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The challenge

In response to Covid-19 in March 2020, universities across the higher education (HE)
sector pivoted their teaching, learning and support online. As a team of Academic Skills
Advisors (ASAS) at a northwest United Kingdom (UK) university who support students with
a range of academic skills, including academic writing and information literacy, we too
made the pandemic pivot. In March 2021 we needed to start planning for the coming year.
In this paper we discuss our critical reflection on relocating our academic skills support

fully online and consider how these reflections will help shape our future provision.

The response

We adopted Brookfield’s critical reflection model (2017) — an evidence-based approach —
to frame our reflections. This model offered four lenses for critical reflection (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Brookfield’s four lenses model (2017).
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Personal experience

Brookfield (2017) argues that it is important to include personal stories or anecdotes in any
critical reflection, and that reflection can be useful as a ‘collective enterprise’. Six months
after moving our academic skills support online, our ASAs reflected, both individually and
collectively, on how their approach to the delivery of skills support had changed. Key

considerations included:

¢ Difficulties measuring student engagement online.

e The challenge of balancing activities and interactions online.

e The importance of communities of practice and colleagues’ support.

e A need to upskill the team (digital skills and learning technologies).

e Moving support created an opportunity to improve accessibility and promote an

inclusive learning environment in some areas of provision.

Impact on time and resource implications.

Students’ eyes
Obtaining student feedback can be challenging; however, a student-facing evaluation
framework was already embedded within our existing practice, and we were easily able to

broaden our usual feedback mechanisms. As well as more formal mechanisms, informal
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student feedback received during appointments, webinars, via email and across our social
media channels was also collated and synthesised. Whilst Brookfield (2017) argues that
the most important pedagogic knowledge we need as practitioners is an awareness of how
students experience learning, he also recognises the ‘dangers of taking student definitions
at face value’. Key findings, in addition to a general appreciation that support remained

available and accessible, included:

1-2-1 appointment feedback:
e 100% satisfied with the structure and content of online appointments.
e 93.8% satisfied or very satisfied with the appointment being online.
o 25% would prefer in person, 25% would prefer online, and 50% would like both
options to choose from.

Webinar feedback:
e Several students commented on the benefits of re-watching sessions.
e 81% agreed or strongly agreed that the webinar content stimulated their learning.

e 82% agreed or strongly agreed that the webinar was useful for their course.

Colleagues’ experiences

As 2020 ended, we invited academic colleagues to feed back on our virtual support.
Brookfield (2017) describes ‘critical friends’ as being at the heart of the reflective process.
He suggests that talking to colleagues helps practitioners to ‘check, verify or reframe

assumptions’ and ‘offer multiple perspectives’ (Brookfield, 2017).

Whilst we remain mindful that the overall ‘gratitude’ for continued support will have had an
impact on associated feedback, key findings included:

¢ Online support had been ‘flexible’, ‘accessible’, ‘well planned’ and ‘valuable to [their]
students’.
e ‘Facilitators [ASAs] had great personalities and presence, ... so important given the

virtual nature of the sessions’.
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e Their ‘students were fully engaged, and staff were very encouraging and
supportive’.

e The option to receive support/content synchronously, asynchronously or via a
combination of the two was welcomed, and this often led to further discussions
around a ‘combination’ approach.

¢ Developmental feedback suggested including more ‘activity’ or ‘practical tasks’, to
allow students to practise what they were learning (most notably around

referencing).

Theoretical literature

Brookfield (2017) describes theory as a way to test our understanding and to combat
‘group think’ (Brookfield, 2017). Whilst a lot has been written about online learning as a
concept, there is much less published and peer reviewed literature around pivoting
academic skills support. What we discovered in the literature fell into five key themes

which will help inform our future practice:

e Digital inequality: different levels of access to technology, equipment, software
and hardware, and varying confidence in seeking support (JISC, 2020a; Lambie
and Law, 2020; Nordmaan et al., 2020; Raaper and Brown, 2020).

e Misconceptions about digital skills: the assumption that students have the
necessary skills and competencies for learning online and learning to navigate the
different technologies and platforms, alongside the wide range of new terminology,
can be confusing for students (Adedoyin and Soykan, 2020; JISC, 2020b; Lambie
and Law, 2020; Watermeyer et al., 2021).

e Importance of student as partners: involving students in decision making
processes ensures their digital experience delivers what they need and shapes the
digital landscape for future students (JISC, 2020a; JISC, 2020b; Whelehan, 2020;
Jackson, 2020; 2021).

e Inclusive learning design: whilst the addition of technology does not automatically
improve learning design, content and presentation, it does provide an opportunity to

consider doing things differently; therefore, it is vital to keep good pedagogy at the
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heart of learning design, with technology used to enhance (not drive) the learning
experience (CAST, 2018; Adedoyin and Soykan, 2020; JISC, 2020a; JISC, 2020b;
Neves and Hewitt, 2020; Nordmaan et al., 2020; Watermeyer et al., 2021).

e Creating a sense of belonging: the lack of a physical ‘university space’ impacts on
students’ self-discipline, wellbeing and sense of belonging; universities need to
consider how to create a sense of community and belonging when delivering
teaching and support online (Stadtfeld et al., 2019; Elmer et al., 2020; Hodges et
al., 2020; Nordmaan et al., 2020; Raaper and Brown, 2020; Lederer et al., 2021,
Pownall et al., 2021).

Recommendations

Brookfield’s four lenses (2017) provided a robust framework for us to critically reflect on
our pivot online successfully. This model enabled us to understand the challenges and
implications faced by the ASAs, but equally the importance of having an established
community of practice and supportive team ethos. We learned a lot about student
preferences and expectations about their learning, which helped us clearly map out

our future without making assumptions about students’ needs. Receiving developmental
feedback and advice from our academic colleagues, who had also moved fully online, was
invaluable to our practice and delivery development. And through our evaluation and
findings we can contribute to the gap in the literature on pivoting academic skills support

online.

Other practitioners may wish to clearly map out an evaluation plan to ascertain what
feedback they wish to gather, and from where, before embarking on this model. We would

also recommend allowing ample time to synthesise and analyse the data.
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