inadequate instruction about updated software and IT facilities, 33 

which had caused some confusion for both lecturers and their students: 34 
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“There has been a change in the way that Turnitin operates and this time, 1 
because of the way it was set up, there was no guidance for it. The guidance 2 
that was there was old [and] incorrect” (Lecturer, HLS) 3 

The importance of trying to incorporate new approaches to teaching has already been 4 

highlighted as potentially beneficial for diverse student cohorts, but such time 5 

pressures and inflexible rules and procedures do little to encourage this as lecturers 6 

are unable to find the time to develop and approve new techniques. 7 

Undoubtedly, the move towards larger cohorts will magnify the above issues, and there 8 

was a concern for several of the lecturers who could not offer any solutions to the 9 

issue: 10 

“I am used to teaching postgraduate courses with smaller numbers where I 11 
get to know students well, and I think I’m quite good at getting students to 12 
interact with each other, to get them to do things in the classroom. I don’t 13 
know how I’m going to do the same thing with 80 [students], it is practically 14 
and physically quite different. That is going to be a barrier” (Lecturer, HLS) 15 

One lecturer explained that there would be no choice but to accept the limitations 16 

larger cohorts bring: 17 

“You have to be prepared to take it on the chin and get on with it! I imagine it 18 
will be a bigger workload” (Lecturer, HLS) 19 

Lecturers were united, however, in their belief that smaller cohorts can lead to more 20 

engaged students because they can get to know and understand their students’ 21 

backgrounds and ambitions more easily. This gives lecturers more opportunity to adapt 22 

their teaching to specific cohorts. Students are also more likely to be disposed to 23 

interacting in sessions without intimidatingly large student numbers.  24 

The general tendency towards larger cohorts reported by our sample of lecturers is 25 

therefore in danger of creating a less engaged and less motivated student body unless 26 

solutions are found. Generally, lecturers were unable to provide solutions to the 27 

problems associated with large cohorts. 28 

One suggestion was to include additional small group work within the course structure 29 

to encourage more active participation. However, this is not without its problems as 30 

rooms allocated for large class sizes are often unsuitable for small group work. Again, 31 

lecturers were unable to offer a solution to this problem and also reported the room 32 

booking system as being too inflexible, only allowing bookings between specific times: 33 
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“The new booking system does not help. I run mine from 9 until 12:30, but you 1 
can only book the room in hour slots” (Lecturer, HLS) 2 

Large cohorts appear to contradict the recommended advice for engaging students and 3 

providing a teaching experience which enables appropriate independent learning 4 

guidance to be provided and is, therefore, a problem that merited further consideration. 5 

3.2.4 Stage 2 Summary and Subsequent Theory Development  6 

The issues raised by the MEQ survey analysis and interviews with lectures in the 7 

second stage of data collection reflected the views and opinions expressed in the first 8 

stage of the research. More specifically, student MEQ responses highlighted their 9 

expectations that their lecturers should be approachable, available and responsive to 10 

their needs and queries. Students also mentioned the clarity they rely on to understand 11 

the aims and objectives of their coursework and recognised when the lecturers 12 

appeared knowledgeable about their subject area and taught in ways that encouraged 13 

them to interact as students. Additionally, they appreciated personal feedback about 14 

their coursework and recognised the need to have access to and the knowledge to use 15 

resources they need for the academic work. 16 

Lecturers once again stressed the importance of integrating guidance into the 17 

curriculum and preparing their teaching sessions with the aims of specific cohorts in 18 

mind, using appropriate and engaging class activities which encouraged interaction 19 

and discussion, which they could also engage in when learning away from the 20 

classroom. They also mentioned the importance of providing timely help and feeding 21 

back on student coursework submissions, which showed students that they were 22 

interested in their progression, which was motivating to some of their students.  23 

There are skills gaps that need closing, and motivational factors to consider. Lecturers 24 

have a unique opportunity to advise and guide students on their path to becoming 25 

effective independent learners, but students must want to engage, and lecturers need 26 

to be aware of the most effective ways of getting them to do so. Therefore, an 27 

understanding of where students most need guidance, and why they have chosen to 28 

study their subject, appears essential for this advice to be appropriately disseminated. 29 

Lecturers should also ensure they are approachable, enthusiastic about their subject 30 

area, clear about requirements and expectations, relate their teaching to individual 31 

cohorts’ expectations, and frequently check with students on their progress and 32 

opinions of the course or module content and delivery. 33 
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This research has demonstrated the importance of engaging individually with students 1 

and within classroom sessions. Small groups are seen by many as the ideal for 2 

enabling this although an effective way of engaging and motivating students within 3 

larger cohorts is needed. Institutions should also be mindful of the additional time 4 

pressures lecturers face, especially when considering their administrative duties, which 5 

may have a detrimental effect on the time they devote to developing their teaching. 6 

Lecturers also need to consider the learning spaces they are allocated, and plan their 7 

sessions accordingly as institutional teaching spaces are finite in number, and may not 8 

suit all learning activities. 9 

The five theories developed in the first stage of the research remained essentially 10 

unchanged. However, the importance of developing students’ confidence emerged 11 

throughout both rounds of data collection and analysis. Therefore, I considered it 12 

appropriate to add this as a final overarching theory for several reasons. Firstly, 13 

students will often face many changes when transitioning to university in their personal 14 

and academic lives. Lecturers discussed the importance of ensuring students have the 15 

confidence to embrace and experiment with new approaches to their independent 16 

learning. Initially, such upheaval might affect student confidence and guidance is often 17 

needed to help students understand their lecturers' expectations. Many students, 18 

transitioning into higher education will be used to being told how, when and what to 19 

study. This can be counterproductive to enhancing their confidence and desire to learn 20 

more widely during their independent study time. Secondly, effective communication 21 

emerged as a central concern and students need to have the confidence to work with 22 

each other and approach their lecturers for help and guidance when required. Without 23 

this guidance, students may be less likely to try new approaches to their learning, 24 

because they will lack the confidence to work or discuss this with their peers or 25 

approach their lecturers if they encounter difficulties. Finally, lecturers explained that 26 

students need to have confidence in their lecturers' abilities as tutors, concerning their 27 

knowledge base and their willingness to answer any questions they may have when 28 

working independently.  29 

Only when students have an appropriate level of confidence will they aspire to the ideal 30 

scenario, where they can move away from guided independent learning to a situation 31 

where they are confident enough to decide, assess and adapt their approaches to 32 

independent learning without any external guidance.  33 
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As I did not anticipate any further issues would emerge from the data, I concluded that 1 

theoretical saturation had been achieved and no further stages of data collection were 2 

undertaken. The final six theories are provided in table 7 below and provided the focus 3 

for the survey questions included in the surveying tool developed and piloted in stage 4 

four and five of this research. Alongside each theory, are suggestions emerging from 5 

the research which will help lecturers guide their students to learn independently on 6 

their respective modules. 7 

Table 7: Final Emergent Theories and their Implications for Lecturers 8 

 9 

3.2.4.1 Survey Development and Testing 10 

The qualitative data highlighted issues students can have in becoming effective 11 

independent learners within higher education. These issues appeared to vary in 12 

Theory Implications for Lecturers

It is neither possible, nor desirable, to 
arrive at a univerally accepted defintition of 
independent learning.

Clearly explain the processes you expect your students to engage in 
when learning independently while preparing for taught classes or 
completeing coursework and assessments.

It is necessary to understand students' 
educational and cultural backgrounds to 
identify where independent learning skills 
are lacking.

Lectures should adapt their curriculm to incorporate the necessary 
study skills training according to the requirements of individual student 
cohorts. The relevance of the study skills training should be made 
clear to students. 

Understanding students' reasons for 
studying will help lecturers adapt their 
approaches to teaching to help motivate 
students to learn.

Lecturers should be well prepared, knowledgable and enthusiastic 
about their teaching, which will be particularly effective when related to 
students' long term goals and aspirations so the relevance of what is 
being taught is understood. Encouraging students to work together 
was also reported as motivating for students. 

Lecturers should ensure their students 
have access to the resources they need for 
their academic work.

Lecturers should make sure the resources their students need are 
supplied, or alternatives should be suggested. Where necessary 
students should be taught how to use the resources they may require 
for their academic work. Learning spaces should be appropriate for in-
class activities and where groups of students are required to work 
together outside the classroom.

Lecturers and students should be 
encouraged to communicate with each 
other throughout their courses

Lecturers should be approachable, available and responsive to 
students throughout their modules and courses. Students should be 
ecouraged to work together and lecturers should discuss their 
approaches to teaching with other lecturers throughout the institution. 
Where possible, in-class contact time should be used for interaction 
and discussion. Lecturers should seek and respond to students' views 
and opinions.

Lecturers should help students become 
more confident learners.

Providing help, advice and training at appropiate times within the 
curriculum and aligning the advice to individual cohorts can help reduce 
student worries about their academic work. Lecturers should also be 
mindful of any students looking or expressing worries or concerns and 
refer them to pastoral care if necessary. Constructive formal and 
informal feedback can also help reduce student anxiety.
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importance for students depending on their previous educational and personal 1 

experiences and the discipline they are studying. Furthermore, a good level of 2 

communication between lecturers and students was needed to help lecturers identify 3 

where student independent learning skills were lacking so appropriate guidance could 4 

be provided. This was particularly important as student experiences and expectations 5 

about what constitutes independent learning could differ. This could be problematic for 6 

lecturers with cohorts of students where establishing such levels of communication was 7 

difficult, particularly where lecturers had large or online cohorts. The lecturers 8 

interviewed did not identify an appropriate solution for this problem and I used the 9 

results of the first two stages of this research and the subsequent literature review to 10 

develop an intervention in the form of an electronic survey to help lecturers identify 11 

areas to prioritise for intervention. This enabled lecturers to focus on those issues that 12 

are most likely to result in more effective independent learners within their cohorts. 13 

Initially, 58 questions were developed for inclusion in the survey to inform one or more 14 

of the six theories, which emerged from the first two stages of the research. Each of 15 

the columns in table 8 represents one of the above theories (shown at the top of each 16 

column). The questions developed as a result of the findings from the analysis of the 17 

data collected in the first two rounds of data collection and the associated literature are 18 

then listed below the theory the question was designed to assist lecturers with. Where 19 

questions could, arguably, be assigned to more than one theory, I made the decision to 20 

include the question within the category that I was primarily considering at the time I 21 

developed the questions. 22 

 23 

 24 

 25 

 26 

 27 

 28 

 29 

 30 
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Table 8: The 58 Questions and their Associated Theories 1 

 2 

It is neither possible, nor desirable to 
arrive at a univeral definition of 

independent learning.

It is necessary to understand students' 
educational and cultural backgrounds to 

identify where independent learning skills 
are lacking.

Understanding students' reasons for 
studying will help lecturers adapt their 

approaches to teaching to help motivate 
students to learn.

I am familiar with the objectives of my 
course.

I believe I have the study skills I need to 
complete my coursework to the best of my 
ability.

Failing to do well in an assignment could 
negatively affect my future prospects.

My tutors are reponsible for ensuring I 
complete the work required by my degree.

I am not always sure how to find the best 
articles or books to help me with my 
coursework.

I usually find my lecturers and tutorials 
interesting and engaging.

It is sometimes necessary to change your 
approach to studying when starting a 
degree.

I am unsure how to achieve the best marks 
for my coursework.

Deciding which degree course to choose 
was difficult.

I usually understand the requirements of my 
coursework.

I had the academic skills I need to do well at 
University when I started my degree.

My future ambitions motivate me to 
overcome any barriers to studying.

I understand how to approach my academic 
work.

As a student, it is important I do not 
challenge the information presented to me 
in lectures.

I sometimes don't understand how the 
topics I have to study are relevant to the 
aims of my degree.

My tutors are responsible for ensuring I 
understand how I should be studying at 
University

The activities and/or coursework I have 
undertaken at the University have 
encouraged me to approach studying in 
new ways.

When trying to focus my attention on my 
lectures or seminars I sometimes have 
difficulty blocking out distracting thoughts.

I was taught what to expect at University 
while studying at my previous educational 
institutions (before starting my current 
degree).

I sometimes doubt my ability to identify and 
address gaps in my knowledge.

I was taught about how to study at 
University before I started my degree.

I sometimes find it hard to keep track of my 
progress when I am carrying out my 
academic work.

Deciding what to include in my coursework 
can be difficult.

As a student, I should be careful not to 
criticise information contained in books or 
articles written by respected 
academics/subject experts.
I am confident that I can write assignments 
that are an acceptable academic standard.

I have certain ways I like to study that I 
always stick to.

As an international student, I face more 
challenges at University than home 
students, which gives me an unfair 
disadvantage.
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 1 

After the data had been collected during the pilot stage of the survey, the data was 2 

collated and a form of Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA), known as Principal 3 

Component Analysis (PCA) was undertaken to support the validity of the survey as a 4 

research tool. The following sections present the results of this process, which led to 5 

the final version of the survey, which I refer to as the ‘student experience and 6 

Lecturers should ensure their students 
have access to the resources they need 

for their academic work.

Lecturers and students should be 
encouraged to communicate with each 

other throughout their courses.

Lecturers should help students become 
more confident learners.

I know how to use the resources available 
to help me with my coursework.

Submitting good quality coursework has 
advantages for the relationship I have with 
my lecturer.

I am confident that I can overcome any 
academic problems I might face during my 
degree.

I can usually get access to the resources I 
need to use at the University.

I am not sure how I would get help at the 
University if I have a question about my 
academic work.

I usually find it easy to concentrate on my 
academic work when I am studying away 
from the classroom.

I usually understand how to use the 
resources I need for my studies.

I find it uncomfortable or difficult working 
with other students during group work tasks 
and assessments.

I regularly plan where and when to study.

Since starting my degree, I have been 
trained how to use the resources I may 
need for my studies.

I use social media platforms (e.g. 
Facebook) for discussions about my 
academic work.

I sometimes feel nervous or worried about 
my academic work.

I expect my lecturers to provide guidance 
about using any resources needed for my 
course.

I usually act on the feedback and advice  
from my lecturers.

Most of the people whose opinion I value 
approved of me coming to University.

Self-help materials explaining how to use 
the resources I need are not always 
available at the University.

I sometimes worry that I will look stupid in 
front of my friends and/or lecturers.

I worry about the consequences of 
receiving negative feedback from my 
lecturers.

I believe that most of my lecturers are, or 
would be, willing to listen to any problems 
or opinions I have relating to my academic 
work.

I tend to notice my successes more than my 
failures.

I would be able to rely on my friends at the 
University to help me if I am struggling with 
my academic work.

I sometimes feel lonely while I am at 
University.

I would always ask my lecturers for help if I 
could not find the information or guidance I 
need elsewhere.

I am confident that I can work independently 
on coursework tasks outside timetables 
classes.

I find it easier to study if other students 
around me are also studying than when I 
am studying alone.

Over the past two weeks, I have been 
feeling unhappy and/or depressed.

I worry that assessed group work tasks will 
have a negative impact on my overall mark.

Covering something else on my agenda 
(e.g. jobs, family or other commitments) will 
sometimes have to take priority over my 
academic work.

I worry that the values I consider most 
important are different to those of my 
University friends and/or lecturers.

I sometimes have difficulty finding enough 
time to dedicate to my academic work.

I am confident in my ability to orally present 
my work to my peers and lecturers.
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expectations survey’ together with the final report structure, which was circulated to the 1 

lecturers who participated in the pilot study. 2 

3.2.4.1.1 Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) 3 

Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) was the method I used to identify themes (i.e. 4 

factors) within the data to reduce the questions down to a number of factors that are 5 

relevant to ensuring students approach their studies as effectively as possible. This is a 6 

widely used statistical process in the social sciences (Costello and Osborne 2005) 7 

where researchers attempt to ‘explain the most with the least’ (Henson and Roberts 8 

2006: 393).The data collected from a survey is examined to discover if the questions 9 

asked can be reduced in number if they are found to address a common theme 10 

(factor). In other words, whether the questions as set out in table 8  above do in 11 

practice cluster in factors. It is a procedure which helps to ‘develop, refine and evaluate 12 

tests, scales and measures that can be used in an educational context’ (Williams, B. et 13 

al. 2010). By grouping questions into factors, the procedure allows the number of 14 

questions to be removed by eliminating questions that are not found to have a strong 15 

influence on the factors to which they belong. Following the analysis, detailed below, I 16 

was able to remove 20 questions, which helped make the output and subsequent 17 

recommendations clear and concise. 18 

Exploratory Factor Analysis attempts to identify the ‘common factors that explain the 19 

order and structure among measured variables’ (Watkins 2018). In this case the 20 

variables are the individual questions contained within our survey. By following the 21 

process outlined below, a number of latent factors were identified. Thus, allowing the 22 

questions to be grouped into themes (factors) that the Exploratory Factor Analysis 23 

suggested could apply. This allows lecturers to identify the main areas where their 24 

students could benefit from further guidance. The processes and results of the 25 

exploratory factor analysis will now be outlined to explain how these factors were 26 

arrived at and subsequently included in the Excel report delivered to the lecturers. 27 

The data collected from the pilot survey was analysed using a particular type of 28 

exploratory factor analysis known as principal components analysis (Floyd and 29 

Widaman 1995: 287). This is a procedure that involves ‘estimating, or extracting 30 

factors; deciding how many to retain; and rotating factors to an interpretable 31 

orientation’ (Floyd and Widaman 1995: 287). Following this widely accepted and 32 

frequently referenced procedure (e.g. Peres et al. 2017, McIvor et al. 2019, Vlissides et 33 
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al. 2017), a number of constructs emerged from the data, which are discussed below. 1 

However, for the first stage of the analysis it was important to assess the data to 2 

ensure it was suitable to be analysed using this process. 3 

The data collected during the pilot study was deemed suitable for Principal Component 4 

Analysis as it uses 5 point Likert scale questions, which have been previously 5 

successfully used for such analysis (Floyd and Widaman 1995: 288) and has a sample 6 

size of at least 5 participants per variable (Floyd and Widaman 1995: 289). 461 7 

responses were collected during the piloting process and there were 58 questions 8 

(variables) so there were 7.9 participants per variable.  9 

Having established this, a Principal Component Analysis was carried out using SPSS 10 

(version 25) and the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy (KMO) was 11 

examined to ensure a value of .6 or above was achieved and the Bartlett’s Test of 12 

Sphericity was significant with a value of .05 or smaller (Pallant 2013: 199). The KMO 13 

value for this dataset was .678 and the Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity was highly 14 

significant (p=.000) (shown in table 9). These tests indicated that this method of 15 

exploratory factor analysis was suitable. 16 

Table 9: KMO and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity 17 

 

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy. .678 

Bartlett's Test of Sphericity Approx. Chi-Square 3761.055 

df 1653 

Sig. .000 

Following the advice of Pallant (2013:199), the initial Eigenvalues were examined for 18 

values above 1 as shown in table 10. An eigenvalue is a number indicating how much 19 

variance there is in the data. Eigenvalues less than 1 are not considered stable as they 20 

‘account for less variability than does a single variable and are not retained in the 21 
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analysis  (Girden 2001: 157). Where a value of above 1 was achieved, each 1 

component (potential factor) was examined to determine the number of factors to 2 

extract. 3 

Table 10: Total Variance Explained 4 

 

This above table suggests that 17 factors could be considered. However, an 5 

examination of the scree plot (figure 6) indicates that the first 5 factors should be 6 

retained (Pallant 2013:199) as the curve begins to level out at this point.   7 

 8 

 9 

 10 
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Figure 6: Scree Plot 1 

 2 

Following the PCA, a rotated component matrix was used to help identify what the 3 

factor components represent by considering the degree of correlation within the factors 4 

identified by the PCA. This was carried out for all 17 factors, although the visual 5 

representation shown in the scree plot (figure 6), suggests only the first five should be 6 

considered. Following the advice provided by Pallant (2013:205), the components were 7 

considered if they are correlated above .3 using an Oblimin rotation. 8 

However, further judgement about the suitability of the components and the factors 9 

identified are necessarily open to interpretation (Pallant 2013:199). As such it is now 10 

necessary to consider each factor identified using the process outlined above to 11 

determine what the factor may be showing through a close examination of the 12 

constructs combined within each factor. Each will now be looked at in turn. 13 

 14 
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Factor 1: Approaches to Studying  1 

The questions identified in the first factor refer to students’ understanding of their role 2 

as students with respect to their approaches to studying in terms of their prior 3 

knowledge, planning and understanding of why and how they should carry out their 4 

academic work. I decided to retain all variables because, as can be seen in table 11 5 

below, the variables all score .397 or above (which is above the .3 threshold) and I 6 

consider them to be relevant to the factor ‘Approaches to Studying’. 7 

Table 11: Factor 1 (Approaches to Studying) 8 

 9 

 10 
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Factor 2: Resources  1 

The questions referring to resources grouped together in the second factor. These 2 

questions are concerned with resource availability, understanding and training. I 3 

decided to remove two questions from this factor. As factor analysis, such as this 4 

procedure, is primarily a data exploration technique, it is considered acceptable to use 5 

personal judgement when deciding whether to include variables following a Principal 6 

Component Analysis procedure, which should be considered an informative procedure 7 

open to interpretation rather than any rigid statistical rules (Pallant 2013:199, Henson 8 

and Roberts 2006:393). Based on this guidance, the lowest scoring question (‘I usually 9 

understand how to use the resources I need for my studies’) was removed as I 10 

considered it too similar to the second highest question. Secondly, the third highest 11 

scoring question (‘I usually understand the requirements of my coursework’) was 12 

removed as I did not consider it to be a good fit with the overall factor (Resources). The 13 

three remaining factors have been retained as they scored .484 or above (which is 14 

above the .3 threshold) and I consider them to be relevant to the factor ‘Resources’. 15 

Table 12: Factor 2 (Academic Resources) 16 

 17 

 18 

 19 
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Factor 3: Social Influences on Academic Work  1 

The third factor brings together questions asking about group working and the 2 

challenges faced by international students. The overriding factor here appeared to be 3 

social influences. I decided to retain all variables because, as can be seen in table 13 4 

below, the variables all score .619 or above (which is above the .3 threshold) and I 5 

consider them to be relevant to the factor ‘Social influences on academic work’. 6 

Table 13: Factor 3 (Social Influences on Academic Work) 7 

 8 

Factor 4: Coping with Problems  9 

The questions brought together in this factor are concerned with student abilities to 10 

address problems they may face with regards to their perceived abilities and 11 

confidence levels. I decided to retain all variables because, as can be seen in table 14 12 

below, the variables all score .419 or above (which is above the .3 threshold). 13 

 14 

 15 

 16 

 17 

 18 

 19 

 20 
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Table 14: Factor 4 (Coping with Problems) 1 

 2 

Factor 5: Lecturers’ Roles and Relationships  3 

The final grouping of constructs has highlighted the expectations students have of their 4 

lecturers. The lowest scoring construct within this factor (‘I sometimes feel lonely while I 5 

am at University’) was removed as, although it was above the .3 threshold, it scored 6 

the lowest and did not feel it sat well within the grouping. This was my own subjective 7 

decision which I made following the aforementioned guidance from Henson and 8 

Roberts who explained that researcher judgement is a necessary and acceptable 9 

process when undertaking factor analysis (Henson and Roberts 2006: 393). The fourth 10 

construct (‘The activities and/or coursework I have undertaken at the University have 11 

encouraged me to approach studying in new ways’) has been retained as it scored .37 12 

(which is above the .3 threshold) and directly relates to lecturers’ roles in persuading 13 

students to learn in new ways through their use of coursework and study techniques. 14 

Again, as with factor 4, the lowest scoring construct within factor 5 was removed as it 15 

scored the lowest and did not sit well within this grouping. 16 

 17 

 18 

 19 

 20 
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Table 15: Factor 5 (Lecturers’ Roles and Relationships) 1 

 2 

Out of a total of 58 questions, 23 were retained within the first 5 factors (Approaches to 3 

Studying, Academic Resources, Social Influences, Coping with Problems and Lecturer 4 

roles and relationships). The next step was to decide whether any of the additional 5 

identified factors should also be included. 6 

The remaining factor groupings were examined and I decided to keep three additional 7 

factors. These were factors 6, 9 and 13, which I subsequently grouped as questions 8 

referring to emotions, feedback and social integration respectively. These are shown in 9 

tables 16, 17 and 18 below, together with the rationale for keeping these three factors: 10 

Table 16: Factor 6 (Emotions) 11 

 12 
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There were several questions included about emotions in the pilot and many students 1 

agreed with the first question in this factor, which affects their ability to engage in the 2 

academic work effectively. Feeling unhappy or depressed can affect academic 3 

progress, so I consider it appropriate to group these together. 4 

Table 17: Factor 9 (Feedback) 5 

 6 

The interviews and the Principal Component Analysis suggested a clear link between 7 

how students use feedback and the importance they place on their assignments. 8 

Table 18: Factor 13 (Social Integration) 9 

 10 

Along with the third factor (Social Influences on Academic Work), this factor is also 11 

concerned with the social aspects of academia, but the focus here is how well 12 

integrated students feel. 13 

Finally, any questions that covered factors already identified, but which had failed to 14 

group together after the Principal Component Analysis were removed. The remaining 15 

questions, which had failed to group and were not included in the factors already 16 

covered were considered and grouped according to their focus, as they were deemed 17 
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important by the first two rounds of data collection. As mentioned earlier, EFA is an 1 

exploratory technique and the use of personal judgement when deciding whether to 2 

include variables is considered acceptable (Pallant 2013: 199, Henson and Roberts 3 

2006: 393). This resulted in one additional category containing five questions relating 4 

to student ‘Motivation to Learn’: 5 

• When trying to focus my attention on my lectures or seminars I sometimes have 6 

difficulty blocking out distracting thoughts 7 

• I usually find it easy to concentrate on my academic work when I am studying 8 

away from the classroom 9 

• I use social media platforms (e.g. Facebook) for discussions about my 10 

academic work 11 

• I am confident that I can work independently on coursework tasks outside 12 

timetabled classes 13 

• My future ambitions motivate me to overcome any barriers to studying 14 

In conclusion, the Principal Component Analysis provided a logical focus for reducing 15 

the number of questions included in the survey from 58 to 35 and helped me identify 16 

and judge eight useful groupings (factors) for the subsequent reports delivered to the 17 

lecturers, which ranked these groupings in order of importance. The ninth and final 18 

grouping, subjectively identified when examining the Principal Component Analysis 19 

results, has also been included as the qualitative data analysis within the first two 20 

rounds of data collection and analysis revealed that this was important information for 21 

tutors. The final nine factors used in the output provided to the lecturers are shown in 22 

table 19 below. This is the same table as table 4, but it also shows the final factors 23 

each question has been assigned to along with the questions that were removed 24 

following the PCA. 25 

 26 

 27 

 28 

 29 

 30 
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Table 19: Factor Groups and Eliminated Questions following the PCA 1 

 2 

 3 

It is neither possible, nor desirable to 
arrive at a univeral definition of 

independent learning.

It is necessary to understand students' 
educational and cultural backgrounds to 

identify where independent learning skills 
are lacking.

Understanding students' reasons for 
studying will help lecturers adapt their 

approaches to teaching to help motivate 
students to learn.

I am familiar with the objectives of my 
course.

I believe I have the study skills I need to 
complete my coursework to the best of my 
ability.

Factor 7
Failing to do well in an assignment could 
negatively affect my future prospects.

Factor 5
My tutors are reponsible for ensuring I 
complete the work required by my degree.

I am not always sure how to find the best 
articles or books to help me with my 
coursework.

I usually find my lecturers and tutorials 
interesting and engaging.

It is sometimes necessary to change your 
approach to studying when starting a 
degree.

I am unsure how to achieve the best marks 
for my coursework.

Deciding which degree course to choose 
was difficult.

I usually understand the requirements of my 
coursework.

I had the academic skills I need to do well at 
University when I started my degree.

Factor 9
My future ambitions motivate me to 
overcome any barriers to studying.

Factor 1
I understand how to approach my academic 
work.

Factor 1
As a student, it is important I do not 
challenge the information presented to me 
in lectures.

Factor 1
I sometimes don't understand how the 
topics I have to study are relevant to the 
aims of my degree.

Factor 5
My tutors are responsible for ensuring I 
understand  how I should be studying at 
University

Factor 5
The activities and/or coursework I have 
undertaken at the University have 
encouraged me to approach studyingin 
new ways.

Factor 9
When trying to focus my attention on my 
lectures or seminars I sometimes have 
difficulty blocking out distracting thoughts.

Factor 1
I was taught what to expect expect at 
University while studyiny at my previous 
educational institutions (before starting my 
current degree).

Factor 4
I sometimes doubt my ability to identify and 
address gaps in my knowledge.

Factor 1
I was taught about how to study at 
University before I started my degree.

Factor 6
I sometimes find it hard to keep track of my 
progress when I am carrying out my 
academic work.

Factor 4
Deciding what to include in my coursework 
can be difficult.

Factor 1
As a student, I should be careful not to 
criticise information contained in books or 
articles written by respected 
academics/subject experts.
I am confident that I can write assignments 
that are an acceptable academic standard.

I have certain ways I like to study that I 
always stick to.

Factor 3
As an international student, I face more 
challenges at University than home 
students, which gives me an unfair 
disadvantage.
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 1 

The nine factors referred to in table 19 were: 2 

1. Approaches to Studying 3 

2. Academic Resources 4 

3. Social Influences on Academic Work 5 

4. Coping with Problems 6 

5. Lecturers’ Roles and Relationships 7 

Lecturers should ensure their students 
have access to the resources they need 

for their academic work.

Lecturers and students should be 
encouraged to communicate with each 

other throughout their courses.

Lecturers should help students become 
more confident learners.

Factor 2
I know how to use the resources available 
to help me with my coursework.

Factor 5
Submitting good quality coursework has 
advantages for the relationship I have with 
my lecturer.

I am confident that I can overcome any 
academic problems I might face during my 
degree.

Factor 2
I can usually get access to the resources I 
need to use at the University.

Factor 1
I am not sure how I would get help at the 
University if I have a question about my 
academic work.

Factor 9
I usually find it easy to concentrate on my 
academic work when I am studying away 
from the classroom.

I usually understand how to use the 
resources I need for my studies.

Factor 3
I find it uncomfortable or difficult working 
with other students during group work tasks 
and assessments.

Factor 1
I regularly plan where and when to study.

Factor 2
Since starting my degree, I have been 
trained how to use the resources I may 
need for my studies.

Factor 9
I use social media platforms (e.g. 
Facebook) for discussions about my 
academic work.

Factor 4
I sometimes have difficulty finding enough 
time to dedicate to my academic work.

I expect my lecturers to provide guidance 
about using any resources needed for my 
course.

Factor 7
I usually act on the feedback and advice  
from my lecturers.

Most of the people whose opinion I value 
approved of me coming to University.

Self-help materials explaining how to use 
the resources I need are not always 
available at the University.

Factor 8
I sometimes worry that I will look stupid in 
front of my friends and/or lecturers.

I worry about the consequences of 
receiving negative feedback from my 
lecturers.

I believe that most of my lecturers are, or 
would be, willing to listen to any problems 
or opinions I have relating to my academic 
work.

Factor 1
I tend to notice my successes more than my 
failures.

I would be able to rely on my friends at the 
University to help me if I am struggling with 
my academic work.

I sometimes feel lonely while I am at 
University.

I would always ask my lecturers for help if I 
could not find the information or guidance I 
need elsewhere.

Factor 9
I am confident that I can work independently 
on coursework tasks outside timetables 
classes.

Factor 8
I find it easier to study if other students 
around me are also studying than when I 
am studying alone.

Factor 6
Over the past two weeks, I have been 
feeling unhappy and/or depressed.

Factor 3
I worry that assessed group work tasks will 
have a negative impact on my overall mark.

Covering something else on my agenda 
(e.g. jobs, family or other commitments) will 
sometimes have to take priority over my 
academic work.

Factor 8
I worry that the values I consider most 
important are different to those of my 
University friends and/or lecturers.

Factor 4
I sometimes have difficulty finding enough 
time to dedicate to my academic work.

