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Preface 

Bhutan: Ways of Learning & Teaching is an outcome of 

academic collaboration between the University of the 

Highlands & Islands (UHI) and the Royal University (RUB) 

of Bhutan. The chapters of the books are written by 

academics, from both the universities, involved in the 

CHORTENS project, an ongoing collaboration on Creating 

Helpful Open Research Tools for Engaging New Staff. 

Not only was the creation of the RUB in 2003 inspired by 

the distributed network of dispersed colleges/institutes of 

UHI but also the Scottish university has been supporting in 

the development of RUB’s teaching, learning and 

scholarship through numerous collaborations. Such 

collaborations focused on developing RUB staff’s capacity 

in use of educational resources (especially electronic), 

frameworks for continuing professional development, 

quality assurance & enhancement of programmes, 

technology enhanced learning, action research, mentoring 

of staff for professional development, and learning and 

teaching enhancement strategy to highlight a few thematic 

areas. A good number of academic staff and academic 
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leaders of RUB have enriched their professional practices 

through workshops and training provided by staff from UHI.  

The collaborations between the two universities were 

initiated and successfully implemented due mainly to the 

efforts of Professor Frank Rennie, Lews Castle College, 

University of the Highlands and Islands 

The book’s chapters are mostly the outcomes of action 

research carried out by staff of RUB as part of their 

workshop participation in the CHORTENS project with 

reflections on their classroom practices.  For most staff 

these are their first attempts at action research and 

publishing, and the topics are reflective of the challenges of 

teaching and learning in Higher Education in Bhutan. 

The book also has chapters written by staff from UHI who 

facilitated the workshops in Bhutan and their perspectives 

on Bhutan’s tertiary education.      

Generally, there is a dearth of writings on teaching, learning 

and scholarship in Bhutan’s tertiary education and this book 

provides some perspectives from classroom practices. 

Yangka  |  Yangka.ovc@rub.edu.bt  
Director (Academic Affairs) 
Royal University of Bhutan 
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Chapter 1 – Perspectives on Higher 
Education in Bhutan 

Frank Rennie  |  frank.rennie@uhi.ac.uk  
Head of Research and Postgraduate Development 
Lews Castle College, University of the Highlands and Islands, (UHI) 
Scotland 
 

I first became involved with the Royal University of Bhutan 

(RUB) soon after its formation in 2003. Beginning with an 

initial trans-national project that was funded by the 

European Union, we started exploring different approaches 

to the design and delivery of Higher Education in Bhutan, 

(Rennie and Mason, 2007) together with university 

colleagues from several other Asian countries. Five other 

projects and numerous joint meetings have taken place 

over the intervening fifteen years, resulting in several 

publications, including a photographic volume (Rennie, 

2008) and an edited collection of Bhutanese writing on 

academic practice (Rennie and Mason, 2008b).  

The format of these workshops is usually similar; we bring 

together the relevant university staff (from all levels of 

seniority) to dissect and analyse a particular topic. We 

begin by looking at what the aims of the topic are at the 

RUB. Is the main intention to design better courses, or to 
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improve some specific aspect of learning and teaching for 

students or staff? Having identified the end-goal, we then 

jointly explore a variety of different ways in which this goal 

might be achieved. To do this, we often bring together 

examples from other countries (looking at both good and 

bad examples) and compare them with an in-depth 

appraisal of the current situation in Bhutan. The next stage 

is to consider what are the specific options for the 

improvement of the topic area which might apply to the 

Royal University of Bhutan. In this, we are very careful not 

to become too prescriptive. The style of traditional learning 

in Bhutan historically stems from monastic education, and 

is heavily influenced by memorisation and learning by rote, 

(Denman and Namgyel, 2008). The style of European and 

similar universities in which critical analysis and the 

exploration of juxtaposed, or even contrary, thinking, is 

valued, is a relatively new concept in Bhutan, (Phuntsho, 

2000). We are always careful, as a group, not to presume 

that ‘Western’ solutions are the best, or even the most 

appropriate in this context, and every potential ‘solution’ is 

tested against the cultural and societal norms of Bhutan. 

This does not mean to say that the subsequent 

recommendations are easy to live with, to apply in practice, 
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or even to understand in a rapidly developing society, but 

hopefully it ensures that they are ‘fit for purpose’. 

The final stage is for the group to attempt to apply the 

results of this research by developing and applying new 

actions or policies that might achieve (or work towards) the 

initial aims of the workshop. Each subsequent project, or 

individual workshop within a project, is built upon this 

framework to seek an incremental enhancement to the work 

of the Royal University of Bhutan. Over the years, we have 

addressed a wide variety of different aspects of Higher 

Education, from the design and construction of courses and 

resources, the evaluation of different pedagogical styles 

and assessment types. We have explored the design, 

implementation, testing, and revision of a more flexible and 

distance-based educational offering, and addressed 

mainstream issues such as quality assurance, staff 

development, and latterly, research into personal academic 

practices. This work has also spanned the complete range 

of disciplines that are offered by the Royal University of 

Bhutan, from generalist topics such as engineering or 

business studies, to niche areas such as rural development, 

forestry, or Himalayan cultures and languages.  
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A good example of this process is the workshop that 

enquired about how best to ensure a consistently high 

quality, and globally recognised level, of university 

education in Bhutan. The methods that might be generally 

familiar to academics in many other countries are 

sometimes problematic to apply to Bhutan, for two main 

reasons. Firstly, the system of External Examiners from 

another university scrutinising and commenting on 

standards, assessments, and student experiences, is 

difficult in Bhutan because, at that time, there was only one 

university in the country. There is scant opportunity for any 

in-country comparison, and sometimes quite contrasting 

standards with neighbouring Asian counties (not always to 

the disadvantage of Bhutan). Any comparators would need 

to be drawn from universities in another country, such as 

India, with the concomitant mismatch of attitudes, 

educational cultures, and operational structures. Secondly, 

in common with several other Asian cultures, the concept 

of critical analysis is often seen to be synonymous with 

criticism, and that is most frequently a taboo area when 

dealing with more senior colleagues (both in terms of age 

and social standing). This problem was collectively solved 

by designing a workshop to develop a role-play exercise 
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that simulated the internal validation processes for the 

approval of a new degree programme at a UK university 

such as the University of the Highlands and Islands (UHI). 

Randomly allocating RUB staff into a ‘programme team’ or 

an ‘approval panel’ (and swapping roles mid-course!) then 

seeding the event with some key questions/responses and 

cameo roles for the participants, this allowed people to go 

‘into character’ and some hilarious challenges resulted. 

