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Abstract 

The current pandemic has forced us to implement major changes in the way we 

communicate, interact and work, all of which have had a massive impact upon all aspects of 

our lives. Academics and students alike have had to adapt very quickly to the new situation 

and the challenges encountered, although viewed from different perspectives, are largely 

similar. Changes are often unsettling and taxing, especially when they are not the result of a 

personal choice, but they can also offer great opportunities, the most significant of which is 

for lecturers and learners to develop best practice together, in partnership (Kurczek and 

Johnson, 2014). This article reflects upon how sharing our experience of a students-and-

staff partnership at the University of Greenwich 2021 SHIFT conference has affected our 

experience of teaching and learning during a pandemic. 
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Background 

This project started from a desire to learn, from students, which of the changes they 

experienced during the pandemic have improved their learning experience. Our aim was to 

present our findings at the University of Greenwich SHIFT 2021 conference on teaching and 

learning so that the students’ voice would reach a wider audience. Our working group 

comprised eleven women: nine students and two lecturers from different ethnic backgrounds 

and nationalities. All of us, sharing an interest in science, microbiology and the power of 

diversity in expanding our learning and understanding, contributed equally to the design and 

the progress of the project. We believe that to look at the same problem from the varying 

points of view of our diverse cultural backgrounds offers a broader perspective and fuller 

understanding, with consequently a better learning and teaching experience. We placed 

strong emphasis upon supporting the collaborative aspect of the project, something often 

neglected in collaborative learning (Le et al., 2017; Healey et al., 2014). 

Close interaction between students and academic staff is well known to be important to the 

improvement of student learning, development, engagement and satisfaction in higher 

education (Astin, 1993; Kuh et al., 2005). Nevertheless, interaction between academics 

and students tends, by and large, to place the student as the receiver of knowledge and the 

academic as the deliverer of it. That approach has several well-known limitations (Benware 

and Deci, 1984; Biggs, 1999) and does not recognise that learning does not end when one 



Conference reflections 

Compass: Journal of Learning and Teaching, Vol 14, No 3, 2021 

2 

becomes an academic, and that learners are best placed to make academic staff aware of 

which approaches work best in their education. Moreover, establishing a partnership 

empowers all students to engage deeply with their education (Scager et al., 2016). The 

pandemic has imposed such profound changes on the way we do things, it has forced us to 

leave our comfort zone and inspired us to change our perspective as well brought us closer 

as a university community. 

We have come together at weekly meetings to discuss and reflect on how the current 

pandemic has impacted our university experiences and to discuss best practice. This led us 

to share our experiences and the journey that we took with our university. We reflected on 

and identified best practice; we also inspired each other and supported confidence-building 

both through discussion and also by presenting our reflections (Getti et al., 2021). Each one 

of us presented one slide. Here, we share what this partnership has taught us. 

Reflections 

There seems to be an invisible wall between academics and learners, which we inherit from 

the past and do not question. Delivering a collaborative presentation at SHIFT has allowed 

us all, students and staff, to expose our respective roles to joint scrutiny, reappraise them 

and adjust in the interests of better learning AND teaching. For our group, this has resulted 

in that wall coming down. 

Traditionally, universities promote collaborative learning between students, but there is little 

or no collaboration between academic staff and learners – a barrier that contributes to some 

students’ hesitancy about engaging with academics, with the inevitable consequence that 

academics’ understanding and ability to support students’ learning fully are limited.  

During the pandemic, both students and teachers have faced similar challenges and this 

project showed us how, by working together and breaking down the wall between us, we can 

overcome them. The project ‘Teaching & Learning during COVID-19’ was a great way for 

students to build a stronger relationship with lecturers and with peers. 

Lack of face-to-face interaction, combined with great changes to delivery of the curriculum, 

made things extremely difficult: for lecturers, to obtain timely feedback on the degree of 

success of the changes; for students, to feel listened to. We found that this, in many 

instances, resulted, for students, in a growing sense of isolation and consequent 

disengagement and, for staff, in a similar sense of remoteness. Our collaborative 

experience, however, allowed for the development of stronger connections between fellow 

student learners and between students and lecturers (themselves learners). It enabled the 

creation of an online community with no geographical barriers, even when we found 

ourselves spread across several countries due to lockdowns and restrictions on movement. 

This helped both sides to overcome the sense of isolation and maintain motivation 

throughout the academic year. 

Working together towards presenting at SHIFT changed our perspective of the University 

ethos, showing our institution’s investment into the culture of learning, not just academically, 

but also in the holistic development of its students, so encouraging their curiosity and their 

confident independence of thought during their passage through higher education. 
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Joining the ‘Teaching & Learning during COVID-19’ group started from the desire to feel a 

sense of community during these unprecedented (and often lonely) times. Presenting our 

experience at SHIFT made us realise that there is a tremendous power in our voice. 

Throughout the past months, we have supported one another through difficult times; we 

have made connections; we have had important discussions about how to better our 

teaching and learning – not only during the pandemic, but after it, too. 

This project has showed us that despite – and sometimes because of – the challenges faced 

this year, studies have been as valid as they were previously. It has offered an opportunity to 

usher in new modes of teaching; it has inspired students to take ownership of their learning 

and lecturers to explore new teaching approaches and learn from the students’ experience. 

Moreover, the presentation at the SHIFT conference gave students a new-found confidence, 

not only in their communication and presentation skills, but in their personal capability and 

value. It allowed learners to realise how much they have grown during their academic 

experience and encouraged them to make their voice heard by actively participating in group 

meetings and in sharing ideas. As lecturers, we have been able to reflect on the positive 

influences that closer collaboration with students can have, not only on their confidence, but 

also on their academic performance and wellbeing; in addition, we have gained invaluable 

information about best practice.  

As important tools for a successful blended-learning strategy, students identified interactive 

teaching material, live sessions, continuous assessment, supportive teamwork and 

enthusiasm in an educator’s delivery.  

Conclusion 

Our experience reflects the findings by Cook-Sather et al, (2014), that partnerships tend to 

produce similar outcomes for both students and academic staff. These include enhanced 

motivation and learning, as well as development of a stronger sense of identity. This project 

has been an incredibly successful experience, one that we felt fortunate to have participated 

in and one that we hope to continue. As Breen and Littlejohn (2000) suggest, sometimes the 

greatest constraint to moving in a new direction comes from the limits of “our own 

imaginations or assumptions”. 
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