I am confident in my ability to orally present 
my work to my peers and lecturers.
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6. Emotions 1 

7. Feedback 2 

8. Social Integration 3 

9. Motivation to Learn 4 

To conclude, the Principal Component Analysis has successfully grouped the 5 

components into factors which made the output easier for lecturers to understand 6 

where their intervention could be most useful for their individual cohorts. 7 

The reports, delivered to lecturers who participated in the pilot study, rank the 8 

questions within each of the factors according to their perceived importance alongside 9 

individual question, which are also ranked in order of importance.  10 

3.3 Stage 5: Pilot Study Follow-Up Interviews 11 

The final part of this results chapter presents the findings from the interviews with 12 

lecturers who participated in the survey pilot. Lecturers responsible for three of the 13 

cohorts who had taken part in the pilot study were selected and asked to consider their 14 

results, which were delivered to them in the form of an Excel report using the factors 15 

identified by the Principal Component Analysis. Interviewees were selected and agreed 16 

to be interviewed. An example of the report presented to the lecturers is provided in the 17 

appendices (section 8.9, p.236). Table 20 below shows the faculties and the number of 18 

students surveyed within each of these cohorts. 19 

Table 20: Faculty, Level and Number of Students Associated with Each of the 20 

Lecturers Interviewed following the Pilot Survey 21 

 22 

During the interviews, lecturers were asked to discuss the delivery process, the 23 

subsequent report structure and the results presented. The interviews concluded with 24 

discussions about how the surveying tool could be usefully employed beyond the initial 25 

Level Faculty Interviewee Number of 
Students

2 AH Pilot 1 77

M EEC Pilot 2 33

3 BL Pilot 3/3b 53
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results for the benefit of students and lecturers within the higher education sector more 1 

generally. Each of the above discussion points will be presented in the following four 2 

subsections. 3 

3.3.1 The Delivery Process 4 

The delivery process (explained in section 2.3.2.3.1, p.45) was designed to allow 5 

lecturers to carry out the survey in a timetabled lecture at a time they deemed most 6 

appropriate, although it was anticipated that the survey would be most beneficial when 7 

delivered near the start of student modules and/or courses. An early delivery would 8 

give lecturers an opportunity to make changes to their teaching before their cohorts are 9 

required to engage in independent learning activities. This provides an opportunity for 10 

lecturers to ensure timely guidance is disseminated. The lecturers identified several 11 

aspects of the survey delivery that worked well for them. 12 

Firstly, they thought the introductory guidance was clear, easily understood and well 13 

received by the students and the benefits to them were clearly stated: 14 

“I think it is important for the students to understand what is expected of them. 15 
What it is about and what it is we need to do, and I think that was well 16 
explained. That was very clear.” (Lecturer, AH) 17 

Secondly, the delivery process reflected the procedures that were in place at the 18 

institution for the module evaluations, which meant the approach had been tried, tested 19 

and proven to work well: 20 

“It is using a similar approach to the one that is done for the module 21 
evaluation questionnaires and this is something that the students are familiar 22 
with, so it is definitely the right approach” (Lecturer, AH) 23 

Thirdly, all four lecturers said that it took their cohorts approximately ten minutes to 24 

complete the survey, with the exception of some students whose first language was not 25 

English, who took slightly longer. All four lecturers considered this an acceptable 26 

timeframe and time well invested. This time will reduce even further for subsequent 27 

surveys as the number of questions has now been reduced from 58 to 35 following the 28 

Principal Component Analysis (detailed in section 3.2.4.1.1, p.97). I concluded, 29 

therefore, that the delivery method was successful and deemed appropriate by the 30 

lectures, who also commented that the perceived completion rate by the students was 31 

a good indication that they were also happy to complete the survey: 32 
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“Students, they will suffer from some survey fatigue and I think there is no 1 
getting away from it. But, delivering it in that context is fine. We had over 50 2 
odd responses... Given that there was about 70 [students] there, including late 3 
comers, that is not bad at all” (Lecturer, BL) 4 

3.3.2 Survey Output 5 

The output sheet delivered to the lecturers who took part in the pilot study was 6 

designed to offer a snapshot of the pertinent issues for their particular cohorts. It was 7 

important, therefore, that the lecturers found it clear and easy to understand. As such, 8 

the lecturers were asked to comment on the report/output they received. All four 9 

lecturers found the layout and question grouping sensible, clear and informative: 10 

“I have read it and I understand it very well. I can’t see any ambiguity. It is 11 
nice the way it is broken down into sections and questions. It is very clear. I 12 
think the layout is really good” (Lecturer, AH) 13 

However, one lecturer did think a further summary for each grouping highlighting the 14 

possible courses of action for lecturers who concluded that further intervention may be 15 

required for their cohorts would be helpful. This was subsequently created and is 16 

included in the appendices (section 8.10, p.243). 17 

3.3.3 Survey Results 18 

The delivery method and output were very well received, but it was also important to 19 

identify any tangible benefits for the lectures and students taking part in the pilot study. 20 

Therefore, the lecturers were asked to consider their results and how useful they found 21 

them for the cohort of students who completed the survey. The lectures talked 22 

generally about the benefits of being able to reflect on student responses in terms of 23 

guiding their thinking about their particular modules: 24 

“It is quite useful to get their perspective on their own work. Not the module 25 
necessarily. I thought that was really useful” (Lecturer, AH) 26 

All four lecturers across the three modules explained that they could make use of the 27 

data in a positive way, and predicted that it was sometimes the small changes informed 28 

by the survey that would prove to be the most effective: 29 

“It is not always big, difficult decisions, it could be just telling them not to forget 30 
about this, this and this. They already know it, but it is a little reminder” 31 
(Lecturer, AH) 32 
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More specifically, every lecturer gave examples of questions within the survey that they 1 

found to be surprising, or that would prompt them to take subsequent action within their 2 

cohorts.  3 

The lecturer responsible for the cohort in pilot 1 focussed on the problems raised for 4 

collaborative learning and, as a result of the information obtained for several questions 5 

on the survey, they are now considering a review of the processes used to assess 6 

group work: 7 

“We’ve just got a group project about to start. Some students have expressed 8 
concern that they might be in a group with weaker people and this is quite a 9 
clear majority saying they think it is going to have an impact on their 10 
results.[Question 13 on the output sheet]. So that is really useful to have that 11 
written down. It means that we kind of need to rethink… [and] understand how 12 
best to assess it” (Lecturer, AH) 13 

The lecturer went on to explain that their attempts to encourage more collaborative 14 

learning did not seem to have the impact they were hoping for: 15 

“Also, this one here [Question 28 on the output sheet], I find it easier to study 16 
if students around me are also studying them when I am studying alone. 17 
Because we are trying to improve engagement in… [the] studio environment 18 
[to] encourage creative collaboration, and that is quite a challenge. A lot of 19 
them seemingly prefer to go away and go home to study. That figure suggests 20 
there is something that is stopping them from going into the studio, because 21 
they say they want to” (Lecturer, AH) 22 

The same lecturer was worried about the number of students who indicated they were 23 

concerned about their academic work: 24 

“I am also a bit surprised by the number of people who say they are anxious, 25 
nervous worried about their work [question 19 on the output sheet]. So, we 26 
[will] try and encourage a bit more class discussion” (Lecturer, AH) 27 

The survey prompted the lecturer to reconsider the assessment processes in place for 28 

group work tasks, how students can be encouraged to use the spaces provided in their 29 

independent study time and how more in-class interaction can be encouraged to help 30 

alleviate students fears or concerns about their academic work.  31 

The lecturer responsible for the cohort in pilot 2 expressed surprise at the number of 32 

students who indicated they had been feeling anxious or depressed, whilst also 33 

reflecting on the potential negativity surrounding the findings that more students notice 34 

their academic failures over and above their successes, going on to explain that this 35 

level of knowledge is not evident in the University wide module evaluations: 36 
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“I like this question here, I tend to notice my success more than my failures 1 
[Question 5 on the output], and only 12% strongly agree and then agreeing 2 
24%, so we can see that only a third agree with this… so the other two thirds 3 
noticed their failures more than their success, and that is important because 4 
that is telling us how students reflect on their achievement… we can gain a lot 5 
of information from here to help us understand how the students are reflecting 6 
on their education. And this is something that we do not get from the module 7 
evaluations. So I definitely consider this very valuable” (Lecturer, EEC) 8 

The two lectures responsible for the cohort in pilot 3 picked up on a number of areas of 9 

concern. In particular, it prompted a discussion about students’ use of resources and 10 

the fact that students relied heavily on lectures telling them which resources to use: 11 

“The majority of students indicate that they know how to use the resources 12 
[Question 11 on the output sheet] when the lecturer has identified them for 13 
them! They know how to use them, but they don’t know how to find them!” 14 
(Lecturer, BL) 15 

They were also alarmed by the proportion of students who thought they should not 16 

criticise information contained in books or articles written by respected academics or 17 

subject experts (Q2): 18 

“Your role as a student is to do just that! One of the many things you have to 19 
develop is critical thinking. You should question this literature! Obviously, this 20 
is not clear” (Lecturer, BL) 21 

Other questions mentioned included question 15, which highlighted the large 22 

proportion of international students who felt they were disadvantaged by their status: 23 

“They may feel that they can’t do it because maybe the language skills and 24 
writing skills aren’t as good as they think they should be. My approach would 25 
be to say, that’s your perception and there’s lots of things that you bring that 26 
other students don’t… they’re perfectly well equipped to do it, they just lack 27 
confidence” (Lecturer, BL) 28 

Finally, there was a large proportion of students who were worried about how their 29 

assignments would affect their future prospects: 30 

“This was the one that struck me [points to question 27 on the output sheet 31 
‘Failing to do well in an assignment could negatively affect my future 32 
prospects’] What they are saying is, help us with the assignments, because 33 
they really matter to us’” (Lecturer, BL) 34 

I believe these examples provide good illustrations of how lecturers can take the 35 

information the survey provides and think about or discuss it in the context of their 36 

modules, which was the initial aim of the survey in its development stage. 37 
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The results of these interviews suggests that these surveys provide both reassurance 1 

to lectures when they are doing things well and also helps to reduce the gap between 2 

student and lecturers expectations. Thus, helping to address the disparate views of 3 

how and what is meant by students independent learning processes within a particular 4 

course or module setting. 5 

3.3.4 Using the Results 6 

Throughout the interviews with the four lecturers there was a welcome enthusiasm for 7 

the surveying tool: 8 

“This is a very interesting survey. It is really amazing. I find some of the 9 
results absolutely fascinating” (Lecturer, BL) 10 

However, there were several useful suggestions for how the results, if shared more 11 

widely, could be used more extensively. One lecturer mentioned how the results would 12 

potentially be useful if shared with pastoral care teams within institutions, going on to 13 

discuss how the information could also be used at different levels throughout 14 

institutions: 15 

“I think there are three levels for using this kind of output… I think it is 16 
valuable to help schools [and] module leaders design their modules or their 17 
delivery so it is very useful at individual level for the module leaders, but it is 18 
also helpful for the faculties in terms of curriculum strategy and the student 19 
experience… [and] it is also useful for the university as a whole, because 20 
student experience is one of the pillars. So it is very, very important that 21 
whoever is in charge of dealing with the student experience needs to look at 22 
this” (Lecturer, EEC) 23 

The lecturer responsible for the cohort in pilot 1 suggested he would like to run the 24 

survey again at the end of the module to assess any changes in student opinion that 25 

may have resulted from information obtained following the first delivery: 26 

“If there is one way that you can just show a delta of change. Which one of 27 
those changes the most, that would be quite good. So, you could see which 28 
one has the biggest impact” (Lecturer, AH) 29 

There were three other potential suggestions from lecturers. Firstly, introducing the 30 

option for questions tailored to specific cohorts was mentioned (Lecturer, AH), although 31 

this would reduce the options for comparable analysis and, secondly, introducing 32 

qualitative open-ended responses to allow students the opportunity to have their say 33 

could be helpful (Lecturer, BL). I did consider this option but ultimately rejected it as it 34 

may have a detrimental effect on the speed of delivery, would make the subsequent 35 

analysis more time consuming and less autonomous and potentially threaten student 36 
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anonymity. Where there is doubt within student minds about the anonymity of the 1 

survey, this could make the results less reliable as students may provide untruthful 2 

answers because of a fear of their responses reflecting negatively on them.  3 

Finally, the same lecturer thought that collecting a bank of information about how the 4 

questions had been used by different lecturers would be a very useful additional 5 

resource that could be developed if the surveying tool was used more widely. 6 

The lecturers interviewed after participating in the pilot study all gave examples of the 7 

issues they identified from their results, which they intended to use to develop or 8 

improve the guidance they gave to their students. The main aim of this guidance was 9 

to instil changes within their cohorts so they can become better independent learners. 10 

In essence, the desire is to encourage behaviour change within student cohorts where 11 

it is needed. 12 

The fifth and final stage of the research demonstrated the benefits of using the 13 

surveying tool, developed and piloted as a direct result of the data collected during the 14 

exploratory stages of the research. The sample of modules used to pilot the survey 15 

was diverse in terms of subject areas and levels and the positive feedback received led 16 

me to draw a tentative conclusion that the survey was likely to be useful if implemented 17 

on a University wide basis. However, further testing would be necessary, particularly 18 

when used across institutions, although the findings do suggest that it would be right to 19 

be cautiously optimistic about the potential for the survey to be incorporated in this 20 

way. 21 

 22 

 23 

  24 
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4 Literature Review 1 

4.1 Introduction 2 

In accordance with Glaser’s recommendations, the emerging theories from the 3 

exploratory stages of the research informed the focus of this literature review and 4 

literature was identified and reviewed until saturation was reached (as explained in 5 

section 2.3.1.2.1 (p.37). The rationale for addressing the literature after, rather than 6 

before, the exploratory stages of research is explained in section 2.3.1.2 (p.35) and is 7 

based on the principle that it is not possible to know which literature to consult until 8 

after the preliminary data collection and analysis to avoid making assumptions about 9 

the focus of the research. 10 

4.2 Defining Independent Learning  11 

Lecturer and student definitions of independent learning within the research population 12 

were diverse and depended on personal experiences and individual module 13 

requirements. Arriving at a universally accepted definition was, therefore, not possible 14 

or desirable due to the disparate nature of individual courses of study.  15 

An examination of the literature identified independent learning as a process that is 16 

expected of most, if not all students within higher education, and is often ‘advocated 17 

and promoted as a major contemporary education goal’ (Lau 2015: 1). Students with 18 

an aptitude for learning independently also possess transferable skills that can be used 19 

within other contexts (Broad 2006: 120). This would be particularly beneficial for 20 

students considering further studying options (Raidal and Volet 2009: 578, Muongmee 21 

2007: 40) or, in many cases, moving into the workforce (Armstrong 2015: 7). Educating 22 

students within university should, therefore, not only be about furnishing students with 23 

the knowledge of the subject they are studying, but should also be about ‘cultivating 24 

autonomous, and thus lifelong, learners’ (Lau 2015: 1). 25 

Despite an agreement about the apparent benefits of independent study there was no 26 

consensus about how to define independent learning, or how ‘these different definitions 27 

and descriptions relate to one another’ (Meyer et al. 2008: 15), with very few experts 28 

offering a clear definition (Demir et al. 2014: 259). At the start of my research, there 29 

was, in fact, a paucity of research attempting to address this issue (McKendry and 30 

Boyd 2012: 209). This could be confusing for both lecturers and their students ‘due to 31 

the number of terms and possible interpretations of these terms’ (Broad 2006: 119-32 
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120) and could impact negatively on students with unrealistic perceptions of their 1 

capabilities as independent learners (Elzubeir 2009: 1220). Thus, students may not 2 

understand the learning processes they are expected to undertake at university or the 3 

subsequent challenges they may face (Al Maani and Roberts 2018). Hockings et al. 4 

(2018: 149) explained how this could lead to high levels of anxiety as students are 5 

uncertain about how to study in higher education as they were ‘used to right and wrong 6 

answers and text book certainty, which resulted in successful exam outcomes’. 7 

According to Thomas et al. (2015a: 28), who examined students’ conceptions and 8 

experiences if directed independent learning, students tended to construct a subjective, 9 

individual understanding of what independent learning means as they progress through 10 

their courses, which is counterproductive to developing a shared understanding of the 11 

term. Some students consulted as part of Thomas et al.’s study thought independent 12 

learning was a ‘continuation of the study styles used at school/college, that is, learning 13 

by yourself without teacher assistance… others seemed to suggest learning in HE 14 

required slightly more autonomy, motivation and decision making’ (Thomas et al. 15 

2015a: 17-18).    16 

Armstrong (2015: 7) points to the need for students and lecturers to understand the 17 

ways they should be learning and how these processes can be applied in different 18 

learning scenarios, which requires appropriately tailored guidance from each of their 19 

lecturers. 20 

In an attempt to address the inherent problems outlined above, I examined the 21 

literature to try and identify what was understood by the term independent learning. In 22 

doing so, I identified a need to go beyond ambiguous definitions to consider the 23 

processes commonly perceived as being involved.  24 

4.2.1 Working Towards a Consensus 25 

There were several issues within the literature that made arriving at a definition difficult, 26 

highlighted by numerous terms, often deemed interchangeable (e.g. independent 27 

learning, self-directed learning and autonomous learning), and the variable 28 

interpretations that were suggested. Nevertheless, the need to have a definition that 29 

lecturers and staff can agree on is recognised (Broad 2006: 121), alongside the 30 

difficulties of doing so (Marcoul 2006: 351). Examining literature which attempts to 31 

uncover what is meant by independent learning helps to identify the traits, attributes 32 

and knowledge students need to be successful independent learners.  33 
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The literature suggested certain prerequisites that should be in place for independent 1 

learning to take place. Most importantly, students needed to understand their 2 

responsibilities as independent learners, regardless of the definition used (Mckendry 3 

and Boyd 2012: 210). Some authors explained that students needed to take on 4 

responsibilities that had previously belonged to the teacher, such as deciding on 5 

learning objectives, selecting learning methods and evaluating processes (Littlewood 6 

1999). Garrison (1997) adds to this by suggesting that students need to assume 7 

personal responsibility and control of their learning by considering their learning 8 

outcomes. First and foremost, therefore, there is a need for students to understand 9 

their responsibilities which could differ depending on the context of their individual 10 

circumstances and it is important that they are recognised by both students and their 11 

lecturers. 12 

Next, assuming students’ roles as independent learners are understood, the 13 

importance of student motivation is considered. This is an area that is addressed in 14 

more detail in section 4.4 (p.137) as it was an area that the institutional research 15 

highlighted as being important. For example, Jang (2017: 66) explained the need to 16 

instil a desire within students to progress and ‘grow in a positive way’. Jang went on to 17 

cite Knowles (1975) who suggested students should be able to identify and address 18 

their learning needs within a variety of contexts, which require an inherent motivation. 19 

Assuming an appropriate level of responsibility and motivation, some authors have 20 

explained that students should also have the ability to review and revise their 21 

approaches to learning as they progress through their course. It is a continuous 22 

process that students need to be open to. This is particularly pertinent for students 23 

transitioning into higher education who need to become accustomed to the processes 24 

needed when moving from a passive learner who readily accepts information provided 25 

to them to a proactive learner who actively seeks out and evaluates information 26 

(Kasworm 1983: 29). Similarly, Al Maani and Roberts (2018) cite a publication from 27 

around the same time which stresses the aim for students to work with ‘increasingly 28 

less structured teaching materials and with less reliance on traditional kinds of tutor 29 

support’ (Moore 1984). 30 

Students need to understand their responsibilities at university and be motivated 31 

enough to commit to their work while continuously assessing their learning processes. 32 

Students should also be confident in their abilities to identify their learning needs, their 33 
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options for approaching their learning and securing the relevant learning resources 1 

(Brocket and Hiemstra 1991) and the ability to transfer the learning skills they acquire 2 

to different scenarios and contexts (Little 1994: 4), cited in Broad (2006: 120). 3 

Figure 7 summarises the above points, which helped develop the general definitions 4 

offered into a more recognisable ideal: 5 

Figure 7: Characteristics of Successful Independent Learners 6 

 7 

Having reviewed the arguments, I arrived at the same conclusions as Al Maani and 8 

Roberts (2018) who offered a definition that most closely represents the factors 9 

commonly accepted as necessary for successful learning to occur. They describe 10 

independent learning as ‘A process that students carry out in collaboration with others 11 

for the purpose of developing and shaping their own learning outside the lecture but 12 

contributes to their program learning outcomes without direct and constant 13 

supervision’. However, this definition still falls short of clarifying the exact processes 14 

that need to occur for successful independent learning to take place and still leaves 15 

room for misinterpretation on the parts of the students and their lecturers, who could 16 

mistake the definition as ‘unsupported learning’ (Mckendry and Boyd 2012: 213). 17 

Thomas et al. (2015a: 39) found that students struggled to answer questions about 18 

what effective independent learning entails and were unclear about specific 19 

approaches that worked. It has been suggested that attempting to arrive at a universal 20 

definition could be unhelpful as it could hide the necessarily disparate interpretations 21 

used by individuals or groups based on their unique circumstances (Muongmee 2007: 22 

41). In addition to a ‘general’ definition of ‘independent learning’, therefore, more clarity 23 

is needed about the underlying processes that give students the opportunity to 24 

understand where their knowledge may be lacking within a particular field of study and 25 
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what actions need to be employed to acquire this knowledge (Deur 2004: 73) or how 1 

students need to ‘take charge of their learning’ (Ros et al. 2012: 39). Only by 2 

considering these processes can the process of undertaking independent learning be 3 

made clear to students and, consequently what barriers in their procedural knowledge 4 

they may need to overcome in the move towards being effective independent learners 5 

(Al Maani and Roberts 2018). The next section will therefore consider these processes 6 

in more detail. 7 

4.2.2 Specific Actions Associated with Independent Learning 8 

The literature was revisited to identify occasions where specific actions or activities 9 

were suggested as processes that students should be able to engage in to be 10 

competent independent learners within the higher education sector. There were 31 11 

articles identified in the literature. Each of these articles referred to one or more activity 12 

identified by the authors that they considered a necessary procedure for an activity to 13 

be considered truly independent. Table 21 ranks these activities by the proportion of 14 

articles in which they are referred to. For example, 52% of the articles identified within 15 

the literature mentioned the importance of students being able to identify their own 16 

learning needs, objectives and goals. 17 

Table 21: Table Showing the Activities Students Should Be Able to 18 

Undertake when Learning Independently, According to the Literature 19 

 20 

Students should be able to:
Percentage of 

references 
identified (n=31)

Identify learning needs, objectives and goals 52%

Make decisions about their own learning processes 42%

Evaluate their own learning strategies 35%

Manage time effectively 32%

Think critically/Evaluate resources 26%

Work effectively with peers 23%

Identify and effectively utilise learning resources 23%
Seek advice from their instructors 19%

Self-motivate 16%

Identify solutions to problems 13%

Write effectively 6%

Move beyond 'surface' learning 3%
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Examining each of the activities in table 21 provides students with a much clearer 1 

picture of how they should be approaching their independent studying as well as giving 2 

a useful overview for lecturers helping students become better independent learners.  3 

Although it is certainly insightful when authors move beyond very generalised 4 

definitions of independent learning to outline the kinds of activities expected from 5 

students, the literature frequently fails to offer detailed guidance in each of the areas. 6 

The exploratory stages of research undertaken as part of this project, and documented 7 

in the results chapter (sections 3.1, p.51 and 3.2, p.69), suggest that the exact 8 

activities and actions lecturers expect of their students will vary according to their 9 

subject area, level and cohort and, as such, will need to be considered within the 10 

context of individual modules. For example, over half of the papers selected highlighted 11 

the need for students to be able to identify their objectives and goals, but many failed 12 

to give further specific guidance around interpreting these definitions (Khiat 2017, Lee 13 

et al. 2014, du Toit-Brits and van Zyl 2017, Chigerwe et al. 2017). The above list in 14 

table 21, could be used as a starting point for both lecturers thinking about how they 15 

could adapt their teaching to encourage the activities mentioned and for students who 16 

wish to make the most effective use of their time studying. 17 

All the activities identified in table 21 were mentioned by the participants in my study, 18 

with the exception of the top three: ‘Identifying learning needs, objectives and goals’, 19 

‘Make decisions about their own learning needs’ and ‘Evaluate their own learning 20 

strategies’. This has emerged as an ideal scenario and students rarely arrive with the 21 

skills to assess and evaluate their own learning. Thus, supporting the findings of 22 

Thomas et al. (2015a: 8), who also found a need for ‘scaffolding to enable students to 23 

develop the skills necessary for higher level, complex [independent learning] tasks’. 24 

4.3 The Role of the Lecturer in Developing Students’ Independent Learning 25 
Skills 26 

In this section, I uncover the processes identified in the literature as being important for 27 

lecturers to consider when providing guidance to students alongside the barriers that 28 

may prevent lecturers from becoming effective facilitators. Lau (2015: 2) highlighted the 29 

growing need for lecturers to reconsider their role as a move from teaching to 30 

facilitating learner autonomy to enable self-directed learning. This shift in responsibility 31 

is reflected widely within the literature (e.g. Belton and Scott 1998: 908, Bostock 2018: 32 

13, Golubchikov 2015: 143, Luzeckyj 2006: 196) but there is still a need to ensure 33 
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lecturers understand what this change means with respect to their duties and 1 

responsibilities, and the barriers and skills deficits they may need to recognise and 2 

overcome. 3 

Thomas et al. (2015a: 36) discovered the biggest challenge for students was one of 4 

uncertainty around what is required in an independent learning task, particularly where 5 

it was unclear where guidance could be found. This could lead to anxiety as students 6 

worried about the relevance of what they are doing (Thomas et al. 2015a: 35). As such, 7 

guidance becomes central for providing clarity to ensure students have the ‘confidence, 8 

direction and/or information relevant to the study tasks in hand’ (Thomas et al. 2015a: 9 

28) and ‘offering support and guidance to better understand teaching and learning 10 

settings unfamiliar [to students]… can be seen as one responsibility of academic staff’ 11 

(Thielsch 2017: 170). 12 

Whatever definition of independent learning individual lecturers accept, there is 13 

evidence in the literature to suggest that it is unlikely that students will have all the 14 

necessary skillsets in place that will enable them to most effectively learn 15 

independently and, as such, they should be trained accordingly so they can begin to 16 

understand and develop such skills upon entry (Vutha et al. 2012: 41). 17 

4.3.1 Recognising the Needs of Transitioning Students 18 

The plethora of definitions which can cause confusion for student cohorts suggested it 19 

is important for lecturers to avoid assumptions about students’ academic or practical 20 

skills (Thomas et al. 2015b: 65) when they transition into university. In an investigation 21 

of student experiences of using learning technologies for self-directed learning, 22 

Deepwell and Malik (2012: 12) discovered that students would have liked more 23 

guidance, but they were unsure exactly what this should be. Similarly, Hockings et al. 24 

(2018), in their study of student approaches to independent learning, found that 25 

students wanted ‘clearer guidance, clearer tasks and in-course support’ from their 26 

lecturers. They go on to give examples of how important it is for lecturers to explain 27 

how much time individual tasks should take when they are learning independently and, 28 

crucially, how this time can be most effectively spent. Student autonomy, therefore, 29 

should never be seen as something that students should just be expected to ‘get on 30 

with [as] there is a complexity which requires careful consideration’ (Bostock 2018: 6). 31 
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George (2013: 318) refers to a useful quote from the Higher Education Academy, 1 

which summarises this issue: ‘Independent learning can mean different things to 2 

different people, in different disciplines and in different cultures. Thielsch (2017: 179) 3 

explains how students’ previous academic socialisation has a ‘traceable influence on 4 

her or his expectations regarding teaching and learning’. Therefore, it is important that 5 

this pivotal concept is explained to students so that they know what is required of them 6 

within their new context and discipline’ (The Higher Education Academy 2013). 7 

Gendron et al. (2016: 64) warns that transitioning students also face a sometimes 8 

stressful period of adaptation, which includes ‘learning new study habits for a new 9 

academic environment’ alongside the social anxieties of establishing new friendships 10 

and adapting to a new way of living. Barton and Novak (2017: 6) go one step further, 11 

suggesting that attempts should be made to inform students about the approaches to 12 

studying expected of them in the higher education sector prior to arriving at university, 13 

although it is unrealistic to assume all students entering higher education will be fully 14 

informed due to institutional and course disparities. At the time of my study, there is 15 

little to indicate this is taking place. Despite this, Hockings et al. (2018: 150) found that 16 

students had received little or no advice or preparation for the way they are expected to 17 

study in higher education.  Hope (2016: 38) explains how students will inevitably use 18 

prior educational experiences as a point of reference, therefore making appropriate 19 

guidance a ‘critical element in influencing student transition and involvement in higher 20 

education’.  Thomas et al. (2015a: 36) warned that there was a danger of students 21 

‘heading off in the wrong direction and remaining on an erroneous route’, where 22 

appropriate guidance was not provided to transitioning students. 23 

The need to provide guidance to transitioning students, therefore, appears clear and 24 

Kember and Gow (1994: 70) explain how lecturers need to understand the difference 25 

between two basic teaching orientations: ‘knowledge transmission’ and ‘learning 26 

facilitation’. They go on to argue that both of these approaches should be considered 27 

when planning the curriculum, as their learning tasks will inevitably influence students’ 28 

approaches to learning. As such, when lecturers restrict their approach to knowledge 29 

transfer, ‘meaningful approaches to learning [can actually be] discouraged’ (Kember 30 

and Gow 1994: 71). Herawati (2017: 145) provides useful guidance for three stages in 31 

students’ learning that should be considered when reviewing the curriculum and 32 

associated tasks. The suggestion is that students should be able to plan, monitor and 33 

evaluate their learning and lecturers should encourage their students to consider their 34 

own learning needs and goals. Only then can lecturers implement learning strategies 35 
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appropriate to their students’ needs. Bell et al. (2013: 769), referring to the practice of 1 

constructive alignment, profess the importance of ensuring that within any learning 2 

environment student aims and learning outcomes should be clear. The activities they 3 

need to engage in, including reflecting on their processes and feedback and what is 4 

expected of them in terms of assessments should be explained. ‘Constructive 5 

alignment’, therefore, has two main aspects: How the learner (student) constructs 6 

meaning through learning activities, and how the lecturer ‘aligns’ the learning 7 

environment to ensure any learning activities are appropriate for achieving the desired 8 

learning outcomes (Biggs 2003).This level of clarity is fundamental in most contexts but 9 

‘even more so if students are expected to take increased responsibility for their own 10 

leaning’ (Belton and Scott 1998: 907)  11 

Finally, students should be encouraged in their endeavours to become effective 12 

independent learners from the moment they enter an institution and throughout their 13 

studies, not just when they are required to undertake research related activities, such 14 

as during final year dissertations (Healey and Jenkins 2010: 21) and it is the lecturers’ 15 

task to create an appropriate learning environment that encourages independent 16 

learning characteristics within their students (du Toit-Brits and van Zyl 2017: 4). 17 

Indeed, lecturers should also be thinking about the best use of contact time for 18 

encouraging such activities. For example, lectures could be used to orientate students, 19 

rather than disseminating subject knowledge, and time could be given over to 20 

discussion around issues pertinent to the students themselves (Barton and Novak 21 

2017: 6). O’neill et al. (2004: 319) summarise the situation facing lecturers:  22 

‘The aim of education is to assist students to achieve self-actualisation and 23 
consequently the role of the lecturer shifts from information provider to 24 
supporter – encouraging students to feed their own curiosity. The key 25 
message here is that students are not spoon fed, but rather shown the way’ 26 

The above recommendations assume that lecturers have the confidence and 27 

procedural knowledge needed to guide their students along with a belief that such 28 

approaches are most beneficial for their students. To maximise the results of facilitative 29 

learning therefore, lecturers should be ‘trained in improving and updating their 30 

understanding of learning facilitation’ with an emphasis on ‘learning how to learn’ 31 

(Hardika et al. 2018: 187). There is a need to accept the shift in the role of the lecturer 32 

to one of a ‘consultant, giving direction, guidance, and confirmation on the progress of 33 

learning undertaken by learners with the goal of empowering the ability of learners’ 34 

(Herawati 2017: 154). However, it is not enough for lecturers to understand their role 35 
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as facilitator. According to Vutha et al. (2012: 37) lecturers also need to explain their 1 

role as a knowledge facilitator to their students so they understand why they are being 2 

encouraged to undertake independent learning (McCabe and O’Connor 2014: 350). 3 

Finally, with advances in technology and opportunities this provides for online and 4 

distance learning, it has been argued that the lecturer ‘quite naturally’ becomes a 5 

facilitator (Luzeckyj 2006: 196). In other words, ever advancing technology is providing 6 

students with more opportunities for remote and independent learning, which lecturers 7 

will need to be aware of, to ensure their students are comfortable using the resources. 8 

The literature clearly showed the need for lecturers to help students become effective 9 

independent learners, but there were diverse opinions about the most effective way of 10 

doing so. The next section will consider examples of how lecturers have adapted their 11 

teaching to encompass activities that can help students develop their independent 12 

learning skills. 13 

4.3.2 Activities to Encourage Independent Learning 14 

Activities lecturers use to encourage student learning should necessarily be informed 15 

by the subject area and the aims of the students’ modules and courses and, as such, 16 

approaches will vary.  Vutha et al. (2012: 38) emphasised the importance of ensuring 17 

learning activities are ‘age appropriate, subject appropriate, related to available 18 

resources and relevant to students’ needs’. Thielsch (2019: 5) suggests asking 19 

students what they know about a given subject and then encouraging them to think 20 

critically about their knowledge. The suggestion is that this can be engaging for 21 

students, who are taught to question their assumptions and this, in turn, can lead to 22 

more active learning. 23 

This can be challenging for lecturers with diverse cohorts who attempt to create a 24 

curriculum in a way that considers ‘each student as a unique being and a real 25 

individual, with learning needs that differ from the needs of other students’ (du Toit-26 

Brits and van Zyl 2017: 18). For example, when faced with an increasingly multilingual 27 

classroom, with ‘the result that lecturers are confronted with students, in one class, 28 

who have a wide variety of learning styles’ (Dreyer and Van der Walt 2013: 470), when 29 

it becomes necessary to reflect on cohorts’ unique characteristics and learning 30 

preferences. There is also a need to be aware of issues or personality traits that may 31 

hinder student abilities to engage successfully in independent learning activities, such 32 

as ‘being a ‘slow reader’, ‘lazy’, ‘disorganised’ or feeling overwhelmed by ‘too many 33 
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readings’, as well as having to fit study around other commitments, such as paid 1 

employment, family and extra-curricular activities (Lemanski 2011: 571). 2 

The above examples show how difficult it can be for lecturers with large cohort sizes, 3 

or modes of delivery that restrict interaction, to understand their students’ needs. 4 

Several researchers have suggested creating a flexible curriculum that gives students 5 

the freedom of choice to pursue a subject within the confines of the curriculum that 6 

most interests the student, ideally using an approach that suits the individual students. 7 

The argument is that this would encourage students to work away from the classroom. 8 

Dafoe (2013), concerned with students’ approaches to writing, supports the notion that 9 

what is actually required is less guidance, with an emphasis on facilitating choice, 10 

which she argues ‘will lead to both higher levels of performance and more time spent 11 

on writing tasks, resulting in better editing, fewer errors, and improved products’ (Dafoe 12 

2013: 31). She argues that this will make students think more about the choices they 13 

make leading them to feel more invested in their work. Indeed, such diversity can 14 

‘foster an atmosphere of freedom in the classroom’, which can actually encourage 15 

creativity within student cohorts (Dali et al. 2015: 301). This viewpoint is also supported 16 

by Belton and Scott (1998: 907) who claim that ‘a little in-class spontaneity adds variety 17 

and enthusiasm’. In other words. ‘A lecturer who creates a truly “learner-centred” 18 

classroom understands and respects the diversity of learning strengths within any 19 

group, and offers choices in how information and skills will be acquired’ (Dreyer and 20 

Van der Walt 2013: 480). This, in turn, can encourage students to take responsibility 21 

for their own learning as it can foster a greater interest, which could lead to informal 22 

(and additional) independent learning (Lai and Smith 2018). 23 

The chosen method of assessment is one influence on independent learning that the 24 

literature suggested was an important consideration for lecturers planning their 25 

curriculums. The assessment task is likely to influence whether students choose to 26 

take a surface approach to their learning or, where desirable, adopt a deeper approach 27 

to their studies. Lemanski (2011: 566) explains how ‘surface approaches involve 28 

reading texts in order to memorise facts and acquire information, while deep 29 

approaches view reading as a means to understand reality and abstract meaning’. 30 

Thomas et al. (2015a: 20), while exploring students’ perceptions of independent 31 

learning, found the importance of assessments in students’ independent learning 32 

emerging as a common theme when examining students’ diaries and during interviews 33 

with students. This presents a problem for lecturers who believe their students should 34 



 
128 

engage in deeper learning activities during their independent study time but whose 1 

assessment methods are based predominately on examinations, which may not 2 

recognise or reward students’ deeper learning and could actually have a negative 3 

impact on students’ grades. In fact, Lemanski (2011: 566) goes on to cite an increasing 4 

body of literature supporting this assumption that a deep approach does not always 5 

result in success within higher education if the measure of success is taken directly 6 

from students’ eventual grades. This is an interesting dilemma, especially as much of 7 

the literature emphasised the importance of providing a learning environment which 8 

encouraged students to adopt a deep approach to their learning (Chan 2016: 25-26). 9 

According to Gibbs (1999: 41) ‘assessment is the most powerful lever teachers have to 10 

influence the way students behave as learners’. It is, therefore, important for lecturers 11 

keen to develop these skills within their cohorts to consider their assessment methods 12 

carefully. Ideally, by making the processes students engage in part of the assessment 13 

alongside the content (Belton and Scott 1998: 906) and ensuring that such processes 14 

are assessed using ‘objective criteria [to] measure changes in performance as a 15 

consequence of learning’ (Lemanski 2011: 567).  16 

Where such assessment processes are in place, it is also important that lecturers 17 

provide adequate guidance and access to the resources their students will need to 18 

complete their assessments (Barton and Novak 2017: 8). In fact, Lemanski (2011: 565) 19 

suggests that access to resources is the main way to stimulate independent learning, 20 

over and above any assessment activities. Lecturers should certainly consider whether 21 

the necessary resources are available to students when planning their courses or 22 

modules to ensure their students are not demotivated. Lecturers should also try to 23 

ensure that suitable learning spaces are also available (Vutha et al. 2012: 51). Thomas 24 

et al. (2015a: 34) found a variety of resource related problems which has a negative 25 

effect on students independent learning activities; particularly, where there was limited 26 

or restricted access to resources at times where deadlines were drawing near. 27 

However, although mentioned, resource availability did not present itself as one of the 28 

main concerns for the students in my study. 29 

To conclude this section, I will document some specific activities identified in the 30 

literature, that lecturers could consider when planning their modules to encourage 31 

independent learning. Successfully engaging in independent learning requires students 32 

to become ‘active’ learners, rather than passive recipients of information (Cox 2009: 5). 33 

The main problem with offering any guidance beyond this, is that the actual activities 34 
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that could be deemed beneficial to individual cohorts will vary depending on the 1 

context. However, becoming an independent learner depends on avoiding reproductive 2 

approaches commonly found when the students have high workloads, minimal levels of 3 

intrinsic interest in their course and surface-level assessments (Kember and Gow 4 

2006: 59). As such, the approaches should ideally encourage students to improve their 5 

attitude for both autonomy and team work (Ramos-Quintana et al. 2008: 732). The 6 

consensus in the literature is that providing students with the best incentives and 7 

motivation required lecturers to focus on generic skills such as critical thinking and 8 

problem solving (McCabe and O’Connor 2014: 351) and there is agreement that formal 9 

activities to help develop these skills should involve collaboration in the form of group 10 

work and in-class/forum discussions with an element of problem solving (Bell et al. 11 

2013: 780). Thomas et al. (2015a: 35) reported that students ‘found their peers 12 

provided a valuable source of guidance when learning independently’ Several other 13 

authors have discussed how helpful it is for students to be required to participate in 14 

Problem Based Learning (PBL) (e.g. Elzubeir 2009: 1220), as this very process 15 

required students to ‘improve their attitude towards autonomy and team working’ 16 

