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PART 1

UNDERSTANDING THE BOOK 
AND MEETING THE AUTHORS
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CHAPTER 1

ARTICULATING OUR GOALS
Origins, Audiences, and Structure

Many academics are surprised how little they know about 
writing and some are relieved finally to be able to admit it.  
(Murray 2009, 2-3)

For most academics, formal training on how to write “like a 
historian” or “like a biologist” begins and ends with the PhD, 
if it happens at all. (Sword 2012, 24)

How can a practice required of so many academics be so little 
understood and addressed? What are the implications of the lack of 
understanding and training that Rowena Murray and Helen Sword 
note in the quotes above for those new to the practice of academic 
writing, for those who have developed approaches that work for 
them, and for those in between? 

While there may be a dearth of dialogue about writing in, about, 
and for the academy in general, the lack of guidance for writing about 
learning and teaching in particular is what inspired the three of us 
to compose an article entitled “Writing Scholarship of Teaching and 
Learning Articles for Peer-Reviewed Journals” (Healey, Matthews, 
and Cook-Sather 2019). Two things happened as we drafted that 
piece for publication. The first is that the critical friends we asked 
for feedback—some of whom were established scholars with exten-
sive publication records and some of whom were new to academic 
writing—expressed enthusiastic appreciation for what we included 
(as well as offered useful suggestions for revision). The second thing 

Articulating Our Goals
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that happened is that we realized there was so much more to say—
and to learn. We decided to write this book to expand on what we 
addressed in that article and to build on the exchanges with colleagues 
it inspired. 

Our goal with this book is to model and to support the creation of 
and contributions to scholarly conversations about learning and teach-
ing in higher education across a wide range of genres. By “genre” we 
mean the kind or form of writing you select. For example, do you want to 
write an empirical research article, an opinion piece, a reflective essay, 
or a blog? As we discuss in part 2 of the book, approaches to creating 
and contributing to such exchanges in the academic community are 
inextricably linked to the ongoing processes of developing identities, 
clarifying your values, and learning through writing—processes in 
which all scholars of learning and teaching (faculty, academic staff, 
and students) must engage.

Who We Are as Learning and Teaching Scholars
Our purpose and focus are shaped by who we are and what we value. 
As the co-authors of this book, we share an interest in researching 
learning and teaching in higher education and have participated 
extensively in the growing national and international interest in the 
scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL). We have a particular 
interest in partnerships among students, faculty/academics, and others 
in learning and teaching, and we are three of the founding co-editors 
of the International Journal for Students as Partners (IJSaP). However, 
our formative experiences of inquiring into learning and teaching 
were influenced by having worked in three different disciplinary 
contexts and on three different continents. Moreover, we have worked 
in this arena for varied lengths of time and have distinct approaches 
to academic writing. We acknowledge that we share a Western 
perspective, we all come from English-speaking countries, and we 
are all white, cisgender scholars, and that our cultural backgrounds 
and personal identities have shaped who we are as scholars and how 
we see the world. We include some background on our development 
as learning and teaching scholars in Our Perspectives 1.1. 
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Our Perspectives 1.1

How have you developed as a learning and teaching 
scholar and writer?

Mick: I come from a disciplinary approach to teaching. After more 
than fifteen years researching and writing about economic geog-
raphy, my first learning and teaching publication developed from 
a reorganization of our first-year practical classes in geography at 
Coventry University, UK, in the late 1980s. Shortly after, I joined 
the editorial board of the Journal of Geography in Higher Education. 
It was only after winning a National Teaching Fellowship in 2000 
(through what is now known as Advance HE in the UK, which 
recognizes outstanding impacts on student outcomes and the teach-
ing profession in higher education), more than a decade after my 
first pedagogic publication, that I began to write more generally 
about learning and teaching issues. I grew as a learning and teaching 
scholar through engagement with the International Society for the 
Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (ISSOTL), co-editing the 
International Journal for Academic Development, and more recently 
becoming the inaugural senior editor of the International Journal for 
Students as Partners. Despite being the author of many publications, 
including several books, and being an experienced reviewer and 
editor, I have learned so much in preparing this book.

Kelly: I grew up as a white, middle-class tomboy from a broken 
home in suburban New Orleans—classic latchkey kid. My parents 
were not academic types although my mom was (what was then 
called) a secretary for thirty years in a university. Somehow (still a 
mystery to me) I ended up in a paid undergraduate research role 
in Professor Hill’s lab group at Louisiana State University, where 
I co-authored two papers on viral interactions with neurodegen-
erative diseases—my first foray in academic publishing. However, 
lab life was not for me, and I moved into science teaching in 
“failing schools” in New Orleans. Then along came Hurricane 
Katrina in 2005. I moved to Australia with no job prospects, newly 
liberated from all my worldly possessions, and cured of misguided 
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beliefs about certainty or long-term planning. A large, compre-
hensive Australian research-intensive university, The University 
of Queensland (UQ), hired me on a contract to support students 
from low socio-economic status backgrounds. Academic colleagues 
encouraged me to pursue a PhD, and the timing was right for me 
as UQ created a new academic role: teaching-focused staff who 
conducted SoTL instead of (or as well as, depending on who 
you asked) disciplinary research. With my skills as a teacher and 
curiosity about learning in university, I found myself enrolled in 
a PhD, mentoring teaching-focused academics and then becom-
ing a teaching-focused academic myself in 2010. UQ offered me 
tremendous opportunities to engage in research and academic 
writing. Two kids, a PhD, and two promotions later, I—still a weak 
but persistent writer—continue on with my brand of relentless 
stubbornness to figure this writing thing out. My development as 
a scholar has been haphazard yet enabled by the privilege I was 
born into and the sponsorship of key colleagues along the way.

Alison: I spent my childhood in a large, Victorian house in San 
Francisco filled with books that belonged to a mother who quoted 
Shakespeare at dinner. That early exposure may have contributed 
to my choice to major in English literature at college and to 
teach it at high school level for a number of years. My decision 
to complete a PhD in education was driven in part by my own 
desire to keep learning and in part by my desire to pursue a career 
focused on creating meaningful learning experiences for others. 
When I assumed leadership of the secondary teacher certification 
program at Bryn Mawr and Haverford Colleges in the United 
States in 1994, my priority was to create opportunities for second-
ary students to inform the preparation of future teachers—and a 
teacher colleague and I designed a program to do just that, which 
continues to this day (Cook-Sather 2002; Cook-Sather and Curl 
2014). In the early 2000s, I started to assume more responsibility 
for supporting the educational development of faculty at Bryn 
Mawr and Haverford Colleges, and I brought the focus of student-
teacher partnership to that work, particularly as it affirmed the 
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experiences and perspectives of underrepresented students (Cook-
Sather 2018a). The Students as Learners and Teachers program I 
developed became internationally known and emulated, and as 
I started publishing work on that program (Cook-Sather 2008, 
2011), I came into contact with learning and teaching scholars and 
practitioners who were also interested in students’ voices and roles 
in educational development. These multiple forms of privilege and 
a fairly single-minded commitment made my development as a 
learning and teaching scholar a fairly smooth process. 

Source: Based in part on Healey, Matthews, and Cook-Sather (2019, 
29-30)

Your perspective: What influenced your development as a learn-
ing and teaching scholar?

Since both our shared and our diverse learning and teaching 
identities inform our arguments, we use a collective “we” throughout 
most of the book but also integrate several “Our Perspectives” text 
boxes like the one above that include all three of our experiences 
and perspectives. Our intent is for our respective “voices” to surface 
our different experiences and views to illustrate our argument that 
there is no one way to write about learning and teaching or to be a 
“learning and teaching scholar.” For that reason and as an attempt to 
be, as best we can in a book format, in dialogue, we invite you—all 
of you—to address some of the same questions we tackle, as in the 
“Our Perspectives” text boxes. 

We also include across the chapters stories from more than 
twenty colleagues, both experienced and relatively new to writing, 
in “Reflection” boxes. Our goal in doing so is to reveal the array of 
lived experiences of writing—the joys, vulnerabilities, fears, risks, 
surprises, and excitement that go hand-in-hand with this hard, yet 
rewarding, emotional and intellectual work. To create, as best we can, 
a sense of ongoing dialogue, we include discussion questions in the 
introductions to each part of the book and at the end of each chapter. 
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Finally, we weave into our discussion personal communications 
we received from critical friends in response to drafts of the book. In 
this we model the importance of critical friends and show the way 
they offered insights, based on their experiences and viewpoints, that 
changed our thinking and the shape of a text. Citing these personal 
communications also models another form of conversation among 
scholars that is typically invisible labor (what Sword [2017a] refers to 
as the generous work of being in a scholarly writing community—
work that can burn people out). Conventional Western practices 
tell us to cite scholars in published outlets, which we do, but our 
integration of personal communications is our attempt to recognize 
people and the knowledge that they bring that moves us beyond our 
own, necessarily limited experiences and perspectives.

Intended Audiences and Our Terminology
How, what, when, and where students are learning are everyday 
discussions across campuses in North and South America, Europe, 
Africa, Asia, and Australasia. Therefore, the scholarship on such 
engagement needs to be broad and inclusive of a diversity of scholars. 
In this book we address members of several, sometimes overlapping 
groups: 

• academics—members of faculty (a term commonly used in 
North America), academic staff (common outside of North 
America), instructors, lecturers, librarians (who are considered 
faculty in some contexts), higher education researchers, and 
educational developers or those in similar roles that typically 
involve teaching and research responsibilities; 

• professional staff—learning designers, educational technologists, 
educational developers in non-academic/non-faculty positions, 
librarians (who are considered staff in some contexts), student 
services and student life staff, and non-teaching staff with essen-
tial roles to play in supporting teaching and student learning; and 

• students—graduate students, whom we consider to be emerging 
practitioners within higher education, and undergraduates, who 
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are increasingly engaging in learning and teaching inquiry in 
higher education. 

We anticipate that you will find the book useful if one or more 
of the following applies to you:

• you are knowledgeable about your disciplinary field but have 
had little opportunity to develop knowledge and write about 
higher education or engage in academic writing about learning 
and teaching;

• you strive to facilitate not only the work of developing teaching 
practices that support engaged learning but also wish to write 
about this work; 

• you already publish about learning and teaching in higher 
education in your discipline and want to revise some of your 
established practices and expand your identities as a writer; 

• you already publish about learning and teaching in higher 
education generally and want to review your writing practices 
and explore new ones;

• you want to write about learning and teaching and seek detailed 
guidance in navigating multiple forms of writing and concep-
tualizing your identity in ways that might be quite new and 
unfamiliar;

• you are pursuing a graduate certificate, master’s, or PhD in 
learning and teaching; 

• you are enrolled in undergraduate courses or graduate studies 
and are working in partnership with scholars on learning and 
teaching projects; or 

• you are an applicant for institutional, national, or international 
teaching fellowship or award, or you are making a case for 
promotion based at least in part on the excellence of your 
teaching.

The diversity of roles in higher education and the different 
language used internationally to name such roles complicate how 
we talk about each other and the work in which we are engaged. 
For the sake of clarity and inclusion, in the rest of this book we 
adopt the broad term scholar to refer to all three groups named above 
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(academics, professional staff, and students). This term aims to reflect 
our conviction that all of you can be learning and teaching scholars when 
you investigate and communicate about learning and teaching in a 
scholarly way. Sometimes, for the sake of simplicity, when it comes to 
you publishing your work, we refer to you simply as writers or authors.

Our Approach to Writing this Book
To be transparent about our own writing process as we offer guidance 
on writing, we want to share something of our approach to writing 
this book. We started by drafting the book proposal, including brief 
synopses and approximate word limits for each chapter. Though we 
had provisional discussions with our eventual publisher, we decided 
not to submit the formal proposal until we had drafted about one-third 
of the text. This proved to be an important decision, as we revised 
the content and structure in our initial proposal in several ways as a 
result of drafting the initial chapters. 

We allocated the task of writing the first draft of each chapter 
among the three of us based on our interests, previous experiences, 
and workloads. As we completed each draft, we sent it around to the 
others for critical comment. Sometimes we rewrote sections or added 
or deleted sections; in other cases, the changes were mostly minor 
edits or alterations to sentence construction to enhance readability. 
On a few occasions, one or another of us had a writing block and 
passed the chapter over to one of the others to complete the first draft. 

As we progressed to a first draft, the realities of our different 
workloads and lives reshaped our plan, prompting us to reframe our 
approach yet again. So, while we offer frameworks and guidance 
for writing, we also model through “Our Perspectives” boxes the 
messy, lived realities of the process, whether completed alone or in 
collaboration, that writers navigate with differing levels of comfort, 
joy, excitement, and disappointment. Our existing relationships and 
flexibility allowed us to accept these realties even though we hold 
different preferences for setting deadlines and making firm plans. 

What to say and how to say it best are always questions in writ-
ing. As we drafted, we found that we wanted to say more than we 
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had initially allowed the space for—a case of learning as we wrote! 
Sometimes we had to be strict with ourselves and cut whole sections, 
or exclude discussion of some topic areas, or simply point to other 
sources where readers would find the topic discussed. 

We are fortunate to have extensive established networks that we 
drew on to find people to comment on our draft manuscript, and 
we were also fortunate to have worked with editors who welcomed 
dialogue during the composing process. In total, fourteen colleagues 
plus our three editors provided helpful suggestions for enhancing 
all or parts of the text (for a full list, see the acknowledgments). As 
a result of this feedback and our own reflections, we merged two 
chapters, split another one in two, redistributed the material from a 
further chapter, and added two more chapters, as well as rearranging, 
clarifying, adding, and deleting text within each chapter. 

Structure and Organization of the Book
The above process resulted in the following structure and organization 
of the book. Depending on your experience with writing about 
learning and teaching for a scholarly audience, you might want to 
focus on some parts of the book and skip others entirely. In addition 
to the two introductory chapters that make up this part of the book, 
we think you will find that chapter 11 provides a useful introduction 
to the eleven different genres we discuss.

Part 1 is our effort to locate ourselves as people, scholars, and 
writers and to locate this book as part of larger, ongoing conversa-
tions. It explains the origins, audiences, and structure of the book 
followed by an explanation of our scope (what we do and do not 
focus on in the book). Why might you want to write about learning 
and teaching? We answer that question as we also locate the book at 
the intersection of higher education research and SoTL.

Part 2 provides the conceptual framework for the book. We offer 
this framework to make explicit our own values as participants in 
various formal discussions and analyses of learning and teaching 
and to suggest that scholarly writing is, ideally, at once dialogic and 
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reflective—part both of a larger dialogue and of individual, ongoing 
learning. In this part of the book we argue for writing as:

• a way to create and contribute to scholarly conversations about 
learning and teaching,

• a method for fostering identities and clarifying values, and 
• a medium for engaging in ongoing learning. 
Part 3 invites you as writers to clarify your purpose and address 

some preliminary questions in preparation for drafting: What is moti-
vating you to write about learning and teaching? Do you write alone 
or with others? How do you select an outlet to share your writing? 
Should you draft the title and, where relevant, an abstract or summary, 
before starting the substantive text? This part of the book aims to help 
you think about how you put your own version of the dialogue and 
reflective processes we discuss in part 2 into practice in your writing.

Part 4, by far the longest section of the book, provides guidelines 
for writing in eleven different genres (empirical research articles, 
theoretical and conceptual articles, literature reviews, case studies, 
books and edited collections, conference and workshop presentations, 
reflective essays, opinion pieces, stories, social media, and applications 
for teaching fellowships, awards, and promotions). In this part of the 
book we examine established practices in each of these genres, offer 
questions to consider as you write within each, and recommend ways 
in which you might both attend to existing practices and compli-
cate or push beyond them. We offer this part of the book to both 
experienced and new scholars to support thinking through what is 
established within scholarly writing communities, what can evolve 
from those norms, and what might be developed anew.

Part 5 focuses on writing efficiently, effectively, and energizingly. 
This part of the book summarizes some of the advice about writing 
that can be found in general writing guides and advice for doctoral 
students. We offer it with the understanding that writing about learn-
ing and teaching may be a familiar, different, or new experience for 
differently positioned scholars. This advice therefore warrants revis-
iting (for some) and clarifying for the first time (for others) how to: 
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allot time and choose space to write; write and rewrite your draft; 
become an engaging writer; and develop a network of critical friends. 

Part 6 focuses on the final stages of sending your writing into 
the public sphere to contribute to or create scholarly conversations 
about learning and teaching, including the processes of submitting 
your manuscript, responding to reviewers, and promoting your work. 

The book’s website (www.CenterForEngagedLearning.org/
books/writing-about-learning) contains many online resources 
that offer activities, templates, and examples to give greater depth 
to selected topics in the book and engage you more actively in the 
writing process. Where these are provided, they are mentioned in the 
book. In addition, if you are reading the PDF version on screen, you 
may use the hyperlinks to external resources throughout the book 
to further support your writing. 

Over to You
As a new or experienced academic, professional staff member, or 
student in the growing scholarly community committed to the 
improvement of learning and teaching in higher education, you 
have choices about the genres you write in, the aspects of learning 
and teaching you focus on, and who you are and want to be in the 
scholarly community—although the kind and extent of your choices 
will vary. Most people learn how to be an academic writer on the 
job, and for many it is a sink or swim experience. As Rowena Murray 
(2009, 1) observes, “The dominant characteristic of academic writers 
is their persistence.” Reflecting on twenty years of publishing, Helen 
Sword (2017a, 7) also captures the role of persistence in writing: “I 
still find academic writing to be a frustrating, exhilarating, endlessly 
challenging process that never seems to get any easier—but that I 
wouldn’t give up for the world.” Our purpose in writing this book 
is to offer encouragement and guidance for all those who persist, 
whether in the context of SoTL, educational research, or as part of 
other discussions of learning and teaching in higher education. 

As you contemplate who you are and who you want to become as 
a scholar of learning and teaching, consider how your choices about 

https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/writing-about-learning/
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/writing-about-learning/
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genre and focus might help you persist and experience the exhilara-
tion as well as work through the challenges that Sword notes above. 
We offer the following questions for you to address before reading 
chapter 2 to help you clarify who you hope to become as a scholar 
of learning and teaching: 

• What is your identity—or what are your identities—as a learn-
ing and teaching scholar? What experiences do you already have 
of writing about learning and teaching in higher education?

• What key questions do you have about writing about learning 
and teaching in higher education? What areas are you most 
interested in developing and enhancing?

• How will you go about reading this text? Which chapters inter-
est you most? In what order will you read them? 

Each introduction and chapter in the book includes reflection 
and discussion questions, like the ones above. We have gathered all 
these questions in the online resources as well.
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CHAPTER 2

SITUATING OUR WORK
Focus, Motivation, Educational Research,  
and Scholarship of Teaching and Learning

Disciplines constitute a system of control in the production 
of discourse, fixing its limits through the action of an iden-
tity taking the form of a permanent reactivation of the rules. 
(Foucault 1972, 224) 

We describe in chapter 1 the ways in which we want both to illuminate 
discourses associated with writing about learning and teaching and 
to complicate those. We wish to acknowledge and also work against 
the reproduction and reactivation of rules that limit and exclude, as 
Michel Foucault highlights in the quote above. We focus on eleven 
genres in which many scholars need or want to publish: empirical 
research articles, theoretical and conceptual articles, literature reviews, 
case studies, books and edited collections, conference and workshop 
presentations, reflective essays, opinion pieces, stories, social media, 
and applications for teaching fellowships, awards, and promotions. 
We include communicating orally, such as by making a conference 
presentation or giving a workshop, because such presentations 
typically involve working with text and often are an important stage 
in writing or promoting something that has already been or will be 
written. Furthermore, by including writing applications for teaching 
fellowships, awards, and promotions we recognize that not all writing 
results in publication, although it is important to be aware of how 

Situating Our Work
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much gets “published” by virtue of being available electronically—a 
contemporary reality all writers should keep in mind. 

At the same time, we cannot unpack every discourse or form of 
writing. Therefore, while we argue in this book for writing about 
learning and teaching in higher education across a wide range of 
genres, we do not discuss every genre of writing or associated form 
of production. For instance, we do not discuss theses, book reviews, 
or applications for educational grants. We also do not address video as 
a venue for dissemination, and we do not focus on writing for audi-
ences beyond other scholars of learning and teaching—knowledge 
mobilization beyond the academy. Nor do we address the mechanics 
of grammar. Finally, we do not delve into how to conduct learning and 
teaching research. Rather, we focus on writing about such inquiries 
(usually for publication) in various genres, not only those that rely on 
dominant, distanced (and largely Western) constructs of data collection 
but also those that privilege personal, sometimes complicated and 
messy, lived experiences. 

While conventional academic wisdom typically privileges data- 
or theory-driven research, and for good reasons, there are also good 
reasons to question dominant assumptions regarding what “counts” 
as research on learning and teaching, what is “publishable,” and where 
we might publish our writing. Some of the genres we explore in 
this book are well established, some are more recently recognized, 
and all are always evolving. Furthermore, the divisions among the 
genres and the language used to distinguish them may be helpful in 
illuminating the current norms of any given approach, but our goal 
is also, to borrow Jennifer Fraser’s (personal communication, August 
4, 2019) phrase, “to trouble these divides.” As they point out, for 
instance, “conceptual and theoretical pieces are also research articles.” 

We argue that creating and contributing to scholarly conversa-
tions about learning and teaching in higher education include, but 
also move beyond, traditional journal or book chapter outlets. While 
these may be required and appropriate venues for some scholarly 
work, we argue for complicating established genres and for publish-
ing in outlets that welcome the rich, messy, and relational practices 
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of learning and teaching in higher education institutions around the 
world. We advocate not only writing in a diversity of established and 
evolving genres but also blurring the divisions among those genres and 
embracing exploration, experimentation, and enjoyment as much as 
intentional adherence to expectations in writing. We see these efforts 
as part of pursing the larger goal of capturing and valuing the wide 
variety of learning and teaching practices that exist and the diversity 
of the perspectives of the many, differently positioned people engaged 
in such work. 

We acknowledge, in advocating this expansion both of writing 
genres and of writing processes, the difficulty that many scholars 
experience when coming into learning and teaching as a scholarly 
field from different disciplinary contexts and institutional cultures and 
the extent to which identities affect and inform choices. You may be 
an accomplished academic who is an expert in your field but who 
also wants to write about learning and teaching; you might be in a 
teaching-focused role with little experience with academic writing; 
you may be an undergraduate or graduate student altogether new to 
academic writing. And regardless of your role, you may or may not be 
a confident academic writer, and how you experience yourself and 
how others perceive you will also have an impact on your choices. If 
writing about learning and teaching projects and experiences is new 
to you, you are simultaneously forging your identity as a learning and 
teaching scholar, striving to clarify your values as both a scholar and 
a practitioner, and continually learning through writing—hence the 
importance of understanding the fostering of identities as an ongo-
ing process. This book aims to support all scholars, across roles and 
contexts, in their respective processes of creating and contributing 
to scholarly conversations about learning and teaching, and also of 
developing identities, clarifying values, and learning through writing. 

Why Write about Learning and Teaching?
When Helen Sword (2012, 159) writes about writing, she uses the 
words “passion, commitment, pleasure, playfulness, humor, elegance, 
lyricism, originality, imagination, creativity, and undisciplined 
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thinking.” When Pat Hutchings (personal communication, June 11, 
2019) reflected on her motivation for writing, as she read through 
a draft of this book, she mused: “When I’m working on a piece 
of writing, suddenly everything becomes more interesting, more 
connected, ideas get sparked. It brings thinking to life, so to speak.” 
These reflections offer several of the best reasons we can think of to 
write. Writing can capture and convey what makes us human, what 
makes us connected, what keeps us alive; it allows us to express and 
to perceive the joyful feeling and clarified understanding of which 
humans are capable. And when, as Robin Wall Kimmerer (2014) 
argues, we use language that resonates for the people we address, 
we deepen understanding, catalyze learning, and foster connection.

These reflections on writing in general apply in particular ways 
to writing about learning and teaching. In the last two decades, 
quality in learning and teaching has become a priority for most 
institutions, governments, and professional bodies at state/province, 
national, and international levels. In keeping with this prioritization, 
we see increased professionalization of staff engaged in teaching and 
supporting learning, and we see increased demand to provide evidence 
of the beneficial impact of learning and teaching research, practices, 
and policies at individual, program, institutional, and national levels. 
These increases have led to expanded calls for and increased interest 
in writing about learning and teaching. We are at a moment when 
the ways that many of us in higher education spend our time—in 
engaging in or supporting learning and teaching—can become the 
focus of academic writing, allowing us to bring the personal, human 
potential of writing into dialogue with the professional, institutional 
work we do.

Like the language used to name the various genres for writing, 
the terms “learning” and “teaching” signal a far greater diversity of 
practices and subjects of inquiry than any single term can capture. 
When the terms are linked, as they are in our title and much of 
our discussion, they might seem to refer to a single, undifferentiated 
phenomenon, but our goal in linking them parallels our goal in 
at once naming and striving to complicate genres. Writing about 
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teachers’ teaching and about students’ learning might, in some ways, 
as Ronald Barnett (personal communication, July 28, 2019) notes, 
“call for different stances on the part of the writer given the different 
considerations that come into view.” At the same time, we suggest 
that learning and teaching are always happening in more than one 
direction and on more than one level. There are certainly instances 
of teachers learning from and teaching each other, students learning 
from and teaching each other, and, as our own work emphasizes, 
teachers and learners working in pedagogical partnerships in which 
typical roles are complicated and sometimes reversed. We therefore 
use “learning and teaching” not to conflate the multiple, multi-di-
rectional, multi-layered work each term signals but rather to offer a 
reminder of that multiplicity.

As we discuss across the chapters in this book, different genres 
of writing weave the personal and professional together in different 
ways, and each invites a foregrounding of and a focus on different 
aspects of the work of learning and teaching. Furthermore, writing 
can focus on theory- and research-led approaches or on practical 
applications. Whether you write in the more formal language typi-
cal of most empirical research articles, theoretical and conceptual 
articles, and literature reviews or the more informal language typical 
of reflective essays, opinion pieces, social media, and stories, you are 
conveying the phenomena, insights, and possibilities that affect us as 
human beings who engage in and reflect on learning and teaching. 
How all the genres for writing about learning and teaching evolve 
depends on how those who write and read shape those genres. This is 
the excitement of creating and contributing to scholarly conversations, 
developing identities, clarifying values, and learning through writing.

There are many excellent general guides to academic writing (e.g., 
Belcher 2009; Day 2016; Stevens 2019; Sword 2012, 2017a) that are 
packed with useful advice. However, few texts include discussion of 
writing about learning and teaching in higher education or examine 
the wide range of genres that we explore in this book. While many 
writing guides target PhD students publishing from their dissertations 
(e.g., Kamler and Thomson 2014), there are distinct issues in writing 
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and publishing about learning and teaching that “remain unaddressed 
in generic or disciplinary publication materials” (Chick et al. 2014, 4). 
These issues include the need to analyze general processes of learning 
and teaching and go beyond discipline-specific phenomena, and the 
need to address a wider audience with a greater diversity of experi-
ences and perspectives than you might find within particular disci-
plines. While you may find some sections of the text clearly focused 
on writing about learning and teaching, it may seem that other parts 
of the book discuss writing more generally. We have endeavored to 
strike a balance among the following:

• arguing for writing as creating and contributing to scholarly 
conversations, developing identities and affirming and expand-
ing values, and engaging in ongoing learning; 

• illuminating and complicating established genres and legitimat-
ing newer and evolving ones; and 

• offering advice about writing that might be familiar for some 
and can be found elsewhere but might be new to others and feel 
different as one approaches writing about learning and teaching. 

Linking Higher Education Research and the Scholarship 
of Teaching and Learning
Since this book is concerned with writing about learning and 
teaching in higher education, it is relevant to authors contributing 
to higher education research conversations and to scholarship of 
teaching and learning (SoTL) conversations. The similarities and 
differences between higher education research and SoTL have been 
widely debated over the last two decades (e.g., Brew 2011; Case 
2015; Geertsema 2016; Larsson et al. 2017; Potter and Kustra 2011; 
Tight 2018a; Trigwell and Shale 2004). Perhaps the key distinction 
centers on the purposes of the scholarly inquiry being conducted; in 
educational research, the fundamental goal is generalizable knowledge, 
and in SoTL the core purpose is to improve teaching and learning for 
the particular students being studied (Geertsema 2016). This primary 
difference often leads to divergence in the research methods and the 
audiences for educational research and SoTL (Ashwin and Trigwell 
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2004, 122), and positions SoTL as a form of both scholarly inquiry 
and academic development (Felten and Chick 2018). 

This distinction also has implications for how scholars and prac-
titioners write about learning and teaching. The essential genre of 
educational research is the scholarly article, while SoTL is open to a 
far wider range of “going public” with processes and findings. These 
include not only articles in journals but also approaches such as 
presenting at university learning and teaching conferences, writing 
reflective essays, and applying for learning and teaching fellowships 
(Fanghanel 2013; Geertsema 2016). Keith Trigwell and Susan Shale 
(2004, 534) suggest that publication is one way, but not the only way, 
to communicate about learning and teaching: 

We have publication of research on teaching as a compo-
nent in making scholarly teaching activity public, but 
as there are many other ways of making public how 
learning has been made possible, we believe it not to be 
essential and that the scholarship of teaching could be 
happening without it.

Paul Ashwin and Keith Trigwell (2004) offer different levels of 
pedagogic investigation to show a range of ways of communicating 
the outcomes of learning and teaching investigations (Table 2.1). All 
three levels involve scholarship and are interrelated, in that personal 
knowledge underpins contributions to local and public knowledge, 
and contributions to local knowledge may be a stepping-stone to 
contributing to public knowledge. Public knowledge, in turn, is “read 
by others to inform themselves, . . . build local, institutional knowledge, 
and thus the cycle of knowledge building continues” (Geertsema 
2016, 129). 

Since many scholars come to SoTL or discipline-based educational 
research from a different disciplinary location than education, produc-
ing educational research outputs will be a different challenge for them 
than it is for those trained in education (see also chapter 22). Kerri-Lee 
Krause (2019) outlines a spectrum of education research paradigms, 
from positivist through to supercomplexity—with neo-positivist, 
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pragmatic, interpretivist, and transformative in between—that offers 
another way for writers to make sense of learning and teaching in a 
supercomplex higher education environment. Regardless of which 
paradigm you write in, however, we recognize, as Ronald Barnett 
(2019a, 239) argues, that “writing is at once a communicative act 
and a creative act.”

Table 2.1: Levels of pedagogic investigation

Level Purpose of 
investigation

Evidence 
gathering methods 
and conclusions 
will be

Investigation 
results in

1 To inform 
oneself

Verified by self Personal 
knowledge

2 To inform a 
group within a 
shared context

Verified by those 
within same 
context

Local 
knowledge

3 To inform a 
wider audience

Verified by those 
within same 
context

Public 
knowledge

Source: Ashwin and Trigwell (2004, 122)

Over to You
The argument that runs throughout this book is twofold. First, we 
argue that writing for publication is a complex process of creating 
and contributing to conversations, forging identities, and embracing 
opportunities for ongoing learning. Second, we argue that we should 
recognize and value writing about learning and teaching through 
many different writing genres. Much of what we argue goes well 
beyond learning and teaching, but this is our area of expertise that 
we are passionate about and applying our arguments to this area is 
the focus of this book. 

How do you see yourself starting or continuing to engage in schol-
arly conversations about learning and teaching in higher education 
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across a wide range of genres? Answering the following questions may 
help you address that larger query and position yourself to realize the 
potential of writing about learning and teaching: 

• Why are you interested in writing about learning and teaching?
• Which genres of writing have you experienced, and which 

would you like to try out?
• In writing about learning and teaching, do you see yourself as 

contributing to higher education research or SoTL, or both?
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PART 2

EMBRACING THE POTENTIAL OF WRITING 
ABOUT LEARNING AND TEACHING

Introduction to Part 2

In this section of the book we begin by sharing how we think about 
writing about learning and teaching before we discuss how to go 
about writing across a range of genres. Woven across all the chapters 
of this book are three key threads that stitch together how we make 
sense of writing as a subjective and complex human experience. To 
us, writing is:

• a way to create and contribute to scholarly conversations about 
learning and teaching,

• a method for fostering identities and clarifying values, and
• a medium for engaging in ongoing learning.
How we experience the writing process and the decisions we 

make about writing—what we write about; whom we write with, 
about, and for; what genres we prefer to write in—shape the writers 
we are and will become. Our aim in this book is to offer practical and 
helpful guidance for writing about learning and teaching that is firmly 
grounded in an understanding of the writer as a person within the 
scholarly learning and teaching community. We hope our guidance 
supports you as you consider how you want to write and publish and 
who you want to be as a member of the growing community of people 
committed to learning and teaching as important and scholarly work 
in higher education. 

Before you embark on reading part 2, we recommend that you 
address these questions for yourself, and then keep them in mind as 
you read:

Embracing the Potential of Writing
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• With which learning and teaching communities do you want 
to be in dialogue?

• How do you see yourself as a writer? How do other people 
see you as a writer?

• What matters to you about writing?
• How are you learning as you write?
You might want to return to these questions and think about 

how your answers change, if at all, when you consider your purposes 
for writing, as you prepare to start drafting (part 3), and as you clarify 
your preferences for a particular writing genre (part 4). 
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CHAPTER 3

CREATING AND CONTRIBUTING 
TO SCHOLARLY CONVERSATIONS 

THROUGH WRITING 

Done well, writing SoTL [scholarship of teaching and learning] 
puts our work in conversation with prior scholarship and opens 
up portals with others to respond to our research, add to it, and 
continue the dialogue for years to come. (Moore 2018, 125-6)

Choosing a scholarly conversation involves two interacting 
decisions: the kind of scholar you want to be, and the kind of 
knowledge you believe is worth developing. (Huff 2008, 5)

To write is to compose—to put words together in ways that strive both 
to constitute and to invite particular understandings. It is, therefore, 
inherently expressive and communicative: it is used to capture and 
convey ideas, feelings, arguments, and more. In this book we are 
focused on writing as a process of communication to share and 
further develop ideas, to exchange experiences and insights, and to 
contribute new understandings about and suggest new practices in 
learning and teaching in higher education. As the subtitle of our book 
suggests, we think of writing about learning and teaching as creating 
and contributing to scholarly conversations—an ongoing dialogue, as 
Jessie Moore describes, that, as Anne Huff suggests, involves people 
and our construction of knowledge.

Creating and Contributing to Scholarly 
Conversations
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Communicating with Learning and Teaching 
Communities
The learning and teaching community in higher education is many 
communities. This multiplicity is evident in chapter 8 where we 
explore publication outlets that have distinct themes (e.g., active 
learning, critical pedagogies) or are organized by discipline. When 
we think about writing as communication, we have to consider with 
whom we are communicating about our practices and inquiries. 
Unless we come from the interdisciplinary realm of education, we 
likely come as scholars to learning and teaching from an academic 
discipline not related to pedagogy. Where we come from matters not 
only because it shapes our identities as writers (see chapter 4) but also 
because it means we have been trained in certain ways of writing as 
a form of scholarly communication. 

Thus, for some of us, writing to communicate about learning and 
teaching with other scholars means unlearning disciplinary norms 
or stretching our thinking about written communication. For those 
of us who need to engage in such unlearning, this is the exciting 
opportunity that writing about learning and teaching offers—learn-
ing new ways of writing and communicating that reach into new 
and different communities of scholars as part of a wider dialogue. 
Regardless of our disciplinary backgrounds, writing about learning 
and teaching is about people either directly or indirectly. Whether you 
are writing about the practices of teachers, the learning of students, 
policies written by people, ideas shaping the practices of university 
communities, or the intersection of any of these or other topics we 
have not listed, people are involved in every aspect of learning and 
teaching scholarship. 

First, there are the people we write about, typically students, 
teachers, and staff supporting the learning and teaching endeavor, 
including ourselves. Second, there are the people with whom we 
write when we collaborate and with whom we are literally in dialogue 
through the co-authoring process. Third, there are the fellow scholars 
whose work we draw and build on as we develop our scholarship 
in public conversation with others (through citing other people’s 
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published work). Next, there are editors and reviewers who will 
inform our work and play a crucial role in determining where it is 
published, especially in the case of peer-reviewed writing outlets. Fifth, 
there are the people who will read our written work, perhaps draw 
and expand on it in their writing, and use it to inform their learning 
and teaching. These groups may overlap or be distinct. 

Depending on whom you write about, with, to, and for, you 
will need to communicate in different ways. Perhaps you will want 
to demonstrate the technical use of particular learning and teaching 
terms specific to a niche community or engage in conversations 
that are more accessible to a broader group—or you may wish to 
complicate such dichotomies. 

Creating and Contributing to Scholarly Conversations: A 
Metaphor for Writing
The metaphor of writing as contributing to and creating public 
conversations resonates with us, as we discuss in our Teaching & 
Learning Inquiry article (Healey, Matthews, and Cook-Sather 2019), 
and we are encouraged to see it deeply incorporated in a relatively 
new framework for information literacy (ACRL 2016). 

This metaphor resonates primarily because it reminds us that 
writing is about people communicating with one another, either 
within an existing community or by creating a new one. For instance, 
Ronald Barnett’s 1990 publication, The Idea of Higher Education, was an 
explicit attempt to create a new conversation around a new sub-disci-
pline in the educational studies community. Gerardo Patriotta (2016, 
2017), an editor for the Journal of Management Studies, also describes 
writing as a conversation through which written works are not created 
by authors but by other works that speak to each other—a way of 
thinking about writing inspired by Umberto Eco (1984). Drawing on 
the metaphor of being in conversation with another scholar, Patriotta 
(2017, 753) writes:

Anne Huff (1998) has used the metaphor of the conver-
sation to characterize interactions among scholars. She 
believes that writing for scholarly publication is about 
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joining conversations within a particular field of inter-
est in order to improve understanding of a particular 
phenomenon. Some conversations are well‐established 
and easier to join, but they tend to take place within 
a crowded space, and thereby constrain the scope of a 
contribution. Newer conversations offer greater scope for 
contribution, but authors will need to spend more time 
legitimizing their chosen focus. Starting new conversa-
tions is a challenging endeavour, but if it is successful, it 
can lead to ground‐breaking contributions.

Anne Huff ’s distinction between joining existing conversations 
and starting new ones is an important one to keep in mind when 
choosing to write in a particular genre for a particular purpose and 
to a particular audience. Legitimizing a focus, especially if it is novel 
or challenges established understandings, and embracing a form of 
writing that might not conform to traditional expectations are hard 
for anyone, but even more so for those striving to establish themselves 
as scholars. Hence the inclusion of both “creating” and “contributing 
to” in the subtitle of our book.

The metaphor of writing as scholarly conversation especially 
matters now in the era of “publish or perish.” Publications are academic 
currency that carry symbolic and material power linked to status and 
hierarchy in most universities and disciplinary communities. In this 
drive to publish, we appreciate how easily writing for publication 
can become a product and outcome, a necessity for entering into 
the academy and securing academic positions. If we also appreciate 
writing as a process of being in dialogue—sometimes comfortable, 
sometimes difficult—with fellow scholars, then writing becomes part 
of being in a scholarly community (Lave and Wenger 1991) that builds 
connection and commitment to one another as people as well as to 
the practice and scholarship of learning and teaching. 

Pat Thomson and Barbara Kamler discuss writing journal arti-
cles as a way to be in the conversation of a particular community of 
practice. In a literal sense, they describe the conversation of a journal 
article between writers and readers.
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If the writer invites conversation through their journal 
article, and the reader enters that conversation through 
their reading, and then responds in their own piece of 
writing, we can begin to see how journals make possi-
ble conversation via articles. And if we understand that 
both the readers and writers around a journal belong to 
a particular discourse community, we can see how the 
conversation constitutes a social dialogue. We can thus 
think of the journal itself as an ongoing set of conversa-
tions between writers and readers in a scholarly discourse 
community. And if each article makes a contribution, 
then the conversation in the journal can be seen as a 
collaborative process of knowledge building. (Thomson 
and Kamler 2013, 57)

By characterizing writing about learning and teaching as a schol-
arly conversation that is about people within a given community 
contributing to a shared process of knowledge generation, we argue 
for seeing writing as a human experience through which people bring 
diverse perspectives to bear on the practice of learning and teaching. 
This approach to writing matters to us because we understand the 
focus of scholarship and inquiry in learning and teaching to be about 
pedagogies, about students, about the pedagogical relationship, about 
relationships between academics as teachers and their managers, and 
about institutional policies and priorities across educational contexts. 
We also recognize that not everyone has the same standing or the same 
voice in any given context or discourse community, and we under-
stand that writing about this host of learning- and teaching-related 
phenomena carries different stakes for different people. 

There Are Many Communities Having Different 
Conversations about Learning and Teaching
Another key factor influencing scholarly conversations about learning 
and teaching is culture, and many of those conversations privilege 
Western experiences and perspectives. As Huang Hoon Chng and 
Peter Looker (2013, 140) note: “The scholarship of teaching and 
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learning is not neutral territory. As it has been formulated so far, 
it decontextualizes teaching and learning from deeper cultural 
practices and particular socioeconomic conditions.” Chng describes 
the sense that scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL) was “an 
alien territory” she entered with “mixed feelings” (Chng and Looker 
2013, 132). Looker reflects on the importance of acknowledging our 
lack of cultural awareness as we strive to ensure that writing about 
learning and teaching connects globally in Reflection 3.1. 

Reflection 3.1

Cultural contexts of conversations and communities 

If writing about learning and teaching is to be global, then writers 
need to recognize their current biases, or perhaps blindness. I am a 
white, Western-educated male scholar, and as I spend more time in 
South Africa combined with living in Singapore, I have come to 
see the “scholarship of teaching and learning” (SoTL) movement 
differently. I now see how deeply biased writers from Western and 
anglophone countries writing about teaching and learning can 
be. The conversations in South Africa about decolonialisation of 
teaching, learning, and curriculum are a very different conversa-
tion than the ones I am aware of in the North American SoTL 
communities. Acknowledging the influence of our culture on how 
we understand learning and teaching, and then situating ourselves 
within the global conversations is critical for truly international 
SoTL conversations. (See also Looker 2018.) 

Peter Looker is chief learning officer at EON Reality.

The “place”—geopolitical and cultural context—in which learn-
ing and teaching unfold fundamentally shapes how we learn and affects 
our experience of learning (Ruitenberg 2005). Connecting with 
Claudia Ruitenberg’s thinking about “place,” Catherine Manathunga 
(2018, 102) argues for seeing the learning and teaching process in 
new ways that allow for “transgressive and messy research that moves 
beyond Western/Northern Enlightenment notions of knowledge 



CREATiNG AND CONTRiBUTiNG TO sCHOLARLy CONvERsATiONs | 31

as universal, rational, secular and homogenous to include forms of 
knowing, being and doing that are evident in Southern/Eastern and 
Indigenous cultures.” The scholarly conversation about learning and 
teaching is a global one with much to be learned by connecting 
across different forums for dialogue. But even in connecting across 
these forums, we need to be cognizant of biases and prejudices, recog-
nize that some voices are heard as more legitimate than others, and 
understand that those of us who engage in these exchanges, therefore, 
always need to be attentive to who is speaking and who is listening, 
who is writing and who is reading.

Over to You
We are framing writing about learning and teaching as more than 
joining an ongoing conversation. It is, we argue, a means of creating 
as well as contributing to conversations. In making that argument, 
we are bringing the social and relational aspects of writing that we 
experience as complex human beings to the forefront, exploring 
writing as an act of creation and communication. Take a moment 
to reflect on the chapter and think though the following questions: 

• How do your personal, cultural, and institutional identities 
inform the choices you might make about creating and commu-
nicating within a scholarly community?

• What are the taken-for-granted writing norms in your disci-
pline? How does writing about your learning and teaching 
allow you to communicate in new ways?

• Who are the scholars you want to be in dialogue with? 
• What is the cultural context for your learning and teaching? 

How does that context influence the scholarly conversation 
you are in, seek to contribute to, or hope to create? 
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CHAPTER 4

FOSTERING IDENTITY THROUGH 
A VALUES-BASED APPROACH 

TO WRITING

Engaging in the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning requires 
instructors to critically reflect on aspects of their practice, examine 
their beliefs about teaching, consider their sense of self in relation 
to their practice, and even question and challenge institutional 
and social norms related to teaching (Cranton 2011; Kreber 
2013; Manarin and Abrahamson, 2016). (Miller-Young, Yeo, 
and Manarin 2018, 1)

Writing is an important medium of expression in most disciplines in 
higher education, and the range of intersecting practices that inform 
such writing, as Janice Miller-Young, Michelle Yeo, and Karen Manarin 
note above, involve our whole beings. Research findings, insights 
from experiences, opinions, stories, and more are typically shared 
through written formats, mainly academic journals, books, chapters, 
or conference proceedings and, increasingly, in various forms of digital 
media. In the process of selecting and organizing the new knowledge 
created, the academy relies on peer review through which established 
scholars evaluate the quality and importance of submitted work and 
offer reasons for their assessments. While we regularly write about 
what we discover through our research and teaching, compose new 
curricular content, or offer written feedback on student work, many 
of us would not identify ourselves as writers. Instead, we are teachers, or 
students, or researchers, or scholars along with being family members, 
friends, caregivers, and members of non-work-related communities. 
One of the reasons we have written this book is to encourage more 

Fostering Identity
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academics to consider themselves writers. Writing of a wide variety 
of kinds is indeed one of our responsibilities as academics, and to 
embrace that responsibility as an expression and further development 
of identity and values can be an empowering experience. 

Building on chapter 3, in which we framed writing as creating 
and contributing to a scholarly conversation, we therefore assert that 
writing is a relational communication process that is informed by and 
shapes our identities as writers and scholars in learning and teaching 
in higher education in ways that are intertwined with our values. Our 
values become clear when we interrogate our assumptions. We all 
hold assumptions about what constitutes good quality and important 
scholarly publications, for example. These assumptions influence our 
writing and how we understand ourselves as writers—our identity. 
In the introduction to part 2, we wrote: “How we experience the 
writing process and the decisions we make about writing—what we 
write about; whom we write with, about, and for; what genres we 
prefer to write in—shape the writers we are and will become.” These 
decisions that shape us as writers are driven by what we value in 
writing and as writers. Exploring the values informing your writing 
can uncover assumptions, provoke new insights into your identities 
as a learning and teaching scholar, and enable a more purposeful 
approach to writing, including possibly writing in new genres. 

In this chapter, we outline this central thread in the book—that 
writing is a process of identity formation that enacts and clarifies our 
values and, therefore, affects us intellectually, socially, and emotion-
ally. By exploring the ways writing about learning and teaching 
both draws on and can complicate, shape, and reshape our academic 
identities, we reveal writing as more than something we do in some 
mechanical, one-off way; it is an intellectual, social, and emotional 
activity that requires deep engagement in a series of thoughtful, 
iterative steps. We discuss how writing affects us, why writing about 
learning and teaching can be easier for some and more difficult for 
others, and why the writing process can provoke a range of emotions. 
In doing so, we offer a set of questions to illuminate the benefits and 
the challenges of embracing writing about learning and teaching. 
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Writing as “Values Work”
Barbara Kamler and Pat Thomson (2014) view writing as work 
that requires physical and mental effort. They also discuss writing as 
“identity work.” This physical, mental, and identity work is all guided 
by values, whether explicit or tacit. By values, we are referring to 
what matters to you, what you believe is worthy of writing about, 
what you see as important in the process of writing, and what you 
strive for in terms of outcomes of the work of writing. These values 
take the form of principles or personal standards that influence how 
you judge your writing and the writing of others. Your values inform 
decisions about what writing genres you prefer to read and write in 
because of what those different genres privilege and make possible. 

For example, do you prefer reading or writing empirical research 
articles over opinion pieces? Why? How do you feel about writing 
award applications focused on your own practices? Why do you feel 
that way? Do you believe writing about learning and teaching is 
more rigorous when it claims to be presenting objective facts? Why 
or why not? Can undergraduate students contribute to knowledge 
generation by writing about learning and teaching? Why or why not? 
Are written works about learning and teaching only scholarly if they 
cite other published works? Why or why not? How you answer these 
questions reveals what you value about writing along with beliefs 
about research, what counts as scholarly writing, and who is able to 
contribute to and create conversations about learning and teaching 
in higher education (see chapter 3). 

Our values are inextricably linked with our identities as writ-
ers. Our values about writing tend to arise from our disciplinary 
or “home base” communities and only reveal themselves when we 
start to write in new ways. Some of our disciplinary backgrounds 
align more closely with writing about learning and teaching than 
others. Mick, coming into learning and teaching from geography, 
had a different experience from Alison, who came from education, 
who, in turn, had a different experience from Kelly, who navigated 
from early publications in biomedical sciences to higher education. 
In each case our disciplinary training is grounded in specific ways of 
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seeing the world and in certain understandings of knowledge that 
also reveal what we value in writing. In practice, these can translate 
in subtle ways. For example, whether we use the first person or not 
speaks to how we value the position of the writer—whether they 
distance themselves from the written work or claim their agency in 
authoring it. 

Embracing writing as values-based work further affirms how our 
unique positionality shapes us as writers and helps us identify our 
motivations for writing about learning and teaching (see chapter 6). 
Knowing what matters to you about writing also shapes your identity 
as a writer, a process in continuous formation. 

What Do We Mean by “Identity”?
We think of “identity” as the way in which “individuals define and 
experience themselves and are defined by others—how an individual/
personal sense of sociocultural location and character intersects with 
how that individual is constructed in many different ways within any 
given culture and society” (Cook-Sather 2015, 2). We all have values 
and commitments as well as backgrounds and experiences that inform 
our identities, and as Jennifer Fraser (personal communication, August 
8, 2019) reiterated when reading a draft of this book, “our identities 
are also constructed/imposed depending on the structural privileges 
and oppressions that we experience in the academy.” Pat Thomson 
and Barbara Kamler’s (2013, 2016) thinking about “identity work” 
in their texts focuses on getting published in the social sciences and 
conveys the idea that, as writers, we are enacting an imagined view 
of who we are and want to be. That means the whole writing process 
is a personal experience that affects us as people and is affected by 
the people with whom we interact. 

Our identities as writers in higher education are complex and 
dynamic. As three white academics who have been in full-time posi-
tions in institutions of higher education in Australia, the UK, and the 
United States, we have benefited from the privileges afforded people 
with our ethnic and institutional identities. This means we have not 
had to negotiate certain practices of exclusion, bias, and other forms 
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of discrimination and harm that some of our colleagues with different 
identities have had to navigate. We have also endeavored to use our 
privileged positions to create new spaces and opportunities, such as 
through the students-as-partners work we all do. Furthermore, Alison 
has focused on culturally responsive practice (Cook-Sather and Agu 
2013; Cook-Sather and Des-Ogugua 2018) and epistemic justice (de 
Bie et al. 2019), while Mick has explored how disabled students may 
be better included in higher education (Fuller et al. 2009; Healey et 
al. 2006; Healey, Jenkins, and Leach 2006). With colleagues, Kelly has 
argued for the inclusion of subjective self-definition of social class in 
higher education research (Rubin et al. 2014) and offered approaches 
to inclusive practices in introductory science subjects (Matthews, 
Moni, and Moni 2007). Through our work as co-editors of IJSaP, 
we have created space for students historically marginalized in higher 
education to have a voice in the academic literature (Bindra et al. 2018;  
Yahlnaaw / Aaron Grant 2019). In this book, we use our privileged 
positions to argue for, model, and invite the creation of and contri-
bution to scholarly conversations that support the development of 
identities, clarification of values, and learning through writing for a 
range of differently positioned scholars. In this chapter, we focus on 
how our disciplinary identities interact with our identities as writers 
in learning and teaching. 

How We See Ourselves as Writers in Higher Education
Much of higher education is organized into disciplinary groups. 
Scholars have evoked the analogy of academic tribes and territories 
to describe the cultural norms engrained in most academic disciplines 
(Becher 1994; Becher and Trowler 2001). Most of us learn to write for 
publication through our disciplinary training, and we see the writing 
process as part of joining that disciplinary community—as fostering 
our identity as a scholar in a discipline. Writing in mathematics is 
a fundamentally different experience from writing in education, 
even mathematics education. Whether we are writing alone or in 
collaboration (see chapter 7), our views on authorship are shaped by 
our disciplinary location (see chapter 8). Our disciplinary identities 
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shape the information context we work in—the discourses that flow 
around us, influencing what we see, read, hear—even before we go 
searching for material to draw from. They also influence whom we 
cite in our publications (Tight 2008). 

As more and more universities embrace Lee Shulman’s (1993) 
notion of teaching as community property that should be as public 
as research, there has been a surge in academics publishing about 
learning and teaching in higher education. Yet many of us are coming 
from a disciplinary background that did not train us in writing at all, 
let alone in writing about learning and teaching, and it can often be 
profoundly destabilizing to become a beginner in a discourse again 
and cause scholars to question at once two activities they may be 
expert in—teaching and research (Weller 2011). Indeed, trying to 
learn to write about learning and teaching can disrupt our sense of 
identity as scholars and raise uncomfortable questions about ourselves 
(Miller-Young, Yeo, and Manarin 2018). In particular, if we view writ-
ing as only a technical activity, then the assumptions from our disci-
pline might come into unproductive conflict with assumptions that 
underpin the learning and teaching scholarship field, which is rich 
in context, subjectivity, and messy human relationships. If embraced, 
however, the “troublesome conflict” of coming into learning and 
teaching scholarship that some people experience can be transfor-
mative, particularly when the struggles are shared with others in a 
supportive learning process that nurtures our identities as writers in 
learning and teaching (Simmons et al. 2013). 

While a small yet growing number of students are studying learn-
ing and teaching in higher education through graduate programs and 
PhD studies in disciplines beyond education, many of you will come 
to this form of writing from an academic discipline other than educa-
tion. The process of writing according to the conventions and norms 
of your discipline shaped or are shaping your identity as a scholar, 
and learning to write about learning and teaching is also a process 
of identity formation. Acknowledging this is important because it 
creates space to recognize the worldviews and assumptions you bring 
from your discipline. Regardless of your disciplinary pathway into 
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writing about learning and teaching, your identity plays a role in 
how you become a learning and teaching scholar, as illuminated in 
Reflection 4.1.

Reflection 4.1

How engaging in a pedagogic research project 
changed my identity

My conversion to a discipline-based pedagogic researcher was an 
unintended outcome of participating in an early 2000s project to 
improve the educational effectiveness of fieldwork in geography 
and the earth and environmental sciences. Initially, I was skepti-
cal, even dismissive about the rigor of the pedagogical research 
component, due in part to my own shortcomings and my science 
background. I could only see quantitative research and large data 
sets. However, what interested me was the fieldwork element, and 
how I could possibly enhance the quality of my own fieldwork 
teaching. So I thought I would give it go. Over the course of a resi-
dential training event and subsequent national research project with 
like-minded colleagues, I was able to try out qualitative research for 
the first time, and realising it has value, I had a road-to-Damascus 
moment. Subsequently, I have focused my research almost entirely 
on writing about learning and teaching. So, what happened to 
me? I think it was an exposure to, and the better understanding of 
the value of, pedagogic research approaches, and how they can be 
used to make direct impact on day-to-day teaching with students.

Derek France is professor of pedagogy in geographical sciences at the Univer-
sity of Chester, UK. 

Becoming a Learning and Teaching Scholar through 
Writing
We become scholars of learning and teaching through writing as our 
identities evolve from either another disciplinary location or through 
direct preparation in the field of higher education. We encourage you 
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to be conscious and intentional about developing your identities as a 
learning and teaching scholar through experimenting with multiple 
genres (see part 4) that both conform to and diverge from writing 
norms and conventions typically privileged in Western academic 
contexts (see chapter 11). Because this range of genres enables more 
people, and a greater diversity of people, to create and contribute to 
conversations about learning and teaching, we urge you not only to 
develop your own voice but also to learn to read the voices of those 
differently positioned from yourself. This will allow you to forge  
identities for yourself in dialogue and collaboration with others who 
are forming their—possibly very different—identities. A community 
like this will only thrive when scholars with differing identities reflect 
on their experiences of learning and teaching to tell “true” stories (see 
chapter 20), as advocated by Nancy Chick and Peter Felten (2018). 
These stories can reflect how learning and teaching unfold across 
and within different countries and contexts for scholars in an array 
of social locations. To tell such true stories—and there is never only 
a single such story (Adichie 2009)—it is essential to reflect on the 
values shaping our writing about learning and teaching.

The Opportunity to Embrace and Expand Your Values in 
Writing about Learning and Teaching
In asserting that writing is a values-based practice, we encourage all 
of you as writers to intentionally live the values that matter to you. 
This could mean embracing new possibilities as a writer that may 
at first cause discomfort and perhaps even angst. This could equally 
mean affirming values that lead you to embrace another way of 
writing about learning and teaching. We are exploring values not to 
reach consensus about what the values informing your writing about 
learning and teaching should be, but rather to demonstrate how a 
diversity of writers with different values can be in conversation to 
construct richer understandings of learning and teaching in higher 
education across contexts, countries, and cultures. 
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To that end, we come back to a set of interrelated questions 
published in our Teaching & Learning Inquiry article (Healey, Matthews, 
and Cook-Sather 2019). 

Guiding Questions to Reflect on Your Values as a 
Learning and Teaching Writer

1. How can you use writing in learning and teaching in 
higher education to:
• shape your identities and nurture your sense of belonging 

within the learning and teaching discourse community?
• bring yourself to your writing and express yourself with a 

clear voice?
• engage both emotionally and intellectually?

2. What opportunities does writing about learning and 
teaching afford you to:
• inquire into the complexities of teaching (and learning) and 

of students’ experiences of learning (and teaching)?
• participate in an ongoing conversation with the learning and 

teaching in higher education discourse community?
• push “conventional boundaries” within the discourse 

community by drawing on your disciplinary expertise or 
embracing a methodological pluralism?

3. How might you embrace the potential of learning and 
teaching writing to:
• acknowledge, affirm, and constructively critique rather than 

attack or undermine?
• illuminate and expand, rather than obscure or diminish?
• represent context-specific complexity well, rather than 

reduce to generalizable simplicity? (Poole 2013)
Source: Adapted from Healey, Matthews, and Cook-Sather (2019, 34).

Our values can shift and wobble in ways that are both liberating 
and exhausting. As Nicola Simmons illustrates in Reflection 4.2, what 
we value about writing speaks to our motivations to write and can 
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come into conflict with how we work in, and what we understand to 
be the purpose of, higher education. If we value collaborative writing, 
as Nicola Simmons does, then writing is a process of shared learning 
and sense making with others. How we approach writing if we value 
collaboration is far different from how we approach writing alone. 
Nicola Simmons’ reflection names the entangled messiness of our 
fluid identities as writers as those identities embody and enact what 
matters to us and intersect with other aspects of our lives.

Reflection 4.2

How values shape our motivation to write

To be honest, although it would be simple to say that I write 
because of academic expectations, that is not my main driver. I 
write because writing helps me make my thinking explicit and lets 
me see it from outside, and I often write collaboratively because I 
am hoping to support others’ work or gather multiple perspectives 
to enhance my own. I love writing with diverse groups and am 
always excited at helping stitch together a transdisciplinary and 
transnational space. That building of bridges and smoothing of 
edges is an inherent part of me; editing diverse group perspectives 
lets me express it in written form. When I was asked to reflect for 
this book, I was also reminded of how writing can be a lovely form 
of escapism: by working with people from around the world, I get 
a chance to travel and to leave behind some of the work challenges 
one too often encounters. The intellectual play of the collaborative 
writing craft offers a wonderful holiday from the daily angst.

Nicola Simmons is assistant professor in the Department of Educational 
Studies at Brock University, Canada. 

Our culture also shapes what we value. Peter Looker, in chapter 
3, reflected on the importance of acknowledging our “cultural blind-
ness” to ensure that writing about learning and teaching connects 
globally (see Reflection 3.1). We can extend his reflection to encom-
pass the importance of acknowledging how our culture shapes our 
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values. By reflecting on our values as writers, we can become more 
aware of what others value and create space for richer conversations 
informed by multiple perspectives and differing values about learning 
and teaching. 

Over to You
We understand writing to be a form of communication, a relational 
process, that brings us into conversations with a community of 
scholars. A thread weaving throughout this book is writing as a process 
of identity formation—a process that intersects with our values and 
affects us intellectually, socially, and emotionally. For this reason, 
we include “Our Perspectives” and “Reflections” from colleagues 
throughout the book to show the varied experience of writing about 
learning and teaching in higher education. Here are some questions 
to consider about fostering your identities through a values-based 
process of writing:

• How do you see yourself as a writer, and how do you want 
others to see you as a writer?