This role-play activity demonstrated so successfully the 

value of a robust challenge-and-defence interaction that is 

needed to justify the entire structure of a new degree 

proposal, that it has now been modified and adopted as a 

standard RUB quality assurance requirement for ensuring 

the quality of all RUB academic degrees over the past 

decade. 

Another good example (explained in more detail in a later 

chapter) is the development of mentoring relationships 

between staff. From the earliest days of the relationship 

between the UHI and RUB, we have emphasised the 

philosophy of ‘research by doing’. Several staff members 

from the RUB have been able to sit down with their 

‘opposite number’ in the UHI (and also in the UK Open 

University) to explore common issues. The differences 
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between our universities (and the complete lack of business 

competition) have meant that these interactions have 

produced some unusually candid and fruitful mentoring 

relationships. In our most recent collaboration, the 

CHORTENS project, (Creating Helpful Open Research 

Tools for Engaging New Staff) supported by the Global 

Challenges Research Funding from the Scottish Funding 

Council, one key strand of the work has been to explore 

appropriate mechanisms to provide effective mentoring 

support. The basic question is common throughout the 

world. When you are developing a new university from 

scratch, apart from poaching suitable staff from another 

institution, how do your new staff learn what is appropriate 

for their job role? As the first, and at that time the only, 

university in Bhutan, this continues to be a complex issue 

for the RUB. From an initial series of informal events, the 

provision of mentoring assistance from the UHI to the RUB 

has evolved through discussion and experiment to include 

several different strands of engagement. There is now 

some one-to-one mentoring of comparable job roles, as 

well as mentoring in the conduct of educational action 

research and academic writing (resulting in this book) and 

a new initiative of mutually supportive mentoring circles, 
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(conducted by video conferencing). In Bhutan, while 

education is free and available to both genders, and while 

females generally do well at high school, their engagement 

frequently tails-off during Higher Education, and this 

creates a particular set of challenges for women 

academics, (Maxwell et al, 2015). An ongoing initiative 

resulting from the CHORTENS work is the formation of a 

mentoring group for UHI staff to support female engineering 

lecturers at the RUB, and several other potential avenues 

are being explored. 

Of course, the work between the UHI and the RUB does not 

exist in a vacuum, and there have been many other 

collaborations and academic publications that either build 

upon our work, or provide new opportunities for 

investigation, (Gyamtso and Maxwell, 2012; 2013; 2016). 

From the UHI perspective, as well as providing the chance 

to engage with and experience other cultures and 

educational approaches (and, in my view, the ethical 

obligations to assist, if possible, communities in a least-

developed nation) there are solid research benefits. Being 

able to understand more completely how to raise the quality 

of public education in a setting very different from our own 

- culturally, socially, economically, and environmentally – 
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gives us all new opportunities to improve education in both 

countries, and also in new, third-party locations. In 

particular, as a result of the COVID19 pandemic, 

educational institutions across the world have been 

required to make a rapid and massive move from purely 

face-to-face student engagement, to implement various 

versions of online education. Although not a mainstream 

activity of the RUB, the university has dabbled for several 

years with the concept of using distance education to link 

its colleges, which are scattered across Bhutan, (Jamtsho 

and Bullen, 2007). The difficulties, however, are fairly 

generic, including weak infrastructure, poor local 

connectivity, and a deficit in digital skills training, (Tobgay 

and Wangmo, 2008). This situation is well-known and well-

documented from many countries, especially in rural 

regions (the World Bank recorded in 2019 that 58% of 

Bhutan’s population are considered rural). Although  the 

primary focus has been on enhancing course design and 

delivery, then on staff competencies and pedagogical skills, 

the issues of reflection and research into educational 

practices have evolved as crucial aspects of embedding a 

sustainable culture of constant evaluation and 

improvement, (Maxwell and Choeden, 2012). 
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While some staff members at the RUB have some 

experience in conducting higher research, they are 

generally very much the exception, and this sector of Higher 

Education is constrained by a number of systemic 

absences, including robust institutional research structures 

and experiences, (Phanchung and Choden, 2019). 

Nevertheless, there is a growing awareness of the need to 

cultivate an internal culture of research at the university and 

translate this into the enhancement of learning and 

teaching, (Sherab and Schuelka, 2019). This is especially 

significant owing to the potentially quick gains that can be 

made by encouraging personal research and reflection on 

the academic practices at the RUB, despite the relative 

slow-growing influence of the impact from educational 

doctorates within the country, (Maxwell, 2019). It is in this 

context that the CHORTENS project has focussed on an 

iteration of educational action research for institutional 

educational action research at the RUB. Hopefully, this is 

only really the start of a long-term, mutually beneficial 

relationship that will benefit both universities.  
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Chapter 2 – Benchmarking and 
developing educational research: from 
establishing shared under-standings to 
enhancing practice 

Keith Smyth  |  keith.smyth@uhi.ac.uk 
Professor of Pedagogy, Head of Learning and Teaching Academy 
University of the Highlands and Islands (UHI), Scotland  

Abstract 

This chapter begins by exploring key issues in the development 

of educational research within university contexts, including 

challenges and enablers in establishing and growing an 

educational research culture in university’s that are not research 

intensive or for whom educational research is a nascent or 

aspiring area of research activity. The chapter then considers the 

aims of the CHORTENS project with respect to the further 

development of educational research activity at the Royal 

University of Bhutan (RUB), and with respect to CHORTENS as 

a collaborative, longitudinal programme of educational research 

between RUB and the University of the Highlands and Islands 

(UHI). Within these contexts the chapter describes and reflects 

upon the educational research activities undertaken across the 

first two years of the CHORTENS project, which have included 

the application of phenomenography in establishing and 

exploring initial conceptions of and engagements in educational 
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research, and the design and implementation of action research 

interventions related to learning and teaching at RUB. The 

chapter concludes by considering emerging implications for the 

enhancement of learning and teaching and enhancement of 

educational research that the aforementioned interventions are 

supporting, and how RUB and UHI will now seek to build upon 

this. 

Keywords:  

educational research, research development, action research, 

phenomenography, learning and teaching, writing for 

publication 

The development of educational research in 
university contexts 

Educational research is well established as a multi-faceted 

field of research activity, underpinned and framed by a 

range of philosophical, epistemological and theoretical 

positions (with the latter including the behaviourist, 

cognitivist and constructivist perspectives, models and 

approaches that have in turn dominated the theory and 

practice of education and educational research over the last 

century or so). The major foci for educational research have 

traditionally included, for example: the design of formal 

learning environments; the nature of cognition, mind and 
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memory; the now heavily contested construct of learning 

styles; approaches to studying; and teaching and 

assessment practice. Technology-enhanced learning, and 

other aspects of digital education practice including online 

learning, have been at the forefront of educational research 

since the 1990’s and arguably represent perhaps the 

largest area of current educational research activity within 

the field. Important current and emerging foci include critical 

educational theory and research, for example in relation to 

curriculum decolonisation, equalities and academic labour, 

research focused on open education, and research 

pertaining to the role of Higher Education and Higher 

Education institutions with respect to public and societal 

good.  