(Ramos-Quintana et al. 2008: 732) and, therefore, a deeper approach to learning, 17 

which is often more desirable. 18 

Other approaches identified included providing specific subject related guidance, such 19 

as literature searches (Ashwin and Hirst 2018: 23), developing serious games involving 20 

specific learning mechanisms (Barbosa et al. 2014: 3), creating questions that 21 

necessitate a critical approach to thinking and encouraging group working to address 22 

these (Vutha et al. 2012: 47). Lai and Smith (2018) also explained how lecturers should 23 

lead by example, demonstrating the desirable traits and processes within the subject(s) 24 

they are teaching. 25 

The above examples rely on continuous meaningful interactions taking place between 26 

the lecturer and their students and the students themselves. The literature reflects the 27 

findings of the exploratory stages of this research by highlighting the importance of 28 

facilitating such interaction and will be dealt with in more detail in section 4.3.4 (p.131) 29 

below. However, the literature does present some intimidating barriers that need due 30 

consideration from any lecturers or institutions wishing to improve their students’ 31 

independent learning skills, which will now be explored. 32 
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4.3.3 Potential Barriers Facing Lecturers Promoting Student Independence 1 

It is helpful to remember that ‘the success of a student-centred approach is aligned to 2 

confidence in lecturers’ discipline expertise as well as their capacity and willingness to 3 

address the different learning styles and abilities of the student group’ (Attard et al. 4 

2010). According to Hope (2016: 8), effective student transitions rely on lecturers’ 5 

abilities to understand what contributes to a successful transition in the context of their 6 

discipline and their cohorts. First and foremost, therefore, it is essential that the 7 

lecturers themselves believe and understand the advantages associated with ensuring 8 

students undertake independent learning as part of their modules or courses. This is 9 

particularly important for lecturers teaching students in the earlier stages of their 10 

courses, who may be reluctant to the approach the lecturer as they are more used to 11 

conventional teaching methods (Belton and Scott 1998: 907). Furthermore, Chan 12 

(2016: 33) argues that, even when academics are interested in developing their 13 

approaches to teaching, it can take a considerable amount of time for them to change 14 

their mindsets. Similarly, Dreyer and Van der Walt (2013: 469) argue that many 15 

academics sometimes select methods that reflect their own preferred learning styles 16 

which may not be the most appropriate approaches for their students. Changing 17 

lecturers’ perspectives may, therefore, be very difficult, particularly for lecturers set in 18 

their ways after long academic careers (Kember and Gow 2006: 71).  19 

Even where the above points are addressed, however, institutions should support and 20 

proactively encourage lecturers to develop their courses to include training and 21 

independent learning processes within their curriculum by ensuring there is enough 22 

support and encouragement for them to do so (Healey and Jenkins 2010: 28) 23 

otherwise even the most dedicated lecturers may find the lack of recognition for their 24 

course development prevents them from pursuing a course of action that would be 25 

most beneficial for their students. This could include institutions recognising the impact 26 

this will have on lecturers workload and making allowances for this in recognition of the 27 

positive impact it will have on the student body (Chester et al. 2015: 308). 28 

In conclusion, the literature suggests that the lecturer’s role is central in developing 29 

effective independent learners but there are personal and institutional barriers which 30 

need to be understood and circumvented. Such constraints need to be overcome 31 

within a ‘context that is [both] pedagogically effective, and which enables independent 32 

learning to be implemented and evaluated’ (Lau 2015: 14). Only then will lecturers be 33 

able to offer the best guidance and to help students. 34 
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4.3.4 Enabling Communication within Higher Education 1 

Having established the essential role lecturers play in facilitating independent learning 2 

behaviour with their cohorts, and the importance placed on understanding their 3 

students’ needs and expectations, I will now examine the recommendations within the 4 

literature that lecturers could consider to help them develop effective levels of 5 

communication with their students.  6 

The literature sourced could be clearly divided into two broad categories. Firstly, 7 

articles explaining general reasons and processes for developing good communication 8 

with students and, secondly, the role of information and communication technology 9 

(ICT) in developing and maintaining lecturer-student communication, which is 10 

particularly pertinent for the study, focusing as it does on students’ independent 11 

learning, where studying outside of timetabled classes is expected. 12 

Although the literature I identified highlighted the essential role of lecturer-student 13 

interaction, Giles et al. (2012: 214) point to a dearth of research that ‘seeks to 14 

understand the lived experiences of the teacher-student relationship’. Thus, 15 

highlighting the importance of studies, such as this PhD research, which examine such 16 

communication processes as an inherent part of the research. The reasons given for 17 

claiming this level of importance varied according to students’ aims and objectives, but 18 

are all considered important for lecturers who wish to develop and maintain a good 19 

level of communication with their cohorts. Essentially, two general recommendations 20 

emerged. Firstly, lecturers should proactively attempt to build a rapport with their 21 

students (Roblyer and Ekhami 2000, Mahlatini et al. 2017: 9) and secondly, lecturers 22 

need to be flexible to the needs of their individual cohorts, ensuring that they ‘consult 23 

students on matters relating to teaching and learning’ (Mahlatini et al. 2017: 9). Mash 24 

et al. (2006) go further in recommending that lecturers design a curriculum that relies 25 

on ‘an increased and spontaneous use of opportunities for interaction’, pointing to the 26 

supportive and motivational environment, which can help students become less 27 

isolated. Thomas et al. (2015a: 29) explains that face-to-face interaction in particular 28 

can provide students with reassurance and moral support. (Hope 2016: 38) also 29 

highlights the advantages of social integration, explaining that ‘social integration and 30 

the relationships with lecturers and fellow students over the first few months were key 31 

to the students completing their first semester, first year and subsequently their degree 32 

programme’. Smith (2007: 694) also explains how the ability of lecturers to provide 33 

appropriate support for students relies on an appropriate level of lecturer-student 34 
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interactions. Simmons (2013: 70) considers the importance of lecturers alerting 1 

students to their availability. Thomas et al. (2015a: 36) reported frustration among 2 

students engaging in independent learning when instant access to support was not 3 

possible. Similarly, effective lecturer-student communication processes help lecturers 4 

explain how students can ‘fulfil the role obligations as students, as well as articulating 5 

more effectively [the lecturers’] own role objectives and how [lecturers] fulfil them’ 6 

(Regan 2012: 22). Without this communication it becomes impossible to transfer 7 

information (Hanzu-Pazara and Barsan 2016: 177). 8 

4.3.4.1 Encouraging Communication 9 

Developing and maintaining effective lecturer-student communication relies on the  10 

willingness for lecturers to accept that the communication they have with their students 11 

has to be a two-way process. Lecturers should not dictate to students, but should 12 

ensure that an effective interaction exists. Suarman (2015: 627) explains how this can 13 

be achieved through appropriate questioning from lecturers to their students and 14 

listening to and acting upon the questions they receive from their students, as natural 15 

and effective communication involves simultaneously influencing each other. The 16 

suggestion is that the lecturer-student communication process should be no different. 17 

This seems particularly effective when lecturers engage students in informal dialogue, 18 

which they then use to inform curriculum changes and planning (Jesus et al. 2014: 19 

732). Additionally, such dialogue is important for helping students with any problems 20 

they have understanding course content or assignments (Netanda et al. 2019: 5). 21 

Where possible, according to Hanzu-Pazara and Barsan (2016: 177) priority should be 22 

given to face-to-face, verbal communication as they suggested that mistakes ‘cannot 23 

be fixed at the discovery moment’ where written forms of communication are relied on, 24 

going on to explain that where communication is not immediate, then responses need 25 

to be as swift as possible. In short, ‘students’ opinions, feedback and their needs 26 

should not be neglected [and are] essential to enhance better quality of teaching and 27 

learning’ (Suarman 2015: 631). 28 

Despite the suggested dearth of articles examining lecturer-student relationships (Giles 29 

et al. 2012; 214), several key areas emerged from the literature as worthy of lecturers 30 

attention to help them take steps to improve the relationships they have with their 31 

students. 32 
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Firstly, where possible and appropriate, lecturers should be able to identify and 1 

signpost students to sources of help for any pastoral issues they have. Koster (2011: 2 

64) explained how such issues can emerge from initial academic related discussions. I 3 

propose that this adds weight to the suggestion that verbal communication is 4 

preferable to non-verbal communication where a delay in response may occur. Where 5 

such support is offered, this can also help students who may be feeling isolated, which 6 

in turn could reduce student attrition (Netanda et al. 2019: 14). 7 

Secondly, lectures should prioritise identifying individual differences in learning styles, 8 

taking account of student preferences (Ugural et al. 2018: 159), which are a result of 9 

lifelong learning experiences and are not fixed for lecturers to be able to help students 10 

become more effective learners. Lecturers need to understand these approaches and 11 

preferences so they can adopt their teaching strategies accordingly. Romero-Martín et 12 

al. (2017: 74) claim that the benefits of formative assessment in helping to guide 13 

students in their learning only surface when fully integrated into the teaching-learning 14 

process. Clearly, any informal discussions will also help this process. 15 

Thirdly, environmental factors should not be ignored and were addressed by Da Silva 16 

(2016: 223) who explained the need to ensure a suitable environment is established 17 

‘for students to experience and resolve doubts…[and] openly share life experiences’.  18 

Fourthly, several articles discussed the role of in-class communication with students, 19 

but were also quick to recognise the importance of ensuring good practice in the class 20 

or lecture room was matched with equally good practice away from it. For example, 21 

Mahlatini et al. (2017:14) explained how lecturers responded well to questions posed in 22 

a classroom setting, but were found to be unapproachable away from the official 23 

timetabled hours. Comments from students were very telling:  24 

“He is not always in his office; I don't know what he wants us to do with his 25 
assignments; that lady wears a completely different face when approached for 26 
assistance after class. No one dares to ask her for help once she's out of the 27 
classroom” (Mahlatini et al. 2017: 14) 28 

Nesi (2012: 88) noted how lectures should be used to help put students at ease and 29 

build on opportunities to establish a rapport, suggesting incorporating humour into 30 

lectures. However, the author did advise caution as humour can be culture specific and 31 

may not be appropriate in all settings. Watanabe et al. (2011: 945) went further in 32 

encouraging lecturers to learn to interpret students in class expressions to adapt to the 33 

speed and contents of their lectures accordingly. Lakbala (2015: 84) suggested that the 34 
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lecturer is not only a knowledge provider, but must also ‘stimulate discussion, creativity 1 

and critical thinking’.  2 

Finally, it was noted in the literature that relationships between lecturers and students 3 

also significantly predicted student satisfaction when other variables have been 4 

controlled for (Suarman 2015: 630). Thus suggesting that good lecturer-student 5 

relationships have institutional benefits in terms of satisfaction ratings as well as 6 

benefits for student approaches to their learning. 7 

4.3.5 The Role of ICT 8 

The next section will consider ICT, which the literature showed is an option for 9 

improving lecture-student communication processes and an essential tool for students 10 

engaging in independent learning. In a similar way to the general articles and lecture-11 

student communication as outlined in the previous section, there were many 12 

advantages provided for using ICT to enhance student communication processes with 13 

their lecturers. However, at the time of writing, there were also problems identified, 14 

which still require attention. Although the benefits ICT provided are yet to be fully 15 

incorporated and embraced across the higher education sector, ‘new alternative 16 

methods of interaction between e-learning systems and modern technologies will in the 17 

future multiply, and facilitate more efficient and more flexible methods of education’ 18 

(Červenka et al. 2015). Indeed, several studies point to the benefits ICT provides for 19 

enabling faster, more efficient and transparent communication (e.g. Adelabu 2014, 20 

Jedrinović et al. 2019). Issa and Chang (2012: 224) go further in explaining how e-21 

learning has given students the option to work and interact at their own pace, which 22 

can build student confidence. This idea is also reflected in the findings of Hanzu-23 

Pazara and Barsan (2016: 181), who explained that some students may, in fact, be 24 

more open to discussions in a virtual environment than a physical one.  25 

Where technology is appropriately incorporated, flexible communication methods can 26 

play an important role in student learning by removing time and space limitations (Al-27 

Zaidiyeen et al. 2008) and providing ‘convenient and quick access to educational 28 

resources’ (Prokofyeva and Boltunova 2018: 341). It is clear that ICT has now 29 

developed to the point where ‘in the near future… different technologies will combine 30 

and integrate to enhance participant communication and overcome barriers of physical 31 

location’ (Díaz et al. 2012: 9). Thus, allowing students to ‘interact with their lecturers 32 
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and classmates both synchronously and asynchronously irrespective of geographical 1 

distances’ (Smit and Goede 2014: 388). 2 

ICT interventions can create ‘new and beneficial communication channels’ (Ahmad et 3 

al. 2018: 513), particularly helpful to those studying independently. Essentially the 4 

literature highlighted five possible areas where ICT can, and has been, exploited, 5 

which can be used individually or, ideally, together to fully integrate ICT into courses.  6 

Firstly, and particularly pertinent for independent learners who may be working 7 

remotely, ICT provides an option of using discussion forums, which can be developed 8 

within institutional learning platforms (such as Moodle), thus allowing lecturers to 9 

interact with and keep track of their students’ independent learning activities (Dewi et 10 

al. 2019: 11). Lectures can then decide how and when to intervene rather than trying to 11 

gain feedback from students in timetable classes (Dewi et al. 2019: 14).  12 

Secondly, such platforms allow for effective and fast document sharing (Radwan and 13 

Irvin 2010) which can make collaborative learning easier for students who spend time 14 

apart. For example, Google applications and other cloud computing environments can 15 

‘provide the tools to the educators to develop student centred collaborative educational 16 

environments’ (Eteokleous and Ktoridou 2012).  17 

Thirdly, and related to the second point, online document sharing and collaboration 18 

make it easier for lecturers to provide students with prompt feedback, which is 19 

highlighted as being particularly effective when done via audio or video as such 20 

approaches have previously been found to address the ‘impersonal nature of online 21 

marking and feedback, adding a human and friendly touch to the relationship between 22 

lecturers and students when it comes to assessment and feedback’ (Issa and Chang 23 

2012: 225) 24 

Fourthly, an increasing number of social media applications and websites offer further 25 

online options to lecturers for communicating with their students. Indeed some 26 

teachers ‘actually looked for alternative communication tools [such as] Facebook’ 27 

(Jedrinović et al. 2019: 182).  28 

Finally, several studies have examined the effectiveness of Classroom Response 29 

Systems (CRS), which allow students to offer real-time feedback to lecturers via 30 

electronic devices while they are teaching. Such systems enable students to answer 31 
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questions set by lecturers on mobile devices, such as smart phones or iPads, or ask 1 

questions while the lecture is in progress (Cestnik et al. 2015: 334). Vetterick et al. 2 

(2014: 21) note that ‘smartphones, tablets and notebooks have become students 3 

everyday companions… for communication, entertainment and assistance… [and] 4 

researchers have started to use their devices to create an additional communication 5 

channel between lecturers and students in lessons’. This affords suitably adept 6 

lecturers the opportunity to ‘change the pace and character of lectures in response to 7 

feedback about how their students understand what they are teaching’ (Cestnik et al. 8 

2015: 339). CRS are particularly beneficial for improving communication processes 9 

where lecturers have large cohorts as it allows for ‘anonymous an immediate collection 10 

of responses from students’ (Díaz et al. 2012: 9).  11 

ICT offers diverse opportunities to lecturers and students alike, but there are many 12 

potential problems that need to be acknowledged which can be detrimental to their 13 

successful implementation. Before any ICT applications can be incorporated, 14 

institutions need to have the resources in place which is not always the case (Adelabu 15 

2014: 1350). Issa and Chang (2012: 224) explained how the ‘cost of acquiring and 16 

maintaining the necessary hardware and software, and keeping these up-to-date can 17 

be prohibitive’. James (2013: 80) explained that even if the infrastructure is available, 18 

suitable access is required for both lecturers and students and they must also have the 19 

knowledge and skills to use them to an appropriate academic level. For these reasons, 20 

I suggest that it is important that the necessary training is offered to lecturers. An 21 

absence of such training in e-learning has been shown to be a major barrier to its 22 

implementation within institutions (Lakbala 2015: 89).  23 

Ironically, a further concern with ICT rests with the very function it claims to help 24 

address. Critics have argued that ICT actually reduces interpersonal skills that would 25 

otherwise have occurred face-to-face. In other words, they see digital communication 26 

increasingly replacing real interpersonal conversations (Cestnik et al. 2015: 334). 27 

Fuentes (2009) argues that ICT should not replace such interaction, whilst Wang 28 

(2008) warned that technology is still not capable enough to provide a ‘strong level of 29 

community in the way face-to-face processes do’, concluding that an increasing use of 30 

ICT with a decreased face-to-face component leads to students working more 31 

individually. Consequently, this can have a negative impact on interaction processes in 32 

University teaching. Jedrinovic et al. (2019: 184), found that the disadvantages of ICT 33 

could not be ignored as less actual contact time becomes commonplace alongside a 34 
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danger of information overload for students. However, there is little doubt that recent 1 

technological advances which allow instant discussions online (via platforms such as 2 

Zoom and Teams for example) are important for distance learners who cannot, or are 3 

not required to, meet face-to-face and is a ‘value added advantage… Important for 4 

higher education beyond borders’ (Issa and Chang 2012: 225). 5 

There are two other disadvantages highlighted in the literature. Firstly, the possibility 6 

that some students may find the use of social networking applications as inappropriate 7 

for formal education (Teclehaimanot and Hickman 2011) and, secondly, students may 8 

also become distracted by the myriad of informal ICT services that are available, which 9 

may actually detract from the focus of their work (Cestnik et al. 2015: 334). 10 

In conclusion, academia appears to still be in a transitional phase, with examples of the 11 

benefits of incorporating ICT clearly explained. However, there is still a reluctance by 12 

many to move across to a predominantly online learning environment. At the time of 13 

writing, therefore, when circumstances allow, and based on the literature discussed 14 

here, I would encourage lecturers to move towards a blended learning environment 15 

that offers the benefits of ICT, alongside face-to-face tutoring. Jedrinović et al. (2019: 16 

174) predicted this would ‘emerge as the predominant teaching model of the future’, 17 

carrying on to explain how Brown (2016) considered it an inevitable trend because 18 

traditional face-to-face learning environments are indispensable for the social aspect of 19 

teaching and learning, but internet-based technologies provide learners with more 20 

flexibility and interactive learning environments independent of time and space. 21 

Deschacht and Goeman (2015) examined the effect of blended learning across two 22 

groups, one with and one without a blended approach, but studying the same courses 23 

and taking the same exams and found blended learning actually improved their 24 

academic performance. 25 

4.4 Motivating Students to Study Independently 26 

So far, my research has uncovered the role lecturers play in ensuring that students 27 

have the confidence, knowledge and ability to become effective learners within higher 28 

education. Lecturers agreed that without appropriate motivation, students were unlikely 29 

to learn beyond the basic requirements of a course or module. How lecturers plan, 30 

deliver and assess their courses and modules, therefore, becomes an important 31 

consideration for lecturers attempting to help students learn independently. Therefore, 32 

it was necessary to examine the literature to consider how motivational theory could be 33 
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applied within an educational context to achieve this aim, which was examined 1 

alongside the lecturers' recommendations provided within the case study site. 2 

Simpson (2008: 160) explained how student motivation is essential for success in 3 

higher education and how important motivation is for independent learners. Narendran 4 

et al. (2018) described how students transitioning into higher education need an 5 

appropriate level of motivation to provide the impetus to tackle the new approaches to 6 

learning expected in higher education. Brown (2018: 26) elaborated on this by 7 

explaining how students who initially may lack the skills needed for such new, and 8 

increasingly independent, approaches to studying require an intrinsic motivation to 9 

ensure they are sufficiently driven to progress to the best of their abilities. Intrinsic 10 

motivation is one of four different types of motivation in the ‘self-concordance model’, 11 

and is described as an activity driven by ‘curiosity and pleasure’ (Simpson 2008: 162), 12 

the other motivation types being ‘external, driven by outside forces; introjected, acting 13 

to avoid guilt and anxiety, and identified, based on an individual's underlying values of 14 

a given activity. 15 

Gera et al. (2018: 471) suggested that lecturers should already understand how 16 

students with an intrinsic interest in their field of study will ‘try the hardest… and make 17 

the best grades’. However, according to Bullen and Russell (2007) students are 18 

motivated by wanting to achieve the highest grades for their work, and there is a 19 

danger that students will be tempted to take shortcuts by doing only what is required by 20 

the marking rubrics. According to the self-concordance model of motivation, this would 21 

be considered ‘external’ motivation, and therefore not desirable for deep, independent 22 

learning. 23 

This could also be problematic for exam orientated courses, when the ability to pass 24 

exams according to examiners’ assessment criteria can actually become a disincentive 25 

to work harder, with the undesirable result of encouraging ‘passive rather than 26 

autonomous’ learning (Chung 2013). Vansteenkiste (2004) emphasises the role of 27 

‘autonomous study motivation’ through ‘self-determination theory’, the implication being 28 

that students will be motivated by having freedom with their chosen study behaviour. 29 

For Harris et al. (2010: 136), the key to motivating students is offering students as 30 

much freedom as possible in terms of ‘where, why, when and how their chosen topic is 31 

studied… [as this] creates an interest in learning… [whilst] encouraging greater 32 

connectivity between learning and living’. Kemp (2009: 394) also acknowledged the 33 
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advantages of allowing students to focus on ‘contexts that are relevant and personal to 1 

them [so they are] motivated to listen [and] try out various skills and strategies at their 2 

disposal [according to] their personal or academic goals’. 3 

The literature universally supported intrinsic motivation, although there were 4 

suggestions that lecturers needed to consider how the approaches to learning they 5 

instil in their students encourage them to engage in different ways from ‘fostering new 6 

interests that enrich their lives to accessing jobs and careers that may have seemed 7 

out of their reach’ (Gray 2003). Latif et al. (2016) reflected Gray’s conclusions 8 

explaining that, as tertiary level education is actually a voluntary activity, many students 9 

need to understand how continuing into higher education will benefit them in terms of 10 

developing the skills they need for future employment. This mirrors the ‘epistemological 11 

identity’ motivation theory (Mansell et al. 2004), which suggests that students need to 12 

be convinced that their chosen course of study is right for them. This could also be 13 

connected to ‘achievement goal’ theory (Skaalvik 2004), which claims that students 14 

who aim to master appropriately devised goals with their education tend to do best, 15 

especially when broken down into short-term objectives. 16 

Similarly, it has been claimed that clarifying and explaining the relevance of what is 17 

being taught should encourage student learning. For example, Montalvo et al. (2018: 18 

1403) explained how students could be encouraged to seek out ‘news related to 19 

subjects being studied in class [which is] an effective technique in improving 20 

motivation, because students appreciate the relevance of the topics being studied in 21 

real-world examples’. In an earlier study, Winning et al. (2004: 139) drew a similar 22 

conclusion following an investigation into the effectiveness of problem-based learning 23 

on an undergraduate health course. Winning found that ‘motivation was enhanced by 24 

the use of authentic patient cases and genuine clinical materials’. In other words, 25 

students were motivated because they understood why they were required to 26 

undertake a task. 27 

Other suggestions for encouraging desirable student study behaviour in higher 28 

education were concerned with providing opportunities for student reflection through, 29 

for example, the use of student blogs (Kemp 2009: 385) or classroom discussions 30 

(Gera et al. 2018: 482), which gives students the opportunity to assess their 31 

approaches and their reasons for working the way there are. This links with ‘self-32 

perceived competence’ theory (Pajares 2004), which states that students need to 33 
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understand and have realistic perceptions of their own competencies and abilities. 1 

Providing opportunities for student reflection could, therefore, help them to do so. 2 

Finally, Simpson (2008: 163), reflecting on such theories stressed the importance of 3 

ensuring students maintain a positive mindset focusing on their strengths, rather than 4 

their weaknesses to maintain motivation. That is, ‘to identify and build on existing 5 

talents and see how they can be transferred to the skills needed for effective study’ 6 

(Simpson 2008: 163). 7 

Table 22 summarises the five motivational theories’ key principles (middle column) 8 

alongside a brief description of how I found these theories applied to the suggestions 9 

from the research participants for encouraging student engagement (right column): 10 

Table 22: Motivational Theories Deemed Appropriate for Use within an 11 

Educational Context. 12 

 13 

The bottom four theories in table 22 (self-determination theory, epistemological identity 14 

theory, achievement goal theory and self-perceived competence theory) were each 15 

concerned with one specific aspect of motivation, which I deduced could be applied to 16 

this piece of research to help focus lecturers’ attention on aspects of their approaches 17 

to teaching that would have the most impact on encouraging students to learn 18 

independently. The remaining theory (self-concordance theory) involves four sub-types 19 

of motivation: intrinsic, extrinsic, introjected and identified. However, I concluded that 20 

Motivational Theory Key Principle(s) Suggestions from case-study data to 
encourage engagement

Self-concordance theory
(in Simpson 2008)

This theory consists of four separate types of 

motivation:

1. Intrinsic (driven by curiosity and pleasure)

2. Extrinsic (driven by outside forces)

3. Introjected (to avoid guilt/anxiety)

4. Identified (driven by underlying value of an 

activity)

Provide activities/coursework for students 

that develop their natural curiosity (intrinsic 

motivation) and be mindful of students' other 

priorities (external motivation).

Ensure the value of activities are understood 

(identified motivation).

Self-determination theory
(in Vansteenkiste 2004 and Harris et al. 2010)

A person is motivated by having the freedom 

of choice about how they act.

Incorporate enough flexibility for students to 

study aspects of the course that they find 

most interesting, using methods of their 

choosing.

Epistemological identity theory
(in Mansell et al. 2004)

A person is motivated by the belief that their 

actions are appriate for their circumstances.

Ensure the relevance of what the students 

are studying is understood and they 

understand why they are required to study in 

certain ways.

Achievement goal theory
(in Skaalvik 2004)

A person will be motivated when they have 

appropriately devised goals which can be 

broken down into short-term objectives.

Provide unambiguous and clearly explained 

guidelines for coursework tasks alongside 

appropriately sources working examples.

Self-percieved competence theory
(in Pajares 2004)

A person wll be motivated when they 

understand and have realistic perceptions of 

their own competencies and abilities. 

Provde feedback from coursework which 

aims to improve students' self-confidence to 

ensure students are aware of their 

competencies and how they can be improved. 

Lecturers should also look out for worried 

students within their cohorts.
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introjected motivation should be discouraged. Introjected motivation is undesirable 1 

within student cohorts and should be guarded against as it refers to a motivation to act 2 

out of guilt or anxiety. 3 

In summary, the literature suggested that a motivated student cohort will have a degree 4 

of choice in how and what they study, they will understand why they are required to 5 

study specific curriculum content, there will have adequate opportunities for reflection 6 

on their progress and they will appreciate how their work relates to their personal goals 7 

and objectives. Developing a curriculum that ensures these recommendations are 8 

adhered to is difficult for lectures with diverse cohorts, who frequently need to change 9 

their approaches to studying. With this in mind, the final part of the review will consider 10 

a number of behaviour change theories, which could help lecturers develop a suitable 11 

approach to teaching with due consideration to the above points. However, it is worth 12 

noting the recommendations put forward by Dweek (1999) who claimed that for 13 

individuals to make progress and have the motivation to improve, they have to believe 14 

that their intelligence and abilities can be increased through effort and not limited by 15 

their own entities. Without this inherent belief, lecturers could find it challenging to 16 

effect the necessary changes and studying behaviour within their cohorts. 17 

4.5 Theories of Behaviour Change 18 

The process of motivating students to study independently frequently involves 19 

intervening in a way that promotes desirable behaviour within student cohorts. As a 20 

final step in the literature review process, I therefore deemed it necessary to identify 21 

and consider existing theories of behaviour change to discover how they relate to my 22 

findings. This section will introduce existing theories of behaviour change within an 23 

educational context. 24 

Numerous models of behaviour change have been used with varying degrees of 25 

success within a variety of contexts, although finding a suitable approach with the 26 

potential for addressing all the issues identified proved to be challenging. Previous 27 

interactions designed to change student study behaviours based on established 28 

behaviour change techniques were scarce and limited in their approach. For example, 29 

Filippou et al. (2015) considered persuasive behavioural models to help improve 30 

student study habits with regard to study scheduling and class preparation. Focussing 31 

on the lecturer as a persuader, they highlighted the importance of understanding 32 

student motivation and the requirement for continuous reinforcement and 33 
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encouragement to ensure desirable student behaviour persists. Although the process 1 

of regular reinforcement certainly appears to offer a positive approach, it is important to 2 

understand the specific changes required, as students arrive at university with a variety 3 

of study skills they may have learned from previous experiences. Thus, a method for 4 

identifying the needs of students is necessary to ensure appropriate encouragement is 5 

provided.  6 

Outside the field of education, however, there are a wide range of approaches to 7 

behaviour change. Although their focus is almost universally too narrow for the 8 

purposes of this study, many behaviour change theories do appear to lend themselves 9 

well to potential application within an educational context, each one relevant to a 10 

different set of behaviours (Webb et al. 2010, 1879). Goal-Setting Theory, for example, 11 

emphasises the relationship between performance goals and actual performance 12 

(Locke and Latham 2004), which would certainly be relevant to student motivation. 13 

Munro et al. (2007) discussed several perspectives of behaviour change, including the 14 

communication perspective, which suggests that behaviour change would be most 15 

effective when information is transferred in a clear and comprehensible way. However, 16 

this does not take account of attitudinal, motivational or interpersonal factors.  17 

Similar models, which could be used to address some of the issues identified by my 18 

case-study include the Health Belief Model, which is based on evaluating the 19 

drawbacks and benefits of engaging in a certain behaviour (Blackwell 1992), which is 20 

again relevant from a motivational context, but could also be relevant for perceived 21 

assessment criteria. For example, if a piece of coursework does not count towards 22 

students’ final degree grading, will students be motivated enough to engage? Other 23 

studies provide strong justification for considering behaviour as habitual and routine, 24 

driven by repetition, automaticity and context, suggesting that any attempt to change 25 

behaviour should be viewed within relevant contexts (Kurtz et al. 2015, 120-121). 26 

There is, therefore, support for the idea that changing contexts by influencing the 27 

environments within which people act can have important effects on behaviour (Dolan 28 

et al. 2012).  29 

Although the relevance of the above examples for educational contexts is suggested, 30 

no single theory appeared sufficient for addressing all the potential problem areas 31 

identified within the literature, which in turn was sourced as a direct result of the 32 

analysis of data collected at the case study site. It was important, therefore, to find an 33 
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appropriate framework for addressing the issues we have identified to ensure lecturers 1 

can offer their student cohorts the necessary guidance, reassurance and motivation. A 2 

discussion paper presented by the Department for Transport, Energy and Infrastructure 3 

in South Australia considered the effectiveness of case studies using prompts 4 

(reminding a person to do something), norm appeals (taking cues of how to behave 5 

from other people), commitment (getting people to make a commitment to a 6 

behaviour), feedback (about a person’s performance) and incentives (financial or 7 

otherwise)  as intervention tools for encouraging behaviour change (Bartram 2009). 8 

Although evidence was presented showing successes for using these tools, they were 9 

found to be most effective when combined. Commitment and feedback used in 10 

combination proving to be particularly effective (Bartram 2009, 37). Similarly, a report 11 

produced for the University of Westminster (Darnton 2008) offers a detailed overview 12 

of behaviour change models and their uses concluding that human behaviour is 13 

complex, influenced by social, societal and contextual influences that, although usually 14 

rational, are often influenced by our emotions, habits and routines. As such, any 15 

interventions must address a number of factors at the same time and offer a degree of 16 

flexibility to different audiences and contexts (Darnton 2008, 68). One such intervention 17 

offering this flexibility is the Theoretical Domains Framework for Behaviour Change 18 

(TDF), primarily used in the field of health (Phillips et al., 2015).  19 

The Principal Component Analysis (PCA) carried out after the student experience and 20 

analysis survey pilot in the final stages of my research demonstrated the potential for 21 

using the TDF within an educational context and formed the basis of the report I 22 

developed to present to the lecturers using the survey. A detailed explanation of the 23 

PCA process was provided in section 3.2.4.1.1 (p.97) and the relationship between my 24 

findings and the TDF is discussed in section 5.6 (p.172). 25 

4.6 Literature Review: Concluding Remarks 26 

The literature sourced for this review was in response to the theories that emerged 27 

from the analysis of the primary data collected the case study site. This approach was 28 

instrumental in ensuring that the articles sourced were directly relevant to the 29 

information gleaned from the research participants. In keeping with the Glaserian 30 

grounded theory methodology employed throughout the study, the literature in these 31 

areas was examined until a point of theoretical saturation was reached (that is, no 32 

additional information was forthcoming). 33 
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Actual definitions of what is meant by independent learning were variable and, as such, 1 

only a very general definition of independent learning could be established. 2 

Consequently, it became necessary to examine the articles that discussed the actual 3 

activities lecturers will expect their students to be capable of when studying 4 

independently at a tertiary level. This allowed me to uncover a clearer picture of the 5 

processes lecturers in my study expected from their students. 6 

The study suggests the majority of students enter higher education without the 7 

appropriate knowledge and study skills to work to the best of their abilities, particularly 8 

where there is an expectation that much of the learning will occur away from the 9 

classroom. For this reason, lecturers were shown to have a crucial role in supporting 10 

students and introducing them to the skills they need to study independently. Thus, the 11 

lecturer's role was shown to be changing from disseminating only subject-based 12 

knowledge to also one of facilitator. The suggestion is that lecturers should not only 13 

accept this as part of their responsibilities, but should ensure they tailor such guidance 14 

to their individual cohorts. This relies heavily on establishing a respectful, two-way 15 

communication process with the students, which can be problematic or lecturers with 16 

large cohorts and/or distance learners enrolled on their courses, as the processes 17 

outlined in the literature invariably rely on lecturers having a good knowledge of their 18 

cohorts reasons for undertaking their course of study, and the skills they need 19 

compared with the skills they already have to make them good learners. 20 

Enabling good levels of communication with students was, therefore, considered a 21 

central concern, which the literature also indicated was necessary to maintain an 22 

engaged and hard-working cohort. Indeed, the literature suggested that the ability to 23 

effectively motivate students to learn away from the classroom was paramount and 24 

relied heavily on ensuring students are sufficiently interested in the subject area they 25 

are studying and understand the purpose of the activities they are expected to 26 

undertake, and how these are particularly relevant to them as individuals. Thus, 27 

activities which attempt to increase students’ intrinsic motivation are considered the 28 

ideal. However, the literature suggested that many students are still primarily motivated 29 

by external influences, such as the desire to achieve better grades or moving to higher 30 

paid work. I suggest, therefore, that lecturers could potentially use this information to 31 

consider making student assessments that appeal to their students’ intrinsic 32 

motivations for being on their course of study, which, of course, is likely to vary from 33 

cohort to cohort. 34 
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Although there were mixed opinions in the literature about the ability of ICT to assist, or 1 

indeed, detract from establishing good levels of lecturer-student communication, there 2 

was a consensus that the appropriate use of online communication could assist with 3 

this but should not replace face-to-face interaction between lectures and my students. 4 