• What matters to you about writing?
• Which of these priorities relate to discipline-specific work and 

might be a benefit or a barrier to writing in a different field?
• What does dialogue with differently positioned people reveal 

to you about your identities? In what ways have you used or 
could you use writing to develop your identities and support 
the development of others’ identities? 
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CHAPTER 5

CONCEPTUALIZING WRITING AS A 
LEARNING PROCESS

It is uncontested that writing enhances learning. (Silva and 
Limongi 2019, 213)

Expert writing is a process of discovery or invention. (Baaijen 
and Galbraith 2018, 199)

The first two chapters in part 2 of this book emphasize the deeply 
inter- and intra-personal work of writing: thinking about your writing 
as a way of creating and contributing to scholarly conversations 
(chapter 3), and fostering your identities as a writer within those 
conversations and for yourself in ways that intersect with your values 
(chapter 4). This chapter focuses on writing as a learning process—as 
a way of learning about the scholarly conversations you might want 
to create or contribute to, about yourself and your values, and about 
what you already know and do not yet know or understand about 
learning and teaching. It embraces a concept, writing to learn, that 
was developed during the 1970s and 1980s in relation to teaching 
higher education students to write (Writing Across the Curriculum 
Clearinghouse) and that has come to be accepted as a given among 
writing scholars, as the assertions above from Silva and Limongi (2019) 
and Baaijen and Galbraith (2018) attest. In this chapter we cite some 
of the foundational thinkers of the writing-to-learn movement and 
discuss this widely accepted concept in relation to the writing that 
you as experienced scholars, new scholars, or student scholars can 
use both as a mode of exploration and discovery and as a form of 
publication in and of itself. 

Writing as a Learning Process

https://wac.colostate.edu/
https://wac.colostate.edu/
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Writing to Learn: Origins and Applications
Two of the early proponents of writing to learn, Toby Fulwiler and 
Art Young (1982), explain that writing to learn is focused on writing 
“to order and represent experience to our own understanding.” By 
writing for ourselves as learners and audience, we can benefit from 
writing to learn because the language we generate “provides us with 
a unique way of knowing and becomes a tool for discovering, for 
shaping meaning, and for reaching understanding” (Fulwiler and 
Young 1982, x). William Zinnser (1988) wrote a book with the title 
Writing to Learn to ease the fear people feel regarding writing in 
general and the particular fear people have of writing about topics 
for which they assume they have no aptitude. Like Toby Fulwiler and 
Art Young, William Zinnser made the argument that writing can be 
understood as a form of thinking, and that by writing through your 
thoughts you clarify and gain confidence in them. 

Writing to learn is used most often in pedagogical contexts as a 
strategy employed by teachers across the disciplines to help support 
student writing (see, for example, advice from the Center for Teaching 
Excellence at Duquesne University). It is one of several categories 
of writing typically emphasized in higher education, which include:

• writing in the disciplines (developing the language and discourse 
practices of particular areas of study), 

• writing to engage (which focuses on promoting critical think-
ing), and 

• writing to learn (typically short, impromptu or otherwise infor-
mal and low-stakes writing tasks).

Writing to learn is often juxtaposed to “transactional writing” 
that aims “to accomplish something, to inform, instruct, or persuade” 
(Writing Across the Curriculum Clearinghouse, n.d.). 

In short, what distinguishes writing to learn from writing for 
other purposes is its focus on the process of coming to understanding 
and its emphasis on the benefit to the person doing the writing as 
a form of learning.

https://www.duq.edu/about/centers-and-institutes/center-for-teaching-excellence/teaching-and-learning/writing-to-learn
https://www.duq.edu/about/centers-and-institutes/center-for-teaching-excellence/teaching-and-learning/writing-to-learn
https://wac.colostate.edu/resources/wac/intro/wtl/
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Using Writing to Learn for Yourself
Using writing to learn requires seeing your writing as a space in which 
you learn for and by yourself. Many people, especially those who do 
not think of themselves as writers, have trouble believing that writing 
can be helpful to clarify thinking. In Becoming a Writer, Dorothea 
Brande (1934) offers advice that still resonates nearly a century after 
she wrote it: develop a mindset or attitude that makes possible the 
productive generation of words to name insights and experiences. If 
you are one of those people who does not see yourself as a writer or 
who doubts the benefit of writing to clarify thinking, ask yourself 
what kind of shift in mindset (perhaps created by making time to 
free write, reading books on writing, or participating in a writing 
workshop) and what kind of encouragement (e.g., collaborating 
with an experienced colleague in writing a blog) you might need to 
embrace writing as a generative process of learning.

Once you embrace a mindset conducive to this approach, you 
can use writing to learn as an experienced scholar, a new scholar, or 
a student scholar to help you figure out what you are thinking and to 
keep track of your thoughts. Perhaps you will want to keep a journal, 
a kind of ongoing dialogue with yourself through which you clarify 
both your questions and your evolving understandings of learning 
and teaching. Naming those insights for yourself helps you not only 
clarify them but also find language to capture and represent them. You 
might focus on naming for yourself what scholarly conversations you 
want to contribute to, or create, and why. The understandings you 
develop through this focus and the language you develop to name 
those understandings will help you clarify with whom you want to 
be in dialogue and perhaps what you want to talk about. You might 
focus on writing to yourself about your identities, how you define 
yourself and are defined by others—how your “individual/personal 
sense of sociocultural location and character intersects with how [you 
are] constructed in many different ways within any given culture 
and society” (Cook-Sather 2015, 2)—to develop who you want to 
be through your writing. Finally, you might consider writing to 
learn about your assumptions, to uncover and explore them through 
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reflection, which can provoke new insights into your identities as a 
learning and teaching scholar and enable more purposeful approaches 
to writing across genres. 

If you experience fear of writing, you can use writing to learn to 
work through it. Such fear manifests itself in many forms, and Our 
Perspectives 5.1 offers some glimpses of our own experiences to 
open up the conversation about fear. The anxiety, fear, and relentless 
discomfort of expressing yourself through written text is common 
to many, but not all, writers. Accepting that writing is a process and 
that it does not have to be perfect before others can see it can be 
difficult when you feel the fear of rejection, humiliation, and failure 
(see chapter 28). Talking about our fears as writers and what shapes 
these fears is a first step in addressing them. Reframing writing as a 
learning process, instead of a technical right/wrong task or only a 
performance for others, is another way to overcome fear. Fear may 
also dissipate if you give yourself permission to dwell, explore, ponder, 
imagine, and experiment. Many people find a form of free writing—
continuous writing for a set amount of time, such as five or fifteen 
minutes, without stopping, censoring, or editing—especially helpful 
to access and express what they are thinking (Brande 1934; Elbow 
1975). Technology today allows for countless drafts that can remain 
private or be shared as needed.

Our Perspectives 5.1

Opening up about our fears of writing

Kelly: Writing is a daily act of courage for me. My fear of writing 
dates back to first grade when my identity as a reader, writer, and 
student took shape. I was labelled a slow reader by the teacher 
(Ms. Claudia, who is forever burnt into my memory). My mother 
viewed the problem as a school problem, so I was given special 
tutoring at school but no reading or writing support at home. I 
spent countless weekends writing spelling words over and over as 
a result of failing the weekly spelling tests. When I started to show 
improvement, Ms. Claudia assumed I was copying off the boy next 
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to me. To address the issue, she literally caged me off from the 
class by surrounding my desk with a large, cut-out box so I could 
not see anyone during test time. Of course I have a complicated 
relationship with writing marked by anxiety and fear. It was not 
until my undergraduate research experience that I learned that 
writing is never perfect, spelling errors are easy to fix, and writing 
is an iterative process. Dr. Hill, the lab leader, would send me draft 
manuscripts to edit, which seemed crazy to me, yet I would not 
have dared to decline his requests. Imagine my surprise to find 
his writing was filled with the little errors that used to get me 
in trouble in English classes. I would fix them, and he would be 
grateful I had. He was not embarrassed or bothered in any visible 
way about his errors. Through that experience, I realized writing 
is a learning and thinking process, which addressed some of my 
fears of being humiliated (thank you, Ms. Claudia) and gave me 
courage to face my writing fears.

Alison: I have never had any fear of writing, and I actually look 
forward to the few minutes here and there as well as to the entire 
days I can devote to working through draft after draft of any piece. 
This easy relationship with writing has meant, though, that I need 
regularly to remind myself how difficult, challenging, and even 
torturous writing is for many people. When I forget that fact, I 
can be less than empathetic and even impatient (with colleagues, 
never with those I am teaching to write)—responses I recognize 
as profoundly ungenerous and inequitable. It’s also the case that, 
although I don’t struggle with writing, I do worry that what I 
write might not make sense to others—and sometimes, in fact, 
it doesn’t, if I haven’t spent enough time translating what is clear 
to me into terms that might resonate for—or at least make sense 
to—others. But perhaps because my identity as a writer has woven 
itself through every phase of my life and virtually every role I have 
had, from teaching high school English through teaching college 
composition through embracing writing as an integral and ener-
gizing aspect of my identity as an academic, I do not have fear 
around it.
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Mick: Fear of writing for me revolves around lack of confidence 
in what others will think of what I have written. Have I misunder-
stood some of the arguments? Have I expressed my ideas poorly? 
I cope with these fears through redrafting what I have written 
several times before asking generous colleagues for their comments. 
Hence, through self-evaluation and by responding to the feedback 
from my critical friends, I use my writing as a learning experience. 
However, I have a residual fear about how much I have learnt and 
whether I continue to make the same mistakes, especially in the 
quality of the writing.

Your perspective: What fears, if any, are shaping your writing 
and how can reframing writing as a learning process change your 
relationship to those fears?

Moving from Writing to Learn for Yourself to Sharing 
Your Writing to Learn with Others
The audience for writing to learn is, initially at least, yourself. If you 
want to move from writing to learn for yourself to writing to learn 
to share with others, you will want to shift from what Linda Flower 
(1979) called “writer-based prose” to what she called “reader-based 
prose.” Shifting from an audience of yourself to an audience outside 
yourself and likely outside your context requires thinking about how 
to translate what you have represented to your own understanding, to 
use Fulwiler and Young’s (1982) terms, into a representation accessible 
to others’ understanding. Reflective essays (see chapter 16) and stories 
(see chapter 20) are genres particularly conducive to the products 
of writing to learn, focusing as they do on lived experiences and 
day-to-day practicalities of the work of learning and teaching in 
higher education. An undergraduate student author explains how 
such reflective writing supports a “manner of inquiry” through which 
you can “make sense of things and find patterns without being tunnel 
focused on arriving at conclusions” (quoted in Cook-Sather, Abbot, 
and Felten 2019, 19). And, as Pat Hutchings, Mary Tyler Huber, and 
Anthony Ciccone (2011, 37-38) argue, “The writing process not only 
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focuses one’s attention on one’s own work but has a marvelous way 
of lighting up the work of others, bringing what might otherwise go 
unnoticed into one’s sphere of interest and analysis.” 

Over to You
In this chapter we extend to all writers the concept and practice of 
writing to learn as it has been used to teach university students. We 
see this as part of our larger project in this book to expand who can 
be seen as writers about learning and teaching, how we write, and 
what we write about. We invite you to pause to reflect on yourself 
as a learner and a writer by answering these questions: 

• What do you want to learn more about regarding learning and 
teaching in higher education, and how can you use writing to 
explore that?

• What insights that you generate for yourself through writing 
might be usefully shared with a wider audience? 

• How can you imagine using writing to clarify your understand-
ings of ongoing and potential scholarly conversations about 
learning and teaching, your own identities and possible roles 
in those conversations, and your values as a writer?
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PART 3

CLARIFYING YOUR PURPOSE 
AND PREPARING TO DRAFT

Introduction to Part 3 

This part of the book explores some of the topics that we argue can 
be precursors to starting to write and engage in productive dialogue 
with potential co-authors, editors, reviewers, and readers. We begin 
with a discussion of motivations for writing, because clarifying your 
purpose will help you identify how and for whom you write. Your 
motivations are closely related to your ever-evolving identity as a 
learning and teaching scholar, which we discussed in part 2. Also 
related to your motivations is the question of whether you write on 
your own or in collaboration with colleagues or students. Exploration 
of this topic raises issues of ethical authorship.

If you are the kind of person who writes better within clear 
parameters, there are several key questions you may want to address 
before you start writing, including: Who can benefit from reading 
what I plan to write? In which outlet should I seek to publish? What 
is an appropriate working title for the piece of writing I am working 
on? What might a short summary of the piece include? Whatever you 
write will, of course, only be initial drafts, and you should expect to 
keep returning to and revising them as you write. 

We recognize, however, that people vary in how helpful they find 
this type of planning before starting to write. If you are the kind of 
person who writes better with fewer parameters to start with, you 
may want to leave these questions until after you have drafted your 
piece, or at least are well down the writing road. Others find it helpful 
to draft their answers to these questions early for some writing, but 

Clarifying Your Purpose and Preparing to 
Draft
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later for other kinds of writing. Our approach varies. Mick and Kelly 
tend to favor the early planning route, while Alison varies in which 
strategy she follows. These approaches are not mutually exclusive, of 
course. Regardless of what approach you take, what is crucial is that 
any position or argument that you adopt early on is modifiable as the 
writing proceeds. All should be open to change, including the title, 
until the moment of submission. Otherwise, the learning opportu-
nities are going to be severely diminished.

One other topic that is important to consider before starting 
to write is what publishing genre is appropriate. This question is so 
central to this book that the whole of part 4 is dedicated to exploring 
it. You may find reading chapter 11, which discusses the main features 
of eleven different genres, helpful at an early stage in your planning.

Key questions you might want to address before you read part 3 
and then keep in mind while you are reading include:

• What is your motivation for writing?
• What kind of approach or structure—following guiding ques-

tions or exploring through the writing itself—works best for 
you as a writing process?

• Which genre are you preparing to write for and how might 
that influence your writing? 
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CHAPTER 6

REFLECTING ON MOTIVATIONS
Clarifying Your Identity as a  

Learning and Teaching Scholar

For me, the purpose of writing was first to secure a faculty 
position, then tenure, and then promotion. After that was accom-
plished, I engaged in writing projects to clarify ideas, explore 
areas, and contribute to the profession. (Rocco 2011, 4) 

In the last twenty years, educators who have dared to study 
and learn new ways of thinking and teaching so that the work 
we do does not reinforce systems of domination, of imperialism, 
racism, sexism or class elitism have created a pedagogy of hope. 
(hooks 2003, xiv)

Motivations for writing are as various as the scholars driven by them. 
They can be informed by practical needs (getting a job), passionate 
interests (clarifying ideas, exploring new areas), and personal and 
political commitments (combating systems of domination). They can 
change over time, across contexts and circumstances, and depend on 
your identities. Those of us who write about learning and teaching in 
higher education have the opportunity to affect learning and teaching 
practices, making the work we do, as well as the ways we write about 
it, uniquely animating. Lori Breslow and her colleagues (2004, 84) 
suggest that, “One of the key ways in which to engage colleagues 
in their development as critical and reflective teachers . . . is . . . to 
stimulate their intellectual curiosity.” If, as they contend, “the asking 
of questions is at the heart of intellectual curiosity and engaging staff 

Reflecting on Motivations
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in the scholarship of teaching and learning” (Breslow et al. 2004, 84), 
we would also suggest that motivation, while sometimes of necessity 
practical, can also be a kind of life force—what bell hooks (2003, 
x) describes as a “sense of organic necessity that often drives me to 
passionate writing.” The statements offered by Tonette Rocco, bell 
hooks, and Lori Breslow and colleagues may or may not resemble your 
own reasons for writing, but they throw into relief the importance 
of considering your motivations (Black et al. 1998). 

The Nature of Motivations
In a discussion of various dimensions of writing development at 
different ages, Charles Bazerman and colleagues (2017, 352) note 
the growing body of research on “psychological processes, social 
situations, motivations, and self-perceptions of writers.” They offer 
eight principles that constitute what they call “taking the long view 
of writing development.” Most relevant to our discussion are the 
following five: writing can develop across the lifespan as part of 
changing contexts; writing development is complex because writing is 
complex; writing development is variable—there is no single path and 
no single endpoint; writers develop in relation to the changing social 
needs, opportunities, resources, and technologies of their time and 
place; and writing and other forms of development have reciprocal 
and mutually supporting relationships. We urge you to keep these in 
mind as you consider your motivations for writing about learning 
and teaching. 

Like the motivations of the scholars quoted in the opening 
section of this chapter, our own motivations to write about learning 
and teaching have varied across our circumstances and over time, as 
reflected in our different experiences (Our Perspectives 6.1). 
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Our Perspectives 6.1

What were our motivations to start writing about 
learning and teaching and how have they shifted over 
time? 

Alison: I have always been motivated to write about what effec-
tively supports engaged learning for both students and teachers and 
to do so in ways that are fun for me as a writer and accessible to 
readers. This motivation, focused on both content and process, has 
remained consistent regardless of publication purpose and venue, 
including writing to meet requirements for tenure and promotion, 
writing to share ideas and practices, writing to explore and discover, 
and writing to combat systems of domination. I am motivated to 
write about what I care about, and letting passion and commitment 
drive my writing projects is part of what has allowed me to be so 
prolific. As the pedagogical partnership approach that I developed 
has gained recognition, I have used that recognition to make space 
for and offer support to others who want to engage in dialogue 
about and pursue such work. I have been motivated to offer not 
only inspiration and insights from research but also practical guid-
ance for how to support both prospective and practicing teachers in 
reflecting on, affirming, and further refining learning and teaching 
in dialogue and collaboration with students, particularly those who 
have been underserved and often harmed by higher education.

Kelly: At this stage in my career, in response to the question, “Why 
write about learning and teaching?”, I initially thought: because 
I have something I want to say about teaching and learning (and 
clearly an identity that gives me confidence to say it). For the 
purposes of this book and the thread of creating and contributing to 
scholarly conversation, I would say: I want to engage in a scholarly 
conversation about learning and teaching with like-minded peers. 
In doing so, I am reflecting on practice and becoming a better 
teacher while also becoming a better writer, which is generally 
important in the academy. At the start of my career, I would have 
100% agreed about the importance of “the external drivers” and 
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answered the questions with: I need to publish to gain credibility 
within the academy in a university that values scholarship of teach-
ing and learning (SoTL) through publication. I need to publish in 
my role as an early-career academic in a centralized teaching and 
learning unit. I need to publish so I can influence my colleagues and 
impact teaching practices because my colleagues value publications. 
My motivation has shifted toward the intrinsic yet is balanced with 
extrinsic drivers.

Mick: When I began writing about my teaching in the late 1980s, 
my main motivation was to share with my geography colleagues 
the initiatives and experiences that appeared to enhance the quality 
of learning of our students. Hence, it was very much embedded 
in the practice of teaching, and the main genres I pursued were 
papers and posters for conferences and empirical research articles 
and case studies published in journals. As I became more experi-
enced, my focus shifted more toward review papers and reports 
summarizing interesting practices in geography in higher education 
from around the world, but then shifted after 10-15 years toward 
higher education generally, regardless of discipline. However, my 
motivation continued to be an interest in trying to enhance the 
quality of student learning. This is not to argue that the motivation 
was purely intrinsic or altruistic, as these drivers were reinforced 
by peer-recognition and success in attracting grants and awards, 
to the extent that in 2010, I was able to become an independent 
higher education consultant and researcher.

Your perspective: What are your motivations to write about 
learning and teaching and have they shifted over time?

Your motivations for engaging in writing about learning and 
teaching will be influenced by larger questions of why write about 
learning and teaching, as we discussed in chapter 2, and will also 
be closely related to your identities as a person and a professional 
and your identity—or identities—as a learning and teaching scholar, 
as discussed in chapter 4. Many SoTL scholars have as a primary 
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motivation to enhance the quality of student learning through inquiry. 
As we argued in chapter 2, this may, or may not, mean engaging in 
higher education research, as there are many different ways of creat-
ing and contributing to conversations about learning and teaching 
(Fanghanel 2013; Trigwell and Shale 2004). Some of these may be 
local institution-based exchanges, while others may involve going 
public in wider national and international outlets (Ashwin and Trig-
well 2004; Geertsema 2016). 

Joelle Fanghanel (2013, 63) points out that: “The aim in SoTL is 
not to publish but to uncover the complexity of academic practice 
through reflection and engagement with relevant partners (colleagues, 
students) and to draw lessons that are subjected to debate and contra-
diction. Change emerges from inquiry.” Writing and making presen-
tations about learning and teaching are key ways of going public, but 
they are the means to an end not the end in itself. Based on your 
context, your position, and your identity as a learning and teaching 
scholar, you will need to decide for yourself what motivations for 
writing to embrace. Remember Pat Hutchings’ reflection from chap-
ter 2 in which she described the way writing can bring thinking to life. 

Reflecting on Your Motivations
Reflecting on your motivations can make required writing joyful and 
fulfilling; allow you to clarify for yourself particular questions about 
learning and teaching; facilitate your contributions to evolving and 
new conversations about learning and teaching; and bring you into 
dialogue with colleagues that both capture and generate insights.

making Required Writing Joyful and fulfilling
In many higher education contexts, writing for publication is required 
for review, promotion, and job-seeking. Much of this work is expected 
to be disciplinary. More than a decade ago Paul Witman and Laurie 
Richlin (2007) found that SoTL had achieved varying levels of 
acceptance across the disciplines. Offering a recent example from 
the field of art history that suggests these conditions persist in some 
fields at least, Denise Baxter and Kelly Donohue-Wallace (2016) 
cautioned those on the job market and those not yet tenured to “assess 
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cautiously whether engaging in this type of research puts them in a 
position” to be hired or promoted because “some institutions will 
embrace it, but some will not.” 

What kind of writing is expected or accepted in your discipline 
given where you are in your trajectory as a scholar is an important 
consideration as you assess what might motivate you to write. If you 
are an academic in a traditional discipline, does your discipline in 
general (and in the context in which you work, or hope to work) 
value writing about learning and teaching in higher education? If 
publication is required or expected in your role, have you published 
enough in the required/expected forms of writing, whether disci-
pline focused or teaching-and-learning focused, that you can invest 
time in writing for the first time or in new ways about learning and 
teaching? If you are a graduate or an undergraduate student, would 
such writing be beneficial to you as you navigate academia? 

If you conclude that writing about learning and teaching would 
be valued or beneficial, ask yourself what could make that writing 
most joyful and fulfilling. If you enjoy and feel good about what you 
are writing, it will contribute to sustaining you, as well as be more 
appealing to others. Some scholars, like Alison, experience writing 
to be a joy. But if that is not your experience, remind yourself, as we 
noted in chapter 2, to evoke Helen Sword’s (2012, 159) terms as inspi-
ration: “passion, commitment, pleasure, playfulness, humor, elegance, 
lyricism, originality, imagination, creativity, and undisciplined think-
ing.” Also try to remind yourself that if you embrace writing and let 
it follow or lead your thinking, “suddenly everything becomes more 
interesting, more connected, ideas get sparked” (Hutchings, personal 
communication, June 11, 2019). In short, remind yourself, as we 
argue in chapter 2, that writing can capture and convey what makes 
us human, what makes us connected, what keeps us alive—and, as 
bell hooks (2003) notes, what is of necessity. 

If you experience writing as hard work, you may need to seek 
joy and fulfilment in acknowledging that work. Kelly, commenting 
on a draft of this chapter, observed that: 
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While I appreciate the talk of writing as joyful and 
awesome, I never felt that when I started academic writ-
ing because I was never a strong writer, so that discourse 
(typically espoused by friends in writing disciplines) left 
me feeling more sure I was not a writer (because I was 
not enjoying it). For me, the acknowledgment that writ-
ing is hard work and that we get better through practice, 
and even playing with writing, spoke to me.

External factors may also affect motivations, both positively and 
negatively, and finding joy and fulfilment in managing those may 
require yet a different mindset and approach. Kelly commented above 
(in Our Perspectives 6.1) how institutional policies were an import-
ant factor motivating her to publish as an early-career academic. In 
contrast, Alison labors under similar institutional policies but has 
focused on writing about what excites her and what feels important, 
and she has managed both to stay true to her commitments and to 
meet external requirements. 

Writing for yourself to Clarify Particular Questions about 
Learning and Teaching 
As we discuss in chapter 5, William Zinnser (1988) made the argument 
that writing can be understood as a form of thinking and that by 
writing through your thoughts you clarify them. You can use writing 
to learn to work through fear, if you have it, or to give yourself 
permission to dwell, explore, ponder, imagine, and experiment. 

When you prepare to produce a version of your writing for others 
to read, ensure that you shift from your own exploration for an audi-
ence of yourself to a consideration of how you might represent key 
insights from that exploration for an external audience (see chapters 
8, 23, 24, and 25). In chapter 18 on reflective essays, we suggest that 
informal, first-person accounts that focus on analyses of lived expe-
riences and illuminate the day-to-day practicalities of the work of 
learning and teaching in higher education might be particularly well 
suited to writing for yourself to clarify particular questions about that 
work—a particularly generative “manner of inquiry,” as one student 
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author asserted (quoted in Cook-Sather, Abbot, and Felten 2019, 19). 
Considering the benefits to readers of reflective writing to clarify 
thinking and practice, one faculty member suggests that such writing 
“tends to let readers in on the writer’s experiences and thinking/
feeling in a way that’s invitational, inclusive” (quoted in Cook-Sather, 
Abbot, and Felten 2019, 21).

Finding Inspiration to Contribute to Evolving and New 
Conversations about Learning and Teaching
Whether you are required by external expectations, inspired by an 
internal drive, or moved by an intersection of the personal and the 
political, consider how you might generate or harness inspiration to 
contribute to established and evolving conversations about learning 
and teaching or create new ones. We suggest in chapter 8 that choosing 
an outlet for your work is about choosing whom you want to be in 
dialogue with. An important dimension of that decision is identifying 
what you can contribute to an existing discussion or why you might 
start a new one. Do you have a unique experience based on your 
position or perspective? Do you have a strong opinion that might 
help the field expand and further develop? Do you have data that can 
inform evolving theories? Do you have a case study that illustrates 
or contradicts some of the continuing conversations? Part 4 of this 
book can help you decide what genre makes most sense for any 
given piece of your work. But before you think about genre, think 
about motivation.

For instance, Natasha Daviduke (2018) made an important contri-
bution to the debate on whether undergraduate students who partic-
ipate in pedagogical partnerships focused on classroom practices need 
to have disciplinary knowledge. Based on her own experience and her 
analysis of it, she argued that, rather than being a deficit, as many fear, 
a student partner who is not in the discipline of the faculty partner 
can be a benefit. In her words, “My disciplinary differences with my 
partners made for rich, supportive, and innovative collaborations and 
exciting educational insights” (156).
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Students and faculty alike often doubt that their contributions 
will be significant, but keep in mind Lee Shulman’s (1993, 6) argu-
ment that the status of teaching depends on shifting it from private 
to “community property” (see also chapter 22). Something you might 
think is obvious, insignificant, or irrelevant might be the very thing 
that can change the way people think. It is also important to acknowl-
edge and address the de-motivating forces some people experience, 
as Preeti Vayada suggests in Reflection 6.1.

Reflection 6.1

Considering de-motivating forces

As important as the motivations for writing mentioned here are, 
discussion of de-motivating forces is equally important as it reso-
nates with the scholar who wants to write but is unable to do 
so. Reasons can be numerous, including writing anxiety, limited 
understanding of writing and the publication process, and coming 
from a non-Anglophonic background. However, from my personal 
experience as an early writer, I found that professional support 
and encouragement are immensely helpful. So, whenever Kelly 
says, “Don’t underestimate your contributions,” it not only feels 
good but also provides a strong motivating dose to introspect one’s 
strengths.

Preeti Vayada is a PhD student at The University of Queensland, Australia. 

Letting Dialogue with Colleagues increase and Help Direct 
your motivation
Is your image of writing that of the solitary person toiling away in 
the ivory tower, local public library, or noisy café? While allotting 
time and choosing space for yourself to write is a topic we take up 
in chapter 23, engaging in dialogue about learning and teaching in 
higher education with scholars can inspire you and help you find 
the motivation to write. In chapter 26 we discuss the importance 
of seeking feedback from critical friends before you submit a piece 
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for publication. Equally important, though, is the dialogue with 
critical friends and thought partners as you are seeking motivation 
for beginning or continuing to write.

Sometimes you might have an idea that seems clear in your head 
but as soon as you try to express it to someone, out loud or in an 
email, you realize it was not so clear after all. Conversely, you might 
think your idea is murky and unformed, but as you explain it to a 
friend or colleague, you realize that it’s clearer than you thought, and 
you feel quite strongly about sharing it. In both cases your critical 
friends can help you further clarify and substantiate the idea, and they 
can affirm its worth and your excitement about it or help you refine 
and further develop it. As we discuss in chapter 7, if you choose to 
co-author with others, they can provide this kind of support as well as 
motivate you through the task, offering a usefully different perspective.

Over to You
Dimensions of motivation highlight both reason and feeling, both 
internal and external factors and forces, both inward- and outward-
focused attention. For you, does motivation (wanting to communicate) 
come before inspiration (having something to communicate)? 
Inspiration involves your head and your heart and listening to your 
own voice and to the voices of others. Keep in mind that, “Once 
published, you begin to meet people who know you through your 
writing” (Day 2016, 14) and “seeing your name in print gives a 
satisfying frisson of excitement” (Day 2016, 15). Consider addressing 
the following questions to explore your motivations to write about 
learning and teaching: 

• How does your motivation relate to your identity or identities 
as a learning and teaching scholar?

• If you are writing about learning and teaching only because 
it is required or expected by your department or institution, 
how can you make such required activity joyful and fulfilling?

• What kind of writing is best suited to clarify your own questions 
about learning and teaching? 



62 | WRiTiNG ABOUT LEARNiNG AND TEACHiNG

• How might you inspire yourself to contribute insights, 
approaches, challenges, and recommendations to any given 
evolving discussion or new dialogue about learning and 
teaching?

• In what ways might dialogue with colleagues increase and help 
direct your motivation? 
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CHAPTER 7

WRITING ALONE OR WITH OTHERS
Solitude, Writing Groups, and the  
Role of Collaboration in Writing

Sole-authored articles are the most highly prized by [higher 
education institutions] due to neoliberal imperatives such as 
funding formulae for research incentives and rewards. (Bozalek 
et al. 2017, 2)

What I learned through . . . [writing partnerships] is that I 
am more likely to “get stuff done” when I work with someone 
else. It is not always straight forward nor painless, but in most 
cases, work written in this way seems to proceed more quickly 
to publication. (Simmons and Singh 2019, xxix)

Whether you write alone or co-author in collaboration with others 
is in part dictated by institutional expectations, as Vivienne Bozalek 
and her colleagues note above, and in part by personal decisions, 
though opportunities often arise that affect these choices. We have all 
written on our own and in partnership with co-authors, and we see 
benefits and challenges in relation to both, as Nicola Simmons and 
Ann Singh’s quote above suggests. In this chapter we first consider 
writing alone and then address how to maximize the benefits and 
reduce or overcome the challenges of working with others to produce 
a scholarly writing output.

Writing Alone or with Others
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Writing Alone
Many appreciate the independence of writing on their own, and single-
authored publications are expected in some disciplines, particularly 
within the humanities, and can be a boost to your curriculum vitae 
(CV). To succeed as a sole author, it is critical that you have something 
worth saying and a powerful desire to communicate it (Black et al. 
1998; Sadler 2006). If you do, you can set your own schedule, write 
at your own pace, and use your own voice. These are all benefits.

While most authors will write alone some of the time, producing 
your first piece of writing for publication can be a scary experience. 
You have to be very determined and self-motivated to complete the 
task. As we discuss in chapter 23, allotting time and choosing space 
to write involves self-awareness and intentionality, and that is also 
the case for writing alone, whether you are just starting out or have 
a good deal of experience.

If you are introverted or appreciate solitude, writing alone can be 
energizing and efficient. If you are more extroverted and thrive in the 
company of others, then writing on your own can be a lonely busi-
ness. One way to both write alone and benefit from others’ insights 
is to join a writing group or attend a writing retreat.

Writing as a Sole Author in a Writing Group
Writing groups, or “publication syndicates” (Sadler 1999), can be a 
supportive way for both experienced and inexperienced writers to 
set aside dedicated time to write. Here we focus on the writing group 
model in which members are working on their own pieces of writing 
and generate critical feedback for other participants. Writing groups 
may meet at a formal writing retreat (at a local or distant destination 
for differing lengths of time), a café, the library, or online (Simmons 
and Singh 2019), and a range of evidence suggests involvement in any 
model of supported writing enhances productivity (Geller and Eodice 
2013). Writing retreats may be held over several consecutive days, or 
at a regular time weekly, fortnightly, or monthly (Moore 2018). Most 
meet face to face, but online versions have also been developed (see, 
for example, Laura Pasquini’s (2016) online summer writing group). 

https://techknowtools.com/2016/06/08/acwrisummer-for-acwri-accountability-summer-2016/
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Some writing groups are designed for particular groups, e.g., doctoral 
students (Wilmot 2018), faculty of color (Rockquemore and Laszloffy 
2008), or women (Grant 2008). A few are aimed specifically at people 
who want to write about their scholarship of teaching and learning 
(SoTL) projects (Chick et al. 2014; Felten, Moore, and Strickland 
2009; Moore 2018). One group followed Wendy Belcher’s (2009) 
book Writing Your Journal Article in 12 Weeks to structure a SoTL 
writing program (Weaver, Robbie, and Radloff 2014). Less formal 
writing groups may be established by two or three colleagues willing 
to support each other. Participants in such approaches might be better 
described as “writing partners.” 

Rowena Murray (2009, 170-71) proposes five benefits of a writ-
ers’ group: making time for writing, getting feedback on writing, 
discussing writing practices, developing productive practices, and 
sharing information about journals, editors, and reviewers. Of these, 
the first two are probably the most important, the next two are 
discussed in chapters 23-25, and the last one applies if the writing 
group is based around a specific topic, such as SoTL, and is discussed 
briefly in chapter 8. Many of the questions we have included at the 
end of each chapter and posted in the online resources of this book  
could be useful for discussion by a writing group or with a writing 
partner. The critical thing, though, is to agree on the purpose of the 
group and to share with one another what your writing goals are. 
Writing as a dialogue with critical friends is discussed in chapter 26.

Writing retreats can be designed to maximize publication outputs. 
One study found that:

The five key elements of writing retreats conducive to 
increasing publication output were protected time and 
space; community of practice; development of academic 
writing competence; intra-personal benefits; and organ-
isational investment. Participants involved achieved 
greater publication outputs, particularly when provided 
ongoing support. (Kornhaber et al. 2016, 1210)

https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/writing-about-learning
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Moreover, writing retreats may contribute to the well-being of 
participants, as Rowena Murray (2009, 175) notes:

Perhaps the greatest benefit of attending writers’ group 
meetings is that people often report that they arrive at 
the meeting “in a frenzy, but leave on a high.” Some 
turn up with very low feelings about their writing and 
about academic life in general, and leave with a sense of 
satisfaction at having, in spite of everything, progressed 
their writing project. This facility for turning around 
very negative feelings is perhaps one of the healthiest 
outcomes of a professional activity. 

Collaborative Writing
Writing with others offers different benefits and challenges from 
writing alone. If you have not co-authored before, you might consider 
trying a shorter piece of writing, such as a case study, reflective essay, 
or blog post before trying a research article or chapter, or co-editing 
a book. Pat Thomson and Barbara Kamler (2013, 146) distinguish 
among three types of collaborative writing:

1. Type-talk: where two or more people sit side by side at the 
computer and work together

2. Cut it up and put it back together: where two or more people 
divide the paper into sections and write these separately, then 
one person puts the draft together

3. First cut: where one person takes the lead and writes the first 
draft in its entirety and the others add, subtract, and amend. 

As we pointed out in chapter 1, our strategy for writing this 
book falls somewhere between the last two types. In Reflection 7.1, 
Kathryn Sutherland reflects on her experience of using all three 
strategies at different times.
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Reflection 7.1

The experience of using Thomson and Kamler’s (2013) 
three types of collaborative writing

I’m a talker and can rattle off ideas eloquently (mostly!) in discus-
sion, but I sometimes struggle to commit them as easily to the page. 
So, all three of these techniques work really well for me. 

I used the “type-talk” technique with a Canadian colleague when 
I was on sabbatical: we holed up for three days in my hotel room 
and I talked while he typed (and also talked and questioned and 
challenged). We churned out a decent first draft this way. Distance 
then got in the way, and it took a couple of years—and a call for a 
special issue with a close fit to our manuscript—before we finally 
transformed that first draft into a publishable article (Holmes and 
Sutherland 2015). 

I often use the “cut it up and put it back together” technique when 
writing with students, to make sure that everyone’s voices are 
incorporated. It does require some effort to bring different narrative 
styles together coherently, but that work pays off when everyone 
can see how they’ve contributed (Sutherland, Lenihan-Ikin, and 
Rushforth 2019).

The “first cut” method, where one person produces the first draft 
which others add to and amend, is probably the “easiest” form of 
collaborative writing but also the least collaborative. To alleviate 
this, we often turn the tables for the next piece of work and swap 
the responsibility around, so a different person takes the lead each 
time (Hall and Sutherland 2013, 2018).

Kathryn Sutherland is associate professor at Victoria University of Welling-
ton, New Zealand.

The Advantages and Challenges of Writing in Partnership
Collaborative writing involves “pooling strengths, skills and contacts” 
(Murray 2009, 33). The multiple perspectives brought to bear can lead 
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to a higher quality output as you clarify or complicate understanding, 
deepen analyses, shape and reshape arguments, and edit each other’s 
contributions. More can be achieved in a shorter time period, 
and there is also evidence, at least in the sciences, that the higher 
the number of authors of a paper, the greater the probability of 
publication and the more citations it receives (Weller, 2001). It’s also 
worth considering long-term writing partners. As Pat Hutchings 
(personal communication, June 11, 2019) notes: “Many of us, over 
the years, find one or two authors we write really well with, and that 
becomes an ongoing partnership that is incredibly rewarding.” Indeed, 
when writing partnerships work, they can be highly enjoyable and 
energizing and help build the confidence of all the participants (see 
chapter 26).

A challenge, however, is that when you have multiple authors, 
the process often takes longer as the tendency is to go at the speed of 
the slowest. We recently celebrated the publication of a paper that we 
began two years previously and involved nine authors, six faculty and 
three students (Matthews et al. 2018). Although there were periods 
of inactivity as other commitments intervened, we felt the project 
needed that time to ensure everyone contributed and felt part of 
the team. Another challenge is that tensions can arise if the co-au-
thors have strongly held contrasting viewpoints or, as Mick notes in 
Our Perspectives 7.1, they have different attitudes toward keeping to 
deadlines and responding in a timely manner to queries and drafts. 

To write together effectively requires that all parties be open to 
discussion and willing to accept feedback and to compromise. It is 
also important to spend time ensuring that there is a common style 
of writing throughout the piece. Sometimes one of the co-authors 
may be given the role of checking for style consistency. This does 
not mean that differences of opinion should be glossed over. In this 
book we use the “Our Perspectives” sections to highlight where we 
have different approaches to writing.
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Our Perspectives 7.1

Collaboration versus writing solo

Kelly: I collaborate a lot—90% of my publications are co- 
authored. The collaborative process is a rich learning process that 
offers collegiality, connection, and mentorship. However, collabo-
ration can be slower than solo writing, and different voices can get 
lost or overpower others in the process. Increasingly, I co-author 
with undergraduate students, which has inspired my writing and 
thinking in new ways. To keep collaborators on the same page and 
create space for everyone to contribute meaningfully, I usually start 
new writing projects by outlining some key points (journal, aim, 
contribution) using one-page plans (Matthews 2018a, 2018b; see 
online resources: “Simple Publication Plan for Getting Started” 
and “Project Plan for Research”).

Alison: I experience collaborative writing as a form of dialogue 
in practice, and I find that it can invite further dialogue. Although 
I am profoundly introverted, I am energized by most co-author-
ship, and I am smarter in collaboration than I am alone. Through 
writing with others, I am forced to wrestle, grow, reconsider, and 
compromise as well as to learn new things and to make explicit 
what I think I already know. To my mind, co-authoring has a 
better chance of capturing the multiplicity of perspectives that is 
virtually always relevant.

Mick: When I wrote as an economic geographer, I usually wrote 
by myself. When I moved into writing about geography in higher 
education and then about SoTL and higher education research 
more generally, I more commonly co-wrote with colleagues. 
Collaborating generally made the writing process a much more 
enjoyable experience and improved the clarity and quality of our 
writing. I usually learn a tremendous amount from my co-authors, 
as has happened, for example, in writing this book. The only times 
collaboration has not worked quite so well was when my co-au-
thors had different attitudes than me toward keeping to deadlines 

http://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Simple-Publication-Plan-for-Getting-Started.docx
http://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Project-Plan-for-Research.docx
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and responding in a timely manner to queries. So, choose your 
co-authors with care!

Source: Based on Healey, Matthews, and Cook-Sather (2019, 40)

Your perspective: What are your experiences of and thoughts 
on collaborating versus writing solo?

Similar benefits and challenges have been noted regarding the 
experience of participating in international collaborative writing 
groups, which have become a signature pedagogy of the Interna-
tional Society for the Scholarship of Teaching (ISSOTL). These are 
discussed in the online resource “The Experience of International 
Collaborative Writing Groups.” 

Ethical Authorship
Who should be credited as an author and in what order is another 
area where there is potential for disagreement and ill feeling. These 
questions may arise from different practices in different disciplines 
but are also open to potential abuse when there are power differences 
between team members. For instance, in some disciplines, graduate 
students at some institutions are required to add their supervisors as 
co-authors on papers, whether those supervisors were supportive and 
contributed in meaningful and productive ways or not.

There are guidelines on ethical authorship. However, the Commit-
tee on Publication Ethics (COPE), whose membership includes more 
than 4,000 journals from all research fields, acknowledges that “there 
is no universally agreed definition of authorship” (White 2004, 70). 
Many journals, particularly in the sciences, have adopted the definition 
of the International Committee of Medical Journal Editors (ICMJE 
2017, 2), which identifies four criteria for authorship, the first three 
of which may have some relevance to learning and teaching journals:

• Substantial contributions to the conception or design of the 
work; or the acquisition, analysis, or interpretation of data for 
the work; 

• Drafting the work or revising it critically for important intel-
lectual content; and 

https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/writing-about-learning/international-writing-groups/
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/writing-about-learning/international-writing-groups/
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• Final approval of the version to be published. 
One of the issues these guidelines were designed to address is “gift 

authorship,” i.e., including names of those who took little or no part 
in the research and who may be better listed in the acknowledgments. 

As for the order of authors’ names, there is again a variety of 
practices in different disciplines (Tscharntke et al. 2007), although 
in the education field it is most common to list authors in order of 
their contribution and to put authors in alphabetical order where the 
contribution is similar. Applying these guidelines to writing about 
learning and teaching can, however, be problematic. As Trent Maurer 
(2017, 1) points out, “The collaborative interdisciplinary nature of 
much SoTL work, along with the increasing focus of SoTL on 
students as co-inquirers into SoTL research, creates unique issues 
and challenges in ethically assigning authorship credit on SoTL proj-
ects.” He further suggests that “if authorship credit is reserved for idea 
generation, research design, and manuscript writing, many students, 
especially undergraduate students, would be ineligible for signifi-
cant credit even in fairly collaborative projects” (3). He goes on to 
propose a process-focused approach to determining authorship based 
on the Research Skill Development framework (Willison 2009), in 
which we find ways to value, in Angela Brew’s (2006, 136) words, 
“the contributions of each person no matter what their level of prior 
understanding and knowledge.” 

For the reasons cited above, the ethics of authorship is a complex 
and sometimes controversial area. We advise teams to discuss the issues 
involved early on but also be flexible and open to amendment should 
the assumptions on which the initial decisions are based change 
during the writing process.

Writing in collaboration is intellectual and emotional work in 
which the participants undergo a learning journey and develop their 
identities (see chapters 3–5). This is apparent in the reflections of three 
co-authors who collaborated on thirty-five publications over two 
decades: “In any one session, we learned to expect the unexpected—
to be exhilarated and confused, surprised and displeased, praised and 
pained—sometimes at the same time” (Nevin, Thousand, and Villa 
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2011, 290). Clearly, positive experiences of co-authoring can lead to 
long-term and rewarding writing partnerships. 

Academics and students Writing Together 
Academics and students co-authoring offers particular challenges and 
rewards. One challenge is that there are different expectations for 
faculty/academic staff and students regarding where they need to put 
their time and energy. While writing for publication is an expectation 
for many scholars in higher education and therefore factored into 
how faculty spend their time and energy, most students, particularly 
undergraduates, may not have the time, interest, or confidence to 
author traditional scholarly texts, given their commitments to their 
courses, jobs, and extracurricular activities, as well as their academic 
goals (Cook-Sather, Abbot, and Felten 2019; see also Maurer 2017, 
for some of the structural barriers to students as co-authors in SoTL). 

While some faculty might not be compelled by the idea of writing 
with students, others who are might not be able to do so because of 
the pressures those faculty feel due to tenure expectations, require-
ments to seek funding, and workload. For undergraduate students, 
writing for publication is often an add-on for which there is not 
necessarily any benefit beyond the experience and satisfaction of 
co-authoring with a faculty member. Furthermore, because of the 
demands on their time and their own priorities, students may not 
have the time to familiarize themselves with the literature that consti-
tutes any given conversation in the field, unless the writing project is 
part of a course or research project conducted in collaboration with 
faculty. Finally, many of the genres of writing typically expected and 
valued in academia consist of what one student author described as 
“clear logic and air-tight assertions” that many students find “stuffy” 
and uninteresting (student authors quoted in Cook-Sather, Abbot, 
and Felten 2019, 19, 21). This type of writing may also exacerbate 
the imposter syndrome so many students feel, as Sophia Abbot notes 
in Reflection 7.2. Some genres we discuss (such as reflective essays 
and stories) and others we do not delve into (including feminist and 
queer autoethnography, collective writing approaches, and critical 
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social work) enact alternative modes of analysis and reject some 
traditional norms of academic writing. 

Reflection 7.2

Acknowledging imposter syndrome

I certainly had a strong feeling of imposter syndrome as an under-
graduate writing for publication: How could I be so bold as to 
believe that I—a 20-year-old with very little life or scholarly expe-
rience—have something worth saying and sharing with the world!? 
Even now, despite my experience writing, publishing, and being a 
scholar, I feel those uncertainties. My imposter syndrome has been 
exacerbated by the “air-tight assertions” expectation, because it is 
easy as a newer scholar, still getting to know a body of scholar-
ship, to wonder whether my assertions really are airtight. Writing 
in other genres has given me space to explore my ideas and get 
affirmation on the value of them.

Sophia Abbot is a graduate student at Elon University, US. 

For academics and professional staff, the rewards of co-authoring 
with students include the opportunity to learn from the perspectives 
that students bring and, in some cases, the conceptual frames they 
introduce (Cook-Sather 2018b). For students, co-authoring with 
academics and professional staff affords opportunities to affirm their 
identities and perspectives and contribute their knowledge to wider 
discussions—a form of epistemic justice—a concept, by the way, 
introduced by a (then) graduate student author, Alise de Bie, to Alise’s 
faculty and undergraduate co-authors (de Bie et al. 2019). 

Over to You
Writing on your own affords independence, and sole-authored 
publications are often expected in many higher education contexts. 
Co-authoring in collaboration with others can be enormously 
satisfying and the benefits usually far outweigh any challenges. 
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Alone or together? Take a moment to reflect on your preferences 
and assumptions:

• Do you prefer writing alone or in partnership? What do you 
see as the benefits and challenges of each?

• If you are new to writing, do you have someone you think you 
could work with in collaboration?

• How can you best promote a culture of ethical authorship?
• How might you go about joining a writing group or setting 

one up with colleagues? How might this benefit you?
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CHAPTER 8

CHOOSING AN OUTLET
Whom Do You Want to Talk to  
about Learning and Teaching?

For most academics, developing the scholarship of teaching and 
learning will only bring about change in their priorities if it 
is embedded in disciplines and departments. (Healey 2000, 
172-3)

There is a great deal more in common [between disciplines] 
than many teachers normally perceive or acknowledge. Many 
teaching methods described as discipline-specific are used widely 
across the disciplines and take much the same form regardless 
of context. (Gibbs 2000, 41)

Choosing a journal is in reality choosing a reader, a reader who 
is a member of a specific discourse community. (Thomson and 
Kamler 2013, 36) 

In choosing a journal, publisher, or conference to which to submit 
your work, there are many factors to consider. As the above quotes 
suggest, a key decision for scholars writing about learning and 
teaching is whether to join a discipline-specific exchange or a 
cross-disciplinary one. Other considerations include the timing of 
selecting an outlet, whether or not the outlet is peer-reviewed, the 
prestige factor (including the possibility of later submitting the piece 
of writing to a national research assessment exercise, such as occurs 
in the UK and Australia), and the research norms of specific outlets. 

Choosing an Outlet
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Selecting an outlet is not simple. It depends on your context, 
your personal and professional identities, your career aspirations, and 
your preferences, as well as consideration of the difficulty of getting 
published in some of the most competitive outlets or accepted to 
present at conferences that have a limited number of slots. Regarding 
the latter, Barbara Grant (2017) prefers small conferences, and Pat 
Thomson (2017a) advises: “You only conference when you have good 
cause.” We focus mainly on publishing in journals in this chapter, but 
we also include a section on writing book chapters. The principles 
we discuss apply to choosing between many other types of outlets 
(see also Thomson 2013a). We make some specific comments about 
choosing book publishers in chapter 16, and in chapter 21 we discuss 
writing on various social media platforms.

Start by Considering the Audience and the Conversation 
You Are Joining or Trying to Create
Here we argue that the first question you need to answer is: With 
whom do you want to be in conversation? As we point out in chapter 
3, writing about learning and teaching means contributing to or 
creating a conversation. Hence, in choosing an outlet, ask yourself 
two questions:

• Is this the group (faculty/academic staff, students, public, etc.) 
that I want to be in dialogue with?

• Will this work contribute to a current conversation in this 
discourse community or create a necessary new one?

If you are aiming to submit to a journal, select one or two to 
target. Look at the journals in which the articles you cite are published 
and look at the articles’ reference lists. Read the mission statements 
of these journals and scan what else they have published in the last 
few years that may relate to your topic. Editors appreciate citations 
to relevant work published in their own journals. Even better, rather 
than cherry-picking citations, show that you are listening to and 
engaging with current conversations. There is evidence that submit-
ting to an inappropriate journal is the most common reason editors 
give for rejecting articles (Noble 1989). Though slightly dated, the 
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finding resonates with our own experience of editing learning and 
teaching journals. 

Publishing Within and Reaching Beyond Discipline-
Specific Learning and Teaching Journals
Most authors approach publishing about learning and teaching from a 
disciplinary lens, as indicated in the quote from Mick at the beginning 
of this chapter. David Baume (1996, 4) similarly noted in the editorial 
of the first issue of the International Journal for Academic Development: 
“Many academics derive most of their professional identity from 
their discipline.” This reality has been recognized in the last twenty 
years by academics in Australia (Neumann 2001), the UK (Cleaver, 
Lintern, and McLinden 2018; Healey and Jenkins 2003), and the 
United States (Huber 2000; McKinney 2012a). The best examples of 
putting this phenomenon into practice were the twenty-four Subject 
Centres, which were established in the UK (2000–2011) to promote 
discipline-based approaches to learning and teaching.

The Subject Centres, and other discipline-based initiatives, recog-
nized that not only is the primary allegiance of most academics to 
their discipline or profession, but that some disciplines are character-
ized by distinctive forms of teaching, such as studio critiques in art 
and design, work-based learning in nursing and social work, labo-
ratory classes in the sciences, and fieldwork in geography and earth 
and environmental sciences. If you are interested in writing about 
these pedagogies, a discipline-based outlet may be a suitable choice. 
Moreover, all disciplines have particular conceptions of knowledge, 
which are closely linked to the complexity of current research and 
scholarship in the discipline (Healey and Jenkins 2003; Kreber 2009). 
Denis Berthiaume (2008) contends that discipline-specific pedagog-
ical knowledge is critical for understanding learning and teaching. 
The same may be argued for writing about learning and teaching. 

Graham Gibbs (2000) notes that it is not just a matter of selecting 
a discipline-specific or generic higher education outlet. Instead, the 
question comes back to: What conversations do you want to contribute 
to or create, which such exchanges are open to you, and which might not 
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be and why? Different outlets foster diverse, yet related, discussions, 
and different values and dimensions of identity will influence both 
what you want to say and how or whether it will be received. These 
considerations are relevant to chapter 4 on identity and writing as a 
values-based practice.

When we think about publishing as being in conversation with 
others, then new possibilities emerge for contributing to different yet 
related conversations that reach new and wider audiences. The critical 
point is to recognize that the interests and situations of different audi-
ences vary. If you recognize your audience, the unique contributions 
of your work can be clearly linked to the ongoing conversation of 
the outlet. All too frequently authors make assumptions about their 
readers’ knowledge and understanding of disciplinary practices and 
national education contexts. Providing sufficient explanations of these 
details is particularly important if you are writing for a transdis-
ciplinary, international audience (Thomson 2017b). Martin Haigh 
(2012) provides a useful discussion about writing successfully for one 
discipline-based journal, and his advice applies to most learning and 
teaching journals, whether discipline based or otherwise.

Publishing in “High-Prestige,” Open Access, and 
Institutional Outlets
In recent years, as research and teaching assessment exercises have 
grown in importance, scholars have come under pressure to publish 
in what are perceived as “high-prestige” journals and other outlets. 
Those scholars going for promotion or bidding for grants have felt 
similar pressures. Publication in such outlets does not, of course, 
mean that the papers are themselves high quality, or that high-quality 
papers are not published in other journals, but there is a basking-in-
reflected-glory factor at work here, associating yourself, should you be 
published in a prestige journal, with well-known authors who have 
also been published there. The “top 10” higher education journals, 
based on Google Scholar citations, are shown in Table 8.1. One of 
the impacts of the pressures to publish in these journals is that they 
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also have high rejection rates. Higher Education Research & Development, 
for example, rejects 80% of submissions (Grant 2016).

Table 8.1: The “top 10” higher education journals, 2019

Publication h5-index

1. Studies in Higher Education 52

2. Higher Education 50

3. Research in Higher Education 37

4. Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education 37

5. The Journal of Higher Education 36

6. Higher Education Research & Development 34

7. Journal of Studies in International Education 31

8. Journal of College Student Development 31

9. Teaching in Higher Education 30

10. Innovations in Education and Teaching International 29
Source: Google Scholar, July 2019 

Citations for journals listed in Web of Science are widely used to 
provide rankings, though they are biased toward periodicals published 
in North America and have other issues as well (Rushforth and de 
Rijcke 2016). However, many journals concerned with learning and 
teaching in higher education are too new to have received a full list-
ing, though some appear in the Emerging Sources Citation Index. 
Despite journal impact factors being widely criticized as a measure 
of individual academic performance, they continue to be used to 
underpin some institutions’ academic review, promotion, and tenure 
policies (McKiernan, Alperin, and Fleerackers 2019).

Open access journals are becoming increasingly common as part 
of an ethos of open knowledge sharing in the digital age, and they are 
disrupting conventional academic publishing practices. For example, 

http://mjl.clarivate.com/
https://clarivate.com/webofsciencegroup/solutions/webofscience-esci/
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Teaching & Learning Inquiry began life with a commercial university 
press publisher, but then transferred to become an open access journal. 
There are pressures from research funders for publications result-
ing from their grants to be made available instantly in open access 
depositories. Open access journals are free to read, although some 
have publishing fees to subsidize the costs of editing a journal. Most 
are supported by academic societies or higher education institutions. 
Like other journals, most have a rigorous peer-review system. Some 
depend on editorial review to ensure the quality of the publications. 
Many learning and teaching journals are published in open access 
format with no charges for submission or access—some examples 
are given in Table 8.2. These journals may be the most appropriate 
outlets for some of your work and link you to ongoing exchanges 
with colleagues interested in similar topics. We have each published 
in high-prestige journals and other learning and teaching journals in 
both print and open access formats, including many of the journals 
listed in Tables 8.1 and 8.2. We recommend seeking publication in a 
diversity of outlets. 

Some commercial publishers also offer an open access option, but 
they will charge you to make your article available for free download. 
There is evidence that works published in open access are downloaded 
and cited more than those that are not (Hitchcock 2011; Piwowar et 
al. 2018). Pre-publication versions of papers may usually be uploaded 
to open access platforms (see chapter 28). 

The pay-to-publish journals to be avoided are the predatory ones 
that promise very quick publication with virtually no quality checks 
(see Beall’s List of Predatory Journals and Publishers). Be wary of 
unsolicited emails from journals that promise publication in a month 
or two. If you are unfamiliar with a journal, check to see if the authors 
publishing in the journal are leaders in their field and look on the 
journal website for the names of the editors or editorial board. You 
should also be wary of predatory conference invitations (see Rehm 
2013 for a related discussion on ResearchGate).

http://tlijournal.com/
https://beallslist.weebly.com/standalone-journals.html
https://www.researchgate.net/post/Dubious_conference_invitations_Just_spam_or_do_these_meetings_actually_take_place
https://www.researchgate.net/post/Dubious_conference_invitations_Just_spam_or_do_these_meetings_actually_take_place
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Table 8.2: Ten selected open access learning and 
teaching in higher education journals

Asian Journal of the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (AJSoTL) 

The Canadian Journal for the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning 
(CJSoTL)

International Journal for Students as Partners (IJSaP)

International Journal for the Scholarship of Teaching & Learning (IJ-SoTL)

Online Learning Journal (OL)

SoTL in the South

Student Engagement in Higher Education Journal (SEHEJ)

Student Success

Teaching & Learning Inquiry (TLI)

Teaching and Learning Together in Higher Education (TLTHE)

When first seeking to have your scholarship published, you may 
lack confidence to submit to a national or international journal, 
whether open access or closed, high prestige or otherwise. For you, 
an institutional journal may be the place to start. In the UK about 
10% of universities have their own in-house journals, some of which 
publish work from authors outside the institution (Mistry 2017, 2018). 
Some are only available for faculty/academic staff of the university to 
see (Robinson-Self 2018). Publishing in such journals is a useful way 
of gaining experience with the process of publication and making 
your institutional colleagues aware of your learning and teaching 
interests, but these journals’ dependence on volunteers who may 
change institutions or roles within the institution means that many 
of them only last a few years and the number of issues published 
each year can vary. You should ask yourself, “If my writing is good 
enough to be published in an in-house journal, is it strong enough 
to be published in a national or even international journal?” By the 

http://nus.edu.sg/cdtl/engagement/publications/ajsotl-home
https://ojs.lib.uwo.ca/index.php/cjsotl_rcacea/
https://ojs.lib.uwo.ca/index.php/cjsotl_rcacea/
https://mulpress.mcmaster.ca/ijsap/index
https://digitalcommons.georgiasouthern.edu/ij-sotl/
https://onlinelearningconsortium.org/read/olc-online-learning-journal/
https://sotl-south-journal.net/
http://www.raise-network.com/journal/
https://studentsuccessjournal.org/issue/view/39
http://tlijournal.com/
https://repository.brynmawr.edu/tlthe/
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time you have finished reading this book, you should be able to make 
an informed decision. Your choice of genre (for example, a research 
article or a case study, a reflective essay or a story) also affects your 
choice of outlet as some of the genres discussed in part 4 are not 
accepted by some journals. 

When selecting an outlet, the likely time to publication may be 
a factor. The review process for many of the “high-prestige” higher 
education journals can take up to a year or more, and because these 
journals are inundated with submissions, many have a backlog of 
accepted submissions that delay assignment to a printed volume, 
though many are now making the accepted version of a paper avail-
able electronically before the print issue of the journal is published. 
However, the time question needs to be balanced with the reputa-
tion of the journal, especially if you are in the early stages of your 
academic career. It may be not only necessary but also wise to settle 
for a less prestigious outlet if you are just starting out or doing a PhD 
by publication of prior work or by portfolio (Smith 2015).

Writing a Book Chapter
Sometimes an alternative outlet for your writing may be as a book 
chapter. Writing a journal article and writing a book chapter about 
learning and teaching have much in common, though the latter 
generally gives you more flexibility in length and structure, as well 
as in what can be included. This difference is well articulated by Pat 
Thomson (2013a):

For a start, you can assume with a book chapter that 
you don’t have to convince readers that the topic you’re 
writing about is important. The editors are going to do 
that in the foreword. They are also likely to do a pretty 
thorough survey of the field, and to cover its history. So 
you don’t have to do that kind of literature work in a 
chapter, unless it is one about the literature. . . . You just 
have to situate your own position and indicate the liter-
atures that you draw on and to which you are talking/
contributing. 
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It is essential, of course, that a book chapter fits into the theme 
of the edited collection. This may restrict the topics you can write 
about compared with writing journal articles, and it may increase 
the need to cross reference and avoid overlap with other chapters. 
However, if your chapter is part of a themed collection, you may 
reach readers who might not have looked at your article isolated in 
a journal, or whose institutions do not have access to the journal. 
Moreover, chapters may be easier to write if they do not involve 
undertaking primary research.