Yet despite the field of educational research being a well-

established one, the standing and development of 

educational research is contested and uneven both within 

the sector and within and across many universities.  Cotton 

et al. (2018) discuss the challenges that face the perceived 

credibility of educational research at sectoral and strategic 

levels, including the common but mistaken assumption that 

educational research is simply about the refinement of 

practice in specific, individualised contexts and is therefore 
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not as rigorous, intellectual or valuable as subject-specific 

research. With respect to the value placed on educational 

research at institutional and sectoral level, for example 

through the national Research Excellence Framework audit 

which assesses the quality of research outputs of UK 

universities to determine future research funding 

allocations, Cotton et al. (2018: 1629) contend that the 

above assumptions about educational research “becomes 

a self-fulfilling prophecy since it does not receive the same 

institutional support and funding as other research areas”. 

As both Cotton et al. (ibid) and Larsson et al.  (2020) 

contend, the value, status and support accorded or not to 

educational research may be influenced by the 

compounding of, or a confusion over the difference 

between, the scholarship of teaching and learning 

(commonly referred to as SoTL) versus educational 

research as a research discipline.  

SoTL is primarily concerned with the study of and inquiry 

into teaching and learning, with a focus on enhancing 

practice through evaluative, reflective and dissemination 

activities, and as Larsson et al. (ibid) observe it is a broad 

field of practice that encompasses and supports 

scholarship relating to teaching and learning from across 
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the disciplines. SoTL overlaps with, and can segue into, 

formal educational research although is not by definition 

educational research. While Larsson et al (ibid) recognise 

the potential criticisms of SoTL, including inquiry-based 

approaches that may not be seen as methodologically 

rigorous in terms of established educational research 

conventions or standards, they also articulate the need and 

contribution that both SoTL and educational research make 

to the underpinning and enhancement of effective 

educational practices within Higher Education. 

Being engaged in scholarly activity related to teaching and 

learning, and the provision of structured opportunities for 

such engagement within universities, can also provide a 

platform for the development and advancement of 

educational research within institutions, particularly in 

universities seeking to establish and nurture a culture of 

educational research in a coordinated, developmental 

manner. In an institutional case study relating to the 

development of an educational research culture, and 

associated capacity building activities, key enablers 

identified by Ridley (2011: 286) included support for the 

development of research skills including “how to design a 

questionnaire, to conduct an interview, to observe and 
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record classroom interaction, to analyse a set of figures or 

a pile of transcripts”, as might be expected, but only as a 

starting point. Beyond this, Ridley (ibid) identified the 

importance of staff being supported: to understand the 

wider conceptual, theoretical, policy and practice 

landscapes within which educational research sits and is 

conducted; in coming to know the research which exists 

already so as to “provide a reference point for an 

assessment of the originality of [one’s own] work”; and in 

having opportunities (within and across departments, 

institutions and cultures) to network, collaborate and share 

knowledge in developing and undertaking educational 

research. Mentoring becomes critically important in the 

context and activities outlined above, and formal mentoring 

schemes and systems are amongst the institutional 

requirements that Heng et al. (2020) identify in their 

extensive consideration of factors that can influence 

academics’ research engagement in developing contexts 

and developing countries (their particular focus being on 

narrowing the North-South research divide).  
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Consolidating and developing educational 
research through CHORTENS 

In addition to being geographically and digitally distributed 

universities comprised of a federation of colleges and 

specialist centres across their respective regions, RUB and 

UHI also share in common an interest in the further 

development of educational research, both generally and in 

ways that befit their own distributed natures, subject 

specialisms, and wider roles and missions within their 

communities and economies. 

For RUB, as the only university in Bhutan, the further 

development of educational research is important to 

enhancing and expanding the nature and delivery of Higher 

Education nationally, ensuring the robustness and 

relevance of this to the needs of their learners and the 

societal and economic needs of Bhutan. As a relatively 

young, teaching-focused university providing Higher 

Education across their geographically distributed 

communities, educational research has particular 

relevance as an area of research development within RUB. 

A comparable rationale applies to the further development 

of educational research at UHI, where there has been 

significant investment in people and resources since 2014 



 
Bhutan: Ways of learning and teaching 

 
 

23 
 

to structure the development of educational research from 

an emergent area of research activity to one which is a 

strategically important area of research with a particular 

emphasis on digital education practice, learner transitions 

from further education to Higher Education and 

employment, and in teacher education for the schools 

sector (for which UHI has a regional responsibility within the 

Highlands and Islands of Scotland).  

The expansion of educational research at RUB sits against 

increasing levels of activity to further develop the research 

profile of the university. As detailed in the recent paper by 

Choden and Choden (2019), this has included RUB 

establishing a Department of Research and External 

Relations (DRER), annual university research grants, 

forging external partnerships nationally and internationally, 

and supporting an increasing number of colleagues to 

undertake PhD studies in a range of areas. Furthermore, 

RUB has implemented a range of initiatives to support staff 

to engage in scholarly activities and to transition from 

scholarship to research, and in 2012 established the 

Bhutan Journal of Research and Development. An early 

issue of the Bhutan Journal of Research and Development 

reported an institutional wide action research cycle at RUB 
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which investigated existing research-related knowledge, 

skills and attitudes/outlooks at RUB, and which established 

a small number of research centres as outcomes of the 

investigation (Maxwell and Choeden, 2012).  

Educational research has been an important cornerstone of 

research development at RUB. The Bhutan Journal of 

Research and Development reports on a number of internal 

studies which have explored topics including skills 

development, aspects of classroom practice, and specific 

issues related to critical pedagogy. Furthermore, a 

significant programme of research was undertaken 

between 2012 and 2016 to investigate the culture and 

practice of teaching and learning at RUB, one key finding 

from which was that learner-centred practices, evident in 

several areas and in the pedagogical outlook and ethos of 

a number of colleagues, had the potential to be further 

developed going forward (Gyamtso and Maxwell 2012; 

2013; 2016). 

