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PRESENTATION OVERVIEW 

1)  Context 

2) Issues 

3) Project 

4) Reflections 

5) Future directions 
 

 

 

 



1) The Durham English Language Centre: supporting 
international students 

• Summer Pre-sessional – 500-600 students/year 

• In-sessional courses – free, open to all (6,592 in 2015/16) 

• Some discipline-specific courses (Law, Psychology, Business) 

• 1-to-1 consultations (more than 1,000 in 2015/16) – also free 

• We also do an MA in TESOL (nearly all international students) 

• I wrote and teach the Academic Writing Workshop, a 26-session  

     in-sessional course (spread over 3 terms: total 39 hours) 
  

• We collect feedback (online and written) 

• We have SSCCs 

• We run focus groups for In-sessional courses 
 

 

 

 

 



2a) BUT feedback is: 

• Mostly post hoc  
• Focuses on student satisfaction (not curriculum) 
• Not sufficiently fine-grained 
• Written in a second/third language! 
 
We don’t really ask students what they think they 
need/want to learn  

• not much face-to-face time with students in HE 
• we guess our success from students’ reactions to 

activities 



2b) Strange, given the clarion calls for 

greater student involvement in UK HE 

• Some of the HE literature, especially from the 
University of Glasgow (Catherine Bovill et al.)  

• The Higher Education Academy (HEA) website 

• The NUS (“Manifesto for Partnership”)website 

• Jisc (Open Resources) 
 

 Students in general in the UK (especially UGs) are considered to be 
unengaged (or at least, to need greater engagement)  

 International students are not mentioned in any of this literature 
(separate ‘internationalization’ agenda for recruitment purposes) 

 

 



2c) Also strange: international students 
‘in deficit’? 

 

Little or no account of the expert knowledge (Maton, 2014) that 
students bring to the academy, especially PGs, who may have: 
 

• Prior disciplinary/cross-disciplinary knowledge (through previous studies) 

• Professional knowledge (job/internships/volunteer work) 

• Pedagogic knowledge (teaching/volunteer work) 

• Cross-cultural/meta-cultural awareness (through travel/exchanges) 

• Linguistic expertise (interest in /love of ‘language for its own sake’) 

• Technological expertise (slide/graphic design, web-building, app-building) 

 

 

PLUS: Development of disciplinary and genre writing expertise at the UK uni: 

           UG 3rd year, Master’s from 2nd term, PhD after 2nd year review 

 

 



3a) So… a Pilot Project was born 

• Exploratory study: three UG 3rd-year students acted as 
“Student Advisers” and critiqued the same set of materials 
(main handout and lecture slides) from a no-stakes course: 
“The Academic Writing Workshop”  

• Reading up: the staff-student partnership literature – it says 
“start small”, so I did! (Cook-Sather, Bovill & Felten, 2014) 

• Applying for UKCISA funding: enough to pay for a part-time 
teacher to work with me, and for students to go to conferences 
(train + hotel) 

• Creating a new title for student participants: “Curriculum 
Adviser”(CAs) 

• Purposive sampling (see next slide) of CAs 
– 6 out of 7 were PGs (including one PhD candidate)  

– 6 out of 7 had attended the Academic Writing Workshop 

 

 



3 a) Talent-spotting – who knew? 

Of the 7 Curriculum Advisers in 2016/17: 

 
• 4 had cross-disciplinary expertise (important for my curriculum) 

• 2 had previous and/or current teaching experience, one at HE level 

• 2 had technical expertise (1 in building a website, building an app, 
using Prezi & PPT; 1 in using GIS and statistical software) 

• 1 had linguistic expertise: (eye for textual detail; an accomplished  
public speaker 

 

I think that if I had simply made a random sample of my PG students I 
would have found a similar range of skills, knowledge and “graduate 
attributes” 

 

 

 

 

 



3 b) How the project was run 

1) Invited students to take part as Curriculum Advisers (CAs) 

2) Informal interview: gave the CAs a lesson to critique 

3) Invited CAs back and note/record reactions 

4) Gave CAs a choice of materials, repeat stage 3) 

5) Changed the materials based on the CAs’ comments 

6) Piloted the materials with the next run-out of the 

Academic Writing Workshop course 

                             

Very simple process and took surprisingly little work time 

(it does take much longer if you do it as a research project 

with transcription & coding of interviews etc.) 
 

 

 

 

 



3c) What’s in it for the Curriculum Adviser? (i) 

 

                EMPLOYABILITY: DEVELOPING GRADUATE ATTRIBUTES  

                            References - CV building - Title 

                                     Publication 

                                      Conference speaking 

                          Soft skills (negotiating, public speaking) 

 

                                         

 

 

LINGUISTIC 

• More contact time with 

a teacher 

• Help with language 

(CVs, cover letters) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

             

 

 

 

              

             

 

 

 

             

            SOCIAL 

• Chance to work with 

other students 

• Social networking 

(see next slide) 

• Altruism 

• Fun!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 3c) What’s in it for the Curriculum Adviser? (ii) 

           Above all... voice & agency 

“A chance to be 

taken seriously 

by the 

institution” 



   4a) What’s in it for the Curriculum? 