Two further differences between a book chapter and a journal 
article are that, first, book chapters do not always go through the 
anonymous review process that characterizes most academic journals. 
This can have the advantage, dependent on the book editor, that 
you need not make as many changes in the chapter. On the other 
hand, many promotion and tenure review committees and national 
research assessment exercises do not value chapters as highly as they 
value peer-reviewed journal articles. This may partially explain why 
book chapters traditionally receive fewer citations than journal arti-
cles. Discoverability and accessibility are also important factors to 
consider (Anderson 2012). Many publishers are now allocating DOIs 
(Digital Object Identifiers) to chapters in edited books and making 
most academic books available in e-book format, so chapters are 
becoming more discoverable and accessible. The cost of edited books 
varies widely, with some priced so high that only selected libraries 
can afford them. The emergence of open access book publishers is 
making these outlets an attractive option through which authors can 
disseminate their work. It remains to be seen whether these changes 
will have an impact on book chapters’ citation patterns compared 
with journal articles. 

A second difference between a book chapter and a journal article 
is that choosing to write a book chapter is not as simple as choosing 
to write a journal article. You usually have to be invited by the book 
editor or respond to a call for chapter proposals for a book project. 
Sometimes the idea for a learning and teaching book arises from a 
themed session at a conference, so looking out for such calls for papers 
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can be a way of contributing to a book. Another way is to propose 
to edit such a book yourself (see chapter 18). 

When to Select Your Outlet
Some academics leave the selection of a suitable outlet until after they 
have drafted their work, particularly if they are targeting general higher 
education journals, because there are many to choose from. Others 
start with a specific journal in mind, which might reflect a desire, or 
the pressure, to publish in the “top journals,” or it might reflect a wish 
to write for a specific audience. Still other scholars decide as they 
are writing, taking account of the authors and publications they cite 
that link to the conversation with which they want to engage or that 
they want to start. Your decision depends on your situation. If you 
choose your outlet before you start writing, then you can write with 
a specific audience in mind and use the format and style appropriate 
to that outlet from the beginning. However, you might find the 
choice becomes constraining as you start writing. Perhaps you are 
citing more works from another journal, which might indicate that 
you should be speaking to a different audience. Or you find you 
need more space, so a journal with a higher word count might be a 
better option. On the other hand, having a journal identified from 
the start could keep you focused in a way that helps you complete 
the manuscript in a timely manner. 

You may prefer to select two or three possible journals, so if 
you are rejected by your first choice you can amend your article for 
submission to your second choice quickly, though you will need to 
ensure that you are addressing their readership directly and you will, 
of course, need to reformat the manuscript to fit the journal’s house 
style, including the format of references. Editors and reviewers are 
not impressed when they receive submissions that clearly—from the 
format—have been submitted to another outlet previously. 

If you are struggling to identify an audience/outlet or are feeling 
overwhelmed by the writing task ahead, you might try searching 
keywords relevant to the piece you want to write in a general database 
like Google Scholar to see who is publishing similar work. Maybe, if 
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you are struggling to identify a suitable outlet, you should consider 
writing in a different genre. You might also revisit your abstract, if 
the genre for which you are writing requires one; revising it along 
the lines suggested in chapter 10 may help you decide on an appro-
priate outlet. If you are still uncertain, consider shaping the work 
for a conference talk. This may present an opportunity to engage 
in dialogue with other scholars about your work by creating time 
for discussion, often after your formal presentation (see chapter 17). 
You might also consider summarizing your paper by writing it as a 
blog post (see chapter 21) or a contribution to a professional society 
newsletter before starting work on a full journal article. Just be care-
ful not to share too much if you plan to write it up for submission 
to a peer-reviewed venue, since many publications have legitimate 
concerns about work that is already published. 

The Focus and Research Norms of the Outlet
Selecting an outlet is related to selecting a genre, which we discuss 
in more depth in chapter 11. Whatever your preference for selecting 
a venue, it is important to ensure that your work is connected to the 
focus of the outlet and communicated in a way that makes sense for 
that journal. For example, if your work presents rich and in-depth 
narratives from a handful of colleagues to illuminate the complexities 
of pedagogical decision-making for new scholars in the health sciences, 
then your chosen journal should have a history of publishing rich 
qualitative studies or perhaps have new editors seeking to expand 
the methodological pluralism of the journal. In other words, your 
work needs to contribute to an ongoing conversation in a given 
discourse community, while also linking to the research norms of that 
community—or if it does not, you must find a way to productively 
challenge those norms and start a new discussion.

The importance of matching your article to the journal to which 
you are submitting is conveyed in the questions listed below, which 
were stimulated in part by an analysis of why sixty articles were 
rejected by the editors of the Educational Action Research journal 
(Convery and Townsend 2018). 
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1. Why do I want to submit to this journal? 
2. Does the article focus on the stated aim of the journal?
3. Is your article written in a genre (e.g., empirical, conceptual, 

case study) which is acceptable to the journal? And, if not, have 
you contacted the editor to see whether they might accept 
something in a different genre (e.g., reflective essay, opinion 
piece, video)?

4. Have you read any articles from this journal? How does your 
submission fit alongside them?

5. Does it extend and challenge our knowledge and understanding? 
6. Is the argument and contribution of your article explicit? 
The key takeaway message from this chapter is that choosing an 

outlet means being explicit about who you want to be in conversa-
tion with and then checking that your article aligns with the outlet’s 
aim and scope.  

Over to You
Choosing a suitable outlet to submit to, especially when you may have 
spent several months writing the piece, is a key decision. Whether 
you choose a discipline-based journal or a generic one, a chapter in 
an edited book or an article in a refereed journal, and whether you 
make your selection before, during, or after you have written your 
piece, is a highly contextualized judgment. Some questions that you 
may wish to consider in choosing a suitable outlet include:

• Will the outlet put you into dialogue with the intended audi-
ence (general higher education/discipline/region)? 

• Does publishing in “top journals” in your field matter for your 
career progression?

• Are you in a hurry to get the work published?
• Have you considered developing a publication plan that reaches 

varied audiences with different forms of scholarship (see chap-
ter 29)? 

• Do you have the opportunity to submit a chapter to an edited 
collection? If so, is this a more suitable outlet for you than 
submitting to a refereed journal?
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CHAPTER 9

SELECTING A TITLE
What You Decide Matters More  

than You Might Realize

Like a hat on the head or the front door to a house . . .  
(Sword 2012, 63)

Because it is the first thing people will see, like a hat or a front door, 
the title of your written work has a big job to do. While it is small 
compared to what it introduces, its few words are immediately visible: 
they will appear in tables of contents, online news feeds, Google 
Scholar searches, reference lists, and your curriculum vitae (CV), and 
they affect how findable your work will be. Not only does a title offer 
“a powerful first impression,” as Helen Sword (2012, 63) continues, 
it is the set of words that will carry your argument or perspective 
across scholarly exchanges. We therefore encourage you to consider 
and reconsider your title as you compose, keeping in mind whom 
you are talking with (audience), the form of your title (structure), 
and what your title captures and communicates (content) (see also 
chapter 27). 

The Title Has a Big Job to Do
The title is the primary filter potential readers use to decide whether 
to read any further or to pursue access to the publication. Most people 
will not read beyond the title. So, your title needs to encourage people 
interested in your topic to read further.

Selecting a Title
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There can be tension among writing eye-catching titles, avoiding 
giving readers misleading information, and attracting the readers 
interested in your subject. Helen Sword (2012, 67) notes that, “Among 
the many decisions faced by authors composing an academic title, the 
most basic choice is whether to engage the reader, inform the reader, or 
do both at once.” Most titles used by academics fall into the inform 
category: “It could even be said, in the case of titles in the age of 
online publication, that boring and factual is good” (Thomson and 
Kamler 2013, 86). However, being informative is only one function of 
the title; another is clarifying the argument. What is your take-home 
message (Thomson 2016a)? We struggled for some time in devising 
a title for this book, for instance, to try to capture the arguments 
that underpin the text. We experimented with several different titles, 
which we rejected as they did not encapsulate all the main themes of 
the book. Although we quickly decided on the gist of the main title, 
Writing about Teaching and Learning in Higher Education, the subtitle 
went through many versions, such as:

Becoming a Scholar through Publishing

Publishing and Disseminating Your Work while Nurturing 
Your Faculty Identity

Publishing Your Pedagogical Scholarship and Nurturing Your 
Professional Identity 

Joining Scholarly Conversations, Fostering Identities, and 
Deepening Understanding through Publishing across a Range 
of Genres

Joining Scholarly Conversations and Fostering Identities

Through discussion among ourselves and with feedback and 
suggestions from critical friends and our publishers, we came up 
with an overall title that we were happy with: Writing about Learning 
and Teaching in Higher Education: Creating and Contributing to Scholarly 
Conversations across a Range of Genres.
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It is not particularly eye-catching, but it is informative. Patrick 
Dunleavy (2014) recommends that authors list a minimum of ten 
possible titles and then “see if recombining words from different titles 
might work better.” Eye-catching titles may be more important in 
social media posts because the audience is wider and the space for 
informative titles is generally less.

Consider, too, the relevance of title and keywords in terms of 
digital visibility and search engine optimization (Taylor & Francis, 
“A Researcher’s Guide to Search Engine Optimization”). Try putting 
your initial chosen title through Google Scholar to see if anybody 
has used that title before. This may also help you find other reference 
material that might be useful. Michael Townsend (1983) suggests that 
having a colon in the middle of your title makes it more publishable—
the first part acts as the “hat on the head,” as Helen Sword suggests, 
and the second part unpacks it a little bit to make it easier for editors 
to select referees (if it is a peer-reviewed outlet) and for readers to get 
a sense of what to expect. An example of a title with an-eye catching 
“hat” and an informative post-colon description is: “‘Writing My 
First Academic Article Feels Like Dancing Around Naked’: Research 
Development for Higher Education Lecturers Working in Further 
Education Colleges” (Turner, Brown, and Edwards-Jones 2014, 87).

The Form of Your Title
James Hartley (2008, 23) argues that the title “needs to stand out in 
some way from the other thousands of titles that compete for the 
reader’s attention, but it also needs to tell the reader what the paper 
is about.” Madeline Haggan (2004) notes a trend toward increasing 
informativeness of titles and has referred to them as “texts in miniature,” 
but there can be a danger in being too specific. In the context of 
devising titles for conference participants, Alice Cassidy (2018a, 55) 
warns: “The more you narrow down your title, the fewer potential 
participants will see it being relevant to them.” One way to be both 
engaging and informative is to use the main title to stand out and 
the subtitle to inform. Nancy Chick provides a good example in her 
co-authored article, “Reconciling Apples & Oranges: A Constructivist 

https://authorservices.taylorandfrancis.com/a-researchers-guide-to-seo/
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SoTL Writing Program” (Chick et al. 2014). Daniel Feldman (2004) 
coined the intriguing title for his editorial: “The Devil Is in the 
Details: Converting Good Research into Publishable Articles.” Not 
that you want to use a colon in every case. Often you can summarize 
the content of your contribution in one phrase (Cassidy, 2018a). 
For example, How to Get Research Published in Journals (Day 2016) 
and “Addressing Feedback from Reviewers and Editors” (Brookfield 
2011) both state clearly what the author intends to cover. Our own 
approaches to deciding on titles are outlined in Our Perspectives 9.1.

Our Perspectives 9.1

How do you decide on a title? 

Mick: I lack the imagination to come up with many catchy titles. 
Most of mine are informative and in roughly half I use a colon.

Kelly: I appreciate catchy and clever titles. But I am not a word-
smith, so I struggle to come up with titles that grab attention while 
also communicating the essence of my work. I tend to stick to 
informative. Sometimes, I find a salient quote in qualitative data 
that captures a key point, and I include that in the title. 

Alison: I enjoy unexpected juxtapositions of words and literary 
devices such as alliteration, but I can sometimes get carried away 
with what I consider to be the aesthetic appeal of the title and 
forget some of the points we make above (such as being direct in 
helping readers know what the piece is about!). I have received 
feedback from reviewers who sometimes ask for a more descriptive, 
less poetic, title, but I tend to persist in using titles that require 
some linguistic imagination.

Your perspective: How do you decide on a title?

Communicating with Your Audience
It is critical to consider your target audience when deciding on titles. 
For instance, if you are presenting at a higher education conference, 
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it is unnecessary to include the words “higher education” in the 
title, as the participants should assume that is the case. And if you are 
presenting to a general audience, it’s probably best not to include 
reference to a particular discipline. Mick learned this lesson the hard 
way when he presented a paper at the International Consortium 
for Educational Development conference in Austin, Texas, US, in 
1998. Up to that point his research and development practice had 
primarily been within his discipline, and he submitted a paper entitled 
“Developing Good Educational Practices: Lessons from Geography.” 
But when it came time for the session, nobody showed up! On 
reflection, that is hardly surprising as none of the other delegates were 
geographers. He later used much of the material from the presentation 
in an article accepted for publication in Higher Education Research and 
Development, but he changed the title to “Developing the Scholarship 
of Teaching through the Disciplines” (Healey 2000). With over 450 
citations, it is in his top five most cited papers. The change of the title 
cannot explain its impact, but it probably contributed.

Over to You
Choosing a suitable title can be an enjoyable intellectual exercise, but 
it has a serious purpose as it is critical in attracting potential readers 
and making your work visible. Striving to achieve a balance among 
capturing potential readers’ attention, being informative, ensuring 
that your publication will show up in digital searches, and being 
true to who you are as a scholar matter when selecting a title. These 
questions can support your efforts:

• What is the first impression your title gives?
• How have you balanced being catchy (maybe before the colon) 

with being informative (maybe after the colon)?
• Does it include terms readers will likely search for?
• How have critical friend responded to the title?



92 | WRiTiNG ABOUT LEARNiNG AND TEACHiNG

CHAPTER 10

PREPARING THE ABSTRACT
Planning and Clarifying the  

Potential Structure of Your Writing

[A] well-prepared abstract can be the most important single 
paragraph in an article. . . . Most people will have their first 
contact with an article by seeing just the abstract. (American 
Psychological Association 2010, 26)

The number one problem with abstracts is too much approach, 
not enough arrival. (Feldman 2004, 2)

It is worth rewriting the abstract as many times as may be 
needed to make sure that it really does summarize the main 
thrust of your writing and your findings. (Black et al. 1998, 
113)

If the genre in which you are writing requires an abstract, take 
time to write an effective one. Abstracts are a key way of telling 
editors, reviewers, and potential readers about your work and are 
very common in academic journals and conference programs. Along 
with the title, the abstract will be read by many more people than 
the rest of the publication. Hence, your abstract should tell the story 
of your paper, including, as Daniel Feldman and Dolores Black and 
colleagues advise above, the main findings. But it can also play other 
vital roles in the writing process: as a planning device and as a final 
check on clarity.

Preparing the Abstract
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The Function of Abstracts
Titles and abstracts are often the only parts of your paper that are 
freely available online, unless you publish in an open access journal 
or book. Moreover, they are the first thing that journal editors and 
reviewers read. “While busy journal editors may use the abstract to 
decide whether to send a paper for peer review or reject it outright, 
reviewers will form their first impression about your paper on reading 
it” (Rodrigues 2013). The function of the abstract is not only to attract 
readers, but also to deter those whose interests are not addressed in the 
paper (Day 2016). Extended abstracts are often used by conference 
organizers to select papers for presentation, although shorter abstracts 
may be all that they publish in the program. Video abstracts are also 
growing in importance for promoting publications (see chapter 29).

What Should Your Abstract Contain?
The style of journal abstracts varies both between and within 
disciplines, and even sometimes within the same journal. In the social 
sciences and humanities, abstracts are typically descriptive, while in the 
sciences, they are commonly structured to describe the background, 
methods, results, and conclusions (Cerejo 2013). “Writing [an abstract] 
in a structured format (with or without the headings) ensures that it 
is informative and complete” (Hartley 2008, 34). Ian McNay (2010), 
who for many years edited Higher Education Abstracts, and Royce Sadler 
(2006), who wrote the influential Higher Education Research and 
Development Society of Australasia’s Green Guide to publishing in 
scholarly journals, provide some useful advice on writing an abstract 
for an empirical learning and teaching article, which we synthesize 
here.

The abstract should:
• give a clear summary of the study, including a brief rationale 

and a concise description of the aim;
• summarize the methods used, including where and when the 

research took place and the number and type of sample or 
participants;

• state some specific results or findings; and
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• discuss implications, recommendations, and limitations.
Depending on the length of the abstract, it may be challenging 

to include all their suggestions. The most important is to state clearly 
your main argument and what you are adding to the literature. They 
also advise avoiding using general statements such as “implications 
are considered” or “recommendations are listed.”

Rowena Murray recommends analyzing the structure and style of 
abstracts in your target journal as a way to plan your abstract. Looking 
at these examples will guide you in deciding:

• how to write “uncontentious opener” sentences;
• how to make the case for your work;
• how to link what is known/not known and your 

work;
• how to write about your methodology;
• how much detail to give on your results; and
• how to define your contribution—options and 

specific terms to use.
(Murray 2009, 59)

This set of recommendations should help you build your confi-
dence in contributing to or creating a conversation hosted by that 
journal. Murray (2009, 132-33, 146-50) also provides a checklist of 
prompt questions and active verbs that you may consider using.

When Should You Write the Abstract?
There are differences of opinion about when to write the abstract. 
Some people advise leaving it until after you have finished writing 
your paper (Black et al. 1998; Cerejo 2013; Kate, Kumar, and Subair 
2017), when it can be used to clarify whether you have made the 
argument you intended and prompt you to revise as needed. Others 
make a case for starting by writing the first draft of your abstract 
(Belcher 2009; Healey, Matthews, and Cook-Sather 2019; Sadler 2006; 
Thomson and Kamler 2013). What all agree, though, as indicated in 
the final quote at the beginning of this chapter, is that getting it right 
requires meticulous attention. 
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We also have different views on this topic. Alison usually leaves 
writing the abstract until at least the first draft of the paper is 
completed. Mick and Kelly used to do this as well until they came 
across the argument put forward by Pat Thomson and Barbara Kamler 
(2013) that there are considerable benefits to writing the abstract first 
and using it as a planning tool to clarify the argument, contribution, 
and structure of the paper and revisiting it several times during the 
writing process (see chapter 24). This is how we approached writing 
our Teaching & Learning Inquiry article (Healey, Matthews, and Cook-
Sather 2019). As we discussed there, we also have different approaches 
to using abstract templates, frameworks, or structures: Alison finds 
them constraining, while Mick and Kelly believe they help focus 
their thinking before they write. Again, there is no one way to go 
about writing an abstract or deciding when to write it. 

Structuring Your Abstract
A straightforward structure for an abstract is to identify the purpose, 
the argument, and the conclusion (Day 2016). Thomson and Kamler 
(2013, 52) suggest that you should think of your whole abstract “as 
an argument—a text that makes its key point explicit and highlights 
its contribution to the field.” They propose thinking of the abstract 
as a “tiny text” that has five “moves”: locate, focus, anchor, report, and 
argue (Table 10.1). A version of this table with the last two columns 
left empty is available in the online resources: “A Planning Tool for 
Drafting Your Abstract.” You may find it helpful in drafting your 
abstract. A possible mnemonic to help remember the five moves “L 
F A R A” is “Learning From Academic Research Articles.”

While there are many templates and strategies for approaching the 
abstract, we find the Barbara Kamler and Pat Thomson (2013) model 
helpful because it positions the abstract as a planning tool while clearly 
indicating a framework to draft the abstract. New writers, like Joanne 
Bouma, have found this approach motivating (Reflection 10.1). 

http://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Chapter-10_A-Planning-Tool-for-Drafting-Your-Abstract.pdf
http://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Chapter-10_A-Planning-Tool-for-Drafting-Your-Abstract.pdf
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Reflection 10.1

Using the abstract as a structuring device

I attended a “writing for publication” workshop at the ISSOTL 
conference in Bergen, Norway, in 2018 organised by Mick, Kelly, 
and Alison. I have done a lot of inquiry into my own teaching and 
students’ learning experiences but have struggled to put it down 
on paper. I found the idea of the abstract structure so helpful 
because it took what I had written and forced me to think about 
how I had organized it and how I could organise it. Applying the 
abstract structure provided the flow that I was certainly lacking 
in the little bit of writing I had started and has motivated me to 
continue writing my paper. I found that I did not need to modify 
the “moves” at all. 

Joanne Bouma is an associate professor (nursing) at Mount Royal Univer-
sity, Calgary, Canada.

We have reproduced the abstract from our Teaching & Learning 
Inquiry article below to illustrate how Pat Thomson and Barbara 
Kamler’s framework may be applied (Healey, Matthews, and Cook-
Sather 2019, 43-44). We have inserted the names of the “moves” in 
the abstract for purposes of clarity, though they would not normally 
be included. In this case the anchor move was not relevant, as we did 
not have a research design.

[LOCATE] There are many general books and articles 
on publishing in peer-reviewed journals, but few specif-
ically address issues around writing for journals focused 
on the scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL). One 
of the challenges of beginning to write about teaching 
and learning is that most scholars have become interested 
in exploring these issues in higher education alongside 
their disciplinary interests and have to grapple with a 
new literature and sometimes unfamiliar methods and 
genres, as well. Hence, for many, as they write up their 
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projects, they are simultaneously forging their identities 
as scholars of teaching and learning. [FOCUS] We discuss 
the process of producing four types of SoTL-focused 
writing for peer-reviewed journals: empirical research 
articles, conceptual articles, reflective essays, and opinion 
pieces. Our goal is to support both new and experienced 
scholars of teaching and teaching—faculty/academics, 
professional staff, and students—as they nurture and 
further develop their voices and their identities as schol-
ars of teaching and learning and strive to contribute to 
the enhancement of learning and teaching in higher 
education. [REPORT] We pose three related sets of 
overarching questions for consideration when writing 
articles about teaching and learning for peer-reviewed 
journals and offer heuristic frameworks for publishing 
in the four specific writing genres listed above. We also 
discuss how to get started with writing, preparing to 
submit, and responding to reviewers, focusing on the 
importance of contributing to and creating scholarly 
conversations about teaching and learning. [ARGUE] 
Finally, using the metaphor of being in conversation, we 
argue that writing is a values-based process that contrib-
utes to the identity formation of scholars of teaching and 
learning and their sense of belonging within the SoTL 
discourse community.

This is, of course, only one way to structure your abstract, and 
some may find it too prescriptive and constraining, but a clear infor-
mative structure that presents the rationale, argument, and contribu-
tion of the paper is essential.

Over to You
The abstract, along with the title, is the most important part of your 
paper, but too many authors complete it in a rush prior to submitting 
their article. It is key for findability, particularly within proprietary 
databases that often default to only searching the title, author, abstract, 
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and keywords, not the full text of the article. The abstract should 
probably go through more drafts than any other section of your 
paper, and it can play a useful role in planning the structure of your 
article. We recommend that you think about the following questions:

• What are the key points from your writing that need to be 
included in your abstract? 

• How are you going to structure your abstract?
• Will you start your writing by drafting the abstract or will you 

leave it until you have finished?
• When you go over your abstract from a searcher’s perspective, 

can you identify what search terms your target audience might 
be using? 
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PART 4

WRITING IN DIFFERENT GENRES
Introduction to Part 4 

We suspect that many readers will jump to this part of the book 
because it is practical and provides detailed sets of questions to guide 
writing. Indeed, the genesis of this entire book can be traced to the set 
of questions Shelley Kinash and Kayleen Wood, Australian colleagues 
of Mick’s, used to engage workshop participants in planning how to 
write an empirical research article (Kinash and Wood 2012). We draw 
on those questions in chapter 12, “Analyzing and Reporting Data: 
Empirical Research Articles,” and we use the approach of posing 
questions in all the other chapters in this part of the book. 

We offer frameworks for eleven forms (what we call “genres”) of 
writing about learning and teaching (empirical research articles, theo-
retical and conceptual articles, literature reviews, case studies, books 
and edited collections, conference and workshop presentations, reflec-
tive essays, opinion pieces, stories, social media, and applications for 
teaching fellowships, awards, and promotions). While we present these 
in a particular order, our goal is not to imply a hierarchy or to value 
any one over the others. Rather, we start with the genres that might 
be most familiar and in which many scholars are (or feel) required to 
publish, and we map the similarities, differences, overlaps, and contrasts 
among those and the growing number of genres that are—or, to our 
minds, should be—recognized as legitimate and important. For each 
genre, we connect the practical approach (suggested by questions that 
provide a framework) with the human experience of writing (draw-
ing on and developing identity and engaging in ongoing learning). 

Writing in Different Genres
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Each of the eleven chapters in this part of the book explores 
how scholars define or draw boundaries around a particular genre, 
and we offer insight into the value of that genre to illuminate the 
possibilities of writing. Moreover, we present a set of questions as a 
framework to guide writing in the genre, and, when possible, we pair 
these questions with real examples from published works.

We open part 4 with chapter 11, “Extending the Conventional 
Writing Genres: Naming and Clarifying,” which digs deeper into the 
genres of writing to understand the overlaps and distinctions as we 
see them and the ways in which they might accommodate a wider 
range of experiences of and perspectives on learning and teaching. 

Consider addressing the following questions before you read part 
4, and then keep them in mind while you are reading:

• What are your existing conceptions of the eleven genres we 
discuss in this section of the book? How might considering 
them within the book’s framework—writing as creating and 
contributing to scholarly conversations about learning and 
teaching, writing as fostering identities and clarifying values, 
and writing as a medium for engaging in ongoing learning—
inform your understanding?

• What is your sense of the current conventions and affordances 
of each of these genres of writing, and how can any or all of 
them be expanded to invite and affirm a greater diversity of 
scholars of learning and teaching? 
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CHAPTER 11

EXTENDING THE CONVENTIONAL  
WRITING GENRES
Naming and Clarifying

Rules are merely tendencies, not truths, and genre borders only 
as real as our imaginations small. (Vuong 2019, 245) 

We need to imagine new genres for sharing insights that are 
much broader than our current models for publishing. We need 
to develop much more interplay between product and process. 
(Bernstein and Bass 2005, 43)

There are many taken-for-granted assumptions about research, 
writing, and publications. In this chapter we stretch thinking about 
what publishable scholarship about learning and teaching is and can 
be. We invite you, as Ocean Vuong suggests above, to enlarge your 
imagination, and in particular, as Dan Bernstein and Randy Bass argue, 
to develop different ways to share insights into learning and teaching. 
Naming the different genres and arguing for their legitimacy supports 
you, we hope, in writing in different ways depending on who you are 
and who you want to become, as well as on what conversations you 
want to contribute to or create. We define what we mean by “genre,” 
note the possibilities and risks of writing in “unconventional” genres, 
describe key features and formats of the eleven genres on which 
we focus, and provide some preliminary guidelines for writing in 
different genres.

Extending the Conventional Writing Genres
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What Do We Mean by “Writing Genre”?
As we noted in chapter 1, by “writing genre” we mean the kind or form 
of writing you select. There are many forms in which to write about 
learning and teaching. For example, writing a research article that draws 
on data gathered through a research design is a commonly accepted 
writing genre in many academic disciplines, including in learning and 
teaching. But it is only one of several genres for communicating about 
learning and teaching; other possible genres include theoretical and 
conceptual articles, literature reviews, case studies, books and edited 
volumes, conference and workshop presentations, reflective essays, 
opinion pieces, stories, social media, and teaching fellowship, award, 
and promotion applications. We acknowledge that our use of the 
word genre blurs the lines between a type of writing (e.g., literature 
review) and the forum for writing (e.g., refereed journal, chapter, or 
blog post). This is intentional, given that how we write intersects with 
where we write and to whom we write in ways that are hard to separate. 

We are also aware that there are other terms for different writing 
genres. For instance, in some of the health care professions, there exists 
a genre called “reflective practice case studies.” These are clinical case 
studies generated through reflective practice intended to support 
healthcare professionals in re-examining care challenges and opportu-
nities through a form of writing that combines research and reflective 
practice. This is an excellent example of the kind of genre-blurring 
practice for which we argue in this book. Another example would 
be the term “essay.” One scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL) 
journal defines this genre in contrast to research articles:

Essays on such topics as how SoTL can directly improve 
student learning outcomes; how SoTL has transformed 
an academic community/culture; the connections 
between SoTL and other forms of scholarship; how 
best to integrate SoTL into higher education; the prob-
lems and benefits of international collaboration in doing 
SoTL and applying the results to college teaching (class-
room, online, or in combination). (International Journal for 
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the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning, “Policies – Areas 
of Submission”) 

In our terms these could include a mixture of case studies, opinion 
pieces, reflective essays, stories, and theoretical and conceptual articles. 
(For other takes on “essays” see Collected Essays on Learning and 
Teaching (CELT); Academy of Management Learning & Education 
Editorial Team 2018.)

These examples throw into relief the challenges of categorizing 
and naming different genres, as we have done, for purposes of discus-
sion and practice. Rather than see this as problematic, we suggest that 
it is part of an ongoing process of rethinking and revising our ways 
of engaging, analyzing, and sharing understandings.

The Possibilities and Risks of Writing in Unconventional 
Genres
Our goal in identifying eleven writing genres is to think both 
within and beyond the conventional to capture, understand, and 
communicate the complexity of learning and teaching in higher 
education in different ways. Working with—and breaking with—
what is generally done and accepted offers us space to reflect on our 
assumptions about writing and publishing scholarship on learning 
and teaching and invite more voices to be a part of the conversations 
about higher education. At the same time, it carries risks.

Making space is, to our minds, about expanding possibilities. 
Rather than labeling what is conventional or unconventional by way 
of ranking or imposing an evaluative metric on writing genres, our 
goal is to make space for multiple and diverse forms of writing. Your 
beliefs about accepted forms of writing will vary according to your 
disciplinary backgrounds, cultural contexts, and personal and political 
commitments, so what is conventional to one person might be alter-
native to another. Yahlnaaw’s reflection captures the complexity of 
naming conventions and the potential perils we face when we make 
assumptions about what is conventional in the context of learning 
and teaching research methodologies (Reflection 11.1). 

https://digitalcommons.georgiasouthern.edu/ij-sotl/policies.html#AOS
https://digitalcommons.georgiasouthern.edu/ij-sotl/policies.html#AOS
https://celt.uwindsor.ca/index.php/CELT
https://celt.uwindsor.ca/index.php/CELT
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Reflection 11.1

The experience of different presentation genres 

Jah! Xaaydaga ‘las! Yahlnaaw han.nuu dii kiiGa ga. HlGaagilda Xaayda 
Gwaii sda.uu hll iigiing. Hey! Wonderful People! My name is Yahl-
naaw. I am from Skidegate, Haida Gwaii, British Columbia. Last 
year I was invited to be a part of conference workshop on different 
methods to do teaching and learning research or inquiry. It was 
an exciting opportunity for me; and I valued being included as a 
student in the workshop. In our planning process, I was quickly 
placed in a familiar context when working with scholars experi-
enced in Western ways of knowing and being. For me, storytelling 
is an accepted form of knowledge creation. My workshop co-fa-
cilitators discussed storytelling as “alternative” and “innovative.” I 
explained, from my standpoint, that storytelling is not alternative. 
Colonial knowledges came to this land after Indigenous knowl-
edges. Thus, if anything is alternative, it’s colonial knowledges 
because they came after. What is considered accepted or alternative 
is not factual, it is subjective and shaped by your social location 
in society. Thus, for me, talking about people as data is alternative.

Yahlnaaw is a graduate student at the University of Northern British 
Columbia, Prince George, Canada.

Reviewers also make assumptions based on what they consider 
conventional. As an author, if you choose to write in a genre that is 
outside of the conventional in your context, or in a given journal, 
you are taking a risk. While recognition of the legitimacy of differ-
ent genres is growing in some learning and teaching publications, a 
recent experience of Kelly’s highlights a challenge of pushing genre 
boundaries. She submitted an essay to International Journal for the 
Scholarship of Teaching and Learning. As mentioned above, it publishes 
research articles and essays, yet her essay was reviewed against criteria 
for an empirical research article. While one reviewer acknowledged 
that the review criteria were problematic and recommended that 
the essay be accepted, the second reviewer recommended rejection 
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with these comments: “There is no clear methodology. The empirical 
material that was provided is very poor. It is not enough to support 
any argument. There are no clear conclusions.” The editor decided 
major revisions were required and the essay would be sent back to 
the reviewers for another round of reviews. In responding to the 
second reviewer, Kelly wrote:

Yes, from an empirical research article framework your 
assessment (to reject) makes sense. However, my delib-
erate intention was to contribute an essay drawing on 
my reflections of my experiences and published research 
(including some of my own work). Thus, I ask that you 
rethink your comments based on the value of submitting 
different genres to advance SoTL, which draws on recent 
arguments from international SoTL scholars includ-
ing Nancy Chick, Gary Poole, Peter Felten, Kathleen 
McKinney, Karen Manarin, and Alison Cook-Sather.

The essay was accepted following the second round of reviews 
(Matthews 2019a), yet the process was frustrating, even though Kelly 
had the experience, peer support networks, and agency to persist (see 
chapters 26 and 28). As Ronald Barnett (personal communication, 
July 28, 2019) suggests: “It is incumbent upon authors, especially those 
who submit papers that are on the fringes of a journal’s editorial range, 
to make it crystal clear at the outset of a paper what it is and what 
it is not. Sometimes, as Marx said, we have to educate our masters.”

Yahlnaaw’s reflection and Kelly‘s story illustrate the importance of 
openness to multiple writing genres and valuing each in its own right. 
To this end, we think that naming genres explicitly and clarifying the 
distinctions and overlaps among them can encourage writers, editors, 
and reviewers to embrace a diversity of submissions. We are arguing 
against the creation of a hierarchy that privileges one genre over 
another. Yet, it will take a collective of brave writers and reviewers to 
challenge conventional (Western) wisdom and resist the convenience 
of writing only in dominant genres. It will also involve each of us 
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questioning our own assumptions about writing genres and what 
counts as publishable work to move this agenda forward.

In making this case, we are by no means diminishing established 
genres, such as empirical research articles or case studies of practices 
in Western contexts or storytelling in First Nations contexts. These 
genres enrich knowledge of learning and teaching in their own ways. 
Instead, we are arguing for additional ways of contributing knowl-
edge to the growing scholarship of teaching and learning in higher 
education. We recognize that this values-based stance might come 
into conflict with the pressure many universities put on writers to 
embrace particular genres and publish in outlets that “count more” 
in metrics of rankings and ratings (see chapter 8). We also recognize 
that each of you will have your own views on the genres and how 
they intersect with cultural and institutional priorities. Depending on 
where you are in your career and in what context you are writing, 
you will need to make decisions that take these metrics and other 
variables into account. We hope, however, that external criteria will 
be only one determinant of your choice of genre and outlet and that 
your own values and scholarly commitments will be an equal driver 
(see also chapters 4 and 6).

It is also not our intention to draw hard and fast lines between 
genres and suggest that they constitute discrete, pure categories. Many 
learning and teaching scholars use a combination of genres. Mick 
makes that point when he notes that many of his publications are a 
mixture of conceptual material and literature reviews, often with the 
inclusion of some mini-case studies (Our Perspectives 13.1). Readers 
may well find that they also write in genres that do not neatly map 
to one of the eleven genres we have selected to discuss. For instance, 
you may write a short piece for a publication such as HERDSA 
Connect, Educational Developments, or The Conversation, or you may 
publish a study guide for students (e.g., Healey and Hill 2019) or 
a research report required from a funding body or a policy docu-
ment for your university senate, as Kelly recently did (Matthews, 
Garratt, and Macdonald 2018). Such publications may include aspects 
of theoretical and conceptual articles, case studies, opinion pieces, 

http://www.herdsa.org.au/herdsa-news
http://www.herdsa.org.au/herdsa-news
https://www.seda.ac.uk/educational-developments
https://theconversation.com/
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reflective essays, stories, and other genres, and you may find some of 
the questions we include in our frameworks for these genres helpful 
in preparing your pieces.

The selected genres we outline in the book overlap in both helpful 
and confusing ways. In naming these genres we are attempting to 
clarify the ways in which they differ, each serving a unique purpose 
and together constituting a rich body of scholarship. 

Key Features and Formats of the Genres
The genres we name overlap and do not include every form of academic 
writing. For example, we chose not to examine dissertations and 
theses because a large literature already exists on this genre (Aitchison, 
Kamler, and Lee 2010; Kamler and Thomson 2014; Thomson and 
Kamler 2016). We also excluded book reviews, classroom notes or 
curriculum materials, pragmatic how-to-guides, grant proposals, and 
other genres of writing about learning and teaching, largely because 
of space constraints. Below we present the key features of the eleven 
writing genres we discuss—features that apply to academic writing 
generally and that you will therefore want to consider when writing 
about learning and teaching. As we have already noted, all are often, or 
could be, integrated with other genres. For example, case studies often 
have elements of empirical research articles, empirical research articles 
can assert an opinion, and so on. A summary table, “The Functions, 
Appearances, and Publishing Locations of the Eleven Genres,” is 
available in the online resources.

Empirical Research Articles
What the genre typically does: Gathers and uses observable data 
(e.g., from interviews, surveys, document analyses, reflections, and 
narratives) to offer evidence to support a particular aim or question.
What the genre typically looks like and where it is published: 
Research articles in the natural and social sciences include an 
introduction, a literature review, sections on methods, findings, 
discussion, and implications, plus a conclusion. The humanities have 
different format variations. Research articles are typically published 
in journals, book chapters, and books.

https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Functions-Appearances-and-Publishing-Locations-of-the-11-Genres.pdf
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Functions-Appearances-and-Publishing-Locations-of-the-11-Genres.pdf
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Theoretical and Conceptual Articles
What the genre typically does: Draws on literature and theories 
(without presenting new data) to provoke, deepen, or expand thinking 
about a particular concept or practice.
What the genre typically looks like and where it is published: 
Theoretical and conceptual articles typically describe the method or 
approach guiding the writer’s process but otherwise do not follow 
a prescribed set of headings typical of data-driven research articles. 
They are usually published in journals, as book chapters, or as books.

Literature Reviews
What the genre typically does: Synthesizes what is known and 
reveals what else we can learn about a topic by reviewing existing 
research.
What the genre typically looks like and where it is published: 
Freestanding literature reviews tend to be organized around a guiding 
question with an introduction and methods, findings, and discussion 
sections. They are commonly published as journal articles, book 
chapters, or research reports.

Case studies
What the genre typically does: Delves deeply into, and provides 
rich descriptions of, specific examples of successful learning and 
teaching practices, often within a single course, program, or institution, 
with the goal of influencing others to enhance their practices. 
What the genre typically looks like and where it is published: 
Case studies are usually organized around a “rich description” of a 
learning and teaching practice or context and include an introduction, 
discussion of the case study, and implications for other scholars. Some 
journals publish case studies, blogs are a common platform for case 
studies, and case studies might also be included in award or fellowship 
applications.

Books and Edited Collections
What the genre typically does: Provides an opportunity to go into 
more depth and breadth about a topic or theme. Edited collections 
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bring together people working in the same field—or different fields—
to explore the topic from various perspectives.
What the genre typically looks like and where it is published: 
Books may involve a mixture of review, conceptual thinking, empirical 
data, and reflection. Learning and teaching books are published by 
a limited number of commercial and university presses. Several new 
publishers are entering the open access market. Special issues of 
journals share several characteristics with edited collections.

Presentations
What the genre typically does: Communicates your research and 
stimulates conversations with colleagues in real time.
What the genre typically looks like and where it is published: 
Presentation formats vary widely and include conference papers, 
workshops, panel discussions, and posters. Posting slides online 
following a presentation is a common practice.

Reflective Essays
What the genre typically does: Shares lived experiences of the 
messy, unfinished, personal, and relational work of learning and 
teaching and offers analyses of the resulting insights.
What the genre typically looks like and where it is published: 
Reflective essays are written in the first person and present insights 
rather than empirical findings or arguments while describing the 
learning and teaching practice. They are typically published in journals 
that explicitly name this genre or via blogs.

Opinion Pieces
What the genre typically does: Asserts a value judgement about 
learning and teaching that draws directly on the writer’s experience 
and informed perspective.
What the genre typically looks like and where it is published: 
Opinion pieces tend to be short (usually less than 1,000 words), 
written in the first person, and focused on a single point with no 
conventions for headings or sub-headings. Blogs are a common forum 
for opinion pieces, and some journals also publish this genre.
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stories
What the genre typically does: Presents a lived experience in 
context with the goal of sharing its relevance and importance.
What the genre typically looks like and where it is published: 
Stories include information about the context, what happened, who 
was involved, where it happened, and what happened in a narrative 
flow and are unlikely to have headings at all. Award and fellowship 
applications typically include a story, and book chapters and blogs 
are also common venues for publishing stories.

social media
What the genre typically does: Enables fast self-publication and 
quickly raises awareness of your work. Social media can accommodate 
any writing genre, although stories, case studies, reflective essays, and 
opinion pieces tend to be more common than publishing a research 
article, for example.
What the genre typically looks like and where it is published: 
Social media by definition means to publish online, enabling rapid self-
publishing that bypasses peer review. It is emerging as an important 
genre for scholars that allows online interaction through platforms 
like Twitter, LinkedIn, Facebook, and many more. And publishing on 
social media can look vastly different from written text because you 
can design the layout and use images creatively.

Teaching Award, fellowship, and Promotion Applications
What the genre typically does: Makes the case and provides 
evidence that you meet the award, fellowship, or promotion criteria, 
based, at least in part, on the excellence of your teaching (i.e., evidence 
of your impact of enhancing student outcomes), support of learning 
(i.e., evidence of supporting colleagues and influencing support for 
student learning) and leadership (i.e., evidence of effective leadership 
of learning and teaching).
What the genre typically looks like and where it is published: 
In contrast to the other genres, these applications are usually private. 
Some involve completing highly structured forms, while others 
emphasize critical reflection and discussion of the impact of activities 
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and experiences structured under a few broad headings. These 
applications typically go to a committee or panel for assessment.

As we note above, the distinctions between the eleven genres 
are not hard and fast. We offer these general descriptions to help you 
decide which genre might be most conducive to any given learning 
and teaching experience, perspective, or finding you want to share and 
the identity you want to develop as a learning and teaching scholar. 
Moreover, as we noted in chapter 1, we extend the term “writing” 
to include making oral presentations, such as at a conference or in a 
workshop, because these typically involve working with text and are 
often a precursor to a publication, summarize existing publications, 
or present material from a recent publication. We also recognize that 
not all the genres we discuss are “published,” such as most applications 
for teaching awards, fellowships, and promotions. Yet these genres 
constitute common and important ways in which scholars engage 
in conversations about learning and teaching in higher education.

In presenting the genres above we do not wish to reify stereotypes 
or conventional norms. Because so many of our critical friends and 
reviewers for our Teaching & Learning Inquiry article (Healey, Matthews, 
and Cook-Sather 2019) wanted clearer descriptions of the boundaries 
among genres, we have attempted to capture these in the list above. 
However, we encourage a blurring of boundaries within and between 
genres. As Lucy Mercer-Mapstone and Sophia Abbot (2020, 233) state 
in their edited book on student-staff partnerships, “Alternative genres 
are appropriate and sometimes necessary for sharing the realities of 
partnership work.” In the chapters that follow we point out overlaps 
between, for example, case studies and empirical research articles, and 
between reflective essays, opinion pieces, and stories. Another exam-
ple of blurring boundaries is that we see reflection as a valid form 
of knowledge generation (Cook-Sather, Abbot, and Felten 2019); so 
empirical research articles could, to our mind, draw on first-person 
reflections and never use the word “data.” Under the umbrella of 
“first person” we include autobiographical and self-referential work 
as well as auto-ethnography, all of which include personal examples. 
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Yet, as Kelly’s story above illustrates, we have some way to go in blur-
ring genre boundaries and thinking beyond Western conventions of 
research and knowledge creation in learning and teaching, a reality 
also clarified in the reflections by Yahlnaaw (Reflection 11.1) and 
Peter Looker (Reflection 3.1).

Guidelines for Writing in Different Genres
In the chapters that follow we present flexible guidelines in the 
form of open questions to help you frame your writing, and in part 
5 we link steps in writing to the different genres. The guidelines are 
not intended to be perfect or prescriptive but rather to offer steps 
for getting started by presenting questions for consideration. Our 
expectation is that you will employ these guidelines creatively, in 
ways that make sense for you. Not every question has to be answered, 
or in the order displayed, and, depending on the piece you want 
to write, we suspect you will think of other questions that should 
be answered in your publication. All three of us have found these 
guidelines to be helpful to workshop participants to gain perspectives 
on their experiences, plan what they want to include, establish the 
flow of the publication, and find a focus. Figure 11.1 offers a potential 
process for writing for publication—from selecting your genre to 
submitting your finished piece—using our guidelines. However, we 
encourage you to reorder, add, remove, or repeat parts of the process 
as is appropriate for your context, your identity as a writer, and the 
conversations you want to join and create. Indeed, you may consider 
producing your own framework of questions for your task, in which 
case, please share them with us by sending us an email. 

Over to You
We argue here for embracing a wide variety of writing genres that 
enable you to join in and create conversations about learning and 
teaching in higher education. While we acknowledge that there are 
overlaps among the genres, we contend that each should be valued in 
its own right. Questions to ask about working within and extending 
the conventional writing genres include:
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Figure 11.1: Using the guiding questions to write for 
publication

1. Decide on a genre

2. Identify 1-3 potential journals

3. Select relevant guiding questions
a. write brief answers
b. arrange your answers into a 

logical narrative
c. assign word count to each 

question

4. Draft a timeline for you and your 
co-authors

5. Draft an abstract that articulates 
your argument

6. Draft main text

7. Re-order sections, refine, revise, 
and copy edit

8. Select specific journal and 
format to their guidelines

9. Invite feedback from critical 
friends

10. Revise again

PLAN

WRITE

GET 
FEEDBACK

SUBMIT

Source: Based on Healey, Matthews, and Cook-Sather (2019, 35)
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• What are your preferred writing genres and why?
• How might other writing genres enable you to communicate 

about your learning and teaching in important ways?
• Which of the processes in Figure 11.1 work for you and in 

what order?
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CHAPTER 12

ANALYZING AND REPORTING DATA
Empirical Research Articles

The data in a scientific article aims to illustrate the story. . . . We 
verify, analyse, and display data to share, build and legitimize 
new knowledge. (Cargill and O’Connor 2013, 25)

To fully understand the ways in which race and racism shape 
educational institutions and maintain various forms of discrim-
ination, we must look to the lived experiences of students of 
color . . . as valid, appropriate, and necessary forms of data. 
(Yosso et al. 2004, 15)

Empirical research articles are perhaps the most common genre of 
writing about learning and teaching and are considered by many 
to be the most prestigious genre as they are historically assumed to 
be the basis for advancing knowledge and understanding, as well 
as confirming or challenging previous research. As the first quote 
above captures, Margaret Cargill and Patrick O’Connor recommend 
analyzing and reporting data through constructing a story. In the 
second quote, Tara Yosso and colleagues offer an essential reminder 
that whose and which stories get told depends on what counts as data.

It is difficult to generalize about writing empirical research arti-
cles, as what is appropriate depends on your theoretical and method-
ological approach, the audience you are addressing, and your purpose. 
Some aspects of these topics may be covered in the guide for authors 
produced by the journal, book publisher, or other outlet to which 
you are submitting, but others are for you to clarify and decide. 

Empirical Research Articles
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Analysis of what editors and reviewers say they are looking for, and 
the weaknesses they identify in papers that they reject or return 
for substantial revision, can help writers self-evaluate their articles 
before submission (see chapters 8 and 28). In this chapter, we present 
a flexible framework to guide the organization and composition of 
empirical research articles. We also include a discussion of the benefits 
and complexities of writing such articles, but with the caveat that 
there is no single right way. 

Preparing Empirical Research Articles for Publication
There are many excellent books written about undertaking scholarship 
of teaching and learning (SoTL) and researching learning and teaching 
in higher education (e.g., Cleaver, Lintern, and McLinden 2018; 
Cousin 2009; Daniel and Harland 2017; McKinney 2007; Norton 
2009). These texts discuss the wide variety of methodological and 
theoretical foundations needed to engage in this research. Which of 
these approaches you adopt can have a significant impact on how you 
write your article, as is well illustrated in the discussion of increasing 
the likelihood of publishing qualitative (Rocco and Plakhotnik 
2011), quantitative (Newman and Newman 2011) and mixed-
methods (Newman, Newman, and Newman 2011) manuscripts in 
The Handbook of Scholarly Writing and Publishing (Rocco and Hatcher 
2011). A key theme that emerges from these chapters is the effect 
of the theoretical and methodological approach adopted on the 
appropriate structure of the article (Miller-Young and Yeo 2015). 
For example, the aims and scope section of the journal Critical Studies 
in Education states that it:

rejects the positivist view that social reality is “out there” 
waiting to be “found” and that researchers are able to 
maintain an objective distance from research subjects. 
Instead, the journal takes the view that researchers gener-
ate data rather than find them and that the representation 
of data is a form of analysis. For these reasons, we do not 
publish articles that separate “findings” from “discussion,” 
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whether they have discrete sections named in this way 
or not. (Critical Studies in Education, “Aims and Scope”)

Hence, if you are considering submitting an article to Critical 
Studies in Education, you will need to write your article differently from 
the approach you might take for many other educational journals. 
Similarly, other journals have expectations—often outlined in their 
contributor guidelines—that should guide your writing.

What to Look Out for in Writing an Empirical Research 
Article about Learning and Teaching
An empirical research article, whether published in a journal or as a 
book chapter, should provide a clear rationale for the study and its 
contribution to the existing literature, justification for the research 
methodology used, an analysis of findings, and a discussion of those 
findings and their implications for the field of study. For learning 
and teaching journals, the focus of the discussion section is often the 
implications for enhancing the quality of student learning. Simply 
describing the educational practice and reporting data are insufficient 
for this genre, which requires interpretation of data placed within a 
theoretical or conceptual framework with broader implications linked 
to the learning and teaching literature. In other words, empirical 
research articles have to acknowledge the current conversation and 
extend it through the presentation of primary research, or start a new 
conversation drawing on compelling new data. As Katarina Mårtensson 
makes clear in Reflection 12.1, writing an empirical article can be 
a messy process of drafting, reading, interpreting, translating, and, for 
some, walking. She signals the time, thought, joy, and frustration that 
go into writing, which is clearly a more complex process than simply 
“writing up the research.”

Reflection 12.1

The experience of writing empirical articles

Getting started is frustrating. Every time I write an empirical arti-
cle, I have to think a lot about its content, structure, and main 

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?show=aimsScope&journalCode=rcse20
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arguments before I actually get to open a new Word doc on my 
laptop. As if I need to prepare mentally for a long time. It is stim-
ulating and stressful. I start with the structure, titles of sections, and 
bullet points under headings. This is joyful, as I sense something 
actually growing in front of me. One source of frustration is the 
literature review needed to frame my article. I browse other rele-
vant publications. Usually I find a lot. I discover things I hadn’t 
previously read. It is a joy to read it but then, suddenly, I reach 
a point where I think everything is already written. In a more 
sophisticated language than what I can produce (I am not a native 
English-speaking person, and yet I usually publish in English). I 
have to force myself to believe that I can contribute. At best, I set 
aside full days of writing, going back and forth between sections 
of my article. I go back into my empirical data. I enjoy this itera-
tive process. I take long walks, and meanwhile process my writing 
so that I can revise and improve when I come back. Another joy 
of my writing is that I usually co-write. So, I send a draft to my 
colleague/s, and we bounce it back and forth until we are satisfied.

Katarina Mårtensson is a senior lecturer at the Division for Higher Educa-
tion Development, Lund University, Sweden.

When you write an empirical research article, your argument will 
unfold across your introduction, literature review, methods, findings, 
discussion, implications, and conclusion. Your introduction presents 
your argument in a clear and simple form. Your literature review 
provides context and traces the strands of conversations in progress 
that inform your argument. The methods section explains and justifies 
how you went about gathering data to substantiate your argument, 
and your findings section presents what your methods yielded. The 
discussion is the most interpretive section of a research article. It is 
in this section that you marshal your evidence, make sense of your 
findings, and present them in a way that endeavors to offer new under-
standings and convince readers of their importance. The implications 
section builds on your argument to point to future explorations or 
practices that follow, according to your argument, from what you 
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have found. One author’s experience of developing an argument in 
an empirical article is presented in Reflection 12.2.

Reflection 12.2

The experience of developing an argument in an 
empirical article

To me the argument of a paper functions as the soul of the manu-
script. It serves as the foundation on which the entire paper is built 
in terms of literature review, methodology, discussion, and conclu-
sion. In my case, the issues I would want to argue about in a paper 
are actually identified at the moment I conceptualise a study or 
inquiry. However, articulating that argument while writing a paper 
is the most arduous task for me. I have experienced that more than 
half of my effort in writing a manuscript is spent on building an 
argument. Most often, in empirical articles, I present my argument 
in the first part of the manuscript and in subsequent sections I use 
empirical evidence and my data to substantiate those arguments. 
While building an argument, I would normally go about discussing 
what is known and what needs to be known and why it should 
be known. I try to write the “why it needs to be known” section 
in a slightly persuasive tone to establish the rationale of the study. 
I also find it important to weave my argument throughout the 
manuscript to keep the issue alive and establish a clearer alignment 
with the other sections of the manuscript.

Amrita Kaur is a senior lecturer at the School of Education and Modern 
Language, Universiti Utara Malaysia, Kedah, Malaysia.

“Guiding Questions for Planning, Revising, and Refining an 
Empirical Research Article” presents a series of questions to support 
the writing of empirical research articles about learning and teaching 
in higher education. A copy of this resource with only the questions 
included is available in the online resources. You may find it helpful 
in planning your empirical research article.

http://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Guiding-Questions-for-Empirical-Research-Articles.docx
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Guiding Questions for Planning, Revising, and Refining 
an Empirical Research Article* 

1. Why is this topic important in learning and teaching 
research, to whom is it important, and why at this time?
Give a clear rationale for your paper and situate it within a broader 
conversation. For example:

A gap often exists, however, between the high value 
teaching centers place on the scholarship of teaching and 
learning (SoTL) and the support those centers provide 
for such work. . . . Several models have emerged of teach-
ing and learning centers supporting SoTL on diverse 
campuses. . . . Such excellent programs model effective 
ways for teaching and learning centers to ease faculty 
entry into SoTL. However, these approaches focus so 
intently on the inquiry process that they may not suffi-
ciently support faculty in the final essential step of schol-
arship, what Lee Shulman (2004) calls “going public” 
to make work available for peer review. . . . Faculty 
active in SoTL often do not see their projects through 
to publication. This finding is troubling. (Felten, Moore, 
and Strickland 2009, 40-41)

2. What previous research has been undertaken on this 
topic? What is your contribution to the literature and 
the learning and teaching conversation? 
Identify how your paper fits within the existing literature and 
what you are adding to existing knowledge and understanding. 
For instance, the first sentence of the abstract of this article clearly 
sets the paper in the context of the literature:

Although academic identity has received attention in the 
literature, there have been few attempts to understand 
the influence on identity from engagement with the 
Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL). (Simmons 
et al. 2013, 9)
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3. What is your argument or stance? What questions are 
you addressing?
Being explicit about your argument and the issues you are address-
ing (and, equally important, what you are not covering) is critical 
to convincing reviewers that your paper is worth publishing and 
colleagues that it is worth reading (see chapter 25). Sometimes a 
single question can summarize the focus of your paper:

To what extent do developers consider their prior disci-
plinary training influences or aligns with their current 
work? (Little, Green, and Hoption 2018, 325)

4. What is your underlying conceptual or theoretical 
framework? If appropriate, what are your hypotheses?
Make your conceptual or theoretical framework explicit and, if you 
are following a positivist framework, clearly state your hypotheses. 
The authors of one paper state:

[We] draw on Meyer and Land’s (2005) notion of limin-
ality to apply to SoTL identity development. We describe 
how navigating among conflicting identities can lead us 
into a troublesome but deeply reflective liminal space, 
prompting profound realizations and the reconstruction 
of our academic identities. (Simmons et al. 2013, 10)

5. What are your research methods, and what is the 
rationale for your approach?
a. What data have you collected, and how?
b. Who are your participants?
c. What is the context (e.g., discipline, institution, nation)?
It is difficult to generalize outcomes of research in learning and 
teaching because contexts vary so much (Healey and Healey 2018). 
Give the reader sufficient contextual information to help them 
interpret your findings. For example:

The data presented in this paper derive from an inter-
national online survey entitled “Educational develop-
ers’ academic backgrounds.” It was distributed via the 
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member networks of the International Consortium for 
Educational Development. . . . In total, 1156 developers 
accessed the survey. . . . For this paper, we focus on the 
878 respondents with highest degrees in four discipline 
clusters: Education, Humanities, Social Sciences, and 
STEM fields. (Little, Green, and Hoption 2018, 326)

6. How have you analyzed the data?
Detail the analysis you undertook. If you have adopted a quan-
titative approach, tell the reader which statistical techniques you 
used. If you adopted a qualitative approach, be explicit about how, 
for example, you identified themes and what checks you made 
for consistency of interpretation. For example, one Dutch study 
reported that:

Pearson’s correlation coefficients were applied to deter-
mine relationships between all scales, including the 
Intention to Show Research-Related Behaviour scale. 
Considering the multiple analyses, we applied p < .01 to 
compensate for the family-wise error rate (Tabachnick 
and Fidell 2007). For interpretation, we used the follow-
ing criteria: r < .30 = weak correlation, .30 < r < .50 = 
moderate correlation, and r > .50 = strong correlation. 
(Griffioen 2019, 167)

7. What are your findings and how do they contribute 
to the ongoing learning and teaching conversation or 
create an important new conversation?
Ensure that you not only present your findings but also discuss 
how they contribute to, extend, or move beyond the broader 
conversation you identified in response to questions 1 and 2. One 
study of using a structured writing group found that:

Participants especially valued the discipline of weekly 
sessions and peer feedback. They reported increased skills 
and confidence in their writing, greater knowledge of the 
publication process, and intention to continue writing. 
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Although five papers were published, a 12-month 
follow-up revealed that original writing intentions were 
not sustained. . . . In summary, our key recommendations 
for an effective SoTL writing program are: 

(1) The relevant senior management must support both 
the program and ongoing time allocations for research 
and writing.

(2) Ensure participants are ready, motivated, and have the 
time to devote to the program (easier said than done).

(3) Agreed regular progress is essential, so everyone is at 
the same stage to get the most from the peer-feedback 
opportunities.

(4) Recognition of the outcomes by management will 
reinforce motivation for both program graduates and 
future participants. 

(Weaver, Robbie, and Radloff 2014, 212, 223)

8. How do your findings compare with previous research?
Compare your findings with those reported by others in simi-
lar and different contexts. Which confirm and which challenge 
previous research? Which are new? For instance, in an analysis of 
self-directed learning (SDL) among geography students under-
taking problem-based learning (PBL), the authors state:

The findings of this study support Srikuman Chakra-
varthi and Priya Vijayan’s (2010) recommendation that 
support and guidance must be provided to students 
early in a PBL environment and then facilitate increas-
ing independence in the later years of the students’ study. 
. . . It is important to reflect on possible reasons for the 
geography students’ drastic drop in average SDL scores 
at the beginning of the second-year PBL experience. 
This is in contrast to other studies where the decrease 
in students’ SDL scores occurred at the end of the first 
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PBL experience (Litzinger, Wise, Lee, & Bjorklund 2003; 
Reio and Davis 2005). (Golightly 2018, 473)

9. How do you handle and present unexpected findings?
Research is often moved forward by unexpected findings. Hence 
it is important to discuss how they are unexpected and the impli-
cations for future research. For example, an early Australian study 
of the effects of participation in new learning environments high-
lighted an unexpected finding:

It was the approach to the design of and induction into 
the learning environment, rather than the approach 
to content-focused teaching per se, that was centrally 
important to learning opportunities and the resulting 
outcomes in terms of challenges to, and the development 
of, these students’ epistemic beliefs. (Taylor, Pillay, and 
Clarke 2004, x)

10.  How does the context influence your findings? What 
are the implications for others in different contexts?
Discuss the impact of your context on your findings and the 
relevance of your findings to others in different contexts (Healey 
and Healey 2018). For example, a study of how students engaged 
with threshold concepts in three seminars in three liberal arts 
institutions in the United States concluded:

The perspectives of students in three seminars likely will 
not (and should not) reframe the literature on threshold 
concepts. Still, scholars and teachers should take seri-
ously the experiences and insights of students as learners 
(Cook-Sather et al., 2014; Healey et al., 2014). (Felten 
2016, 7)

11.  What are the limitations of your research? What 
unanswered questions remain? What other questions 
follow for future learning and teaching research?
Add any caveats you have about the limitations of your find-
ings and identify unanswered and new questions that need to be 
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addressed. For example, Deandra Little, David Green, and Colette 
Hoption (2018, 334-6) warn that:

As with any study at the level of discipline clusters, 
caution is advised. Disciplines are not monolithic, but 
dynamic. . . . In this study, contrasts emerge not just 
within discipline clusters, but within specific fields in 
those clusters. . . . Our data specifically look at research 
approaches, and do not speak to how developers’ training 
might influence other aspects of their educational devel-
opment practice. We do not recommend extrapolating 
from these data to other domains of their work. . . . 
Our study explores socialization and imprinting among 
developers . . . raising several questions for future proj-
ects: Which features of prior fields endure most in other 
aspects of developers’ work? Does imprinting differ if our 
migration into educational development is voluntary or 
forced? To what extent do developers’ assertions of disci-
plinary distinctiveness denote genuine differences versus 
an exaggeration of disciplinary identity in an unfamiliar, 
transdisciplinary field?