Given the geographically distributed nature of RUB, and of 

rural and urban communities within Bhutan itself, it perhaps 

follows that educational research to date has also been 

concerned with the potential of technology and technology-
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enhanced learning in relation to education and distance 

education provision in Bhutan. This has been the subject of 

several educational research studies since the inception of 

RUB, including collaborative projects undertaken in the 

early stages of RUB’s development (see, for example, 

Jamtsho and Bullen, 2007, and Rennie and Mason, 2007). 

It is within the above individual and shared institutional 

contexts that RUB and UHI conceptualised and developed 

the CHORTENS (Creating Helpful Open Research Tools 

for Engaging New Staff) project. The original stated aims of 

the CHORTENS project, as a three-year research and 

development initiative to run between 2019-2021, were to: 

(a) establish a baseline study of the conceptual and 

practical engagement of staff at the Royal University of 

Bhutan (RUB) with the issues of educational research on 

their own practices; (b) to develop and co-develop 

appropriate capacity-building interventions and support 

structures; and (c) to analyse the RUB staff responses and 

institutional development and to document the research 

processes. These broad aims were soon refined as the 

project was further scoped and readied for implementation, 

and as we collectively began to explore and establish an 

iterative approach to supporting engagement in the further 
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enhancement of educational research linked to learning 

and teaching enhancement, and contextualised within 

appropriate professional development interventions and 

opportunities for both RUB and UHI colleagues. A common 

interest and motivation here is concerned with what we 

could come to understand through the CHORTENS project, 

and subsequently share with the wider sector, in relation to 

the nature of research development, learning and teaching 

enhancement, and professional development within 

geographically and digitally distributed universities.   

A phenomenographic approach to establishing 
shared understandings 

In order to establish current conceptions of and levels of 

engagement in educational scholarship and research at the 

Royal University of Bhutan, and to identify enablers for 

further development and capacity building including 

collaborative educational research opportunities within and 

across RUB and UHI, the CHORTENS has project utilised 

a phenomenographic research approach.  

Phenomenography is “the empirical study of the limited 

number of qualitatively different ways in which various 

phenomena in, and aspects of, the world around us are 



 
Bhutan: Ways of learning and teaching 

 
 

27 
 

experienced, conceptualised, understood, perceived, and 

apprehended” (Marton 1994: 4424). The 

phenomenographic method is interview-based and relies 

on a rigorous analysis of interview data which is focused on 

the range of ways in which the same phenomena are 

perceived, conceptualised, and practiced. Within 

phenomenography, it is the collective range of experiences 

and perceptions and the differences within them that are of 

interest and not the perspectives of each individual. The 

iterative process of thematic analysis undertaken within a 

phenomenography produces a rich depth of analysis for 

which there are typically two key outputs. The first is a set 

of ‘categories of description’ relating to the phenomena of 

interest, and the second is an ‘outcome space’ which 

represents (as a framework of some kind) the relationship 

between the different categories of description and which 

can guide further research and/or practice in the area of 

interest. 

Phenomenography developed out of research in the 1970’s 

that looked at students’ intentions and experiences when 

undertaking various academic tasks, and has since 

become a specialised research discipline which has 

contributed much to our understanding of the student 
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experience of learning, particularly with respect to 

‘approaches to studying’ and the factors that can support 

‘deep learning’ (e.g. Marton et al 2005). Phenomenography 

has also been applied in investigating different dimensions 

to the experience of being a lecturer or practitioner in Higher 

Education, the different ways in which academics think 

about and approach their academic and scholarly practices 

(Trigwell et al. 1994; 1999), experiences of transitioning into 

and becoming a university teacher (Akerlind 2004), 

variation in experiences of educational leadership in Higher 

Education (Marton et al 2003), and lecturers conceptions of 

and approaches to online teaching (Smyth et al. 2007). 

In the context of CHORTENS, our phenomenographic 

research thus far has been primarily focused on current 

conceptions of educational scholarship and research within 

RUB, to identify the range of ways in which educational 

scholarship research is currently understood and practiced. 

Academics’ conceptions of, approaches to and experiences 

of research have been the focus of a small number of 

notable phenomenographic investigations. This includes 

the study by Brew (2001) which identified four qualitatively 

different ways in which research was understood by senior 

research academics, with variations being related to 
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holding external or internal orientations to research activity 

and perceptions of positionality in relation to research. 

Furthermore a phenomenography by Young (2006) 

explored perceptions of differential status and rewards in 

relation to teaching and research, while Dupin et al. (2015) 

present an interesting small-scale phenomenographic 

study concerning nurses conceptions of learning research 

and learning to become researchers. 

With respect to phenomenographic research that 

addresses lecturers and academics conceptions and 

experiences specifically in relation to educational research, 

this seems to be a relatively underdeveloped area of 

activity. 

Within the CHORTENS project, our phenomenographic 

investigations in relation to educational research have been 

focused on: 

• the perceived purpose and value of educational 

scholarship and research within RUB; 

• the extent to which existing educational scholarship 

and research in the wider field is informing learning 

and teaching within and across discipline areas at 

the RUB; 
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• the nature and extent of educational scholarship and 

research being undertaken at RUB, including 

perceived challenges and enablers for engagement; 

• identifying the areas of learning and teaching 

practice where there is particular potential for new or 

further educational research activity within RUB to 

be scoped and taken forward;  

• identifying the potential foci for collaborative 

educational research projects to be undertaken 

between RUB and UHI, including benefits and 

relevance to the partner institutions and to other 

universities working in geographically and digitally 

distributed contexts. 

During year one of the CHORTENS project, 

phenomenographic interviews with RUB colleagues in 

attendance at the first residential workshop focused 

primarily on the first three aforementioned issues as a 

means of benchmarking and establishing current 

perceptions, conceptions and practices. Broadly, these 

initial interviews revealed that educational research was 

seen as important to informing and shaping learning and 

teaching practice, with many colleagues drawing on 
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existing educational research relating to teaching and 

learning within their discipline, or relating to their preferred 

teaching approaches, to underpin their own teaching and 

student support activities. However, experience of 

engagement in evaluative practices relating to teaching and 

learning, and to a greater extent engagement in formal 

educational research, was more limited. This was perhaps 

to be expected, as the majority of RUB colleagues 

participating in CHORTENS are either early academics or 

early career in relation to engagement in educational 

scholarship and research. However, the interviews in year 

one were important to establishing our collective starting 

points, and in shaping the educational research 

development interventions (and other professional 

development initiatives and approaches) that the project 

then sought to implement. 