However, there appears to be an ongoing move towards a blended learning 5 

environment, which allows lecturers and students to exploit the advantages ICT offers, 6 

whilst maintaining the personal connection face-to-face teaching provides. 7 

Whatever approach is chosen, however, lecturers with a knowledge of their cohorts’ 8 

abilities and expectations, and an appreciation of which motivational processes and 9 

theories would help them develop their courses and modules, would be best placed to 10 

ensure they can help their students become productive independent learners. 11 

However, this requires considerable buy-in from lecturers who need to dedicate time 12 

and effort into getting to know their students and developing their teaching processes 13 

accordingly. Unfortunately, this is still often regarded as an ideal to aim for with the 14 

institutional and time barriers often standing in the way. 15 

  16 
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5 Discussion 1 

5.1 Introduction 2 

The aim of this research was to answer two specific research questions: 3 

1. Can a universally applicable and accepted definition of ‘independent learning’ 4 

be identified to provide students with a clear understanding about how they 5 

should be studying in higher education? 6 

2. How can lecturers help their students become effective independent learners? 7 

No assumptions were made at the start of the research beyond the premise that 8 

student success within higher education relied, to varying degrees, on student abilities 9 

to work independently, which could be a source of concern for some students who did 10 

not understand the meaning of independent learning within the context of higher 11 

education. The grounded approach taken to address these two questions allowed key 12 

findings to emerge, which guided the research pathway leading to the development of 13 

the student experience and expectations surveying tool and recommendations. More 14 

specifically: 15 

• Diverse perspectives of independent learning were identified as necessary and 16 

dependent on subject area and module requirements. 17 

• Guided independent learning tailored to individual cohorts was found to be the 18 

most successful method of helping students become effective independent 19 

learners, with the aim of providing students with the knowledge they need to 20 

decide upon, assess and adapt their approaches without external guidance.  21 

• Tailored independent learning guidance relied on lecturers’ knowledge of their 22 

cohorts’ expectations and abilities acquired through appropriate communication 23 

processes, with due consideration for motivating and encouraging students to 24 

change their approaches to learning. 25 

• Lecturers with large intakes and/or remote students could find establishing the 26 

level of communication needed to understand their cohorts needs and 27 

expectations difficult. 28 

• An intervention to help lecturers understand and prioritise student needs when 29 

opportunities to interact are limited is needed. The Student experience and 30 

expectations survey was developed in response to this need. 31 
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This discussion chapter considers each of these points and the potential implications 1 

for the case study institution and the wider higher education sector. 2 

More specifically, I discuss how lecturers and students define independent learning 3 

and the role lecturers can play in helping students become truly independent, 4 

according to the ideal scenario which emerged over the course of this research. I then 5 

move on to consider the importance of reliable communication processes between 6 

lecturers and their students and how these relationships can be encouraged. Finally, 7 

the rationale for the student experience and expectations survey is discussed 8 

alongside an explanation of how the survey data, collected during the survey pilot in 9 

stage five of the research, was found to relate to the Theoretical Domains Framework 10 

for Behaviour Change (TDF). Thus, showing, by way of examples, the potential the 11 

student experience and expectations survey has for improving lecturers’ abilities to 12 

help students learn independently. 13 

5.2 The Move Towards an Ideal Scenario for Student Approaches to 14 
Independent Learning and the Need for Guidance 15 

The assumption at the start of the project was that a universally accepted definition of 16 

independent learning would help students understand how they should approach their 17 

work within higher education. However, the institutional research carried out for this 18 

project revealed the difficulty of moving beyond a very general definition as lecturers’ 19 

opinions on what they expected varied and, consequently, the emerging definition was 20 

not specific enough to be helpful to students. Thomas et al. (2015a: 28) found that 21 

students actually developed their approaches to independent learning as they 22 

progressed through their courses. Although some independent learning skills were 23 

common across disciplines at my case-study institution, such as an ability to think 24 

critically, write to an appropriate academic standard and reference correctly, the 25 

specific independent learning skills lecturers expected from their students were also 26 

shown to be dependent on individual programmes of study.  27 

It was only after the exploratory stages of the research were completed that an ideal 28 

scenario was identified in the literature (section 4.2.2, p121). The suggestion being that 29 

students who are truly working independently should be able to identify and assess 30 

their approaches to studying without any additional guidance (Khiat 2017, Lee et al. 31 

2014, du Toit-Brits and van Zyl 2017, Chigerwe et al. 2017). Unfortunately, the 32 

lecturers interviewed at the case study institution reported that students rarely arrived 33 
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at university with the knowledge and skillsets to achieve this level of autonomy and, as 1 

such, the focus of the research was on how lecturers can best encourage their 2 

students to be effective independent learners. However, lecturers disagreed about the 3 

level of guidance students should receive and how it should be delivered. This could be 4 

confusing for students, particularly when they encountered differing expectations 5 

across modules from the same course of study. Some lecturers expected their 6 

students to identify and address skills gaps without their help. However, other lecturers 7 

considered it more constructive to offer guidance by leading students to critical texts or 8 

setting tasks to undertake away from the classroom. Arguably, both approaches could 9 

lead to students working 'independently', although providing enough direction ensured 10 

students were clear about how they should be studying for each of their modules. 11 

Providing this information would also enable them to become more autonomous as 12 

they progress through their courses. Thomas et al. (2015a: 36) also stressed the 13 

importance of providing this guidance to students to avoid the danger of them ‘going in 14 

the wrong direction’. 15 

The data gathered at the case study institution reflected the findings of Meyer et al. 16 

(2008: 15) and Demir et al. (2014: 259), who also highlighted a lack of consensus 17 

around what is understood by independent learning within the higher education sector, 18 

making the possibility of arriving at a finite definition for independent learning 19 

challenging. Thus, going some way to explaining the confusion for lecturers and 20 

students who encounter a variety of interpretations and why students arrive with, and 21 

often continue to have, confused (Broad 2006: 119-120) and unrealistic perceptions of 22 

their capabilities as independent learners (Elzubeir 2009: 1220) and how to apply these 23 

to individual learning scenarios (Armstrong 2015: 7).  24 

The literature confirmed the difficulty of arriving at a universally accepted definition for 25 

independent learning and there were also differing opinions about whether it was 26 

appropriate to try and do so.  Some argued that it was essential to have a definition 27 

that lecturers and staff can agree on (Broad 2006: 121, Marcoul 2006: 351), as I had 28 

initially assumed at the start of this project, whereas others thought this was unhelpful 29 

as such a definitive definition did not take account of individual circumstances 30 

(Muongmee 2007: 41).  31 

The specific actions or activities undertaken by the students when working 32 

independently identified in the literature revealed a contradiction to the institutional 33 
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findings, which demonstrated the importance of providing guidance to students. 1 

According to the literature, for students to be truly learning independently, they should 2 

be able to identify and address their own learning needs and strategies to inform their 3 

decisions about the learning processes they use. However, making such decisions 4 

about their learning needs, objectives and goals relies on an understanding of their 5 

lecturers’ expectations, which at the case study institution was found to vary across 6 

their programmes and modules. Such uncertainty is unhelpful and relies on lecturers 7 

providing appropriate guidance to students. Those advocating for a level of 8 

independence devoid of any lecturer intervention are essentially presenting an ideal 9 

scenario, seldom achieved without the necessary guidance. Failing to provide such 10 

guidance could be detrimental for student progression as independent learners in 11 

higher education, particularly in the early stages of courses. This is especially pertinent 12 

considering the increasing numbers and diversity of students entering higher education 13 

as discussed in the introduction to this thesis (section 1.1, p.17). 14 

Figure 8 provides a summary of the recommended pathway that my analysis 15 

suggested lecturers should follow to ensure students understand what independent 16 

learning means within the context of their individual modules, along with the skills they 17 

need, so they have an ability to be truly independent by deciding upon, assessing and 18 

adapting their approaches to learning without external guidance. To acquire this level 19 

of understanding, students need to appreciate what their lecturers expect from them, 20 

and how this may vary according to module requirements, which my research suggests 21 

is most likely to be achieved through subject specific learning tasks designed with the 22 

need of individual cohorts in mind.  23 

 24 

 25 

 26 

 27 

 28 

 29 

 30 
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Figure 8: Recommended Pathway for Lecturers to Follow to Equip Students 1 
with the Skills and Knowledge They Need to Study Independently in 2 

Higher Education. 3 

 4 

Academics who argued that guidance should not be provided on the basis that learning 5 

would not then be truly independent were failing to recognise the needs of students 6 

who are unaware of the processes and skills that are expected of them to allow them to 7 

work with that level of independence and that these can vary across modules and 8 

courses. As such, guidance should be included in every module as lecturers' opinions 9 

about 'appropriate' ways of studying can vary. Therefore, an integrated approach 10 

emerged as beneficial so the relevance of the approaches to studying can be 11 

demonstrated. Assuming students are not in a position to decide upon, asses and 12 

adapt approaches to learning, lecturers could help students by following the pathway 13 
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shown by the green arrows in the figure by providing integrated guidance tailored to 1 

their cohorts’ needs. 2 

While ‘stand-alone’ independent learning guidance would deliver skills instruction, it 3 

would be in isolation from their core-subject modules, often delivered by library staff 4 

without reference to specific subject contexts. Where links to students’ courses and 5 

modules are not made, the evidence from this study points to a general unwillingness 6 

to engage in or take these study skills sessions seriously. Conversely, where the 7 

guidance was 'integrated', lecturers incorporated subject-related tasks that required 8 

students to work in ways that encouraged desirable independent learning activities. An 9 

integrated approach allows students to see the relevance of the skills they are learning, 10 

while negating the requirement for additional sessions, which can be poorly attended. 11 

Such activities could be assessed or unassessed. Unassessed activities could be 12 

incorporated at the start of modules with the advantage of allowing lecturers an 13 

opportunity to discover the areas their cohorts may need the most guidance in enough 14 

time to factor it into their teaching. As such, this emerged as a serious consideration for 15 

lecturers. Assessed tasks, on the other hand, took place later in students' modules or 16 

courses and usually involved rewarding students who went beyond the minimum 17 

expectations of the work.  18 

Although this guidance was identified as essential for addressing the confusion around 19 

the concept of independent learning, there were also barriers identified which, left 20 

unaddressed, make providing such provision difficult. These are shown at the bottom 21 

of figure 8, and it is these barriers that the findings from this PhD research and the 22 

student experience and expectations survey address. Three of the five barriers shown 23 

concern lecturers' perceptions of their roles, skillsets and additional duties that may 24 

take time away from their teaching. While it is important to alert lecturers to these 25 

issues, which have an impact on their teaching roles, the solutions appeared to relate 26 

more directly to institutional policy and role descriptors. Institutions could look at 27 

helping lecturers find the motivation and time to get to know their cohorts and adapt 28 

their courses accordingly. For example, time consuming administrative tasks could be 29 

reduced and job descriptions could put greater emphasis on the importance of 30 

integrating independent learning skills guidance within their teaching. Institutions could 31 

also look at reducing the pressure on lecturers with substantial teaching commitments 32 

to publish. However, lecturers were pessimistic about any potential workload reduction 33 

in the current educational climate and, as such, I decided to focus on helping lecturers 34 
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find a way to address the bottom two barriers highlighted in the figure. Namely, 1 

understanding their cohorts, which in turn will help them to develop their teaching 2 

accordingly, focusing on the most crucial parts of the curriculum which need attention 3 

for each of their students. Where this approach is taken, and appropriate independent 4 

learning skills are incorporated into the curriculum, students should be well placed to 5 

understand the choices they have when working independently. Thus, providing the 6 

knowledge needed to decide upon, assess and develop their approaches to learning 7 

with little or no guidance. That is, becoming truly independent learners. These are 8 

discussed in more detail in section 5.3 (p.153) and directly led to the development of 9 

the student experience and expectations survey which helps address some of these 10 

issues.  11 

In summary, I drew two main conclusions from both the primary data and the 12 

subsequently examined literature. Firstly, and in direct contrast to the initial 13 

assumptions, it was neither possible nor advantageous to arrive at a unique definition 14 

for independent learning during the exploratory stages of the research as individual 15 

courses and modules have specific approaches which are dependent on the subject 16 

areas' individual needs. Secondly, there was an emphasis in the literature that 17 

suggested individual students needed to be able to assess their approaches to learning 18 

and decide which approaches are most effective for themselves. However, as 19 

demonstrated in figure 8, this is an ideal scenario rarely met, particularly when students 20 

are transitioning or in the early stages of their courses. The different experiences of 21 

students transitioning into higher education and lecturers’ differing expectations show it 22 

is appropriate and necessary to provide clarity about the independent learning activities 23 

expected from students to ensure students are furnished with the necessary 24 

knowledge to assess their abilities as learners. To do this, lecturers should guide each 25 

of their cohorts to ensure that students understand how they should be learning. Only 26 

then will lecturers have confidence in their students’ abilities to assess their 27 

approaches to individual tasks or assessments. Students cannot be expected to 28 

assess their approaches to learning if they do not know what these skills are. 29 

Appropriate independent learning activities should, therefore, be considered within 30 

specific contexts and timely guidance provided to ensure students are learning 31 

appropriately within each of their modules and courses.  Thus, implying that all 32 

lecturers should provide further guidance for students when it is deemed necessary 33 
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and not to rely on student abilities to assess their approaches without such knowledge, 1 

at least in the early stages of their courses.  2 

5.3 The Role of the Lecturer in Identifying and Addressing Different 3 
Expectations and Experiences of Independent Learning in the Higher 4 
Education Sector 5 

In an attempt to identify an appropriate definition for 'independent learning', I concluded 6 

that lecturers have a vital role to play in ensuring their cohorts understand what is 7 

expected of them, which can differ between courses and modules. Thus, supporting 8 

the findings of Thomas et al. (2015b: 65) who explained the importance of ensuring 9 

students know what is expected of them while avoiding the possibility of making false 10 

assumptions about their cohorts’ academic skills. The students in my study recognised 11 

the need for more guidance, although, as has been identified elsewhere (e.g. Deepwell 12 

and Malik 2012, Hockings et al. 2018), they were often unable to discern what this 13 

should be. Therefore, I argue that lecturers who want their students to learn 14 

independently to the best of their abilities should provide relevant, subject-specific, 15 

independent study skills guidance. According to Thielsch (2017: 170) it is an important 16 

responsibility for academic staff to provide this guidance. 17 

It is essential, therefore, to discuss the processes lecturers have at their disposal, 18 

alongside the attitudinal and procedural barriers and how they can be addressed so 19 

that this guidance can be disseminated in the most effective ways for their students.  20 

Figure 9 illustrates the ideal scenario which emerged from the research. Where all 21 

these conditions are met, my research suggests that lecturers will be best placed to 22 

guide their cohorts to help address differing expectations and experiences. 23 

Figure 9: Prerequisites for Guiding Students to Become Effective 24 
Independent Learners 25 

 26 

Despite the apparent advantage of integrating independent learning skills onto 27 

courses, not all lecturers considered it their responsibility to develop students’ 28 

Accept independent study 
skills guidance as part of their 

role

Have time to incorporate 
cohort specific guidance into 

their teaching

Make sure they understand 
the most appropriate skillsets 
for students on their modules

Ensure their students are 
appropriately motivated to 

work independently

To help students become effective independent learners, lecturers should:

Reliant on understanding individual needs and expectatations
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independent learning skills. This is potentially problematic and was mentioned in both 1 

rounds of data collection as being an essential prerequisite for ensuring lecturers would 2 

consider changes to their course structure and guidance. Belton and Scott (1998: 907) 3 

explained how important it is for lecturers to believe in, and understand the importance 4 

of, engaging in independent learning and Chan (2016: 33) warned that when this is not 5 

the case, the time needed to convince lecturers of the need to change their 6 

approaches to provide appropriate study skills guidance could be considerable.  7 

Even when lecturers accepted that independent learning skills instruction should be a 8 

necessary part of their role, there were considerable barriers that could prevent them 9 

from doing so. Lecturers’ time commitments appeared to be the most critical barrier 10 

encountered in my sample and lecturers were restricted by other demands on their 11 

time, such as covering subject-related material within their modules, maintaining their 12 

research outputs, providing adequate feedback to students within timeframes often 13 

perceived as being particularly tight, and dealing with cumbersome administrative 14 

procedures. These time constraints could get worse as lecturers reported increasingly 15 

large cohorts, which compounded the above issues. Finding a way to help lecturers 16 

facing such demands on their time became an important focus of the latter part of my 17 

investigation and the development of the student experience and expectations survey, 18 

discussed later in this chapter (section 5.5, p.167). However, some time concerns 19 

appeared to have their roots in institutional policy, which could ultimately prove 20 

unhelpful for promoting independent learning. For example, the modular structure, 21 

favouring short modules allows little time for lecturers to tailor their guidance for 22 

students and the administrative burdens often made the opportunities to develop 23 

teaching even harder.  24 

Assuming lecturers accept a responsibility for guiding their students’ independent 25 

learning, and they have enough time to do so, lecturers may also be required to put 26 

their personal learning preferences to one side in a bid to ensure their guidance is 27 

appropriate for the discipline (Dreyer and Van der Walt 2013: 469). This could involve 28 

an appraisal of lecturers’ skillsets. Lecturers interviewed during the first two rounds of 29 

data collection highlighted the importance of ensuring those teaching independent 30 

learning skills to students are familiar with both the subject area they are teaching and 31 

the appropriate approaches to studying for their particular course of study. Where this 32 

knowledge is lacking, it may be necessary for lecturers to dedicate time to familiarising 33 

themselves with such knowledge before teaching students. Indeed, several prominent 34 
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authors explained how institutions should proactively engage lecturers to develop their 1 

skills by providing 'support and encouragement'  (Healey and Jenkins 2010: 28) and 2 

rewarding those who proactively undertake skills training with the aim of better helping 3 

their students (Chester et al. 2015: 308). Assumptions about lecturers’ skillsets should, 4 

therefore, be avoided (Lau 2017: 9) and institutions should provide the necessary 5 

opportunities for lecturers to address their knowledge gaps, whether they are 6 

associated with the subject area being taught or the independent study skills that are 7 

appropriate for the discipline. 8 

The final prerequisite for lecturers was ensuring their students are sufficiently 9 

motivated to engage in independent learning and it has been argued that assessment 10 

processes are the most effective tool lecturers have for influencing student learning as 11 

they are a critical motivator for students (e.g. Gibbs 1999, Belton and Scott 1998). 12 

There is a caveat, however, that assessments will only encourage independent 13 

learning when appropriate approaches are rewarded and lecturers’ expectations are 14 

unambiguous and clear. Therefore, it seems appropriate to consider using coursework 15 

as a motivator, even when the work is not formally assessed. Where formal 16 

assessment is used, care should be taken to reward students who have engaged in 17 

independent learning activities, which are most suitable for the subject area. Lemanski 18 

(2011) warned of the dangers of 'inappropriate assessment, which rewarded 'surface' 19 

learning, often prominent in exam-based assessments. That is not to say that surface 20 

learning should always be avoided. There may be occasions where it is unnecessary 21 

for students to engage in deeper learning, where, for example, salient facts are all that 22 

are required. However, where lecturers consider deeper learning to be beneficial, 23 

students should be rewarded accordingly. Thus, once again, highlighting the critical 24 

role lecturers have, this time in ensuring the coursework they set is appropriate.  25 

Lecturers in the case study institution mentioned asking students to present on topics 26 

or areas not covered during contact time or asking them to participate in carefully 27 

designed online learning activities. Other activities mentioned in the literature included 28 

asking students to carry out subject related literature searches (Ashwin and Hirst 29 

2018), developing serious games involving specific learning techniques  (Barbosa et al. 30 

2014a) and developing questions that necessitate a critical approach to learning (Ros 31 

et al. 2012). All these appear to be useful considerations for lecturers attempting to 32 

integrate independent learning skills guidance in this way. 33 
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Appropriately devised coursework (assessed or otherwise) was one of three 1 

considerations which lecturers in this study identified as helping to encourage student 2 

independent learning. Lecturers also pointed to the importance of ensuring students 3 

have an interest in what they are studying. Without this interest, lecturers suggested it 4 

would be very difficult to persuade students to move beyond a surface learning 5 

strategy to simply get the module or task done, even when the benefits of doing so are 6 

clear.  Students will move on to what they perceive as more interesting modules and 7 

tasks. Several lecturers in the research population explained the problem this can 8 

present for lecturers tasked with teaching more generic modules, where student 9 

engagement is considered more challenging. Nevertheless, lecturers did make 10 

suggestions for helping to increase interest levels which primarily involved introducing 11 

an element of choice for students. Allowing students to decide what their focus is within 12 

the confines of their courses or modules can increase interest levels and consequently, 13 

the chances of students dedicating more time to studying independently, as students 14 

naturally focus on the elements of their course they consider more interesting. This 15 

discovery led to an inherent contradiction. On the one hand, there was a strong 16 

argument for providing appropriate skills guidance to students. On the other hand, 17 

there was also a suggestion that allowing students the freedom to pursue their 18 

interests with less input from their lecturers will increase interest levels which will also 19 

encourage students to learn independently. Therefore, understanding cohorts interests 20 

and needs should help lecturers offer an appropriate level of guidance while ensuring 21 

students understand the relevance of the skills for their subjects and assignments, 22 

which will also encourage engagement. For example, lecturers talked about the 23 

importance of making it clear to students why the work they are undertaking is relevant 24 

to their future employment opportunities.  25 

5.3.1 Applying Theories of Motivation to Independent Learning 26 

Section 4.4 (p.137) explains how five motivational theories emerged from the literature 27 

as being pertinent for use within an educational context. Here, I discuss how these 28 

theories can help lecturers adapt their teaching in three key areas to encourage 29 

students to learn independently. These are curriculum development, module delivery 30 

and coursework. 31 
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5.3.2 Curriculum Development 1 

The three main theories of motivation that the data suggested could help lecturers 2 

when planning their curriculum were self-determination theory (Vansteenkiste 2004, 3 

Harris et al. 2010), self-concordance theory (Simpson 2008) and achievement goal 4 

theory (Skaalvik 2004). These are shown in table 23 below: 5 

Table 23: Theories of Motivation and the Questions Lecturers Could 6 

Consider when Developing Their Curriculum. 7 

 8 

Self-determination theory states that a person will be motivated when they are free to 9 

decide how they act. Thus, by limiting constraints, the suggestion is that people will be 10 

more inclined to pursue a particular course of action. Lecturers reported allowing their 11 

students such freedom by giving them the option to decide which aspect of their course 12 

or module to focus on and how to approach their studies. In other words, to study in 13 

ways they find preferential. This has implications for lecturers in the course planning 14 

stages as they decide how much freedom of choice is realistic for their modules or 15 

courses, which can vary depending on the subject area. However, this creates a 16 

dilemma as lecturers have already reported students arriving without the necessary 17 

skills to study independently or, in some cases, a realistic awareness of the skills they 18 

will need, which are dependent on their courses and modules. This approach is most 19 

effective, therefore, when employed in the latter stages of students' courses when 20 

lecturers are more confident that their students have the appropriate knowledge base 21 

to make informed choices. 22 

More helpful for students transitioning into higher education is self-concordance theory, 23 

specifically the principle of intrinsic motivation which states that people who are 24 

intrinsically motivated will be most likely to act. In the case of learning in higher 25 

education, this relies on lecturers ensuring that students have a natural interest in the 26 

Theories of Motivation

Self-concordance theory (Intrinsic)

Self-determination theory

Achievement goal theory Are the module guidelines clear and unambiguous?

Questions for lecturers to consider when planning the  
curriculm

Is the curriculum interesting for the students?

How much choice do students have when deciding what, and how, 
to study?
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subject they are studying, which can lead to a desire to study more, with or without 1 

additional stimuli. This is based on the assumption that students who feel intrinsically 2 

motivated are more likely to engage in deeper learning activities, often considered 3 

advantageous by lecturers, as they strive to find out more about the topics which 4 

interest them. To do this lecturers need to understand why their students decided to 5 

undertake their particular course of study and which elements of their course or 6 

modules they are most interested in. In doing so, they can tailor their curriculum to 7 

build on their students’ natural curiosity.  8 

Achievement goal theory states that a person will be motivated when they have 9 

appropriately devised and acknowledged goals, which should be deemed manageable 10 

and can be broken down into short-term objectives, which should be planned during 11 

the module development stages. 12 

5.3.3 Module Delivery 13 

The three theories of motivation that the data suggested could be applied to course or 14 

module delivery were self-concordance theory (specifically the principle of identified 15 

motivation) (Simpson 2008), epistemological identity theory (Mansell et al. 2004) and 16 

achievement goal theory (Skaalvik 2004). These are shown in table 24 below: 17 

Table 24:  Theories of Motivation and the Questions Lecturers Could 18 

Consider when Delivering The Module. 19 

 20 

Identified motivation suggests that students will be motivated when the value of an 21 

activity is clear. Epistemological identity theory suggests that people are motivated to 22 

act when they believe their actions are appropriate for their circumstances. In both 23 

instances lecturers can play an important role during the delivery process by ensuring 24 

that their students understand why they are being asked to study each of the areas 25 

they are required to and also why lecturers are encouraging them to study using 26 

Theories of Motivation

Self-concordance theory (Identified)

Epistemological identity theory

Achievement goal theory

Is the importance of the module clear in terms of how it fits within the 
module?

Is the importance of the module explained in terms of students' 
future ambitions?

Are the aims of the module explained clearly?

Questions for lecturers to consider when planning module 
delivery
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certain studying techniques, including the options that are available for studying 1 

independently. By ensuring students understand this link, proponents of identified and 2 

epistemological theory of motivation suggest that cohorts will be more motivated to 3 

learn. This lends weight to the suggestion from my data, which proposed that any 4 

independent learning skills delivery should take place within the context of students' 5 

courses and modules. Hence, the link between how students are being encouraged to 6 

learn and the benefits for their courses is clear. Stand-alone independent learning skills 7 

modules may not do this and were not seen as an effective method of delivery by my 8 

research participants, who were also concerned about the lack of uptake from students 9 

who viewed stand-alone study skills modules as an optional and unimportant part of 10 

their course. This is reflected in the relatively low attendance rates for such stand-alone 11 

modules even when the module was officially deemed as compulsory, which led me to 12 

conclude that any independent learning skills integration should be an essential aim for 13 

lecturers considering how to deliver independent study skills training to their cohorts.  14 

Achievement goal theory is again important here as lecturers who subscribe to this 15 

theory could help their students by ensuring they deliver their teaching in ways that are 16 

appropriate for their specific cohorts of students. Thus, ensuring that they understand 17 

what is being asked of them and they do not feel overwhelmed with the work they are 18 

expected to engage in away from the classroom. Lecturers should aim to produce clear 19 

and timely guidelines for specific learning objectives alongside working examples of 20 

activities students could consider undertaking to help their approaches to learning. This 21 

should help ensure that students understand the choice they have for approaching a 22 

given task to achieve a clearly defined goal. 23 

5.3.4 Coursework  24 

Finally, all of the aforementioned motivational theories could be considered as 25 

approaches for encouraging student independent learning when completing 26 

coursework and are shown in table 25 below: 27 

 28 

 29 

 30 
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Table 25: Theories of Motivation and the Questions Lecturers Could 1 

Consider when Planning, Distributing and Assessing the Coursework for 2 

their Modules. 3 

 4 

The three motivational approaches within self-concordance theory (intrinsic, extrinsic 5 

and identified) (Simpson 2008) stress the importance of ensuring the value of the 6 

coursework is understood (a focus also explained by epistemological identity theory 7 

(Mansell et al. 2004)), it is interesting enough to engage students (a focus also 8 

explained by self-determination theory (Vansteenkiste 2004, Harris et al. 2010)) and, 9 

where necessary, guards against tactical learning by rewarding deep learning. The 10 

objectives of the coursework should be clear (achievement goal theory) and delivered 11 

in a way that ensures students believe they have the ability to successfully complete 12 

the work. 13 

The suggestion from this case study is that the majority of students arrive at university 14 

without the appropriate skills to be effective independent learners. Furthermore, there 15 

are misconceptions within cohorts of the abilities they will need within higher education, 16 

which, as the reality of their situation becomes apparent, can negatively affect 17 

students’ confidence in their abilities. According to the self-perceived confidence theory 18 

(Pajares 2004), this will also have a detrimental impact on student motivation. 19 

Lecturers are therefore in a unique position to provide feedback to students to ensure 20 

they are aware of their appropriate competencies and, very importantly, how they can 21 

Theories of Motivation

Self-concordance theory (Intrinsic)

Self-concordance theory (Extrinsic)

Self-concordance theory (Identified)

Self-determination theory

Epistemological identity theory

Achievement goal theory

Self-perceived competence theory

Is the coursework interesting for the students?

Am I aware of the pressures students are dealing with?
Does the coursework guard against 'tactical' learning?

Do students understand the importance of the coursework?

Is the coursework interesting for the cohort?

Do students understand the importance of the coursework?

Are the coursework tasks clear and unambiguous?

Do students have the skills they need for the coursework?
How will I provide students with feedback on their coursework?

Questions for lecturers to consider when planning 
coursework
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address their shortfalls to instil a greater sense of confidence. Suggestions for this 1 

included issuing grades after their students have read and responded to their 2 

feedback, as well as limiting feedback to the most pertinent points to avoid overloading 3 

students with so much feedback that may mean these important issues are missed, 4 

which could cause unnecessary and ultimately demotivating anxiety.   5 

5.3.5 Working Towards an Integrated Approach to Motivation 6 

Considering motivation within the three distinct stages of the module lifecycle, namely 7 

curriculum development, module delivery and coursework provides focus for lecturers 8 

wanting to help students to learn independently. However, lecturers should also be 9 

aware that these approaches are not necessarily mutually exclusive to these 10 

categories, rather this is an interpretation based on the data collected at the case study 11 

institution and the theories identified within the literature. Importantly, there can be 12 

overlap between approaches. For example, one lecturer at the case study institution 13 

explained how they invited guest lecturers from the types of businesses and 14 

organisations that the lecturer thought most of the students on their modules would 15 

move into, in the hope that this encourages students to engage. This could encourage 16 

both extrinsic motivation (as students may be encouraged to engage in learning as a 17 

means to gaining well-paid employment through satisfactory grade achievements) and 18 

intrinsic motivation (through a pique in interest that an engaging guest lecturer may 19 

provide). Indeed, there was concern expressed that assessment methods can often be 20 

counterproductive to encouraging intrinsically motivated learning with their emphasis 21 

on student adherence to marking rubrics at the expense of rewarding deeper, 22 

independent learning. Again, lecturers can only really gauge the approaches which will 23 

ultimately work most effectively by understanding their individual cohorts and gathering 24 

their views and opinions whenever possible.  25 

In summary, there are concerns around the importance of ensuring students are 26 

sufficiently motivated to work independently, particularly where new approaches to 27 

learning are required (e.g. Simpson 2008, Narendran et al. 2018, Brown 2018) and 28 

lecturers should aim to understand how to increase motivation, which could be difficult 29 

for courses or modules with both an emphasis on exams according to specific 30 

assessment criteria (Chung 2013) and a desirability for deeper learning. 31 
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5.4 Developing Relationships within Higher Education. 1 

5.4.1 The Need for Communication 2 

This institutional study has provided a set of prerequisites for lecturers to consider to 3 

help their student cohorts become effective independent learners. The data collected 4 

and the subsequently reviewed literature revealed that students should benefit from 5 

integrated independent learning skills guidance at a modular level where the relevance 6 

of areas being studied and the techniques being taught are clearly demonstrated. 7 

However, much of this guidance depends upon lecturers’ knowledge of their cohorts’ 8 

needs and expectations so the guidance can be tailored to student needs so they 9 

understand how and why independent learning activities will help them with their 10 

learning. Appropriate levels of communication between students and lecturers help 11 

lecturers understand their students’ needs and, conversely, helps students understand 12 

how and why they should learn independently, the type of guidance they can expect to 13 

receive and the independent work they are required to undertake for their modules.  14 

As good lecturer-student communication was also a common feature of modules with 15 

high student satisfaction scores on the mid-module evaluations (MEQs) carried out 16 

across the University, the second round of data was collected from modules which 17 

received high satisfaction scores to allow examples of best practice with the institutions 18 

to be uncovered (detailed in section 2.3.2.2, p.40). As well as enabling better guidance 19 

for students, increasing student satisfaction ratings can also lead to benefits for 20 

institutions who encourage their lecturers to find the most appropriate ways for 21 

communicating with their students, as these are ultimately reflected favourably in the 22 

end of course student experience surveys. Suarman (2015: 630) refers explicitly to the 23 

institutional benefits of having appropriate communication processes in terms of higher 24 

student satisfaction levels. 25 

Although a dearth of literature exploring the ‘lived experiences of lecturer-student 26 

experiences’ is suggested (Giles et al. 2012: 214), there were several articles which 27 

recognised the importance of having appropriate levels of communication. Regan 28 

(2012: 22) and Hanzu-Pazara and Barsan (2016: 177) both supported the view that 29 

proper communication processes are the only way for lecturers to explain to students 30 

what their respective roles are, reflecting the findings from my research. Several other 31 

authors explained the importance of ensuring lecturers remained open to engaging in 32 

spontaneous and informal discussions with students and that they should actively 33 
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reflect on these discussions when considering curriculum changes (Mash et al. 2006, 1 

Jesus et al. 2014: 732). Watanabe et al. (2011: 945) even suggested that lecturers 2 

should also look for non-verbal cues from students during lectures and seminars in a 3 

further attempt to understand student perspectives. Nesi (2012: 88) suggested 4 

lecturers could use lecture time to help put students at ease by taking an informal 5 

approach and injecting elements of humour into their teaching. However, she also 6 

warns that cultural differences should be taken into consideration to ensure that any 7 

informal teaching styles are appropriate for their cohorts.  8 

This literature, and my research findings both suggested the importance of 9 

communication within higher education. However, the barriers for lecturers in the case 10 

study institution sometimes seemed insurmountable, particularly for lecturers with 11 

increasingly demanding time commitments. Nevertheless, lecturers and students from 12 

my sample who indicated they had good levels of communication with their students 13 

routinely tried to break down any barriers that students perceived as preventing them 14 

from approaching their lecturers or conversing with them as equals. This was 15 

challenging for some students, some of whom considered their lecturers as omniscient 16 

sources of knowledge who should not be challenged, which in some cases could be a 17 

result of the teaching methods encountered prior to entering higher education. This 18 

was particularly pertinent for some international students arriving in the UK from 19 

cultures where, for example, it is deemed inappropriate to challenge authoritative 20 

figures. The lecturers in my sample actively tried to dispel this belief using several 21 

approaches.  22 

Informal dialogues with students can engender a mutual respect, particularly when 23 

lecturers are perceived as friendly, approachable and reliable. Lecturers who frequently 24 

sought student opinions and feedback on their suggestions were found to be held in 25 

high regard, even if this was only taking the time to explain why they can’t necessarily 26 

act on their suggestions. Lecturers who allowed time for students to speak informally 27 

with them and responded promptly to student queries also helped student confidence 28 

levels as they felt more comfortable asking for guidance. Mahlatini et al. (2017: 4) 29 

supported the evidence presented in my case study after finding that some lecturers 30 

were not approachable away from the classroom and this caused some students to be 31 

confused about what was required of them. Thomas et al. (2015a: 29) also highlighted 32 

the additional advantage of interaction, particularly when it is face-to-face for providing 33 

students with reassurance and moral support. 34 
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Unfortunately, lecturers in my study explained how this had a negative impact on the 1 

very lecturers who prioritise making themselves accessible as their time was frequently 2 

encroached on. The most conscientious lecturers can feel disadvantaged, particularly if 3 

their institutions do not openly recognise and reward this level of engagement offered 4 

to students. Despite this, the literature supported the need for encouraging lecturer-5 

student communication, particularly when deciding on the appropriate level of support, 6 

which authors agreed relied heavily on lecturers’ rapport with their students and their 7 

ability and willingness to adopt a flexible learning style (Roblyer and Ekhami 2000, 8 

Mahlatini et al. 2017, Simmons 2013). Furthermore, this is achieved by asking students 9 

appropriate questions and listening to, and acting upon their responses (Jesus et al. 10 

2014: 732, Suarman 2015: 631).  11 

Finally, using contact time to facilitate interaction between students and lecturers and 12 

between the students themselves through group work and discussions, not only 13 

encourages students to work together in the hope that they will continue to do so when 14 

working independently, but also enables lecturers to gauge student understanding of 15 

the subject area and their approaches to learning. Thus, supporting the view of Lakbala 16 