*As with other sets of guiding questions in this book, select those questions 
that are relevant to your context, add others as appropriate, and decide the 
order in which you will address them to communicate effectively with your 
audience. The questions are based on those in Healey, Matthews, and Cook-
Sather (2019, 36-37).

Structuring Your Article: The Importance of Headings 
and Sub-headings
As Thomson and Kamler write, “Headings are an important tool in 
the journal article toolkit” (2013, 111). Some indication of possible 
headings and sub-headings that you might use may have occurred 
to you in reading our Guiding Questions. A common structure is: 
Introduction, Methods, Report, and Discuss (IMRaD), but these 
generic headings give the reader no indication of the subject matter or 
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argument of the article. A good test is this: if you read the title, abstract, 
and the headings and subheadings of an article, do you obtain a clear 
idea of what it is about? If not, this may be because the author is only 
using generic headings, and many readers may give up at this stage, as 
they are not persuaded that there is something interesting for them to 
pursue. Here are the headings used in “Demystifying the Publication 
Process–A Structured Writing Program to Facilitate Dissemination 
of Teaching and Learning Scholarship” (Weaver, Robbie, and Radloff 
2014):

Background
Writing program

Writing program principles
Local context
Selection of participants

Program evaluation
Aim
Instruments

Findings
Personal insights–the self as writer
Understanding writing and feedback
Strategies in producing an academic paper
Submission outcomes
Feedback on writing program
Future writing plans
Lessons for academic development

Conclusions
You will see that although some of the headings are generic, in 

most cases they make the content explicit with the phrasing of the 
sub-headings. Similarly, in the article “Conflicts and Configurations 
in a Liminal Space: SoTL Scholars’ Identity Development” (Simmons 
et al. 2013) the authors use colons to distinguish generic and specific 
headings:

SoTL scholars’ identity: Introduction
Academic identity: Disciplined SoTL scholar versus disciplinary 
scholar
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Troublesome knowledge and liminality
Exploring our SoTL identities: Method
Liminal identities

Doubt and insecurity: Intrapersonal conflicts
Developing SoTL identity: Intrapersonal configurations
The role of SoTL community in building an alternative iden-
tity: Interpersonal configurations

Swimming in the liminal sea
Further thoughts
Liminal scholars
The appropriate structure also varies according to the theoretical 

and methodological approach, as discussed earlier. Thus, for example, 
the authors’ instructions for Critical Studies in Education states: 

Apart from “Introduction” and “Conclusion,” the Jour-
nal rejects generic headings for article sections (e.g., 
literature review, methodology, findings, discussion). 
Instead we look for articles with section headings that 
reflect the substantive contribution of the section to the 
specific issue at hand (i.e. headings that reflect the article’s 
unfolding argument or its steps in logic). We also prefer 
to see methodological issues discussed within an article’s 
introduction rather than as a discrete section, although 
we recognize that sometimes it is more appropriate to 
deal with methodology separately. (Critical Studies in 
Education, “Instructions for Authors”)

Over to You
Empirical research, whether published as journal articles or as book 
chapters, is key to providing the evidence that underpins informed 
conversations about learning and teaching in higher education. 
Developing the skills to write such pieces will maximize the likelihood 
that editors will accept your work for publication and that potentially 
interested readers will be drawn to read and cite that work. Questions 
to ask about writing empirical research articles include:

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rcse20&page=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rcse20&page=instructions
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• Are you sitting on some empirical research about learning and 
teaching in higher education that you have not found time to 
write about? 

• Which of our Guiding Questions do you think you need to 
answer to write your article? What other questions are import-
ant for you to tackle?

• Which outlets would you consider writing your research article 
for (see chapter 8)?
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CHAPTER 13

ADVANCING NEW PERSPECTIVES
Theoretical and Conceptual Articles

Under the umbrella of conceptual and theory manuscripts, we 
find a broad array of article types (e.g., taxonomy development, 
exploratory conceptual modeling, critique of theory). . . . In 
general, conceptual and theoretical manuscripts do not have 
methodology sections. There is no argument being made that 
the broad scope of a body of literature has been explored and 
new findings are emerging from an analysis. Instead, authors 
are selectively choosing key pieces of literature that support a 
particular perspective that they are putting forth for consider-
ation. (Callahan 2010, 302)

While we recognize that some scholars make a distinction between 
theoretical and conceptual frameworks (Adom, Hussein, and Agyem 
2018; Kivunja 2018), the terms are often used interchangeably in 
the literature. Our main concern in this chapter is to tease out the 
similarities and differences between writing standalone theoretical 
and conceptual articles and writing in the other genres we discuss.

Instead of requiring you to present primary data, as we discussed 
in the chapter on empirical research articles, theoretical and concep-
tual articles allow you to play with concepts through deeper schol-
arly consideration with the goal of illuminating new possibilities, 
including theory building, as emphasized in the above quote from 
Jamie Callahan. Theoretical and conceptual articles also differ from 
empirical articles in how they look. The latter, as we noted in chapter 

Theoretical and Conceptual Articles
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12, typically include an introduction, a literature review, sections on 
methods, findings, discussion, and implications, plus a conclusion. 
Theoretical and conceptual articles typically describe the method or 
approach guiding the writer’s process, but otherwise do not follow a 
prescribed set of headings. They focus on exploring existing literature 
and established theories. 

The argument of a theoretical or conceptual article is specula-
tive, not empirical, hence you build your argument through noting 
connections, contradictions, gaps, complexities, or other patterns, 
putting ideas into dialogue with one another, highlighting previously 
un-noted phenomena. It is important to construct a logic that readers 
can follow: to move through a series of comprehensible steps that 
lead the reader to understand your conclusion, even if they might not 
agree with it. The argument you build in a theoretical or conceptual 
piece aims to provoke, deepen, or expand thinking in the abstract or 
hypothetical arena, not the concrete. Developing a logical argument 
takes practice. Ronald Barnett, acting as a critical friend for this book, 
agreed to share his framework, “The Distinction between Thesis, 
Argument, and Argumentation,” as an online resource. We found this 
framework helpful and you might, too. 

The distinction between theoretical and conceptual articles and 
literature reviews is not always clear (Callahan 2010). Freestanding 
literature reviews, as we argue in the next chapter, present a systematic 
synthesis of research. Theoretical and conceptual articles, on the other 
hand, draw selectively on literature that is relevant to the argument 
of the piece, and they deepen, expand, or provoke thinking about a 
particular concept or practice. In this chapter, we offer a flexible guide 
to the organization and composition of theoretical and conceptual 
articles, illustrated by a range of examples.

In Reflection 13.1, Kerri-Lee Krause ponders the experience of 
writing theoretical and conceptual articles.

https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/writing-about-learning/thesis-argument-argumentation/
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/writing-about-learning/thesis-argument-argumentation/
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Reflection 13.1

The experience of writing theoretical and conceptual 
articles 

Writing about higher education policy and strategic issues is a 
passion of mine. It is a process that enables me to reflect more 
deeply on issues that I encounter on a daily basis in my academic 
leadership role. Much of my writing has involved empirically based 
higher education research outputs, for example quantitative stud-
ies of the Australian first year student experience. However, as I 
developed further experience and expertise as a writer and a higher 
education leader, I found the recursive research, reflection, and 
writing process involved in composing theoretical and conceptual 
articles particularly liberating. 

This genre of writing allows me to work through thorny theoret-
ical and conceptual problems, to challenge myself to think about 
familiar concepts in new ways, and to invite readers to do like-
wise. The “wicked problem of quality” paper (Krause 2012) was 
prompted by my concern that the notion of “quality” in higher 
education is typically under-theorised and rarely problematised; yet, 
it is foundational to all that we do as educators, leaders, and policy 
makers. One of the important lessons I have learned is the funda-
mental importance of developing and communicating a robust 
theoretical framework to underpin one’s work. This practice goes 
some way towards negating the stereotypical view that educational 
research is somehow inferior to discipline-based research. I contend 
that writing about learning and teaching in higher education can 
and should be deemed as equally rigorous processes to those of 
conducting discipline-based research. 

Kerri-Lee Krause is the deputy vice-chancellor (student life), at the Univer-
sity of Melbourne, Australia.

file:///Users/jgoforth/Desktop/%20
file:///Users/jgoforth/Desktop/%20
file:///Users/jgoforth/Desktop/%20
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Writing a Theoretical or Conceptual Paper for 
Publication
Drawing together existing theoretical and conceptual approaches 
before proposing new concepts and insights is vital to furthering 
learning and teaching conversations, whether you are writing in a 
refereed journal or a book chapter. It is not uncommon to explore 
particular theoretical and conceptual approaches in depth without 
utilizing data or testing hypotheses, though the development of 
ideas that will inform future empirical work is a common outcome. 
Perhaps most like literary analyses in the humanities, “[theoretical 
and] conceptual articles offer the exciting opportunity to productively 
disrupt the ongoing conversation or to change it completely through 
the creative analysis of existing works that shape something new” 
(Healey, Matthews, and Cook-Sather 2019, 37). 

Theoretical and conceptual articles are described in various ways 
in different journals. For example:

International Journal of Sustainability in Higher Education: 
“These papers will not be based on research but will 
develop hypotheses. The papers are likely to be discursive 
and will cover philosophical discussions and compar-
ative studies of others’ work and thinking.” (Interna-
tional Journal of Sustainability in Higher Education, “Author 
Guidelines”)

Journal of Counseling & Development: “Articles that 
provide new theoretical perspectives or integrate existing 
theoretical views, address innovative—new or adapted—
procedures or techniques, discuss current professional 
issues or professional development (position papers), or 
offer well-reasoned reactions or responses to previously 
published articles.” (Watts 2011, 308)

Regardless of the outlet you choose, writing a theoretical or 
conceptual article requires a deep understanding of the relevant liter-
ature and hence can involve a long gestation period. It is easy, when 
exploring literature, to get lost in the detail, go off on tangents, and 

https://www.emeraldgrouppublishing.com/products/journals/author_guidelines.htm?id=ijshe
https://www.emeraldgrouppublishing.com/products/journals/author_guidelines.htm?id=ijshe
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diminish the strength of your argument. Therefore, theoretical and 
conceptual articles can be a challenging genre and one that authors, 
particularly those new to writing about learning and teaching, may 
find difficult to engage with. As Richard Watts (2011, 311), a writer 
in the field of counseling, suggests, “Authors often find it more diffi-
cult to develop conceptual articles than empirically based articles, 
which tend to have a more standard format.” Similarly, Paul Salo-
mone (1993, 73), another writer in the field of counseling, argued 
earlier that “the conceptual article . . . is the most difficult to write 
because a creative leap beyond the mere association of similar ideas 
is required.” Despite—and sometimes because of—these challenges, 
writing theoretical and conceptual articles can be immensely satisfying 
(Our Perspectives 13.1). 

Our Perspectives 13.1

What attracts you to writing theoretical and concep-
tual articles?

Kelly: The writing space to think and play instead of trying to 
prove something about learning and teaching is what draws me to 
theoretical and conceptual articles. Taking a deep dive into a topic 
to see how I understand it by drawing on the work of others is a 
fun intellectual process. The challenge is having time for preparing 
to write these pieces, and I find I rarely get it. This explains why I 
have limited experience with publishing in this genre, due to the 
depth of insight into the literature that is required (also dependent 
on time). When I see space in my schedule, I now hold that time 
for theoretical and conceptual articles because I get to read more on 
a topic, think deeply about it, and then share what I have learned. 
I enjoy this genre far more than empirical research articles at this 
stage in my writing life. 

Alison: I appreciate the opportunity that theoretical and concep-
tual articles provide to bring ideas from different arenas of scholar-
ship into dialogue. Like metaphors, which juxtapose two seemingly 
unrelated things, the conceptual pieces I have written draw on 
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disciplinary concepts outside of my primary field of scholarship and 
practice (education). I have used these theoretical and conceptual 
explorations to deepen my understanding of learning and teaching 
and to argue for particular ways of engaging in both. For instance, 
the concept of liminality from anthropology helped me and a 
student co-author to argue for learning and teaching as unfolding 
in suspended spaces that allow for role revision (Cook-Sather and 
Alter 2011), and the concept of translation from translation and 
literary studies let me and a student co-author argue for learning 
and teaching as literal and metaphorical processes of transformation 
(Cook-Sather and Abbot 2016). 

Mick: I would not describe much of my writing as primarily 
theoretical or conceptual, and yet I am probably best known for 
two diagrams representing conceptual arguments that have been 
reproduced and cited more often than anything else I have writ-
ten. Both diagrams attempted to summarize the main approaches 
identified in the literature. In one case, the diagram showed the 
different ways that students engage with research (Healey 2005; 
Healey and Jenkins 2009), and in the other, it portrayed the range 
of ways students may be involved in partnership with staff and other 
students in learning and teaching (Healey, Flint, and Harrington 
2014, 2016). Readers’ responses to these pieces taught me that if 
you can summarize your ideas visually, they have more impact 
than text alone. 

Your perspective: What attracts or might attract you to writing 
theoretical and conceptual articles or chapters?

“Guiding Questions for Planning, Revising, and Refining a Theo-
retical or Conceptual Article” outlines questions and offers examples 
to guide you in writing focused yet rich theoretical and conceptual 
articles that provoke new thought and debate within the learning 
and teaching discourse community. A version with just the questions, 
which you can use for planning your theoretical or conceptual article, 
is available as an online resource.

http://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Guiding-Questions-for-a-Theoretical-or-Conceptual-Article.docx
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Guiding Questions for Planning, Revising, and Refining a 
Theoretical or Conceptual Article*

1. What is your overall aim and rationale for this article?
Clarify your aim and rationale. These help the reader understand 
what you are trying to achieve and provide justification for the 
study, as Kerri-Lee Krause clearly states in her exploration of 
quality in higher education:

This article explores the wicked problem of quality in 
higher education, arguing for a more robust theorising of 
the subject at national, institutional and local department 
level. The focus of the discussion rests on principles for 
theorising in more rigorous ways about the multidimen-
sional issue of quality. (Krause 2012, 285)

2. What does your work contribute to the wider field of 
the scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL) or 
higher education research?
It is critical to state clearly what you consider your contribution 
to be. This will help reviewers decide whether to recommend 
publication and readers to decide whether to continue reading.

The growing literature on undergraduate teaching and 
learning currently lacks an organising framework. This 
article sets out to provide one, distinguishing between 
hard pure, soft pure, hard applied and soft applied fields 
of study, and hence making it possible to highlight gener-
ally unremarked similarities and differences between the 
various research findings. (Neumann, Parry, and Becher 
2002, 405)

3. What theories or concepts are you exploring in your 
article, and how do you define them for the purposes of 
your analysis?
Answering this question clarifies the subject matter of your 
conceptual or theoretical article.
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The article outlines an “academic literacies” frame-
work which can take account of the conflicting and 
contested nature of writing practices, and may therefore 
be more valuable for understanding student writing in 
today’s higher education than traditional models and 
approaches. (Lea and Street 1998, 157)

4. How was the analysis conducted?
Tell readers how you went about your analysis, as this will help 
them understand your argument.

Attempts to define SoTL flounder when faced with its 
diversity. In considering the confusion that can ensue, 
we see the problem to be one of focus, namely a focus 
on definition rather than on diversity. . . . In looking for 
the constitution of SoTL, we focused initially on the 
internal horizon of disseminated SoTL knowledge (i.e. 
published work). . . . Only when that analysis was felt 
to be complete did we consider the external horizon 
of contextual factors that have influence over the inter-
nal horizon. This is the theoretical framework for our 
analysis and result. (Booth and Woollacott 2018, 538-9)

5. Why, and to whom, do these theories or concepts 
matter in learning and teaching?
The answer to this question clarifies why your article may be 
important and to whom. As one of the leading philosophers of 
higher education states:

What is it to learn for an unknown future? It might 
be said that the future has always been unknown but 
our opening question surely takes on a new pedagog-
ical challenge if not urgency in the contemporary age. 
Indeed, it could be said that our opening question has 
never been generally acknowledged to be a significant 
motivating curricular and pedagogical question in higher 
education. Be all this as it may, the question (What is it 



138 | WRiTiNG ABOUT LEARNiNG AND TEACHiNG

to learn for an unknown future?) surely deserves more 
attention than it has so far received. After all, if the future 
is unknown, what kind of learning is appropriate for it? 
(Barnett 2004, 247)

6. How do scholars discuss and critique these theories or 
concepts?
Bring readers into previous conversations about the theories or 
concepts you address.

This article firstly reviews and critiques the four domi-
nant research perspectives on student engagement: the 
behavioural perspective, which foregrounds student 
behaviour and institutional practice; the psycholog-
ical perspective, which clearly defines engagement as 
an individual psycho-social process; the socio-cultural 
perspective, which highlights the critical role of the 
socio-political context; and, finally, the holistic perspec-
tive, which takes a broader view of engagement. (Kahu 
2013, 758)

7. What new insights or frameworks are you bringing to 
these theories or concepts?
Elaborating on the new insights that you bring to the conversation 
helps readers understand both your thinking and its contribution 
to, extension of, or branching out from the conversation.

In this article, we focus on questions that come into view 
when we look at educational development through the 
lenses of signature pedagogies and the Scholarship of 
Teaching and Learning (SoTL). We offer this as a thought 
experiment in which we consider if SoTL is a signature 
pedagogy of educational development, simultaneously 
enacting and revealing the practices, values, and assump-
tions that underpin the diverse work efforts of our field. 
(Felten and Chick 2018)
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8. What are the implications of your analysis for 
researchers or practitioners?
Address the “So what?” question, as Randy Bass does in this classic 
SoTL article about “What’s the problem?”

Changing the status of the problem in teaching from 
terminal remediation to ongoing investigation is precisely 
what the movement for a scholarship of teaching is all 
about. How might we make the problematization of 
teaching a matter of regular communal discourse? How 
might we think of teaching practice, and the evidence of 
student learning, as problems to be investigated, analyzed, 
represented, and debated? (Bass 1999, 1)

9. What further research or actions are prompted by your 
analysis?
Identify where you think your argument goes next or how others 
might build on it.

Academic developers may advocate student–faculty part-
nership if they aspire to disrupt some of the neoliberal 
logics and practices in contemporary higher education, 
while being aware that it can still be re-appropriated by 
neoliberalism. (Wijaya Mulya 2018, 89)

*As with other sets of guiding questions in this book, select those questions 
that are relevant to your context, add others as appropriate, and decide the 
order in which you will address them to communicate effectively with your 
audience. The questions are based on those in Healey, Matthews, and Cook-
Sather (2019, 37).

Over to You
Writing theoretical and conceptual articles is a challenging, but 
potentially hugely rewarding, way of influencing conversations about 
learning and teaching in higher education. This genre allows you 
to explore and to learn and, in turn, to share nascent or deepened 



140 | WRiTiNG ABOUT LEARNiNG AND TEACHiNG

understandings. Questions to ask about writing theoretical and 
conceptual articles include:

• What learning and teaching topics fascinate you and need, to 
your mind, deepening or reconceptualizing?

• Which topics intrigue, excite, disturb, concern, or worry you 
and therefore warrant addressing?

• Which of our Guiding Questions do you think you need to 
address to write your theoretical or conceptual article? What 
other questions are important for you to tackle?

• What outlets might be interested in publishing your theoretical 
or conceptual article? 
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CHAPTER 14

SYNTHESIZING WHAT WE ALREADY KNOW
Literature Reviews

Many reviews, in fact, are only thinly disguised annotated 
bibliographies. (Hart 2018, 2) 

A quality literature review should not just reflect or replicate 
previous research and writing on the topic under review, but 
should lead to new productive work (Lather, 1999) and repre-
sent knowledge construction on the part of the writer. (Imel 
2011, 146-47) 

In response to the rapid growth of the body of literature in higher 
education, Malcolm Tight (2018b, 607) suggested that “it may be 
time to spend more effort on synthesising and disseminating what 
we have already learnt, rather than, or before, undertaking fresh 
research.” Rather than choosing to only generate new research or 
only synthesize what we have already learned, we suggest, as we 
do throughout this book, taking a both/and approach. Bringing 
literature together in a review is a particularly useful endeavor in 
writing about learning and teaching, where the literature is dispersed 
across SoTL, educational research, and discipline-based educational 
research publications. Drawing on scholarship, literature reviews offer 
an exciting opportunity to synthesize what is known about a topic 
and reveal what else we can learn. 

Our main focus in this chapter is on freestanding literature reviews, 
as opposed to reviews embedded in research articles, theses, and other 
genres (e.g., Ridley 2012), though much of what we say applies 

Literature Reviews
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to those as well. As the first quote at the beginning of this chapter 
indicates, a common error in writing literature reviews is to produce 
what is effectively an annotated bibliography, sometimes along the 
lines of A said, B said, etc. In contrast, a quality review, as the second 
quote above suggests, adds to the literature by producing new insights 
from existing literature, often contributing “new frameworks and 
perspectives on the topic” (Torraco 2005, 356). In other words, a 
good literature review is more than the sum of its parts.

Whereas empirical research articles (chapter 12) are expected to 
present original data and theoretical and conceptual articles (chap-
ter 13) afford opportunities for speculation and argument, literature 
reviews integrate previous studies within a new frame. Each of these 
genres importantly informs the others. As Chris Hart (2018, 11) 
points out: “It is the progressive narrowing of the topic, through 
the literature review, that makes most research a practical consid-
eration,” and David Boote and Penny Beille (2005, 3) suggest that 
“a thorough, sophisticated literature review is the foundation and 
inspiration for substantial, useful research.” A few journals, such as 
the Review of Educational Research and Educational Research Review, 
specialize in publishing freestanding, critical, integrative reviews of 
research literature on education, but most higher education journals 
publish reviews relevant to their focus.

A variety of terms may be used to describe literature reviews, 
including research reviews, integrative reviews, and research synthe-
ses (Imel 2011). In this discussion we do not include meta-analyses, 
which use a statistical procedure for combining empirical data from 
multiple studies to measure effect sizes, such as John Hattie’s (2008) 
systematic review of over 800 meta-analyses of the influences on 
achievement in school-aged students. We also exclude discussion of 
how to undertake the literature search and literature analysis, just as 
we omitted consideration of data collection and analysis, and research 
methods, in the chapter on empirical research articles. Our focus is 
rather on demystifying the writing of the literature review. To that end 
we present a flexible guide to the organization and composition of 
a literature review.
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The Nature and Purpose of Literature Reviews
Harris Cooper (1988, 2003) developed an influential taxonomy 
of literature reviews in education and psychology. His “taxonomy 
categorizes reviews according to: (a) focus; (b) goal; (c) perspective; 
(d) coverage; (e) organization; and (f) audience” (1988, 104). We 
summarize these six characteristics: 

• Focus – Most authors of literature reviews in education focus 
on research findings, research methods, theories, or practices 
and applications.

• Goal – The primary goal of a literature review is synthesis or 
integration. Other goals are a critique of the existing literature, 
a discussion of strengths and limitations, and the identification 
of central issues and gaps in the literature. 

• Perspective – There is a difference between the reviewer advo-
cating a position or remaining neutral. Check whether the 
journal you are submitting to has a preference for one or the 
other of these.

• Coverage – This concerns the extent to which the author 
attempts to find and include relevant literature. The coverage 
can be exhaustive, exhaustive with selective criteria, represen-
tative of core material, or dictated by the reviewer’s goals.

• Organization – Reviews may be organized historically, concep-
tually, or methodologically.

• Audience – Reviews can be written for groups of specialized 
researchers, general researchers, practitioners, policymakers, or 
the general public.

See also Grant and Booth (2009) for another classification of literature 
reviews.

Reviews of relevant literature have a range of purposes. Chris 
Hart (2018, 31) identifies twelve:

1. Distinguishing what has been done from what needs 
to be done 

2. Discovering important variables relevant to the topic 
3. Synthesising and gaining a new perspective 
4. Identifying relationships between ideas and practice 
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5. Establishing the context of the topic or problem 
6. Rationalising the theoretical or practical significance 

of the problem 
7. Enhancing and gaining the subject vocabulary
8. Understanding the origins and structure of the 

subject 
9. Relating ideas and theory to problems and questions 
10. Identifying the main methodologies and data collec-

tion tools that have been used 
11. Placing the research into an historical context to 

show familiarity with state-of-the-art developments 
12. Having a body of knowledge to which you can relate 

your own research findings.

Although Hart claims these purposes are equally important, which 
ones are relevant vary between different studies and different types of 
review. For example, Joseph Maxwell (2006) argues that the purpose 
of a freestanding review is to present a review of research, while the 
objective of an embedded review is to present a review for research. 
This distinction has an important bearing on how the quality of the 
review is judged. Maxwell (2006, 28) argues that, whereas thorough-
ness is a key indicator of quality of a freestanding review, relevance is 
“the most essential characteristic” of the embedded literature review. 
Literature reviews can also expose both dominant and silenced voices 
and perspectives (Walker 2015). It is also important to remember that 
there are ethical issues involved in undertaking and writing literature 
reviews (Kara 2019).

Further nuances apply to specific purposes. For example, authors 
often identify filling gaps in the literature as both purpose and 
outcome of a freestanding review or as an argument justifying their 
study in an embedded review. Pat Thomson (2019a) is critical of the 
gap-filling justification because “the gap filler, no matter how much 
they struggle to be appreciative, starts from a deficit position. Here 
is what the field doesn’t do. Then the gap filler is going to sort this 
out. They will fix this important omission.” She goes on to argue 
that a gap in the literature is not an adequate justification for a study 
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(Thomson 2019b): “It isn’t necessarily significant that nobody has 
written about a particular topic in this specific way before. Nope. The 
topic may just not be interesting or important enough for anyone 
to have bothered.” A better justification for a study, she suggests, is 
its significance: identify the nature of the topic or problem you are 
studying and how your review contributes to understanding it better 
or answering a problem that you or others have recognized. Along 
these lines, Thomson (2019a) suggests either a “next step” or a “what 
if ” approach to justifying the study:

The next stepper positions themselves as part of the field 
and about to make a positive contribution to what has 
gone before. The what iffer is also positioned as part of 
the field but as someone who would like to do a little 
creative work to see what experimentation might have 
to offer.

We see the logic of Thomson’s arguments, although, as Ronald 
Barnett (personal communication, July 28, 2019) notes, “gap-fillers 
can be collegial and what-iffers can be isolated on their desert islands.” 
So, when considering the purpose of your literature review, take into 
account what approach might be at once collegial and contribute to 
or create inclusive and generative conversations.

Prior to undertaking a literature review it may help to under-
take a scoping review. These are “a form of knowledge synthesis that 
addresses an exploratory research question aimed at mapping key 
concepts, types of evidence, and gaps in research related to a defined 
area or field by systematically searching, selecting, and synthesizing 
existing knowledge” (Colquhoun et al. 2014, 1292, 1294). 

Writing a Literature Review for Publication 
A good indication of the standards and criteria involved in writing 
a literature review, whether it is published in a journal or as a book 
chapter, is given in the statement of the aims and scope of the Review 
of Educational Research: 

https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/eur/journal/review-educational-research#aims-and-scope
https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/eur/journal/review-educational-research#aims-and-scope
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The Review of Educational Research (RER) publishes crit-
ical, integrative reviews of research literature bearing 
on education. Such reviews should include conceptu-
alizations, interpretations, and syntheses of literature and 
scholarly work in a field broadly relevant to education 
and educational research.

The standards and criteria for reviews in RER are the following:

1. Quality of the literature. Standards used to deter-
mine quality of literature in education vary greatly. 
Any review needs to take into account the quality 
of the literature and its impact on findings. Authors 
should attempt to review all relevant literature on a 
topic (e.g., international literature, cross-disciplinary 
work, etc.). 

2. Quality of analysis. The review should go beyond 
description to include analysis and critiques of 
theories, methods, and conclusions represented in 
the literature. This analysis should also examine the 
issue of access—which perspectives are included or 
excluded in a body of work? Finally, the analysis 
should be reflexive—how does the scholar’s frame-
work constrain what can be known in this review? 

3. Significance of the topic. The review should seek 
to inform and/or illuminate questions important 
to the field of education. While these questions may 
be broad-based, they should have implications for 
the educational problems and issues affecting our 
national and global societies. 

4. Impact of the article. The review should be seen as 
an important contribution and tool for the many 
different educators dealing with the educational 
problems and issues confronting society. 

5. Advancement of the field. The review should vali-
date or inform the knowledge of researchers and 
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guide and improve the quality of their research and 
scholarship. 

6. Style. The review must be well written and conform 
to style of the Publication Manual of the American 
Psychological Association (6th edition). Authors should 
avoid the use of unexplained jargon and parochialism. 

7. Balance and fairness. The review should be careful 
not to misrepresent the positions taken by others, or 
be disrespectful of contrary positions. 

8. Purpose. Any review should be accessible to the broad 
readership of RER. The purpose of any article should 
be to connect the particular problem addressed by 
the researcher(s) to a larger context of education.  
(Review of Educational Research, “Aims and Scope”)

As this list of standards and criteria indicates, high-quality liter-
ature reviews in higher education should provide provocative new 
insights into key issues. But writing such a review is a highly skilled 
task involving several stages:

Authors of review articles are expected to identify an 
appropriate topic or issue for review, justify why a liter-
ature review is the appropriate means of addressing the 
topic or problem, search and retrieve the appropriate 
literature(s), analyze and critique the literature, and create 
new understandings of the topic through one or more 
forms of synthesis. (Torraco 2005, 356-7)

Unlike a theoretical or conceptual article, which draws on liter-
ature to provoke the forward-looking generation of new concepts, 
a literature review looks back at what has already been written and 
presents it in a new way. So, while it looks back, it also influences 
thinking—and, potentially, practice—going forward.

In “Guiding Questions for Planning, Revising, and Refining a 
Literature Review,” we identify a series of questions that break this 
task down into more manageable steps, illustrated with examples 
from higher education freestanding reviews. A version with only the 

https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/journal/review-educational-research#aims-and-scope
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questions included is available in the online resources. You may find 
it helpful in planning your literature review.

Guiding Questions for Planning, Revising, and Refining a 
Literature Review*

1. What is the focus and aim of your review? Who is your 
audience?
Identify your focus and, if appropriate, clarify your target audience, 
as the authors of this review of the literature on the concept of 
excellence in teaching and learning do: 

The literature review set out to address three main ques-
tions: How is the term “excellence” used in the context 
of teaching and the student learning experience? What 
are the key conceptualisations of excellence? What are 
the implications of usage and conceptualisations for 
future policy in relation to promoting or developing 
excellence? (Little et al. 2007, 1)

2. Why is there a need for your review? Why is it 
significant?
Tell readers about the importance of the topic or problem and 
why a literature review is an appropriate way of addressing it. 

Mentorship is a defining feature of UR [undergraduate 
research]. As more and different types of colleges and 
universities strive to meet student demand for authentic 
scholarly experiences, it is imperative to identify what 
effective UR mentors do in order to ensure student 
engagement, quality enhancement, retention, and 
degree-completion. (Shanahan et al. 2015, 359)

http://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Guiding-Questions-for-a-Literature-Review.docx
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3. What is the context of the topic or issue? What 
perspective do you take? What framework do you use to 
synthesize the literature?
A good literature review is creative. Describe the context and your 
perspective and framework, as these authors do in this quote from 
a literature review on designing educational development practices:

Their conceptual review yielded a framework with six 
foci of practice (skill, method, reflection, disciplinary, 
institutional, and action research or inquiry) that was 
drawn from an analysis of the design elements of the 
educational development practices in the research they 
reviewed and from an analysis of the conceptual, theo-
retical, and empirical literature cited by those articles. 
(Amundsen and Wilson 2012, 90). 

4. How did you locate and select sources for inclusion in 
the review?
Provide details of the sources you selected and your selection 
criteria so that readers can assess your conclusions. Search engines 
are not neutral (Noble 2018). Consider tracking and reporting 
the search terms and resources you used to find the materials in 
the review, because words matter. For instance, in the past US 
authors often used the term “freshman” for first-year students; 
scholars from other areas of the world didn’t. Searching different 
databases can lead to differently skewed results. Consider snowball 
searching as well: start with base articles, then follow who cites 
whom and who is cited by whom. This approach reduces the 
problem of overly restrictive keywords, especially in fields where 
terminology is changing. For example, a review of teacher identity 
in universities focused van Lankveld et al.’s (2017) search: 

On the basis of title and abstract screening, we selected 
the following studies: empirical and review studies 
published in the English language in peer-reviewed jour-
nals that were concerned with adult university teachers 
and that focused principally on teacher identity. . . . We 
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chose to limit our search to 2005–2015. (van Lankveld 
et al. 2017, 327)

5. How is your review structured?
Inform the reader how you have structured your review. Try where 
possible to use informative headings rather than generic ones. For 
example, the authors of this review of the scholarship of teaching 
and learning (SoTL) literature structured their report as follows:

Introduction
Defining SoTL
SoTL in the disciplines
SoTL and educational development 
SoTL recognition and excellence
National and international SoTL initiatives
Student engagement with SoTL 
Main findings and recommendations 
(Fanghanel et al. 2015, 2-3)

6. What are the main findings in the literature on this 
topic? 
By providing both an overview of findings already documented in 
the literature and a framework for your synthesis of those findings, 
you help readers make sense of what is already known. For instance, 
a review of the literature on students as partners found that:

Trends across results provide insights into four themes: 
the importance of reciprocity in partnership; the need to 
make space in the literature for sharing the (equal) real-
ities of partnership; a focus on partnership activities that 
are small scale, at the undergraduate level, extracurricular, 
and focused on teaching and learning enhancement; and 
the need to move toward inclusive, partnered learning 
communities in higher education. (Mercer-Mapstone 
et al. 2017a, 1)
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7. What are the main strengths and limitations of this 
literature? 
By assessing the main strengths and limitations of the literature 
you provide a critical analysis rather than a descriptive summary. A 
Norwegian analysis of the research-education nexus argued that:

Overall, the evidence reveals a highly complex and 
multidimensional picture on the research-education 
relationship at different levels such as national, organ-
isational/institutional, curriculum and individual. This 
complexity and multidimensionality and the lack of 
unambiguous definitions of the two core terms, research 
and education, make it challenging to define a clear set 
of measurable indicators to measure the impact of the 
research-education relationship on study quality. We thus 
argue that it is important to distinguish between and 
combine three types of indicators, i.e., input, process 
and output indicators, highlighting the importance of 
student-active learning forms. (Elken and Wollscheid 
2016, 8)

8. What conclusions do your draw from the review? What 
do you argue needs to be done as an outcome of the 
review?
Identify your main conclusions and the areas where further research 
could usefully focus. A study of professional identity development 
concluded that:

Further research is needed to better understand the 
tensions between personal and professional values, struc-
tural and power influences, discipline versus generic 
education, and the role of workplace learning on profes-
sional identities. (Trede, Macklin, and Bridges 2012, 365)

*As with other sets of guiding questions in this book, select those questions that 
are relevant to your context, add others as appropriate, and decide the order in 
which you will address them to communicate effectively with your audience.
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Over to You
Writing a quality literature review can be a challenging but also an 
inspiring venture. Most research begins with a review of the relevant 
literature, but standalone reviews need to be more systematic and 
add to knowledge and understanding. In other words, a freestanding 
review needs to be more than simply a summary of the pre-existing 
literature; to contribute to the scholarly conversation, it should also 
provide new insights that will guide the future development of the 
field. As you consider the steps that we and others provide for writing 
a review, also keep in mind how this work draws on and reveals your 
own identity, either implicitly or explicitly. Questions to ask about 
writing literature reviews include:

• What topics will be of interest and significance to others as well 
as fascinating to you—enough for you to consider writing a 
standalone literature review?

• Which of our Guiding Questions do you think you need to 
address to write your literature review? What other questions 
are important for you to tackle?

• What is the extent, scope, and significance of the existing liter-
ature as it deals with your question or problem?

• What outlets might be interested in publishing your literature 
review? 
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CHAPTER 15

FOCUSING ON PRACTICAL EXPERIENCES
Case Studies

A case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contem-
porary phenomenon in depth and within its real-life context, 
especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and 
context are not clearly evident. (Yin 2018, 18)

Case studies are a genre of scholarship that, as our opening quotation 
indicates, delves deeply into specific examples of learning and teaching 
practices, usually within a single course, program, or institution. 
Case studies allow authors to move from anecdotal approaches to 
more systematic ones. As Lee Shulman (2004, 29) argues: “There is 
a powerful strategic value in writing and analyzing cases that have 
been written by members of a case forum, and in systematically 
exploring the tough question ‘what is this a case of.’” Some learning 
and teaching journals have specific sections for case studies (e.g., 
The Journal of Learning and Teaching in Higher Education, Journal of 
Scholarship of Teaching and Learning), though they may be called 
“instructional articles” (International Journal of Teaching and Learning 
in Higher Education), “practice reports” (Student Success), or “classroom 
notes” (International Journal of Mathematical Education in Science and 
Technology). Several universities and scholarly outlets publish examples 
of interesting practices in edited volumes or web-based collections. 
Some case studies are semi-fictionalized to maintain anonymity.

There is a growing interest in impact case studies as research-funding 
bodies demand evidence of impact (Green 2019). In the UK Research 

Case Studies

https://journals.le.ac.uk/ojs1/index.php/jlthe
https://scholarworks.iu.edu/journals/index.php/josotl/about
https://scholarworks.iu.edu/journals/index.php/josotl/about
http://www.isetl.org/ijtlhe/
http://www.isetl.org/ijtlhe/
https://studentsuccessjournal.org/
https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/tmes20/current
https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/tmes20/current
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Excellence Framework, 25% of the assessment weighting is given to 
the reach and significance of impact case studies. “Impacts on students, 
teaching or other activities both within and beyond the submitting 
HEI [higher education institution] are included” (REF2021 2019, 
90); though this was not the case in the 2014 REF when impacts 
needed to be wider in reach than the submitting higher education 
institution (Kneale, Cotton, and Miller 2016). 

Writing a case study about your practice can be an excellent way 
to enter the world of publishing about learning and teaching. It can 
help you build your confidence and begin to develop your identity 
and voice as a writer. But case studies are as valuable a genre for 
experienced learning and teaching scholars as they are for inexperi-
enced scholars. They are often more accessible than research articles, 
and the additional information about context and process usually 
provided in a case study can be powerful in persuading colleagues to 
change their practices. In this chapter, we offer a flexible framework 
to guide the organization and composition of both peer-reviewed 
and non-refereed case studies, along with discussion of the benefits 
and complexities of writing in this genre to ensure criticality and 
the illumination of broader implications. We focus on standalone 
case studies as opposed to case studies included to illustrate particular 
practices within other genres, though many of the points we make 
apply to both.

Case Studies of Practice: Critical Analysis to Advance 
Learning and Teaching Scholarship
Case studies might sound a bit confusing as a genre because we often 
think about case studies as a pedagogical approach or a method. 
Case-based learning is common in business, law, medicine, health-
related disciplines, and engineering, where case studies are analyzed 
to identify problems and propose solutions. This pedagogical approach 
has also been used in learning and teaching in higher education 
(Schwartz and Webb 1993). The term “case study” is, moreover, used 
to describe a research design through which scholars collect and 
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present data (Tight 2017; Yin 2018). Many publications using this last 
method would be classified in our empirical research article genre. 

In this chapter we are using the term case study to highlight 
a practice rather than to constitute a method; we use the term to 
signal a genre of scholarship that delves deeply into the specifics of 
practice. These pieces of writing tend to be brief, scholarly explora-
tions of specific practices, examples, or initiatives that could either 
be continuing or one-off projects. Case studies are not always about 
successful implementations; those about instances where things didn’t 
go according to plan can be at least as useful. Key for both is solid 
reflection and analysis. Importantly, case studies offer a great deal 
of context with a strong rationale for the practice being presented. 
In this sense, you could think of case studies as a way to tell a story 
about learning and teaching: a story rich in context and focused on 
the experiences of learners and teachers (see also chapter 20).

As we noted in chapter 11, the boundaries between case studies 
and some empirical research articles and reflective essays are blurred, 
and case studies may also appear in blogs. The characteristics of each 
genre are best seen not as mutually exclusive but rather as overlap-
ping and falling along a continuum. Many scholarship of teaching 
and learning (SoTL) research articles, for instance, are constructed 
around an in-depth analysis of classroom practices. Here we discuss 
case studies that are generally shorter pieces, based on an analysis of 
practice and provisional discussion of evidence of impact. The latter 
might include evaluations based on students’ and academics’ views, 
reflections of participants, data on outcomes (e.g., assignments), and 
adoption of the practice by others.

Some case studies will have the potential to be developed into full 
research articles with the addition of a robust theoretical or conceptual 
framework and more refined method. Similarly, the analysis contained 
in some research articles pertaining to practice in a specific depart-
ment or institution could be elaborated on in a case study through 
detailing the context in which it occurred, discussing how it was 
implemented, and considering what might need to be changed to 
suit different contexts. Sometimes, the whole of a research article 
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may be based on one case study (e.g., Marquis et al. 2016), or more 
than one case study may be compared within a research article (e.g., 
Hill, Walkington, and King 2018). 

Since a case study offers a deep and detailed dive into a specific 
example of learning and teaching practice, your argument in this 
genre is built in reference to the particulars of the course, program, 
or institution combined with evidence of its impact. While your 
argument might be built through your introduction, literature review, 
methods, findings, discussion, implications, and conclusion, as in an 
empirical research article, a case study is likely to be more focused, 
and the argument will be concentrated on how the findings might 
or might not be replicated or applicable in other contexts.

In Reflection 15.1, Jessica Riddell discusses the experience of 
writing a case study on the co-creation of a podcasting course at a 
Canadian university (Liatsis, Pohl, and Riddell 2018). 

Reflection 15.1

The experience of writing a case study

After reading an article about publishing as the final frontier of 
students as partners (SaP) (Healey, Healey, and Cliffe 2018), I was 
inspired to co-publish with students for the first time this past 
year. After a transformative experience co-creating a course with 
two student collaborators, we chose to share our experiences in 
the form of a case study because we felt that the genre was less 
intimidating and would allow us to include multiple voices and 
perspectives in our journey of co-creation. Other forms of SoTL—
research articles, for example—tend to homogenize voices and 
unify a journey that felt rather disingenuous. Instead, we wanted 
to invite into the conversation the challenges and delights that 
animated our journey. In our paper we set out to engage in critical 
self-reflection grounded in the relevant SaP literature in an authen-
tic manner that did not efface the contested conceptual terrains 
we navigated together. The writing and publishing experience was 
eye-opening: the students demonstrated a level of persistence and 
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commitment in countless rounds of revisions that exceeded my 
expectations. As a seasoned writer, but a novice SaP co-author, 
my initial impulse was to reframe and rewrite the case study, but 
the genre itself created spaces for me to reflect as a partner rather 
than as a professor or editor. This opportunity has re-shaped my 
conception of scholar, learner, and mentor, and I have a newfound 
appreciation for the case study as an essential component of SoTL. 

Jessica Riddell is the Stephen A. Jarislowsky Chair of Undergraduate 
Teaching Excellence at Bishop’s University in Canada and the executive 
director of the Maple League of Universities.

This example shows the potential overlap with another category: 
autoethnography. Although we do not focus on it here, this genre 
can be understood as spanning case study and reflective essay genres 
(Deitering, Schroeder, and Stoddart 2017).

Writing a Case Study for Publication in a Refereed 
Journal or as a Book Chapter
The publication criteria for case studies in International Journal for 
Students as Partners (IJSaP) state:

These publications are brief, scholarly explorations 
of specific practices, examples or initiatives, includ-
ing continuing and one-off projects. They discuss the 
context and rationale for the work, place the case study 
in the context of the relevant literature, analyze the 
implementation of the initiative, identify strengths and 
weaknesses, and offer critical analysis of impacts on 
students, staff, practice, and policy as appropriate. Case 
studies do not need to include a theoretical framework 
or make a significant original contribution to the field, 
however, purely descriptive case studies are not accept-
able (a maximum of 3,000 words). Case studies should 
include an abstract (150 words).
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Criteria for Review

• Presents an analysis of the implementation of an 
initiative

• Contextualizes the initiative through the citation of 
relevant literature

• Identifies the strengths and weaknesses of the 
initiative

• Critically analyses impacts on students, staff, practice, 
and policy as appropriate

(International Journal for Students as Partners, “Submissions”)

In writing a case study, whether for a journal article or book chap-
ter, you should provide a rich description of the context, position the 
practice within the relevant literature, analyze the implementation of 
the initiative, identify strengths and weaknesses, offer critical analysis 
of impacts on students and faculty/academics, and call for changes to 
practice and policy, as appropriate. Case studies advance the learning 
and teaching conversation through documenting examples of practice, 
provoking reflection on them, and offering the opportunity for others 
within the learning and teaching community to adopt them. However, 
case studies that are descriptive, without analysis or critical reflection, 
are unlikely to be published in a scholarly journal or book chapter. 
Our “Guiding Questions for Planning, Revising, and Refining a Case 
Study” can help you frame case studies and ensure that your writing 
in this genre is critical and illuminates broader implications. A copy 
of the questions is available in the online resources. You may find it 
helpful in planning your case study.

Guiding Questions for Planning, Revising, and Refining a 
Case Study*

1. What is this a case study of? 
Tell the reader what learning and teaching research and practice 
areas your case study illustrates. Why should the reader be inter-
ested in reading what you have written? For example, the author 

https://mulpress.mcmaster.ca/ijsap/about/submissions
http://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Guiding-Questions-for-a-Case-Study.docx
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quoted below positions her case study in the context of the liter-
ature on the research-teaching nexus.

The curriculum design of the new degree course in 
English launched in 2006-07 was underpinned by 
modules that aimed to encourage students to engage 
with scholarship and experience research at first hand. 
The integration of a research ethos within the English 
provision mirrored the top right-hand quadrant of the 
“curriculum design and research-teaching nexus” model 
. . . proposed by Healey (2005, 70; Healey and Jenkins 
2009, 7). (Orsini-Jones 2013, 1)

2. Why should your case study matter to other scholars?
Give the rationale for your case study and explain why it matters. 
What problem does it address? One book chapter presents a case 
study of redistributing grades (marks) for a group project between 
team members with the following justification:

Group projects are often criticised by both staff and 
students because frequently when they are assessed 
team members are credited with identical marks. . . . 
The use of peer and self assessment techniques help 
to develop skills of responsibility, autonomy, judgement 
and self-awareness. Knowing that the group marks will 
be reallocated to reflect the contribution of individuals 
helps to discourage the “freeloader.” (Healey and Addis 
2004, 116)

3. What is the context of your case study (e.g., discipline, 
institution, nation)?
Give the reader sufficient contextual information to help them 
interpret your findings. In a case study of preparing obituaries of 
key geographers in a philosophical module on the development 
of the discipline, the author stated:

Society, Space and Social Science is a compulsory human 
geography module at the University of Gloucestershire. 
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The module aims to place human geography in the 
wider social sciences as well as provide students with 
an understanding of the changing nature of geogra-
phy. Some members of the module teaching team have 
research interests in the historical development of geog-
raphy. To this end staff are eager to illustrate to students 
how research can and does inform teaching and that 
some research and literature searches can be fascinating 
and illuminating. (Harrison 2004, 14)

4. From whose perspective is the case study written? Who 
was involved in the practice? 
Provide details of the faculty/academic staff, student, and other 
participants. Whose voices are represented in the case study? For 
example, a podcasting course from a liberal arts university in 
Canada

was designed by two student leaders (station managers 
at the university radio station) in collaboration with a 
faculty collaborator . . . [and] had an enrolment of 15 
undergraduate students from a diverse range of programs. 
(Liatsis, Pohl, and Riddell 2018, 115-116) 

(See also Reflection 15.1.)

5. What did your practice look like?
Describe the main features of the educational practice. The Cana-
dian podcast case study discussed

an experiential learning course comprising a 12-episode 
podcast series dedicated to transformative learning in 
higher education. . . . Three teams of five students each 
identified four professors who were particularly effective 
in facilitating conditions of transformative learning by 
soliciting feedback via a student survey, interviewing 
their peers, and examining professors’ engagement as 
educational leaders. (Liatsis, Pohl, and Riddell 2018, 
115-116) 
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6. How did you collect evidence about impacts of your 
practice?
Discuss the sources of evidence of the impacts of your initiative. 
For instance, the authors of a study that involved the selection and 
training of two experienced students to be leaders of a Closed 
Facebook “students-only” community that provided advice and 
directed queries to appropriate channels stated:

A participatory action research methodology was 
deployed for the reflective evaluation stage. . . . The two 
student leaders, facilitators of the Closed Facebook, 
and four academic project staff members answered the 
following questions. (Kek et al. 2017, 120)

7. What were the outcomes arising from the practice 
described in your case study?
Identify the change that resulted from the practice. For example, 
in a study of integrating student peer review into a large, first-year 
science course, the authors reported that:

The student peer review exercise provided students 
with the opportunity to reflect on and improve their 
work prior to submission. Survey results showed 78% of 
students agreed that peer review developed their ability 
to give constructive feedback. Training and resources 
provision for the teaching staff was crucial to the inte-
gration of peer review activities. Supported teaching 
staff were able to engage with and support the students, 
and the students valued this engagement and guidance. 
(Dowse, Melvold, and McGrath 2018, 79)

8. How do you handle and present unexpected findings?
Unexpected findings can move the conversation about a particular 
topic in new directions. It is therefore important to explain in 
what way they are unexpected and what the implications may be 
for future research. For example, an early study of students and 
faculty working on a SoTL project together found:
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Engaging students in our SoTL project was unexpect-
edly valuable for the faculty members as researchers. 
Because we were accountable to our student researchers, 
we collaborated more diligently than we might have 
otherwise. . . . We additionally found that our study 
increased student interest in research mentoring. . . . 
Students who heard about their peers’ involvement in 
the study expressed interest in becoming future research 
partners. This was an unanticipated and highly welcome 
indication that students may have their own compelling 
motivations for joining us in this kind of work. (Wymer 
et al. 2012, 6)

9. What lessons have you learned, and what will you do 
differently as a result?
Reflect on what you have learned and what you would do differ-
ently if you were to implement the initiative again. 

It was very difficult for students who are barely able to 
read journal articles in English to enter an equal part-
nership with lecturers in an Academic Writing course 
who have published in those journals. In retrospect, it 
is clear that empowering (disadvantaged) students to 
be able to articulate their voice in such a partnership 
required much more time and effort than we realised. 
(Wijaya Mulya and Aditomo 2020, 60)

10.  What are the implications for others in different 
contexts?
Discuss the impact of your context on your findings and the 
relevance of your findings to others in different contexts. The 
Canadian podcast study concluded that:

Four key factors were necessary to turn this from an idea 
into an academically rigorous credit course: 
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1) Purpose: We believed that this was an important inter-
vention to ensure the sustainability and relevance of the 
student-run radio station. 

2) Passion: We were committed enough to devote count-
less hours to this project and students were inspired to 
engage in this project in meaningful ways. 

3) Mentorship: A faculty sponsor, mentor, and champion 
were essential in the process to design and implement 
an academically rigorous course. 

4) Empowerment: It is essential that a liberal education 
institution encourage and empower students to go above 
and beyond in their learning in order to cultivate change 
in their environments. (Liatsis, Pohl, and Riddell 2018, 
120-121)

*As with other sets of guiding questions in this book, select those questions that 
are relevant to your context, add others as appropriate, and decide the order in 
which you will address them to communicate effectively with your audience.

Case studies may also appear as chapters of edited collections by 
institutions or scholarly bodies (e.g., Guest and Lloyd 2013; Healey 
and Roberts 2004). Since for many authors a case study may be their 
first publication about learning and teaching, using a set of questions, 
such as those above, as a guideline can support the development of 
a writing voice and identity.

Writing a Case Study for Publication on a Website or in a 
Blog
Most case studies are published not in refereed journals but on 
institutional websites or in blogs. The Advance HE Knowledge Hub  
includes many case studies; a recent collection they published featured 
case studies on action research (Arnold and Norton 2018). Helen 
May (2013) provides a short guide to writing case studies for Advance 
HE. University College London publishes some lively case study 
stories demonstrating inspiring teaching practices and projects. Mick’s 

https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/teaching-learning/case-studies?collection=drupal-teaching-learning-case-studies&facetsort=alpha&
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/teaching-learning/case-studies?collection=drupal-teaching-learning-case-studies&facetsort=alpha&
https://www.mickhealey.co.uk/
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website features several hundred examples of “mini-case studies,” 
most of which are brief summaries of interesting practices organized 
into themes (e.g., engaging students in research and inquiry; students 
as partners and change agents) with references or contact details, 
where further information may be found. Some are summarized from 
published articles or information on websites, and others are written 
specifically for the collections. Some case studies may be presented 
as stories (chapter 20) or appear in blogs (chapter 21).

Over to You
Case studies are an important genre for communicating about your 
learning and teaching practices and influencing others to enhance 
their practices. The aim in writing your case study, whether it is less 
than a single page or several pages long, is to communicate the key 
details of your practice to colleagues in other departments, institutions, 
and countries. Therefore, it is important to ensure that you: give 
readers sufficient information to help them decide whether to adapt 
your practice or idea to their context; minimize use of discipline-
specific terminology; and avoid institutional or discipline-specific 
acronyms. Because the genre requires both critical reflection on 
practice and focused analysis in writing, developing the capacity to 
write case studies can contribute to you becoming a well-rounded 
and effective learning and teaching scholar. Questions to ask about 
writing case studies:

• Which of your learning and teaching practices are effective 
and sufficiently innovative to be of interest to others as a case 
study? Could these practices be applied in a different disci-
plinary, institutional, or national context or to a different group 
of students—age, background, previous experience—than is 
covered in the literature?

• Which of our Guiding Questions do you think you need to 
address to write your case study? What other questions are 
important for you to tackle?

• For what outlets would you consider writing your case study? 

https://www.mickhealey.co.uk/
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CHAPTER 16

TELLING A BIGGER STORY
Books and Edited Collections

The real point about writing books is that, like mountains, 
they are there. Some of us cannot resist the challenge; but it’s 
hardly rational behaviour. (Albert 2000, 14)

As the title of this chapter suggests, a book or an edited collection 
can tell a bigger story than any of the other genres we explore. That 
is not only because books and edited volumes are longer. It is also 
because the conceptualization and review processes are different, 
and a book project can create a new conversation often containing a 
greater number and diversity of voices, which is more challenging to 
accomplish in the other genres. Whether a book deepens and extends 
an established conversation or creates a new one, it requires substantial 
time and sustained energy, as is emphasized in our opening quote and 
as is confirmed by Paul Weller (2007, 389), who notes that it “can be 
a daunting, exhausting, but ultimately exhilarating experience.” This 
chapter covers both books and edited collections. Both are important 
forms of writing, but they call on different skills and make different 
demands on authors and editors. 

There is plenty of advice on writing academic books (e.g., Black 
et al. 1998; Germano 2016; Haynes 2010; Luey 2011; Porter 2010). 
Here we begin by discussing what distinguishes writing books about 
learning and teaching from writing in other genres. We then exam-
ine the changing publication landscape and how this change affects 
choosing a publisher for a book on learning and teaching. Next, we 
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elaborate on how and when to prepare and submit the book proposal. 
Finally, we include a section discussing some of the issues involved in 
editing a collection of articles or chapters on learning and teaching. 

Books as a Writing Genre
We note above that writing a book is a major way of creating and 
contributing to conversations, as is writing in the other genres we 
discuss in this volume. Books about learning and teaching, however, 
differ from the other genres in three main ways. 

First, they are much longer and typically take more time—both to 
write and to be published—than the other forms of writing. In terms 
of length, 80,000–100,000 words is common for mainstream publish-
ers, though educational professional associations, such as SEDA (Staff 
and Educational Development Association) and Advance HE (previ-
ously HE Academy) in the UK and HERDSA (Higher Education 
Research and Development Society for Australasia), publish shorter 
guides and publications, typically 10,000–35,000 words. This means 
that the topic needs to be large enough to sustain, or offer multiple 
angles on, an argument and keep the interest of the reader, but not so 
large that the book loses coherence. It also means that a book project 
will commonly stretch over 2–3 years, perhaps less when you have 
co-authors—although, as we have discussed, co-authoring can also 
sometimes prolong writing projects (see chapter 7). The necessity of 
this sustained engagement is worth considering alongside all your 
other commitments. 

Secondly, criteria and processes for evaluating books differ from 
those of other genres. In comparison to empirical research and theo-
retical or conceptual articles in journals in particular, where the key 
criteria for acceptance is a particular notion of the quality of the 
scholarship and the contribution to the academic literature, with 
books, much more emphasis is placed on the audience and what will 
be of interest to potential readers. Furthermore, for journal publi-
cations, the key gatekeepers are the editors and the reviewers, who 
are normally educational scholars. With books, although reviewers 
are still asked their opinion, the commissioning editor (who advises 

Books and Edited Collections

https://www.seda.ac.uk/publications
https://www.seda.ac.uk/publications
https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/
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the publishing house on what books to publish) and the publisher’s 
editorial board or a senior manager (who decide on whether to offer 
a contract) have a key role in deciding on the commercial viability 
of the project. They are rarely educational scholars. Hence, as Gary 
Smailes (2010) notes, “It’s your job to convince publishers that your 
book has what it takes to make it in the marketplace that that publisher 
specialises in.” Where books are part of a series, you will also have to 
convince the academic editor that your book will make a scholarly 
contribution to the literature. 

Thirdly, where you are in your career trajectory is a consideration, 
given that books about learning and teaching carry different degrees 
of respectability across disciplines. Most academics who consider 
writing a book about learning and teaching will only undertake 
it after they have gained experience writing in many other genres, 
although there are exceptions (such as Chanelle Wilson, a scholar early 
in her career with whom Alison co-edited the book Building Courage, 
Confidence, and Capacity in Learning and Teaching through Student-Fac-
ulty Partnership). Some may also have written and edited books in 
another discipline before they become interested in writing about 
learning and teaching, as is the case with Mick. If you are considering 
writing a book about learning and teaching, it is important to find 
out, first, whether your discipline values such a focus and, second, 
whether it values books less or more than, or as much as, other forms 
of publication. 

One of the consequences of the first two of these differences is 
that there are relatively few discipline-based books about learning 
and teaching in higher education, as is revealed by a perusal of the list 
of references in Teaching and Learning in Higher Education: Disciplinary 
Approaches to Educational Enquiry (Cleaver, Lintern, and McLinden 
2018). One exception is in the field of medical education where 
the size of the market supports several texts (e.g., Swanwick, Forrest, 
and O’Brien 2018). Most writing about learning and teaching in 
specific disciplines appears in discipline-based journals or as chap-
ters of edited volumes, or as discipline-specific examples illustrating 
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broader arguments in general learning and teaching journals. There-
fore, your book will need to appeal to a multi-disciplinary readership.

Some books about learning and teaching are texts aimed mainly at 
faculty, staff, and graduates new to teaching and supporting learning, 
some of whom may be undertaking a certificate course in learn-
ing and teaching (e.g., Hunt and Chalmers 2013; Race 2014). The 
majority, however, are aimed at new and experienced faculty and 
staff, and sometimes campus leaders and students as well, interested 
in topics within higher education (e.g., Hay 2011; Hutchings, Huber, 
and Ciccone 2011). A few are monographs aimed primarily at other 
higher education researchers (e.g., Fanghanel 2011). Some books 
are only available in hardback and e-book formats and are reliant on 
library sales (e.g., many of the higher education books published by 
Springer). A small but growing number of publishers are focusing on 
the e-book market, and some, including the publisher of this text, are 
making PDF versions of some or all their books available on open 
access platforms (e.g., Fung 2017). Other publishers may make your 
book open access on the payment of a fee (e.g., Gleason 2018). A 
small number of authors are experimenting with self-publication 
(e.g., Roberts 2018). Examples of authored and edited books from a 
range of publishers are shown in the online resource, “Selected Books 
about Learning and Teaching in Higher Education.” 

The Changing Publication Landscape and Choosing a 
Publisher
Change characterizes the publishing industry. Although in recent years 
there have been several takeovers and mergers among some of the 
large commercial publishers, in the same period many new smaller 
publishers have emerged, who are, as Anthony Haynes (2010, 27) 
describes, taking advantage of  “the development of faster, smarter, less 
expensive technology” and providing “a burgeoning of opportunity 
for academic authors.” He goes on to suggest that “we already live in 
a golden age for academic authorship—and it is possible that there 
is a platinum age to come.” 

https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/writing-about-learning/selected-books/
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/writing-about-learning/selected-books/
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From time to time publishers also move into and out of partic-
ular markets. For example, a few years ago Routledge took over 
Kogan Page’s higher education list and the Society for Research 
into Higher Education (SRHE) moved its series from the Open 
University Press to Routledge. Hence, it is quite possible that you 
may obtain a contract with one publisher, but your book will end 
up being published by a different one. Even more common is that 
staff move on and your editor changes during the publication process. 