At the time of writing the data analysis stage of the 

phenomenographic research undertaken across years one 

and two of CHORTENS, including the year two interviews 

that addressed the fourth and fifth aforementioned issues, 

is being concluded. The proposed ‘outcome space’ which 

is emerging will take the form of an evidence-based 

framework of interventions to sustain the further 
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development of pedagogic research within RUB, and 

between RUB and UHI, and which it is hoped could support 

other institutions similar to our own to begin to develop or 

seek to further enhance research culture and capacity in 

formal educational research. 

Collaborative development of action research 
interventions 

Cognisant of the challenges often associated with 

developing educational research as outlined earlier, and 

mindful too of what was emerging through initial project 

discussions and interviews, the CHORTENS team sought 

to take an iterative, applied and reflective approach to 

supporting the exploration and application of educational 

research for RUB colleagues who were identified as 

participants in the project. Each of RUB’s nine colleges 

nominated two colleagues to take part in the longitudinal 

activities of the project, with the group remaining largely the 

same between year one and year two. Most of the group, 

as established, were early career academics and most 

were new to the theory and practice of educational 

research. The main exception were the colleagues from 

RUB who were involved in teacher education, and who as 
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teacher educators were very experienced in and more 

knowledgeable of key concepts in educational practice and 

research.  

This in itself brought an important dimension to the activities 

and the year one workshop, and our joint explorations. 

These began with a consideration of the theoretical 

foundations of educational research and practice, including 

key concepts, models and literature relating to the 

behaviourist, cognitivist and constructivist perspectives, 

and the sharing of learning and teaching approaches and 

examples from RUB and UHI that it was felt aligned with or 

exemplified different positions. 

The year one workshop, held across three days, then 

moved into exploring emerging areas of educational 

research including digital and co-productive pedagogies, 

research-led learning and teaching, and dimensions of 

critical education research. 

Within the year one workshop, a recurrent theme related to 

the challenge of supporting students to more actively 

engage in their learning including where ‘flipped classroom’ 

and other learner-centred approaches had already been 

implemented. It was agreed there needed to be a focus on 
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this, where it was identified as an issue that was being 

experienced, within the context of the education research 

interventions that were to be designed as the key output of 

the year one workshops.   

To support the co-design of the small-scale educational 

research projects that were to be scoped during the first 

workshop, to then be conducted in the period across the 

remainder of year one of the project, the principles of action 

research were introduced. Drawing up Lewin’s (1946) 

original theory, including the action research cycle or ‘spiral’ 

as depicted below, the cohort explored how action research 

could be applied to, and provide a framework for, the design 

and implementation of their own educational research 

projects focused on investigating and enhancing a 

particular aspect of their own learning, teaching, 

assessment or wider student support practice. 
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Figure 2.1: Exploring action research principles and designing educational 

research projects. CHORTENS workshops, Punakha, Bhutan, 15th-19th April 
2019 

Working individually or in small groups, each participant 

then produced and presented their own ‘action research 

design’ which was further refined through discussion in the 

wider group and with guidance from the RUB and UHI 

members of the core project team. There was a particular 

focus, in refining the designs, on practical and logistical 

considerations relating to the scale and manageability of 
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the action research projects, data collection and analysis, 

and the enhancements to learning and teaching that each 

project was seeking to bring to fruition. 

Transitioning out of the year one workshop, it was agreed 

that a key focus of the year two workshops would be the 

presentation of findings or emerging findings of the action 

research projects, including changes in practice and 

lessons learned. 

Enhancement of educational and research related 
practices  

The findings from the action research projects were 

disseminated at the year two workshops in the form of 

formal poster presentations, with the posters having been 

prepared by participants in advance. This provided a clear 

and useful means of communicating the research 

undertaken for each project to the wider group, as well as 

producing a scholarly output that could be shared and 

repurposed beyond the year two workshop itself. For most 

of the group, the poster presentation also provided a first 

opportunity to formally present and discuss their own 

educational research activity with a group of peers.  
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Figure 2.2: Presenting findings of research projects and exploring dimensions 
of educational scholarship and research (adapted from Braxton et al, 2002). 

CHORTENS workshops, Samtse College of Education, Bhutan, 1st-4th March 
2020 

The importance of this was contextualised through a 

subsequent session in which the educational scholarship 

and research continuum was explored, based on an 

adaptation of Braxton et al (2002) four dimensions of 

scholarship and research (which in itself is derived from 
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Boyer’s four domains of scholarship within university 

contexts as detailed in Braxton et al.). 

Through exploring the continuum of activities that spanned 

different aspects of educational scholarship and research, 

we were seeking to draw a clear distinction between the 

related but different fields of practice which are educational 

scholarship and educational research. We were also 

seeking to lay the foundations for the next stage of the 

educational research development aspect of the 

CHORTENS project, which the group agreed would be the 

formal writing up of the action research projects including 

associated research findings and recommendations.  

In this respect, we were seeking to not only disseminate the 

enhancements to learning and teaching practice that the 

action research projects focused upon, but also to support 

colleagues to further enhance their own scholarship and 

research practices by moving beyond formally presenting 

their research findings to authoring it for publication. To 

facilitate this, the year two workshop engaged colleagues 

in producing and presenting an initial written synopsis for a 

chapter to be included in a jointly authored e-book which 

would document the CHORTENS project and disseminate 
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the educational research of participating colleagues from 

RUB and UHI.  

Following the year two workshop, a more formal chapter 

synopsis was submitted for feedback. As detailed in the 

following chapter, formal mentoring arrangements were 

then implemented to support colleagues in writing their 

chapters for publication in what has now become the e-

book ‘Bhutan: Ways of learning and teaching’. 

Next steps 

As we progress beyond the end of year two of the 

CHORTENS project, attention is turning to how we build 

upon and gauge the effectiveness and potential impacts of 

our collaboration not just in relation to capacity building for 

educational research, but also with respect to other key 

dimensions that have emerged within the project. This 

includes in the areas of mentoring for professional 

development and learning and teaching enhancement, and 

for supporting and advancing women academics as 

explored in the chapter that now follows. Our 

phenomenographic research has extended to these 

dimensions too, and as we move into and beyond the final 
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year of the CHORTENS project there will be further related 

findings and insights to share.  
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Abstract 

This chapter explores the nature and benefits of mentoring for 

professional development of staff in higher institutions, including 

developments at the University of the Highlands and Islands 

(UHI) to offer mentoring across digitally and geographically 

distributed contexts. The chapter then describes and reflects 

upon the interactive mentoring workshop that was held at the 

Royal University of Bhutan (RUB) as part of the year two 

activities of the CHORTENS project. This workshop, and wider 

project activities, led to the identification of three distinct areas of 

collaborative mentoring activity to be taken forward by RUB and 

UHI, and which include writing and publication of educational 

research, mentoring for those in specific roles, and mentoring for 

women academics. The chapter concludes by considering the 

facilitation of these mentoring arrangements, progress to date, 

and immediate next steps.  
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Mentoring for professional development in 
university contexts 

The word Mentor was first used in the ancient Greek poem 

the Odyssey, when Odysseus king of Ithaca leaves his son 

in the care of his friend and companion ‘Mentor’ when he 

travels to fight in the Trojan War.  Mentor supports and 

nurtures the boy and becomes a father figure in the 

absence of Odysseus. 