(2015: 84) who suggested the lecturer's role must move beyond that of knowledge 17 

provider to discussion facilitator.  18 

Institutions also have a role to play here by ensuring the learning spaces are 19 

appropriate for discussion as some lecturers were unable to secure appropriate spaces 20 

for their in-class activities. Similarly, communal spaces for students learning 21 

independently should also be a priority to ensure that opportunities for informal 22 

discussions are provided. 23 

Although focusing on the lecturer-student communication processes, which emerged 24 

as essential for ensuring students understand how they should be approaching their 25 

independent learning, additional comments from the lecturers at the case study 26 

institution referred to the importance of encouraging students to interact with each 27 

other. Ideally, this should occur during timetabled lectures to allow students to learn 28 

about each other's cultural backgrounds and learning styles, which could encourage 29 

students to work with each other during their independent learning time. Similarly,  30 

increasing opportunities for lectures to interact with each other would potentially result 31 

in discussions around best teaching practices. Finally, any attempt to communicate 32 

with teaching staff in feeder institutions (e.g. Further Education Institutions) would be 33 
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helpful as they can try and make sure student expectations and basic learning skills 1 

are managed before the start of their higher education courses.  2 

5.4.2 The Role of Information and Communications Technology and the Impact 3 
of Covid-19 4 

Assuming lecturers accept the need to disseminate independent study skills guidance 5 

as part of their role, the three other prerequisites for lecturers, shown in figure 9 (p.153) 6 

all rely heavily on a knowledge of student needs and expectations, which can only be 7 

achieved with appropriate levels of lecturer-student communication. Lecturers with 8 

large and/or online cohorts can find this challenging as such interpersonal levels of 9 

communication can be difficult to achieve. 10 

Advances in Information and Communications Technology (ICT) can increase the 11 

communication options available to lecturers who may be able to utilise the technology 12 

to better understand their cohorts where face-to-face communication is impractical or 13 

perceived to be too challenging. At the time of the exploratory stages of the research, 14 

opportunities provided by ICT were not fully exploited, although the benefits of a 15 

blended approach to learning were recognised by lecturers at the case study institution 16 

who used the approach. Nevertheless, where ICT possibilities were discussed, they did 17 

not appear to be fully integrated into teaching, nor was there a universal engagement 18 

from student cohorts. Social networking opportunities were occasionally discussed for 19 

creating virtual spaces for working discussions, but the reluctance expressed by some 20 

students to mix their social lives with their academic ones suggested separate forums 21 

could be needed, which would need considerable buy-in from both lecturers and their 22 

students. Furthermore, unless these platforms are familiar to students, they were 23 

unlikely to engage without considerable encouragement from lecturers.  24 

The ideal scenario for encouraging online communication was via a dedicated forum 25 

on a familiar social networking platform such as Facebook. Perhaps this could help to 26 

explain why the social networking opportunities Moodle provides were often overlooked 27 

by both lecturers and students at my case study site, although the institution is now 28 

moving away from Moodle to Aula, which provides greater flexibility and is a move in 29 

the right direction. In the 2018/19 academic year, 1800 students from 26 courses were 30 

migrated from Moodle to Aula in a pilot to test the potential for replacing Moodle with 31 

Aula as a learning experience platform. Notably, the majority of students in the pilot 32 

stated that using Aula helped them feel part of a community of staff and students (69%) 33 
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and that it helped them feel connected to staff and students (76%). Similarly, 75% of 1 

academic staff said that Aula made them feel ‘easily connected to students and staff’ 2 

(Aula 2020). 3 

The problems associated with ICT need to be acknowledged. Time factors for 4 

developing and monitoring an online platform should not be overlooked, and lecturers 5 

need to know which platforms students prefer, which may not be universal for their 6 

students, or a platform the lectures themselves are familiar with. However, when 7 

incorporated successfully, ICT could open up communication channels that may be 8 

beneficial for lecturers and distance learners or students who are frequently off-campus 9 

for the duration of their studies.  10 

The advantages of incorporating online discussions into modules are clearly presented 11 

in the literature which highlights advantages for embracing such advancing technology. 12 

This can be particularly pertinent for students’ independent learning as it provides them 13 

with more autonomy over the pace of their learning (Issa and Chang 2012: 244). 14 

According to Hanzu-Pazara and Barsan (2016: 18) it can encourage students less 15 

comfortable at engaging in a physical environment to do so in a virtual one. The 16 

literature suggests a clear role for ICT with many advantages for lecturers who 17 

embrace it. For example, the ability for lecturers to monitor student interactions and 18 

intervene where necessary as an alternative to trying to get student feedback during 19 

contact time (Dewi et al. 2019: 14), or being able to share documents to enable faster 20 

feedback (Issa and Chang 2012: 225) and collaboration (Eteokleous and Ktoridou 21 

2016). Technology can also help lecturers get real-time feedback from students in 22 

classroom environments via classroom response systems (Cestnik et al. 2015: 334). 23 

Such suggestions, however, require a high level of commitment from lecturers who 24 

need to have access to the appropriate resources (Adelabu 2014: 1350) and the skills 25 

to use them (James 2013: 80).  26 

At the time of the primary research, I did not find an example of any lecturers with the 27 

necessary drive or support to fully incorporate ICT in this way, although Covid-19 has 28 

forced lecturers to re-think and embrace the possibilities of online communication and 29 

learning, which is a positive move from the perspective of encouraging ICT integration. 30 

Raaper and Brown (2020), in a paper examining the implications of Covid-19 for 31 

student support practices, explain how the pandemic had led institutions to move to 32 

new forms of assessment and innovative digital communication tools. However, they 33 
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go on to explain how this can lead to unforeseen barriers for disadvantaged students 1 

who may not have the technology or social networks and support at home to provide 2 

equal opportunities with their peers. A sentiment echoed by Montacute (2020) who 3 

explained students from disadvantaged backgrounds will be hit the hardest by the 4 

pandemic. This reflects the views of Putnam (2000) who, years before the pandemic, 5 

explained how students from different economic backgrounds are likely to be 6 

disadvantaged in terms of social and cultural capital and access to technology. 7 

Lecturers should, therefore, attempt to understand their cohorts’ needs so ‘formal 8 

university services and key contacts can be made available to students’ (Raaper and 9 

Brown 2020).  10 

Clune (2020) discussed how technical issues and knowledge can also be challenging 11 

for some lecturers who may have had steep learning curves in using or obtaining the 12 

technology needed for online teaching, which may also include changes in student 13 

assessment procedures. Lederman (2020) suggested providing students with more 14 

flexibility to help reduce student anxiety at this time, which would also help students 15 

feel more motivated. 16 

5.5 Introducing the Student Experience and Expectations Survey and its 17 
Advantages for Individual Lecturers and their Cohorts. 18 

The data collected during this research demonstrated the crucial role lecturers have in 19 

helping their students learn independently at University by tailoring their modules to 20 

individual cohort needs. Appropriate communication processes between lecturers and 21 

students were necessary to ensure lecturers have an understanding of these needs 22 

and their students’ expectations. Unfortunately, such communication was problematic  23 

for lecturers with large or online cohorts of students, who do not have the time or 24 

resources to engage with students to acquire this level of understanding. As I was 25 

unable to find an existing solution to this within my research sample or the associated 26 

literature, I identified a need to develop an intervention to help lecturers answer some 27 

of the key questions raised by this research in a way that kept the impact on lecturers’ 28 

and students’ time to a minimum.  29 

5.5.1 The Rationale for Introducing an In-Class or On-Line Surveying Tool 30 

Figure 10 summaries my rationale for introducing an in-class or online surveying tool to 31 

help lecturers acquire basic background details about their student cohorts which they 32 

can use to help develop aspects of their teaching relating to independent learning.   33 
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Figure 10: Rationale for Introducing the In-Class/Online Surveying Tool 1 

 2 

This research has demonstrated the need for lecturers to understand their cohorts’ 3 

educational backgrounds and expectations so that they can adapt their teaching to 4 

ensure their needs are most effectively met. However, the limitations identified, which 5 

centred around time constraints and opportunities for interaction, can make it hard, or 6 

even impossible, to find the opportunity to develop their teaching in ways that would 7 

ensure appropriately focussed independent learning skills are incorporated onto 8 

courses.  9 

This is a problem which my interviewees claimed would only get worse as cohort sizes 10 

grew or moved online, thus limiting opportunities for interaction. The problem of large 11 

class sizes was explored by Ponnan et al. (2016), who reviewed the literature around 12 

large class sizes and identified issues that all lecturers should consider when teaching 13 

large cohorts of students , all of which could have negative consequences for 14 

independent learning. More specifically, an over reliance on large lectures can lead to 15 

passive student engagement  with fewer opportunities for interaction and feedback, in 16 

direct contrast to the recommendations which emerged from this research highlighting 17 

the importance of lecturer-student interaction. Ponnan et al. (2016) explained how this 18 

can lead to an uninspiring learning experience with lower satisfaction rates and a 19 

tendency for students to underachieve. It is unsurprising, therefore, that Çakmak 20 

(2009: 401) found that large class sizes could also negatively influence issues 21 

associated with student motivation, which this research has also found to be an 22 
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important driver for encouraging independent learning. Çakmak calls for a review of 1 

teaching methods according to class size, but, after interviewing a selection of student 2 

teachers, concluded that the tendency was for teachers not to alter their teaching 3 

methods. This is particularly disheartening as my research has highlighted the 4 

importance of ensuring guidance aligns to individual cohorts so appropriate methods of 5 

motivation can be implemented.  6 

I concluded, therefore, that there was a need to explore the options for encouraging 7 

student engagement when cohort size or mode of study made face-to-face 8 

communication difficult. Although various solutions have been put forward, particularly 9 

in the field of incorportaing technology into teaching (Francis 2012:151, Foley and 10 

Masingila 2014:797), there was a need for a universal way for lecturers to understand 11 

their cohorts in a timeframe which was quick enough to make the necessary changes 12 

possible. In other words, providing lecturers with an overview of their students to help 13 

them develop their curriculum and/or approaches to teaching according to their 14 

students' specific needs. Thus, ensuring appropriate interventions and guidance are 15 

put in place to help students understand the academic behaviours that are expected of 16 

them when learning independently within each of their modules at the earliest 17 

opportunity. 18 

The student experience and expectations survey was developed as a direct response 19 

to the problem of large and online cohorts based on the principle that it would benefit 20 

lecturers who are unable to uncover enough details about their student cohorts 21 

background that would allow them to understand their needs. Usually, this will become 22 

clearer to lecturers as their modules develop and students’ assessed work is 23 

considered but frequently, and particularly in the case of modular teaching, this is often 24 

too late for the students concerned although, where appropriate feedback is supplied, 25 

this can have a positive impact on students’ future academic work. As such, I see the 26 

intervention as being particularly useful for lecturers with new cohorts in the early 27 

stages of their modules or courses and especially for first-year undergraduate students 28 

who are most likely to be uncertain of how, why and when they should be engaging in 29 

independent learning activities at University. Nevertheless, the intervention tool was 30 

designed in a way that makes it possible for lecturers to use whenever they deem 31 

necessary, regardless of students’ course of study or the stage of the course they are 32 

completing. 33 
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The survey development and testing procedure is covered in section 3.2.4.1 (p.93) and 1 

was based on the six theories that were developed following the data collection period, 2 

which I deduced could help lecturers provide appropriate guidance to their cohorts and 3 

help students become competent and motivated independent learners. A summary of 4 

these theories and the 58 associated questions is provided in table 8 (p.95), although it 5 

is helpful at this point to refer back to these theories to summarise the rationale for their 6 

inclusion: 7 

• Theory 1: It is neither possible, nor desirable, to arrive at a universal 8 

definition for independent learning.  9 

Learning may vary from course to course and module to module, which can be 10 

confusing for students who need to understand what is expected of them in 11 

terms of their study patterns and assessments. 12 

• Theory 2: It is necessary to understand students’ educational and cultural 13 

backgrounds to identify where independent learning skills are lacking. 14 

Any guidance offered should be clearly understood and perceived as being 15 

relevant by each student cohort. Although this is necessary for all students, it is 16 

particularly important for international students, who may feel disadvantaged by 17 

the additional pressures they face and the importance of understanding how 18 

learning approaches may differ from their cultural backgrounds and subsequent 19 

expectations. 20 

• Theory 3: Understanding students’ reasons for studying will help 21 

lecturers adapt their approaches to teaching to help motivate students to 22 

learn. 23 

Understanding why students decided to enrol on a course of study in higher 24 

education can focus course activities and content. Section 4.4 (p.135) details 25 

the importance of understanding student motivation within an educational 26 

context. 27 

• Theory 4: Lecturers should ensure students have access to the resources 28 

they need for their academic work: 29 
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Lecturers should ensure that appropriate resources are available to students, 1 

and they know how to use them. 2 

• Theory 5: Lecturers and students should be encouraged to communicate 3 

with each other throughout their courses. 4 

Lecturers should try and maintain regular communication between themselves 5 

and their student cohorts. Additionally, students should be encouraged to 6 

interact with each other. Where appropriate, teaching should be interactive and 7 

coursework designed to incorporate an element of collaborative working. 8 

Lecturers should also provide regular, informative feedback to their cohorts and 9 

students should be encouraged to act upon it.  10 

• Theory 6: Lecturers should help students become more confident 11 

learners: 12 

Students should be helped to become confident learners and develop traits that 13 

are inducive to independent learning, such as time management and planning 14 

skills. Lecturers should also be aware of any non-academic and personal issues 15 

that may be impacting on their education. 16 

The survey pilot conducted in the final stage of this project had a positive impact on the 17 

lecturers who participated (as shown in section 3.3, p.109) in terms of the information 18 

gleaned from the survey and the speed of delivery and turnaround. The rationale for 19 

introducing the student experience and expectations survey, illustrated in figure 10 20 

(p.165) was to help lecturers understand student needs and expectations where time 21 

constraints, student numbers and locations are problematic. The survey was based on 22 

the findings from the exploratory stages of the research and proved to be successful in 23 

the follow-up interviews where all lecturers discussed how they could use the 24 

information to change one or more aspects of their course to help their cohorts. Thus, 25 

the survey proved successful for several reasons. Firstly, where delivery takes place 26 

within lectures with all students present, the process only took 10-15 minutes 27 

irrespective of the numbers of students attending. An on-line delivery process ensured 28 

that the numbers of students did not impact negatively on time as paper-based 29 

distribution was not necessary. This kept the impact on teaching and lecturers time to a 30 

minimum. Secondly, the results can be supplied without delay in an easy to read and 31 

understand format. An Excel report is produced, highlighting the main areas of concern 32 
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within minutes of online completion (an anonymised example is included in appendix 1 

8.9, p.236).  2 

5.6 Applying the Theoretical Domains Framework to the Survey Output and its 3 
Applicability for Lecturers across the Institution  4 

The Principal Component Analysis successfully grouped the survey questions into nine 5 

factors for lecturers to consider within the context of their courses. The feedback from 6 

lecturers who participated in the survey pilot indicated that the report structure was 7 

clear.  The aforementioned factors were considered useful question groupings from 8 

which to examine the data within the context of their modules or courses to identify 9 

changes which could help their students' approaches to learning. (For example, one 10 

lecturer was surprised to discover the proportion of students within his cohort who did 11 

not think they should challenge information contained within the academic literature 12 

and, consequently, intended to make this clearer to students.) However, in the majority 13 

of cases, lecturers needed to change the behaviour of their students to encourage 14 

appropriate learning outside formal teaching time. I have already discussed the 15 

importance of motivation for students but, in the final section of the literature review, I 16 

examined behaviour change theories for their suitability within this educational context. 17 

The literature suggested that no one theory could be used to help address all the 18 

factors identified by the Principal Component Analysis. However, there were examples 19 

of frameworks which incorporated several theories. The Theoretical Domains 20 

Framework (TDF) was one such framework that I considered and found to have 21 

parallels with the factors I identified from the Principal Component Analysis process.  22 

The TDF synthesises 128 theoretical constructs from 33 theories of behaviour change 23 

(Atkins et al. 2017), covering individual, social and organisational context (Dyson et al. 24 

2011). These constructs are assigned to domains covering fourteen areas that should 25 

be considered for effective behaviour change. Table 26 below shows the definitions of 26 

the 14 domains used by the TDF as defined by Atkins et al. (2017): 27 

 28 

 29 

 30 

 31 
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Table 26: TDF Domains taken from Atkins et al. (2017) 1 

The Principal Component Analysis, outlined in section 3.2.4.1.1 (p.96), revealed nine 3 

factors which I concluded could be matched to one or more of the TDF domains. Thus, 4 

This item has been removed due to 3rd Party Copyright. The unabridged version of the thesis can be 
found in the Lanchester Library, Coventry University. 
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demonstrating that the factors I uncovered could be considered as appropriate for 1 

lecturers to use as a guide. I did this by systematically reviewing each of the 35 2 

questions to decide if they aligned to one or more of the TDF domains according to the 3 

definitions in table 26. Table 27 shows the  suggested link between the factors  4 

identified following the Principal Component Analysis and the remaining individual 5 

questions within each of the factors.   6 

Along the top of the table are the nine factors identified by the Principal Component 7 

Analysis. Question numbers relating to their factors are shown in the row below. The 8 

14 TDF domains are shown down the left-hand side table. Each question was 9 

considered in turn to understand which, if any, of the 14 factors each question related 10 

to. For each matching domain, a ‘Y’ was placed in the respective box. The bottom 2 11 

rows of the table indicate how many domains each question relates to. For example, 12 

the factor ‘Academic Resources’ was found to relate to 3 TDF domains (i.e. 13 

‘Environmental context and resources’, ‘Beliefs about consequences’ and ‘Skills’). 14 

Similarly, the factor ‘Social Integration’ was also found to relate to 3 factors (Skills, 15 

Environmental context and resources’ and ‘Social Influences’). To complete the picture, 16 

the two additional columns on the right hand side of the table show the total number of 17 

factors within each domain and the total number of questions within each domain. For 18 

example, there were 2 questions and 2 factors relating to the TDF domain ‘Optimism’ 19 

and 7 questions with 4 factors relating to the domain ‘Behaviour Regulation’. 20 

 21 
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Table 27: TDF Domains and Suggested Link to the Factors and Questions Identified following the Principal Component 1 

Analysis 2 

3 
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I concluded that, as each question linked to one or more domain, the factors I identified 1 

are appropriate for consideration as there is a direct association with the definitions 2 

used for the 14 domains within the TDF.  3 

Lecturers who are unsure how to improve their scores for a particular factor or 4 

individual question can use these definitions to help them think about and adapt their 5 

approaches accordingly. However, several of the lecturers who participated in the 6 

survey pilot asked if it would be possible to highlight some recommendations based 7 

around the questions to help them think about their students' responses in the context 8 

of their courses. Section 8.10 in the appendices (p.243) provides advice for each of the 9 

35 questions based on the findings from this research, which lecturers can use as a 10 

reference point. This is particularly useful for lecturers who find certain specific 11 

questions problematic for their cohorts. As an additional reference point, I have 12 

developed a summary for each of the nine identified factors outlining the critical 13 

considerations for lecturers who may require a more generalised set of guidelines to 14 

consider for each of their cohorts. It is important to remember that this surveying tool 15 

was designed to be universal for all lecturers and students and, as such, these points 16 

should be considered within the context of each course or module. The following 17 

guidelines are the culmination of the research findings which, if followed, should help 18 

lecturers provide students with the information and motivation they need to become 19 

engaged independent learners during their university course. Thus, achieving the main 20 

objective of this research project: helping students become effective independent 21 

learners. 22 

Factor 1: Approaches to Studying 23 

• Ensure students understand the importance of critically evaluating the 24 

information they read or are taught. 25 

• Cohorts starting a course or module will likely have diverse abilities and 26 

expectations of how to approach their academic work. It is essential, therefore, 27 

that lecturers' expectations are clear, as these may differ from course to course 28 

and module to module. 29 

• Ensure students are aware of whom they can approach and which services the 30 

University provides for students requiring help with their academic work. 31 
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• Encourage student engagement by asking them to undertake work that requires 1 

them to study in desirable ways and explains the relevance of what they are 2 

being taught and why they are being asked to work in a certain way. 3 

Factor 2:  Academic Resources 4 

• Ensure students are aware of the resources they should be using for their 5 

academic work, that they are available and that students understand how and 6 

where they can be accessed. 7 

• Provide appropriate training for students who may not understand how to use 8 

resources specific to their discipline. Make sure students understand the 9 

importance of learning to use these resources. 10 

• Where resources are limited, suggest alternatives that students could consider. 11 

Factor 3: Social Influences on Academic Work 12 

• Consider implementing non-assessed, in-class group activities to encourage 13 

students to interact with each other. Regularly mix up groups to break down 14 

perceived cultural barriers to encourage students to work together when 15 

studying independently. 16 

• Where group work tasks are assessed, ensure that there is a fair assessment 17 

procedure in place and students do not feel disadvantaged by the other 18 

students in their group. 19 

Factor 4: Coping with problems 20 

• Student problems could be academic or personal, although both can impact on 21 

students’ academic work. 22 

• To help students deal with, or indeed avoid, academic issues lecturers should 23 

provide clear verbal and written guidance to their students along with the 24 

appropriate marking rubrics, taking into account their students’ perceived and 25 

actual skillsets.  26 

• Where problems are personal, lecturers should refer students to the appropriate 27 

pastoral support services. 28 

 29 

Factor 5: Lecturers’ Roles and Relationships 30 
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• Lecturers should clarify their expectations so students do not worry about coming 1 

across negatively, particularly when presenting arguments that may go against 2 

what they perceive to be their lecturers’ opinions. 3 

• Lecturers should ensure their students are aware of the approaches to studying 4 

they have at their disposal when studying independently. Where student skillsets 5 

are inadequate, appropriate guidance should be provided. 6 

• Where possible, coursework and associated activities should be used to 7 

encourage students to learn in desirable ways. 8 

• Students should understand that, although their lecturers can provide help and 9 

guidance when needed, it is their responsibility as students to ensure they 10 

complete the work expected of them during their independent study time. 11 

Factor 6: Emotions 12 

• Ensure students are aware of the pastoral services available to them as 13 

students. In doing so, lecturers should indicate to students that they are 14 

available to help with academic concerns and encourage students to see them 15 

at appropriate times for a personal discussion about the problems they are 16 

experiencing. 17 

• Look out for students who appear isolated, unengaged or worried. 18 

Factor 7: Feedback 19 

• Where possible, when providing written or verbal feedback to students limit to 20 

the most important points as students are more likely to engage with and act 21 

upon it. 22 

• Explain how feedback is provided to help students improve for their next 23 

assessment and explain what their feedback means for their overall course 24 

marks/grades. Often students believe the actual impact on their grades to be 25 

more significant than it is. 26 

Factor 8: Social Integration 27 

• Integrate activities into courses that encourage students to work together either 28 

in class or independently. 29 
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• Explain the importance of listening to other people’s opinions, regardless of 1 

their point of view and that the ability to work well with others is a key 2 

transferable skill in nearly all workplaces. 3 

Factor 9: Motivation to Learn 4 

• Ensure students have confidence in their abilities as learners by making sure 5 

they understand how they are expected to learn away from the classroom and 6 

that they have the skills to do so. 7 

• Make teaching as relevant to student aspirations and ambitions as possible by, 8 

for example, asking prospective employers and alumni students to engage with 9 

their student cohorts. 10 

• As far as possible, introduce interactive elements within taught sessions and 11 

make lectures as engaging as possible to maintain interest levels. This is 12 

particularly important for lecturers teaching more generic modules, often 13 

prominent in the early stages of students’ courses. 14 

• Encourage students to communicate and discuss their academic work with 15 

each other and their lecturers, not only through face-to-face discussions and 16 

group work within and away from the classroom, but also using ICT platforms 17 

that the majority of students are already familiar with (such as Facebook). This 18 

will help students with fewer opportunities for face-to-face interaction. 19 

5.7 Discussion: Concluding Remarks 20 

This research has demonstrated a need to provide integrated guidance to students to 21 

help them develop the independent learning skills needed for studying at University. 22 

For lecturers to do this, in most helpful ways, it is beneficial to identify the needs of 23 

specific cohorts as one group of students may require a different degree of help to 24 

others studying the same course or module. This can present lecturers with the kinds 25 

of challenges already discussed, which, left unchecked, can stop lecturers providing 26 

the most appropriate guidance. Institutional support is only going so far in addressing 27 

their concerns and it is clear that, even where the desire to provide tailored support is 28 

there, lecturers often struggle to find the time to familiarise themselves with their 29 

cohorts in sufficient depth to adapt their teaching most appropriately; a challenge made 30 

even harder for lecturers with large or on-line cohorts. Finding a way to help lecturers 31 

overcome this difficulty within the limitations they face therefore became the focus of 32 
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this research which led to the development of the surveying tool, which is a key output 1 

from this research. However, the research also uncovered examples of best practice 2 

which, considered alongside some less desirable approaches to teaching study skills, 3 

indicated that an awareness of what cohorts need in terms of addressing their 4 

knowledge gaps should be accompanied with an approach to teaching that students 5 

find motivating.  6 

The grounded approach employed for this research allowed me to investigate the topic 7 

of independent learning within the higher education sector without any pre-conceived 8 

notions of the findings that would eventually emerge. A series of theories were 9 

developed throughout the study, which informed the progress and led to the 10 

development and piloting of the surveying tool. This tool helped to address the central 11 

issue identified, i.e. providing lecturers with an overview of their cohorts’ background to 12 

help them integrate appropriate levels of guidance within their courses and modules to 13 

ensure students have the knowledge they need to learn independently in the way their 14 

lecturers expect them to. Figure 11 summarises the pathway the research took, as 15 

discussed within this chapter. 16 

Figure 11: The Research Pathway 17 

 18 

In summary, this research has achieved its initial aim of providing lecturers with 19 

information about the options they have at their disposal for helping students learn 20 

independently while studying within higher education institutions in several ways. 21 

Contrasting expectations 
and definitions of 

independent learning 
were identified within 
both the lecturer and 

student samples.

Online survey and 
analysis tool was 

developed and piloted.

The research demonstrated a need for, and subsequently designed 
and implemented, an analysis tool and set of guidelines to help 

lecturers understand their cohorts learning needs and expectations 
irrespective of cohort size, location or subject area.

Guidelines to be used in
conjunction with the 
surveying tool were 

produced

The need for a rapidly 
implemented and universal 
intervention was identified.

Problematic barriers to 
communication emerged.

Appropriate course and
module development relies on 
an appropriate knowledge of 
individual cohorts acquired 

through effective 
communication processes.

Guided independent 
learning, tailored to 

individual cohorts, modules 
and courses was found to 

be a desirable approach for 
lecturers to employ.
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Firstly, by demonstrating the need for subject, course and module-specific guidance to 1 

guard against any confusion that may arise from differing opinions about what 2 

independent learning means. Secondly, by identifying the need for an integrated 3 

approach to independent learning skills development, rather than relying on stand-4 

alone study skills modules or guidance. Thirdly, by investigating and understanding the 5 

barriers that lecturers can face, which can prevent lecturers from incorporating this type 6 

of guidance into their courses and modules. Finally, by developing and piloting a 7 

solution to some of these issues which helps lecturers gain a basic background 8 

knowledge of their cohorts' needs and expectations in a way that does not impact 9 

profoundly on their time, regardless of cohort size or location. 10 

5.8 Institutional Implications and the Possibility of Implementing the Survey at 11 
Course, Faculty and Institutional Levels 12 

The intervention survey developed from the research was designed to be delivered to 13 

individual cohorts of students at a modular level. The main advantage of this is that it 14 

allows lecturers to acquire summary and background data specific to the particular 15 

cohort they are teaching at a time they consider most useful (although I strongly 16 

recommend using the survey towards the start of modules). It is, of course, possible to 17 

use the survey at course level to get background information for whole year groups and 18 

this could be very useful for highlighting any overriding concerns or issues students 19 

have. However, it would not allow cohort-specific data to be seen by individual 20 

lecturers which is something that this research has highlighted as important for 21 

lecturers’ delivery and adapting their modules accordingly. This provides a dilemma, 22 

which may present several issues if the survey was implemented more widely across 23 

institutions.  24 

Another potential problem, primarily overcome when delivery takes place within 25 

lectures that have the majority of students present, is that the survey relies heavily on a 26 

large completion rate. This was not an issue during the pilot as a large majority of 27 

students completed the surveys, which were delivered in class. However, if a one-off 28 

survey were to be completed per course, as I suggest above, there would need to be a 29 

way of ensuring the majority, if not the whole of the academic year group completed 30 

the survey. During the pilot study completion was voluntary. If the survey was 31 

introduced at course level, I would recommend making completion compulsory, 32 

perhaps as part of the registration process, although it could be difficult acquiring 33 
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ethical clearance to do so, in which case the benefits of completing the survey would 1 

have to be stressed to students along with an appropriately designed prompting 2 

system to encourage completion. 3 

Another possible weakness with the survey is that the results require lecturers to 4 

interpret them from the perspective of their modules and subject areas. Therefore, it is 5 

likely that lecturers would have additional subject or module-specific questions they 6 

would like to ask their cohorts, which are not possible with the universal approach I am 7 

offering. The pilot, conducted across all four faculties at the pilot institution, however, 8 

demonstrated that all lecturers had no problem doing this and they all reported finding 9 

the results helpful. 10 

Finally, the data could also be useful if disseminated at an institutional level as this 11 

could inform, or provide a basis for considering, institutional policy changes for any key 12 

findings emerging from the survey data. For example, there may be a need to consider 13 

resource provision or lecturers' time commitments. This would be most effective if the 14 

survey was introduced on an institutionally wide basis as comparisons could then be 15 

drawn across departments and faculties/schools in the same way as the institutional 16 

module and course satisfaction data is currently analysed across UK institutions.  17 

  18 
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6 Conclusion 1 

In this concluding chapter I explain how the initial research questions, identified at the 2 

start of my PhD research project, were addressed. This will be followed by a summary 3 

of how my research has made a unique contribution to the field of education by 4 

demonstrating the efficacy of combining recognised methodological processes in a 5 

specific way, which led to the development of a new surveying tool for lecturers to use 6 

with their student cohorts alongside several sets of recommendations for both lecturers 7 

and higher education institutions. The chapter will then conclude by addressing the 8 

methodological constraints and providing suggestions for how the findings could be 9 

further developed and tested to establish their suitability beyond the case study 10 

institution. 11 

6.1 Addressing the Research Questions 12 

This research aimed to provide guidance to help students adapt to the demands of 13 

independent learning within higher education by addressing two main research 14 

questions. Firstly, can a universally applicable and accepted definition of ‘independent 15 

learning’ be identified to provide students with a clear understanding about how they 16 

should be studying in higher education? Secondly, how can lecturers help their 17 

students become effective independent learners? 18 

Contrary to my expectations at the start of the project, a universally accepted, and 19 

sufficiently detailed, definition of independent learning could not be identified as 20 

skillsets and expectations varied across modules. Although there were certain skillsets 21 

that appeared to be common across all disciplines, the extent and type of skills 22 

students needed were dependent upon individual module requirements. I concluded, 23 

therefore, that it was neither possible nor desirable to strive for a universal definition, 24 

which by its very nature would not be specific enough to provide appropriate guidance 25 

as it would fail to account for the individual requirements of specific subjects. 26 

Less surprising was the discovery from both lecturers and students at the case study 27 

institution that the majority of students were not arriving with the appropriate skills to 28 

carry out independent learning tasks to a high enough standard to ensure they perform 29 

to the best of their abilities. Unfortunately, it appeared rare for students to arrive with 30 

suitable independent learning skills. They were found to be an ideal to strive for, which 31 
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required considerable guidance from lecturers. Despite the desirability for higher 1 

education feeder institutions to prepare students for studying in higher education, this 2 

research suggests that this is not happening sufficiently and for all student groups. 3 

Therefore, I concluded it was necessary for lecturers within higher education to try and 4 

fill this knowledge gap. As such, the second of the two original research questions 5 

became the main focus of the research. That is, identifying ways that lecturers can help 6 

their students acquire the independent learning skills they need. 7 

Among the recommendations uncovered over the course of the research was the 8 

desirability of incorporating guidance into the curriculum to ensure the relevance of 9 

what students are being asked to do is clearly understood and appropriately tailored to 10 

individual student cohorts. Stand-alone study skills classes were found to be poorly 11 

attended, as the relevance of the skills being addressed were not understood within the 12 

context of students’ modules. Numerous suggestions and examples of ways lecturers 13 

can guide students emerged during the data collection and analysis, such as ensuring 14 

assessments are aligned to student interests, inviting guest lecturers to maintain 15 

student motivation, providing appropriate levels of feedback and ensuring lecturers are 16 

frequently available to deal with student concerns or questions as they arise. All of 17 

these relied on two fundamental prerequisites. Firstly, the need to understand the 18 

requirements of individual cohorts to ensure that guidance is appropriately tailored to 19 

address any independent learning skills gaps. Secondly, the necessity for effective 20 

communication to exist between lectures and their students to ensure their 21 

requirements can be identified any subsequent guidance can be effectively and clearly 22 

delivered.  23 

Several important barriers emerged over the duration of my research which presented 24 

difficulties for lecturers wanting to guide their student cohorts and I was unable to 25 

identify an existing solution to these problems from either my research participants or 26 

the literature. Firstly, the modular curriculum structure may not allow enough time for 27 

lecturers to get to know their cohorts’ backgrounds in sufficient depth to be confident 28 

that any integrated guidance offered is appropriately tailored. Consequently, where 29 

guidance is provided, there appeared to be a tendency to provide it without due 30 

consideration for student knowledge or skill levels. Secondly, some lecturers 31 

considered study skills development as being beyond their remit, or at least secondary 32 

to their perceived role as ‘knowledge providers’ and were therefore unlikely to willingly 33 
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dedicate enough time to understanding their cohorts needs. Finally, this situation was 1 

further compounded by additional demands on lecturers’ time which meant that the 2 

opportunity to engage with students in a way that lecturers can acquire this information 3 

fast enough to enable them to provide appropriate guidance was often lacking. 4 

Consequently, the time required for identifying appropriate guidance for individual 5 

student cohorts and the subsequent curriculum development was perceived as being 6 

unrealistic, particularly for lecturers with large and online cohorts. That is, the ability to 7 

discern student needs and expectations had been identified as a crucial prerequisite 8 

for introducing appropriately targeted guidance but lecturers were frequently in a 9 

position where they were unable to engage with their cohorts at the depth required. 10 

Therefore, I deduced that an intervention was needed to help address this issue. This 11 

led to the final stage of the research: the development and testing of the student 12 

experience and expectations survey, which gave lecturers the opportunity to gather 13 

data which can help lecturers offer appropriate guidance for each of their cohorts, 14 

where communication is difficult. 15 

6.2 Contribution to Knowledge 16 

This research has made three specific contributions to the field of education; the 17 

student experience and expectations survey, several sets of recommendations for 18 

lecturers and institutions to consider when considering study skills guidance and a 19 

unique approach to data collection within the field of education combing several 20 

established methodological approaches. This approach also demonstrated the 21 

suitability of using the Theoretical Domains Framework for Behaviour Change (TDF) in 22 

an educational setting. Each contribution will now be explained. 23 

6.2.1 The Student Experience and Expectations Survey 24 

The research uncovered the advantages of providing integrated study skills guidance 25 

to students specifically tailored to the needs of individual cohorts. However, the 26 

dependency on establishing an effective lecturer-student communication process to 27 

identify individual cohort requirements, was revealed as being problematic for lecturers 28 

without the available time to communicate in this way with their students. Lecturers 29 

suggested this could be related to lecturers’ additional, non-teaching related activities 30 

or because they are responsible for distance learners, where opportunities to interact 31 

are limited. This problem was especially difficult for lecturers in the case study 32 
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institution with large cohorts of students and no solution was suggested. The student 1 

experience and expectations survey addresses this problem by providing a unique 2 

modular level solution for lecturers with large cohorts through the implementation of a 3 

survey containing questions developed as a direct result of the information collected 4 

during the exploratory stages of the research and the subsequent literature review. The 5 

survey, which quickly and accurately ranks student responses to key questions 6 

relevant to their independent learning skills, enables lecturers to identify shortfalls and 7 

consider solutions within the context of their subject areas by using:  8 

• Likert questions, designed as a direct result of the exploratory research, which 9 

address the main issues pertinent to student approaches to independent 10 

learning without the need for open response questions, which I considered 11 

would impact too heavily on the time needed to analyse the data as well as 12 

risking the accuracy of the responses based on student concerns about their 13 

anonymity. 14 

• A tried and tested online approach to delivery, previously used for student 15 

satisfaction surveys within the case-study institution, enabling the survey to be 16 

completed within a 10 minute window during lectures or remotely. 17 

• A macro-enabled Excel spreadsheet, which delivers a report ranking areas 18 

where students would benefit from guidance or lecturer intervention, within 19 

minutes of the survey’s completion. Furthermore, I designed this to be easy to 20 

use with minimal Excel experience and readily available for anyone with access 21 

to Excel. 22 

I was unable to find examples of another intervention which offered this level of 23 

information with these limitations in mind. However, there was still an onus on 24 

individual lectures to factor in a small amount of time to deliver and consider the results 25 

of the survey, but the lecturers who agreed to pilot the survey in the final stages of the 26 

research unanimously agreed that the impact on their time was minimal considering 27 

the insight the results gave them. This opinion was reflected in the subsequent 28 

interviews where all the lecturers provided examples of changes they would make as a 29 

direct result of the feedback they had received (see section 3.3.3, p.112). The student 30 

experience and expectations survey was a unique and important output delivered as a 31 

direct result of the research process. 32 
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6.2.2 Recommendations and Guidance for Lecturers and Higher Education 1 
Institutions 2 