There are relatively few publishers of learning and teaching in 
higher education books, most of whom are commercial publishers or 
university presses, so it should not take too long to produce a short 
list of potential publishers who have an active list of related books, 
though you may need to search harder for some of the new publishers. 
Scanning the reference list of recently published learning and teaching 
articles and books should give you a start. Some of the larger publish-
ers have series, sometimes associated with professional associations, 
which may mean that some or all the royalties go to the association. 
Once you have a short list of potential publishers and have examined 
the details of recent books that they have published, you might try 
talking to recently published authors about their experiences. Alter-
natively, or in addition, you could seek the advice of colleagues who 
have experience writing books. This should help finalize your short 
list and decide the order in which you will approach the publishers, 
or help you choose several to approach at the same time.

In the case of our book, in September 2018 we examined the web 
pages of the principal publishers of learning and teaching books in 
higher education to decide if they would be a good fit for the book we 
had in mind. As a result, we had expression-of-interest conversations 
with the Routledge SEDA Series editor, who was enthusiastic about 
the idea, and Advance HE (previously the HE Academy), with whom 
Mick has published several open access texts previously. However, 
Advance HE had only just recently been formed from a merger of 
three organizations and had not yet decided on their publication 
strategy. Hence, at that stage, our plan was to work on a proposal to 
send to Routledge. We also sought the advice of two colleagues, one 
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in the UK, Sally Brown, and one in the US, Peter Felten, who had 
each published several books on learning and teaching and had been 
critical friends for our Teaching & Learning Inquiry (TLI) article. Peter 
mentioned that Elon University was launching an open access books 
initiative through the Center for Engaged Learning. 

After reading their prospectus and participating in a Skype conver-
sation with him and Jessie Moore, the series editors, we decided that 
we would prepare a proposal to submit to them. There were two 
key factors in our decision. First, the book would be available as an 
open access publication at no charge to readers (or to us). This was 
attractive as it meant the book would reach a much wider audience 
than with publishers selling the book, and this benefit far outweighed 
the fact that we would receive no royalties and a significant part of 
the marketing of the book would be down to us. Secondly, there 
was the enthusiasm for the book idea from the series editors, both 
highly respected authors in learning and teaching, whom we knew 
well and had worked with previously. Unlike at large publishers, the 
senior managers, commissioning editors, and series editors at Elon 
are the same people, and we felt we could talk to them as experts in 
the field. If they had not also been our publishers, they would have 
been two of the people we would have approached as critical friends 
to request they comment on our draft text. 

Writing a Successful Book Proposal
Most publishers have their own proposal form that you should use. 
Based on a perusal of several of these, we list below the kind of 
questions that need to be addressed: 

• Title—How can you best capture and communicate the subject 
matter of your book in a few words? Consider including a 
subtitle to clarify the focus and give more words for search 
engines to discover your book. 

• Overview—What question will your book answer? What are the 
distinctive features of your book? What is the main argument 
you are making? How does the book move existing scholarship 
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forward? State all of this succinctly, in a few highly accessible 
words.

• Purpose, scope, and motivation—What is the aim and scope of 
the book? Why do you want to write it? How did the idea 
originate?

• Fit—How does the book fit with the publisher’s existing list 
and, where relevant, a particular series? 

• Markets—Who are the potential audiences? Why would they 
want to read the book? What needs does it meet? What benefits 
will it provide to readers? What is the core and ancillary read-
ership? What interest will there be internationally?

• Need—Why does a book need to be written on this topic? 
What comparable and competing texts are there (you should 
list the author, date, title, publisher, length, and price of each)? 
Can the market support another book? How does your book 
differ (i.e., does it fill a gap in the literature)?

• Length—What is the expected length of the book in words? 
How many figures and illustrations will it contain?

• Contents—What is the structure of your book? Present a 
contents page including preliminary and end material, and 
section and chapter titles. For each chapter, add a brief summary 
and approximate number of words.

• Authors’ names and qualifications—Why are you the right person 
or people to write this book? Give a brief biography or CV, 
including affiliations, qualifications, main publications, awards, 
and other relevant achievements. 

• Delivery date—When do you expect to submit the manuscript, 
given either as an actual date or a number of months after 
signature of contract?

• Reviewers—Who would you recommend as potential reviewers 
of your proposal?

In her Chronicle of Higher Education column, Rachel Toor provides 
some useful advice that we reproduce in Reflection 16.1.

https://www.chronicle.com/article/How-to-Write-a-Good-Book/142183
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Reflection 16.1

Preparing an academic book proposal

“When writers start telling me what they’re working on and I feel 
my eyes start to glaze over, I ask how they got interested in the 
topic. That shifts the conversation from an information dump (on 
me) to the story of whatever fired them up in the first place. . . . 

“Remember, the book proposal is an act of seduction. The over-
view is your chance to get personal with the editor and make her 
want you. This is where you connect the prose with the passion, 
and yes, even for academic books, or maybe, especially for academic 
books, there has to be passion.” 

“A good book proposal will take you—and the reader—back to 
that initial flush of enthusiasm, even if it means recalling the pain 
of when that big old beast bit off a chunk of your leg. If you can 
remember what originally incited your interest, and narrate that 
story, you can draw someone in. . . .” (Toor 2013)

Rachel Toor is an associate professor of creative writing at Eastern Wash-
ington University’s writing program in Spokane, US. She writes a monthly 
column for The Chronicle of Higher Education.

The advice on when to submit a proposal varies. Some suggest 
doing it before you start writing the manuscript, as you may obtain 
some useful guidance on content, structure, and style of writing 
(Salter 2018). Others suggest leaving it until you have a draft of all 
or most of the book, as the nature of your book may change during 
the writing process and you will normally only have one attempt to 
pitch your idea to a publisher (Knox 2018). This could prove to be a 
high-risk strategy as extensive rewriting may be needed. Even if you 
send in the proposal early, it is unlikely, unless you are a well-known 
author, that you will be offered a contract until you can provide at 
least some sample chapters, and in some cases the entire manuscript. 

It is acceptable to submit your proposal to more than one publisher 
at the same time as long as you tell them that you are doing that, you 
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ensure each proposal is sent to an appropriate editor, and you tailor 
your argument directly to the interests of each publisher. However, 
by taking this approach there is a danger that, if there is a major flaw 
in the proposal, you miss the opportunity to address it before sending 
the proposal to another publisher. Anecdotal evidence suggests that 
the rejection rate for book proposals in higher education is quite 
high, so you need to ensure that you produce a polished, well-argued, 
detailed, and well-written case. As with other genres, ask one or two 
critical friends to look over your proposal before submission.

In our case, we prepared a proposal in December 2018 after 
our initial conversation with the publisher, but we decided not to 
submit it until March 2019, by which time we had an initial draft of 
around a third of the text and had rethought some of the contents 
and structure of the book. We signed a contract in April; completed 
the first draft in June; sent it out to our critical friends for review; 
spent August and September revising and responding to reviewers’ 
comments; and finally submitted the completed manuscript at the end 
of October, just over a year from our first discussions of the project. 
If we take into account the time writing our TLI article (where we 
formulated many of our arguments as well as our approach to writing 
about writing), it was closer to twenty-one months. From submission 
of the draft manuscript to publication took a further eight months. 

Preparing a book proposal should help you to clarify the focus of 
your manuscript, but you may start to write your manuscript before 
you submit a proposal to a publisher. The Guiding Questions below 
might help you in the planning process, and they are also available in 
an easy-to-download format as an online resource. The emphasis in 
these questions is on the process of planning the manuscript rather 
than what questions should be answered in the text. Hence examples 
from published books are not given.

http://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Guiding-Questions-for-an-Academic-Book.docx
http://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Guiding-Questions-for-an-Academic-Book.docx
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Guiding Questions for Planning an Academic Book*

1. What is the “bigger story” that you want to tell with 
this book? How can you capture it in a way that engages 
editors and reviewers?

2. How will you select a publisher to approach? What criteria 
might you identify to help you choose?

3. How much of the book will you draft before approaching 
a publisher?

4. How will you decide on the contents so that you achieve a 
balance between depth and breadth that will be of interest 
to your intended readership, thereby providing appropriate 
coverage of your topic within the publisher’s word limit?

5. How will you ensure that you build a convincing argument 
through the text and are not diverted down interesting but 
distracting side-tracks?

6. If you are co-authoring the book, what process will you 
use to draft, revise, and edit the manuscript?

7. What kind of schedule or set of deadlines will you 
generate for drafting and revising, bearing in mind your 
other commitments over the several months or years the 
project can extend?

8. Which critical friends will you approach, and at what 
stages of drafting and revising, to obtain feedback on both 
content and style prior to submission of the manuscript?

* As with other sets of guiding questions in this book, select those questions 
that are relevant to your context, add others as appropriate, and decide the order 
in which you will address them to communicate effectively with your audience.

If the book is successful, you may be invited to write a second 
edition. In theory this should be considerably easier to do than writing 
the first edition, and for some it may involve primarily updating and 
covering some additional topics. However, for others it may mean 
a complete rewrite, as Mark Corrigan (2019a) found when writing 
the second edition of Social Media for Academics (Corrigan 2019b).
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Editing a Learning and Teaching Collection
Some of what we have said about writing a book about learning 
and teaching also applies to editing one. But there are also significant 
differences, as William Germano (2016, 117) reminds us: “Writing 
a book may be hard and lonely, but editing a collection is very 
public labor.” In assessing proposals for edited volumes, publishers are 
looking for answers to the 4Cs—coherence, contribution, coverage, 
and contributors (Brennan 2016). Nevertheless, despite the demand 
for coherence and cross-referencing, the potential to sell individual 
chapters is attractive to some publishers. In comparison to special 
issues of journals, edited volumes are usually “much more integrated, 
cross-referenced, and intentional” (Chapnick and Kukucha 2016a). This 
is well illustrated in Enhancing Learning and Teaching in Higher Education 
(Lea 2015), where each chapter interweaves insightful commentary 
with case studies, practical examples, and opinion pieces, as well 
as debate pieces and “Dear Lecturer” comments from students. A 
good book editor will “carefully move, delete, rewrite and generally 
improve the text to ensure a consistency of approach and emphasis 
throughout” (Weller 2007, 397).

Editing a book can help develop your connections, enable you to 
contribute to the field, and enhance your profile (Thomson 2013b), 
though some discourage pre-tenured faculty from undertaking the 
task (Chapnick and Kukucha 2016b) because of the time and energy 
involved and because edited volumes tend to be valued less in reviews 
for promotion. In the UK an edited book may be submitted to the 
national Research Excellence Framework, but not an edited special 
issue of a journal. However, for contributors to an edited volume, 
an article in a special issue of a journal counts more than a chapter 
in an edited book. 

Before deciding whether to propose an edited volume to a 
publisher for the first time, Emma Brennan (2016), editorial direc-
tor and senior commissioning editor at Manchester University Press, 
suggests:
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The first question a prospective volume editor should 
ask themselves is whether they can do (and want to do) 
what commissioning editors do all the time:
• persuade busy people to spend time writing for your 

volume
• keep them to a strict timescale
• impose specific house style guidelines
• critique, edit and even cut the work of friends, 

colleagues and senior figures in your field.

When commenting on this chapter, Ronald Barnett (personal 
correspondence, August 28, 2019) noted:

Excellent advice—but the phrase “herding cats” comes 
to mind. One has to be very specific and keep on repeat-
ing oneself and even then, many contributors just won’t 
follow the script. I would stress the timescale. Work out 
all the stages involved and then double it. And even then, 
there will be one or two who just keep one hanging 
on . . . and one has to decide whether to say “thank you 
but we have had to move on . . .” It can be immensely 
frustrating.

It isn’t always difficult and frustrating, though. Alison and her 
colleague, Chanelle Wilson, found the contributors to their edited 
collection responsive and responsible, and the full manuscript went 
to the publisher within the month that it was due.

There is plenty of other advice on editing books and special 
issues of journals available in the sources cited in this chapter (e.g., 
Muller 2012; Palgrave Macmillan n.d.; Thomson 2013c), not least of 
which is keeping in close contact with your book publisher or journal 
editor about significant changes as the collection develops from what 
was proposed, particularly in contents and length—advice that also 
applies to book authors.

The Guiding Questions below may help you in planning an 
edited collection of learning and teaching articles (and are also 
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available in the online resources). The emphasis of the questions is 
on the planning process.

Guiding Questions for Planning an Edited Collection of 
Chapters or Articles*

1. What is the “bigger story” that you want to tell with this 
edited collection? How can you capture it in a way that 
engages editors and reviewers?

2. Would an edited collection benefit your career at this time 
given the context in which you work?

3. Is the collection best published as an edited book or a 
special issue of a journal? Will you invite contributors or 
put out a call for proposals?

4. How will you select a publisher or journal to approach? 
What criteria might you identify to help you choose?

5. Will you invite contributors to draft their chapters/articles 
before or after you approach a publisher or journal editor 
with a proposal?

6. What kind of schedule or set of deadlines will you 
generate for drafting and revising. Keep in mind your own 
commitments over the several months or years the project 
can extend, and keep in mind that not all contributors will 
make all the deadlines you specify.

7. What process will you set up for authors to have the 
opportunity to respond to and review one another’s 
chapters/articles?

8. How will you balance offering constructive and supportive 
feedback to contributors with striving to create a coherent 
collection?

*As with other sets of guiding questions in this book, select those questions that 
are relevant to your context, add others as appropriate, and decide the order in 
which you will address them to communicate effectively with your audience.

A few experienced authors progress from editing single books to 
editing a book series. Pat Thomson (2019c) argues that a good series 

http://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Guiding-Questions-for-an-Edited-Collection-of-Chapters-or-Articles.docx
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has “an identity. It stands for, and has, a particular point of view on 
a field. So in its own distinctive way, editing a book series is another 
way to contribute to the wider scholarly conversation.” 

Over to You
Writing a book or editing a collection is a significant enterprise and 
not one to be undertaken lightly. However, the bigger canvas and the 
different review process provided by this genre make it conducive 
to creating and contributing to scholarly conversations in more 
ambitious ways. Questions to ask about writing books and edited 
collections include:

• What big ideas are you passionate about for writing a book 
or editing a collection on learning and teaching in higher 
education?

• Which of our Guiding Questions will help you begin your 
book manuscript or prepare your book proposal?

• If you are considering putting together an edited book collec-
tion, how do you address the 4Cs—coherence, contribution, 
coverage, and contributors?



BOOks AND EDiTED COLLECTiONs | 179

CHAPTER 17

TALKING ABOUT LEARNING AND TEACHING
Conference and Workshop Presentations

A talk is always better if you don’t just think about what 
you want to say, but also how your audience will respond. 
(Thomson 2019d) 

I go, of course, for two main reasons: to share what I know and 
to learn what others have to say. Academic conferences are places 
of teaching and learning. They are also, like all social sites of 
learning, places to practice identities, relations to knowledge, and 
positions to others present or absent. I can read a published 
article, sure, but I also value being close to the people who have 
expertise, to follow close up the moves their minds make, to 
see what I can about who they are. I want to hear their voices, 
where they speak with certainty and when they pause. I go to 
fill up on ideas. (Robinson 2018, 144)

Presenting about learning and teaching at conferences and other 
scheduled meetings, such as workshops, seminars, and symposia, 
is a major professional activity for scholars, and it provides many 
opportunities and challenges that differ from other genres of 
scholarship. Presentations afford you opportunities to explore research 
ideas and findings before submitting them for formal publication, 
discuss published work and its application to practice, co-create new 
ideas, investigate research agendas, and exchange practices. Moreover, 
there is evidence that teaching approaches travel in large part from 
person to person, through personal connections, rather than through 
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published arguments (Huber 2009). Conferences and workshops 
provide important social opportunities for ideas and learning and 
teaching practices to travel. Although most presentations are made 
orally, they are usually text based, even if only in terms of speaking 
notes.

As emphasized in the two quotes at the beginning of this chap-
ter, in preparing a talk you should think as much about how you are 
going to communicate effectively with your audience and how they 
are going to respond as about what you are going to say. This chapter 
explores ways in which you can make the most of the opportunities 
provided by conferences and similar meetings to share and learn 
about interesting learning and teaching research and practices. It 
will cover writing proposals and making presentations in the form 
of papers, workshops, and posters. The chapter concludes with a call 
to contribute to the redesign of these events to enhance the learning 
of both presenters and participants.

The Nature of Conferences
How you prepare to present at conferences and similar events 
depends on the presentation format (see Conference Presentations 
below) and the type and purpose of the event. Learning and teaching 
conferences range from international to institutional and from general 
to discipline-specific meetings. Some are small, with 30-100 delegates, 
and others have 500+ participants. They also vary in their purposes. 
Some, such as the annual conference of the Society for Research 
into Higher Education (SRHE), are primarily for researchers to 
present and discuss their work. Others, including many institutional 
and disciplinary annual conferences, aim to bring researchers and 
practitioners together to discuss the application of the latest research 
and to exchange practices. For many SoTL conferences, the distinction 
between researchers and practitioners is blurred and most presenters 
and participants have both identities. 

Each of these conferences has its own culture. Hence the first step 
to take when deciding whether to apply to present at a particular 
conference—or, if you are fortunate and you receive an invitation 

Conference and Workshop Presentations
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to give a keynote (Peseta 2018; Wilson 2018), facilitate a workshop, 
or contribute to a symposium—is to learn what you can about the 
likely participants, their backgrounds, and their expectations. What 
is the mixture of teaching staff and faculty, educational researchers, 
learning support staff, administrators, and students? Do they share the 
same context (e.g., from the same institution, country, discipline) or 
are they mixed? What prior level of knowledge and understanding do 
delegates have of the topic you are presenting? Talking to someone 
who has been to the conference before, or to the meeting organiz-
ers, is important to avoid making inappropriate assumptions about 
participants’ identities, knowledge, and contexts.

Surprisingly little research has been undertaken into the nature, 
impact, and experience of academic conferences (Conference Infer-
ence Blog; Henderson, Cao, and Mansuy 2018; Popovic 2018; Rowe 
2018). Nicholas Rowe (2018) reports that while delegates at scientific, 
academic, and professional conferences largely feel their needs are 
being met, they “are divided as to the long-term worth and benefit of 
conferences, particularly when they consider how their activities and 
contributions were viewed and appreciated by others” (714). The latter 
point reflects that while a considerable quantity of work is presented 
at conferences, only a relatively small proportion is available outside 
the event itself, and therefore its wider impact and recognition are 
limited (Rowe 2017). 

Given that “conferences are recognised in research on academic 
careers as important sites which have a plethora of indirect benefits,” there 
is also interest in the impact of caring responsibilities on academics’ 
conference participation (Henderson 2019). Conferences are not 
neutral spaces with equal access. Institutions should consider providing 
extra financial support to their staff, faculty, and students with caring 
responsibilities and those who need care themselves, so that they may 
participate in conferences. Similarly, organizers need to consider how 
to make their conferences care-friendly by, for example, planning for 
how caregivers of participants may be involved in conference activities 
and by providing access to childcare facilities. 

https://conferenceinference.wordpress.com
https://conferenceinference.wordpress.com
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One of the indirect benefits of participating in conferences is the 
development of a network of critical friends (see chapter 26), but as 
Christine Cheng wisely recommends, value people—don’t network. 
In her view, “networking is too instrumental—and it doesn’t work in 
the context of academia. . . . What’s more helpful is building a long-
term relationship” (quoted in Pell 2019; see also Cheng 2019). This 
may be easier to achieve at smaller events.

In the remainder of this chapter we draw on the limited literature 
available on how to prepare conference proposals, create conference 
presentations, and design conferences better for learning. Participat-
ing in and helping to shape conferences are forms of creating and 
contributing to conversations about learning and teaching and can 
play a significant role in shaping your identity as a scholar (see also 
the series of blog posts on “Giving a Conference Paper?” that Pat 
Thomson curated on Wakelet). 

Conference Proposals
The principles for choosing an appropriate outlet for your work 
are discussed in chapter 8. Regional, national, and international 
conferences normally require you to submit a formal proposal for 
peer review as much as six to nine months prior to the conference 
(Cassidy 2018a). Typically, regardless of the proposed format, written 
abstracts from 300–1,000 words are required, and they are assessed 
using similar criteria. For example, all submissions for the SRHE 
2019 conference were judged by the following criteria: 

• Originality of questions addressed
• Effective use and clear explanation of research 

methodology
• Clarity of the research aims and objectives and 

outcomes
• The extent to which the work is rooted in the rele-

vant literature
• Significance of the research and the contribution 

added to what is known about the area researched

https://wakelet.com/wake/0799a8fd-84c0-44d5-94ec-f05e2de43332
https://wakelet.com/wake/0799a8fd-84c0-44d5-94ec-f05e2de43332
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• The quality of the data (where applicable) and the 
reliability and significance of the conclusions 

• The quality of evidence presented, whether derived 
from empirical work or scholarly analysis (SRHE 
2019)

These criteria are not dissimilar to those used by internationally 
refereed journals. Most of the advice on selecting a title (see chap-
ter 9) and writing an abstract (see chapter 10) also apply to writing 
conference proposals. One key difference is that many learning and 
teaching conferences will look at proposals not just for your content 
but also for how you are going to engage the audience during the 
presentation. As you work your way through these or other crite-
ria, consider not only what you want to present but also how (what 
format). Think about how both these choices will situate you in this 
particular conversation about learning and teaching and contribute 
to the development of your identity as a scholar within that conver-
sation. As with predatory publications, though, beware of predatory 
conference invitations (see chapter 8).

Conference Presentations
Most learning and teaching conferences offer a range of presentation 
formats, including papers, posters, workshops, symposia, and panel 
discussions. Some (e.g., SRHE) also offer video presentations to 
be inclusive of those who cannot attend in person for financial, 
geographical, or other reasons. Here we focus on the first three formats, 
as these are the most common. All may be presented individually or 
with co-authors.

Papers
The term “paper” is unfortunate as it suggests a written document 
that some presenters may be tempted to read out. The term “talk” 
might be more appropriate, particularly for a conference on learning 
and teaching. As Ronald Barnett (personal communication, July 28, 
2019) suggests, audiences want you “to talk to them, as if in their 
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living rooms or in a café.” He goes on to note that there are many 
challenges of public speaking:

Eye contact with all members of an audience, speaking 
to the person in the back row, visibly clear PowerPoint 
slides, but not reading the slides, speaking to the audi-
ence, having a conversation with the audience, being a 
little self-referential, having some humour, keeping to 
time, dealing respectfully with questions, being inspiring, 
provoking, stimulating, energising the audience, making 
the audience think . . . If the furniture allows, too, clear 
the podium out of the way, and engage directly with 
the audience (with a lapel mike). 

Presenters commonly have 15–20 minutes to present their papers 
or give their talks in sessions, which are typically 1–1.5 hours in length. 
They are usually allowed 5–10 minutes to respond to questions, either 
immediately or, where presentations are linked, as in a symposium, 
questions may be grouped together at the end of a session. Increasingly 
in learning and teaching conferences (e.g., ISSOTL, SEDA), partic-
ipants are encouraged to engage with the audience. The guidance 
for ISSOTL presenters provides a model of good practice (Chick 
et al. 2017). This can be challenging when the time you have been 
allotted is limited, but it can be achieved using short activities, such 
as a “quiz,” or asking participants to discuss a question in pairs and 
then inviting selected pairs to share their answers, either in plenary 
or with another pair. 

If you accept Pat Thomson and Barbara Kamler’s (2013, 170) 
advice to “never write a conference paper. Always write a draft of the 
article that will be submitted,” then many of the suggestions made 
in earlier chapters about writing journal articles and book chapters 
apply to “writing” your conference paper, including the frameworks 
in chapters 12-16. However, presenting a paper orally is, or should be, 
very different from reading out your draft. While some people read 
papers aloud, particularly in the humanities, we recommend against 
it at learning and teaching conferences. You may want to make an 
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outline, perhaps an annotated one with key phrases or points you 
want to be sure to say, but you should not prepare a text that is more 
appropriate for someone to read silently. 

Preparation is key to a successful presentation. It is especially 
important to check timings and be prepared to be flexible so that you 
can cut portions, if on the day you unexpectedly have to complete 
your presentation in a shorter period than you had expected or if 
participants become particularly engaged in one portion of your 
session. If you are using a PowerPoint presentation to support your 
talk, try to avoid text-heavy slides; consider using images to stim-
ulate thought, but be sure to explain them. Avoid reading directly 
from the slides—your audience can read as long as the font is large 
enough (James and Mendlesohn 2005; Mendlesohn and James 2015; 
Nottingham 2014; Roberts 2018). 

A paper affords you an opportunity to develop and practice your 
scholarly voice in its spoken form, ideally in dialogue with those 
in your session. How people perceive what you say will shape how 
they see you fitting into one or more conversations about learning 
and teaching.

Workshops
At higher education conferences, workshops often run for 45–90 
mins in parallel with other sessions, such as paper presentations 
and discussion sessions, although three-hour workshops are not 
uncommon. Pre-conference workshops are sometimes built into the 
program of national and international conferences and are usually 
scheduled for a half or whole day. Sometimes keynote speakers also 
offer a workshop, where the ideas outlined in their talks can be 
explored and applied in greater depth with a smaller group. Workshops 
vary in size, with 10–50 delegates being common, though we have 
presented workshops with over a hundred participants. Facilitator 
styles vary widely, but the key characteristic of workshops is that 
they involve participants in active learning (Barrineau, Engström, 
and Schnaas 2019; Barr and Tagg 1995; Healey and Roberts 2004). 
A presenter giving a lecture and at the end simply inviting some 
questions does not in our view count as a workshop (nor is it good 
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practice for paper presentations). For us, the quality of a workshop 
depends on the appropriateness and design of the activities and how 
they are linked to meet the objectives of the session. 

Sometimes the whole of the workshop may be designed around 
an activity, such as a role-play exercise, or a series of activities, such 
as generating and sorting ideas, sharing practices in small groups, 
or discussing the application of materials provided by the work-
shop leader. In other cases, these activities may be interspersed with 
mini presentations by the facilitator. In these kinds of workshops, a 
clear structure with realistic timings is critical for the success of the 
session. Most will end with some action planning where delegates 
can reflect on the relevance and application of the ideas discussed to 
their own contexts. Some workshops are more fluid and begin with 
a negotiation with the participants on what aspects of the topic they 
want to discuss, perhaps with different groups focused on different 
aspects. Giving participants a choice in what they do helps avoid 
the usual practice that everyone does the same thing. Alice Cassidy 
(2018b) discusses different ways of involving participants, but many 
may be adapted from those recommended for use with students in 
class (Cassidy n.d.; Haynes et al. 2012; Strawson et al. 2012). You can 
also use workshops to invite feedback from participants to inform 
your scholarly thinking and writing.

Workshops afford you an opportunity to develop the pedagogical 
as well as scholarly aspect of your identity. One of the most exciting 
aspects of studying learning and teaching is that you can consider the 
relationship between content and process, and thinking intention-
ally about facilitation of a workshop, as a professional development 
opportunity for all involved, is part of that consideration (Torosyan 
and Cook-Sather 2018).

We provide below our Guiding Questions for presenting papers 
and workshops at learning and teaching conferences. A version you 
can add your answers to is available in the online resources.

http://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Guiding-Questions-for-a-Presentation-at-a-Teaching-and-Learning-Conference.docx
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Guiding Questions for Planning a Presentation at a 
Learning and Teaching Conference*

1. Who is your audience? How much prior knowledge will 
they have of your topic? How do you allow for members 
of the audience who come from different countries and 
cultures?

2. What equipment will you need? Communicate in advance 
with the conference organizers about computers, internet 
access, projectors, flipcharts, lapel or roving microphones, 
etc. 

3. Do you need a set of PowerPoint slides? If they are needed, 
limit the number of words per slide and use images to 
stimulate thought. Avoid reading from the slides during 
your session.

4. How long do you have for your session? How will you 
split this between talking and activities? To ensure that the 
session is interactive, aim to have an activity at least every 
15–20 minutes.

5. How will you structure your presentation? How will you 
grab the attention of the audience at the beginning? How 
will you maintain their interest during the presentation? 
What key message will you leave them with at the end? 
Consider telling stories to illustrate your talk, and think 
about your talk as a conversation you are having in a café. 
Ensure that your contribution and argument are clear to 
participants.

6. What activities will you include to engage participants 
with your topic? These can be individual as well as group 
activities.

7. Would it help your audience to have a copy of your slides 
or a handout in advance, or should you lay them out on 
chairs or hand them out at the door?

8. What is the physical layout of the room? Do you want, 
if possible, to move the chairs to encourage group 
discussions? Do you need to ask the participants to sit 
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next to some others, perhaps near the front, to encourage 
discussion?

9. How will you deal with the unexpected? It is best to 
practice the presentation out loud so that you can get the 
timings right and plan what you would cut, or add, if the 
unexpected occurs.

*As with other sets of guiding questions in this book, select those questions that 
are relevant to your context, add others as appropriate, and decide the order in 
which you will address them to communicate effectively with your audience.

Poster Presentations
At scientific conferences, posters are numerically the most prevalent 
way of disseminating research findings, and it is not uncommon to 
have several hundred posters on display in the same session (Rowe 
and Ilic 2015). Although posters are not used to the same extent at 
learning and teaching conferences, they are an important way to 
communicate research findings and practices. Presenting a poster can 
be an effective way of planning to write a paper (Thomson 2019e). 
Presentation software allows you to create a poster as a single slide 
and export it into a format that can also easily be added to a website. 
You can print your poster on paper or cloth, depending on whether 
you wish to reuse it or are worried about the ease of transporting it 
(Cassidy 2018b). There are numerous websites that provide guidance 
on designing academic posters (e.g., Pennsylvania State University 
2005). Karen Manarin (2016) provides an interesting discussion of 
undergraduates presenting their research using posters in an English 
literature class that can serve as a model for learning and teaching 
conferences. Nicholas Rowe (2017, 143) has a useful checklist:

1. Check the author instructions for size and format 
before you start. Use the biggest format they allow.

2. Title: Keep titles short, meaningful, and designed to 
attract attention.

3. Fonts: If you are unsure of your font sizes, print 
samples and view from different distances. Aim for 
a continuity of font style and application.
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4. List authors as per author guidelines. Include titles, 
degrees etc. only if required.

5. List affiliations briefly. Consider an institutional logo, 
or even a QR code that links to an appropriate web 
page.

6. Follow the desired formatting of the event. Use your 
own sub-headings to signpost the work from begin-
ning to end.

7. Start: State your problem or issue clearly. Outline 
the context, then state what the work sets out to do.

8. Keep all methodologies brief and to the point.
9. Use bullets, diagrams, and spacing to break up text. 

Give important points their own space. You can 
always provide further detail in your explanations, 
or in supplementary material or a short paper for 
delegates to take away.

10. Present only a summary of your main findings, or 
those that are most noteworthy. Present them clearly 
and use illustrations/diagrams where it helps clarify 
the point.

11. Show clearly what your findings mean and how 
they offer a solution (or not) to the problem you 
set out to solve.

12. Identify the next steps that need to be taken, or what 
your findings mean for current practice. Highlight 
what you have achieved through your research.

13. Offer supporting references only briefly—you 
can include more detail separately as supporting 
information.

14. Give your contact details on the poster. Include a 
QR code that links to your institutional or profes-
sional web page. Consider business cards of your 
poster or make sure you have a web address that 
is easily photographable near your title and author 
information.
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The traditional poster design, at least in the sciences, has recently 
spawned a debate, stimulated by a video made by Mike Morrison 
(2019) in which he critiques most posters as being overly technical 
and not communicating their findings effectively (Greenfieldboyce 
2019). Morrison proposes instead a template in which the main 
research finding is placed in plain English in large letters in the center 
of the poster, with a brief summary elsewhere. Others have suggested 
variations on this design (e.g., Faulkes 2019; Vande Pol 2019). The 
debate highlights the importance of communicating your take-home 
message effectively—a theme that runs throughout this book, whether 
it is in the title (chapter 9), the abstract (chapter 10), the text (chapter 
24), or the conclusion (chapter 30). 

There is also increasing use of digital poster presentations on 
interactive screens. Attendees can zoom in or out and swipe to view 
more of your slides—important for accessibility and useful to every-
one. Participants may also be able to contact you, via the e-presenta-
tion system used, to engage in a conversation regarding your poster 
(Masters, Gibbs, and Sandars 2015).

Poster sessions vary in their formality. If you are presenting a poster 
at a small- or medium-sized conference, you will often just chat with 
anyone who is passing who appears interested in your poster. At a 
large conference, you may be faced with talking to several people at 
the same time, in which case having a prepared set of talking points 
may be useful. 

A poster is like an intersection of an elevator speech and a visual 
representation. It also affords you an opportunity both to develop your 
presentational voice and to be in dialogue, since conference delegates 
often ask questions when they stop to look at posters. 

Toward Learning Conferences
Most conferences appear to be designed more for the benefit of 
the presenter than of the delegates (Skelton 1997). This is, perhaps, 
not surprising given that having an accepted presentation is often a 
requirement for obtaining the financial support to attend. However, 
it is somewhat ironic that most of our time at learning and teaching 
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conferences is spent listening to presentations even though we—
as educational developers—know the many benefits of active 
involvement of participants for learning and use these active strategies 
with our students (Cassidy n.d.; Gibbs 1988). The argument for active 
learning is, if anything, stronger for adult learners (Knowles 1970). 
This tension between what educators preach and what they practice 
has not gone unnoticed (Elton 1983; Haley, Wiessner, and Robinson 
2009; Kordts-Freudinger, Al-Kabbani, and Schaper 2017), and several 
authors have discussed the characteristics of “learning conferences” 
(Louw and Zuber-Skerritt 2011; Ravn 2007; Ravn and Elsborg 2007) 
and how to promote learning at learning and teaching conferences 
(Popovic and Cassidy 2018; Campbell and Popovic 2018). 

Some learning and teaching conferences have moved in the direc-
tion of being more interactive and include audience engagement in 
their selection criteria (not applicable for posters, but essential for 
workshops). For example, ISSOTL specifies these requirements for 
conference proposals:

• Planned opportunities for active audience engage-
ment in the session are described

• Opportunities for audience participation in the 
discussion are included

• Effective pedagogical practices are demonstrated. 
(ISSOTL 2020)

These examples are elaborated in the full ISSOTL conference 
pedagogy statement (Chick et al. 2017), and Jennifer Meta Robinson 
(2018) offers an illuminating reflection on the experience of orga-
nizing and participating at SoTL conferences. 

Presenting is an opportunity to facilitate a conversation in real 
time and allows scholars to learn with others. At the end of your 
presentation, rather than asking if anyone has any questions, come up 
with some questions to ask the audience—this can create a focused 
discussion that informs their thinking. Or better yet, generate discus-
sion throughout your presentation by pausing to ask participants to 
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answer questions. This is common practice in workshops and could 
easily be integrated into paper presentations and keynotes.

Over to You
Whether you appreciate conferences or would rather steer clear 
of them, there is no avoiding that they are an important facet of 
academic life (Thomson 2017b). If you are a discipline-based scholar 
interested in learning and teaching, you may have to choose between 
participating in a disciplinary conference or a learning and teaching 
one, though many larger disciplinary conferences have learning and 
teaching strands within them. If your disciplinary conference does 
not, you might consider offering to convene such a strand yourself. 
As a scholar of learning and teaching, you may want to consider not 
only how you can best benefit from the experience of participating 
in a conference but also how you can best help make it a learning 
experience for others. Questions to address about conference and 
workshop presentations include:

• Do you have a scholarly contribution that you would like to 
present at a conference or in a workshop to share findings, 
obtain input, or both?

• Which conferences attract the kind of participants who would 
be interested in your topic and with whom you want to be in 
conversation?

• How can you best show that you meet the proposal criteria for 
the conference and presentation format in which you are inter-
ested, and how does that format contribute to the development 
of your voice and identity as a scholar of learning and teaching?

• How can you make your conference or workshop presentation 
lively and interesting and, where possible, engage participants 
actively such that you further everyone’s learning?

• If you are organizing a learning and teaching conference, how 
might you structure it to making it primarily a learning event?
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CHAPTER 18

REVEALING THE PROCESS
Reflective Essays

Reflection, like language itself, is social as well as individual. 
Through reflection, we tell our stories of learning. (Yancey, 
1998, 53)

We believe that the time has come both to legitimate critical 
reflection as a form of scholarly writing about teaching and 
learning, and also to make all SoTL writing more explicitly 
reflective—making space for the conditional and the human 
aspects of our inquiries and our partnerships. (Cook-Sather, 
Abbot, and Felten 2019, 23)

Have you had an experience of learning or teaching that you want 
to examine for how it has informed your own thinking or practice? 
Do you want to write for readers in an informal and personal way 
without necessarily having to situate your experience and what you 
learned from it in published research? Might you want to use your 
writing not only to capture what you already understand about the 
experience but also to learn further? If you answered “yes” to any or 
all of these questions, you may want to consider writing a reflective 
essay for publication. If you want to tell a story of your learning, 
as Kathleen Blake Yancey suggests reflection allows, you can join 
the growing number of people helping to legitimate this genre of 
writing, as Alison and her colleagues, Sophia Abbot and Peter Felten, 
suggest it is time to do. We use the term “reflective essay” to refer to 
a particular genre—a personal, contemplative, critical analysis based 
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on lived experience but not necessarily grounded in your own data 
or others’ research. We are not referring to expository essays or 
“disciplined provocations” (Academy of Management Learning & 
Education Editorial Team 2018, 397) but rather to a form of essay 
writing that allows both authors and readers to explore more freely.

Such explorations can both reveal and further learning. As Jenny 
Moon (2013, 80) puts it: “We reflect in order to learn something, 
or we learn as a result of reflecting.” Her emphasis on the educative 
power of reflection echoes that of John Dewey (1933, 6), who framed 
reflection in learning as an intellectual undertaking characterized by 
“active, persistent, and careful consideration of any belief or supposed 
form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it and 
the further conclusions to which it tends.” David Boud, Rosemary 
Keogh, and David Walker (1985) introduced emotion into this intel-
lectual process, suggesting that reflection entails not only returning 
to an experience for the purposes of evaluation but also attending to 
or connecting with feelings associated with that experience. Tacking 
between experience and interpretation, or what Donald Schön (1987) 
called “reflection-in-action,” is demanding intellectual and emotional 
work. It includes analyzing “prior understandings which have been 
implicit” (Schön 1987, 68) and making them explicit such that they 
can more intentionally inform future action. These iterative processes 
are messy and unpredictable, and the results are not provable in any 
scientific sense. While learning theory tells us that such processes are 
the heart of learning (Illeris 2018), writing about them rarely finds a 
place in traditional forms of scholarship. That’s where reflective essays 
come in as a particular form of meaning making.

A growing number of scholars are arguing that “much academic 
discourse limits practitioners’ and readers’ opportunities to engage in 
the very critical reflection and knowledge construction that are, osten-
sibly, the desired outcomes of a rigorous approach” (Cook-Sather, 
Abbot, and Felten 2019, 16; see also Sword 2009). Such arguments 
contend that traditional forms and conventions of scholarship are 
neither broad nor inclusive enough to represent the complexity and 
nuance of the scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL) (Bernstein 
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and Bass 2005; McKinney 2007) and prevent us from seeing learning 
and teaching from a wide range of perspectives (Manarin 2017). We 
see very different sides of learning and teaching if we bring emotion 
and identity more centrally into our writing (Sword 2017a) and 
make space for analyses of “who we are and how we got to be this 
way” (Gravett and Bernhagen 2018, 2). In her work to “re-theorize 
Donald Schön’s theory of reflection for use in the writing class-
room,” Kathleen Blake Yancey (1998, vi) argues for thinking about 
how we might “use reflection as a mode of helping students develop 
as writers.” Building on this re-theorizing, we argue that reflective 
essays invite all authors, not only students in writing classrooms, to 
share the messy, unfinished, personal work of living and to critically 
analyze learning and teaching as those authors experience that work. 

In this chapter we discuss what the reflective genre can accom-
plish, spell out what to strive for and what to avoid in writing a 
reflective essay, offer recommendations and a framework of guiding 
questions for planning, revising, and refining a reflective essay for 
publication, and note where to find examples of reflective essays.

What Can the Reflective Genre Accomplish?
While traditional scholarly writing requires that authors focus on 
crafting original, logical arguments substantiated or proven by bodies 
of data and situated within the literature, reflective writing makes 
space for idiosyncratic, still emerging, or intellectually and emotionally 
vulnerable presentations not generally welcome in traditional scholarly 
writing (Sword 2009). As one faculty scholar wrote:

The informal nature of the reflective genre of writing 
lowers the bar for participation in sharing ideas, with the 
result of increasing the number of participants whose 
experiences are shared. As a scientist by training, I had 
no time, education, or inclination to prepare a rigorous 
academic treatise on my experiences in the classroom; 
but the reflective genre allowed me to share the expe-
riences and ideas . . . with a wide academic audience 

Reflective Essays
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who may benefit from these insights. (Quoted in Cook-
Sather, Abbot, and Felten 2019, 20).

Equally important, reflective writing can contribute to efforts to 
combat systems and practices of domination (hooks 2003) because, 
according to one student author, it gives “marginalized students more 
of a voice” and “helps us realize that our voices matter, our stories 
matter, we matter” (student author quoted in Cook-Sather, Abbot, 
and Felten 2019, 23).

Reflective writing can also be more accessible to readers. As a 
student scholar argued, “[It] has the unique power to draw readers 
in, regardless of their positionality or experiences, because it allows 
the reader to imagine herself or himself in the shoes of the writer” 
(quoted in Cook-Sather, Abbot, and Felten 2019, 22). Such accessi-
bility is particularly important for student readers if we want to “take 
students seriously as an audience” for SoTL (McKinney 2012b, 4) or 
any published writing about learning and teaching.

What Should You Strive for and What Should You Avoid?
Reflective essays are written as informal, first-person accounts; they 
show, as opposed to tell, through offering vivid, detailed examples 
instead of simply stating that something happened. They offer analysis 
of lived experience that illuminates the day-to-day practicalities of the 
work and insights gained into the potential of such work in higher 
education. Such analyses might include offering explanations and 
interpretations (not assuming examples speak for themselves); making 
assumptions explicit; clearly articulating insights and conclusions; 
and making connections across points. Finally, because they focus on 
lived experience, reflective essays include a small number of citations 
of existing literature, rather than the extensive number expected in 
some other genres. 

Reflective essays present analyses of lessons derived from experi-
ence and explain how those lessons have affected you. They include 
personal statements that reveal uncertainty, complexity, and challenge 
as well as new understanding and excitement. Candid acknowledg-
ments of the messiness of the work upon which authors reflect can 
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model brave, engaged, responsive practice in learning and teaching 
in higher education; they can assure academics, staff, and students 
alike that their “experiences, sometimes doubt or difficulties, are 
communal and not just individual hurdles” (student author quoted 
in Cook-Sather, Abbot, and Felten 2019, 21).

Given reflective writing’s emphasis on personal experience and 
emotional as well as intellectual insight, you should avoid:

• Writing in a distanced (third-person, “objective”) voice about 
your own or others’ work

• Focusing too much on subject matter or research outcomes and 
not enough on experiences, both positive and negative

• Describing what happened rather than conveying what those 
experiences felt like 

• Including extensive references to theoretical frameworks and 
other scholarship rather than digging into your own partially 
formed, messy, contradictory perspectives

• Presenting content-based outcomes and implications rather 
than the details of exploring, experimenting, and struggling 
through the process necessary to achieve them. 

How Might You Go about Writing a Reflective Essay?
Writing a reflective essay requires a mindset and style that differ from 
much other scholarly writing. It is premised on your being willing 
to take a hard look at your own assumptions and experiences. Taking 
such a hard look means wrestling with the ways of thinking and 
being you might take for granted and that are challenged when you 
begin to analyze them. It also means acknowledging conflicts and 
even contradictions when you consciously and intentionally identify 
and examine your thoughts and experiences. Reflective writing can, 
therefore, “be a means of becoming clearer about something” (Moon 
2006, 2). 

One of the greatest challenges of reflective writing is finding 
language to name all of these things that are not typically addressed 
in forms of writing privileged in Western academic contexts. Reflec-
tive essays afford authors a space to share publicly what they have 
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experienced and discovered. They need not be confessional or overly 
vulnerable making, but they do require a certain amount of bravery 
since, depending on one’s discipline, revealing any uncertainty can be 
dangerous. For this reason, some scholars choose to publish their essays 
anonymously (Anonymous 2014). This point links to our discussion 
in chapter 4 about developing an identity or identities as a writer.

In contrast to empirical research articles, reflective essays neither 
marshal evidence to prove something nor strive to convince anyone 
of anything in particular. Instead, they aim to offer readers glimpses 
of the messy, unfinished, personal work of learning and teaching—the 
lived experience and the sense people make of it—so the argument 
is more an assertion of what is worthy of attention. Reflective essays 
may or may not draw on data, although they certainly draw on lived 
experiences, and they aim to make an argument in the sense of 
enacting a process of interpretation of that experience and reasoning 
regarding its importance. The reasoning is of an affective as well as 
analytical kind—a coherent explanation and declaration more than 
a contention or defence. 

Because the reflective essay genre is unfamiliar to many authors, 
it can be helpful to draw on guidelines for how to approach it. In “A 
Short Guide to Reflective Writing” the University of Birmingham 
(2015) defines what reflective writing is and why it is important, 
offers a model of reflection, and provides short examples of reflective 
writing. Similarly, Monash University (n.d.) offers a resource called 
“Reflective Writing in Education” in which they discuss the purpose 
and structure of reflective writing in education and offer several 
illustrative examples. Using guides such as these and the framework 
we offer below can support you in moving your writing through 
multiple revisions in order to find words to name those qualities of 
experience and insights that are typically not given voice in publi-
cations—experiences of struggle, uncertainty, and risk-taking, and 
insights that are idiosyncratic, still emerging, or intellectually and 
emotionally vulnerable. 

Below we offer a set of guiding questions for planning, revising, 
and refining a reflective essay for publication annotated with further 

https://www.monash.edu/rlo/assignment-samples/education/education-reflective-writing
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explanation and examples. A copy of the framework with just the 
questions is available in the online resources. 

Guiding Questions for Planning, Revising, and Refining a 
Reflective Essay* 

1. What situation, scenario, or event are you reflecting 
upon?
Give readers a sense of the focus of your essay. What set of 
circumstances, precipitating event or ongoing process, or catalyst 
for exploration and analysis prompted you to write the essay? 
Consider opening with some sort of vivid image or intriguing 
statement, such as:

“I don’t know anything about chemistry,” I thought, as 
I read an email informing me that my first placement 
as a student consultant with the Students as Learners 
and Teachers (SaLT) program would be in an organic 
chemistry lab. I was a political science major. What could 
possibly qualify me to work with a STEM professor? 
(Daviduke 2018, 151) 

2. Who is doing the reflection and what are their roles in 
the situation, scenario, or event?
Identify authors up front, giving as much detail as is appropriate 
and necessary for readers to understand the position and perspec-
tive from which they are writing. Does the piece have a single 
author? What role did that person play? Does it have multiple 
authors? Do they write in one voice or multiple voices? For 
example, one reflective essay opens with this explanation by two 
academic and two student authors:

The following is our collective attempt—staff- and 
student-centric, both in terms of outcomes and report-
ing—to unpack the complexities of our collabora-
tive endeavour in 2017. We juxtapose our respective 
experiences of navigating the “normative hierarchical 

http://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Guiding-Questions-for-a-Reflective-Essay.docx
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university paradigm” (Mercer-Mapstone et al. 2017a, 18) 
to present a more collaborative and balanced discussion 
of our partnership. (MacFarlane et al. 2018, 144)

3. What is the broad teaching and learning context of 
your reflection?
Give a sense of the kind of institution, geographical location, 
cultural norms, etc. within which you are writing. For instance:

At the time of this project, I (Tanya) was working at the 
Edinburgh University Students’ Association, supporting 
student representation, and I (Hermina) was a first-year 
student representative from the School of Health in 
Social Science. It was through a University of Edinburgh 
Innovative Initiative Grant project related to Tanya’s PhD 
research (focusing on co-creation of the curriculum) that 
we began to work together closely. (Lubicz-Nawrocka 
and Simoni 2018, 157)

4. What prompted your reflection on this topic or 
situation?
It is helpful to readers to know why you were inspired to write 
the reflective essay. For instance, Liz Dunne, Derfel Owen, Hannah 
Barr, Will Page, James Smith, and Sabina Szydlo (2014) wanted to 
reveal the behind-the-scenes process that led to the establishment 
of an institutional initiative that became an international inspira-
tion and to tell the story through the voices of those who might 
not otherwise have been heard:

“Students as Change Agents” at the University of Exeter 
is an initiative that has become extremely successful, 
impacts strongly on the way that students are listened 
to and work in partnership at the University, and is 
beginning to influence ideas and practices nationally 
and internationally. Perhaps as with many such initia-
tives, the story of this success has been dependent on 
the commitment of individuals who have believed in 
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its philosophy and values and who have contributed to 
making it work. 

This piece outlines the development and growth of 
Students as Change Agents from the perspectives of six 
key players. It highlights some of the “back story,” the 
times before the initiative was successful, the long jour-
ney and the voices of some of the people who have 
supported this development, from the first seeds of an 
idea to a major institutional initiative. (Dunne et al. 2014, 
1)

5. How did you structure your approach to reflection?
Sharing the details of your approach can help make visible the 
context within which and the process through which you devel-
oped your reflection. These need not take the form of method-
ological defences; rather, they model approaches to reflection. 
For instance:

We decided to draft individual written reflections of our 
experiences co-facilitating . . . guided by two questions: 

1. In your opinion, what worked in our co-facilitation 
process and approach? Why did it work? 

2. In your opinion, what did not work in our co-facil-
itation process and approach? Why did it not work 
and what should we have done differently? 

We shared and read these written reflections and then 
met to “reflect on our reflections.”. . . We discussed how 
they resonated as a group, and what seemed worth elab-
orating on. . . . Ultimately, we continued to come back to 
prominent threads across our reflections that resonated 
with us all: idealism and conflict, and labels and leader-
ship. (Mercer-Mapstone et al. 2017b, 2)
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6. How can you convey to readers the particulars of your 
experience rather than assume familiarity with or 
understanding of how the experience unfolded?
Be sure to show rather than tell—to create vivid scenarios and 
analyses that reveal rather than just describe what you learned, 
such as: 

I was sitting with people who have been involved in 
this area of practice for a long time, reminding us where 
things had started. At the same table, a student shared her 
own understandings of partnership based on her own 
very recent experiences. The conversations, sometimes 
characterized by conflict and at other times by consensus, 
reminded me of the importance of individual experience 
and the need to collectively develop understandings of 
what partnership means to a particular group of people, 
within a particular setting, at a particular time. (Brost et 
al. 2018, 134)

7. What did you learn from the reflection that others can 
benefit from reading about?
Every reflective essay will have different lessons to share, and it 
is helpful at some point in the essay to make explicit what you 
learned and what you are sharing with readers. For instance, a 
student author writes at the opening of his essay:

Through my time working with my faculty partner, 
I learned pedagogical tools, discovered new ways to 
enhance my own learning, and formed a friendship. In 
this essay I share a number of the pedagogical issues my 
faculty partner and I explored and how these explora-
tions transformed my own learning. (Wynkoop 2018, 1)

*As with other sets of guiding questions in this book, select those questions 
that are relevant to your context, add others as appropriate, and decide the 
order in which you will address them to communicate effectively with your 
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audience. The questions are based on those in Healey, Matthews, and Cook-
Sather (2019, 37).

Where to Find Examples of Reflective Essays
The genre of reflective essay is designated as such in two journals—
International Journal for Students as Partners (IJSaP) and Teaching and 
Learning Together in Higher Education (TLTHE)—and other journals 
include reflective writing but may not name it as such. For IJSaP, 
authors have written reflective essays that “zoom in” on different 
moments and lived experiences of partnership (Brost et al. 2018); 
detail the launching and development of student-faculty pedagogical 
partnership programs (Goldsmith et al. 2017); and unpack the 
complexities of a collaborative undertaking (Macfarlane et al. 2018). 
With some exceptions for guest-edited issues, TLTHE is devoted 
almost entirely to reflective essays. Guest-edited issues often focus on 
themes, such as “Growing Deep Learning,” an issue edited by Ken 
Bain (2013), and “Crossing Thresholds Together,” an issue edited by 
Peter Felten (2013). They might also present the work of faculty, 
staff, and students in a particular institution or geographical location, 
such as Italy (Frison and Melacarne 2017) and Australia (Matthews 
2017). The reflective essays in TLTHE aim to offer windows onto 
the development of pedagogical insights that academics and students 
gain when they collaborate on explorations of classroom practice and 
systematically reflect on that collaboration. Some of the ideas discussed 
in this chapter may also help you write applications for fellowships and 
teaching awards where the criteria emphasize evidence of reflective 
practice (see chapter 22).

Over to You
Reflective essays combine stories of lived experiences with critical 
analysis of those experiences to produce accessible representations 
of learning and teaching. They invite you to share more personal 
stories of who you are as a learner and teacher, and they allow you 
to develop a voice for naming the emotions as well as the insights 
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generated through learning and teaching. Questions to ask about 
writing reflective essays include:

• What experience of learning or teaching might you examine 
for how it has informed your own thinking or practice? 

• What aspects of your experience of learning or teaching might 
best be conveyed through first-person, informal narrative and 
analysis?

• How can you engage in, as well as model, learning through 
writing in this genre?
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CHAPTER 19

PROVOKING THOUGHT
Opinion Pieces

I want my scholarship to have a public purpose. . . . Whereas 
academic writing takes months, years, even decades to publish, 
editorials and thought pieces can have an immediate impact. 
(Sara Warner, quoted in Kelley 2016)

Moving from silence into speech is for the oppressed, the colo-
nized, the exploited, and those who stand and struggle side by 
side a gesture of defiance that heals, that makes new life and 
new growth possible. (hooks 1989, 9)

To be a scholar is to create and share new knowledge. Indisputably, we 
value discipline-based, empirical research as knowledge creation in the 
academy (Boyer 1990), and we typically focus on reporting research 
results when we publish that work. As we become scholars of learning 
and teaching, however, what we think and believe also matters, as does 
who we are and where our voices are and are not heard, because 
we are engaged as human beings in the lifelong work of learning. 
Aside from, and in addition to, any research we might conduct, we 
have experiences, formulate judgements, and take stands informed 
by values, perspectives, and experiences that shape and are shaped by 
our identities and our practices. Usually we limit the sharing of these 
value judgements to informal corridor conversations with peers. We 
know from research that these conversations are powerful exchanges 
that can shape our practices (Biesta, Priestley, and Robinson 2017; 
Roxå and Mårtensson 2015), yet we rarely translate these informed 
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opinions into formal publications. As Sara Warner notes in the quote 
at the beginning of this chapter, editorials and thought pieces—
sometimes called op eds in news outlets and what we are calling 
opinion pieces—can have an immediate impact, and using one’s voice, 
as bell hooks suggests, especially for those who have been oppressed 
and exploited, can be at once defiant and healing—an integral part 
of education as “the practice of freedom” (hooks 1994).

The genre of opinion pieces allows us to assert a value judge-
ment about learning and teaching based on considered experience 
and informed perspective. The genre privileges subjectivity, as the 
intention is to share informed perspectives that make no claim of 
objectivity. The genre also privileges the author—someone using 
“I”—who is central to an opinion piece as someone with exper-
tise, experience, or a unique standpoint. Indeed, the voice in which 
we express our thoughts and beliefs is part of the message, differs 
from others’ voices, and takes courage, creativity, and conviction to 
develop (Robbins 2016; Sword 2009). In this sense, and compared 
to traditional research articles, the opinion piece genre recognizes 
different ways of knowing and expressing knowledge that can more 
readily enable a diversity of voices, especially those that have been 
underrepresented, to join the scholarly conversation about learning 
and teaching.

Our metaphor of writing as contributing to and creating conversation is 
easily applied to this genre. An opinion piece invites you to use your 
own voice, acknowledge your position and context, draw explicitly 
on your experience, and write in a conversational tone to share stories 
of practices linked to value judgments informed by knowledge and 
subjective experiences. However, writing an opinion piece involves 
more than stating ideas, claims, or critiques. We communicate what 
we think and believe—our opinion—along with why we think it, in 
order to persuade and provoke readers in ways that require us to be 
both passionate and analytical. 

In this chapter, we discuss what the opinion piece genre can 
accomplish, and we explore qualities of effective opinion pieces that 
are published in academic outlets or online media platforms. We also 
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present a framework to guide you in writing an opinion piece with 
examples drawn from published opinion pieces, and we conclude 
with reference to some examples. 

What Can the Opinion Piece Genre Accomplish?
The work of an opinion piece complements other genres that privilege 
objectivity and primary research. Expressing an opinion clearly and 
persuasively can “sway hearts” and “change minds” (Duke University 
n.d.). Opinion pieces “give people more opportunity to develop their 
arguments” (Wood 2017) and reach a broader readership, particularly 
when they are printed in open access journals, news outlets, or blogs. 
The genre of opinion pieces can accomplish many things, as signaled 
in Our Perspectives 19.1. 

Our Perspectives 19.1

What the genre of opinion pieces has offered us

Alison: I have appreciated the opportunity that opinion pieces 
afford to blend critical insights based on lived experience with 
consideration of the wider import of those insights and experiences. 
An opinion piece (Cook-Sather and Porte 2017) I co-authored 
with a student from a group underrepresented in higher education, 
for instance, allowed us to articulate the importance to both of us, 
from different angles, of clarifying the way particular participants 
and processes in higher education get named (in this case “hard-
to-reach” students). Through writing this piece, we clarified our 
own perspectives and commitments and contributed to ongoing 
interrogation of the terms we use and the effects they have, partic-
ularly on those marginalized and harmed by the academy. 

Mick: I enjoy reading provocative, well-written opinion pieces, 
though I have limited experience of writing them. Several years 
ago, I wrote an article for the Times Higher in which I expressed the 
opinion that “disability legislation may prove to be a Trojan horse, 
and in a decade, the learning experiences of all students may be 
the subject of greater negotiation” (Healey 2003a, 26). It attracted 

Opinion Pieces

https://styleguide.duke.edu/toolkits/writing-media/how-to-write-an-op-ed-article/
https://styleguide.duke.edu/toolkits/writing-media/how-to-write-an-op-ed-article/


208 | WRiTiNG ABOUT LEARNiNG AND TEACHiNG

quite a bit of attention at the time, though the prediction proved 
to be hopelessly over-optimistic! 

Kelly: I had not considered writing an opinion piece until some-
one invited me to do so (Matthews 2016). After initial concern, I 
gave myself permission to embrace drawing on my experience and 
owning my voice. Bringing literature and experience together to 
take a stance in a short, focused piece of writing was powerful for 
me. Because of the short length and clear focus, people regularly 
talk to me about that work. I get the sense that it has had more 
reach than most of my research articles. It is challenging to write 
a short piece, and I always think of the expression: I didn’t have 
time to make it short.

Your perspective: What has the genre of opinion pieces offered 
you, or what might it?

Sara Warner’s point, quoted at the opening of this chapter, about 
the immediate impact of editorials and op eds signals the potential of 
opinion pieces to reach more people and speaks to a growing move-
ment for scholars within the academy to reach into the public sphere. 
Penning an opinion piece about learning and teaching, whether in an 
academic journal, a news outlet (e.g., The Guardian, New York Times, 
The Conversation, the Times Higher Education magazine, The Chronicle, 
SRHE News Blog, and other learned society newsletters), or a blog 
(e.g., Inside Higher Education blogs), gives you the potential for a larger 
readership. In short, opinion pieces can engage the broader public in 
ways that traditional academic publications rarely do (Leigh 2008). 

Opinion pieces invite writers to appreciate that what they think 
matters, and then share their views publicly, which might feel uncom-
fortable; publicly sharing a value judgement might seem to require a 
high level of expertise and standing in the academic community. Yet, 
the voices of scholars, including undergraduate students, with unique 
standpoints can enrich the learning and teaching practices that unfold 
in increasingly diverse classrooms and university communities. Reflec-
tion 19.1 describes how Alexander Dwyer, as a then-undergraduate 
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scholar, had to navigate insecurities and identify his unique perspective 
to write an opinion piece for publication in an academic journal.

Reflection 19.1

The experience of writing an opinion piece

Working on an opinion piece (Dwyer 2018) gave me a degree 
of intellectual and creative freedom. It enabled me to explore 
some of the more abstract ideas I was thinking about based on a 
research project I was involved in that explored how students are 
engaged in higher education. But it also allowed me to draw on my 
experiences, observations, and frustrations (emotional reactions). I 
was motivated to write an opinion piece because I felt like I had 
something to say. However, I did wonder if I was credible enough 
to have an opinion and this did impede my initial writing process. 
But I was able to move beyond this by focusing instead on asking 
myself what was unique about my perspective. As a student who 
was working in a different way with academics, I observed some of 
the social and professional interactions that are like the “backstage” 
of higher education that most students don’t get to see. I identified 
my unique perspective. In addition, thinking about my work as (in 
a small way) giving a voice to students who are underrepresented 
in academic publications helped me see the work as fundamentally 
valuable. This helped me move beyond my feelings of self-doubt 
and the belief that I lacked credibility and power to speak about 
the institution.