Today, in many educational contexts, mentoring is 

considered to be a developmental and enabling process 

whereby “one individual is sharing his or her knowledge and 

expertise to inform or support the professional learning and 

career development of another” (Parylo, et al. 2012:121).  

Within Higher Education institutions mentoring has become 

an established and efficient approach to harnessing the 

experience and expertise of staff through mentoring 

colleagues, usually in a one-to-one partnership, for 

professional development, professional recognition, 

supporting the development of early career/and 
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underrepresented groups, and the enhancement of 

academic practice and research. The role of the mentor is 

considered to be both skills based and psychosocial, 

through providing professional development support and 

offering encouragement, confidence, emotional and 

listening support (Allen et al. 2004:128 and Tan 2013:130).  

The development of mentors through a formal institutional 

mentoring scheme should support mentors and mentees 

with clear role definitions and guidance, with workshops to 

support mentoring approaches, which can build mentoring 

cultures and mitigate against mentoring partnerships failing 

(e.g. Thomas et al. 2015:327 and Hobson & Malderez 

2013:152). 

A meta-synthesis review of articles from the International 

Journal of Mentoring and Coaching in Education 

(Castanheira, 2016) found that benefits to taking part in 

mentoring for teachers, principals and higher education 

academic staff included: increased networking skills; 

problem-solving skills; job satisfaction; greater 

organisational awareness and increased self-confidence. 

While the various benefits of mentoring are often 

challenging to directly measure, Allen et al. (2004: 128) 

observe that mentoring, and the benefits thereof, are 
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“inherently linked to career success”.  A further challenge to 

supporting effective mentoring practices is that the time 

commitment needed to participate in mentoring can often 

be a barrier (Hobson & Malderez 2013: 97 and Parylo et al. 

2012: 122). However, this can be mitigated against in ways 

outlined further on. 

Traditional approaches to engage staff in professional 

development and mentoring opportunities, which typically 

involve face-to-face facilitated sessions and meetings, are 

not possible to offer in an equitable or cost effective way 

within geographically and digitally distributed universities 

such as the UHI and Islands and RUB In such contexts, it 

is therefore important that staff are able to access 

professional development and mentoring opportunities 

from their own campus, college or home, and from a range 

of devices including laptops, tablets and phones. When 

designing professional development and mentoring 

programmes for geographically dispersed practitioners, 

developers need to consider the technologies and 

approaches that will help to develop a sense of community, 

common goal, reflection, and peer interaction (Campbell, 

2016:2), and which do not put participants at a 

disadvantage because they are not attending sessions in 
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person. Furthermore, colleagues engaging in professional 

development are often time-poor so using technology and 

approaches that are familiar and accessible to all 

participants is critically important. 

Developing mentoring practices within distributed 
and federated universities 

The University of the Highlands and Islands ‘University 

Mentoring Scheme’, in current form, has been operating 

since October 2017.  The scheme has four mentoring 

strands in the areas of Professional Recognition, Learning 

and Teaching Enhancement, Scholarship Development 

and Research.  The University Mentoring Scheme 

supports colleagues working in Further and Higher 

Education across the university, which includes thirteen 

Academic Partners (Further and Higher Education colleges 

and research institutions). Often mentees will be mentored 

on one or more strands of the scheme depending on their 

aims and goals. Experienced colleagues are paired with a 

mentee to provide support and guidance to enable the 

mentee to meet their aims and goals in a timeframe 

discussed and agreed at the beginning of the mentoring 

partnership, through a professional dialogue meeting.  The 



 
Bhutan: Ways of learning and teaching 

 
 

50 
 

University Mentoring Scheme and all associated mentoring 

activity is supported by a values-based Code of Practice, 

informed by and linked to internal and external strategies, 

frameworks. The five mentoring values therein are outlined 

below: 

Reflecting, and enhancing our own and others 

practice 

Reflecting on own practice and demonstrating an 

awareness and willingness to challenge and be challenged 

respectfully and professionally and to develop oneself 

through mentoring conversations and to encourage the 

same for others to enhance practice. 

• Commitment to self-development 

A commitment to engage with relevant professional 

development opportunities; to enhance knowledge 

in areas of practice and mentoring techniques and to 

support the enhancement of the practice of others 

and oneself. 

• Championing diversity and inclusivity 

To be inclusive and respect the diversity of the 

mentoring community, to encourage participation 
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and engagement with mentoring across the 

university in a supportive, collaborative, and 

inclusive approach. 

• Building and respecting the mentoring 

partnership 

Respecting and building trust through the mentoring 

partnership that is focused on achieving the 

mentoring goals and that meets the needs of the 

mentee. 

• Taking a professional and ethical approach 

Remaining professional always, including 

maintaining confidentiality and taking an ethical 

approach to mentoring. At times this may include 

knowing when to encourage a mentee to seek 

support outside of mentoring to meet their needs. 

Creating mentoring partnerships through the UHI University 

Mentoring Scheme, across the university partnership and 

across disciplines, has been beneficial to colleagues 

seeking a different perspective from someone unfamiliar 

with the mentees immediate context, encouraging them to 

consider aspects of their practice they might take for 
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granted.  Careful planning of how mentors and mentees 

collaborate is needed, and they are encouraged to consider 

what technologies they will use in their mentoring 

partnership, and to complete a Mentoring Agreement form 

at their first meeting. Mentoring is perhaps less 

spontaneous than institutions where mentoring is carried 

out face-to-face, but also more focused and driven as 

typically meetings will be around an hour in length.  

Furthermore, as Homitz and Berge observe the “distance 

factor often allows participants to express themselves more 

freely than in face-to-face communication. This often 

provides a more honest, open, and reflective learning 

environment where…mentoring pairs can explore their 

values, feelings, and objectives more freely than when 

sitting in the same room” (2008:330). At UHI mentors are 

supported to become familiar with the synchronous 

technologies they will use in mentoring through (i) their own 

engagement in institutional technologies used in learning 

and teaching, (ii) through having been mentored 

themselves, and (iii) through having attended mentoring 

briefing and CPD sessions.  This approach supports 

capacity building for delivering and supporting professional 

development and mentoring opportunities through the 
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synchronous and other technologies at the university.  