In addition to delivering a unique surveying tool, recommendations were also 3 

developed to be used in conjunction with the survey output, based on the research 4 

findings. These recommendations are broken down into individual questions and 5 

provided in appendix 8.10 (p.243). These are grouped within the nine main ‘domains’ 6 

(i.e. factors) identified during the Principal Component Analysis (PCA) and include 7 

guidance and recommendations relating to students’ approaches to studying, 8 

academic resources, social influences on students’ academic work, coping with 9 

problems, lecturers’ roles and responsibilities, emotions, feedback, social integration 10 

and motivation to learn.  11 

Additionally, this research provided a sound academic basis for recommending a set of 12 

considerations for institutions wanting to promote and encourage independent learning 13 

within their student cohorts. These are now summarised below: 14 

6.2.2.1 Recommendation 1: Encourage course leaders to provide guidelines to 15 

lecturers and students based on assimilated feedback from module 16 

leaders. 17 

This research demonstrates the importance of providing module specific guidance to 18 

students so they understand what is required of them in their independent study time, 19 

and that they have the independent study skills they need. However, the predominant 20 

modular structure can make this challenging. Most students enrolled at the case-study 21 

institution undertake short, termly modules, which include an assessed piece of work. 22 

This leaves very little time for lecturers to provide appropriate skills guidance, tailored 23 

to the subject area and the specific needs of individual cohorts. Course leaders could 24 

help alleviate some of the pressure by gathering feedback from module leaders to 25 

understand the independent study skills that they feel are required to do well in their 26 

module, the assessments methods they employ and the challenges their students 27 

encounter. The key points could then be circulated to all lecturers who teach on the 28 

course. Although this does not eliminate the need for assessing individual cohorts, it 29 

would provide a useful baseline for lecturers and would be particularly useful when 30 

considered alongside the results of the student experience and expectations survey, 31 

when implemented at the start of their modules. Course leaders could also consider 32 
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using this information to provide course specific guidelines to all students at the start of 1 

their courses, which may help attenuate any confusion. 2 

6.2.2.2 Recommendation 2: Provide staff development opportunities for 3 

lecturers who feel they could benefit from additional subject or skills 4 

related training. 5 

Lecturers are central to developing student skillsets. However, this research suggested 6 

that lecturers can, themselves, occasionally require additional guidance in certain 7 

areas. I suggest incorporating additional lecturer training opportunities where 8 

necessary. This may include offering appropriate IT training as lecturers are 9 

increasingly required to engage with educational platforms. For example, there was 10 

evidence at the case-study site of both lecturers and students only using Moodle at a 11 

very basic level. Similarly, there were perceived advantages within the institution for 12 

moving to a more interactive learning environment where lecturer roles move from one 13 

of knowledge disseminator to discussion facilitator, which are two different skillsets. 14 

The recent institutional move to Aula, which provides a more interactive experience is 15 

encouraging. 16 

6.2.2.3 Recommendation 3: Formally consult with lecturers about their student 17 

requirements in terms of resources, IT and teaching spaces. 18 

Student resource and IT requirements differ throughout higher education institutions, 19 

according to subject and level. Regularly reviewing the needs of students will help 20 

institutions understand where additional resources are needed, or where training 21 

should be offered to students. Where resources are found to be lacking, a consultation 22 

process of this nature will also alert lecturers to the possibility of needing to find 23 

alternative solutions to recommend to their students, which may also impact on their 24 

curriculum. Teaching needs should also be considered when allocating rooms as 25 

teaching spaces were sometimes unsuitable for planned activities, particularly where 26 

student interaction was required. 27 
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6.2.2.4 Recommendation 4: Encourage lecturers to use the student 1 

expectations and experience survey, developed in the latter stages of 2 

this research. 3 

Student abilities to decide upon, assess and adapt their approaches to learning is an 4 

ideal scenario (see figure 8, p.150). The reality is that guidance is needed for the 5 

majority of students entering higher education. Despite lecturers being well placed to 6 

provide such guidance, other work commitments can prevent them from dedicating 7 

enough time to ensuring they understand their cohorts and integrate appropriate 8 

guidance into their teaching. The student expectations and experience survey helps 9 

address this problem as it provides lecturers with information about their individual 10 

student cohorts without impacting heavily on lecturers’ time. Thus, enabling lecturers to 11 

consider and prioritise the guidance they provide to their students based on the 12 

requirements of their modules and courses. 13 

6.2.2.5 Recommendation 5: Reward lecturers who actively promote independent 14 

learning activities within their teaching and learning. 15 

The importance of recognising and rewarding good teaching has been highlighted 16 

elsewhere, particularly when it is not recognised in the same way as research related 17 

duties (Healey and Jenkins 2010:28, Chester et al. 2015:308). The case study 18 

institution’s performance review guidelines set out ways that teaching performance is 19 

recognised through practice and student achievement. There is one specific aspect 20 

within these guidelines where teaching practices used to demystify and promote 21 

independent learning could be used to evidence effective teaching: 22 

• Showing where learning activities have been designed that develop students’ 23 

research skills, critical thinking and reflection. 24 

The suggestion is to expand this statement, or add an additional bullet point, to reflect 25 

the ‘ideal’ independent learning scenario identified over the course of this research, 26 

where students are able to decide, assess and adapt approaches to learning without 27 

external guidance. Evidence of guidance provided by lecturers or integrated into their 28 

teaching which helps students achieve this aim could be explicitly encouraged and 29 

listed as appropriate evidence of effective learning and rewarded accordingly.  30 
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 1 

6.2.2.6 Recommendation 6: Strengthen relationships with feeder institutions. 2 

The conflicting educational expectations of students transitioning into higher education 3 

could be moderated by encouraging secondary and further education institutions to 4 

inform their students about the studying techniques required at University. Although 5 

this research has uncovered specific study skills needed across the higher education 6 

sector, it has also revealed the importance for teaching staff at these schools and 7 

colleges to understand and alert their students to subject specific studying techniques 8 

that they may be asked or expected to undertake when working independently during 9 

their degree course. My research suggests that this is currently not happening as 10 

lecturers frequently reported students embarking on their modules or courses without 11 

appropriate skills needed for effective independent learning.  12 

6.2.2.7 Recommendation 7: Prioritise interventions to encourage 13 

communication throughout institutions. 14 

Encouraging independent learning involves enabling and encouraging communication 15 

for several key reasons. Ideally, lecturers should: 16 

• Engage with students to understand their educational needs, deliver 17 

appropriate guidance, encourage them to undertake intrinsically motivated work 18 

and provide students with any necessary feedback. 19 

• Listen to student views and opinions and respond appropriately to their 20 

suggestions to encourage student engagement. 21 

• Collaborate with each other to help raise awareness of their students’ other 22 

commitments and demands on their time as well as sharing examples of good 23 

practice, such as the examples uncovered in the exploratory stages of this 24 

research. 25 

The above three points are heavily dependent on lecturer availability and so I 26 

recommend allocating time within lecturers’ workload for discussion with both 27 

students and their colleagues across the institution.  28 
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6.2.3 A Unique Methodological Approach 1 

Although my research strictly adhered to Glaser’s methodological recommendations, I 2 

used Principal Component Analysis (PCA) to successfully refine the student 3 

experience and expectations surveying tool, designed in response to the findings of the 4 

exploratory stages of the research, to help group the findings into appropriate factors 5 

for lecturers to consider. In addition to providing appropriately collated groupings for 6 

the subsequent survey output, this had two other advantages. The PCA helped me: 7 

• Reduce the length of the survey, making it quicker for students to complete 8 

and minimise the number of individual question responses lecturers were 9 

required to consider without losing any of the key information the exploratory 10 

findings suggested were important.  11 

• Discover a link between the factors identified, after considering the results of 12 

the PCA, and the Theoretical Domains Framework for Behaviour Change 13 

(TDF) (shown in table 27, p.172). Thus, strengthening the case for using the 14 

groupings suggested by the PCA as they relate to the TDF domains, which 15 

have been shown to be effective in promoting behaviour change in other 16 

contexts. The aim of my research was to encourage behaviour change in an 17 

educational setting (i.e. to encourage students to use their independent 18 

learning time more effectively). As the potential alignment with the TDF 19 

emerged, this suggested the possibility of applying the TDF for future research 20 

within the field of education. Previously, the TDF had been predominately used 21 

in a health setting. 22 

I was unable to locate any other research that has successfully combined a Glaserian 23 

approach to data collection with an established statistical procedure to further support 24 

and refine the findings. Therefore, I believe that my research also provides a unique 25 

methodological approach by successfully combining methodological approaches to 26 

strengthen and support research findings gathered using a grounded theory 27 

methodology, which could also be used in other research contexts. 28 

6.3 Acknowledging the Methodological Constraints 29 

The reasons behind my decision to adopt a Glaserian grounded approach to this 30 

research were outlined in section 2.3.1 (p.29).  This methodological approach ensured 31 

an appropriate intervention (the student experience and expectations survey) and a set 32 
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of recommendations were developed over the course of the research to help lecturers 1 

provide the guidance their cohorts need to become effective independent learners. 2 

Thus, successfully achieving the aim of this research. However, it is important to 3 

acknowledge the limitations of the study so the research can be understood within 4 

appropriate contexts. 5 

6.3.1 Participant Selection 6 

As I was approaching the research with the intention of keeping any pre-conceived 7 

notions to the minimum, I randomly selected participants to interview for the first stage 8 

of the research from across the institution’s faculties (please see section 2.3.2.1, p.39), 9 

irrespective of any other considerations. As per the methodology, the interviewees 10 

subsequently sampled for the second stage of the research were done so based on the 11 

theories derived from the first round of data collection, which stressed the importance 12 

of communication for helping students to learn independently. Based on the 13 

assumption that good communication was a key factor behind high student satisfaction 14 

ratings (Dziuban et al. 2005, Wu et al. 2010), lecturers were selected for stage two of 15 

the exploratory part of the research who were responsible for modules with high 16 

student satisfaction ratings. Although this selection was a direct result of the issues 17 

emerging from the data, it is important to recognise that an alternative sampling 18 

strategy could have been used. For example, I could have chosen to focus the second 19 

stage of the research on first-year students at the case study institution, which may 20 

have provided valid data, particularly as the importance of ensuring transitioning 21 

students understand what is required of them is paramount. However, I made the 22 

decision to target lecturers responsible for modules with high satisfaction ratings as the 23 

importance of good lecturer-student communication emerged from the results of the 24 

first stage of the research and I concluded that it was necessary to uncover areas of 25 

‘best practice’ within the case study institution. 26 

 27 

As a direct result of this strategy, there were actually no first-year modules identified. 28 

However, the lack of first year modules that were shown to have consistently high 29 

student satisfaction may be indicative of change required at this level, and identifying 30 

areas of ‘best practice’ proved to be an appropriate route, which provided valuable data 31 

for the research outputs. 32 
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6.3.2 Data Collection  1 

My intention at the start of the exploratory stages of the research was to use interviews 2 

as my primary method of data collection. Although most of the data was collected in 3 

this way, other data collection techniques were also used. More specifically, there were 4 

two separate occasions where a group discussion with students was held at the 5 

request of the lecturers rather than carrying out individual interviews with students. 6 

However, appropriate notes were made during the course of the discussion and I also 7 

reflected back on the comments straight after the discussion had taken place to make 8 

sure all the key points made were noted down correctly.  9 

The remaining data collection technique employed in the second stage of the research 10 

was to analyse the open response questions on students’ module satisfaction surveys. 11 

This decision was made as a direct result of the theories developed following the first 12 

stage of data collection. This was an effective way of gathering opinions from a larger 13 

number of students than would have been possible using interviews or focus groups, 14 

which proved to be an effective alternative. Nonetheless, by the very nature of the 15 

open response questions, it was not possible to delve deeper into the students’ 16 

comments which may have provided a more in-depth understanding but would 17 

ultimately have been too time-consuming and difficult to arrange with the resources 18 

that I had. Despite this, it was still possible to acquire enough data from this source to 19 

analyse and produce appropriate theories. Indeed, it was particularly suitable for a  20 

Glaserian approach as using this type of secondary data source meant that any 21 

dangers of exacting influence on responders was eliminated. Using the constant 22 

comparison method that was used for the interview data to analyse the open response 23 

questions also helped ensure my views and opinions did not influence the data. 24 

6.3.3 The Place, Depth and Focus of the Literature Review 25 

As discussed in section 2.3.1.2 (p.35), leaving the literature review until after the 26 

exploratory research and analysis was completed is a rarely adopted methodology. 27 

The majority of approaches dictate that the literature should be reviewed before the 28 

exploratory stages to identify areas which need further investigation (McCombes 29 

2019). Guidance on the correct use of literature was scarce (Giles et al. 2013) and, as 30 

such, I followed the advice of Glaser who explained how investigating the literature 31 

prior to the exploratory research goes against the principles of grounded theory which 32 
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emphasises discovery and emergence (Heath 2006). Therefore, my decision to delay 1 

minimised the possibility of a prejudiced data collection and analysis process, but it is 2 

important to recognise that a Glaserian approach to reviewing the literature does have 3 

inherent limitations regarding its depth and focus, which may lead to key academic 4 

texts being overlooked. However, the primary reason for my decision to adopt a 5 

Glaserian approach, was to ensure that the data collected was relevant to the research 6 

population and, as the areas identified for the subsequent literature review emerged 7 

directly from the data, I considered it appropriate to limit my literature interrogation to 8 

the key emerging theories. Additionally, and in line with the methodological guidance, I 9 

concluded the literature review process when no additional information was identified, 10 

thus ensuring a consistent methodological approach throughout the research, with the 11 

caveat that this could mean that commonly cited articles may have been missed. 12 

Subsequently, I argue that any limitation was not so much the timing of the literature  13 

review, which ensured important and related concepts for the research population were 14 

identified that may otherwise have been missed, but the subsequent depth of the 15 

review, which may have been limited by the constant comparison analysis process 16 

employed for the literature analysis. The possibility of failing to identify issues relevant 17 

for other research populations should, therefore, be noted. 18 

6.4 Suggestions for Further Research 19 

Although the research has successfully produced an intervention which has been 20 

tested at the case-study institution, the limitations highlighted above (section 6.3) 21 

suggest several areas where further investigation could be beneficial. More specifically, 22 

I recommend further work in three main areas: institutional initiatives, lecturer roles and 23 

responsibilities and the possibilities and implications of providing more nuanced 24 

approaches. 25 

6.4.1 Institutional Initiatives  26 

The surveying tool was successfully tested at a modular level with positive results for 27 

the lecturers who participated. Therefore, I would recommend further research 28 

exploring the possibilities for developing the intervention so it can be used at course, 29 

department, faculty and institutional levels. I would suggest this would be a fairly 30 

straightforward process for someone with rudimentary level of Excel knowledge.  31 



 

 

 

 
195 

An ideal scenario would see all students completing the survey on a yearly basis so 1 

their responses can be grouped at all levels to provide an accurate institutional 2 

overview in the same way student satisfaction data is currently considered. The 3 

procedural knowledge gained from conducting internal student satisfaction surveys at 4 

the case-study institution, could be used as a starting point for exploring an approach 5 

at this level. An appropriate cost-benefit analysis for implementing the survey at an 6 

institutional level would be required, although my data suggests an intervention at this 7 

level would be beneficial for students. Indeed, the knowledge gained from an 8 

intervention of this nature, if acted upon accordingly, could result in higher student 9 

satisfaction levels, which would have additional institutional benefits for league table 10 

placements. 11 

The information gathered from the participants suggested that many of the issues 12 

surrounding student expectations and skillsets could be circumvented for a large 13 

proportion of students before they arrive at University by creating and developing 14 

relationships between further and higher educational institutions. The findings from this 15 

research could be used as a springboard for discussions and/or interventions that aim 16 

to provide potential students with more realistic expectations of what living and 17 

studying at University is like. Therefore, I suggest exploring ways for strengthening 18 

relationships with FE colleges. 19 

The student experience and expectations survey was piloted with lecturers responsible 20 

for large cohorts. At the time of the study, it was not possible to conduct the survey with 21 

remote student cohorts. As the survey is completed online, regardless of where it is 22 

carried out, there is no technical reason why this would present a problem. However, 23 

the survey’s reliance on high completion rates to ensure an accurate representation of 24 

cohorts leads me to suggest that online completion rates should be tested. This is 25 

particularly important as the return rate for online student satisfaction surveys at the 26 

case-study institution has been shown to be lower than those surveys delivered during 27 

contact hours and could become increasingly important for online and distant learning 28 

as we adapt to the challenges the recent Covid-19 pandemic has created, which has 29 

necessitated more remote studying and learning. 30 
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6.4.2  Lecturers’ Roles and Responsibilities 1 

The important role lecturers play in guiding students in the skills they need to become 2 

independent learners was demonstrated throughout this project. However, the 3 

research has also highlighted additional issues around the role of skills provider that 4 

should be considered. Firstly, not all lecturers believe they should be required to 5 

provide this guidance and that students should either arrive at University with the skills 6 

they need, or have the ability to close their skills gap without further guidance from 7 

module leaders. My research suggests this attitude is unhelpful, so further research 8 

examining lecturers’ roles as study skills, as well as information, providers could 9 

provide the necessary background to consider ways of addressing this. 10 

Additionally, even if lecturers accept their role as skill providers, there were barriers 11 

identified that merited further investigation. Central to this are the demands placed on 12 

lecturers’ time, which my research highlighted as a barrier to implementing skills into 13 

the curriculum. As per my above recommendations (section 6.2.2, p.187), I would 14 

advise further research into how lecturers’ role descriptors can be amended to ensure 15 

an appropriate level of recognition is provided to lecturers who provide this level of 16 

guidance to their students.  17 

Finally, even though all lecturers who piloted the survey reported positive changes they 18 

would make as a result of the information gleaned from the results, this research did 19 

not investigate the impact of such changes. It would, therefore, be useful to understand 20 

how students felt about completing a survey of this nature and if they thought the 21 

issues important to them had been addressed. Further research could also consider if 22 

interventions made as a direct result of using the survey led to changes in student 23 

behaviour and whether this led to improvements in student retention and success. 24 

6.4.3 Exploring the Options for a More Nuanced Approach 25 

The intervention tool was developed to help lecturers who, for a variety of reasons, do 26 

not have the time or the resources for acquiring the necessary knowledge about their 27 

students to provide cohort specific study skills guidance. It was deliberately designed to 28 

be applicable for students regardless of their subject area, the level at which they are 29 

studying or the stage at the course they are at. The feedback from the pilot study 30 

suggests that this was well received and lecturers were able to consider their results 31 

within the context of their disciplines. However, there was a suggestion that this would 32 
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be even more useful if some context/subject specific questions could be added. 1 

Although this would have implications for a universal application, it is also an area 2 

worthy of further investigation when considering a further rollout. 3 

Additionally, no attempt was made to distinguish between demographic groups of 4 

students, the levels at which they are working, or the stage of their courses. As per the 5 

methodology, a random sample was taken from across the University for the 6 

exploratory stages of the research and, as the desire was to build an intervention for all 7 

students, there was no attempt made to focus on specific student demographics or 8 

subject areas. As a final recommendation, I therefore suggest a further quantitative 9 

study examining the wider impact of the survey and if it proves to be more beneficial for 10 

any specific groups of students. 11 

6.5 Concluding Remark 12 

This research has demonstrated the benefits of integrating study skills into the 13 

curriculum to help students approach their independent learning in ways that are 14 

suitable for the modules they are undertaking. The modular system in place at the case 15 

study institution, alongside increasingly large student cohorts, presented barriers for 16 

lecturers who found uncovering individual cohorts’ needs difficult. This made adapting 17 

their teaching difficult and time constraints added to the problem.  18 

The student experience and expectations survey, alongside the guidelines to be used 19 

with the survey results, provide a solution for lecturers whose circumstances make 20 

identifying student needs challenging as finding opportunities for lecturer-student 21 

communication becomes difficult. The pilot study illustrated the survey’s applicability for 22 

lecturers with large student cohorts but, as the survey is designed to be completed 23 

online with no requirement for the students to be present at the time of completion, it 24 

could also be employed with students working remotely. This is particularly timely at 25 

the time of this thesis submission as the Covid-19 pandemic, still very evident in the 26 

United Kingdom, means many more students are required to work remotely. 27 

 28 

  29 



 

 

 

 
198 

7 References 1 

Adelabu, O.A. (2014) ‘The Availability and Utilization of E-Learning Infrastructures for 2 

Teaching and Learning’. Mediterranean Journal of Social Sciences 3 

Ahmad, M.E., Sardar, A., Anwar, A., and M., R. (2018) ‘The Role of Information 4 

Technology on Teaching Process in Education; An Analytical Prospective Study at 5 

University of Sulaimani’. International Journal of Advanced Computer Science and 6 

Applications 9 (11) 7 

Al-Zaidiyeen, N., Mei, L., and Fook, F. (2008) ‘In-Service Teachers’ Attitudes towards 8 

the Use of Information and Communication Technology in Teaching Practice: The 9 

Case of Jordan.’ in 2nd International Malaysian Educational Technology 10 

Convention. held 2008 at Kuantan, Pahang Darul Makmur, Malaysia 11 

Anon. (2020) Cambridge Dictionary [online] available from 12 

<https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/effective> [15 January 2020] 13 

Anon. (n.d.) Aula Helps Coventry Univeristy Deliver Transformative Learning 14 

Experiences, at Scale. 15 

Armstrong, A. (2015) ‘Student Affairs and Higher Education Practitioners as Self-16 

Directed Learners: A Resource for Bridging Theory and Practice’. The William and 17 

Mary Educational Review [online] 3 (2), 1–6. available from 18 

<https://scholarworks.wm.edu/wmer> 19 

Ashwin, M. and Hirst, A. (n.d.) Student Perceptions of Self-Directed, Independent 20 

Learning During Master-Level Research. 21 

Atkins, L., Francis, J., Islam, R., O’Connor, D., Patey, A., Ivers, N., Foy, R., Duncan, 22 

E.M., Colquhoun, H., Grimshaw, J.M., Lawton, R., and Michie, S. (2017) ‘A Guide 23 

to Using the Theoretical Domains Framework of Behaviour Change to Investigate 24 

Implementation Problems’. Implementation Science 12 (77) 25 

Attard, A., Di Lorio, E., Geven, K., and Santa, R. (2010) Student-Centred Learning – 26 

Toolkit for Students, Staff and Higher Education Institutions. Brussels: Eurpean 27 

Students’ Union 28 



 

 

 

 
199 

Barbosa, A.F.S., Pereira, P.N.M., Dias, J.A.F.F., and Silva, F.G.M. (2014a) ‘A New 1 

Methodology of Design and Development of Serious Games’. International 2 

Journal of Computer Games Technology 3 

Barbosa, A.F.S., Pereira, P.N.M., Dias, J.A.F.F., and Silva, F.G.M. (2014b) ‘A New 4 

Methodology of Design and Development of Serious Games’. International 5 

Journal of Computer Games Technology [online] available from 6 

<http://dx.doi.org/10.1155/2014/817167> 7 

Barton, B. and Novak, J. (2017) Shift Responsibility for Learning onto Students. 8 

Bartram, A. (2009) Behaviour Change Interventions Tool. 9 

Bell, A., Mladenovic, R., and Price, M. (2013) ‘Students’ Perceptions of the Usefulness 10 

of Marking Guides, Grade Descriptors and Annotated Exemplars’. Assessment 11 

and Evaluation in Higher Education 38 (7), 769–788 12 

Belton, V. and Scott, J.L. (1998) ‘Independent Learning and Operational Research in 13 

the Classroom’. Journal of the Operational Research Society 49 (9), 899–910 14 

Berthelsen, C.B. (2018) ‘A Comprehensive Example of How to Conduct a Literature 15 

Review Following Glaser’s Grounded Theory Methodological Approach’. 16 

International Journal of Health Sciences 6 (1), 90–99 17 

Biggs, J.B. and Moore, P.J. (1993) The Process of Learning. 3rd Editio. Englewood 18 

Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall 19 

Blackwell, B. (1992) ‘Compliance’. Psychotherapy an psychosomatics 58, 161–169 20 

Bostock, J.R. (2018) ‘A Model of Flexible Learning: Exploring Interdependent 21 

Relationships Between Students, Lecturers, Resources and Contexts in Virtual 22 

Spaces’. Journal of Perspectives in Applied Academic Practice 6 (1), 12–18 23 

Brekenridge, J.P., Jones, D., Elliott, I., and Nicol, M. (2012) ‘Choosing a 24 

Methodological Path: Reflections on the Constructivist Turn’’. The Grounded 25 

Theory Review 11 (1), 64–71 26 

Broad, J. (2006) ‘Interpretations of Independent Learning in Further Education’. Journal 27 



 

 

 

 
200 

of Further and Higher Education 30 (2), 119–143 1 

Brown, A. (2018) ‘Engaging Students as Partners in Developing Online Learning and 2 

Feedback Activities for First-Year Fluid Mechanics’. European Journal of 3 

Engineering Education 43 (1), 26–39 4 

Brown, M.G. (2016) ‘Blended Instructional Practice: A Review of the Empirical 5 

Literature on Instructors’ Adoption and Use of Online Tools in Face-to-Face 6 

Teaching.’ Internet and Higher Education 31, 1–10 7 

Bullen, P. and Russell, M. (2007) ‘A Blended Learning Approach to Teaching First Year 8 

Engineering Degree Students’. in Proceedings of the International Conference on 9 

Engineering Education. held 2007. 3–7 10 

Çakmak, M. (2009) ‘The Perceptions of Student Teachers about the Effects of Class 11 

Size With Regard to Effective Teaching Process’. The Qualitative Report [online] 12 

14 (3), 395–408. available from <http://www.nova.edu/ssss/QR/QR14-13 

3/cakmak.pdf> 14 

Cashmore, A., Scott, J., Cane, C., Bartle, C., Dorum, K., Jackson, P., and Pennington, 15 

M. (2011) Belonging and Intimacy Factors in the Retention of Students – an 16 

Investigation into the Student Perceptions of Effective Practice and How That 17 

Practice Can Be Replicated. 18 

Červenka, P., Jurkovičová, L., Hrivíková, T., and Hlavatý, I. (2015) E-Learning in 19 

Augmented Reality Utilizing IBeacon Technology. in [online] held 2015. available 20 

from <https://www.researchgate.net/publication/281969523> 21 

Cestnik, B., Bohanec, M., and Urbanĉiĉ, T. (2015) QTvity. held 13 November 2015. 22 

Association for Computing Machinery (ACM), 334–341 23 

Chan, C.K.Y. (2016) ‘Facilitators’ Perspectives of the Factors That Affect the 24 

Effectiveness of Problem-Based Learning Process’. Innovations in Education and 25 

Teaching International [online] 53 (1), 25–34. available from 26 

<http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14703297.2014.961501> 27 

Charmaz, K.C. (2006) Constructing Grounded Theory: A Practical Guide Through 28 

Qualitative Analysis. UNited Kingdom: Sage Publications 29 



 

 

 

 
201 

Chester, A., Kienhuis, M., and Wilson, P. (2015) ‘Implementation of the Interteaching 1 

Model: Implications for Staff’. Innovations in Education and Teaching International 2 

[online] 52 (3), 300–309. available from 3 

<http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14703297.2013.845536> 4 

Chigerwe, M., Boudreaux, K.A., and Ilkiw, J.E. (2017) ‘Self-Directed Learning in 5 

Veterinary Medicine: Are the Students Ready?’ International Journal of Medical 6 

Education 8, 229–230 7 

Chiovitti, R.F. and Piran, N. (2003) ‘Rigour and Grounded Theory Research’. Journal of 8 

Advanced Nursing 44 (4), 427–435 9 

Christiansen, O. (2011) ‘The Literature Review in Classic Grounded Theory Studies: A 10 

Methodological Note’. The Grounded Theory Review 10 (3), 21–25 11 

Chung, I.F. (2013) ‘Are Learners Becoming More Autonomous? The Role of Self-12 

Access Center in EFL College Students’ English Learning in Taiwan’. Asia-Pacific 13 

Education Researcher 22 (4), 701–708 14 

Clune, A. (2020) ‘Using Technology to Cope with Covid-19 on (Or off) Campus’. 15 

Wonkhe [online] 13 (March). available from <https://wonkhe.com/blogs/using-16 

technology-to-cope-with-covid-19-on-or- off-campus/> 17 

Coffey, A. and Aktkinson, P. (1996) Making Sense of Qualitative Data: Complementary 18 

Research Strategies. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 19 

Conin, P., Ryan, F., and Coughlan, M. (2008) ‘Undertaking a Literature Review: A 20 

Step-by-Step Approach’. British Journal of Nursing 17 (1), 38–43 21 

Costello, A. and Osborne, J. (2005) ‘Best Practices in Exploratory Factor Analysis: 22 

Four Recommendations for Getting the Most From Your Analysis’. Practical 23 

Assessment, Research and Evaluation 10 (7) 24 

Cox, S. (2009) Case Studies for Active Learning [online] Birmingham. available from 25 

<https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/sites/default/files/ssg_cox_active_learning.pdf> 26 

Croasmun, J.T. (2011) ‘Using Likert-Type Scales in the Social Sciences’. Journal of 27 

Adult Education 40 (1), 19–22 28 



 

 

 

 
202 

Cutcliffe, J.R. (2000) ‘Methodological Issues in Grounded Theory’. Journal of Advanced 1 

Nursing 31 (6), 1474–1484 2 

Dafoe, N. (2013) Breaking Open the Box: A Guide for Creative Techniques to Improve 3 

Academic Writing and Generate Critical Thinking. Lanham, MD: Rowman & 4 

Littlefield 5 

Dali, K., Lau, A., and Risk, K. (2015) ‘Academically Informed Creative Writing in LIS 6 

Programs and the Freedom to Be Creative The Rhetoric of Self-Direction and 7 

Creativity and the Challenge of the Contemporary University’. Journal of 8 

Education for Library and Information Science 56 (4), 298–324 9 

Darnton, A. (2008) Reference Report: An Overview of Behaviour Change Models and 10 

Their Uses [online] available from <www.gsr.gov.uk> 11 

Deasy, C., Coughlan, B., Pironom, J., Jourdan, D., and Mannix-McNamara, P. (2016) 12 

‘Psychological Distress and Help Seeking amongst Higher Education Students: 13 

Findings from a Mixed Method Study of Undergraduate Nursing/Midwifery and 14 

Teacher Education Students in Ireland’. Irish Educational Studies 35 (2), 175–194 15 

Deepwell, F. and Malik, S. (2012) ‘On Campus, but out of Class: An Investigation into 16 

Students’ Experiences of Learning Technologies in Their Self-Directed Study’. 17 

Research in Learning Technology 16 (1), 5–14 18 

Demir, Ö., Yaşar, S., Sert, G., and Yurdugül, H. (2014) ‘Examination of the 19 

Relationship between Students’ Attitudes towards Computer and Self-Directed 20 

Learning with Technology’. Egitim ve Bilim 39, 257–266 21 

Denscombe, M. (1998) The Good Research Guide for Small Scale Social Research 22 

Projects. 1st edn. Philadelphia, PA: Open University Press 23 

Denzin, N.K. and Lincoln, Y.S. (2005) ‘Introduction: The Discipline and Practice of 24 

Qualitative Research.’ in The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Research. 3rd 25 

Editio. ed. by Densin, N.K. and Lincoln, Y.S. Thousand Oaks, CA.: Sage., 1–32 26 

Deochand, N., Costello, M.S., and Fuqua, R.W. (2016) ‘Recording an Excel® Macro to 27 

Specify Date Ranges for Clinical Data’. Behavior Analysis in Practice 9 (3), 230–28 

234 29 



 

 

 

 
203 

Deschacht, N. and Goeman, K. (2015) ‘The Effect of Blended Learning on Course 1 

Persistence and Performance of Adult Learners: A Difference-In-Differences 2 

Analysis’. Computers & Education 87, 83–89 3 

Deur, P. Van (2004) ‘Gifted Primary Students’ Knowledge of Self Directed Learning’. 4 

International Education Journal 4 (4), 64–74 5 

Dewi, A., Ramadhan, M.W., and Purbohadi, D. (2019) Chatting Facility Development 6 

on Computer Aided Instruction (CAI). held 25 January 2019. Association for 7 

Computing Machinery (ACM), 11–15 8 

Díaz, P., Zarraonandia, T., and Aedo, I. (2012) ‘Envisioning the Transformative Role of 9 

IT in Lectures’. Interaction Design and Architecture(s) Journal [online] (15), 7–17. 10 

available from <https://www.researchgate.net/publication/235338677> 11 

Dili, İ., Sınıflarında, E., Entegrasyonu, E., Öğrencilerinin, E., Çalışmalarına, E., Tutum, 12 

K., Senem, A., and Kaya, Ü. (2018) ‘Integration of Literature in ELT Classes: A 13 

Survey of the Attitudes of ELT Students towards the Study of Literature’. 14 

BAŞKENT UNIVERSITY JOURNAL OF EDUCATION 2018 (1), 51–60 15 

Dolan, P., Hallsworth, M., Halpern, D., King, D., Metcalfe, R., and Vlaev, I. (2012) 16 

‘Influencing Behaviour: The Mindspace Way’. Journal of Economic Psychology 33 17 

(1), 264–277 18 

Dreyer, C. and Van der Walt, J.L. (2013) ‘Learning and Teaching Styles: Empowering 19 

Diverse Learners in Tertiary Classrooms’. Koers - Bulletin for Christian 20 

Scholarship 61 (4), 469–482 21 

Dunne, C. (2011) ‘The Place of the Literature Review in Grounded Theory Research’. 22 

International Journal of Social Research Methodology 14 (2), 111–124 23 

Dweek, C.S. (1999) Self-Theories: Their Role in Motivation, Personality, and 24 

Development. Philadelphia, PA: Taylor & Francis 25 

Dyson, J., Lawton, R., Jackson, C., and Cheater, F. (2011) ‘Does the Use of a 26 

Theoretical Approach Tell Us More about Hand Hygiene Behaviour? The Barriers 27 

and Levers to Hand Hygiene’. Journal of Infection Prevention 28 



 

 

 

 
204 

Dziuban, C.D., Moskal, P.D., and Hartman, J. (2005) ‘Higher Education, Blended 1 

Learning and the Generations: Knowledge Is Power-No More.’ in Elements of 2 

Quality Online Education: Engaging Communities. ed. by Bourne, J. and Moore, 3 

J.C. Needham: MA: Sloan Center 4 

Elzubeir, M.A. (2009) ‘Graduate-Entry Medical Students’ Self-Directed Learning 5 

Capabilities in a Problem-Based Curriculum’. Saudi Medical Journal 30 (9), 1219–6 

1224 7 

Ershler, J. and Stabile, C. (2015) ‘The Learning Virus: An Affective, Contructivist 8 

Movement Shaped by Ultrasociality in the Age of Social Media’. in Constructivism 9 

Reconsidered in the Age of Social Media. ed. by Wehlburg, C.M. San Francisco: 10 

John Wiley & Sons, 5–22 11 

Eteokleous, N. and Ktoridou, D. (2012) ‘Community of Inquiry Developed through 12 

Cloud Computing for MIS Courses’. in IEEE Global Engineering Education 13 

Conference, EDUCON. held 2012 14 

Filippou, J., Cheong, C., and Cheong, F. (2015) ‘COMBINING THE FOGG 15 

BEHAVIOURAL MODEL AND HOOK MODEL TO DESIGN FEATURES IN A 16 

PERSUASIVE APP TO IMPROVE STUDY HABITS’. in Australasian Conference 17 

on Information Systems. held 2015 18 

Floyd, F.J. and Widaman, K.F. (1995) ‘Factor Analysis in the Development and 19 

Refinement of Clinical Assessment Instruments’. Psychological Assessment 7 (3), 20 

286–299 21 

Foley, A.R. and Masingila, J.O. (2014) ‘Building Capacity: Challenges and 22 

Opportunities in Large Class Pedagogy (LCP) in Sub-Saharan Africa’. Higher 23 

Education 67, 797–808 24 

Francis, R.W. (2012) ‘Engaged: Making Large Classes Feel Small Through Blended 25 

Learning Instructional Strategies That Promote Increased Student Performance’. 26 