Alexander Dwyer was an undergraduate student at The University of 
Queensland, Australia, at the time he wrote this opinion piece.

What Should You Strive for and What Should You Avoid?
Opinion pieces are short, focused works that put forward an informed 
judgment related to learning and teaching practices, policies, or 
research agendas. “Provocative” and “relevant” are common adjectives 
used to describe opinion pieces, which are often intended to provoke 
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thinking and change or advance the current learning and teaching 
conversation. Thus, they might illuminate a need, contradiction, 
opportunity, inequity, or new way to think about learning and 
teaching. They can also draw attention to existing practices that 
would benefit from recognition, acknowledgment, and expansion. 
Sometimes, opinion pieces are a way of suggesting a future research 
agenda or a theme for a conference session. No matter the topic, 
opinion pieces help define your identity as a learning and teaching 
scholar because they require you to embrace your voice, share your 
standpoint, and assert a value judgment. 

Opinion pieces tend to adopt a persuasive writing style that 
draws on considered analysis of the topic. A strong opinion piece 
communicates what you think—your opinion—and why you think 
it explicitly connected to who you are. In communicating all of these, 
you can own your stance by using “I” and adopting a conversational 
tone with readers. The platform for publishing your opinion piece 
will inform the style and tone you adopt. In an academic journal, you 
might strive to connect your opinion to other academic literature. 
In contrast, you might avoid referring to academic outputs that are 
not open access if you publish your piece through the media, instead 
drawing on conversations in public forums.

Academic focus
Opinion pieces for academic journals usually range from 1,500–3,000 
words depending on the outlet. They might also be called editorials 
(often written by journal editors or invited by editors, although not 
all editorials are opinion pieces), points for debate, or opinion essays. 
However, not all learning and teaching journals will publish opinion 
pieces, so if you do not see the genre listed as a submission type for 
a given journal, consider contacting the editor to inquire. 

As an example, the journal we co-edit, the International Journal for 
Students as Partners (IJSaP), publishes opinion pieces that are “short 
and thought-provoking pieces, stating a position and supported by a 
persuasive argument.” The criteria for review are:

https://mulpress.mcmaster.ca/ijsap/about/submissions
https://mulpress.mcmaster.ca/ijsap/about/submissions
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• Addresses a current issue or debate related to part-
nership in teaching and learning

• Advances interesting, innovative, provocative, and/
or critical ideas about partnership

• The argument should be supported where appro-
priate by academic literature, experience, and/or 
evidence.

(International Journal for Students as Partners, “Submissions”)

You will want to consult journal guidelines about their specific 
requirements because many editors have a sense of the topics they 
prefer for opinion pieces, or they might not accept this genre. Further-
more, the genre can overlap with case studies and reflective essays 
(see chapters 15 and 18), so you might also want to communicate 
with the editor about the ideal genre for your work. For example, if 
you find you are describing your practice in detail to support your 
opinion, then a case study might be a better option. In short, the lines 
between genres are variable, so communicating with editors makes 
sense before writing or submitting your work. 

Public focus
When writing for media outlets or through blogs, you are likely 
to have tighter word limits. Like journals, other outlets will have 
guidelines to follow. Many universities offer guidance on writing for 
a public audience, including opinions for news outlets. For example, 
tips from Carleton College (2016), Duke University (n.d.), and 
Association for American Colleges and Universities (Mintz 2019)  
offer overlapping advice that is summarized below.

• Make a single point 
• Aim for 600–800 words, but always check with the outlet as 

word lengths vary 
• Communicate your single point at the beginning of the piece
• Tell your readers why they should care about the topic
• Give examples and be specific
• Embrace your personal voice
• Use the active voice

https://mulpress.mcmaster.ca/ijsap/about/submissions
https://apps.carleton.edu/media_relations/about/op_ed_guidelines/
https://styleguide.duke.edu/toolkits/writing-media/how-to-write-an-op-ed-article/
https://www.aacu.org/liberaleducation/2019/winter/mintz
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• Have a call to action
• Relax and have fun

How Might You Go about Writing an Opinion Piece?
Like composing a reflective essay, writing an opinion piece requires 
a mindset and approach that differ from what might be required to 
write in other genres. Rather than reporting results or describing 
your rigorous research design, opinion pieces ask you to consider your 
standpoint, draw on your experience, and assert a value judgment. 
Like reflective essays, they allow you to present your reflections, 
but an opinion piece is persuasive, as you explain your rationale or 
the thinking that shaped your stance. For Ronald Barnett (personal 
communication, July 28, 2019), writing an opinion piece means

leaping into a different mindset. Adjectives such as pithy, 
bold, forthright, clear, authoritative, and confident should 
be the order of the day. Eschew nuance, qualifications (a 
& b produced c & d & e but then f & g & h). Brevity is 
key: short phrases, short sentences, short paragraphs. Even 
terseness. One is trying to be attractive and translucently 
clear to busy readers who are not academics.

Once in the mindset, a helpful way to understand the elements of 
an opinion piece is to draw on our Guiding Questions below, which 
include examples drawn from a selection of opinion pieces. In our 
online resources, you can access a version with just the questions to 
easily use yourself. We suggest you answer each relevant question 
and then order them to give you a structure. With this framework in 
mind, review some of the examples we present below to identify the 
different ways writers go about writing an opinion piece. 

Guiding Questions for Planning, Revising, and Refining 
an Opinion Piece*

1. What is the broad topic you are writing about?
Give readers a sense of the focus of your opinion piece. What 
is the area or topic you will discuss? What was the impetus for 

http://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Guiding-Questions-for-an-Opinion-Piece.docx
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exploration and analysis that led you to write the piece? You can 
be as straightforward as:

I’m a researcher who focuses on raising disability aware-
ness in educational settings. (Bialka 2018)

2. What is your opinion or stance on the topic?
Before moving into arguments, be explicit about your stance. State 
it succinctly and ensure it is clear in your title, as the example 
below demonstrates:

What Straight-A Students Get Wrong

If you always succeed in school, you’re not setting your-
self up for success in life. (Grant 2018)

3. Why are you writing this opinion piece?
Be sure to tell readers who you are and how who you are shapes 
the piece. Arguing for representation and equity, eight students 
from the University of Toronto’s Scarborough campus show how 
this can be done:

We come from a diverse range of racialized or gendered 
identities and abilities. We have all directly been impacted 
by or witnessed the damaging effects of colonialism and 
Western hegemony. As such, we hold a heightened sense 
of urgency to dismantle broader power structures in soci-
ety, be they related to race, gender, age, sex, experience, 
or anything else in between. (Bindra et al. 2018, 10)

4. Who is your intended audience? Who are you writing it 
for, specifically?
You might have multiple different kinds of readers within the 
broader arena of higher education, and naming them is productive. 
In his piece on straight-A students, Adam Grant explicitly speaks 
to this group of students: 
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If your goal is to graduate without a blemish on your 
transcript, you end up taking easier classes and staying 
within your comfort zone. (Grant 2018)

5. How did you come to form this opinion? What 
literature or experiences are you drawing on to support 
your opinions?
Related to who you are, give readers a sense of how you came to 
your current stance, as such:

My argument arises from my identity as an undergrad-
uate student studying anthropology, my experience as a 
student partner over the past two years, and a synthesis 
of my thinking following research projects exploring 
conceptions of SaP [students as partners] from students 
and staff in partnership and institutional leaders responsi-
ble for implementing the partnership. (Dwyer 2018, 11)

6. What examples will you use to illustrate the argument 
for your opinion?
Examples bring experiences to life and can give readers a strong 
understanding of your argument and stance. You can draw on an 
example from research, or tell the story of your own or someone 
else’s lived experience. A story of exclusion of one person can be 
powerful, as presented here: 

AnnCatherine Heigl, a sophomore at George Mason 
University, recently attempted to join all eight sororities 
at her school. All eight turned her down.

The reason the sororities denied AnnCatherine is because 
she has a disability: Down syndrome. (Bialka 2018)

7. How might your opinion make a difference for others—
in practical application or in terms of policy?
Identify what actions might arise from your opinion piece; this 
is your call to action for the scholarly learning and teaching 
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community. Rajani Naidoo does this in her piece on equality in 
higher education systems:

What options do we have to remedy this situation? First, 
we could try to stop policy-makers focusing on world-
class universities as if these exist in a vacuum. Second, we 
could redirect the focus through our own research and 
policy advocacy to develop strategies on how national 
and global systems of higher education could potentially 
interact to reduce inequality. 

Third, we need to avoid dichotomising access, quality 
education and research excellence. It is very important 
to avoid seeing these as necessary trade-offs, but to find 
ways to link these in a positive sum manner. (Naidoo 
2018)

*As with other frameworks in this book, select those questions that are relevant 
to your context, add others as appropriate, and decide the order in which you 
will address them to communicate effectively with your audience. The questions 
are based on those in Healey, Matthews, and Cook-Sather (2019, 39).

Over to You
Opinion pieces occupy an important niche within publishing, and 
they achieve different goals from other publication genres. Particularly 
in writing about learning and teaching, which is practice based and 
always entangled with our subjective realities, opinion pieces offer you 
a powerful opportunity to deepen, expand, affirm, change, connect, 
and complicate scholarly conversations in ways that research articles, 
case studies, and reflective essays often cannot. Questions to ask about 
writing opinion pieces include:

• What have you formed a value judgement about that can enrich 
ongoing conversations in the learning and teaching community?

• How will you draw on your lived experiences, evidence, or 
research to illustrate your stance?

• Where will you share your opinion piece and in what ways will 
that choice of venue influence how you write it?
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CHAPTER 20

SHARING EVERYDAY LIVED EXPERIENCES
Stories

Stories are everywhere. We hear them, we read them, we write 
them and we tell them. Perhaps on occasions we feel them. We 
use them to motivate others, to convey information and to share 
experience. (McDrury and Alterio 2003, 7) 

Stories speak. Stories imagine. Stories bring worlds into being, 
making up the fabric that is stitched together by the symbolic 
and the material, coloring possibilities with our desires, and 
inviting us as participants in the work of co-creating futures. 
(Dutta 2018, 94)

Stories are a way for people to share their experiences and to pass on 
history from one generation to the next. They are everywhere, as Janice 
McDrury and Maxine Alterio suggest, and they both capture what 
already exists and bring worlds into being, as Mohan Dutta argues. 
In Spanish, the word “history” translates literally to the word “story” 
in English. Storytelling underpins community in many Indigenous 
and First Nations cultures as a form of knowledge creation and 
knowledge sharing that both precedes—as Yahlnaaw points out in 
Reflection 11.1—and disrupts Western knowledge conventions (Sium 
and Ritskes 2013). In our daily lives, most of us share stories with 
our friends, peers, and colleagues as a way of connecting with them. 
Stories are more than an exchange of facts and events; they convey 
the complexities of our lives, including emotions and aspirations. Yet, 
stories in this sense are often thought of as oral. Stories are also written. 

Stories
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For Gerardo Patriotta (2016, 557), written stories “are arguably the 
most subtle tool of ontological inquiry, insightful meditations on 
how individuals, faced with questions and enigmas related to human 
existence, make sense of their ‘being in the world’ (Heidegger 1962).” 

In other words, stories capture how we become and are being in the 
world. Stories connect people, and communities grow around shared 
stories and sharing stories together, whether written or oral. While 
stories are a common way that we share what is happening in our 
learning and teaching and communicate our lived experiences and 
realities, stories are not a common genre for publication in academia; 
they are typically not considered research in the dominant Western 
tradition of research, even though many scholars would argue that 
good research “tells a story.” However, a lot of written research is 
dull and difficult to connect with—the stories do not come to life. 
So think about the readers of your research and try to capture them, 
as good stories do, with a compelling narrative flow. Stories create 
space for imagination and even embellishment.

For these reasons and because we want to draw attention to 
academia’s often exclusive practice, we include stories as a genre for 
writing about learning and teaching. In doing so, we acknowledge 
that stories overlap with other writing genres. For example, it is 
common to weave stories into reflective essays or refer to essays as 
stories (Cook-Sather 2019), to draw on stories as data for research 
articles that might use a narrative inquiry method, to include stories 
in teaching award or fellowship applications, and to evoke stories 
to support judgments posed in opinion pieces. This integration of 
stories across genres provides further evidence of the messy overlaps 
among the writing genres we explore in this book. However, stories 
are also distinct as a genre and can stand alone as a genre for writing 
about learning and teaching. 

Unlike presenting and analyzing data (chapter 12), exploring 
theories and concepts (chapter 13), and formulating new insights 
from literature (chapter 14), storytelling enables us to speak from 
lived experiences, our own and others’, while sharing the details of 
the context and people involved, so that readers can learn with us 
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and from us. A written story paints a rich picture of practice and 
experience in a specific place and time and can reveal a process of 
becoming (Cook-Sather 2019; Dutta 2018; Patriotta 2016). 

In this chapter, we offer a flexible guide for organizing and writing 
stories about learning and teaching. Our focus is on stories that are 
stand-alone, while we acknowledge that stories can be included in 
other genres. We begin by discussing what stories, as a genre, offer 
learning and teaching scholars. 

The Work of Storytelling as a Genre for Learning and 
Teaching
Unlike most of the genres we discuss, the genre of stories needs 
explanation and a rationale because it is not a commonly published 
form of writing about learning and teaching. For Elizabeth Quintero 
(2018, vii), stories have a clear connection to education: 

We do learn from each other’s experiences. We learn 
from children. We learn from colleagues we have yet to 
meet. [Through stories] the webs of connection among 
academic research, pedagogy and influence open the 
possibility for new methodologies, new positionality and 
new theorizing that are inclusive rather than exclusive. 

Understanding the human experience of being a learner and a 
teacher (or both) is an important part of learning and teaching schol-
arship. Stories offer a productive genre to capture that human experi-
ence. Janice McDrury and Maxine Alterio (2003) situate storytelling 
as a pedagogical and professional development tool that prompts 
reflection in a powerful way because stories touch individual lives. 
Likewise, Hunter McEwan and Kieran Egan (1995, viii) argue:

A narrative, and that particular form of narrative that we 
call a story, deals not just in facts or ideas or theories, or 
even dreams, fears and hopes, but in facts, theories, and 
dreams from the perspective of someone’s life and in the 
context of someone’s emotions. 
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Increasingly, education scholars are positioning storying as both 
a method (research tool) and methodology (stance as a researcher 
shaping your choices in research design), and a genre worthy of recog-
nition and respect. Stories demand that writers engage in learning 
and teaching conversations in a different way from most other genres. 
Louise Phillips and Tracey Bunda (2018, 10) argue that: “Across the 
globe, storytelling enables connection with the other. . . . The rela-
tionship with others is at the core of storytelling and storying—there 
must be tellers and listeners. The fate and creation of the story depends 
on being with others.”

The genre of stories is a particularly accessible way of contributing 
to and creating conversations because it is embraced by learners and 
teachers in every context and at every level of discourse (from infor-
mal to highly crafted), and it is equally well suited to carrying meaning 
in Indigenous and First Nations cultures and Western cultures.

What Stories of Learning and Teaching in Higher 
Education Can Look Like
Elizabeth Mackinlay (2016, 2) tells her story, or what she calls “storys,” 
of her experience of learning and teaching in higher education in a 
book that begins:

In one hour I will meet them, the new students who 
have enrolled in our introductory Women’s and Gender 
Studies course at my university. I have been awake half 
the night hunched over my laptop trying to get my 
lecture just right, knowing how important it is to make 
a good initial impression with first year undergraduate 
students. I flip through my lecture notes and can’t explain 
why but I am terrified. How will students respond to 
this course? Have I framed Women’s and Gender Studies 
as a most necessary way of knowing, being and doing in 
the world? Am I being too theoretical or not intellectual 
enough, and how sound is my disciplinary knowledge 
in relation to theory, history and philosophy anyway? Is 
striving for gender justice important to them and have 
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I the right kind of pedagogical tools within my reach 
to convince them it is? Are my definitions of sex and 
gender too simple? Are they accessible while at the same 
time giving an understanding of why these two words 
still matter? Will I stammer over words and phrases as 
I stumble for clarity and conviction in my place as a 
feminist educator? I stare down at my coral pink dress 
and wonder; do I look feminist enough to be teaching 
this course? And what does teaching and learning like a 
feminist mean anyway? 

This excerpt demonstrates what a learning and teaching story 
can look like. Whether you can relate to the particular disciplinary 
context Elizabeth Mackinlay describes or not, by sharing her experi-
ence she is inviting a connection with readers who have questioned 
themselves as teachers and scholars. The story is left to the reader to 
interpret. In this way, a story is not imposing a conclusion but rather 
inviting exploration of a fellow traveler’s experience of learning and 
teaching. “Storytelling reveals meaning without committing the error 
of defining it” (Arendt 1970, 105). There is no single meaning of a 
learning and teaching story; the writer conveys experiences and invites 
readers into a kind of conversation to make their own meaning that 
intersects with each reader’s identity, experiences, context, and way 
of seeing higher education. 

We share the above excerpt of Mackinlay’s story to signal the 
qualitative and technical difference of the story genre compared with 
other genres we have focused on in this book. By writing stories about 
learning and teaching, authors are “piercing the curtain,” according 
to Gerardo Patriotta (2016, 568), by exposing “the human-made and 
human-making world to scrutiny, thereby retrospectively revealing 
all the effort that goes into the social construction of everyday life.” 
Through stories, writers can teach others to examine and commu-
nicate what learning and teaching in their context means to them, 
offering insights “that lie unexplored, overlooked, neglected, or hidden 
from sight” (Bauman 2013, 27). Peter Felten (2019, 2) argues for story-
telling as a potential for scholars interested in engaging in pedagogical 
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partnership, yet the guidance extends to stories on learning and teach-
ing in general: “By recognizing some of the constraints and limitations 
of storytelling, we might intentionally seek out stories that explore 
complex and even contrary experiences and perspectives.” He offers 
four observations on and about the nature of stories:

1. Stories condense and simplify.
2. Stories tend to portray actions and experiences as 

coherent and purposeful.
3. Stories tend to be told by those with the most power. 
4. Stories obscure some perspectives even as they reveal 

other ones. 
(Felten 2019, 1-2)

How we understand and draw on stories as a writing genre will 
vary and evolve over time, as signalled in Our Perspectives 20.1.

Our Perspectives 20.1

The importance of storytelling as a learning and 
teaching writing genre

Kelly: Like most people, I love a good story. However, until recently, 
I assigned stories about learning and teaching to corridor conver-
sations with colleagues or a form of data collection (e.g., narrative 
inquiry). I did not write my own stories or encourage others to do 
so because my early career was focused on publishing research that 
counted at my university. Now, I value sharing written stories about 
everyday experiences of learning and teaching because they create 
opportunities to describe the messiness of pedagogical practices, 
including the failures and unexpected things that can happen that 
we would rarely include in traditional research formats. Writing a 
story also enables more people to contribute to the higher educa-
tion conversation, including students. I now curate a blog at my 
university that includes everyday stories (University of Queensland 
Institute for Teaching and Learning Innovation, “News”).

https://itali.uq.edu.au/news
https://itali.uq.edu.au/news
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Mick: I often try to enliven workshops by telling the back stories 
to case studies or practices that I present. However, it was not until 
we wrote our Teaching & Learning Inquiry paper (Healey, Matthews, 
and Cook-Sather 2019) that I started to write some personal stories, 
a practice we have continued in this book (in each Our Perspec-
tives section). I hope they help to bring the narrative alive and 
reveal some of the messiness and the challenges of writing as well 
as some of the highlights. 

Alison: While stories of lived experiences have informed all of 
my research, creating forums within which the stories can be 
analyzed and engaging in my own analyses of my stories are more 
recent practices for me. I created the journal Teaching and Learning 
Together in Higher Education (TLTHE) in 2010 to provide a space 
for students, faculty, and staff to draw on their own stories of peda-
gogical partnership and to reflect on and analyze their experiences. 
I have also published my own stories of ongoing learning, such 
as about my experiences of discussing pedagogical partnership 
across languages and contexts (Cook-Sather 2018c), to share with 
readers how this work is never finished and how we can all learn 
from one another’s experiences without having to conduct formal 
research on them. The stories that inform essays in TLTHE and 
the stories I share in published forums aim to capture the human 
experience, and to express the feeling, of learning and teaching 
that, as Zygmunt Bauman, Michael Hviid Jacobsen, and Keith 
Tester (2013) note, can otherwise remain hidden.

Your perspective: What, to your mind, is the importance of 
storytelling as a learning and teaching writing genre?

Writing a Story to Share
Traditional peer-reviewed outlets, like journals, do not publish stand-
alone stories. However, stories captured as data and then analyzed 
as part of a research project may be found in learning and teaching 
journals reported as an empirical study, for example. This makes 
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sense because capturing people’s stories offers rich insight into the 
complexities of what it means to learn and teach in higher education. 
As a source of data, stories offer endless interpretive possibilities. Stories 
are generative. In this book, we are advocating storytelling as a genre 
in itself in which writers author their own stories, recount the stories 
of others, or invent stories that are left to readers to interpret. Stories 
can be shared in blogs (for example, see David Pace’s blog, Decoding 
the Ivory Tower, or University College London’s blog), professional 
society newsletters, books, and even in the mainstream media (e.g., 
BBC Stories). We return to a discussion of blogs in chapter 21.

While telling stories about our learning and teaching practices 
is commonplace to us, many of us will struggle to write them. First, 
learning to write in many academic disciplines teaches us distance 
and objectivity as we write up our research, as Kelly highlights in 
Our Perspectives 20.1 and as David Pace discusses in Reflection 
20.1, describing the “extraordinarily liberating” experience of shar-
ing stories. Second, we have to identify a generative story about our 
learning and teaching that connects to the ongoing conversations of 
a community. In other words, stories also require us to speak within 
a designated conversation or community of colleagues—as Phillips 
and Bunda (2018) indicate—or to find a way to say something new. 
While we may or may not directly cite other scholars, the story we are 
writing is being written for an audience and will be shaped by others. 

Reflection 20.1

Confessions of a SoTL blogger—Telling stories is 
liberating 

Leaving the world of scholarly writing to begin a blog felt trans-
gressive. Who was I to say that my stories, anecdotes, and observa-
tions were worth anyone else’s time? What was I doing presenting 
my own successes and failures, my values and experiences, in such a 
public arena? We need academic prose to produce a scholarship of 
teaching and learning that is “public” and “accessible for exchange” 
as a basis for collective reform of instruction. But it often hides 

http://decodingtheivorytower.net/
http://decodingtheivorytower.net/
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/teaching-learning/case-studies?collection=drupal-teaching-learning-case-studies&facetsort=alpha&
https://www.bbc.com/news/stories
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the personal histories, unique encounters, political context, and 
values that are always a part of our teaching. The experience has 
been extraordinarily liberating. I wake at 4:00 in the morning, 
unable to go back to sleep because ideas for new entries have 
come bubbling up during the night. My pedagogical observations 
are no longer separated from the experiences that drove me to 
write about teaching in the first place. I realize now that scholarly 
writing always required the self-amputation of a part of myself. I 
will continue writing traditional articles on teaching and learning 
because I believe in this work, but I am reveling in having another 
place where I can share both the thoughts and the stories that have 
emerged from a half-century in academia.

David Pace is professor emeritus, History Department, Indiana University 
Bloomington, US. He blogs at Decoding the Ivory Tower.

As an example of the challenges and possibilities of storytelling, 
Kelly (Matthews 2019b) recently shared a story about observing a 
colleague teaching in a large, 500-person first-year subject on the 
first day of the semester. Because the story was being shared in an 
institutional blog, Kelly avoided naming the subject or going into 
details about the disciplinary content, although she acknowledged her 
colleague by name (after seeking permission). The story consisted of 
Kelly describing her experience of watching a colleague’s class and 
then adapting his practice in an effort to create an inclusive learning 
space. She did not want readers to get distracted by the discipline 
(mathematics) because the story was about inclusive pedagogies that 
can cut across disciplinary boundaries. Kelly also did not cite any 
literature. Stories might cite literature but do not have to. In this 
example, her audience was the broad teaching community at her 
university—mostly comprised of academics who are not scholars 
of learning and teaching, but are higher education teachers. In the 
Elizabeth Mackinlay (2016) story discussed above, on the other hand, 
the author did cite other scholars whose work resonated with hers 
and shaped her thinking and practices. 

http://decodingtheivorytower.net/
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Finally, writing an impactful learning and teaching story means 
sharing our vulnerabilities in ways that we would not in our research 
but might, for instance, share in reflective essays. Sharing our emotional 
experiences and even our mistakes reflects the lived experience of 
learning and teaching—the building blocks of powerful stories, which 
we attempt to display through the “Our Perspectives” and “Reflec-
tion” sections included throughout this book. Yet, in doing so, we 
are making our vulnerabilities public, which goes against the grain 
of much academic writing. This is evident in Elizabeth Mackinlay’s 
excerpt, where she shares all the questions swimming in her thoughts 
the night before a new teaching semester begins. 

The Guiding Questions below can help you write a story that 
provokes rich insights into the lived experiences of learning and 
teaching and that is also ripe for other media (there are a number of 
good teaching podcasts that are story based, and stories can also work 
well in video, simple animation, and digital storytelling, too—see 
chapter 21). A copy of the questions is available in the online resources.

Guiding Questions for Planning, Revising, and Refining a 
Learning and Teaching Story*

1. What is your story about? 
Let your readers know what your learning and teaching story is 
about. The example below is the opening lines of a story from a 
blog post about attempting to teach and assess problem-solving:

We thought we had these great ideas to engage students 
in problem-solving. We thought students would like the 
idea of being enterprising, thinking like entrepreneurs. In 
a course about innovation and leadership at a university 
that is all about creating change for a better world, solv-
ing complex problems as core assessment tasks seemed 
like a no-brainer. We were wrong. (Smart and Heynen 
2019)

http://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Guiding-Questions-for-a-Learning-and-Teaching-Story-for-Publication.docx
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2. When and where does your story take place?
Describe the context of your story for readers. The example above 
signals the context, and here is another showing how context can 
be shared and used to draw in readers:

It was the first lecture in a first-year course. He intro-
duced the course and the teaching team. He did what 
you would expect in a first lecture. But then he did this 
simple yet powerful thing. (Matthews 2019b)

3. Who are the people in your story?
Just as you do with context, identify the people in your story. 
Drawing from the same story example above, the main character 
is formally introduced: 

I was observing Professor Peter Adams a decade ago—he 
is now the President of our Academic Board. (Matthews 
2019b)

4. What happens first in your story, and then what 
happens next? 
Give readers a sense of the events unfolding so they can visualize 
what is happening, as Liz Mackinlay does here: 

I have been awake half the night hunched over my laptop 
trying to get my lecture just right, knowing how import-
ant it is to make a good initial impression with first year 
undergraduate students. I flip through my lecture notes 
and can’t explain why but I am terrified. (Mackinlay 
2016, 2)

5. How did the people involved, including yourself, react 
or respond?
Give readers as sense of the emotional lives of the people in your 
story. In the below example, a student scholar, Dionna Jenkins, 
reflects on how she first reacted to and then evolved through her 
experience:
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I came into this partnership more fearful than I would 
like to admit. . . . I subconsciously held onto this fear for 
some time, but as the semester progressed I grew more 
comfortable allowing myself to just take a chance and let 
my ideas flow. In the end, I began to see that differences 
between partners are nothing to fear. (Wildhagen and 
Jenkins 2020)

6. Why are you sharing this story? What is the message 
you would like readers to hear?
Readers will come to their own conclusions based on their read 
of your story, yet you can signal what the people in your story 
learned, as demonstrated below: 

We learned in the context of teaching entrepreneurship 
that student ownership of the entrepreneurial idea from 
its genesis is crucial. In any teaching context, we learned 
the importance of trusting students by sharing ownership 
for decisions in the curriculum that academics usually 
make for students instead of with students. (Smart and 
Heynen 2019)

7. How will you end your story?
There are so many ways to end a story. Here is one example:

Do everything in Love, in the broadest sense. Guard 
hearts, intention, and deeds during the course of the 
partnership. . . . Do not be discouraged, stand firm on 
truth, care for others the way we long to be cared for. 
Have faith in one another, stay hopeful when challenges 
loom, and after all wrap everything we do in Love. (Chen  
and Ho 2020)

*As with other sets of guiding questions in this book, select those questions that 
are relevant to your context, add others as appropriate, and decide the order in 
which you will address them to communicate effectively with your audience.
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Stories are perhaps the most inclusive of the genres we discuss in 
this book. This is in part because every other genre also tells a story 
of some sort, whether we use that term or not, and also because 
stories are part of every other genre. As a stand-alone genre, stories 
make arguments in the sense that reflective essays do: by presenting 
experiences and processes of reasoning about those in narrative form. 
The argument you make in a story, then, is one that speaks from 
lived experience, by sharing details of that experience, in relation to 
the context and people involved. Like a reflective essay, a story uses 
first-person pronouns, and the narrative offered often reveals a process 
of becoming (Cook-Sather 2019; Dutta 2018; Patriotta 2016). 

Over to You
Writing our stories of learning and teaching enables us to communicate 
in different ways than in the traditional forms of written research and 
other genres described in this book. More people can be included 
as authors of this genre, and stories can reach beyond learning and 
teaching scholars because of their accessible nature. Although crafting 
a generative story is very different from writing an empirical research 
article, case study, or opinion piece, it still allows and requires us to 
contribute to the ongoing learning and teaching conversations, or 
create new conversations, by asking us to always consider how our 
story connects with readers. Think about stories you can share that 
might, as McDrury and Alterio (2003) note, motivate others, convey 
information, or share experience. Questions to address about writing 
your learning and teaching story include:

• What learning and teaching stories would you like to tell? 
Why do you want to tell these particular stories? Which will 
you write about first?

• Which of our Guiding Questions do you think you need to 
address and in what order to write your story? What other 
questions might you address?

• Where will you publish your story? How does it connect to, 
extend, or change conversations in the learning and teaching 
community? 
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CHAPTER 21

ENGAGING IN  
SCHOLARLY CONVERSATIONS ONLINE

Social Media

[To engage with social media is] to experiment with form 
rather than content, to find ways to make an academic concept 
accessible to a broader public. (Perry 2015)

Ten years ago, we would not have dreamed of quoting from a blog. 
Look at how quickly academic publishing norms have changed. Last 
year, Alison and Kelly co-authored an editorial with two students 
that directly cited tweets (Cook-Sather et al. 2018). And here we are 
now, opening a chapter with quote from David Perry’s blog. Indeed, 
our reference list for this book reveals the many blogs that have 
shaped our thinking. That is because social media is a part of all our 
lives and offers opportunities for those of us writing about learning 
and teaching to reach a wide and varied audience, as Perry suggests 
above. While using social media in learning and teaching is common 
practice (Rowell 2019), we do not enter here into the debate about 
whether it is a genre in and of itself, or simply a platform to publish 
and share our writing. For the purpose of this book, we name it as a 
writing genre that has a specific purpose distinct from other genres. 
The key distinction is the capacity to self-publish in a way that is 
quick and easy and that bypasses traditional peer review.

In this chapter, we discuss what social media is, with a specific 
focus on blogs, Twitter, and listservs; which genres lend themselves 
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to being shared via social media; and why social media creates new 
opportunities for learning and teaching scholars. 

What Is Social Media and Why Use It?
Media refers to mass communication. If we are a bit older, we might 
associate mass media with broadcast news, either on TV or in print—
in the analog days. Today, mass media has gone digital, the internet has 
given us social media, and many print journals have moved online. 
In Reflection 28.2, Sally Brown recalls when peer review used to 
happen through the mail.

For Pat Thomson (2016b, 101), a prolific user of digital media, 
“Social media is an umbrella term used to describe websites and 
web-based platforms and applications that allow users to make, curate 
and share content, and to communicate with each other.” Now, 
through social media, we can share our work online directly without 
having to go through a peer-review process—we can self-publish. 
While you would not publish a full research article as a blog post 
on your personal website, you can share pre-published versions via 
ResearchGate or other academic social networking sites, as more and 
more scholars are doing (Meishar-Tal and Pieterse 2017) (for more 
on promoting your work see chapter 29). Yet, self-publishing that 
bypasses peer-review processes can raise concerns because a level of 
credibility and trust come from publishing in known and established 
learning and teaching outlets. Thus, deciding what to self-publish and 
what to send through peer review is important. 

Social media offers a means of contributing to and creating 
conversations about learning and teaching as public scholarship 
(Chick 2019), as captured by David Pace in Reflection 20.1. Yet, we 
all know colleagues who feel that “social media has made scholars 
impatient, vicious, and dull” (Fraser 2019). Cal Newport (2016) makes 
a strong case that the constant distraction of social media and email 
diminishes the capacity for the deep work required of scholars. We 
do not need to be distracted by social media, however, if we use it 
purposefully. For Patrick Iber (2016), Twitter enables connection 
with other academics and people outside of the academy, particularly 
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journalists and editors. Lee Skallerup Bessette (2016) claims that 
Twitter changed her life for the better but also cautions that it “does 
very little to protect those who are the most vulnerable, amplifies the 
most extreme and hateful elements of our society, and keep[s] trying 
to monetize in ways that take away the core features that brought us 
all to the platform to begin with.” Using social media to contribute to 
ongoing learning and teaching conversations means being deliberate 
and thoughtful about what you say and how you want to interact. 

David Perry (2015) contends that blogging enables you to reach 
a broader audience and, in particular, a non-academic audience. Inger 
Mewburn and Pat Thomson (2013, 1105) found that “academic blog-
ging may constitute a community of practice in which a hybrid 
public/private academic operates in a ‘gift economy’” by contributing 
to scholarly conversations and peer learning. Tweeting and blogging 
about your published research might affect the impact of your research, 
as discussed in chapter 29.

Regardless of reach or impact, blogging offers an opportunity to 
write in a style different from that of traditional academic journal and 
book writing. Blogging lends itself to sharing learning and teaching 
stories (see chapter 20). Blogging, according to the Textbook and 
Academic Authors Association website, can be a means of improving 
writing: 

Whether it’s getting into a writing routine or just refin-
ing your writing, blogging can help you. Make sure to 
allow for comments (even if you moderate them before 
hand) on your blog so that you can receive feedback that 
will help improve your writing. If your writing contains 
too much jargon, your audience will tell you. If you’re 
trying to find your voice, blogging can help you form 
one. (Textbook and Academic Authors Association 2015) 

Pat Thomson (2016c) argues that blogging makes you a better 
academic writer for seven reasons. She asserts that blogging:

• can help you to establish writing as a routine
• allows you to experiment with your writing “voice”

Social Media
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• helps you to get to the point
• points you to your reader
• requires you to be concise
• allows you to experiment with forms of writing, and
• helps you to become a more confident writer.

Furthermore, blogging enables rapid communication of teaching 
practices and analyses. The time frame to publish can be minutes (if 
it is your website or LinkedIn account), compared to publishing a 
practical case study in a journal, which may take 6–15 months. 

Not only can you share and promote your published work 
through blogs, LinkedIn, Facebook, and Twitter, you can also include 
imagery, color, and audio in ways that are less common in traditional 
academic publishing (although this is shifting with video abstracts, for 
example). You can potentially reach new audiences as well as extend 
your existing academic communities, and you can engage with your 
existing scholarly communities in new or different ways, making 
your work easily accessible. And you can do it yourself, bypassing 
publishers and slow peer-review processes. 

Although there are multiple benefits to engaging in social media, 
you might not want to, and that is 100% okay. Alison does not use 
social media and only recently wrote an invited blog post; Kelly uses 
both for professional purposes; and Mick is starting to use both, but 
prefers to share and read via academic listservs more than Twitter (see 
Our Perspectives 21.1). A listserv distributes messages to subscrib-
ers on an electronic mailing list. Mick, for example, finds the Staff 
and Educational Development Association (SEDA) listserv particu-
larly valuable. Farhad Manjoo (2010) calls listservs “one of the most 
important things on the Internet.” There are many other listervs for 
learning and teaching in higher education (Corrigan 2010). John 
Lea, a well-published author and a frequent contributor to the SEDA 
listserv, reflects on his experience in Reflection 21.1.

https://www.jiscmail.ac.uk/cgi-bin/webadmin?A0=SEDA
https://www.jiscmail.ac.uk/cgi-bin/webadmin?A0=SEDA
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Reflection 21.1

The experience of contributing to listserv discussions

I’m not a fan of Twitter. I find its word limit restrictive, but I appre-
ciate how useful it is in spreading information. I’m more a fan of 
the opinion piece, particularly those with a punchy polemic. But it 
takes time to polish that kind of narrative. For me, the listserv sits 
nicely between them, acting as a source of information but also as 
a forum for discussion. The unwritten rule is that an unpolished 
narrative is enough—perhaps containing some wit, perhaps with 
a sharp provocative comment. Yes, you can provide information, 
particularly in answer to a direct question, but this form of social 
media surely comes into its own when it provokes and compels 
others to join in a debate. It takes confidence to come in on a 
debate which is well underway, but, for me, it comes closest to the 
way that debate takes place in face-to-face situations, except that 
the audience can be much wider. And you can always come back 
to reflect on (or correct) what you said before. And I love it when 
somebody contacts me “off piste” to say that they are listening and 
lurking, or just to say hello!

John Lea is the research director for the Scholarship Project, UK.

For many people, particularly for writers who have grown up on 
social media, there is a “fear of missing out” or FOMO. Social media 
allows us to keep up with discussions of learning and teaching, to 
self-author, and to include voices of those who might not be as readily 
included in traditional publishing formats. However, if you are new to 
social media, the plethora of possibilities can feel overwhelming. We 
recommend starting with one platform, perhaps one that a trusted 
colleague suggests and is able to support you in learning. 
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Our Perspectives 21.1

What is your experience with and attitude toward 
social media?

Mick: Though I’ve used LinkedIn for some time to keep up to 
date with contacts, I’m a relative newcomer to most social media. 
On Twitter (@MickHealey3) I’m more a lurker than a contributor, 
as I find the 280 characters too limiting for what I normally like 
to say. I also read quite a lot of blogs (particularly in preparation 
for writing this book), but I’ve only written a handful of posts 
myself. I’m on several higher education listservs, which help keep 
me informed about learning and teaching events, new publications, 
and topical issues. I also join in listserv conversations from time to 
time and send details of events, publications, and resources that I 
think may be of interest to the community.

Alison: While I respond to invitations from others on LinkedIn 
and Facebook, I do not actively use those social media platforms 
or Twitter because I already spend too much time with technol-
ogy and I am introverted and easily overwhelmed by input. While 
some people might experience “fear of missing out” (FOMO), 
I experience the “joy of missing out” (JOMO). This choice to 
avoid social media has not appeared to affect my writing profile 
(although perhaps my social media-savvy friends who post and 
tweet about my work make up for my absence!). In my relative 
technological solitude, I am a prolific writer with an extensive 
record of scholarship and citation, which suggests that you can 
be an active participant in scholarly conversations without having 
your own social media presence.

Kelly: I use some social media professionally, which started as a 
requirement to “disseminate” as part of a funded grant application. 
I have come to appreciate social media but still actually don’t like 
it much. I am active on Twitter (@kellymatthewsuq) and occasion-
ally share posts through LinkedIn. By sharing what I am reading 
via Twitter, I am able to support other scholars. By curating an 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/mick-healey-54037414
https://twitter.com/MickHealey3
https://www.linkedin.com/in/alison-cook-sather-5029704/
https://www.facebook.com/alison.cooksather
https://twitter.com/kellymatthewsuq
https://www.linkedin.com/in/gokellymatthews/
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institutional blog and monthly “Teaching Community Update,” 
I can shape conversations around learning and teaching that offer 
nuance as a counterbalance to an increased focus (at my university) 
on “marketing-driven” stories that don’t always capture the full 
story of learning and teaching. 

Your perspective: In what ways, if any, are you currently using 
social media to share your learning and teaching work, and how 
might you further leverage it?

What Genres Lend Themselves to Publishing through 
Blogs
Through social media, Kelly publishes—as words or videos—examples 
of practice, reflections, reviews of other published works, stories, 
conversations between herself and others, and guidance on everyday 
work practices, such as managing emails (Matthews 2019c) and saying 
no (Matthews 2019d). These publications speak to the range of genres 
suited to social media and the ways genres can be blurred through 
social media. By using a poll feature with real-time results, she is also 
enabling exchange, which is evident in a blog post on email use where 
over seventy colleagues from her university shared their approaches 
(or lack thereof) to managing their inbox (Matthews 2019c). In a 
literal sense, real-time interaction is possible through curated blogs 
and Twitter posts. Yet, these creations and contributions require time 
to curate and monitor in ways that a published piece in a journal or 
book does not. Particularly in social media with public comments 
enabled, “trolling” or hurtful comments that attack personally (usually 
anonymously or via fake accounts) are possible in ways that are not 
an option in a journal publication, for example. The capacity for 
back-and-forth online communication is possible with social media, 
but if you engage in such exchanges you will want to consider the 
implications and potentially avoid the comments option at the end 
of a blog post.

There are many examples of excellent blogs, both written and in 
video format, from learning and teaching scholars or organizations; 

https://itali.uq.edu.au/news
https://itali.uq.edu.au/blog/2019/07/blog-post-%E2%80%93-how-do-you-keep-emails
https://itali.uq.edu.au/blog/2019/08/blog-post-%E2%80%93-prioritising-your-work-time-power-saying-no 
https://itali.uq.edu.au/blog/2019/08/blog-post-%E2%80%93-prioritising-your-work-time-power-saying-no 
https://www.surveymonkey.com/stories/SM-ZB3XPDTV/
https://itali.uq.edu.au/blog/2019/07/blog-post-%E2%80%93-how-do-you-keep-emails
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to find some, view Feedspot’s “Top 100 Higher Education Blogs and 
Websites to Follow in 2020” and Geeky Pedagogy’s list of blogs and 
podcasts. With the help of Kelly’s Twitter network, we have curated a 
list of blogs, which is available in the online resources: “Curated List 
of Blogs and Multimedia Resources about Learning and Teaching 
in Higher Education.” 

How Do You Go about Publishing a Blog and Sharing via 
Twitter?
If you are new to Twitter, consider these recommendations from 
Lee Skallerup Bessette (2017) for scholars wanting to get started on 
Twitter: 

• Tweet links to what you are reading
• Share links to your own work
• Invite questions or comments on a topic you are 

pondering 
• Promote the work of other scholars 
• Offer insights from conferences or talks (welcomed 

by those unable to attend) 
• Follow journals, societies, organizations, and scholars 

to stay up to date
• Use the “Like” function often, retweet, and follow 

others to grow your followers

There are also many ongoing learning and teaching in higher 
education conversations on Twitter that you can join. These can be 
found by searching hashtags, including: #LTHEchat; #EdChatEU; 
#ecrchat; #AcademicChatter; #studentsaspartners; #studentsuccess 
and many more. If you are considering starting a regular blog—
becoming an academic blogger—Tom Crick and Alan Winfield 
(2013) have ten suggestions that might be of interest and use to you:

1. Write about yourself and your life.
2. Find your blogging voice.
3. Be clear what your blog is for.
4. Blog as yourself.

https://blog.feedspot.com/higher_education_blogs/
https://blog.feedspot.com/higher_education_blogs/
https://geekypedagogy.com/community
https://geekypedagogy.com/community
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/writing-about-learning/curated-list-of-blogs/
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/writing-about-learning/curated-list-of-blogs/
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/writing-about-learning/curated-list-of-blogs/
https://twitter.com/hashtag/LTHEChat
https://twitter.com/hashtag/EdChatEU
https://twitter.com/hashtag/ecrchat
https://twitter.com/hashtag/AcademicChatter
https://twitter.com/search?q=%23StudentsAsPartners
https://twitter.com/hashtag/StudentSuccess
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5. Think about how controversial you want to be.
6. Remember: A blogpost is a publication.
7. Let your university know about your blog.
8. Think about how often you want to blog.
9. Use social media to promote your posts.
10. Blog because you want to.

We do not want to give the impression that sending a tweet or 
publishing a blog means writing freely with little attention to detail. 
For Mick, drafting a single tweet can take up to thirty minutes because 
he wants to link to the best websites, ensure that he tags the right 
people, and then communicates concisely with limited words. Kelly 
can send a tweet in a matter of minutes, but a blog post still takes 
anywhere from one to ten hours. Since the content of your blog post 
could be any of the genres we discuss elsewhere in part 4, we suggest 
you consider the writing genre first and determine your word limit. 
Then follow the writing process outlined in the chapter on that 
writing genre, while also considering the blog platform you will use. 

Social media encompasses a variety of writing genres, and articu-
lating your argument matters. A strong tweet is an argument commu-
nicated concisely and is limited in length by the platform. If you are 
tweeting to share your published work, go beyond just naming the 
title with a link; quote the argument in a way that clearly captures 
your contribution to the scholarly community. Opening a blog post 
with the argument invites readers to read with purpose and follow 
your narrative flow. Writing for social media has to move beyond the 
descriptive to assert a position or argument. 

In the Guiding Questions below we share suggestions to get you 
started on a blog post on learning and teaching. A version with just 
the questions is available in the online resources.

http://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Guiding-Questions-for-a-Learning-and-Teaching-Blog.docx
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Guiding Questions for Planning a Learning and Teaching 
Blog Post*

1. What do you want to share about learning and teaching 
via a blog post?
• Focus on a single key message or purpose in a blog post. As for 

any genre, your thesis or argument needs to be clear to you and 
clearly communicated to readers.

• Blog posts tend to be short and sharp. If you are publishing 
through an organizational blog (e.g., The Conversation, a univer-
sity blog), a word limit will typically be set for you. If you are 
self-publishing, set yourself a word limit.

2. Why is a blog the ideal platform to share your views 
about learning and teaching? 
• Consider where you are in your career and the institutional 

metrics that count at your university. Perhaps publishing an 
opinion piece in a journal first is more helpful to your aspira-
tions. Then write a shorter blog post to promote the published 
piece to bring more people to your work. 

• If you are seeking the quick interaction with readers that social 
media enables, what forms of interaction do you want (e.g., 
comments, quick polls)?

• Are you writing about a time-sensitive topic where quick publi-
cation matters?

3. What writing genre (or combination of genres) is best 
suited to communicate what you intend?
• Are you sharing a reflective essay, an opinion, or a story? Then 

refer to chapters 18, 19 or 20 respectively to draft the piece. 
• Are you seeking to promote a published work through a blog 

post? If so, focus on the key outcome and write about why 
others should read your published work.

• Have you tried a pedagogical practice that you want to tell 
others about? Consider framing it as a case study (chapter 15) 
or a story (chapter 20).



sOCiAL mEDiA | 239

4. What blog platform will you use?
• There are many blog platforms. Will you use an institutional or 

professional learning and teaching society platform, or will you 
self-publish using your own blog site? Self-publishing means 
regularly posting and doing all the formatting yourself, but there 
are many easy options, as Patrick Dunleavy (2016) outlines.

• Do the features of differing blog platforms matter for how you 
want to communicate? For example, if you want to embed a 
short video animation or imagery, then you will want a plat-
form that easily enables that (a quick web search on blogging 
platforms will reveal options).

• Are you able to code, or do you need a platform that allows 
easy formatting?

5. Who will read the contribution and offer feedback to 
you?
Whether you are self-publishing or publishing through an organi-
zation, someone needs to read your draft and offer critical friend 
feedback (see chapter 26).

6. When will you share it and how will you promote it?
• There is research on the best time of day (not midnight) and 

days of the week (Monday to Thursday) to make your blog 
public (Terras 2012).

• Will you use Twitter or Facebook to promote your blog post?
• If you are blogging through an organization, how will they 

promote your post? (See chapter 29.)
*As with other sets of guidance questions in this book, select those questions 
that are relevant to your context, add others as appropriate, and decide the order 
in which you will address them to communicate effectively with your audience.

Over to You
Social media enables self-publication immediately to the web via 
blogs, Twitter, Facebook, and the like. You can curate what you want 
to share, when, and how. In doing so, you can write in one genre or 
embrace a mix of writing genres in a way that traditional publications 
might restrict or exclude. Publishing via social media still requires 
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the hard work of writing and editing, but it frees you from the 
constraints of academic peer review and enables connection that 
many scholars (though not all) revel in. In what ways might social 
media allow you to experiment with form rather than just content, 
as Perry (2015) suggests in our opening quote, and make an academic 
concept accessible to a broader public? Further questions to address 
about engaging in scholarly conversations on social media include:

• What social media platforms are you signed up for or would 
you be interested in joining? 

• How active would you like to be on social media?
• How can you leverage social media to expand your learning 

and teaching scholarship?
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CHAPTER 22

APPLYING, REFLECTING, AND EVIDENCING
Teaching Awards, Fellowships, and Promotions

The NTF [National Teaching Fellowship] changed my life—
enabling me to gain a Professorship . . . and focus on educational 
development. (Peter Hartley quoted in Association of National 
Teaching Fellows, 2018).

As a scholar interested in writing about your teaching, you are likely to 
be faced at various stages of your career with applying for a teaching 
award, a teaching fellowship, or a promotion based, at least in part, 
on the excellence of your teaching (i.e., evidence of your impact of 
enhancing student outcomes), support of learning (i.e., evidence of 
supporting colleagues and influencing support for student learning) 
and leadership (i.e., evidence of effective leadership of learning and 
teaching). Success in these applications can have a significant impact 
on your career, as the quote at the beginning of this chapter indicates. 
Core to these applications is evidencing the impact of your teaching 
on student learning and supporting colleagues. For senior awards, 
fellowships, and promotions, evidence of leadership of learning and 
teaching beyond your department and institution is often critical. 
Similar issues arise if you, like many colleagues around the world, 
apply for an HEA Fellowship under the UK Professional Standards 
Framework (UKPSF). Your publications about learning and teaching 
are a key source of evidence of experience and impact in these 
applications.

http://ntf-association.com/national-teaching-fellows/what-do-people-get-out-of-being-a-national-teaching-fellow/
http://ntf-association.com/national-teaching-fellows/what-do-people-get-out-of-being-a-national-teaching-fellow/
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In this chapter, we unpack the nature of these forms of writing, 
present a flexible guide to the organization and composition of these 
applications, and discuss what to look out for to enhance your chances 
of success. As in previous chapters, we conceptualize these genres as 
engaging in conversations, in this case with assessors. These conver-
sations are, however, different from those in the other chapters in this 
part of the book as these applications are private between you and 
the assessors, whereas the other chapters discuss engaging in public 
conversations. Nevertheless, in all the genres examined you are in a 
process of exchange regarding learning and teaching. We begin the 
chapter by putting the discussion of applying for teaching awards, 
fellowships, and promotions in the context of the debate over the 
status of teaching and the standing of research on learning and teach-
ing within higher education.

What Is the Status of Teaching and Research into 
Learning and Teaching?
In the last twenty-five years there has been much discussion of the lower 
status of teaching, and research into learning and teaching, compared 
with discipline-based research, in Australasia, North America, and the 
UK (Bennett, Roberts, and Ananthram 2017; Cashmore, Cane, and 
Cane 2013; Chalmers 2011; Hutchings, Huber, and Ciccone 2011; 
Macfarlane 2011; Vardi and Quin 2011)—unless you happen to be 
in the field of education. As Locke (2014, 24) notes, “It is clear that 
to progress to the most senior positions, a research record is usually 
needed, and that pedagogical research is not valued as highly as other 
disciplinary research.” While significant progress has been made in 
correcting the imbalance, more success has, at least until recently, 
been achieved in the area of recognition (e.g., fellowships) than in 
the area of reward (e.g., promotion and tenure). However, funds to 
support national teaching award and fellowship schemes as well as 
research into learning and teaching have fallen in the last decade, 
and some programs have closed (e.g., Carnegie Academy for the 
Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (CASTL) in the US; initiatives 
funded by the Higher Education Funding Council for England; and 
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the Australian Learning and Teaching Fellows scheme) or been cut 
back in terms of the reward given to recipients (e.g., UK National 
Teaching Fellowship Scheme). In contrast, at the institutional level, 
we have seen growth in the number of scholars being promoted, at 
least in part, on the basis of their excellence in teaching and in their 
support of and leadership in learning. 

With the growth in many countries of positions focused on 
educational support, career pathways have been developed, often 
up to full professorship. Evidence of excellence in teaching may be 
a necessary, but not sufficient, criterion for promotion and tenure, 
particularly at higher levels. If you are making a case for teaching 
excellence, some universities expect evidence of engagement with 
research into learning and teaching (Locke 2014). For example, a 
criterion for promotion of teaching-focused staff at level C and above 
at The University of Queensland since 2007 is “the dissemination 
of their work on the scholarship of teaching and learning including 
publication in high quality peer-reviewed outlets and other mech-
anisms appropriate for the discipline and target audience” (Univer-
sity of Queensland 2019). To promote the rewarding of educators 
and education leaders in research-intensive universities, Dilly Fung 
and Claire Gordon (2016, 6) argue for a “strength-based promotions 
strategy” in which “the criteria and the format of applications should 
enable an individual’s claim for promotion to be considered holisti-
cally, on the basis of the strength of the overall contribution made in 
their context, rather than through a standardised ‘tick box’ approach.” 
In a few disciplines, such as chemistry and medicine, specific posts as 
lecturers and professors in higher education are reasonably common, 
but they are rare in most subject areas.

As with the status of teaching versus research, there is concern that 
scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL) and pedagogic research 
do not have the same standing as discipline-based research in national 
research assessment exercises (Cotton, Miller, and Kneale 2017; Fang-
hanel et al. 2016; see also chapter 2). For several years in Hong Kong 
this concern was addressed by allowing participants to submit work to 
their research assessment exercise under any of Ernest Boyer’s (1990) 

Teaching Awards, Fellowships, and Promotions

https://ppl.app.uq.edu.au/content/5.70.17-criteria-academic-performance
https://ppl.app.uq.edu.au/content/5.70.17-criteria-academic-performance
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scholarships—discovery, integration, application, and teaching—thus 
extending what counted beyond just discovery research. They used 
the same criteria, as developed by Charles Glassick, Mary Huber, 
and Gene Maeroff (1997), to evaluate the submissions for all four 
scholarships with the addition of threshold, advanced, and exemplary 
levels (Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching 2006):

1. Goals of the project
2. Preparation for scholar’s work
3. Methods used to conduct work
4. Evidence gathered to demonstrate impact of work
5. Reflection on work
6. Communication of results to others 
Dilly Fung and Claire Gordon (2016, 7) argue that where educa-

tion-focused scholarship “is undertaken and where it makes a genuine 
impact on student education and on the practices of other educators, 
it should be recognised in promotion criteria alongside other mark-
ers of effectiveness and impact.” Kathleen McKinney (2007, 97-99) 
provides some useful advice on documenting SoTL work for the 
reward system. 

What Are Teaching Awards and Fellowships?
Though the nomenclature varies, teaching awards are usually made 
for past achievements, while many fellowships, though recognizing 
previous experience, also have expectations as to future activities 
by those appointed. Awards occur at institutional, national, and 
international levels. Thus, for example, at the University of New South 
Wales, Australia, you can apply to become a Scientia Education Fellow; 
at the University of Nebraska Omaha, US, you can be nominated for 
an outstanding teaching award; while at the University of Liverpool, 
UK, you can apply for a learning and teaching fellowship. Several 
countries have national teaching awards and fellowships, such as 3M 
Fellows in Canada, Ako Aotearoa national tertiary teaching awards in 
New Zealand, and the National Teaching Fellowships (NTFs) in the 
UK. There are also a few international-level programs, including HEA 
Fellowships, which, though based in the UK, have been adopted by 

https://www.education.unsw.edu.au/teaching/scientia-education-academy
https://www.unomaha.edu/faculty-support/teaching-excellence/2018-awards.php
https://www.liverpool.ac.uk/eddev/learning-and-teaching-fellowship-scheme/
https://www.stlhe.ca/awards/3m-national-teaching-fellowships
https://www.stlhe.ca/awards/3m-national-teaching-fellowships
https://ako.ac.nz/our-community/tertiary-teaching-excellence-awards/
https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/awards/teaching-excellence-awards/national-teaching-fellowship
https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/individuals/fellowship
https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/individuals/fellowship
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an increasing number of higher education institutions globally; and 
the ISSOTL Fellows Program, which is open to the international 
membership of the society. 

Most teaching awards and fellowships are interdisciplinary, but 
some are discipline-specific, for example, the Taylor & Francis Award  
for sustained contributions to teaching and learning of geography 
in higher education, Chemistry Educator of the Year in Australia, 
and the Law Teacher of the Year in the UK. The POD Network, in 
the US, has several awards, including the POD Innovation Award, 
which recognizes creative ideas for educational development, and the 
Robert J. Menges Award for Outstanding Research in Educational 
Development. 

How to Write Your Application for a Teaching Award, 
Fellowship, or Promotion
Given the wide range of different types of teaching awards, fellowships, 
and promotions, it is difficult to generalize about writing your 
application. Perhaps the most important advice is to ensure that 
you address all the application questions and criteria as fully as you 
are able within the constraints of the structure and the word limit 
requirements of the application. 

Some applications, particularly those for promotions, are largely 
based around the kind of material that appears in a curriculum vitae 
(CV) and involve completing a tightly structured application form. 
Others explicitly say not to include lists, instead emphasizing critical 
reflection and discussion of the evidence of impact of a selection of 
activities and experiences structured under a few broad headings, 
sometimes in the form of a portfolio. There are several useful guides 
to developing teaching portfolios (e.g., MacPherson Institute 2019; 
University of Hong Kong 2019; Weston and Timmermans 2007). 
Engaging in writing a reflective teaching portfolio can contribute 
to the development of a scholarly teaching community (Pelger and 
Larsson 2018). 

Examination of numerous examples of applications points to a 
set of topic areas and questions that appear frequently; we list these 

https://www.issotl.com/awards/issotl-fellows-program
https://www.rgs.org/about/medals-award/2018-awards/
https://raci.org.au/Web/Awards/National-Awards/RACI-Chemistry-Educator-of-the-Year-Award.aspx
https://global.oup.com/ukhe/lawresources/lawteacher/?cc=gb&lang=en&
https://podnetwork.org/resources/grants-and-awards/
https://podnetwork.org/resources/grants-and-awards/robert-j-menges-award/
https://podnetwork.org/resources/grants-and-awards/robert-j-menges-award/
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below in “Guiding Questions for Planning, Revising, and Refining 
an Application for a Teaching Award, Fellowship, or Promotion,” also 
available for download in the online resources. The weighting given 
to different aspects depends, of course, on the context of the specific 
application, with some applications placing the emphasis on evidence 
of excellence in teaching practice and others emphasizing evidencing 
the positive impact of your educational leadership. Some of the topic 
areas in the Guiding Questions may not be explicitly asked for in 
the application form, but if an interview or a dialogue is part of the 
application process, then that may be the place to cover them. 

Guiding Questions for Writing an Application for a 
Teaching Award, Fellowship, or Promotion*

A.  Your philosophy and context 
1. What is your teaching and learning philosophy and your 

philosophy of educational leadership? What principles and 
values underlie your teaching, support of learning, and lead-
ership practice? 

2. If you are applying outside your institution, how has the 
context of your institutional role and your discipline affected 
the opportunities you have had to develop your excellence? 
What is the status of and level of recognition for learning and 
teaching, and research into it, in your discipline and at your 
institution—and how has this affected you?

B.  Your story
3. How did you become passionate about teaching, support-

ing, and leading learning and, where appropriate, engaging in 
research into learning and teaching? 

4. What is your story and how might it best be illustrated with a 
selection of examples? What critical incidents in your develop-
ment as an excellent teacher, supporter, and leader of learning 
have you faced in your career? How did you respond, and 
what impact did those responses have on the quality of student 
learning or the teaching profession? 

http://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Guiding-Questions-for-an-Application-for-a-Teaching-Award-Fellowship-or-Promotion.docx
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C.  Your impact on students
5. What are your reflections on the key innovations you have 

developed as a teacher, supporter, and leader of learning? What 
rationale or theoretical frameworks underpinned them? What 
evidence do you have that they have had a beneficial impact 
on student learning and the teaching profession?

6. How have you incorporated research, scholarship, and evalu-
ation into your professional practice? What impact has your 
research into learning and teaching had on influencing and 
enhancing student learning?

D.  Your impact on colleagues
7. How have you supported and influenced your immediate 

colleagues to enhance their practice as teachers, supporters 
and leaders of learning, and their engagement in pedagogic 
research? What evidence do you have that your efforts, through 
supporting colleagues, have enhanced student learning or the 
teaching profession?

8. What impact have you had on colleagues beyond your depart-
ment at institutional, regional, national, and international levels?

E.  Your continuing professional development (CPD), its 
impact, and your future plans 

9. How do you ensure that you continually develop as an excel-
lent teacher, supporter, and leader of learning and as a peda-
gogic research practitioner? What difference has your CPD 
made to you, your students, and your colleagues? 

10. What is next? What are your plans for future projects and 
initiatives? How would this award/fellowship/promotion help 
your development and affect your students and colleagues?