Being familiar with the technology prevents overload as “a 

typical reaction to [technology] overload is to retreat” 

(Palloff and Pratt, 1999; cited by Kear 2011:79) which, as 

mentoring is done ‘above and beyond’ staff’s core roles and 

responsibilities should be avoided. 

Exploring mentoring possibilities within RUB 

Bhutan shares many similarities with the Highlands and 

Islands region in relation to geography and being home to 

urban and rural communities that are widely distributed 

across their respective regions. In addition, like UHI, RUB 

is a federated university comprised of partner colleges 

located across the country. Given the similarities between 

the RUB and UHI, and the focus of the CHORTENS project 

as outlined in the opening chapter of this book, mentoring 

soon emerged as a rich area for potential collaboration 

between the two universities within the context of the 

CHORTENS project. 

The potential role for joint mentoring activities between 

RUB and UHI was initially explored during the first 

workshops of the CHORTENS project held in spring 2019. 
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The focus of the initial workshops, as detailed in the 

preceding chapter, was on the development of educational 

research and professional development and recognition 

interventions that could support the further enhancement of 

both educational research and learning and teaching 

practices. Through our joint exploration of the challenges in 

these areas, and our options for sustaining our 

enhancement activities throughout and beyond the 

CHORTENS project, it was decided that a key focus of year 

two of the project would be on exploring mentoring 

approaches. This would be initiated through a mentoring 

techniques and awareness workshop that would draw upon 

lessons learned from work to date at UHI, and introduce 

participants to the potential of formal mentoring practices 

and schemes. 

The workshop 

As part of the four day residential workshop held at Samtse 

College of Education in February 2020, for colleagues from 

across all nine of RUB’s colleges, an interactive one day 

mentoring workshop was designed and facilitated by UHI’s 

mentoring scheme leader, to introduce participants to the 

UHI University Mentoring Scheme, facilitate learning 
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activities exploring mentoring techniques, and to establish 

how mentoring could support RUB colleagues for 

professional development.  Recognising that mentoring 

approaches are varied and should be adapted to specific 

contexts and needs, the focus was on exploring questioning 

techniques and approaches and the use of visual aids, 

which were explored in small group activities to encourage 

participation and active learning driven by the participants. 

Colleagues from RUB and UHI were engaged to try the 

techniques in small groups exploring various mentoring 

scenarios. Formal mentoring was new to many of the 

participants. However as the mentoring scenarios were 

acted out within the group, with  colleagues from RUB and 

UHI  taking turns to act as mentees and mentors, 

participants began to identify and enact suggestions of how 

to approach the scenarios with the mentoring and coaching 

approaches and techniques that were being explored.  The 

techniques included using open questions, questioning 

models and visual aids as outline below: 

• Open questions 

Open questions are used in mentoring because they 

let the mentee direct the conversation because each 
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question can be answered in many ways and allows 

for more exploration of the subject. They help the 

mentee reflect on what is being said because they 

elicit longer answers which can lead to further 

discussion. Although there is a place for closed 

questions in mentoring, to many closed or to many 

one after the other will quickly shut the mentee down 

and can lead the mentee to be defensive. 

• Grow Model  

The GROW Model, developed in the late 1980’s, 

early 1990s by Graham Alexander, Alan Fine and Sir 

John Whitmore is often used in coaching where the 

mentor is not an expert on the mentee’s situation and 

can be used alongside open questions to explore the 

Goal, the Reality, the Options and the Way forward. 

• The Blob Tree 

Created by Pip Wilson, the Blob tree helps the 

mentee to talk about how they are feeling.  The 

mentee and mentor use an image of a tree with 

Blobs depicted in different situations which 

encourages the mentee to express how they are 
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feeling about where they are now, where they might 

want to be and/or how they feel in different 

situations.  The tree can be used to explore how 

someone feels as part of different groups and the 

feelings they have moving between these groups. 

The tree can also be used to explore feelings around 

grief, relationships, work, home, school, career etc. 

The tree can be used with mentees of all ages and 

is particularly useful if the mentee finds it difficult to 

express their feelings through language as with the 

tree this can be achieved through describing the 

image rather than the feeling. 

• Buttons 

Buttons can help mentees to visualise a situation 

and/or the barriers to a goal.  It can help the mentee 

to describe the situation to the mentor without having 

to go into detailed descriptions through language.  It 

can provide the mentor with a basis to build a 

conversation, and to explore through questions a 

solution to a problem.  The focus is on the buttons 

rather than the person which can help if the mentee 

finds it difficult to openly discuss a situation in the 
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first person.  It can be useful for potentially difficult or 

challenging situations that the mentee might want to 

explore.  It helps the mentor to visualise the barriers 

and offer guidance. 

 
Figure 3.1: Mentoring Workshop, Samtse College of Education, Bhutan, 

March 3rd 2020 

Following the initial exploration and application of 

mentoring techniques, a discussion developed exploring 

current informal mentoring practices at RUB. As is not 

uncommon with informal mentoring, this tended towards 
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the more junior or early career members of staff looking to 

senior colleagues for guidance regarding the solution to a 

challenge or problem, to be guided in the direction that a 

senior colleague feels may be most appropriate. This 

reflects a ‘sponsor’ approach to mentoring in which the 

mentoring partnership is driven through the mentor. It is a 

mentoring approach that features predominantly in some 

cultural contexts, just as other cultural contexts tend to 

feature more mentee led approaches to mentoring 

Clutterbuck and Lane (2004).  This is a critically important 

point, and as Clutterbuck and Lane state “It is very easy to 

dismiss an approach as ‘not right’, without recognizing that 

within its cultural context it may be appropriate” (2004:16). 

This recognises that the aim of the workshop was not to the 

experience of formal mentoring practices as developmental 

and driven by the mentee within a formal mentoring 

scheme.  Perhaps linked to the perception that mentoring 

would usually be mentor driven, the workshop also explored 

the question of whether the mentee not reaching their goals 

may reflect a failing by the mentor, and whether this could 

potentially put off potential mentors from being part of a 

formal mentoring scheme.  In considering this, it is 

important to establish the role of the mentor and mentee in 
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formal mentoring schemes. The Castanheira (2016) 

literature review found that confusion around the role of the 

mentor and mentee can lead to the failure of mentoring 

partnerships, so establishing the role of the mentor and 

mentee in the context that the mentoring will sit is important 

when designing a formal mentoring scheme. The concerns 

outlined above are not uncommon perspectives when first 

exploring formal mentoring in any context, and the 

workshop facilitator discussed with the participants the idea 

of mentoring as an enabler for the mentee to find their own 

solutions to problems or challenges, to set their own goals, 

and to drive the mentoring partnership.influence or 

challenge existing cultural perceptions of mentoring, but to 

jointly explore.  