Journal of College Teaching & Learning – Second Quarter 9 (2), 147–152 27 

Freedman, R. (2015) Enhanced Possibilities for Teaching and Learning: A Whole 28 

School Approach to Incorporating Multiple Intelligences and Differentiated 29 



 

 

 

 
205 

Instruction [online] available from 1 

<https://tspace.library.utoronto.ca/handle/1807/68677> [28 November 2015] 2 

Friedrichs, M., Shoshi, A., and Kleine, M. (2018) ‘Data-Driven Assessment of 3 

Potentially Inappropriate Medication in the Elderly.’ Studies in health technology 4 

and informatics 125–129 5 

Fuentes, J.L. (2009) ‘La Interacción Educador-Educando En Las Nuevas Modalidades 6 

Educativas’. RELADA-Revista Electrónica de ADA-Madrid 3 (127–134) 7 

Garrison, D.R. (1997) ‘Self-Directed Learning: Toward a Comprehensive Model’. Adult 8 

Education Quarterly 48 (1), 18–33 9 

Gendron, B., Kouremenou, E.-S., and Rusu, C. (2016) ‘Emotional Capital 10 

Development, Positive Psychology and Mindful Teaching: Which Links?’ The 11 

International Journal of Emotional Education 8 (1), 63–74 12 

George, R.A. (2013) ‘It Takes Courage to Be an Independent Learner – Scaffolding 13 

and Unscaffolding the Enquiry Based Learning Process’. in International 14 

Association of School Librarianship. Selected Papers from the... Annual 15 

Conference (p. 317). held 2013 at Brentwood. 317–326 16 

Gera, R., Libertini, J.M., Roginski, J.W., and Zupancic, A. (2018) ‘The Network Profile 17 

Summary: Exploring Network Science through the Lens of Student Motivation’. 18 

Journal of Complex Networks 6 (3), 470–484 19 

Gibbs, G. (1999) ‘Using Assessment Strategically to Change the Way Students Learn.’ 20 

in Assessment Matters in Higher Education. ed. by Brown, S. and Glasner, A. 21 

Buckingham: Society for Research into Higher Education and Open University 22 

Press, 41–53 23 

Giles, D., Smythe, E., and Spence, D. (2012) ‘Exploring Relationships in Education: A 24 

Phenomenological Inquiry’. Australian Journal of Adult Learning 52 (2), 214–236 25 

Giles, T., King, L., and De Lacey, S. (2013) ‘The Timing of the Literature Review in 26 

Grounded Theory Research: An Open Mind versus an Empty Head’. Advances in 27 

Nursing Science 36 (2), 29–41 28 



 

 

 

 
206 

Girden, E.R. (2001) Evaluating Research Articles From Start To Finish. Thousand 1 

Oaks, California, U.S.A.: Sage Publications 2 

Glaser, B.G. (1992) Basics of Grounded Theory Analysis: Emergence vs Forcing. 3 

Sociology Press 4 

Glaser, B.G. (2005) The Grounded Theory Perspective III: Theoretical Coding. 5 

Sociology Press 6 

Glaser, B.G. and Strauss, A.L. (1967) Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for 7 

Qualitative Research. 1st edn. New York: Chicago, Aldine 8 

Golubchikov, O. (2015) ‘Negotiating Critical Geographies through a “Feel-Trip”: 9 

Experiential, Affective and Critical Learning in Engaged Fieldwork’. in Journal of 10 

Geography in Higher Education [online] vol. 39 (1). Taylor & Francis, 143–157. 11 

available from <http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03098265.2014.1003800> 12 

Gray, I. (2003) Life Through Learning; Learning Through Life, The Lifelong Learning 13 

Strategy for Scotland. Glasgow 14 

Green, A. (2007) ‘Issues in the Transition from Post-16 to Higher Education: A Review 15 

of Recent Literature’. International Journal of Adolescence and Youth 14 (1), 77–16 

91 17 

Hanzu-Pazara, R. and Barsan, E. (2016) ‘Teaching Techniques – Modern Bridges 18 

between Lecturers and Students’. Latest Trends on Engineering Education 176–19 

181 20 

Hardika, H., Nur Aisyah, E., and Gunawan, I. (2018) ‘Facilitative Learning to Improve 21 

Student Learning Creativity’. Advances in Social Science, Education and 22 

Humanities Research 269, 186–189 23 

Harris, M., Chisholm, C., and Allan, M. (2010) ‘Lifeplace Learning for Effective 24 

Professional Development in Industry and Business’. Industry and Higher 25 

Education 24 (2), 135–141 26 

Hassel, S. and Ridout, N. (2018) ‘An Investigation of First-Year Students’ and 27 

Lecturers’ Expectations of University Education’. Frontiers in Psychology 8, 2218 28 



 

 

 

 
207 

Healey, M. and Jenkins, A. (2010) Strategies for Developing an Active Research 1 

Curriculum [online] available from 2 

<http://resources.glos.ac.uk/ceal/;http://resources.glos.ac.uk/tli/prsi/current/ugrese3 

arch/index.cfm;www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc/sociology/research/cetl/http://resourc4 

es.glos.ac.uk/ceal/resources/casestudiesactivelearning/undergraduate/index.cfm> 5 

Heath, H. (2006) ‘Exploring the Influences and Use of the Literature during a Grounded 6 

Theory Study’. Journal of Research in Nursing 11 (6), 519–528 7 

Henson, R.K. and Roberts, J.K. (2006) ‘Use of Exploratory Factor Analysis in 8 

Published Research: Common Errors and Some Comment on Improved Practice’. 9 

Educational and Psychological Measurement 66 (3), 393–416 10 

Herawati, N.T. (2017) ‘The Implementation of Self Regulated Learning Model Using Ict 11 

Media Toward the Students’ Achievement in Introduction to Accounting Course’. 12 

Journal of Accounting and Business Education 2 (September), 144–157 13 

HESA (2020) Higher Education Student Statistics: UK, 2018-19 [online] available from 14 

<https://www.hesa.ac.uk/news/16-01-2020/sb255-higher-education-student-15 

statistics> 16 

Hickey, G. (1997) ‘The Use of Literature in Research’. NTresearch 2 (5), 371–378 17 

Hockings, C., Thomas, Liz, Ottaway, Jim, and Jones, Rob (2018) ‘Independent 18 

Learning – What We Do When You’re Not There’. Teaching in Higher Education 19 

23 (2), 145–161 20 

Hope, J. (2016) ‘Being and Becoming a University Student First Generation Students in 21 

Higher Education: A Model of Transition’. in HE: Transforming Lives through Life-22 

Wide Learning? held 2016. 38–41 23 

Hostetter, C. and Busch, M. (2006) ‘Measuring up Online: The Relationship between 24 

Social Presence and Student Learning Satisfaction.’ Journal of Scholarship of 25 

Teaching and Learning 6 (2), 1–12 26 

Huang, Y.M. (2015) ‘Exploring the Factors That Affect the Intention to Use 27 

Collaborative Technologies: The Differing Perspectives of Sequential/Global 28 

Learners.’ Australasian Journal of Educational Technology 31 (3), 278–292 29 



 

 

 

 
208 

Hussein, M.T. El, Kennedy, A., and Oliver, B. (2017) Grounded Theory and the 1 

Conundrum of Literature Review: Framework for Novice Researchers. vol. 22 2 

Hussey, T. and Smith, P. (2010) ‘Transitions in Higher Education’. Innovations in 3 

Education and Teaching International 47 (2), 155–164 4 

Issa, Tomayess, Issa, Theodora, and Chang, V. (2012) ‘Technology and Higher 5 

Education: An Australian Case Study’. International Journal of Learning 18 (3), 6 

223–236 7 

James, O. (2013) ‘Strategies for Enhancing the Teaching of ICT in Business Education 8 

Programmes as Perceived by Business Education Lecturers in Universities in 9 

South South Nigeria’. International Education Studies 6 (10), 78–89 10 

Jang, H. (2017) Perfectionism and High School Adjustment: Self-Directed Learning 11 

Strategies as a Mediator Adoption Studies in Counseling View Project. [online] 12 

available from <www.japonline.org> 13 

Jedrinović, S., Ferk Savec, V., and Rugelj, J. (2019) ‘Innovative and Flexible 14 

Approaches to Teaching and Learning with ICT’. in Digital Turn in Schools - 15 

Research, Policy, Practice. Lecture Notes in Educational Technology [online] ed. 16 

by Väljataga, T. and Laanpere, M. Springer Nature Singapore Pte Ltd, 171–186. 17 

available from <http://link.springer.com/10.1007/978-981-13-7361-9_12> 18 

Jesus, I.S. de, Sena, E.L. da S., and Andrade, L.M. (2014) ‘Learning in the Informal 19 

Spaces and Re-Signification of the Existence of Undergraduate Students of 20 

Nursing’. Revista Latino-Americana de Enfermagem 22 (5), 731–738 21 

Kasworm, C. (1983) ‘Self-Directed Learning and Lifespan Development’. International 22 

Journal of Lifelong Education 2 (1), 29–46 23 

Kember, D. and Gow, L. (1994) ‘Orientations to Teaching and Their Effect on the 24 

Quality of Student Learning’. The Journal of Higher Education 65 (1), 58–74 25 

Kemp, J. (2009) ‘The Listening Log: Motivating Autonomous Learning’. ELT Journal 64 26 

(4), 385–395 27 

Khiat, H. (2017) ‘Academic Performance and the Practice of Self-Directed Learning: 28 



 

 

 

 
209 

The Adult Student Perspective’. Journal of Further and Higher Education 1 

Killam, L.A. (2013) Research Terminology Simplified: Paradigms, Axiology, Ontology, 2 

Epistemology and Methodology. 1st Editio. Sudbury 3 

Koster, S. (2011) ‘The Self-Managed Heart: Teaching Gender and Doing Emotional 4 

Labour in a Higher Education Institution’. Pedagogy, Culture and Society 19 (1), 5 

61–77 6 

Kurtz, T., Gardner, B., Verplanken, V., and Abraham, C. (2015) ‘Habitual Behaviours or 7 

Patterns of Practice? Explaining and Changing Repetitive Climate-Relevant 8 

Actions’. WIREs Climate Change (6), 113–128 9 

Lai, K.W. and Smith, L.A. (2018) ‘University Educators’ Perceptions of Informal 10 

Learning and the Ways in Which They Foster It’. Innovative Higher Education 43 11 

(5), 369–380 12 

Lakbala, P. (2015) ‘Barriers in Implementing E-Learning in Hormozgan University of 13 

Medical Sciences’. Global Journal of Health Science 8 (7), 83–92 14 

Lambert, A.W., Johnson, T.L., Fox, M.W., and Wang, C. (2018) ‘Enhancing Community 15 

Education Through Innovative Teaching Strategies in a Baccalaureate Nursing 16 

Program’. Journal of Nursing Education 57 (4), 240–244 17 

Latif, L.A., Subramaniam, T.T., and Khatab, Z.. (2016) ‘Learner Profiling towards 18 

Improving Learner Success’. in International Conference on Open and Flexible 19 

Education (ICOFE). held 2016 at Hong Kong 20 

Lau, K. (2015) ‘“The Most Important Thing Is to Learn the Way to Learn”: Evaluating 21 

the Effectiveness of Independent Learning by Perceptual Changes’. Assessment 22 

and Evaluation in Higher Education [online] available from 23 

<http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2015.1118434> 24 

Lau, K. (2017) ‘To Be or Not to Be: Understanding University Academic English 25 

Teachers’ Perceptions of Assessing Self-Directed Learning’. Innovations in 26 

Education and Teaching International 27 

Lederman, D. (2020) ‘Evaluating Teaching During the Pandemic’. Inside Higher Ed 28 



 

 

 

 
210 

[online] 8. available from <https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-1 

learning/article/2020/04/08/many-colleges- are-abandoning-or-downgrading-2 

student-evaluations> 3 

Lee, K.S., Tsai, P.S., Chai, C.S., and Koh, J.H.L. (2014) ‘Students’ Perceptions of Self-4 

Directed Learning and Collaborative Learning with and without Technology’. 5 

Journal of Computer Assisted Learning 30, 425–437 6 

Lemanski, C. (2011) ‘Access and Assessment? Incentives for Independent Study’. 7 

Assessment and Evaluation in Higher Education 36 (5), 565–581 8 

Levers, M.J.D. (2013) ‘Philosophical Paradigms, Grounded Theory, and Perspectives 9 

on Emergence’. SAGE Open 3 (4), 1–6 10 

Little, D. (1994) ‘Learner Autonomy: Atheoretical Construct and Its Practical 11 

Applications’. Die Neuren Sprachen 93 (5), 430–442 12 

Littlewood, W. (1999) ‘Defining and Developing Learner Autonomy in East Asian 13 

Contexts’. Applied Linguistics 20 (1), 71–94 14 

Locke, E.A. and Latham, G.P. (2004) ‘What Should We Do about Motivation Theory? 15 

Six Recommendations for the Twenty-First Century’. Academy of Management 16 

Review (29), 388–403 17 

Lowenthal, P.R. (2010) ‘The Evolution and Influence of Social Presence Theory on 18 

Online Learning.’ in Online Education and Adult Learning: New Frontiers for 19 

Teaching Practices. ed. by Kidd, T.T. Hershey, PA: IGI Global, 124–134 20 

Luckerhoff, J. and Guillemette, F. (2011) ‘The Conflicts between Grounded Theory 21 

Requirements and Institutional Requirements for Scientific Research’. The 22 

Qualitative Report 16 (2), 396–414 23 

Luzeckyj, A. (2006) ‘WHAT IS AT THE CENTRE OF THE DISCOURSE ABOUT 24 

STUDENT- CENTRED LEARNING ? Ann Luzeckyj University of South Australia’. 25 

in Harreveld, R.E. and Danaher, P.A. (eds.) Lifelong Learning: Partners, 26 

Pathways, and Pedagogies. held 2006. Central Queensland University Press, 27 

193–198 28 



 

 

 

 
211 

Al Maani, D. and Roberts, A. (2018) Measuring Learning Independence and Transition 1 

through the First Year in Architecture Transition into Learning Independence. A 2 

Narrative Study of Architecture Students’ Learning in the Design Studio View 3 

Project. in [online] held 2018. available from 4 

<https://www.researchgate.net/publication/327103858> 5 

Mahlatini, P., Pedzisai, C., Tsvere, M., and Mavhima, G. (2017a) ‘Students’ Evaluation 6 

on Teaching Performance of Lecturers in an Academic Department at Chinhoyi 7 

University of Technology (CUT), Zimbabwe’. International Journal of Advanced 8 

Research in Management and Social Sciences 6 (5), 8–21 9 

Mahlatini, P., Pedzisai, C., Tsvere, M., and Mavhima, G. (2017b) ‘Students’ Evaluation 10 

on Teaching Performance of Lecturers in an Academic Department at Chinhoyi 11 

University of Technology (CUT), Zimbabwe’. International Journal of Advanced 12 

Research [online] 6 (5), 8–21. available from <www.garph.co.uk> 13 

Mansell, A., Greene, B., and DeBacker, T. (2004) ‘Searching for Meaning: 14 

Epistemological Beliefs and Their Relationships with Motivation to Learn’. in 15 

International Conference on Motivation ‘Cognition, Motivation and Effect’. held 16 

2004 at Lisbon, Portugal 17 

Marcoul, I. (2006) ‘Implementing Independent Learning with Different HE Boundaries’. 18 

in Fanghanel, J. and Warren, D. (eds.) International Conference on the  19 

Scholarship of Teaching and Learning. held 2006 at London. Centre for 20 

Educational and Academic Practices, 351–356 21 

Mash, B., Marais, D., Van Der Walt, S., Van Deventer, I., Steyn, M., and Labadarios, D. 22 

(2006) ‘Assessment of the Quality of Interaction in Distance Learning 23 

Programmes Utilizing the Internet or Interactive Television: Perceptions of 24 

Students and Lecturers’. Medical Teacher 28 (1), e1–e9 25 

McCabe, A. and O’Connor, U. (2014) ‘Student-Centred Learning: The Role and 26 

Responsibility of the Lecturer’. Teaching in Higher Education 19 (4), 350–359 27 

McCombes, S. (2019) How to Write a Literature Review [online] available from 28 

<https://www.scribbr.com/dissertation/literature-review/> [2 July 2019] 29 



 

 

 

 
212 

McIvor, K., Degnan, A., Pugh, L., Bettney, L., Emsley, R., and Berry, K. (2018) 1 

‘Examining the Factor Structure and Psychometric Properties of a Guilt 2 

Management Scale (GMS)’. Behavioural and Cognitive Psychotherapy 3 

Mckendry, S. and Boyd, V. (2012) ‘Defining the “ Independent Learner ” in UK Higher 4 

Education : Staff and Students ’ Understanding of the Concept’. International 5 

Journal of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education 24 (2), 209–220 6 

Meyer, B., Haywood, N., Sachdev, D., and Faraday, S. (2008) Independent Learning 7 

Literature Review. Nottingham 8 

Montacute, R. (2020) Social Mobility and Covid-19. Implications of the Covid-19 Crisis 9 

for Educational Inequality [online] available from <https://www.suttontrust.com/wp-10 

content/uploads/2020/04/COVID-19-and-Social-Mobility-1.pdf> [2 November 11 

2020] 12 

Montalvo, S., Palomo, J., and De La Orden, C. (2018) ‘Building an Educational 13 

Platform Using NLP: A Case Study in Teaching Finance’. Journal of Universal 14 

Computer Science 24 (10), 1403–1423 15 

Moore, M.D. (1984) Concepts of Adult Education: Commentry. Open University Press 16 

Munro, S., Lewin, S., Swart, T., and Volmink, J. (2007) ‘A Review of Health Behaviour 17 

Theories: How Useful Are These for Developing Interventions to Promote Long-18 

Term Medication Adherence for TB and HIV/AIDS?’ BMC Public Health 7 (104), 19 

1–16 20 

Muongmee, S. (2007) ‘The Role Of Lifelong Learning And Self-Directed Learning In 21 

Educational  Reform In Thailand’. Educational Journal of Thailand 1 (1), 33–42 22 

Narendran, R., Almeida, S., Coombes, R., Hardie, G., Quintana-Smark, E., Zaher, N., 23 

Wang, H.-L., Chowdhury, A., and Stevenson, B. (2018) ‘The Role of Self-24 

Determination Theory in Developing Curriculum for Flipped Classroom Learning: 25 

A Case Study of First-Year Business Undergraduate Course.’ Journal of 26 

University Teaching and Learning Practice 15 (5) 27 

Nesi, H. (2012) ‘Laughter in University Lectures’. Journal of English for Academic 28 

Purposes 11 (2), 79–89 29 



 

 

 

 
213 

Netanda, R.S., Mamabolo, J., and Themane, M. (2019) ‘Do or Die: Student Support 1 

Interventions for the Survival of Distance Education Institutions in a Competitive 2 

Higher Education System’. Studies in Higher Education 44 (2), 397–414 3 

O’neill, K., Singh, G., and O’donoghue, J. (2004) ‘Implementing ELearning 4 

Programmes for Higher Education: A Review of the Literature’. Journal of 5 

Information Technology Education: Research 3, 313–323 6 

Ollo-López, A. and Nuñez, I. (2018) ‘Exploring the Organizational Drivers of Sexual 7 

Harassment: Empowered Jobs against Isolation and Tolerant Climates’. 8 

Employee Relations: The International Journal [online] available from 9 

<https://doi.org/10.1108/ER-04-2017-0074> 10 

Pajares, F. (2004) ‘Self-Efficacy Theory: Implications and Applications for Classroom 11 

Practice’. in International Conference on Motivation ‘Cognition, Motivation and 12 

Effect’. held 2004 at Lisbon, Portugal 13 

Pallant, J. (2013) SPSS Survival Manual: A Step by Step Guide to Data Analysis Using 14 

IBM SPSS. 5th Edition. Open University Press 15 

Peres, S.C., Mehta, R.K., and Ritchey, P. (2017) ‘Assessing Ergonomic Risks of 16 

Software: Development of the SEAT’. Applied Ergonomics 59, 377–386 17 

Pettigrew, S.F. (2000) ‘Ethnography and Grounded Theory: A Happy Marriage?’ 18 

Advances in Consumer Research 27 (Holbrook 1995), 256–260 19 

Phillips, C.J., Marshall, A.P., Chaves, N.J., Jankelowitz, S.K., Lin, I.B., Loy, C.T., Rees, 20 

G., Sakzewski, L., Thomas, S., To, T.-P., Wilkinson, S.A., and Michie, S. (2015) 21 

‘Experiences of Using the Theoretical Domains Framework across Diverse 22 

Clinical Environments: A Qualitative Study’. Journal of Multidisciplinary Healthcare 23 

8, 139–146 24 

Ponnan, Ramachandran, Malek, Marzura Abdul, Ambalavanan, B., Ponnan, R, Malek, 25 

M A, and Ambalavanan, Á.B. (2016) ‘Large Class Size and Student–Lecturer 26 

Learning Experiences at the Tertiary Level’. in Assessment for Learning Within 27 

and Beyond the Classroom. ed. by Tong, S.F. and Logonnathan, L. Springer 28 

Science+Business Media Singapore, 269–283 29 



 

 

 

 
214 

Prokofyeva, N. and Boltunova, V. (2018) ‘The Use of Mobile Technologies in the 1 

Education Process’. in BIR Workshops. held 2018 2 

Putnam, R. (2000) Bowing Alone: The Collapse and Revival of the Amerivan 3 

Community. New York: Simon & Schuster 4 

Raaper, R. and Brown, C. (2020) ‘The Covid-19 Pandemic and the Dissolution of the 5 

University Campus: Implications for Student Practice’. Journal of Professional 6 

Capital and Community [online] available from 7 

<https://www.emerald.com/insight/2056-9548.htm> 8 

Radwan, A. and Irvin, R.K. (2010) Information And Communication Technology 9 

Literacy: What Do Businesses Expect And What Do Business Schools Teach? 10 

Raidal, S.L. and Volet, S.E. (2009) ‘Preclinical Students’ Predispositions towards 11 

Social Forms of Instruction and Self-Directed Learning: A Challenge for the 12 

Development of Autonomous and Collaborative Learners’. Higher Education 57, 13 

577–596 14 

Ramos-Quintana, F., Sámano-Galindo, J., and Zárate-Silva, V.H. (2008) ‘Collaborative 15 

Environments through Dialogues and PBL to Encourage the Self-Directed 16 

Learning in Computational Sciences’. in Bubach, M. (ed.) ICCS, Part II. held 2008 17 

at Berlin. Springer-Verlog, 725–734 18 

Regan, J.A. (2012) ‘The Role Obligations of Students and Lecturers in Higher 19 

Education’. Journal of Philosophy of Education 46 (1), 14–24 20 

Roblyer, M. and Ekhami, L. (2000) ‘How Interactive Are YOUR Distance Courses? A 21 

Rubric for Assessing Interaction in Distance Learning.’ Online Journal of Distance 22 

Learning Administration [online] available from 23 

<http://www.wesga.edu/~distance/roblyer32.html> 24 

Romero-Martín, M.R., Castejón-Oliva, F.J., López-Pastor, V.M., and Fraile-Aranda, A. 25 

(2017) ‘Formative Assessment, Communication Skills and ICT in Initial Teacher 26 

Training’. Comunicar 25 (52), 73–82 27 

Ros, V., Keo, O., and Sophal, P. (2012) ‘Factors Promoting Independent Learning 28 

among Foundation Year Students’. The Cambodian Reviews of Language 29 



 

 

 

 
215 

Learning and Teaching   [online] 2, 37–52. available from 1 

<https://www.researchgate.net/publication/258008241> 2 

Scotland, J. (2012) ‘Exploring the Philosophical Underpinnings of Research: Relating 3 

Ontology and Epistemology to the Methodology and Methods of the Scientific, 4 

Interpretive, and Critical Research Paradigms’. English Language Teaching 5 (9) 5 

Da Silva, A.B. (2016) ‘Action Learning: Lecturers, Learners, and Managers at the 6 

Center of Management Education in Brazil’. Human Centered Management in 7 

Executive Education 219–233 8 

Simmons, L.D. (2013) ‘Factors of Persistence for African American Men in a Student 9 

Support Organisation’. The Journal of Negro Education 82 (1), 62–74 10 

Simpson, O. (2008) ‘Motivating Learners in Open and Distance Learning: Do We Need 11 

a New Theory of Learner Support?’ International Journal of Phytoremediation 23 12 

(3), 159–170 13 

Skaalvik, E. (2004) ‘Achievement Goal Theory: Classroom Applications’. in 14 

International Conference on Motivation ‘Cognition, Motivation and Effect’. held 15 

2004 at Lisbon, Portugal 16 

Smit, I. and Goede, R. (2014) Dooyeweerd Is Watching You: Using Instant Messaging 17 

to Prepare for Assessment. 18 

Smith, R. (2007) ‘An Overview of Research on Student Support: Helping Students to 19 

Achieve or Achieving Institutional Targets? Nurture or de-Nature?’ in Teaching in 20 

Higher Education. vol. 12 (5–6). 683–695 21 

Suarman, S. (2015) ‘Teaching Quality and Students Satisfaction: The Intermediatory 22 

Role of Relationship between Lecturers and Students of the Higher Learning 23 

Institutes’. Mediterranean Journal of Social Sciences 6 (2), 626–632 24 

Taghipour, A. (2014) ‘Adopting Constructivist versus Objectivists Grounded Theory in 25 

Health Care Research: A Review of the Evidence.’ Journal of Midwifery and 26 

Reproductive Health 2 (2), 100–104 27 

Tataroğlu, N., Karataş, A., and Erboy, N. (2015) ‘An Evaluation on the Process of 28 



 

 

 

 
216 

Being a Brand City of Muğla’. Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences 210, 1 

114–125 2 

Teclehaimanot, B. and Hickman, T. (2011) ‘Student-Teacher Interaction on Facebook: 3 

What Students Find Appropriate.’ Techtrends: Linking Research & Practice To 4 

Improve Learning 55 (3), 19–30 5 

Thielsch, A. (2017) ‘Approaching the Invisible: Hidden Curriculum and Implicit 6 

Expectations in Higher Education’. ZFHE 12 (4), 167–187 7 

Thielsch, A. (2019) ‘Listening out and Dealing with Otherness. A Postcolonial Approach 8 

to Higher Education Teaching’. Arts and Humanities in Higher Education 0 (0), 1–9 

17 10 

Thomas, L (2015) Access and Widening Participation in College HE. Briefing Paper 2: 11 

Student Retention. Attainment and Experience in College-Based Higher Education 12 

[online] available from <http://www.aoc.co.uk/sites/default/files/Briefing Paper 2 13 

Student Retention. Attainment and Experience in College-Based Higher 14 

Education_0.pdf> [11 September 2015] 15 

Thomas, Liz, Hockings, C., Ottaway, James, and Jones, Robert (2015a) Independent 16 

Learning: Student Perspectives and Experiences [online] available from 17 

<https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/assets.creode.advancehe-document-18 

manager/documents/hea/private/independent_learning_final_1568037336.pdf> 19 

[12 May 2021] 20 

Thomas, Liz, Jones, Robert, and Ottaway, James (2015b) Effective Practice in the 21 

Design of Directed Independent Learning Opportunities [online] available from 22 

<https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/sites/default/files/resources/Effective practice in 23 

the design of directed independent learning opportunities.pdf> [18 September 24 

2017] 25 

Tinto, V. (1975) ‘Dropout from Higher Education: A Theoretical Synthesis of Recent 26 

Research’. Review of Educational Research 45 (1), 89–125 27 

du Toit-Brits, C. and van Zyl, C.M. (2017) ‘Self-Directed Learning Characteristics: 28 

Making Learning Personal, Empowering and Successful’. Africa Education Review 29 



 

 

 

 
217 

[online] available from <http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/18146627.2016.1267576> 1 

Tsai, C.C. (2000) ‘Relationships between Student Scientific Epistemological Beliefs 2 

and Perceptions of Constructivist Learning Environments.’ Educational Research 3 

42 (2), 193–205 4 

Tuli, F. (2011) ‘The Basis of Distinction between Qualitative and Quantitative Research 5 

in Social Science: Reflection on Ontological, Epistemological and Methodological 6 

Perspectives.’ Ethiopian Journal of Education and Sciences 6 (1) 7 

UCAS (2020) 2019 End Of Cycle Report [online] available from 8 

<https://www.ucas.com/data-and-analysis/undergraduate-statistics-and-9 

reports/ucas-undergraduate-end-cycle-reports/2019-end-cycle-report> 10 

Ugural, M., Akyurek, S., and Tezel, E. (2018) ‘Learning Style Preferences of Students 11 

Studying in Foreign Language’. Modern Journal of Language Teaching Methods 8 12 

(9), 157–168 13 

Vansteenkiste, M. (2004) ‘Self-Determination Theory: Further Insights in Autonomy-14 

Supportive and Controlling Teaching Styles’. in International Conference on 15 

Motivation ‘Cognition, Motivation and Effect’’’. held 2004 at Lisbon, Portugal 16 

Vetterick, J., Garbe, M., Dähn, A., and Cap, C.H. (2014) ‘Classroom Response 17 

Systems in the Wild: Technical and Non-Technical Observations’. International 18 

Journal of Interactive Mobile Technologies (iJIM) 8 (1), 21–25 19 

Vlissides, N., Beail, N., Jackson, T., Williams, K., and Golding, L. (2017) ‘Development 20 

and Psychometric Properties of the Psychological Therapies Outcome Scale – 21 

Intellectual Disabilities (PTOS-ID)’. Journal of Intellectual Disability Research 22 

Vutha, R., Onn, K., and Phearak, S. (2012) ‘Factors Promoting Independent Learning 23 

among Foundation Year Students’. The Cambodian Reviews of Language 24 

Learning and Teaching 2, 37–52 25 

Wang, S. (2008) ‘The Effects of a Synchronous Communication Tool (Yahoo 26 

Messenger) on Online Learners’ Sense of Community and Their Multimedia 27 

Authoring Skills’. Journal of Interactive Online Learning [online] 7 (1), 59–74. 28 

available from <http://www.ncolr.org/jiol/issues/pdf/7.1.4.pdf> 29 



 

 

 

 
218 

Watanabe, E., Ozeki, T., and Kohama, T. (2011) ‘Extraction of Relations between 1 

Behaviors by Lecturer and Students in Lectures’. in 2011 IEEE International 2 

Conference on Automatic Face and Gesture Recognition and Workshops, FG 3 

2011. held 2011. 945–950 4 

Watkins, M.W. (2018) ‘Exploratory Factor Analysis: A Guide to Best Practice’. Journal 5 

of Black Psychology 6 

Webb, T.L., Sniehotta, F.F., and Michie, S. (2010) ‘Using Theories of Behaviour 7 

Change to Inform Interventions for Addictive Behaviours’. Addiction (105), 1879–8 

1892 9 

Weed, M. (2009) ‘Research Quality Considerations for Grounded Theory Research in 10 

Sport & Exercise Psychology’. Psychology of Sport and Exercise 10 (5), 502–510 11 

White, M.. (2012) ‘Turning the Camera on Yourself: Digital Video Journals in 12 

Educational Research.’ in Handbook of Qualitative Research in Education. 325–13 

341 14 

Wilkinson, K. (2008) ‘Using Breeze for Communication and Assessment of Internships: 15 

An Exploratory Study.’ Journal of Educators Online 5 (2), 1–15 16 

Williams, B., Onsman, A., Brown, T., Andrys Onsman, P., and Ted Brown, P. (2010) 17 

‘Exploratory Factor Analysis: A Five-Step Guide for Novices’. Journal of 18 

Emergency Primary Health Care (JEPHC) 8 (3), 1–13 19 

Winning, T., Skinner, V., Townsend, G., Drummond, B., and Kieser, J. (2004) 20 

‘Developing Problem-Based Learning Packages Internationally: An Evaluation of 21 

Outcomes’. Innovations in Education and Teaching International 41 (2), 125–144 22 

Wolfswinkel, J.F., Furtmueller, E., and Wilderom, C.P.M. (2013) ‘Using Grounded 23 

Theory as a Method for Rigorously Reviewing Literature’. European Journal of 24 

Information Systems 22 (1), 45–55 25 

Wu, J.H., Tennyson, R.D., and Hsia, T.I. (2010) ‘A Study of Student Satisfaction in a 26 

Blended E-Learning System Environment.’ Computers & Education 55 (1), 155–27 

164 28 



 

 

 

 
219 

Yin, R.K. (1984) Case Study Research: Design and Methods. Beverley Hills, CA: Sage 1 

Publishing 2 

Yin, Robert K (1981) ‘The Case Study Strategy, a Serious Research’. Knowledge: 3 

Creation, Diffusion, Utilization [online] 3 (1), 97–114. available from 4 

<http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.839.7258&rep=rep1&t5 

ype=pdf> 6 

Zainal, Z. (2007) ‘The Case Study as a Research Method’. Jurnal Kemanusiann 5 (1), 7 

1–6 8 

 9 

  10 



 

 

 

 
220 

8 Appendices  1 



 

 

 

 
221 

8.1 Participant Information Form (Lecturers) 1 

Project Title: Life beyond the classroom: Helping university students become 2 
effective independent learners. 3 

Principal Researcher: Craig Bartle 4 

About Craig Bartle 5 

Craig Bartle is a research assistant in CUReS (Coventry University Research Solutions 6 
team based in Student Services) and a part-time PhD student in the faculty of Health 7 
and Life Sciences. Craig’s primary role is to assess student satisfaction and carry out 8 
research to help improve the student experience. The project we would like you to 9 
contribute to is Craig’s PhD project, which investigates students’ independent learning 10 
activities. 11 

About This Study 12 

All students in higher education are expected to undertake independent learning as 13 
part of their courses. This research aims to increase our understanding of students’ 14 
expectations and study habits, and whether they match the goals set by their tutors. 15 
This will help members of staff at Coventry University to understand more about how 16 
students learn which will help enhance the support and guidance given to students. 17 
 18 
What we would like you to do as a participant in this study 19 

As a member of teaching staff at Coventry University we would like to invite you to 20 
attend an interview with Craig to discuss students’ learning patterns at the University. 21 

How long we would like you to commit to the study for 22 

You are only required to commit to one interview with Craig, although he will be happy 23 
to meet with you on future occasions if this will be beneficial. The exact length of the 24 
data collection period will depend on the issues raised as the project progresses, 25 
although it will be for a minimum of one academic year. 26 

Are there any risks or disadvantages to taking part in the study? 27 

No direct risks, or disadvantages, to taking part in this project have been identified. 28 
However, if you feel uncomfortable taking part in the research, you are free to 29 
immediately withdraw from the study at any time. 30 

Confidentiality 31 
 32 
Data collected as part of this study will remain confidential and great care will be taken 33 
to ensure that no information will be included in any outputs that will make it possible to 34 
identify you. These outputs will include a PhD thesis and guidelines for staff and 35 
students at Coventry University. Other outputs may include contributions to the HEFCE 36 
learning gains project, conference presentations and academic publications. Any 37 
personal data you provide will be held securely and will only be accessible to Craig and 38 
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his supervisory team. Any video/audio recordings or transcripts will be destroyed at the 1 
end of the project. Each participant will be given a unique identification number, 2 
detailed on the attached participant consent form, which will be the only link to your 3 
details we will have. These forms will be stored in a safe locked cabinet, away from the 4 
data itself, and will be destroyed at the end of the project or upon your request. Access 5 
to raw data held on computer will also be password protected and destroyed at the end 6 
of the project. 7 

Possible benefits of taking part 8 

I hope that this research will provide you with an opportunity to reflect on your students’ 9 
study habits and how they are incorporated into your teaching. Additionally, as the 10 
research findings will be disseminated across Coventry University and, hopefully, the 11 
wider HE sector, this is an opportunity to help inform future policy decisions with a 12 
positive impact on the students’ experiences at Coventry University and other HE 13 
institutions. 14 

Your participation is entirely voluntary 15 
 16 
Your decision to participate in the study will not affect your academic status or any 17 
current or future relationships with Coventry University. If you decide to participate, you 18 
are free to withdraw at any time and request that all data you have provided is 19 
destroyed. 20 