*As with other sets of guidance questions in this book, select those questions 
that are relevant to your context, add others as appropriate, and decide the order 
in which you will address them to communicate effectively with your audience.

Preparing an application for a teaching award, fellowship, or 
promotion is a highly personal process that makes our identities as 
learning and teaching scholars explicit. Writing about our teaching, 
particularly in a critically reflective manner, does not come naturally to 
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many and can be quite an emotional experience. Not being success-
ful with such an application can be more upsetting than having 
our submissions in other writing genres rejected (see chapter 28). 
Though it is not common, we have all known colleagues who have 
been psychologically damaged by the experience. In Reflection 22.1 
a colleague reflects on the experience of applying for an NTF, but 
not being successful until the second attempt. For other reflections 
on people’s experiences of being NTFs, see Association of National 
Teaching Fellows (2018) and Advance HE “National Teaching Fellow-
ship Scheme 20th Anniversary.”

Reflection 22.1

The experience of writing a National Teaching Fellow-
ship application

Writing a claim for a National Teaching Fellowship was the hardest 
piece of writing I have ever done. Using clear evidence, I had to 
claim that I was an excellent lecturer and that I had helped others 
to be excellent. There’s one word for someone who proclaims 
their own excellence and that is “arrogant.” I despised having to 
write in this way, but I had a clear goal. My teaching incorporated 
sustainability into the English curriculum at a time (2008) when 
it was very rare to consider the continuing ability of the Earth 
to support life within the walls of an English classroom. I wanted 
to share with others that it is possible to do so, and that it can be 
done successfully, both in terms of developing students’ awareness 
of issues of great importance to their future and in terms of devel-
oping their subject-specific academic ability. The NTF claim was an 
intensely personal account of teaching philosophy and experience, 
and writing it helped me to reflect on what I was doing, why I 
was doing it, and how I could do it better. But I was unsuccessful 
in my application the first time and it hit me hard—it was such 
a personal account that my claim to excellence being rejected 
felt like I had been rejected as a professional and a person. But I 

http://ntf-association.com/national-teaching-fellows/what-do-people-get-out-of-being-a-national-teaching-fellow/
http://ntf-association.com/national-teaching-fellows/what-do-people-get-out-of-being-a-national-teaching-fellow/
https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/awards/teaching-excellence-awards/NTFSis20
https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/awards/teaching-excellence-awards/NTFSis20
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understood what I had to do to improve, and I was successful the 
second time round.

Arran Stibbe is a professor of ecological linguistics at the University of 
Gloucestershire, UK.

There are several useful guides to completing particular parts of 
applications, such as writing your philosophy of teaching and learning 
and your educational leadership philosophy (Berenson and Kenny 
2016; Chism 1998; Kenny, Jeffs, and Berenson 2015; Schönwetter 
et al. 2002). The sponsors of teaching awards and fellowships often 
provide guidance of their own, though advice from others may also 
be available. For an example on applying for an NTF, see the relevant 
page of the Advance HE website, but also look at the advice given 
by people who have supported successful applicants (e.g., Healey 
and Healey 2019). For some reflections on excellence and scholar-
ship in teaching see Healey (2011). Advice on applying for an HEA 
Fellowship follows. 

Applying for a HEA Fellowship: Meeting the 
Requirements of the UKPSF
Although HEA Fellows originated in the UK, there is an increasing 
number of them around the world: at the end of 2019 there were 
over 125,000 HEA Fellows, 6,500 of them outside the UK. Being 
awarded a fellowship is a clear indication that you value professional 
development in your higher education career, and it demonstrates 
your commitment to teaching, learning, and the student experience 
through engagement in a practical process that encourages research, 
reflection, and development. You can apply directly to Advance HE, 
or you can apply through an institutionally based program, if your 
institution has been accredited. 

The UK Professional Standards Framework is core to the process. 
It provides a comprehensive set of professional standards and guide-
lines for those involved in teaching and supporting learning in higher 
education, which can be applied to personal development programs 
at the individual or institutional level to improve teaching quality. 

https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/awards/teaching-excellence-awards/national-teaching-fellowship
https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/awards/teaching-excellence-awards/national-teaching-fellowship
https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/ukpsf
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The framework identifies the diverse range of teaching and support 
roles and environments. These are reflected and are expressed in the 
Dimensions of Professional Practice, with higher education teaching 
and learning support defined as:

• areas of activity undertaken by teachers and those that support 
learning

• core knowledge needed to carry out those activities at the 
appropriate level

• professional values that individuals performing these activities 
should exemplify.

There are four fellowship descriptors, each of which has its own 
criteria and application process—Associate Fellowship, Fellowship, 
Senior Fellowship, and Principal Fellowship. There is a self-assessment 
tool to help you select the most appropriate category based on your 
recent experiences of teaching, supporting learning, and leadership. 
The categories are not sequential, and it may be very appropriate 
for someone providing learning support to retire with an Associate 
Fellowship and a head of department to finish their career with 
a Senior Fellowship. Most people apply for fellowship in writing, 
although some obtain Associate Fellowship or Fellowship through 
successfully passing part or all of an accredited postgraduate certif-
icate in teaching and learning. Some institutions integrate dialogue 
as part of their accredited application process, usually as an option 
and based on a presentation and some documentation (Pilkington 
2017; Smart et al. 2019).

In addition to the resources available on the Advance HE website, 
John Lea and Nigel Purcell provide a useful overview of applying for 
an HEA Fellowship (Lea and Purcell 2015; Purcell and Lea 2015), 
while the collection of chapters edited by Jackie Potter and Rebecca 
Turner gives a helpful discussion of how to become recognized as 
an experienced professional teacher (i.e., Senior Fellow) (Potter and 
Turner 2018). Among the points they emphasize is the importance 
of choosing a limited selection of examples of your practices and 
strategies to discuss how your experiences meet the dimensions and 
descriptor criteria; the need to go beyond description to reflect on 

https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/individuals/fellowship
https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/news-and-views/introducing-the-fellowship-category-tool
https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/news-and-views/introducing-the-fellowship-category-tool
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and evidence the impact you have had on students and colleagues 
by answering the “so what?” and “then what?” questions; and, where 
appropriate, putting your practices and strategies in the context of 
the scholarly literature (Brown 2018). A series of podcasts on making 
a successful application for Principal Fellow is also available. Purcell 
and Lea (2015) provide some sound advice on how to make your 
application personal, individual, reflective, scholarly, evidence-based, 
aligned (with the UKPSF), current, and sufficient. Peter Scales (2017) 
maps the activities, knowledge, and values of the UKPSF in each 
chapter of his book, An Introduction to Learning and Teaching in Higher 
Education.

Preparing Your Application
Preparation for a teaching award, fellowship, or promotion can begin 
several years before you apply (Healey and Healey 2019; Pritchard, 
Wisker, and Potter 2018; Winter et al. 2018). So, you should begin 
assembling evidence and materials along the way and look for 
opportunities that will enhance your applications as part of your 
CPD and publication plans (see chapter 29). As Ruth Healey (personal 
communication, July 2, 2019) notes, there are “several different 
ways you may demonstrate ‘excellence’ without arrogance (e.g., 
collecting a ‘happy’ file of quotes from people about your work, 
student course evaluations, and grade improvements).” There are also 
recommendations for institutions as to how they can support the 
preparation of applicants (Healey and Healey 2019), ensure that their 
promotion practices take full account of education-focused scholarship 
(Fung and Gordon 2016), and consider how they can contribute to a 
culture of teaching enhancement beyond the recognition of individual 
practice (Seppala and Smith 2019).

Over to You
In this chapter we have explored writing an application for a teaching 
award, fellowship, or promotion based, at least in part, on your 
excellence as a teacher, supporter, and leader of learning. Success 
in these applications can be a turning point in the development of 

https://advancehescotland.podbean.com/
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your career as our opening quote illustrates, and as Mick has also 
experienced (Healey 2019). Questions to address about teaching 
award, fellowship, and promotion applications include:

• In the next three years, which teaching award, fellowship, and 
promotion opportunities will you consider putting in an appli-
cation for?

• What can you do to develop experiences and evidence that 
will support your applications for these and other opportunities 
as they arise?

• Which of the four dimensions of the Professional Standards 
Framework provide the best fit for your experiences of teaching, 
supporting learning, and leadership in learning? 
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PART 5

WRITING EFFICIENTLY,  
EFFECTIVELY, AND ENERGIZINGLY

The When, Where, and How of Writing

Introduction to Part 5

The overarching theme of this part of the book is how you might 
write about learning and teaching in efficient, effective, and energizing 
ways that strike a balance between, on the one hand, working within 
established structures and expectations for writing and, on the other, 
pushing beyond those structures and expectations. Through the stages 
of beginning, developing, and refining a text, you need to create an 
approach that is efficient, effective, and energizing for you. As we have 
maintained throughout this book, that approach will depend on what 
conversations about learning and teaching you hope to contribute 
to and create, who you are and want to become as a learning and 
teaching scholar, what values you embrace as a writer, and how you 
use writing to learn. 

The set of chapters in this part of the book pose questions and 
offer recommendations for how to develop such an approach. It 
includes a discussion of allotting time and choosing space to write 
(chapter 23); writing and rewriting your draft (chapter 24); becom-
ing an engaging writer (chapter 25); and seeking networks, critical 
friends, and feedback as a social and developmental process (chapter 
26). These steps toward writing in ways that are efficient, effective, and 
energizing might not unfold in such a linear sequence; indeed, they 
are far more recursive and interactive than this list suggests. Although 
this section might be seen as the most practical of the guidelines 
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we offer, we urge you to keep in mind how these more technical 
considerations are informed and guided by the threads we name in 
part 2 and weave throughout this book: contributing to and creating 
conversations with fellow learning and teaching scholars, shaping and 
building your identity and values as a learning and teaching scholar, 
and using writing to learn.

As you read the chapters in part 5, you might want to reconsider 
the questions we posed in the introduction to part 2, reframed here 
in terms of what is efficient, effective, and energizing for you. By 
“efficient” we mean that you have considered and made an informed 
judgment about how best to use your time. By “effective” we mean 
that the choices you have made allow you to succeed in meeting your 
goals. By “energizing” we mean that the choices you have made allow 
you to experience, generate, and benefit from, not just “use,” energy.

• Is your approach efficient and effective in preparing you to 
engage in conversation with particular learning and teaching 
communities? 

• Does your approach capture your commitments as a writer and 
convey them to others in a way that is efficient, effective, and 
energizing for you? 

• Does your approach allow you to address in an efficient, effec-
tive, and energizing way what matters to you about writing? 

• In what ways does your approach allow you to engage in writ-
ing to learn in a way that is efficient, effective, and energizing?

• Is your overall approach “active and energizing” (Sword 2017a, 
206)?

After you address these questions, you might want to return to 
your responses to the parallel questions in part 2 and look for inter-
esting echoes or new sounds in and of your voice. 
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CHAPTER 23

ALLOTTING TIME AND  
CHOOSING SPACE TO WRITE

The Importance of Figuring Out  
What Works for You

I urge my colleagues and students to leave behind their hair 
shirts of scholarly guilt when they enter the house of writing. 
Productivity, it turns out, is a broad church that tolerates many 
creeds. (Sword 2016, 320-21)

As Helen Sword implies in the above quote, everyone experiences 
the conditions for and processes of writing in a different way, and 
productivity can result from all of them. Building on this earlier 
work, Sword identifies the “BASE” habits of successful writing 
practice: discipline and persistence (behavioral); craftsmanship and 
care (artisanal); collegiality and collaboration (social); and positivity 
and pleasure (emotional) (Sword 2017b). 

While all these habits are important, which ones need to be 
foregrounded may depend on the genre you are writing in. As Ruth 
Healey (personal communication, July 2, 2019) notes, the genre you 
are writing in at any given time may affect both where and how 
you write: 

In approaching something that is more of a personal 
experience, I can smash out ideas in relatively short 
time frames and come back to it easily as it’s all in my 
head already, but when I’m trying to comprehend/

Writing Efficiently, Effectively, and 
Energizingly
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communicate more complex theoretical ideas or inter-
pret empirical evidence, I need longer time frames. 

Time and space are dimensions of reality in which we all live, 
yet we each experience different kinds and degrees of choice and 
control over them, depending on our current positions, goals, life 
circumstances and responsibilities, and more. Therefore, this chapter 
poses a series of questions that will help you discern which time 
frames, spaces, and habits work best for you as a writer.

Allotting Time to Write
Whether you are a senior academic with lots of institutional 
responsibilities, a newer academic trying to develop a teaching and 
writing persona, a professional staff member, or a student scholar 
managing an undergraduate or graduate workload, creating time for 
writing can be a challenge. 

As Paul Silvia (2018) argues, you need to allot—rather than find—
time for writing by prioritizing and being creative, and that takes 
dedication and discipline. You may find helpful a highly structured 
set of steps for designating time and being productive, such as that 
provided by Robert Boice (1990). Chris Smith (2019) more recently 
found that productive writers have a system for writing, and what 
the system is does not matter as much as deliberately having one. As 
Helen Sword (2016, 320-21) reminds us, there is no one right way to 
make time for and manage your writing. Instead, she suggests reading 
books and attending workshops or courses that will make you feel 
more confident in your writing style and “forming collaborative rela-
tionships premised on emotional support rather than on disciplinary 
sanctions” (321)—points she reinforces in the “S” of her “BASE.” 
To help yourself get clear on what might work for you in terms of 
allotting time to write in a regular way, consider these questions: 

Are you, by nature, a morning, afternoon, or evening person? 
Some people (like Alison) wake up on their own every day long 
before the sun comes up and are most alert and energetic at that time. 
Other people are “night owls” and no amount of coffee can clear 
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their heads for writing before midnight. What time of day is best for 
you? If possible, try to write at a time of day when you are at your 
most alert and energetic.

What is the ideal stretch of time for you to get substantive 
writing done?
Are you most productive and satisfied with your work when you write 
in short, regular bursts, do you need longer, uninterrupted stretches, 
or can you mix and match these options? Do you need “warm-up 
time” or can you jump right in? Can you do some writing tasks 
(e.g., checking sources and references) in short bursts (15–30 minutes 
between other responsibilities) and focus in longer stretches on other 
aspects of writing (e.g., composing, revising)? No amount of time is 
too small to help form yourself into a writer, provided that it is taken 
up regularly so that you are making steady progress week by week. 

What kind of flexibility do you have in your schedule?
If you have flexibility, can you arrange your schedule so that you 
can designate certain, regular times for writing that fall during your 
most alert and energetic times and that fit with the rest of your 
responsibilities? If you do not have flexibility, can you identify and 
protect some regular times for writing?

How will you keep track of your writing?
How do you maintain the thread of writing over time if you can’t 
write in one concentrated period? Margy MacMillan (personal 
communication, July 25, 2019) suggests that, at the end of periods 
where you have gotten a lot done, it is helpful to use a journal with 
entries that recap what you accomplished for when you can return 
to the project. What kind of weekly calendar or planner can you keep 
in which you commit (in writing!) to writing? How will you reward 
yourself for making progress? Positive psychology tells us that this is 
important. Promising yourself little rewards, such as a cup of coffee 
or a walk, when you have completed a particular task, for example, 
writing a page or drafting a section, can be self-motivating. Beyond 
daily planning, what kind of longer-term publication plan can you 
create for yourself (see chapter 29)?

Allotting Time and Choosing Space to Write
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How you respond to all these questions will help you clarify who 
you are as a writer (and, perhaps, how you might need to evolve), 
how who you are intersects with what else you need to do, and what 
kinds of structures you need to put into place to ensure that you 
find time for writing. As Pat Hutchings (personal communication, 
June 10, 2019) notes, “I have increasingly heard people talking about 
writing as a practice—i.e., something with routines and rituals, like 
yoga or Tai Chi or prayer perhaps.” This point links to several of the 
points of Helen Sword’s (2017b) “BASE,” including the behaviors of 
discipline and persistence, the artisanal habits of craftsmanship and 
care, and the emotional habits of positivity and pleasure. What does 
or could your writing practice look like? 

Choosing Space to Write
How your writing space feels matters, unless you are like Kelly with 
two young children (see Our Perspectives 23.1), in which case time 
is more important than space. Some people write best in bustling 
cafés and others in secluded silence, but there is more to what makes 
a space conducive to writing than noise level. Also, if you have the 
luxury of choice, consider aesthetics, temperature, lighting, and other 
atmospheric qualities when you choose a space to write. 

To help yourself get clear on what might work for you in terms 
of choosing space to write, consider these questions:

What qualities of space do you need for writing? 
Which spaces draw you, make you feel able to focus, inspire you, 
or otherwise are conducive to writing? Do you have access to your 
own space, or do you carve out an area within a larger shared space?

What else is in the space? 
Does clutter bother you and, if so, can you clear it out? Can you 
decorate the space to make it your own? Do you have a comfortable 
chair? A desk at the right height? How a space is filled can support 
or hinder your writing efforts.
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What kind of lighting helps you write? 
A space that has insufficient light to illuminate what you are reading 
or composing is obviously not conducive to writing, but neither is a 
space that is too bright or has artificial lighting that makes a buzzing 
sound or some such distraction. Helen Sword (2016, 321; see also 
2017b) has long argued for seeking out writing venues “filled with 
light and air.” 

How you respond to all these questions will help you clarify 
what you need in terms of physical environment as a writer. Having 
some choice in creating your writing space is part of a larger sense 
of agency you need to develop as a writer, even if you have to carve 
out a space that is less than ideal.

Our Perspectives 23.1

Times and spaces we find for writing

Kelly: My life is crazy with two small kids at home and a work 
schedule filled with weekly meetings and teaching blocks. So long 
spans of time for writing or week-long writing retreats/vacations 
are not possible. All I need for writing is myself and something to 
write on. For example, I once wrote an editorial using a basic note-
pad app on my phone in between infant feedings. After a month, 
I had the bones of the piece drafted. If I had waited for the right 
lighting and ambience, well, I would still be waiting. For years, I 
harbored the dream of place, space, and time for writing, and it was 
not helpful for me. Now, I prioritize writing—not planning the 
space and time for writing. I also accept that it is not possible for 
me to write every day, yet I can write almost anywhere when I have 
the time. I do schedule one work day per week for writing (taken 
over by other tasks 60% of the time), and I can sit for six hours 
straight writing before hunger and bathroom breaks disrupt me.

Mick: Throughout my career I’ve always done my writing at home. 
Now that I am independent, I am based at home. I rarely start work 
before 9am and contrary to many of the time management guides, 



260 | WRiTiNG ABOUT LEARNiNG AND TEACHiNG

I like to clear as many emails as possible before I start reading or 
writing. Sometimes that means waiting until after lunch. I appre-
ciate a late afternoon siesta, as this gives me the energy to work 
for three or four more hours in the evening. Weekends are often 
the most productive times as there are fewer emails! However, 
it’s not all work. I also take the dogs for a walk and play tennis 
when I am at home. I work best in my study at my desk where I 
overlook the garden, though on a nice summer day I’ll take my 
laptop and work in the garden. I travel a lot, and I find that train 
journeys can be quite productive, as long as I remember to take my 
headphones to listen to classical music and block out distracting 
noise. I keep mundane tasks, such as preparing a list of references, 
for while I watch TV.

Alison: I do my best writing in the (very) early mornings, in the 
solitude of any silent space I can sit with my laptop computer. I am 
a morning person, and I often spend a couple of hours between 
5:00 (or even 4:00) and 7:00 working on my writing before the sun 
rises and before my daughter wakes up. I can also spend full days 
writing and need to remind myself to take breaks, walk outside, eat 
something. I need absolute silence to write (well, wind and rain 
don’t bother me, but almost everything else does), so busy times of 
day and loud places like cafés or airports really don’t work for me.

Your perspective: What times and spaces do you find for writing?

Over to You
Time and space are dimensions over which you will have varying 
degrees of control. What can you do to maximize your use of the time 
and space available to you? Keep in mind that writing for different 
genres might affect where and how you write. For example, if you 
are writing about more personal experiences that are in your head 
already, you might need less time; if you are trying to comprehend or 
communicate more complex theoretical ideas or interpret empirical 
evidence, you might need more time. Consider, too, where you are 
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based—in a single- or multi-campus university—or whether you 
want to connect with colleagues at nearby campuses. Do you want to 
share space or work on a non-home campus in a pre-booked room 
nice and quietly where no one can find you? 

Addressing the following questions may help inform your deci-
sions about allotting time and making space to write:

• What do you know about yourself as a writer? Are you, by 
nature, a morning, afternoon, or evening person? What is the 
ideal stretch of time for you to get substantive writing done?

• How does who you are as a writer intersect with your life and 
how you keep track of your writing? 

• How can you make steady progress week by week?
• What qualities of space do you need for writing, and what is 

or could be in your writing space? 
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CHAPTER 24

WRITING AND REWRITING YOUR DRAFT
The Writing Process as Iterative

When we write we not only produce text, we also produce 
ourselves as scholars. (Thomson 2015)

In this opening quote, Pat Thomson reminds us that writing produces 
both texts and selves. As with many dimensions of writing, there are 
numerous texts, including those we reference repeatedly throughout 
these chapters, to guide you through the various and multiple steps of 
drafting. We do not reiterate all or even much of that kind of detailed 
guidance because doing so is both unnecessary (since others have 
already done an excellent job, for example, in the works authored and 
co-authored by Pat Thomson) and impossible (in the space we have). 
Instead, we focus in this chapter on the key considerations that you, 
as a new or experienced author, should keep in mind when writing 
for the different genres we include in this book and as you strive to 
produce yourself as a particular kind of scholar. 

Below we offer some general recommendations for drafting texts 
about learning and teaching that should apply across all genres, and 
then we discuss the importance of clearly articulating your argument. 
Then, we move through each genre, offering questions you might 
ask yourself as you draft. These questions are intended to help you 
keep in mind how, in your drafting process, you are working toward 
engaging in conversation with fellow learning and teaching scholars, 
clarifying and shaping your values and identities as a learning and 
teaching scholar, and using writing to learn.
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Recommendations for Drafting across All Kinds of 
Genres
As we noted in the introduction to part 5 of this book, we hope 
that, as you develop and refine your writing, you will strive for the 
most generative balance between, on the one hand, working within 
established structures and expectations for writing and, on the other, 
pushing beyond those structures and expectations. The reason for this 
is both to stretch yourself as a writer and as a scholar of learning and 
teaching and to help the structures and expectations of the various 
genres become more accommodating of a diversity of authors. When 
you set out to draft a text, no matter what genre you are working 
within, we recommend that you do the following:

familiarize or Re-familiarize yourself with the Expectations for 
the Genre

• Which of the expectations is it essential that you meet (e.g., 
including components such as a literature review for an empir-
ical research article; achieving a particular word count; refer-
encing other work that has been published in that journal or 
outlet)?

• Which of the expectations might be more flexible (e.g., meth-
ods; voice [passive or active]; person [first or third])?

• With which of the expectations are you most comfortable and 
familiar? Do you want to start with writing toward meeting 
those, to give you a boost in energy and confidence, or save 
those for when you need a boost?

Capture your ideas informally
• Consider keeping a diary, journal, or document on your 

computer or smartphone with you at all times and jot down 
thoughts as they come to you—or speak them into a smart-
phone or other recording device. If you wait until you get to 
your regular writing place and time, you may have forgotten 
them.

• When you are ready to sit down and write, you may also want 
to speak first. Writing can feel like a real risk or a commitment 

Writing and Rewriting Your Draft
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for some people. So, as Margy MacMillan (personal commu-
nication, July 25, 2019) suggests: “Talk it through with your 
phone set to record. Sometimes we can be freer in getting the 
ideas out in speaking rather than writing—even better if you 
use something that can convert voice to text automatically.”

• As Kathryn Sutherland describes in Reflection 7.1 (The expe-
rience of using Thomson and Kamler’s (2013) three types of 
collaborative writing), you might try the “type-talk” technique 
with a colleague or critical friend, whereby one person talks 
and the other types, and then you switch roles.

make an Outline 
• Consider making an outline that includes the required sections 

of the genre or, if there are not required sections, the order in 
which you want to make your points. 

• To structure your outline, you can use the Guiding Questions 
included in chapters 12-22; these questions also appear in the 
online resources.

• To start with, simply jot notes or write/paste in bits and pieces 
you want to be sure to include. It can be helpful to see them 
organized in outline form like this before you start writing.

• It can be helpful to make an outline at any stage of the drafting 
process, including part way through or even at the end. As staff 
at almost any university writing center will contend, writing 
an outline allows you to see the bigger picture to more easily 
identify lack of flow and logic. Outlines serve different functions 
and help you address different writing questions at different 
stages of writing.

Give yourself Permission to fill in Text in Whatever Order 
Works for you

• Some people work best if they make their way through from the 
beginning to end of a draft, starting by writing an introduction 
(even if they know it will likely change), then mapping out the 
subsequent sections.
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• Other people can get more writing accomplished if they plug 
in bits and pieces of different parts of their draft when they feel 
inspired or have the time. For instance, you might have done 
some reading of literature that you want to be sure to include, 
so you work on that part of the draft first. Or, you might have 
some key insights or lessons that you know you want to empha-
size in a discussion section, so you can start with articulating 
preliminary versions of those.

Revise but Do Not Perfect as you Draft
• There is an important difference between revising, rethinking, 

and redrafting, on the one hand, and putting pressure on yourself 
to capture exactly what you want to say in each sentence or 
section as you go. Many good writers write what Anne Lamott 
(1994, 21) calls “shitty first drafts,” and she reminds us that “this 
is how they end up with good second drafts and terrific third 
drafts.” Let the drafting be iterative, organic if you prefer, or 
even messy. 

• Keep copies of each draft, giving each document a clear file 
name, such as with a short title and date or v1, v2, which will 
help you keep track of which is the most recent (rather than 
“latest draft,” which will not be helpful).

• Consider preparing a version that is under the word limit, 
because reviewers almost always ask for more—more explana-
tion, more references, more supporting data, more implications. 
Having a manuscript under the word count gives you a little 
wiggle room (or else you will have to cut as you add in responses 
to reviewer requests).

seek input and feedback at key Points 
While it makes sense to spend some time gathering, drafting, 
rethinking, and revising your work on your own, it is also helpful to 
seek input and feedback from critical friends at various points. As we 
discuss in chapter 26, it is essential to develop networks and groups 
of critical friends whom you can ask for feedback. 
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• How might it be helpful to you to talk through your ideas with 
a critical friend before starting to draft?

• Which of your critical friends might be best suited to reading 
a very rough and messy draft when you are in the early stages 
in order to help you shape it and give it direction?

• Which of your critical friends is particularly good at getting 
you unstuck when you are stuck on a writing project?

• How do you decide when your draft is nearly finished and 
would benefit from a critical read to help you complete or 
polish it?

These general guidelines should be helpful to you across genres. In 
Reflection 24.1, we quote a blog post by Pat Thomson (2019f) in 
which she outlines how she goes about drafting a paper. 

Reflection 24.1

Writing a draft paper

“I write in chunks. I’m doing it right now as I’m book writing 
under deadline pressure. . . .

“Here’s how I do it. To begin, I spend time writing an initial road 
map—a tiny text [Thomson 2019g]—for the paper or chapter. I 
then amass the various bits and pieces that I think I’m going to 
use—quotations, bits of data (my writing mise-en-place [Thomson 
2012]). I often have various books and PDFs open on my desk-
top and on the floor. At this point I’m ready to write chunks. I 
always start with the introductory chunk, as this sets the tone and 
argument thread for the whole piece. After I have the intro done 
I revisit my tiny text and make any adjustments I need to. I then 
work out how many steps there are in the argument to come. Each 
step is a section of the paper with heading. Each step is a chunk. . . .

“Writing in chunks is not the same as writing to a word count or 
writing to time. Chunk writing usually looks and feels a bit stop-
and-startish while it’s happening. I work consistently at the screen 
but swap between referencing, copying, or cutting and pasting. 
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Sometimes it becomes obvious that I need something not at hand 
and I’ll either stop and find it, or leave a marker that I can come 
back to at the end of the chunk-writing. I do a clean-up at the end. 

“Chunk writing always seems quite creative, seeing the various 
elements come together. I like to keep the flow going so that, in 
reality, I spend more time on writing new text than in inserting 
or hunting and gathering. I also try not to edit what I’ve done too 
much as I know that this is a first draft. I’ll get another go. And 
another. Writing a chunk of text, of variable length, but usually 
between one and two thousand words—sometimes a bit shorter 
or longer—usually takes me the best part of a morning. . . .

“For me, the magic trick in writing in chunks comes from focusing 
on one step in the argument at a time. I keep the current step at 
the forefront of my mind. I don’t worry about what’s come before 
or what is to come next. I don’t get distracted by the whole. I just 
focus on this bit. Here. Now. You write a whole [chunk], not a 
part. You stop when you’re done. And it’s very satisfying to make 
the last full stop knowing that you have advanced the chapter by 
taking that one more step.”

(Source: Pat Thomson 2019f. Reproduced by permission of the author.)

Pat Thomson is a professor of education at the University of Nottingham, 
UK.

The Importance of Clarifying Your Argument
Writing produces text and selves, as Pat Thomson notes in the quote 
at the beginning of this chapter. It does this through intentional and 
iterative processes of shaping and reshaping arguments. As the term 
suggests, an argument is a single, clear reason or a more complex 
set of reasons presented with the goal of convincing or persuading 
someone of a way of thinking or a way of being. An argument might 
contend that a particular idea or approach is right or wrong, but as 
genres expand, so too must the notion of an argument to include not 
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only “over against” points but also “yes, and” discussions. For some 
genres, for instance, such as reflective essays and stories, an argument 
might be a demonstration or narrative that aims to convince readers 
of the importance of considering something they had not thought 
about previously—not to replace but to expand existing perceptions. 
The iterative process of writing allows you to clarify and convey 
your argument. Ron Barnett provides a useful discussion of this in 
our online resource, “The Distinction between Thesis, Argument, 
and Argumentation.”

As with all aspects of writing, your identities and values will shape 
what you argue, as will having a sense of the audience you aim to 
persuade, present with a particular perspective, or encourage to build 
on and expand previous understandings. Ensure that your argument 
is clear, strong, and compelling by being aware of how dimensions 
of your identity inform your perspective and what you argue, and by 
considering the logic, line of reasoning, or narrative that will convey 
your argument to a particular audience. In keeping with our meta-
phor of conversation, imagine that you are actually in dialogue with 
someone or with a particular group, and consider how you might 
best communicate with them. 

The way you develop your argument and the evidence you use 
to support it depends in part on the genre in which you are writing. 
An argument can be a perspective (as in an opinion piece); it can be 
a call for a change in practice based on evidence of the outcomes of 
such a revision (as in an empirical research article); or, as noted above, 
it can be more of a demonstration of an important experience. The 
basic questions you want to address here include whom you are trying 
to convince of what and why, or whether your writing is striving 
instead to communicate an understanding rather than convince. 

Recommendations for Drafting by Kinds of Genre
Below we offer recommendations for each genre, which can be 
downloaded in a table format in the online resource, “Overview of 
the Eleven Genres to Support Writing Drafts.”

https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/writing-about-learning/thesis-argument-argumentation/
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/writing-about-learning/thesis-argument-argumentation/
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Overview-of-11-Genres-to-Support-Writing-Drafts.pdf
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Overview-of-11-Genres-to-Support-Writing-Drafts.pdf
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Empirical Research Articles
Use the Guiding Questions on page 121 or in the online resources 
to create an outline for yourself.
What to keep in mind while drafting: While the strict requirements 
of an empirical research article might seem constraining to some, they 
can also be seen as providing a clear structure that you can work, 
and even wiggle, within. In particular, they afford you the flexibility 
to jump around among the sections, as we suggest in our general 
guidelines above, filling in different parts when you have time and 
are in that frame of mind (to describe methods, for instance, which 
is more technical, or to work on the discussion, which requires more 
creativity and analysis).
Questions you might ask yourself as you draft: What particular 
contribution do my data, argument, and implications have to offer? 
How am I situating those within larger, ongoing conversations or 
positioning them to start a new conversation?

Theoretical and Conceptual Articles
Use the Guiding Questions on page 136 or in the online resources 
to create an outline for yourself.
What to keep in mind while drafting: Your theoretical or 
conceptual article aims to provoke, deepen, or expand thinking about 
learning and teaching, so you should ensure that you keep front and 
center in your mind how your draft is doing that.
Questions you might ask yourself as you draft: How does 
the point I am making here provoke, deepen, or expand thinking? 
Of course, every point you make does not need to do that in, of, 
and by itself, but if you endeavor to address the question repeatedly, 
you might find interesting patterns or themes that help clarify your 
argument as you write.

Literature Reviews
Use the Guiding Questions on page 148 or in the online resources 
to create an outline for yourself.
What to keep in mind while drafting: Because a freestanding 
literature review is primarily an analysis of what has already 

https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/writing-about-learning/book-resources/
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/writing-about-learning/book-resources/
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/writing-about-learning/book-resources/
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been published, albeit within a new frame and possibly opening 
new directions for thinking, it gives you an opportunity to join 
a conversation about learning and teaching from your particular 
perspective as a new, experienced, or student scholar without having 
to generate new data or a new conceptual model. Your synthesis 
should go beyond summarizing the literature and produce new 
insights and often a new framework.
Questions you might ask yourself as you draft: How does the 
point I am making here help readers understand in a new way what 
has already been presented or argued?

Case studies
Use the Guiding Questions on page 158 or in the online resources 
to create an outline for yourself.
What to keep in mind while drafting: Contributing a discussion of 
a particular approach in your own practice affords you an opportunity 
to present yourself as a learning and teaching scholar and also invites 
potential dialogue and collaboration around the practice you present.
Questions you might ask yourself as you draft: What is this a 
case study of? What is most compelling and important about this case 
study to me as an author? What might readers find most compelling 
and inspiring? 

Books and Edited Collections
Use the Guiding Questions on page 174 (for books) or 177 (for 
edited collections) or in the online resources to create an outline for 
yourself.
What to keep in mind while drafting: For a book proposal 
ensure your passion for the subject matter comes through as well as 
the need for the book and the potential market. 

As an author or authors drafting a book, among your principle 
concerns will be organization, breadth, and depth. You are telling a 
larger and longer story than in any other genre we discuss, and so 
you need to map out and regularly check whether you are achieving 
the best balance between breadth and depth as you work within a 
word limit. Regularly return to the theme or focus of the text and 

https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/writing-about-learning/book-resources/
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/writing-about-learning/book-resources/
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ask yourself if you are still addressing that theme or focus and how 
you can ensure coherence. 

As an editor of a collection, you will also need to consider orga-
nization, breadth, and depth, but in terms of other people’s writing 
rather than your own. When you invite chapters, consider providing 
a template or outline that asks authors to address the same points as 
all other authors in the collection, but of course in their own ways 
and focused on their own contributions. As you offer feedback and 
guidance to chapter authors, consider ways in which you can ensure 
a coherent experience for your readers, reminding authors to address 
the sections of the outline provided.
Questions you might ask yourself as you draft: Have I articulated 
or invited a sufficiently diverse set of perspectives? Are the chapters 
organized in the best order to build into an engaging and coherent 
whole? 

For a book proposal: Why is there a need for this book? What is 
the overarching argument? 

For a book: Am I deepening, expanding, or otherwise developing 
the argument as I move through the book, or, alternatively, offering 
a logical series of perspectives from different angles?

For an edited collection: Are we ensuring that each chapter has 
integrity but also that there is consistency across chapters?

Conference and Workshop Presentations
Use the Guiding Questions on page 187 or in the online resources 
to create an outline for yourself.
What to keep in mind while drafting: Many people find it best 
to avoid writing out your presentation, as reading from a script is 
rarely effective. Drafting some outline notes in bullet format that 
you memorize and use as prompts when you talk to your audience 
is much better than attempting to read a script, because how we talk 
and how we write are significantly different, for example, in terms 
of length and construction of sentences. You need to make sure the 
connections and transitions are clear and be prepared to respond 
to real-time input and feedback—questions and suggestions from 
participants. For a workshop devote as much time to designing the 

https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/writing-about-learning/book-resources/
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activities as designing the presentation portion of the workshop. For 
posters the layout and design are as important as the content.
Questions you might ask yourself as you draft: Will this 
[statement, activity] be clear and accessible on a first hearing? Is the 
series of steps I am moving through/asking participants to move 
through logical and compelling and will they lead them to engage 
productively with the topic?

Reflective Essays
Use the Guiding Questions on page 199 or in the online resources 
to create an outline for yourself.
What to keep in mind while drafting: Reflective essays are not 
necessarily trying to prove or convince but rather to convey the 
particulars of a lived experience and their significance.
Questions you might ask yourself as you draft: In what ways 
am I conveying the lived experience I am describing and analyzing?

Opinion Pieces
Use the Guiding Questions on page 212 or in the online resources 
to create an outline for yourself.
What to keep in mind while drafting: In an opinion piece you are 
conveying your own particular perspective, so you need to consider 
how best to make that “hearable” and compelling to readers who may 
not have thought of what you address or may disagree.
Questions you might ask yourself as you draft: What is my main 
argument? What voice or perspective am I adding to the ongoing 
conversation about learning and teaching and why is it important?

stories
Use the Guiding Questions on page 225 or in the online resources 
to create an outline for yourself.
What to keep in mind while drafting: Since a story is a narrative, 
an attempt to capture and convey something you have experienced or 
witnessed but without the necessity to prove or convince, your focus 
can be on the details that will bring the experience most vividly alive 
for readers. Stories might be the most challenging genre in which 

https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/writing-about-learning/book-resources/
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/writing-about-learning/book-resources/
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/writing-about-learning/book-resources/
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to gain enough distance from the content to convey it effectively to 
readers, so try to be cognizant of that challenge as you are drafting.
Questions you might ask yourself as you draft: In what ways 
am I moving from writer-based to reader-based prose—from writing 
for myself as audience to work through my ideas to writing for an 
external audience, someone not inside my own head?

social media
Use the Guiding Questions on page 238 or in the online resources 
to create an outline for yourself.
What to keep in mind while drafting: Social media, including 
blog posts, listserv messages, or tweets, allow you to play with the 
format in creative ways and to write outside of narrow academic 
constraints. Drafting involves writing text along with consideration 
of the format, images, and hyperlinks to other outlets.
Questions you might ask yourself as you draft: What do I want 
readers to take away from my social media contribution and how do 
I want to express myself as a writer using social media?

Teaching Award, fellowship, and Promotion Applications
Use the Guiding Questions on page 246 or in the online resources 
to create an outline for yourself.
What to keep in mind while drafting: Drafting such applications 
is an iterative process that has to focus on the criteria. Kelly’s drafting 
approach consists of: claim (of “excellence”) + example (of what 
you do in your teaching) + evidence (data supporting excellence 
claim). She gets people to write these in outline form first and then 
to think through the flow. Don’t forget the role critical friends can 
play in this genre, because they will see your practices and praise you 
in ways that you might not see.
Questions you might ask yourself as you draft: As I draft my 
application, how can I keep to the forefront my compelling argument 
as to how I meet the criteria? 

https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/writing-about-learning/book-resources/
https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/writing-about-learning/book-resources/
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Over to You
Drafting is an iterative process that should take into consideration 
your own goals and your audience’s interests; as you draft, you are 
producing yourself as well as your argument, as Pat Thomson notes 
in the quote with which we open this chapter. Questions to address 
about writing and rewriting your draft include:

• How might you use structures, guiding questions, outlines, and 
dialogue with critical friends to help ensure that you clarify and 
embrace your values as a writer and use the drafting process 
to learn?

• With which expectations are you already familiar in any given 
genre and with which do you need to familiarize yourself?

• What structures or questions might be most useful to you in 
your drafting process?

• At what points in the drafting process might you use outlining 
and why?

• In what order might you fill in different sections of the texts 
and why?

• Which of your critical friends might you consult at different 
stages of drafting and why? 

• At what point do you feel your texts are ready for submission? 
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CHAPTER 25

BECOMING AN ENGAGING WRITER
How to Compel and Inspire

Pick up a peer-reviewed journal in just about any academic 
discipline and what will you find? Impersonal, stodgy, jargon-
laden, abstract prose that ignores or defies most of the stylistic 
principles [I have] outlined. (Sword 2012, 3) 

Becoming an engaging writer requires working against what Helen 
Sword describes in the quote above. It is a combination of asserting 
your own voice and ensuring that you write in ways that are accessible 
and compelling to your intended audience. How you achieve this 
depends in part on which genre you choose, but we suggest that 
accessibility should be a goal across genres. Among the three of us, we 
have different levels of comfort and confidence regarding our writing 
capacities, but we agree in principle, as we argue in this chapter, that 
writing should be clear, have a strong voice, and strive to be stylish. 

Engaging Writing Is Clear to the Reader
Think about what the word “clear” means. Its primary definitions 
focus on the experience people have if something is clear: it is easy to 
perceive, understand, or interpret; it is comprehensible and coherent. 
A secondary and equally important definition refers to the thing itself, 
the substance: it is transparent, unclouded—one can see through it. 
It’s worth thinking about these definitions in relation to writing, 
which strives to create an experience for people, and which uses the 
medium, the substance, of words.
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William Zinnser (1998) has argued that the secret of good writ-
ing is clarity—stripping every sentence to its cleanest components. 
Robert Harris (2017) concurs, as the title of his book, Writing with 
Clarity and Style, suggests. The words, sentences, and paragraphs should 
not only be comprehensible, they should also compel and provoke in 
productive ways rather than hinder understanding or distract from or 
obscure what you as a writer are addressing. A mistake many writers 
make is to try to sound fancy, to mistake unnecessary complexity for 
sophistication, but such efforts usually obfuscate rather than clarify. 
Simple, direct language is typically most effective and certainly most 
accessible to a wide range of readers. And sentences and paragraphs 
should not be too long, a tendency in some writing that reveals lack 
of clarity in the argument.

Consider the following excerpt from Alise de Bie’s (2019) arti-
cle on how “Mad students” come to be abandoned as knowers and 
learners, and practice loneliness as a form of Mad knowing:

When I politicize and spend time with loneliness, rather 
than attempt to contain or resolve it, it has a lot to teach 
me about what I want from “justice,” and I have come 
to consider it an essential quality of how I approach 
knowing Madly and creating Mad knowledge (de Bie 
2019). Fricker (2007) argues that epistemic injustices lead 
to a literal loss and erosion of knowledge, and prevent 
knowledge from coming into existence, and I confirm 
and grieve that this occurs in the ways already described 
and a host of other ways. At the same time, so much 
of my knowledge has been developed in the presence 
of, in desperation over, and in reaction and contrast to 
the loneliness that I experience as a Mad knower and 
learner; many Mad experiences (especially those related 
to abandonment and loneliness) and ways of knowing 
are sharply tied to oppression, although oppression is 
not all that we are (Nicolazzo 2017). To consider getting 
rid of loneliness or sending it away breaks my heart, as 
this only sustains the treatment of loneliness (and myself 
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as someone living loneliness) as a problem, and further 
facilitates hermeneutical injustice by failing to recognize 
this emergent loneliness as a form of Mad knowledge.

In this excerpt Alise de Bie employs a style that is clear—writing 
in direct ways—and that contrasts with what Helen Sword (2012) 
critiques in the opening quotation: de Bie’s writing is personal rather 
than impersonal; compelling rather than stodgy; and concrete rather 
than abstract. Note, too, that they come into conversation with other 
scholars while clearly holding their own voice and sharing their lived 
experience. This example of de Bie’s writing seeks to change the 
conversation in learning and teaching scholarship through inviting a 
different way of understanding the process and experience of knowl-
edge creation and legitimating them. Their writing illustrates how the 
style of writing and the substance of what they are communicating 
through words work together. 

One way of checking your writing to make sure it is clear is 
to ask yourself the simple question: Have I written this in the most 
direct way possible? Try writing a sentence several different ways and 
see which one is clearest. Try reading sentences, paragraphs, and even 
whole papers out loud. You might be surprised to find how hearing 
words spoken can quickly reveal lack of clarity and coherence. Also, 
as Ronald Barnett (personal communication, July 28, 2019) recom-
mends, “Try to imagine yourself in a café with 3–4 other people, 
representative of different groups and interests, and imagine yourself 
speaking to them, and trying to take each of them with you, all at 
the same time.”

Engaging Writing Has a Strong Voice
“Voice” is a contested term in virtually every arena. It certainly 
references sound, typically in relation to speaking, but it has been 
used more metaphorically to mean opinion or, as Alison has argued, 
to signal presence and power (Cook-Sather 2006). The excerpt from 
Alise de Bie (2019) above shows a form of power and presence in their 
writing, one example of a strong voice. bell hooks (1994, 12) suggests 
that the feminist focus on “coming to voice” emphasizes “moving 

Becoming an Engaging Writer
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from silence into speech as a revolutionary gesture.” She notes that 
African American women in particular “must work against speaking as 
‘other’” (hooks 1994, 16) and embrace coming to voice “as a gesture 
of resistance, an affirmation of struggle” (hooks 1994, 18). hooks’ 
points link to our contention in chapter 3 that not everyone has 
the same standing, the same voice, in any given context or discourse 
community, and speaking and writing carries different stakes for 
different people.

“Voice” has been debated as a term in writing since at least the 
1980s, first in the grammatical sense of whether to use passive or active 
voice, although most scholars agree that active voice “makes your 
meaning clear for readers” (Purdue Online Writing Lab n.d.). The 
more important debate is over how an author establishes an authentic 
voice. While the “sound” or quality of a writer’s voice is mediated by 
identity, context, and intended readers, ideally voice conveys a writer’s 
identity, experiences, values, and perspectives. Through developing 
voice rather than using jargon and stock phrases, you can achieve 
an authenticity in your writing and be committed to what you are 
saying. It is your own voice and no one else’s. 

Writing scholar Peter Elbow (2007) argues that there are good 
reasons to attend to voice in writing and good reasons to ignore 
it, and over the last ten years, while the concept of voice contin-
ues to be debated among writing scholars, it has been taken up 
by linguists, particularly in relation to constructing an identity in 
academic discourse (Flowerdew and Wang 2015). We suggest that 
it is a useful concept both for what it signals regarding the human 
being behind the words (not necessarily that the person is knowable 
through their words) and what it signals regarding the intentional 
construction of an identity in any given piece of writing. 

The voice in which you present your ideas will have a powerful 
impact on how people “hear” them. As we note in relation to the 
excerpt from Alise de Bie’s article above, clearly locating authority 
both in theory and in lived experiences can often make an argu-
ment more “hearable.” The following sentences from the abstract of 
Tara Yosso’s (2005, 69) highly influential article “Whose Culture Has 
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Capital? A Critical Race Theory Discussion of Community Cultural 
Wealth” calls for a profound shift in how we understand culture and 
the cultural capital of learners:

This article conceptualizes community cultural wealth 
as a critical race theory (CRT) challenge to traditional 
interpretations of cultural capital. CRT shifts the research 
lens away from a deficit view of Communities of Color 
as places full of cultural poverty disadvantages, and instead 
focuses on and learns from the array of cultural knowl-
edge, skills, abilities and contacts possessed by socially 
marginalized groups that often go unrecognized and 
unacknowledged.

Through use of clear assertions such as “shifts the research lens 
away from a deficit view” and through modelling the alternative, 
recognizing and valuing “the array of cultural knowledge, skills, 
abilities and contacts possessed by socially marginalized groups,” 
Yosso’s voice positions her as authoritative and allows her to make a 
compelling argument for a profound change of mindset and values. 
The shift for which she argues has informed the work Alison and 
colleagues have done in SoTL, specifically in recognizing students, 
particularly underrepresented students, as partners in explorations and 
co-creation of learning and teaching (Cook-Sather and Agu 2013; 
de Bie et al. 2019). 

The voice a writer uses for each different genre can be equally 
strong but sound different. Consider, for instance, this student’s voice 
in the opening lines of “Leaping and Landing in Brave Spaces,” a 
reflective essay:

It is hard to describe in words the feeling of deciding 
to speak or raise my hand in a classroom. It is a crucial 
moment, the moment between silence and sound, closed 
and open. It can happen in many different ways: I can 
feel it as I write, as I make any kind of art, tell a story, or 
do something that breaks the boundary between myself 
and the world around me. This feeling of exposure to 
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others can lead to hurt or rejection or great joy and 
growth. (Abbott 2016, 1)

Clara Abbott’s voice is strong because she is so present in it; there is 
an immediacy, a vividness, an honesty to her words, and they create 
a multi-sensory experience for readers, drawing us in and making us 
feel that Abbott is in an informal, even intimate, conversation with 
us about the experience of learning.

While voice in publications is typically in the form of written 
words, it can be very helpful to read your written words out loud to 
make sure that they will be both readable and compelling to others. 
Linking our emphasis on voice (in this section) and style (in the next), 
Pat Hutchings (personal communication, June 10, 2019) notes: “For 
me, voice, and style too, have a lot to do with rhythm. I always find 
it useful to read what I’ve written out loud. And if I’m writing with 
someone, we read it back and forth to each other. Takes a while, but 
[it’s] worth it.”

We do recognize though that the ingredients of becoming an 
engaged writer vary culturally, as Nadya Yakovchuk states clearly in 
Reflection 25.1.

Reflection 25.1

Engaging writing and cultural context 

For me, authorial voice is inextricably linked to authorial iden-
tity—how you see yourself as a writer and where you position 
yourself within your academic community on a spectrum from 
novice to expert. It is also influenced by the disciplinary and 
cultural context you come from. I remember writing my first 
assignment on a Masters course in the UK back in 2000 and using 
“we” throughout (as in “we suggest” or “our approach”) to indicate 
my position on the topic and signal my presence as an author. This 
was a common way of writing in Belarus, the post-Soviet country 
I come from, even for single-authored papers and coursework. I’d 
imagine this was because of the reluctance to emphasize the indi-
vidual “I” in a still predominantly collectivist society and perhaps 
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also to acknowledge the “behind the scenes” work of supervisors 
or academic advisors that may have gone into the final product. 
My UK tutor queried me good-naturedly at the time—“Who are 
‘we’? Is this the royal we?”—and we discussed the conventions of 
academic writing in the UK context. This memory stayed with me 
because the approach to and the underlying assumptions around 
expressing oneself in academic writing were so different in the 
two contexts I was operating in at the time. 

Dr Nadya Yakovchuk is a teaching fellow in academic writing, Doctoral 
College, at the University of Surrey, UK.

Engaging Writing Is Stylish Writing
While the word “stylish” might evoke the realm of fashion rather than 
academe, Helen Sword (2012) uses the term in a particular way (see 
chapters 2 and 6 of this book for further reference to her work). In 
the afterword to her book, Stylish Academic Writing, she argues that all 
stylish writers hold three ideals in common. The first is communication, 
which implies respect for your audience. The second is craft, which 
requires respect for language. The third is creativity or respect for the 
academic endeavor. 

To these ideals, Sword adds three more. The first is concreteness, 
which she defines as a verbal technique: the use of “words that engage 
the senses and anchor your ideas in physical space” (2012, 173). The 
second is choice, which she asserts as an intellectual right: the intellec-
tual right to choose which words you use and what effect they will 
have. She suggests that writers need to be what Donald Schön (1987) 
calls reflective practitioners in the realm of writing—always engaged 
in monitoring and adjusting methods. Finally, she adds courage, which 
she proposes is a frame of mind. While it is possible to always play 
safe and write in ways that conform to expectations out of fear that 
you might fail or disappoint, Sword (2012, 174) asks, “Why always 
assume the worst rather than aim for the best?” 

Sword ends her book with an exhortation to writers to produce 
writing that “engages, impresses, and inspires” (2012, 175) through 
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embracing the six ideals she discusses in her afterword. These ideals are 
consistent with some of the other points we have made in this chapter 
about engaging writing and with the threads we weave throughout 
this book: engaging in conversation with fellow learning and teaching 
scholars, fostering your identities through a values-based approach 
to writing, and using writing to learn. In Our Perspectives 25.1, we 
share our own development in relation to clarity, voice, and style.

Our Perspectives 25.1

Clarity, voice, and style in our writing

Alison: I am heavily influenced by all the fiction and poetry I 
read as a college undergraduate and taught as an instructor of high 
school English. I chose to major in English literature and then teach 
it because I love language—how beautiful it can sound and how 
powerfully it can capture human experience and insight. So when 
I write, I try to keep in mind the clear prose, the strong voices, 
and the elegant arguments and stories that make up so much of 
what I have read, and I try to bring some version of those to my 
writing about learning and teaching.

Mick: This is the area of the book I feel least comfortable with. 
Although I strive to be clear in my writing, and I have become 
more used to writing in the first person, style is not something I 
would ever claim. One of the many benefits of working with Alison 
is that she has done much to turn my turgid text into something 
more presentable. This is an area I need to learn more about. 

Kelly: Yeah, no. Of course I want to communicate through writing 
in ways that make sense to my audience. I don’t want my terrible 
execution of English grammar to diminish the content of what I 
am communicating. Perhaps because I know I am not a wordsmith, 
I tend to write in simple, direct ways without fancy words. When I 
try to be more than I am as a writer, I fail, and am then reminded to 
write like Kelly Matthews. Writing is a journey of communication 
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and if readers understand what I am communicating, then I feel 
successful as a writer. 

Your perspective: What is your sense of clarity, voice, and style 
in your writing?

Over to You
Striving for clarity, strong voice, and stylishness will not only make 
your writing engaging to others but can also make it more engaging to 
you. If you feel you are writing in ways that are clear, true to yourself, 
and dynamic, you will feel energized rather than depleted by writing. 
This, we suggest, is because you are experiencing a connection with 
yourself as a person with meaningful experiences and insights, and 
you are experiencing the potential of connecting with other people. 
It is an area, though, that many of us find challenging. Pause and 
reflect on your answers to these questions:

• Is your writing clear? Have you selected precise, accurate, clear, 
accessible words and arranged them in an order that conveys 
your intended meaning? 

• Is the voice you have constructed for your writing true to 
your identity? Does it seek to connect with readers who share 
dimensions of your identity as well as those who may have 
different identities? 

• Does your writing achieve the six ideals—communication, craft, 
creativity, concreteness, choice, and courage—as well as rigor, 
insight, imagination, and largeness of vision?
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CHAPTER 26

SEEKING NETWORKS, CRITICAL FRIENDS, 
AND FEEDBACK

The Social Aspect of Writing

The critical friend is a powerful idea, perhaps because it contains 
an inherent tension. Friends bring a high degree of uncondi-
tional positive regard. . . . Critics are, at first sight at least, 
conditional, negative and intolerant of failure. Perhaps the 
critical friend comes closest to what might be regarded as “true 
friendship”—a successful marrying of unconditional support 
and unconditional critique. (MacBeath and Jardine 1998, 41)

If writing is part of a conversation, it is sensible to ask one or two 
critical friends to look at what you have written before you submit 
your ideas for publication. The combination of qualities John 
MacBeath and Stewart Jardine note in the quote above is indeed what 
you need in someone reading drafts and revisions of your work. We 
have mentioned the importance of critical friends at several different 
points in this book (e.g., in chapter 24). Some colleagues find it helpful 
to join a writing group, which provides not only dedicated time for 
writing but also the opportunity to give and receive feedback from 
colleagues (see chapter 7). This chapter explores different ways that 
you can establish a group of critical friends and how to encourage 
them to give you supportive but also critical feedback. 
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Networking
Although we recognize that for some the term “networking” sounds 
too business-y and instrumental and that the writing relationships 
you form should be about developing long-lasting relationships 
(Cheng 2019), others see such work as critical for a successful career 
in academia (Hubrath 2008). Networking is a common topic in 
researcher development workshops and programs. For example, 
the University of Bristol (n.d.) has produced a six-part guide to 
networking on their researcher development website. There, they 
note that: “In the academic sector, the increasing value placed on 
collaborative partnerships and the emergence of the impact agenda 
have heightened the need to have a broad professional network.” 
Building networks through social media is also important to enhance 
learning and teaching, research, professional practice, leadership, and 
career development (Rowell 2019; see also chapters 21 and 29).

Communicating about your work with others through your 
professional networks is part of building your identity as a learning 
and teaching scholar. Mick recalls how his economic geography and 
geography in higher education networks were largely separate in the 
1980s and 1990s, though he did persuade them to come together 
when he co-edited two symposia on teaching economic geography 
(Healey and Clark 1994a, 1994b). Then, at the turn of the century, 
he had to develop an additional, largely new network as he began 
to participate in general higher education conferences and write 
pieces for transdisciplinary higher education journals (e.g., Healey 
2000, 2003b). It was in part through effective networking that he 
achieved success in winning teaching awards and grants for higher 
education research and development, receiving funding for travel 
and participation in conferences, and greatly extending his national 
and international networks, which included some who became his 
critical friends. 

Critical Friends
Özek, Edgren, and Jandér observe, “The critical friend method, which 
entails being a friend as well as having one, has proven to be a powerful 

Seeking Networks, Critical Friends, and 
Feedback

http://www.bristol.ac.uk/staffdevelopment/academic/researchstaffhub/opportunities/networking/
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/staffdevelopment/academic/researchstaffhub/opportunities/networking/
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tool to facilitate the process of continuous improvement in teaching” 
(2012, 70). There is an extensive critical friend literature (e.g., Costa 
and Kallick 1993; Moore and Carter-Hicks 2014), much of it focused 
on the role of critical friends throughout a project (e.g., Kember et 
al. 1997). Here we focus on the role of a critical friend in supporting 
writing, particularly commenting on draft manuscripts. 

Identifying potential critical friends can be quite daunting if you 
are new to scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL) and pedagogic 
research. Such friends might come from several sources, depending 
on what role you want them to play. Unless your institution allocates 
you a mentor (e.g., if you have been chosen to apply for a national 
teaching award), most will come from your professional network and 
will be people you already know and whom you choose to approach. 
They may be colleagues or peers at your university; people you have 
met in courses or at seminars, workshops, and conferences (see chapter 
17); academic friends you have met through social media (see chapter 
21); or other friends or relations. Most frequently, they will be people 
working in the same field as you, and they will be able to identify 
gaps in your argument or key sources you have not mentioned. Some 
will be the kind of people whom journal editors might ask to referee 
your work; others may be potential readers who are new to the topic 
area. You may request some friends to help you primarily with the 
clarity and style of your writing. Critical friends made during doctoral 
studies often remain in this role in your later academic life, and what 
started as a face-to-face relationship may move online (Morris and 
Cudworth 2018). If you are co-writing a piece, your co-authors will 
usually provide the first round of critical comments, but because of 
their role, co-authors may be too close to the subject. It is therefore 
helpful to have other critical friends who are not familiar with the 
topic comment on your writing. Networks of critical friends are even 
more important if you are writing on your own. 

Care is needed in choosing appropriate critical friends, as it is 
in choosing potential co-authors (see chapter 7). The critical friend 
relationship is an emotional one, and you need to respect each other 
and be prepared to give and receive critical comments, as Rebecca 
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Hogue notes in Reflection 26.1. Sometimes these relationships are 
reciprocal, and you will in turn act as a critical friend to someone who 
took on that role for you. Every so often the experience of working 
together as critical friends can lead to you becoming co-authors. To an 
extent this is how the three of us came to write together. Sometimes 
this iterative process of being critical friends can lead to long-term 
writing partnerships, such as Mick developed with Alan Jenkins over 
twenty-five years, and Pat Thomson has experienced with Barbara 
Kamler (see chapter 7). 

Reflection 26.1

What makes a good critical friend?

“I didn’t really understand what it meant to have a critical friend 
or really what type of person makes a good critical friend until I 
found one. So I thought I’d share a little more about what makes 
a good critical friend.

“First and foremost, you need to find someone whose opinion you 
respect. If you don’t respect their opinion, then you are wasting 
both their time and your time. 

“Second, you must feel comfortable sharing your naked writing 
with your critical friend. Sharing first drafts can make you feel 
rather vulnerable, as you are exposing your unpolished work. You 
need to be comfortable enough to accept feedback from this person 
without emotional attachments. Anyone who is responsible for 
evaluating your work does not make a good critical friend. 

“Third, you cannot be in a competitive relationship with this friend. 
This is why peers in the same academic year or program are not 
always your best choice for critical friends. When there is even the 
slightest sense of competition, then the review process becomes 
about comparing, rather than about providing authentic feedback 
(even if it is subconscious). You must both feel that there is no 
sense of competition for the critical friend relationship to work. 
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“And finally, your critical friend must be willing to be critical of 
your work and you must be willing to take the feedback (see my 
second comment about accepting feedback without emotional 
attachments). In an academic setting, it is often useful to have 
a critical friend who is from a different field, that way they can 
point out when you are making assumptions in your writing (this 
is always a concern when you are an expert in your field).

“I am lucky to have found the perfect critical friend. I deeply 
respect her and I am grateful for all the help she has given me. 
She helps me see the weaknesses in my arguments, and pushes 
me to improve. And although I am not emotionally attached to 
the feedback she provides, I feel a huge sense of accomplishment 
when she compliments my writing. Thank you critical friend!”

Source: Hogue (2012). Reproduced by permission of the author. 