CAs said most of the materials are good enough, but: 

• Arial or Franklin Gothic are not good fonts for slides: Calibri 
is easier to read (more space around letters) 

• Our slides need to be more attractive! 

• Errors/mismatches between slides and handouts 

• Important information on handouts wasn’t always pointed 
out in class especially when it was on the last page 

• Students need to see a greater variety of text-types (genres) 

• CAs wanted a combination of big and small picture, with 
lots of examples, good and bad, in every lesson 

 



4b) What’s in it for the institution? 

• Interview & focus group data: students 
involved feel much more positively about the 
university 

• Spreading staff-student partnership projects 
to other departments – CAs agreed this could 
be done in any department, not just ELC 

• Good publicity for the university: not just the 
EAP (English for Academic Purposes) circuit 

 

 

 

 



4c) Other project outcomes 
 We went to some conferences in 2017 
• Terri – Lingua Durham, STORIES Oxford, NFEAP, Durham L&T 

• Terri & Tamara Barakat – BALEAP, Bristol 

• Terri & Ting Yang – CERA, London 

• Terri, Ting, Tamara, & Bohan Chen – In-house presentation at Durham 

• Michelle & Bohan – RAISE, Manchester 

• Ting & Natalie – Kaleidoscope, Cambridge 

 

Also: Terri & Lily/Bohan will go to UKCISA 2018 in June 

 

 We wrote some Conference Proceedings Papers 
• Stories Oxford (Edwards, 2017) – published, available online 

 https://ora.ox.ac.uk/objects/uuid:d3efe3e9-b448-4085-bd1c-362f5a6612d4/ 

• BALEAP (Barakat & Edwards, 2017) – accepted, in press 

• Kaleidoscope (Schandri, Yang & Edwards, 2017) – under review 

 

FOR MORE ABOUT WHAT THE STAFF LEARNT FROM OUR INTERNATIONAL STUDENT 
CURRICULUM ADVISERS: PLEASE COME TO THE UKCISA CONFERENCE IN JUNE! 
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4d)Some concerns: (i) resource leeching 

          Gregory Hadley (2015) & (2017) 

 
Definition of resource leeching:  

            using free resources (students!)  

            as a resource enhancement  

            in response to resource denial 

 

• Staff don’t have a budget for projects 

• Increased workloads for HE staff 

• Have to ‘carve out time’ (Hadley, 2015, p.85) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



4d)Some concerns: (ii) how do we 

define expertise? 
Question asked at NFEAP conference, Oslo 

 
• Are students really “expert knowers” (Maton, 2014)? 
• Surely staff know more than they do? 
 

– I know about ELT, archaeology, ancient history/classics, but nothing else  
– I did not do my Bachelor’s or Master’s degree at Durham 
– I don’t know what it’s like to be an international student 
– I have never written an academic essay in a foreign language 
– I’ve worked in 3 countries, but my students seldom come from these 
– I have smatterings of various languages, but not Chinese or Arabic 
– I have never been to the Middle East, Eastern Europe, Africa or South America 

 
SO: I DON’T KNOW ENOUGH TO HELP MY STUDENTS AS MUCH AS I 

WOULD LIKE TO 
 

 
 



4d)Some concerns: (iii) fairness to 

other students 
Question asked at departmental presentation: is it fair 
that a very small number of students were chosen for 
this project? 
 
See: Andrea English (2016). Humility, listening and 
‘teaching in a strong sense’. Logos and Episteme, 7(4), 
529-554 
 
• Answer to the question: we will open the project up 

next year to all volunteers and “spread the world” 
• We will try to recruit earlier in the year 
 
 



  5a)  Future directions for the project:  

• Creating video outputs for the VLE (Blackboard) in 
L1, L2? 

• Building a regular & sustainable cycle of CA input  
(CAs said this should be done every year) 

• Going larger (with the NUS or with another 
department?) 

• Linking the project with employability (working with 
the Careers department?) 

• Convincing more people to try projects like this (when 
students present at conferences it seems to impress 
audiences!)   

• Having students work in partnership with 
administration: liaison/interpretation/advisory roles 

              



 5b)  Future directions for Curriculum Advisers  

                   

A  paid role too? 



Thank you for listening! 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



And many thanks to our sponsors 

We couldn’t have done it without you 



If you want to try building a staff-student 
partnership, these books are excellent: 

Picture source: amazon.co.uk 
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