Contact Information 21 

All queries can be sent to Craig in the first instance: 22 

Craig Bartle: ab8647@coventry.ac.uk 23 

Craig’s PhD supervisory team can also be contacted: 24 

Dr Christine Broughan:  hsx235@coventry.ac.uk 25 

Dr Caroline Wilson: ab5868@coventry.ac.uk 26 

Dr Arinola Adefila: ab0191@coventry.ac.uk 27 
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8.2 Participant Information Form (Students) 1 

Project Title: Life beyond the classroom: Helping university students become 2 
effective independent learners. 3 

Principal Researcher: Craig Bartle 4 

About Craig Bartle 5 

Craig Bartle is a research assistant in CUReS (Coventry University Research Solutions 6 
team based in Student Services) and a part-time PhD student in the faculty of Health 7 
and Life Sciences. Craig’s primary role is to assess student satisfaction and carry out 8 
research to help improve the student experience. The project we would like you to 9 
contribute to is Craig’s PhD project, which investigates students’ independent learning 10 
activities. 11 

About This Study 12 

All students in higher education are expected to undertake independent learning as 13 
part of their courses. This research aims to increase our understanding of students’ 14 
expectations and study habits, and whether they match the goals set by their tutors. 15 
This will help members of staff at Coventry University to understand more about how 16 
students learn which will help enhance the support and guidance given to students. 17 
 18 
What we would like you to do as a participant in this study 19 

As a student at Coventry University, we would like to invite you to attend an interview 20 
with Craig to discuss your learning patterns at the University. 21 

How long we would like you to commit to the study for 22 

You are only required to commit to one interview with Craig, although he will be happy 23 
to meet with you on future occasions if this will be beneficial. The exact length of the 24 
data collection period will depend on the issues raised as the project progresses, 25 
although it will be for a minimum of one academic year. 26 

Are there any risks or disadvantages to taking part in the study? 27 

No direct risks, or disadvantages, to taking part in this project have been identified. 28 
However, if you feel uncomfortable taking part in the research, you are free to 29 
immediately withdraw from the study at any time. 30 

Confidentiality 31 
 32 
Data collected as part of this study will remain confidential and great care will be taken 33 
to ensure that no information will be included in any outputs that will make it possible to 34 
identify you. These outputs will include a PhD thesis and guidelines for staff and 35 
students at Coventry University. Other outputs may include contributions to the HEFCE 36 
learning gains project, conference presentations and academic publications. Any 37 
personal data you provide will be held securely and will only be accessible to Craig and 38 
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his supervisory team. Any video/audio recordings or transcripts will be destroyed at the 1 
end of the project. Each participant will be given a unique identification number, 2 
detailed on the attached participant consent form, which will be the only link to your 3 
details we will have. These forms will be stored in a safe locked cabinet, away from the 4 
data itself, and will be destroyed at the end of the project or upon your request. Access 5 
to raw data held on computer will also be password protected and destroyed at the end 6 
of the project. 7 

Possible benefits of taking part 8 

I hope that this research will provide you with an opportunity to reflect on your study 9 
habits. Additionally, as the research findings will be disseminated across Coventry 10 
University and, hopefully, the wider HE sector, this is an opportunity to help inform 11 
future policy decisions with a positive impact on the students’ experiences at Coventry 12 
University and other HE institutions. 13 

Your participation is entirely voluntary 14 
 15 
Your decision to participate in the study will not affect your academic status or any 16 
current or future relationships with Coventry University. If you decide to participate, you 17 
are free to withdraw at any time and request that all data you have provided is 18 
destroyed. 19 

Contact Information 20 

All queries can be sent to Craig in the first instance: 21 

Craig Bartle: ab8647@coventry.ac.uk 22 

Craig’s PhD supervisory team can also be contacted: 23 

Dr Christine Broughan:  hsx235@coventry.ac.uk 24 

Dr Caroline Wilson: ab5868@coventry.ac.uk 25 

Dr Arinola Adefila: ab0191@coventry.ac.uk 26 
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8.3 Participant Consent Form 1 

Project Title:  2 

Life beyond the classroom: Helping University students become effective 3 
independent learners. 4 

Principal Researcher: Craig Bartle 5 

 6 

I have read and understand the attached participant information sheet and by signing 7 
below I consent to participate in this study.  8 

I understand that I have the right to withdraw from the study without giving a reason at 9 
any time during the study itself.  10 

 11 

 12 

Participant’s Signature: ________________________ Date: ___________ 13 

Print Name: ________________________________ ID Number: _______ 14 

 15 

 16 

Researcher’s Signature: ______________________ Date:  ___________ 17 

Print Name: ________________________________ 18 

 19 

 20 

 21 
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8.4 Stage 1 Interview Prompts (Students) 1 

Explore the following main areas with the student(s): 2 

• Why the student(s) came to be studying at [the case study institution]. 3 

Possible follow-up questions: 4 

o How did their expectation of University meet the reality? 5 

o Ask about problems and how they overcame them? Who do they 6 

approach for help? 7 

 8 

• What attributes the student(s) feel they need to succeed with their 9 

studies. 10 

Possible follow-up questions: 11 

o What drives you to want to study? 12 

 13 

• What the student(s) think independent learning is. 14 

Possible follow-up questions: 15 

o How do they learn? 16 

o Was any guidance/information offered about how to learn?  17 

o Ask about assessments and feedback 18 

o Which University resources do they use? How do they find them? 19 

 20 

• Is there anything the students would like to change about their course? 21 

  22 
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8.5 Stage 1 Interview Prompts (Lecturers) 1 

Explore the following main areas with lecturer(s): 2 

• What is their teaching background and what cohorts of students do they 3 

teach? 4 

 5 

• What do they think are the key attributes students need to be successful 6 

in higher education? 7 

Possible follow-up questions: 8 

o How prepared are their cohorts for studying in higher education? What skills 9 

should they have? 10 

o How do they assess student learning skills? (If at all) 11 

 12 

• How do they define independent learning? 13 

Possible follow-up questions: 14 

o Is any guidance offered to students about learning independently? If so, 15 

when/how? Is this assessed? If not, why not? What prevents them doing 16 

so? 17 

o Who do they think should provide study skills guidance? 18 

o What barriers do they see students coming up against when learning 19 

independently? Where do they seek help? 20 

o Do their students use the resources available to them? 21 

o Do they try and encourage their students to study independently? If so, 22 

how? If not, why not?  23 

o Can they identify ways courses or modules could be developed to 24 

encourage independent learning? 25 

  26 
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8.6 Stage 2 Interview Prompts (Lecturers) 1 

• Can you tell me briefly about your current and previous teaching experience? 2 

• What do you think makes good teaching? 3 

 4 

• How do you structure your classes, and for what reasons? 5 

o Does anything prevent you from teaching or structuring the classes in the way 6 

you would like to? 7 

o Does the curriculum/coursework require students to study in any particular 8 

ways? 9 

 10 

• Do you think that your students have the necessary background and study skills 11 

to succeed on your module? 12 

o Do you offer any study skills advice or training? 13 

 14 

• How do you promote student engagement? (and involve less engaged students) 15 

o What traits/attributes do the most engaged students demonstrate? What 16 

motivates them? 17 

o How do you encourage students to develop relationships with yourself and 18 

their peers? Is there scope for this to be improved? Does it need to be? 19 

o How do you maintain students’ interest in the module? 20 

 21 

• How to you encourage students to develop their learning skills? Do you think 22 

they need to? 23 

 24 

 25 
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Possible questions about individual comments from MEQ survey responses: 1 

o How do you support students and does this have any negative impact on you? 2 

o Do you see students helping each other? 3 

o How do you maintain and show your level of enthusiasm for your module? 4 

o What are the benefits of inviting external speakers in? How do you decide who to 5 

invite? 6 

o Do you have any tips to give to staff who would like to improve their MEQ score? 7 

 8 

 9 

 10 

 11 

 12 

  13 
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8.7 Stage 5 Interview Prompts (Pilot Survey Follow-up with Lecturers) 1 

• How did you find the delivery process? 2 
o Would you like to see any improvements? 3 

 4 

• How clear was the output?  5 
o What did you like/dislike?  6 
o Would you like to see any changes to it? 7 

 8 

• Do you think you will be able to use the data to help inform how you 9 
teach? 10 
 11 

• Did anything surprise you about the data? 12 
 13 

• What do you see as the main benefits for you as a lecturer to using this 14 
tool?  15 

o What about any benefits for your students? 16 
 17 

• Do you think the feedback justifies the time needed to deliver and 18 
consider the data? 19 
 20 

• Can you think of any other ways the tool could be used/delivered? 21 
 22 
 23 

• Any other comments? 24 
 25 

 26 
  27 
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8.8 The 58 Questions Used in the Pilot Survey  1 

Please note: The numbering used for these questions corresponds to the order of the 2 

questions as delivered to cohorts who participated in the pilot surveys before the 3 

number of questions were reduced following the Principal Component Analysis (PCA). 4 

For each question, the respondents chose from one of the following options: 5 

Strongly Agree        Agree        Undecided        Disagree        Strongly Disagree 6 

1. I am familiar with the objectives of my course.  7 

2. I believe I have the study skills I need to complete my coursework to the best of my 8 

abilities.  9 

3. My tutors are responsible for ensuring I complete the work required by my degree.10 

  11 

4. I am confident in my ability to orally present my work to my peers and lecturers.12 

  13 

5. Failing to do well in an assignment could negatively affect my future prospects.  14 

6. I usually find my lectures and tutorials interesting and engaging.  15 

7. It is sometimes necessary to change your approach to studying when starting a 16 

degree. 17 

8. I am not always sure how to find the best articles or books to help me with my 18 

coursework.  19 

9. I am confident that I can overcome any academic problems I might face during my 20 

degree.  21 

10. If I produce a good piece of coursework, it will have advantages for my relationship 22 

with my lecturer.  23 

11. Deciding which degree course to choose was difficult.  24 
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12. I usually find it easy to concentrate on my academic work when I am studying away 1 

from the classroom.  2 

13. I am unsure how to achieve the best marks for my coursework.  3 

14. I had the academic skills I need to do well at University when I started my degree.4 

  5 

15. As a student, it is important I do not challenge the information presented to me in 6 

my lectures.  7 

16. I usually have a clear plan of how often and when I will study.  8 

17. I sometimes feel nervous or worried about my academic work.  9 

18. The activities and/or coursework I have undertaken at the University have 10 

encouraged me to approach studying in new ways.  11 

19. Most of the people whose opinion I value approved of me coming to university.12 

  13 

20. I worry about the consequences of receiving negative feedback from my lecturers.14 

  15 

21. I usually understand the requirements of my coursework.  16 

22. I know how to use the resources available to help me with my academic work.17 

  18 

23. I usually have a clear plan for approaching my academic work, which I will stick to.19 

  20 

24. I can usually get access to the resources I need to use at the University.  21 

25. I am not sure how I would get help at the University if I have a question about my 22 

academic work.  23 

26. I would find, or have found, it uncomfortable or difficult working with other students 24 

during group work tasks/assessments.  25 
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27. My tutors are responsible for ensuring I understand how I should be studying at 1 

University.  2 

28. I tend to notice my successes more than my failures.  3 

29. I sometimes feel lonely while I am at University.  4 

30. I usually understand how to use the resources I need for my studies.  5 

31. I use social media platforms (e.g. Facebook) for discussions about my academic 6 

work. 7 

32. I was taught what to expect at University while studying at my previous educational 8 

institutions (before starting my current degree).  9 

33. Since starting my degree, I have been trained how to use the resources I may need 10 

for my studies.  11 

34. I am confident that I can work independently on coursework tasks outside 12 

timetabled classes.  13 

35. I sometimes doubt my ability to identify and address any gaps in my knowledge.14 

  15 

36. My future ambitions motivate me to overcome any barriers to studying.  16 

37. I usually act on the feedback and advice from my lecturers.  17 

38. I sometimes worry that I will look stupid in front of my friends and/or lecturers.  18 

39. I sometimes find it hard to keep track of my progress when I am carrying out my 19 

academic work.  20 

40. Over the past two weeks, I have been feeling unhappy and/or depressed.  21 

41. I believe that most of my lecturers are, or would be, willing to listen to any problems 22 

or opinions I have relating to my academic work.  23 

42. Deciding what to include in my coursework can be difficult.  24 
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43. I was taught about how to study at University before I started my degree.  1 

44. As a student, I should be careful not to criticise information contained in books or 2 

articles written by respected academics/subject experts.  3 

45. As an international student, I face more challenges at University than home 4 

students, which gives me an unfair disadvantage.  5 

46. I am confident that I can write assignments that are an acceptable academic 6 

standard. 7 

47. Covering something else on my agenda (e.g. jobs, family or other commitments) 8 

will sometimes have to take priority over my academic work.  9 

48. I expect my lecturers to provide guidance about using any resources needed for my 10 

course.  11 

49. I sometimes don't understand how the topics I have to study are relevant to the 12 

aims of my degree.  13 

50. When trying to focus my attention on my lectures or seminars I sometimes have 14 

difficulty blocking out distracting thoughts.  15 

51. Self-help materials explaining how to use the resources I need are not always 16 

available at the University.  17 

52. I sometimes have difficulty finding enough time to dedicate to my academic work.18 

  19 

53. I would be able to rely on my friends at the University to help me if I am struggling 20 

with my academic work.  21 

54. I have certain ways I like to study that I always try to stick to.  22 

55. I would always ask my lecturers for help if I could not find the information or 23 

guidance I need elsewhere.  24 

56. I find it easier to study if other students around me are also studying than when I 25 

am studying alone.  26 
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57. I worry that assessed group work tasks will have a negative impact on my overall 1 

mark. 2 

58. I worry that the values I consider most important are different to those of my 3 

University friends and/or lecturers. 4 

  5 



 

 

 

 
236 

8.9 Survey Intervention Tool (Example Output: Delivered on a Single Excel 1 
Page)  2 

8.9.1 Domain Summary 3 

 4 

8.9.2 Coping with Problems (Question Breakdown) 5 

 6 

4 Coping with Problems 79.4%

3 Social Influences on Academic Work 73.8%

8 Social Integration 69.4%

6 Emotions 68.2%

7 Feedback 51.7%

5 Lecturers' Roles and Relationships 51.0%

1 Approaches to Studying 50.4%

9 Motivation to Learn 35.6%

2 Academic Resources 19.9%

Domain
Lecturer 
Action 

Advised

4 Coping with Problems

STRONGLY 
AGREE

AGREE UNDECIDED DISAGREE
STRONGLY 
DISAGREE

LECTURER 
ACTION 
ADVISED

n

19 I sometimes feel nervous or worried 
about my academic work 36.4% 46.8% 7.8% 9.1% 0.0% 90.9% 77

17 Deciding what to include in my 
coursework can be difficult 6.5% 61.0% 14.3% 15.6% 2.6% 81.8% 77

18 I sometimes doubt my ability to identify 
and address any gaps in my knowledge 11.7% 46.8% 16.9% 20.8% 3.9% 75.3% 77

16
I sometimes have difficulty finding 
enough time to dedicate to my 
academic work

13.2% 34.2% 22.4% 26.3% 3.9% 69.7% 76

Question 
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8.9.3 Social Influences on Academic Work (Question Breakdown) 1 

 2 

8.9.4 Social Integration (Question Breakdown) 3 

 4 

8.9.5 Emotions (Question Breakdown) 5 

 6 

3 Social Inflences on Academic Work

STRONGLY 
AGREE

AGREE UNDECIDED DISAGREE
STRONGLY 
DISAGREE

LECTURER 
ACTION 
ADVISED

n

13
I worry that assessed group work tasks 
will have a negative impact on my 
overall mark

27.6% 31.6% 21.1% 18.4% 1.3% 80.3% 76

14
I find it uncomfortable or difficult 
working with other students during 
group work tasks/assessments

13.2% 35.5% 23.7% 21.1% 6.6% 72.4% 76

15

As an international student, I face more 
challenges at University than home 
students, which gives me an unfair 
disadvantage

18.8% 28.1% 21.9% 21.9% 9.4% 68.8% 32

Question 

8 Social Integration

STRONGLY 
AGREE

AGREE UNDECIDED DISAGREE
STRONGLY 
DISAGREE

LECTURER 
ACTION 
ADVISED

n

30
I worry that the values I consider most 
important are different to those of my 
University friends and/or lecturers

14.5% 40.8% 21.1% 21.1% 2.6% 76.3% 76

29 I sometimes worry that I will look stupid 
in front of my friends and/or lecturers 24.7% 24.7% 22.1% 18.2% 10.4% 71.4% 77

28
I find it easier to study if other students 
around me are also studying than when I 
am studying alone

7.9% 31.6% 35.5% 21.1% 3.9% 60.5% 76

Question 

6 Emotions

STRONGLY 
AGREE

AGREE UNDECIDED DISAGREE
STRONGLY 
DISAGREE

LECTURER 
ACTION 
ADVISED

n

25
I sometimes find it hard to keep track of 
my progress when I am carrying out my 
academic work

14.3% 42.9% 23.4% 19.5% 0.0% 80.5% 77

24 Over the past two weeks, I have been 
feeling unhappy and/or depressed

11.7% 24.7% 19.5% 31.2% 13.0% 55.8% 77

Question 
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8.9.6 Feedback (Question Breakdown) 1 

 2 

8.9.7 Lecturers’ Roles and Relationships (Question Breakdown) 3 

 4 

7 Feedback

STRONGLY 
AGREE

AGREE UNDECIDED DISAGREE
STRONGLY 
DISAGREE

LECTURER 
ACTION 
ADVISED

n

27 Failing to do well in an assignment could 
negatively affect my future prospects

41.6% 41.6% 9.1% 5.2% 2.6% 92.2% 77

26 I usually act on the feedback and advice 
from my lecturers

33.8% 54.9% 7.0% 4.2% 0.0% 11.3% 71

Question 

5 Lecturers' Roles and Relationships

STRONGLY 
AGREE

AGREE UNDECIDED DISAGREE
STRONGLY 
DISAGREE

LECTURER 
ACTION 
ADVISED

n

22
My tutors are responsible for ensuring I 
understand how I should be studying at 
University

15.6% 39.0% 19.5% 20.8% 5.2% 74.0% 77

21
My tutors are responsible for ensuring I 
complete the work required by my 
degree

13.0% 37.7% 15.6% 26.0% 7.8% 66.2% 77

20
Submitting good quality coursework has 
advantages for the relationship I have 
with my lecturer

15.6% 42.9% 23.4% 15.6% 2.6% 41.6% 77

23

The activities and/or coursework I have 
undertaken at the University have 
encouraged me to approach studying in 
new ways

19.5% 58.4% 15.6% 3.9% 2.6% 22.1% 77

Question 
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8.9.8 Approaches to Studying (Question Breakdown) 1 

 2 

1

STRONGLY 
AGREE

AGREE UNDECIDED DISAGREE
STRONGLY 
DISAGREE

LECTURER 
ACTION 
ADVISED

n

5 I tend to notice my successes more than 
my failures

9.1% 22.1% 20.8% 37.7% 10.4% 68.8% 77

2

As a student, I should be careful not to 
criticise information contained in books 
or articles written by respected 
academics/subject experts

5.2% 26.0% 27.3% 31.2% 10.4% 58.4% 77

4 I was taught about how to study at 
university before I started my degree

6.5% 36.4% 10.4% 32.5% 14.3% 57.1% 77

9
I sometimes don't understand how the 
topics I have to study are relevant to the 
aims of my degree

5.3% 27.6% 14.5% 36.8% 15.8% 47.4% 76

6 I regularly plan where and when I will 
study

16.0% 37.3% 13.3% 30.7% 2.7% 46.7% 75

3

I was taught what to expect at University 
while studying at my previous 
educational institutions (before starting 
my current degree course)

16.9% 37.7% 7.8% 23.4% 14.3% 45.5% 77

1
As a student, it is important I do not 
challenge the information presented to 
me in my lectures

3.9% 14.3% 26.0% 41.6% 14.3% 44.2% 77

7 I usually understand how to approach 
my academic work

20.8% 35.1% 26.0% 15.6% 2.6% 44.2% 77

8
I am unsure how I would get help at the 
University if I have a question about my 
academic work

10.4% 22.1% 9.1% 49.4% 9.1% 41.6% 77

Question 

Approaches to Studying
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8.9.9 Motivation to Learn (Question Breakdown) 1 

 2 

8.9.10 Academic Resources (Question Breakdown) 3 

 4 

  5 

9 Motivation to Learn

STRONGLY 
AGREE

AGREE UNDECIDED DISAGREE
STRONGLY 
DISAGREE

LECTURER 
ACTION 
ADVISED

n

34

When trying to focus my attention on 
my lectures or seminars I sometimes 
have difficulty blocking out distracting 
thoughts

10.5% 47.4% 22.4% 15.8% 3.9% 80.3% 76

31
I usually find it easy to concentrate on 
my academic work when I am studying 
away from the classroom

24.7% 35.1% 13.0% 24.7% 2.6% 40.3% 77

35
I use social media platforms (e.g. 
Facebook) for discussions about my 
academic work

21.1% 50.0% 6.6% 13.2% 9.2% 28.9% 76

32
I am confident that I can work 
independently on coursework tasks 
outside timetabled classes

42.9% 42.9% 9.1% 3.9% 1.3% 14.3% 77

33 My future ambitions motivate me to 
overcome any barriers to studying 31.2% 54.5% 13.0% 1.3% 0.0% 14.3% 77

Question 

2 Academic Resources

STRONGLY 
AGREE

AGREE UNDECIDED DISAGREE
STRONGLY 
DISAGREE

LECTURER 
ACTION 
ADVISED

n

12
Since starting my degree, I have been 
trained how to use the resources I may 
need for my studies

16.9% 57.1% 15.6% 6.5% 3.9% 26.0% 77

10 I can usually get access to the resources 
I need to use at the University 18.2% 62.3% 11.7% 5.2% 2.6% 19.5% 77

11
I know how to use the resources 
available to help me with my academic 
work

16.9% 68.8% 6.5% 3.9% 3.9% 14.3% 77

Question 
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8.9.11 All Questions Combined and Ranked According to Importance 1 

 2 

  3 

LECTURER 
ACTION 
ADVISED

27 Failing to do well in an assignment could negatively affect my future prospects 92.2%

19 I sometimes feel nervous or worried about my academic work 90.9%

17 Deciding what to include in my coursework can be difficult 81.8%

25 I sometimes find it hard to keep track of my progress when I am carrying out my 
academic work

80.5%

34 When trying to focus my attention on my lectures or seminars I sometimes have 
difficulty blocking out distracting thoughts

80.3%

13 I worry that assessed group work tasks will have a negative impact on my overall mark 80.3%

30 I worry that the values I consider most important are different to those of my 
University friends and/or lecturers

76.3%

18 I sometimes doubt my ability to identify and address any gaps in my knowledge 75.3%

22 My tutors are responsible for ensuring I understand how I should be studying at 
University

74.0%

14 I find it uncomfortable or difficult working with other students during group work 
tasks/assessments

72.4%

29 I sometimes worry that I will look stupid in front of my friends and/or lecturers 71.4%

16 I sometimes have difficulty finding enough time to dedicate to my academic work 69.7%

5 I tend to notice my successes more than my failures 68.8%

15 As an international student, I face more challenges at University than home students, 
which gives me an unfair disadvantage

68.8%

21 My tutors are responsible for ensuring I complete the work required by my degree 66.2%

28 I find it easier to study if other students around me are also studying than when I am 
studying alone

60.5%

2 As a student, I should be careful not to criticise information contained in books or 
articles written by respected academics/subject experts

58.4%

4 I was taught about how to study at university before I started my degree 57.1%

Question
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 1 

  2 

LECTURER 
ACTION 
ADVISED

24 Over the past two weeks, I have been feeling unhappy and/or depressed 55.8%

9 I sometimes don't understand how the topics I have to study are relevant to the aims of 
my degree

47.4%

6 I regularly plan where and when I will study 46.7%

3 I was taught what to expect at University while studying at my previous educational 
institutions (before starting my current degree course)

45.5%

1 As a student, it is important I do not challenge the information presented to me in my 
lectures

44.2%

7 I understand how to approach my academic work 44.2%

8 I am unsure how I would get help at the University if I have a question about my 
academic work

41.6%

20 Submitting good quality coursework has advantages for the relationship I have with my 
lecturer

41.6%

31 I usually find it easy to concentrate on my academic work when I am studying away 
from the classroom

40.3%

35 I use social media platforms (e.g. Facebook) for discussions about my academic work 28.9%

12 Since starting my degree, I have been trained how to use the resources I may need for 
my studies

26.0%

23 The activities and/or coursework I have undertaken at the University have encouraged 
me to approach studying in new ways

22.1%

10 I can usually get access to the resources I need to use at the University 19.5%

11 I know how to use the resources available to help me with mt academic work 14.3%

32 I am confident that I can work independently on coursework tasks outside timetabled 
classes

14.3%

33 My future ambitions motivate me to overcome any barriers to studying 14.3%

26 I usually act on the feedback and advice from my lecturers 11.3%

Question
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8.10 Individual Recommendations for Each Question on the Intervention Survey 1 
and their Associated TDF Domains 2 

 3 

 4 

Factor TDF Domains Recommended Considerations

1 As a student, it is important I do not 
challenge the information presented 
to me in my lectures

Social/Professional 
Role and Identity,
Intentions

Explain, preferably with appropriate and relevant 
examples, why it is the role of students to 
critically evaluate the information they are taught.

2 As a student, I should be careful not 
to criticise information contained in 
books or articles written by 
respected academics/subject 
experts

Social/Professional 
Role and Identity,
Intentions

Explain, preferably with appropriate and relevant 
examples, why it is the role of students to 
critically evaluate the information contained in 
books, journals and other academic texts.

3 I was taught what to expect at 
University while studying at my 
previous educational institutions 
(before starting my current degree 
course)

Knowledge Provide an overview of what students can 
expect at University, with reference to your 
course/module.

4 I was taught about how to study at 
university before I started my 
degree

Knowledge,
Skills,
Social/Professional 
Role and Identity,
Behaviour Regulation

Explain to students how you expect them to 
learn, prepare for their lectures/tutorials, and 
carry out their coursework. Focussing on the 
key learning skills for your module and course, 
using appropriate examples.

5 I tend to notice my successes more 
than my failures

Goals Explain how the work students are undertaking 
will contribute to their overall course aims and 
make clear to students how they can use any 
feedback or criticism levelled at their work to 
improve their future academic performance.

6 I regularly plan where and when I 
will study

Intentions Stress the importance of time-management, 
alongside the options students have in terms of 
the locations they can use. This may include 
taking into account of available time slots if 
working in laboratories or group study rooms.

7 I understand how to approach my 
academic work

Knowledge,
Skills,
Social/Professional 
Role and Identity

Explain to students how you expect them to 
learn, prepare for their lectures/tutorials, and 
carry out their coursework. Focussing on the 
key learning skills for your module and course, 
using appropriate examples.

8 I am unsure how I would get help at 
the University if I have a question 
about my academic work

Knowledge,
Beliefs about 
Capabilities

Outline all sources of help available to students 
on your course or module within your department 
and across the University. Ensure students 
understand when you are available to help and 
the options they have for contacting you. Ensure 
you are available at these times and put your 
students at ease about contacting you. Students 
should feel they are capable of undertaking a 
piece of work and asking questions will ensure 
they can complete their work accordingly.

9 I sometimes don't understand how 
the topics I have to study are 
relevant to the aims of my degree

Knowledge,
Goals,
Behaviour Regulation

Ensure the reasons for undertaking work are 
clearly explained to your students, particularly 
the benefits engaging with the work will have for 
their overall degree and subsequent ambitions. In 
this way students are more likely to adapt their 
studying behaviour to undertake the work.

Question

A
pproaches to Studying
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 1 

Factor TDF Domains Recommended Considerations

10 I can usually get access to the 

resources I need to use at the 

University

Environmental Context 

and Resources

Be aware of all the resources your students will 

need to complete your course/module and check 

their availability. Where these are found to be 

lacking, suggest alternative resources for 

students. 

11 I know how to use the resources 

available to help me with my 

academic work

Skills,

Beliefs about 

Consequences,

Environmental Context 

and Resources

Check your students have the necessary 

skillsets to use the resources they need. 

12 Since starting my degree, I have 

been trained how to use the 

resources I may need for my 

studies

Skills,

Environmental Context 

and Resources

Ensure your students receive the necessary 

training for the resources they need to use. In 

doing so ensure the relevance and importance of 

using the resources are stressed.

13 I worry that assessed group work 

tasks will have a negative impact on 

my overall mark

Beliefs about 

consequences,

Social Influences,

Behavioural 

Regulation

When incorporated well, group work can be an 

effective way of encouraging student interaction. 

However, lecturers should ensure any assessed 

groupwork tasks are not seen to be unfair on 

any individual group member and, very 

importantly, students should be made aware of 

the benefits of engaging and how the marks will 

be allocated fairly.

14 I find it uncomfortable or difficult 

working with other students during 

group work tasks/assessments

Social Influences,

Behavioural 

Regulation

Lecturers need to be aware of students who are 

not engaging and why. 

15 As an international student, I face 

more challenges at University than 

home students, which gives me an 

unfair disadvantage

Beliefs about 

Consequences,

Environmental Context 

and Resources,

Social Influences

International students may feel disadvantaged as 

they may experience lanuage and cultural 

barriers. Lecturers could consider some in-class 

group activities that involve a mix of international 

and home students so they can learn about each 

others cultures and raise awareness of the 

issues students face. 

16 I sometimes have difficulty finding 

enough time to dedicate to my 

academic work

Skills,

Beliefs about 

Capabilities

Students, who are often facing a higher level of 

acdemic freedom in terms of when, where and 

how they study than they are used to may need 

to be taught appropriate time-management skills. 

In this case lecturers should ask students about 

any issues that they feel are impacting on their 

time so an appropriate solution can be decided 

upon.

17 Deciding what to include in my 

coursework can be difficult

Skills,

Beliefs about 

Capabilities

Students may be unclear about what they are 

being asked to do for their assignments. 

Lecturers could help by providing verbal or 

written guidance in the form of a clearly written 

marking rubric. The expectation for students to 

learn beyond what is directed taught in lecturers 

and seminars should also be explained.

18 I sometimes doubt my ability to 

identify and address any gaps in 

my knowledge

Skills,

Beliefs about 

Capabilities,

Memory, Attention and 

Decision Processes

Lecturers should explain the processes and 

resources students have at their disposal to help 

them research and plug gaps in their knowledge 

base.

19 I sometimes feel nervous or worried 

about my academic work

Emotion It is important to try and identify which elements 

of their work students are concerned about so 

further guidance can be supplied. Lecturers 

should also be aware of any personal issues 

students may be experiencing and, if necessary, 

refer on to pastoral support.
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Factor TDF Domains Recommended Considerations

20 Submitting good quality coursework 
has advantages for the relationship 
I have with my lecturer

Reinforcement,
Intentions,
Social Influences,
Behavioural 
Regulation

Students who agree with this statement will be 
very likely to submit coursework that they think 
their lecturers will approve of. It is crucial that 
lecturers make it clear via appropriate guidance 
what they are looking, as any confusion may 
lead to unnecessary anxiety if they feel this will 
negatively affect the relationship they have with 
their lecturer. In particular students should be 
made aware that it is appropriate to challenge 
lecturer opinions through the use of appropriately 
sourced evidence.

21 My tutors are responsible for 
ensuring I complete the work 
required by my degree

Social/Professional 
Roles and Identity,
Social Influences

Students should be made aware that it is their 
responsibility to complete the work they are set 
and, while lecturers are available to help with any 
specific problems or concerns, it is the students' 
responsibility to ensure the work is completed to 
a satisfactory level and on time. 

22 My tutors are responsible for 
ensuring I understand how I should 
be studying at University

Social/Professional 
Roles and Identity,
Behavioual Regulation

Lecturers should ensure their students have the 
necessary skillsets needed to study at 
University. This is particularly important for 
transitioning students, who may arrive at 
University without the necessary skillsets or 
ability to choose the most appropriate courses of 
action. Ideally, all options should be covered and 
students should be then free to decide the most 
appropriate approach for the work they are 
undertaking.

23 The activities and/or coursework I 
have undertaken at the University 
have encouraged me to approach 
studying in new ways

Reinforcement,
Environmental Context 
and Resources

The recommended approach for encouraging 
students to study in certain ways is through 
appropriately directed activities and/or 
coursework. If this is an approach lecturers have 
used you would expect a large proportion of 
students to agree with this statement. If not, 
students may need further clarification.

24 Over the past two weeks, I have 
been feeling unhappy and/or 
depressed

Emotion Lecturers should encourage students to speak 
individually to them by making themselves 
available for private discussions. Lecturers with 
students who have agreed with this statement 
should also highlight the pastoral services that 
the University offers so that students are aware 
of all the options open to them.

25 I sometimes find it hard to keep 
track of my progress when I am 
carrying out my academic work

Skills,
Beliefs about 
Capabilities,
Intentions,
Emotion

Students who find it difficult to keep on top of their 
workload may become stressed and anxious. 
Lecturers should help such students by offering 
appropriate study skills guidance, focussing on 
time management and planning techniques.
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Factor TDF Domains Recommended Considerations

26 I usually act on the feedback and 
advice from my lecturers

Social Influences,
Behavioural 
Regulation

Lecturers have reported students acting on 
feedback which is focussed on the main issues. 
The suggestion is that too much feedback can 
be counterproductive and disheartening for 
students. One or two key points explained in an 
encouraging way, ideally with examples, is 
particularly effective.

27 Failing to do well in an assignment 
could negatively affect my future 
prospects

Optimism,
Beliefs about 
Consequences,
Goals

Lecturers can help alleviate worries about the 
negative impact of poor assignment performance 
by explaining how they can use the feedback to 
improve their performance moving forward and, 
where applicable, making clear the impact a 
particular mark will, or will not have on their final 
degree classification, which can often be 
perceived as greater than it actually is.

28 I find it easier to study if other 
students around me are also 
studying than when I am studying 
alone

Environmental Context 
and Resouces,
Social Influences

This question is about personal motivation and 
will help lecturers judge student predisposition to 
working with other students.

29 I sometimes worry that I will look 
stupid in front of my friends and/or 
lecturers

Social Influences This is a useful question to consider when 
incorporating group work into courses. Lecturers 
with students agreeing with this statement would 
be advised to explain how it is necessary to hear 
different opinions and points of view and how this 
can positively influence discussions and 
arguments that can be presented in their work.

30 I worry that the values I consider 
most important are different to 
those of my University friends 
and/or lecturers

Skills,
Social Influences

Lecturers with students who agree with this 
statement should stress that it is acceptable to 
hold different values and these can be put 
forward and supported with appropriately sought 
evidence in their coursework or in class or out of 
class discussions.

Feedback
Social Integration
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31 I usually find it easy to concentrate 
on my academic work when I am 
studying away from the classroom

Beliefs about 
Capabilities

Lecturers with students who diasagree with this 
question should consider finding out more about 
what is hindering their students' abilities to focus 

32 I am confident that I can work 
independently on coursework tasks 
outside timetabled classes

Skills Students may claim to be confident independent 
learners, but may not be producing work which 
backs this up. Conversely, students may not be 
confident that they are working well, but evidence 
may suggest otherwise. In either case, lectures 
should ensure their students have an appropriate 
grasp on the techniques they are using or could 
use for independent learning.

33 My future ambitions motivate me to 
overcome any barriers to studying

Optimism,
Goals

Lecturers with students who agree with this 
statement need to be aware of their students 
future plans and explain how their academic 
work relates to their future ambitions. If possible, 
asking potential employers in the field or alumni 
students can effectively provide these links and 
be very motivating for students.

34 When trying to focus my attention 
on my lectures or seminars I 
sometimes have difficulty blocking 
out distracting thoughts

Memory, Attention and 
Decision Processes

Lecturers should attempt to make their lectures 
more engaging. Although this will depend on the 
subject area, this could involve using in-class 
voting apps or asking student to answer 
questions throughout their lectures.

35 I use social media platforms (e.g. 
Facebook) for discussions about 
my academic work

Intentions,
Social Influences

Encourageing communication between students 
is considered desirable for promoting 
independent learning. Increasingly, 
communication takes place on social media 
platforms, but often this is not directly related to 
students' academic work. Lecturers could 
consider setting up dedicated discussion forums 
for students, although for the best possible 
chance of engagement this should be on 
platforms that students already know and are 
comfortable using or else this is unlikely to be 
successful.
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