In writing this book our most important critical friends have been 
each other, as well as those whom we asked to read drafts of our text. 
Our experiences of writing are, of course, not transferable to all. You 
may be writing on your own, and you may not yet have developed 
an extensive network of critical friends. If that is the case, joining a 
writing group may be an attractive alternative (see chapter 7). 

Giving Developmental Feedback
A theme running through this chapter is the desire to enhance our 
writing through giving and receiving developmental feedback. This 
feedback may be oral or written, but the challenge is the same: how 
to give critical feedback in a way that will help the recipient develop 
as a writer and not be perceived as criticizing them personally. 

The context in which the feedback is given varies with the role 
you are playing. In some forms of the critical friend model, it is 
more like a mentor-mentee relationship (Johnson 2007), in which 
an experienced individual mentors a less experienced person; such 
relationships are highly individual and need to be negotiated between 
each pair (Carmel and Paul 2015). In contrast, in the context of a 
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writing group, the role has more in common with a peer-support 
model (Healey et al. 2014), albeit in a group context. In both cases 
the providers of feedback need to be sensitive to how their feedback 
is being received. A good place to start is to ask the recipient where 
they are with their writing and what kind of feedback would be 
helpful to them at that stage in the process. 

Keep in mind that it is very difficult for experienced writers to 
imagine what it is like “not knowing.” Therefore, you want not only 
expert advice but also insights from those who are less experienced 
and who may use your work. Keep in mind, also, how tough some 
people find getting challenging feedback, especially when they’ve 
worked hard to write what they think is a final draft. There is also a 
lesson here in seeking feedback early rather than waiting until you 
feel you’ve almost finished.

Barbara Grant (2008, 61-2) suggests that when providing feedback 
to another writer, the following questions might help you to devise 
helpful responses:

• What is your immediate impression after reading this piece? 
Pick a few key words or images to describe your response.

• What are the immediate strengths you see in the piece? List at 
least two, and be as specific as possible.

• Is the focus/thesis clear? Are you able to tell the writer succinctly 
what the focus is?

• How well is the focus/thesis developed? Is supporting infor-
mation clear, relevant, and presented in an orderly fashion? 
How well does the writer integrate primary/secondary source 
material, data analysis, and so forth?

• Where might there be problems?
• Has the writer’s intent been clearly communicated such that 

non-specialists in the area might understand it?
• Has the writer’s voice come to life for you? Can you describe 

where their voice is most alive and powerful? Where is it weak? 
Every writer must find their voice in their words. It is often 
difficult to create an appropriate tone in academic writing, 
given the constraints on the form. 
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We present in Table 26.1 some advice offered by several authori-
ties, integrated with our own perspectives, regarding what to do, and 
what to avoid, when giving feedback and what to do when requesting 
and receiving feedback (a copy is also available in the online resources). 
If you are asked to give feedback to a colleague on their writing, or if 
you request that someone gives you feedback, this guidance may help 
you have a thoughtful dialogue. Sometimes you may give each other 
feedback and it may be iterative rather than a one-off occurrence. We 
include further discussion of responding to feedback in chapter 28.

Table 26.1: Giving and receiving effective developmental 
feedback

What to do when giving feedback

When possible, ask what the author would like feedback on, and 
what stage of development the manuscript is in.

Start by identifying what you think is working well and why and 
acknowledging what you think the writer is intending to do.

Give specific and substantiated praise and criticism and be precise 
regarding how you think the text might be enhanced.

Distinguish between macro-level issues (e.g., the clarity and 
consistency of the argument, and structure of the piece) and 
micro-level concerns (e.g., grammar and punctuation).

Suggest areas that might be cut or condensed as well as what to 
add; this is important when the piece is close to, or exceeding, 
the word limit. 

Always respect the author, adopt a developmental approach, and 
make recommendations rather than judgments; consider how 
you would feel if you received this feedback.

http://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Giving-and-receiving-effective-developmental-feedback.pdf
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What to avoid when giving feedback

Avoid concentrating on what is not in the piece; although it might 
be necessary to point out critical omissions, focus on improving 
what is in the piece.

Avoid making general or vague judgments to which it is difficult 
to respond; rather, be specific and action-oriented. 

Avoid being obsessive about the author’s bibliographic sources; 
although it is helpful to point out missing voices and perspectives, 
no one can cite everything on a topic, nor should you expect them 
to cite lots of your references!

What to do when you are requesting and receiving feedback

Tell the reviewer what kind of feedback you need and what stage 
you are at in the writing process.

When appropriate, offer to provide feedback on their writing.

Separate the delivery from the message; stay calm and avoid taking 
any comments personally.

Listen, don’t talk; avoid defending your work instead of listening.

Reflect carefully on the advice received; take advantage of the 
opportunity to clarify your ideas.

Take ownership of your own writing; only make changes that make 
sense to you.

Source: Drawn in part on material in Belcher (2009, 223-8); Grant (2016, 
87); Moore (2018, 123-4); Murray (2009, 163); Murray and Moore 
(2006, 49); and Thomson and Kamler (2013, 173-5); from where further 
guidance may be sought.

Over to You
Developing a network of critical friends is key to making your 
writing both more effective and more enjoyable. As you learn from 
your critical friends, expect in turn to provide critical but supportive 
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feedback to others. Consider the questions below as you think about 
the role networking, critical friends, and feedback play in your writing 
process:

• Whom among your professional network do you respect and 
trust to act as critical friends? Which of these people could you 
approach to comment on drafts of your writing? 

• Which of your critical friends might you consider co-author-
ing with?

• How do you give developmental feedback to colleagues, and 
how can you encourage them to do the same for you?
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PART 6

SUBMITTING, RESPONDING TO REVIEWERS, 
AND PROMOTING YOUR WORK

Introduction to Part 6

Before you submit your writing for publication there are many 
important checks to undertake. Our experience as editors is that too 
many people submit manuscripts that are still in draft form. This does 
not give a good impression to hard-pressed, usually voluntary editors. 
Some people, of course, are the opposite, and in seeking perfection 
never get around to pressing the submit button. As Wendy Belcher 
(2009, 268) points out, “There are diminishing returns to perfecting 
your work. After all, the peer reviewers must have something to 
criticize. . . . Your biggest enemy at this point is fear of finishing.” 
There is, though, no excuse for failing to follow the author guidelines 
and keeping to the word limit (unless the editor has agreed to an 
exception), and it is essential to put the references in the house 
style and check them against those cited in the text. We include a 
pre-submission checklist to help you try to avoid these traps.

It is rare for manuscripts to be accepted without reviewers 
or editors requesting changes, and rejection letters are common. 
Responding to these experiences can be emotionally draining. A 
request for minor changes is a cause for celebration. In this part of 
the book, we offer advice regarding how to join in a conversation 
with editors and how to respond to requests to revise and resubmit. 
We also discuss how to deal with the rejection email, which we have 
all experienced. 

Once your writing is accepted you need to think strategically 
about how to promote your work and what your next publication 
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will be. With the exponential increase in the number of works being 
published, a significant proportion of papers do not get cited. Given 
all the effort you have put in to researching and writing your pieces, 
it is sensible that you do what you can to make potentially interested 
readers aware of your work. We review the principal ways you can 
promote your work (without boasting) and how you could develop 
a publication plan to build a body of related work written across a 
range of genres.

Before you embark upon reading part 6, consider addressing the 
following questions, and then revisit your responses as you work your 
way through this final section of the book:

• How can you develop a mindset that ensures you are thorough 
without being overly perfectionistic in preparing to submit a 
piece of writing?

• How can you best prepare yourself for and manage the 
emotional, intellectual, and logistical demands of revision in 
response to reviewer comments?

• What strategies might you develop for ensuring that your writ-
ing is noticed and contributes to the unfolding conversations 
constituted by scholarship on learning and teaching?
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CHAPTER 27

PREPARING FOR SUBMISSION

Polish and then repolish your work after you consider your 
manuscript finally written. (Sadler 2006, 32)

[There is a] common tendency both to procrastinate (by not 
writing) and to perfect (by endlessly revising). To get published, 
you have to train yourself to get over both tendencies. (Belcher 
2009, 271) 

Rewriting, revising, and refining make for good writing (see chapter 
24). However, as editors and reviewers, we observe that all too often 
our colleagues submit work before it is ready. In this chapter we 
review some of the checks that you should undertake before you 
press the submit button. As the two quotes above indicate, authors 
need to find a balance between striving for perfection and letting 
go. We offer a checklist for final steps to take prior to submission; 
discuss the function of keywords, which are commonly used in journal 
publications and can maximize the likelihood that readers interested 
in your topic will find your work; and remind you of the role critical 
friends (see also chapter 26) can play at this final stage of preparing 
a manuscript. 

Checking Your Manuscript
As well as checking the title, abstract, and text, you will need to 
sort tables, figures, illustrations, copyright permissions, references, 
keywords, acknowledgments, and biographies, and you must ensure 
that everything is in the right format and style for your chosen outlet. 
A brief checklist is provided in Table 27.1.

Submitting, Responding to Reviewers, and 
Promoting Your Work
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Table 27.1: Checklist before submitting your manuscript 

Reread the guidelines for authors for your chosen outlet and 
check that you have complied with all of them, including, 
unless otherwise stated: 

The text adheres to the stylistic and bibliographic requirements 
outlined in the author guidelines.

The layout and placing of tables, figures, and illustrations follow 
the publisher’s guidelines and you provide titles and sources. 
Check that you can obtain any copyright permissions needed if 
your manuscript is accepted for publication. 

The references in the text align with those in the list of 
references and vice versa.

The number of words is included at the end of the manuscript 
and it is fewer than the publisher’s maximum for the genre you 
are submitting. 

Ensure your email account is set to receive messages from the 
publisher, as notification emails can sometimes be sent to spam 
or junk folders.

Check quoted material against the original source (include page 
numbers where appropriate).

Ensure that you have properly cited all information taken from 
outside sources and that you have not inadvertently plagiarized. 

Proofread and spell-check one last time (and if you don’t feel 
strong in this area, have someone else proofread your text, or 
read it aloud—this will catch a lot of missing words and typos).

for journal publications

The manuscript has not been published previously, is not 
currently under review by another publisher, and represents new, 
unpublished findings or arguments (or an explanation has been 
provided in comments to the editor). 
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The abstract aligns with the text (i.e., you do what you say you 
do).

The keywords supplement rather than repeat those used in the 
title.

A copy of this checklist is available in the online resources.

If your manuscript will go out for double-blind review, ensure 
that you also submit an anonymized version of the manuscript with 
all identifying names and institutional affiliations removed. Use “Anon 
(date)” or “Author (date)” for references to your own work, exclude 
other details, and put these under “A” in the list of references. Exclude 
acknowledgments and biographies that may identify you or your 
institution.

If the contribution includes reporting on research that you have 
undertaken with human participants, include a statement in the 
methods section or at the end of the text that the research was 
successfully reviewed according to your institution’s research ethics 
committee guidelines. Don’t forget to omit the institution’s name in 
the anonymized version of the paper.

Though you should always be consistent in following the publish-
er’s guidance regarding layout and style, don’t try to seek perfection 
in the content of your piece of writing. You will never be able to 
prepare for every possible point that reviewers may raise; they will 
usually surprise you regardless of how much you try to anticipate. You 
need to make a judgment regarding what you think the reader needs 
to know to understand your argument, methods, and conclusions, 
and what it would be nice for them to know in the space you have 
available. The phrase “beyond the scope of this article” (Belcher 2009, 
272) is a very useful one to help you keep a clear focus, indicate what 
cannot be included because of that focus or length restrictions, and 
avoid over-claiming what your writing is contributing. 

Editors are busy people and in the case of learning and teaching 
journals usually undertake the task on a voluntary basis. Making 
their lives easier by following to the letter the publisher’s instruc-
tions for layout and style is both sensible and considerate. Submitting 

Preparing for Submission

http://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Submission-checklist.pdf
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manuscripts that show little attention to these guidelines signals disre-
spect and laziness and may give the impression that your manuscript 
was prepared for, and rejected by, another outlet. Your aim should be 
to submit a manuscript that makes a good initial impression. Take 
particular care to ensure that the references are in the house style. As 
seasoned editors, we spend a significant amount of time correcting 
the style of references. Upon receipt of your manuscript, the editor 
should think, “This looks publishable in this journal.” 

Selecting Keywords
Most journals require keywords, at least for their research articles. 
Keywords are used by journal publishers, search engines, and indexing 
and abstracting services to categorize papers. Most proprietary 
databases default to only searching the title, author, abstract, and 
keywords, not the full text of the article, so ensuring a range of words 
appears in these (including alternative words that readers may use 
in search engines) will help prospective readers find your paper and 
increase the probability of it being read and cited (Margy MacMillan, 
personal communication, July 25, 2019). Unfortunately, as James 
Hartley (2008, 37) notes, there are “no rules for formulating them 
[keywords], little guidance on how to write them, and no instructions 
for reviewers on how to assess them.” The kinds of words used vary 
by discipline, so pragmatically it is probably best to begin by looking 
at the guide for authors for the journal you are targeting, as well as 
the keywords used by other papers in that journal and in works you 
cite. The function of keywords is to supplement the words used in 
the title, and as the words in the title will be picked up automatically 
by indexing services, there is no point repeating them (Kate, Kumar, 
and Subair 2017), although it might be useful to include common 
synonyms for your title words. To select keywords, read through your 
manuscript and identify words and phrases that are used repeatedly. 
You may also consider, when appropriate, including the discipline, 
the educational sector, the institution or country, and the method 
used, as well as words that relate to the topic (Hartley 2008; Kate, 
Kumar, and Subair 2017). The aim in choosing suitable keywords, as 
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well as using precise and evocative words in your title and abstract, 
is to maximize the discoverability of your work and facilitate search 
engine optimization, so that your work appears in a high-ranking 
placement in search results pages (Taylor & Francis, “A Researcher’s 
Guide to Search Engine Optimization”).

Seeking the Fresh Perspective of Critical Friends
We emphasize throughout this book that writing is contributing 
to or creating a conversation. If you proofread a manuscript alone, 
you are likely to miss stylistic and formatting errors, and so critical 
friends have a role at this final stage, too. They can catch errors and 
omissions that you might have missed from overfamiliarity with the 
text and ensure that your manuscript will be as ready as it can be to 
enter the wider conversation in the field. We recommend that you 
ask a critical friend to give your manuscript a final scan before you 
submit it. This may be someone outside academia, such as a friend 
or relation who comes to the text fresh and focuses on clarity and 
grammar. Some writers, particularly those for whom English is not 
their first language, use the services of a professional editor to copyedit 
(not just proofread) their manuscript to catch errors in their written 
English (Flowerdew 1999; Moreno et al. 2012).

Submitting Your Piece
When you submit to a journal, you may want to include a short 
(half-page) cover letter that makes the case for why the editor should 
consider sending your article out for review. According to Aijaz Shaikh 
(2016), “A good cover letter first outlines the main theme of the 
paper; second, argues the novelty of the paper; and third, justifies the 
relevance of the manuscript to the target journal.”

Most publication venues have online submission processes. These 
are not necessarily straightforward or intuitive, and they vary across 
platforms. It is therefore a good idea to explore and practice with 
the system well before a deadline. You can also contact the managing 
editor if you are having trouble because they can clarify or help, or 
as a last resort, you could attach a copy of your full submission, and 

https://authorservices.taylorandfrancis.com/a-researchers-guide-to-seo/
https://authorservices.taylorandfrancis.com/a-researchers-guide-to-seo/
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if appropriate, the anonymized version, to an email explaining the 
trouble you are having submitting through the online system.

Over to You
Once you have completed the final check of your manuscript, you 
have come up with some appropriate and complementary keywords, 
and your critical friend has caught any stylistic issues that remain, it is 
time to let go and press the submit button. Doing so rarely constitutes 
the end of the conversation. In relation to this phase of the writing 
process, we recommend that you address these questions:

• Have you gone through the checklist in Table 27.1 to ensure 
your manuscript is ready for submission?

• Have you devised a list of keywords that complement those 
in the title and abstract, if the genre in which you are writing 
calls for those?

• Have you asked a critical friend to read through for a final check 
of the readability of the manuscript?
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CHAPTER 28

RESPONDING TO REVIEWERS AND  
DEALING WITH REJECTION

You cannot control what the reviewers say. But you can control 
how you respond to their comments. (Annesley 2011)

When you get a rejection letter, do not take it personally. Be 
resilient. Be persistent. Be patient with yourself. Keep your sense 
of proportion. Above all, do not take the publication game too 
seriously. Along the way, enjoy every success. (Sadler 2006, 54)

Because writing is entangled with our identities as scholars, the 
inherently judgmental nature of peer review can contribute to 
our professional growth but can also be emotionally taxing. In this 
chapter, we extend the metaphor of creating and contributing to 
conversations to discuss the peer-review process as a dialogic one 
between colleagues—an exchange that shapes us and that we can, in 
turn, shape. We begin by unpacking the academic peer-review process, 
and we share some stories of how colleagues have experienced that 
process. We then address ways to make sense of reviewer comments 
and offer suggestions for revising your work and responding to 
editors, bearing in mind Thomas Annesley’s assertion above of what 
we can control—our response. Finally, we focus on dealing with 
rejection, noting the advice of Royce Sadler that we should not take 
it personally.

The Academic Peer-Review Process
Submitting your work for publication means submitting it for review, 
either formal peer review, as we focus on in this section, or informal 

Responding to Reviewers and Dealing with 
Rejection
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evaluation by readers. Peer review is often framed as a form of quality 
control organized within scholarly communities. It is defined as:

a process of subjecting an author’s scholarly work, research 
or ideas to the scrutiny of others who are experts in the 
same field. It functions to encourage authors to meet the 
accepted high standards of their discipline and to control 
the dissemination of research data to ensure that unwar-
ranted claims, unacceptable interpretations or personal 
views are not published without prior expert review. 
(Kelly, Sadeghieh, and Adeli 2014, 277)

The peer-review process is highly contested, however (Hirshleifer 
2014; Rose and Boshoff 2017; Nature peer review web debate), 
because while it may ensure quality in some cases, it can also limit or 
preclude creativity, innovation, and productive development, and, like 
many structures, practices, and processes in academia, it was designed 
by and for a small subset of people. We do not delve into the peer-re-
view debate here, but we note it so that you can keep it in mind as 
you join the peer-review conversation. For the foreseeable future, 
publishing in academic outlets will mean engaging in the inherently 
evaluative process through which colleagues make judgments—and, 
in some cases, decisions—about one another’s written work. Such 
decisions have real consequences for careers, identities, and positions 
in scholarly communities. Consider, therefore, not only the experi-
ence of being reviewed by your peers but also how you approach 
reviewing others’ work. 

If you come to writing about learning and teaching from another 
scholarly discipline of research, you will have experience with peer 
review. A “double blind” review process is common in many disci-
plines where neither the authors nor the reviewers are known to each 
other—many journals publishing learning and teaching work use this 
approach. You might have experience with a single blind review where 
the author details are not hidden from reviewers (common in some 
PhD assessment processes, for example). Finally, “open peer review” 
is gaining traction—an approach through which reviewer names 

http://blogs.nature.com/peer-to-peer/2006/12/report_of_natures_peer_review_trial.html
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and reports are published along with the work. While this practice 
is emerging in some scientific publications, we are not aware of it in 
learning and teaching journals yet. In the journal we co-edit along 
with others, Kelly recently employed a dialogic peer-review process 
that involved a reviewer, an editor, and the author communicating in 
an iterative process of feedback that included naming the reviewer 
in the publication (Yahlnaaw/Aaron Grant, 2019, 9). 

When you submit a manuscript for consideration, an editor can 
reject or decline it before it is even sent out for peer review if the 
editor decides that the submission is not in the conversation of the 
journal or outlet or does not align with its aims and scope. Papers 
that make it past this initial screening to the review stage will likely 
receive one of the following responses: 

1. Unconditional acceptance: No changes are required and the 
paper is ready for publication.

2. Minor revisions: The paper is accepted pending minor changes. 
3. Major revisions / Revise and resubmit: The reviewers and 

editors require significant changes to the work that will deter-
mine if the paper is publishable.

4. Rejection: The paper is declined for publication. 
In some cases, editors request changes without distinguishing 

between major or minor revisions. When substantial revisions are 
requested, the editor is likely to send the paper back to reviewers 
(either the same or new ones) to evaluate whether the authors have 
sufficiently addressed the requested revisions, though sometimes the 
editor may make this judgment. 

Each journal is different, so the exact wording of decisions and 
the process will vary. Overall, unconditional acceptances of submis-
sions are extremely rare (Brookfield 2011). It is more likely that you 
will be asked to make minor or major revisions, if your submission 
is not declined or rejected. Many established and top-rated journals 
linked to publishing companies (e.g., Taylor & Francis, Springer) have 
high rejection rates: commonly rejecting over 80–90% of manu-
scripts submitted. For these reasons, Thomson and Kamler (2013, 
128) suggest that “minor revisions are, or ought to be, a cause for 
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celebration.” While these statistics and reminders can offer some solace, 
particularly when you receive what could be perceived as negative 
feedback, Stephen Brookfield (2011, 252) notes that reviews often 
trigger “a familiar cycle of emotions” that influences the confidence 
of both new and experienced writers. Even very widely published 
authors get rejected quite often, so this is an experience everyone 
has and should expect.

Some common reasons for journal submissions to be rejected 
are highlighted in Table 28.1. If you are aware of these, you can try 
to avoid them as you write. 

Table 28.1: Reasons for reviewers recommending 
rejection or substantial revision for articles submitted to 
Higher Education Research and Development

Reason for rejection or substantial 
revision

Out of 24 
reviewers’ reports

Weakness with regard to the conclusions and 
argument, including unsubstantiated assertions

22

Lack of methodological soundness or 
weakness in analysis

19

Absence of any important critical or analytical 
insight, including unfocused discussion

18

Failure to read well and engage a broad 
(i.e., international) higher education 
audience; lack of clarity on contribution to 
knowledge

18

Weakness in situating in appropriate 
literature

15

Weakness in quality and clarity of writing 
and structuring

13

Source: Based on Soliman (2008)
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The Stories We Tell about Peer Review
Understanding the peer-review process is one thing; experiencing it is 
another. Kate Chanock (2008) has written about “surviving the review 
process”—a struggle through which we persist despite hardships and 
even “danger.” Peer review can feel dangerous because our writing 
is entangled with our identities: we have invested emotionally and 
intellectually in a piece of work, and then we have to submit it for 
judgment by other people who are positioned as experts in the 
scholarly community. Thus, comments on our written work, regardless 
of genre, have a profound impact on how we see ourselves as members 
of a learning and teaching scholarly community. 

Kate Chanock (2008, 1) urges us to share our experiences of peer 
review, because “many more things get rejected than accepted, and 
nearly everything gets sent back to be rewritten.” By sharing these 
experiences we can come to understand that even though it’s not 
“ever going to be easy . . . at least it doesn’t have to be mysterious.” 
Martin Haigh (2012) usefully includes the reviews he obtained, and 
his responses to them, in the article he wrote on writing success-
fully for a learning and teaching journal. Kenneth Moore shares his 
first experience of peer review, capturing how it can be a complex 
emotional and intellectual process, in Reflection 28.1. Importantly, 
Moore sought the perspectives and support of colleagues and had 
time to make sense of the reviewer comments and the decision of 
the editor.

Reflection 28.1

My first peer-review experience

My first peer-review story was traumatising but ultimately very 
gratifying. I have the review framed . . . not the paper. No joke. 
The reviewer response was about as many words as my paper. I 
saw it and thought, my god, is this normal? Colleagues assured me 
it was not normal. Importantly, the paper was not rejected. The 
reviewer liked the kernel of the idea and liked the methods, just 
didn’t like anything about the way it was presented. They had me 
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change everything under the sun (e.g., starting a sentence with 
“But”). I tried to find some humour in how painfully candid this 
person was. Luckily, I had the time and support of colleagues, so I 
did the work to revise the paper. To be quite frank, it was inspir-
ing that the person had invested so much time. The end result is 
something I know I can be prouder of. Knowing that my work 
would not have been accepted into that journal without passing a 
significant check on quality served to instil my confidence in the 
peer-review system. It has motivated me to give more thoughtful 
reviews to others—while hopefully avoiding snarky remarks! The 
review stoked some negative emotions and set me on a difficult 
personal journey, but I now respect the process more as a whole.

Kenneth Moore reflects on his first experience of peer review as a PhD 
student in the area of higher education studies at The University of 
Melbourne, Australia.

Moore’s reflection suggests he took seriously the “revise and 
resubmit” (or R and R) request from the editor. Pat Thomson (2019h) 
explains the work required in a major revisions decision: 

The key word in R and R is REVISE—re-vision, 
re-imagine, re-think. This may well be more than 
simply adding in a few sentences here or there or a 
new section. An R and R [is] not always going to be a 
“tinkering around” leaving most of the paper intact. Just 
adding and deleting a few things is a correction, not a 
re-imagining. In fact, most of the time, when reviewers 
recommend R and R they are looking for some pretty 
big changes. Gah—it’s likely to be a pretty substantial 
re-write.

It’s OK to take the time you need to process the experience 
of receiving a detailed peer review. You need to process both the 
emotions and the intellectual challenges reviews can pose. Mills Kelly 
(2019), an experienced history professor in the US and recent pres-
ident of ISSOTL, has had to set aside harsh reviewer comments 
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for weeks before he could process them productively and “take the 
high road” in responding to reviewers. Sometimes a good laugh is 
the perfect medicine for harsh reviews. Following Alison receiving 
a particularly noxious review, Mick shared with her the link to a 
Facebook group called “Reviewer 2 Must Be Stopped.” She laughed 
and laughed.

As with all dialogic exchanges with others, you have a choice 
in how you engage in the process of peer review. In chapter 26, we 
write about ways to give feedback through writing groups and as 
critical friends. Consider carefully how you review others so that the 
stories we all tell can be more gratifying than traumatizing and lead 
to more productive, less destructive conversations.

Based on his experience with peer review, Mike Duncan (2018) 
describes three types of reviewers; his classification can both prepare 
you for potential reviews and invite consideration of the type of 
reviewer you want to be.

• Type 1: Reviewers who are a credit to the profession by offering 
helpful and constructive reviews

• Type 2: Reviewers who do not read or engage with the entire 
work and offer misguided and brief reviews

• Type 3: Reviewers who trash a paper, whether in a single 
sentence or pages of text

Making Sense of Reviewer Comments and Responding 
to Editors
While it might be easier in some cases than others, try to tell yourself 
as you read reviewer comments that this person is trying to enhance your 
work. Sally Brown attests to that interpretation in Reflection 28.2. It 
can be especially challenging to understand and respond when you 
receive two or three reviews (from reviewers and editors) that are 
contradictory. This can feel overwhelming and confusing. 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/reviewer2/
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Reflection 28.2

Don’t burn the reviews: It is so easy to misunderstand 
reviewers

In the days before electronic journal submission, I submitted a 
paper copy of an article which I received back with some very 
heavy critique requiring a lot of changes. Disheartened and a bit 
angry, I ripped it up, set fire to it and stamped on the ashes. Six 
months later I met the editor at a conference and he said to me, 
“Where is that good article on peer assessment?” I said, “You didn’t 
say it was a good article, you gave me so many negative comments 
I thought you were saying it was rubbish!” And he said, “But I and 
the two reviewers had spent hours writing those comments and 
we had a slot saved for you in the very next edition of the [very 
eminent] journal!” Of course, because of what I had done, all the 
reviewer comments were gone!

Sally Brown is an emerita professor at Leeds Beckett University, UK.

If you think about the reviewers as colleagues with whom you are 
in conversation, you can respond in kind. After you have a sense of all 
the requests being made and if you decide to resubmit to the same 
journal, you will need not only to revise the paper but also to draft a 
letter to the editor outlining the changes you have made. Therefore, 
it is a good idea to keep a running list of those revisions as you make 
them. While you might not be certain to whom the letter will be 
sent, write it as if the reviewers will be reading it, and be specific 
about how your revisions address each of the reviewers’ suggestions. 
Kelly has a standard template for responding to reviewers, which 
she created following a writing collaboration with a colleague. In 
responding to reviewers after a major revisions request, her collabora-
tor drafted a letter and copied in every comment and then responded 
to each. It was long but it showed respect for the reviewers because 
the approach acknowledged everything they said. See the follow-
ing online resources for examples of Kelly’s approach: “Template for 

https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Template-for-Writing-Reviews.pdf
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Writing Reviews,” “Example of a Review Using the Template,” and 
“Example of Response to Reviewers.” 

Reviews that accompany a reject decision can still be important 
to inform your revisions prior to submitting to another journal. Keep 
in mind, too, that if you submit the manuscript to another journal, the 
editor may send it to one of the same reviewers who responded to it 
originally. Imagine how a reviewer might feel seeing again basically 
the same manuscript upon which they already spent considerable 
time offering feedback. In the process of responding to reviewers, you 
gain another opportunity to practice your writing. Table 28.2 lists 
decisions to make when responding to reviewer requests. It is a good 
practice to express your appreciation for a suggested revision, whether 
or not you follow it (Annesley 2011). Phrases such as “Thank you 
for bringing this to my attention” or “I appreciate your raising this 
point” can precede whatever you write subsequently. Reviewers are 
also human, and they too value respectful and constructive responses 
as much as authors do.

If you have not considered being a reviewer, you might want 
to. Reviewing others’ submissions will expose you to the range of 
conversations unfolding around learning and teaching, including the 
most current literature being published on your own topic and related 
topics. It will also afford you insights into the review process and help 
you develop into a respectful and constructive reviewer—one who 
takes seriously people’s efforts and offers thoughtful, useful feedback 
and suggestions. Revisit the advice we offered for delivering feedback 
in chapter 26. Offering thoughtful, useful, respectful feedback takes 
time and patience, but it helps build a more welcoming and inclusive 
community, and it can even sometimes be recognized. For instance, 
Alison spends a great deal of time on writing supportive, detailed 
reviews, and she was awarded the American Educational Research 
Association (AERA) Outstanding Reviewer Award for outstanding 
contribution to AERA’s journals. Contact editors of your favorite 
learning and teaching journals to ask how you can become a reviewer. 
Most editors welcome new reviewers. 

https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Template-for-Writing-Reviews.pdf
http://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Chapter-28_Example-of-a-Review-Using-the-Template.pdf
http://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Chapter-28_Example-of-Response-to-Reviewers.pdf
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Table 28.2: Decisions for revising and responding to 
reviewers

Decision Response

Agree with request Say you can see how the 
request will enhance the work 
and indicate how you have 
revised

Disagree with request Explain why you do not 
agree with the request and 
have therefore not made the 
suggested change

Reviewers make contradictory 
requests

Acknowledge their requests 
and explain why you have 
responded as you have

Responding to Rejection
“Rejection . . . is never nice, but you learn to manage by having 
alternative strategies” (Pells 2018, quoting Janet Ward). Everyone who 
submits their work to journals, with rare exceptions, has dealt with a 
reject decision. And we do, as Janet Ward points out, develop strategies 
to deal with that reality. Our Perspectives 28.1 demonstrates the 
different ways the three of us have handled rejection and how those 
strategies evolve with experience. 

Our Perspectives 28.1

How do you deal with rejection in the peer-review 
process?

Kelly: “Welcome to the club, Kelly” was the response from a 
mentor when I admitted I had a paper rejected for publication. 
“You are in the academic club now. We all have had that expe-
rience.” It was oddly comforting for me. To this day, when I get 
a rejection decision, I remember it is part of being an academic. 
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However, the more I get into the academic game of peer review, the 
more I want to push back against aspects of it. If I think a decision 
is unfair, I will contact the editor to discuss it. If I think a reviewer 
is being nasty, I’ll contact the editor. Authors also need to be care-
ful how they respond to reviewer comments. Recently, in read-
ing an author’s response to my and another reviewer’s comments 
following a major revision decision, I wrote in my comments to 
the authors that I found their dismissive tone toward the other 
reviewer troublesome and not in the spirit of collegiality. At this 
stage, I am okay with a rejection decision and have the agency 
to engage in discussion with editors as I think the review process 
should be a collegial one. 

Mick: Here are extracts from two reviews from a paper I submitted 
to a highly rated geography journal in 1999. Reviewer 1: “I find 
the argument about ‘scholarship of teaching’ highly unconvincing 
and lacking intellectual rigour and substance. . . . The paper is really 
about the status of university teachers, i.e. there is a political agenda 
here which gets very close to a self-serving personal manifesto 
which is, despite the occasional lip service to the situation in the 
US, very parochial.” Reviewer 2: “The paper does not succeed in 
its claim that ‘developing the scholarship of teaching can make an 
important contribution to the progress of geography’. All it does 
is to rehearse arguments about the relatively lower status of teach-
ing without providing a convincing intellectual case. . . . The first 
paragraph under II contains a lot of platitudinous statements. The 
quotation from Prosser and Trigwell strikes me as being especially 
banal.” 

A few months later, after tending to my bruises, I began to consider 
other possible publication venues. I was invited to submit a paper to 
a special issue of Higher Education Research and Development (HERD) 
on scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL). I revised the paper 
(with a changed introduction, conclusion, and title—critically as 
noted in chapter 9, dropping reference to geography and instead 
referring to “a discipline-based approach,” but otherwise making 
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only minor changes) and it was accepted (Healey 2000). It has since 
been recognized as having an important impact and been widely 
cited. On reflection, I realize that the geography journal was not 
yet ready for an article on SoTL, but there may also have been an 
element of misfortune in who was allocated to review the article. 
By a strange coincidence the editor of the special issue of HERD 
was Keith Trigwell (the source of the “banal” quotation), though 
I did not tell him about the geography reviewer’s comment!

Alison: When I first started submitting manuscripts for publication, 
I hadn’t really developed a sense of how to write for an audience 
unfamiliar with the work I was doing, and I took rejections of 
my writing about it deeply personally. Over the years, I came to 
see rejections less as personal attacks and more as indicators that I 
hadn’t found the best way to frame and present what I was trying 
to share—as a failure of communication rather than a failure of self. 
After nearly twenty years of publishing, almost all of my submissions 
are judged to need either major or minor revisions—cause for 
celebration, as Thomson and Kamler (2013) suggest, but I still occa-
sionally forget how unfamiliar my work is in some circles. Recently, 
for instance, a colleague and I had a paper rejected because we had 
made too many assumptions about our reviewers’ familiarity with 
pedagogical partnership, the main area of research and practice for 
both of us. One of the reviewer comments was so unrelated to 
what we were writing about that we thought maybe the editor 
had sent a review for someone else’s paper! Then we realized that 
the reviewer was evoking the closest thing they knew to our work, 
trying to make sense of it. So, we revised to include more context 
for and explanation of what we had assumed would be obvious 
but clearly wasn’t. This was an important reminder not to make 
assumptions, to start where the reader is in the way Jerome Bruner 
(1977, xi) famously argued that one must start “where the learner 
is.” This is not a matter of condescension or dumbing down; it’s a 
matter of being in conversation in the right key.
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Your perspective: How do you or will you deal with rejection 
in the peer-review process? 

Over to You
The peer-review process is itself in a process of evolution, but 
publication will always involve contributing to or creating a 
conversation, and none of us wants to be rejected or excluded from 
a conversation we want to join or develop. As you are joining the 
conversation constituted by the peer-review process, we hope you 
will think about the type of reviewer, as well as the type of writer, 
you want to be. As Tom Lowe (2019) has observed, reviewers have 
a choice: they can go in thinking, “What can I find wrong with this 
paper[?]” or they can ask themselves, “How can I help this person 
publish and succeed[?]” Some of the questions that you may want to 
think about following receipt of comments from reviewers include:

• How do you think you will respond to a rejection decision?
• Whom in your support network can you contact if you get a 

rejection decision?
• If revisions are requested, what changes are reviewers arguing 

for in your work? 
• Are any of these requested changes at odds? Do any overlap?
Then you may want to decide a few things for yourself and with 

any co-authors:
• Can you see how making the suggested changes will enhance 

your paper?
• Are some requests moving the work in a direction you are not 

comfortable with?
• Are some requests unclear to you?
• Do some requests seem irrelevant, because you have addressed 

them elsewhere in the paper or because they are more comments 
rather than suggested changes, for example? 

• How, and to what extent, will you retain the integrity of your 
text while also responding to the reviewers’ comments?
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CHAPTER 29

PROMOTING YOUR PUBLISHED WORK AND 
DEVELOPING A PUBLICATION PLAN

We have been astonished by the wide number of learning and 
teaching “wheels” that are reinvented on an annual basis due 
to lack of dissemination. (Cleaver, Lintern, and McLinden 
2018, 98)

Once your work is published, you need to share it so others can read it, 
learn from it, and include it in scholarly conversations, and in so doing 
help avoid some of the reinventing of wheels that Elizabeth Cleaver 
and colleagues mention above, which are too common in the learning 
and teaching field. However, your work can easily go unnoticed given 
the explosion of higher education publications in the past decades 
(Tight 2018b). There is a reason “publish or perish” has been joined 
by the cliché “achieve visibility or vanish.” A third of social science 
articles included in Web of Science are not cited within five years of 
publication (Larivière, Gingras, and Archambault 2009). Melissa Terras 
(2012) found that when some of her papers were tweeted and blogged, 
these publications “had at least more than eleven times the number of 
downloads than their sibling paper which was left to its own devices 
in the institutional repository.” More systematic research, however, 
indicates little relationship between social media interventions and 
readership (Davis 2019), though increasing awareness of your work 
may have other benefits, such as invitations to speak or contribute to 
related projects (Green 2019). In this chapter we share strategies for 
collegial promotion of your work, including developing publication 
plans to generate a coherent body of work.

Promoting Your Published Work



PROmOTiNG yOUR PUBLisHED WORk | 315

Promoting Your Published Work
Self-promotion does not come easily to most of us, as we discuss in 
Our Perspectives 29.1. However, there are over three million journal 
articles published every year, and this number is increasing annually 
(Johnson, Wilkinson, and Mabe 2018)—a trend also evident in the 
broad field of higher education (Tight 2018b). If you want your 
paper to be noticed, you need to help it along, and this can be done 
without appearing to boast (see also chapter 22). 

Our Perspectives 29.1

How do you feel about promoting your own work?

Alison: I try to think of promoting my work as offering what I 
have learned in order to support others’ efforts and showing how 
both my own work and theirs are part of an ongoing conversation. 
So actually I think of it less as promoting and more as connect-
ing—showing continuity of ongoing explorations, inviting new 
directions that build on those and also that take off from them. I 
have found such self-promotion/connecting most important when 
moving from one area of scholarship and practice to another, as 
I did in shifting from education to SoTL, when I realized that 
colleagues in the latter arena had little or no familiarity with the 
work I had done in the former arena.

Mick: Self-promotion goes against the grain. However, particularly 
since I became an independent consultant, I have realized some is 
necessary. I try to keep our website up to date and provide links to 
it from my email signature and handouts I use in workshops. Rather 
than promote individual publications or workshops, I encourage 
people to visit the website by providing resources (handouts and 
bibliographies), most of which are regularly updated, and hope 
visitors may look at other pages, such as the list of recent publica-
tions, while they are there, and, of course, the photos of our dogs!

Kelly: I have a contradictory range of emotions about promot-
ing my own work. I want to share a sense of achievement and 

http://www.mickhealey.co.uk/
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contribution, yet the “look at me” part of it feels like shameless 
self-promotion and makes me want to hide away. I have a love-
hate relationship with social media when it comes to promoting 
my own work. My university now includes Twitter metrics in our 
researcher dashboards, so I live in a vexing state of discomfort with 
my role in the metrics/look-at-me game. My current strategy is 
to log into Twitter at designated times 2–3 times a week to share 
new publications from myself or others and interact with people 
who have interacted with me. 

Your perspective: How do you feel about promoting your own 
work?

Making your writing easy to find starts well before you submit 
it for publication. Choosing a suitable title (see chapter 9), writing 
an informative abstract (see chapter 10), and selecting appropriate 
keywords (see chapter 27) are critical in making your work visible, 
if those are required for the genre you select. Raising awareness of 
your work also occurs prior to writing when you make presentations 
about what you are working on at conferences (see chapter 17).

Once your writing is published, you should also be active in 
ensuring potentially interested readers are made aware of its existence. 
Most higher education conferences will allow you to present recently 
published work. Nearly all the major publishers provide useful advice 
on promoting your work (e.g., Elsevier 2019). Several strategies are 
appropriate at this stage. These include:

1. Make your research open. Add a pre-print copy of journal 
publications to academic databases, such as ResearchGate and 
Academia.edu, as well as your own institutional repository. 
Ensure that you include a link to the final published version 
by including its DOI (Digital Object Identifier). If your paper 
is published in an open access (OA) journal, then a direct link 
to the published version is easy to include. OA papers are not 
only downloaded more than non-OA papers, they are also 
cited more (Hitchcock 2011; Piwowar et al. 2018). 

https://www.researchgate.net/
http://www.academia.edu/
https://www.doi.org/
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2. Create a Google Scholar profile. If you have not already 
done so, register for a Google Scholar account. It creates a 
profile of your publications and the number of citations each 
has received, though you should check the profile for accuracy, 
particularly if you have the same name as other academics. You 
can set your account to email you automatically when a new 
citation is found. It is a great way to keep up with new litera-
ture that cites your work (always a nice email to receive), and 
to see what else authors in your field have written (Konkiel 
2014).

3. Ensure your web pages are up to date. Check that your 
latest publications are listed on your institutional web pages 
and, if you have one, your own website.

4. Provide a link from your email signature and profiles. 
Adding a link to your most recent publications in your email 
signature is an obvious way of increasing awareness of your 
work. 

5. Create a video abstract. Most large commercial journal 
publishers, such as Taylor & Francis, are beginning to encourage 
authors of journal articles to produce short video abstracts to 
promote their articles. They are “easy to share via social media, 
include in an email, or link to from a web page, [and] they 
can be a quick and easy way to tell others your research story” 
(Taylor & Francis “Video Abstracts”).

6. Post on social media. Make links to your work via any 
social media accounts you have, such as LinkedIn, Twitter, 
and Facebook. For Facebook, consider opening a “profes-
sional” account, separate from your social account, to which 
you invite fellow researchers. Encourage a colleague or the 
editor to tweet a link to your publication. You could also focus 
your Twitter promotion around conferences that are relevant 
to your research topic, by using the event’s hashtag and clari-
fying how your work may be of interest. Your postings may be 
better received if you include information about interesting 
publications other than just your own; this may also help you 

https://scholar.google.co.uk/
https://authorservices.taylorandfrancis.com/video-abstracts/
https://www.linkedin.com/
https://twitter.com/
https://www.facebook.com/
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attract more followers. Melissa Terras (2012), as we noted in 
chapter 21, suggests that the best time to tweet in the UK 
is between 11am and 5pm GMT, Monday to Thursday of a 
working week, though this may differ depending where in the 
world your target audience is based.

7. Contribute to a multi-author blog or start your own. 
“If you’ve devoted months to writing the paper, dealing with 
comments, doing rewrites and hacking through the publishing 
process, why would you not spend the extra couple of hours 
crafting an accessible blogpost?” (Dunleavy 2016). There are 
plenty of multi-author blogs available, or you may wish to 
consider starting your own blog and regularly post about your 
ideas (Crick and Winfield 2013; Thesis Whisperer 2018; see 
also chapter 21). 

8. Register for an ORCID iD. Ensure that you have registered 
for ORCID (Open Researcher and Contributor Identifier). 
It provides you with a unique identifier and gives a record of 
your scholarly work. 

9. Send publications to scholars you have cited. Consider 
sending a copy of your publication to scholars you cite while 
also thanking them for their contributions to the scholarly 
community (Sutherland, personal communication, August 18, 
2019). Some may already be aware of your work through 
citation notifications they receive from Google Scholar or 
ResearchGate.

Making a Publication Plan
At many universities, we are increasingly being encouraged to plan 
our activities more systematically so that we can manage our time and 
meet institutional targets. This is a common topic covered in doctoral 
programs, and many universities require that their research-active 
staff and faculty produce publication plans for their research (e.g., 
University of Manchester 2018; Sheffield Hallam University 2016). 

A sample writing plan is given in Table 29.1. When creating your 
publication plan, it is important to be as specific as you can in terms of 

http://orcid.org/
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what topics you’ll write about, where each item may be published 
(including whether the outlet will be generic or discipline-based), 
and whether the publications will be sole- or co-authored. You are 
likely to be less specific the longer in advance you are planning, 
in part because your writing plans will depend on the progress of 
your research and on your success in obtaining funding. Most of the 
outputs should normally, at least in the short run, cover a limited 
number of related topics, so that your body of work is making a 
significant contribution to a broad research area and you are not seen 
as jumping around among too many different subjects. You will also 
need to build in some flexibility to allow time to respond positively 
to interesting requests to, for example, co-author an article or essay, 
write a book chapter, or present a keynote. Similarly, you may be 
active in promoting a co-authored publication with a colleague or 
someone you meet at a conference or on social media. Hence you 
will probably need to update the plan every quarter or so. A blank 
version of the “Sample Three-Year Writing-for-Publication Plan” is 
available in the online resources. 

However, it is important to remember that what is reasonable for 
you to achieve is dependent on your motivations, stage of career, kind 
of institution, and other contextual factors that affect the opportunities 
available to you. Planning for two or three outputs over a three-year 
period may be just as appropriate as planning for fifteen to twenty 
outputs. You may also consider keeping a publication diary that helps 
you keep track of key deadlines or target dates for different stages 
in the writing and publication process for the multiple, overlapping 
projects you may have on the go (Salter 2016). As we noted in chap-
ter 23, writing in some genres, such as preparing a blog post or an 
opinion piece, takes considerably less time than writing an empirical 
research article or a book.

The plan in Table 29.1 is one approach, and we freely admit that 
none of us maintains a plan like this (although we know people who 
do!). Indeed, Kelly’s reaction on seeing this plan was:

I have never in my life used a publication plan like 
the one we show—it would stress me out! For me, the 

http://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Chapter-29_A-Sample-Three-Year-Writing-for-Publication-Plan.docx
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weight of all that work would shut me down. I almost 
need to agree to a writing project with a sense of un-es-
timating the work or I would never agree to any! 

The important point is to maintain a running record, backwards 
and forwards, of your writing accomplishments and ventures. Each 
of us has a less formalized list of commitments, which we regu-
larly update and reprioritize as new opportunities arise. Kelly uses 
a template for planning group projects, which helps to clarify each 
participant’s planned contribution from start to finish of the proj-
ect (see “Simple Publication Plan for Getting Started” and “Project 
Plan for Research” in the online resources). In planning you should 
recognize the overlapping nature of writing timelines. For example, 
writing an 800-word blog post within two weeks may overlap with 
a two-month deadline for revisions requested from a journal article 
submitted six months prior as well as the need to return proofs of 
another article that had been accepted for publication several months 
ago within three days. In short, writing requires juggling differing 
yet overlapping time frames. 

You will notice that examples of many of the genres we discuss in 
this book are included in our sample plan. Few people would write 
in all these genres in a three-year period. We would encourage you, 
however, as we have argued in several places in this book, to consider 
writing in a wide range of genres over your career, because many of 
the genres will address different audiences and engage you in varied, 
though related, conversations. 

There are, of course, many reasons why we write, and these reasons 
may be extrinsic as well as intrinsic (see chapter 6). Pat Thomson 
(2014), who is a highly prolific author, breaks down her writing 
tasks into:

• stuff she has to write (e.g., reporting on research projects); 
• stuff she gets asked to write (such as book chapters); 
• stuff related to supervision (writing with her students); and 
• stuff she wants to write (projects that interest her). 

http://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Simple-Publication-Plan-for-Getting-Started.docx
http://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Project-Plan-for-Research.docx
http://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Project-Plan-for-Research.docx
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She has several of these kinds of “stuff ” going on at the same time. 
Notably, she leaves out writing her weekly blog (Patter), describing it 
as “part of everyday activity, a bit like brushing your teeth.” 

For many people, ourselves included, much writing is respon-
sive to openings as they appear, whether these are a result of chance 
conversations, ideas that have arisen from our reading, or invitations. 
Furthermore, we have each experienced different forms of continuity 
in topic areas in the short and the long run, and we have all experi-
enced shifting our interests in relation to external stimuli as well as 
internal commitments. 

Kelly, for example, experienced a shift from discipline-based to 
more general higher education publication outlets that started from a 
locally based project informing institutional curriculum development. 
Her early research in learning and teaching explored how science 
students experienced learning in their undergraduate programs. 
Naturally, her inquiry was in a specific disciplinary (life sciences), 
institutional (large, comprehensive research-intensive university), and 
geographical context (Australia). She employed methods that privi-
leged numeric data gathered via surveys to capture large numbers of 
students, because using quantitative data is common in the sciences. 
Yet her research spoke to different conversations that were unfolding 
in the science higher education community and more broadly. While 
it might appear daunting if you are new to writing, Kelly’s cascading 
“plan” over a seven-year period signals how writing can contribute to 
different scholarly communities and be translated across social media 
and traditional research outlets (and involve students as co-authors):

1. Starting with a national and discipline-specific contri-
bution: Kelly’s conference talk at a national, discipline-based 
conference became a publication (in the International Journal 
for Science and Mathematics Education) on capturing science 
students’ perceptions of learning outcomes (Matthews and 
Hodgson 2012). 

2. Joining a discipline-specific, international conversa-
tion: An article for the International Journal of Science Education 
explored science students’ perceptions of learning outcomes 

https://patthomson.net/
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with broader implications for undergraduate science curricu-
lum development (Varsavsky, Matthews, and Hodgson 2014).

3. Informing local curriculum development: An institu-
tional report for a seven-year curriculum review cycle of the 
Bachelor of Science degree program focused on students’ 
perceptions of their learning gains and outcomes to guide 
ongoing curriculum planning (Faculty of Science 2015).

4. Connecting to a broader higher education conversa-
tion: A publication for Studies in Higher Education contrib-
uted to a broader, cross-disciplinary conversation in higher 
education about student and lecturer perceptions of learning 
outcomes linked to ongoing debates about “graduate attri-
butes” (Matthews and Mercer-Mapstone 2018).

5. Linking to a higher education, topic-specific conversa-
tion: An article on comparative assessment of student learning 
outcomes was published in Assessment and Evaluation in Higher 
Education (Dvorakova and Matthews 2017).

6. Reaching new audiences through different genres: 
Kelly contributed focused pieces through blog posts for a 
national science teaching centre (Australian Council of Deans 
of Science New Ideas in TL), professional society newslet-
ter contributions (Higher Education Research and Development 
Society of Australasia News), and an article in The Conversation 
(Matthews 2018). 

This example shows how engaging in writing about learning 
and teaching is a journey through conversations over many years 
with different scholarly communities (see chapter 8) that span local, 
national, and international knowledges (see chapter 1). We would 
readily admit, however, that looking back, our writing appears more 
strategic and ordered than it was at the time, when things appeared 
messier and more responsive. Nevertheless, preparing writing plans 
can be valuable in managing time and mapping out a strategic direc-
tion, as long as they are flexible and allow for the uncertainties and 
opportunities, disappointments and delights that arise in a learning 
and teaching scholar’s academic life. 

https://theconversation.com/stop-treating-students-like-customers-and-start-working-with-them-as-partners-in-learning-93276
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Over to You
Although they do not necessarily come naturally, promoting your 
publications and developing a writing plan for publication are 
important skills to acquire and cultivate, if you are going to be a 
productive writer who has an impact on scholarly conversation about 
learning and teaching in higher education. As with everything we 
recommend in this book, we suggest that you need to develop versions 
of these strategies that work for you and that are consistent with the 
writing self you want to be. Thinking about your answers to these 
questions might help: 

• Which of the suggested ways of promoting your published work 
do you use? Which could you see yourself using?

• Do you keep a writing-for-publication plan that you regularly 
update? If not, you might try completing the “Sample Three-
Year Writing-for-Publication Plan” available in the online 
resources (but do not feel guilty if this is not your thing).

• What kind of publication plan might you develop to reach 
varied audiences through a range of genres? 

http://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Chapter-29_A-Sample-Three-Year-Writing-for-Publication-Plan.docx
http://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Chapter-29_A-Sample-Three-Year-Writing-for-Publication-Plan.docx
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CHAPTER 30

CONCLUSION
Reflecting on the Potential of Writing  

about Learning and Teaching

We revisit the key issues we have raised, speaking again of the 
principles, and end with an invitation for those who read this 
book. (Phillips and Bunda 2018, 89) 

The Latin roots of the word conclusion are “to shut” (claudere) and 
“to convince.” A conclusion is, in both senses, a closing. While some 
things, such as events, come to a close simply because they are over, the 
conclusion of an academic text draws to an intentional close. At the 
same time, as Louise Phillips and Tracey Bunda note in their book on 
storying as research, a conclusion is an opportunity to revisit, to speak 
again, and to invite readers into ongoing dialogue. In this final chapter, 
we conclude intentionally—deliberately and with awareness—in the 
same way we have endeavored to write throughout this text, to name 
and to make visible the process in which we are engaged: a writing 
process that is a learning process and an act of communication. Due 
to its length, a book requires a more extensive revisiting than some 
other genres of what has carried us to this conclusion. And so, we 
begin with the beginning.

Revisiting, Reviewing, and Reinterpreting Our 
Overarching Themes
We argued in our introduction that contributing to and creating 
scholarly conversations and fostering identities are best achieved by 

Conclusion
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publishing in a wide range of genres. Our own stories and those 
of the many writers we include throughout the chapters of this 
book illustrate that there is no one right way to join, contribute 
to, benefit from, or create scholarly conversations about learning 
and teaching, and the identity—or identities—you develop through 
your engagement will evolve over time. Indeed, the richness of the 
opportunities afforded by the expanding set of acceptable writing 
genres and the increasing recognition of the validity of different 
identities mean that academic writing is a more open and inclusive 
process than it has been in the past. 

Who you are as a scholar and what and how you choose to write 
will influence the ways that scholarly writing about learning and 
teaching continue to evolve. That reality will affect you personally, 
and it will shape the world of scholarly publication. Every choice you 
make as a scholar both reflects your values and builds values-based 
practice, and conceptualizing writing as a learning process ensures 
that both you and those who read your writing continue to learn. 
These dynamic, dialogic processes can support your particular process 
of “self-authoring a professional identity as an educator” (Gunersel, 
Barnett, and Etienne 2013, 35) and, concurrently, your identity as a 
scholar of learning and teaching.

Throughout this book we have both offered advice and posed 
questions, alternating between informing and querying in an attempt 
to enact a dynamic, dialogic process that we capture in the metaphor 
of conversation. Writing is contributing to and creating conversations, 
but of course not everyone has equal access to every conversation, 
and even once in, not everyone is attended to with the same respect 
as everyone else. Our hope is that, by legitimating and advocating a 
wider range of genres for academic writing, we can open conversa-
tions about learning and teaching to a wider range of participants—a 
widening that is more inclusive and equitable as well as more educa-
tive for everyone. 

Because identity is a complex intersection of how you see yourself 
and how you are seen by others, it is never fixed; it is, rather, contex-
tual, relational, and evolving. Likewise, what and how we write for 
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any given publication is never the final iteration; it is one in a series 
of versions of what matters to us and what we want to share with 
others. This is partly why writing is always a learning process. But 
writing to learn also means taking risks, composing texts that take 
you beyond where you might feel you are. These forays may inspire 
new internal realizations as well as new connections with others.

Revisiting, Reviewing, and Reinterpreting Our Practical 
Advice
Interwoven with these larger themes of contributing to and creating 
conversations and fostering identities, explored in part 2 of this book, 
are more practical questions, addressed in part 3: What are your 
motivations for writing? Will you write alone or with others? How 
will you decide what outlet is the best venue for any given piece of 
writing? How will you prepare for your writing process? Intersecting 
with these questions are decisions about genre, some of which you can 
choose to write in and some of which will be required of you. How 
to make even the required writing joyful and fulfilling is important 
for sustaining your own energy and for making academic writing a 
more engaging and affirming experience for everyone.

The when, where, and how of writing, which we address in part 
5, has similarities and differences across genres and across writers. The 
advice we offer and the questions we pose about allotting time and 
choosing space to write, writing and rewriting your draft, becoming 
an engaging writer, and developing a network of critical friends are 
meant to offer a set of considerations but also signal that you may 
make your own choices about these aspects of writing. Our conclu-
sion, then, in relation to these practical aspects of writing, is that it is 
your process that matters. It’s not that you can work entirely in isolation; 
rather, it is that you can be intentional and idiosyncratic even while 
being an engaged member of a community.

The final phase of your writing journey (for any given piece 
of writing)—which includes preparing for submission and submit-
ting the piece, responding to reviewers and dealing with rejection, 
and promoting your published work and developing a publication 
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plan—is one you will experience over and over: a mini version of 
the larger cycle of writing for publication. Part 6, then, in addition 
to addressing a particular form of conclusion, is also a reminder that 
each conclusion precedes another commencement: every closure 
makes way for a new exploration or analysis to begin.

Part 4, the section of the book that deals with the “across genres” 
component of our book’s title, addresses selected phases and aspects of 
writing in different genres. Conclusions across genres vary and may 
include one or more of these forms of intentional closure:

• Restating and reinforcing the main points of your argument 
• Proposing possible directions for future research
• Re-delineating a new conceptual frame for analyzing literature
• Naming the implications of your findings for others in different 

contexts
• Specifying what you learned from which others could benefit
• Articulating the call to action or advice that arises from your 

expressed opinion 
• Inviting reflections from others regarding what they are taking 

away from your presentation
• Stating clearly the message you want readers to take from your 

story or blog
• Reiterating why readers should believe the argument you have 

made.
What all these different kinds of conclusions have in common, 

though, is that they guide readers in how to think about what they 
just read. They close and aim to convince, and they do so in a way 
consistent with the genre. Dolores Black, Sally Brown, Abby Day, and 
Phil Race (1998, 116) offer a helpful reminder about conclusions:

Take particular care with the wording of your 
conclusions. These are the parts of your work which 
may be most likely to be quoted by others, and you 
need to protect yourself from the position of having to 
live with words which you would prefer to have been 
different.
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Multiple Conclusions and Final Thoughts
Looking at the list above of the various forms conclusions might take, 
we strive here to enact a version of as many of them as we can. Thus 
far we have restated and reinforced the main points of our argument, 
attempting to follow Wendy Belcher’s (2009, 217-8) advice:

A good conclusion is one that summarizes your argu-
ment and its significance in a powerful way. The conclu-
sion should restate the article’s relevance to the scholarly 
literature and debate. Although the conclusion does not 
introduce new arguments, it does point beyond the arti-
cle to the larger context or the more general case. It does 
not merely repeat the introduction, but takes a step back, 
out of the bigger picture and states why the argument 
matters in the larger scheme of things.

In terms of possible directions for future research, we hope schol-
ars will both engage in systematic studies and gather more stories of 
the range of purposes, strategies, and lived experiences of academic 
writers. As signaled in chapters 1 and 11, we encourage scholars to 
share and publish writing in genres on learning and teaching we have 
not covered in this text. For example, pieces on writing teaching port-
folios, annotated syllabi, how-to guides, and grant proposals. We also 
encourage you to experiment with podcasts and vodcasts. All of these 
are also part of ongoing conversations about learning and teaching.

Our conceptual frame, which brings together the concepts of 
writing as contributing to and creating scholarly conversations, writ-
ing as fostering identities, and writing as a learning process, highlights 
the mutually informing nature of the professional and the personal. 
Every choice you make, or how you proceed when you do not have a 
choice, will influence who you become as a scholar and as an author 
about learning and teaching.

In writing our conclusion as a deliberate and self-aware enactment 
of and reflection on conclusions, we endeavored to follow the advice 
of Black et al (1998, 116): 
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Decide which one impression you would like your 
readers to go away with. Ask yourself “If there’s only 
one thing they will remember, what do I want it to 
be?” This is likely to be the most suitable basis for your 
final words.

The one thing we hope you will remember after having read or 
dipped into this book is that writing for publication is not simply 
producing a text but is, rather, a complex process of contributing to 
and creating conversations, forging an identity aligned to your values, 
and embracing an opportunity for ongoing learning. 

We have noted throughout how much we have learned through 
writing this book together and inviting the wisdom of so many other 
writers to bring these ideas to life. We knew that we knew something 
about academic writing, but mapping what we knew and having to 
write our way toward understanding what we didn’t know was at 
once an invigorating, humbling, sometimes exhausting, but ultimately 
inspiring experience. We hope you will be encouraged and embold-
ened by the advice we offer and the questions we pose to self-author 
and re-write yourself as you, in turn, offer and explore understandings 
of learning and teaching in higher education. The possibilities are 
endless. Thank you for reading (and writing!).

Over to You
That is all from us. We are turning it over to you one last time with 
these final questions:

• What conclusions do you draw from having read this book, and 
what are the main messages that you take away?

• What themes guide—or could guide—your writing practice?
• What was reaffirmed for you about the way you approach 

writing about learning and teaching?
• What changes will you make to the way you write about learn-

ing and teaching in higher education?
• How will you ensure that you continue to grow as a writer, both 

creating and contributing to ongoing and new conversations?
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Remember that the discussion questions are also posted on the 
book’s website. We hope that you will use them to continue this 
conversation with others! 

https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/books/writing-about-learning/
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