The workshop facilitator also explored with the group the 

importance of agreeing clear goals and objectives, 

mentoring timelines, and non-contact times through a 

mentoring agreement before the mentoring partnership 

begins.  The issue of disappointment was also explored, in 

relation to how both a mentor and mentee can feel when a 

mentoring partnership is not successful or if goals are not 

met. This in turn led to a conversation on how to deal with 

disappointment and explore strategies to help the mentee 
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reach or reassess their goals, even if that means ending 

that mentoring partnership in favour for a new one or for the 

consideration of a different approach appropriate to the 

goals.  Once it was established within the workshop that we 

all have expertise and/or experience in our own areas of 

practice that could be of potential benefit to others, 

including peers or senior colleagues, this opened up our 

discussion on the considerable potential of mentoring to 

support the CHORTENS project going forward and, more 

importantly, to allow mentoring benefits to be experienced 

at all levels of our respective universities. 

Once we had explored the mentoring partnership and 

potential for supporting professional development, 

alongside other professional development opportunities 

(e.g. workshops, presentations, seminars) we spent some 

time considering which groups of staff at RUB could 

potentially benefit from a mentoring scheme to be taken 

forward in a mentoring collaboration between RUB and 

UHI. 
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Establishing our mentoring collaborations 

 
Figure 3.2: UHI / RUB mentoring logo 

On returning from Bhutan the CHORTENS team identified 

three mentoring initiatives to take forward between RUB 

and UHI in a mentoring collaboration. These comprise: 

• Mentoring to support the authoring publication of this 

eBook ‘Bhutan: Ways of Teaching and Learning’; 

• One to one mentoring to support specific areas of 

interest and/or professional development; 

• Mentoring for women engineering academics at the 

College and Science and Technology and Jigme 

Namgyel Engineering College. 
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The collaboration is designed to support RUB in specific 

aspects of mentoring identified with the RUB Director of 

Academic Affairs.  The collaboration aims to provide RUB 

colleagues experience of a formal mentor scheme so that 

the university can consider if such a scheme would be 

beneficial in their own context, while for UHI it provides an 

opportunity to further enhance the mentoring scheme and 

approaches including developing digitally distributed 

mentoring arrangements that are transnational and 

intercultural in scope. 

In a thematic synthesis approach which analysed 

international research dealing with the relationship between 

culture and mentoring, Kent et al. (2013) observe that to be 

successful, those involved in mentoring should be culturally 

aware and sensitive to the context that the mentoring sits.  

Therefore it was critical that all mentoring was prefaced with 

a mentor briefing session to offer the UHI mentors the 

experiences gained from the visit to Bhutan and provide the 

opportunity for the mentors to ask any questions before 

mentoring began.  This was followed up by mentor and 

mentee briefing sessions to outline how the mentoring 

partnership would work. In their analyses Kent et al. (2013) 

found varied results in cross-cultural mentoring but 
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summarise that “as long as the mentor and mentee are both 

committed to the relationship, and open to and sensitive to 

differences, cross-cultural mentoring can succeed” 

(2013:207). 

Progress to date 

The progress to date for the mentoring collaborations, at 

the time of writing, is outlined below.  Each initiative is either 

complete or now underway.  The COVID-19 pandemic, 

which arose shortly after the year two visit to Bhutan, 

impacted some aspects of the mentoring but overall, with 

access to synchronous technologies and implementing 

digitally enabled approaches to mentoring that had already 

proven effective at UHI, this has not hindered the mentoring 

to any great extent. 

E-book 

As established in the preceding chapter, it was decided that 

a natural extension to the action research projects that were 

designed at the year one workshops, and reported on within 

the year two return visit to Bhutan, would be to co-produce 

this eBook as a means to document the CHORTENS 

project and disseminate the findings of the action research. 



 
Bhutan: Ways of learning and teaching 

 
 

65 
 

To support this, we agreed that a mentoring arrangement 

between the RUB colleagues who attended the mentoring 

workshop and who would be contributing to this eBook, and 

colleagues at UHI with academic writing and publication 

experience, would be beneficial in supporting the eBook 

publication.  Having recently piloted successful mentoring 

circles at UHI through the University Mentoring Scheme, to 

support colleagues in the move to online Learning and 

Teaching in COVID-19, it was felt that a peer mentoring 

circle meeting in the first instance would provide a 

confidential space where participants could ask any 

questions around how to write-up their action research 

projects, with six UHI mentors offering their own experience 

and guidance in academic writing for publication which 

would then flow into one-to-one or (for those co-authoring 

their chapters) one-to-two/three -mentoring with the same 

mentors.  The mentoring circle was enabled online through 

synchronous technology and facilitated by the University 

Mentoring Scheme Lead to ensure all participants had the 

opportunity to contribute.  After the mentoring circle meeting 

mentees were encouraged to contact their mentors to 

further discuss and develop their chapters, ahead of 

submission, feedback, and submission of final copies. 
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One-to-one mentoring 

The collaboration has initiated one-to-one mentoring for 

colleagues in specific roles, pairing colleagues in RUB with 

colleagues in UHI who are in comparable roles in order to 

support the enhancement and/or development of practice 

for the mentees.  In the initial stages of the mentoring 

collaboration the mentees are RUB colleagues, although 

going forward it is fully expected that RUB colleagues will 

be identified who will mentor UHI colleagues. The types of 

mentoring that have been initiated, and supported going 

forward, include: 

• Supporting the development of quality assurance 

processes and regulations; 

• Professional recognition for colleagues in 

educational leadership roles; 

• Further development of online learning and teaching 

practices at RUB, including responding to 

challenges that have arisen in relation to COVID-19. 

The one-to-one mentoring collaborations will also provide 

senior colleagues at UHI with the opportunity to further 

develop in their own mentoring practices, and allow a wider 

group of colleagues at RUB and UHI who are not directly 
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part of the CHORTENS project to develop a greater 

understanding of academic practice, learning and teaching 

enhancement and educational research development 

within, across, and between our respective universities. 

Mentoring for women engineering academics 

As part of the wider research and development activities 

undertaken in year two of the project, and in responding to 

a need identified in year one, a series of meetings and 

interviews were held with women colleagues at RUB to (a) 

explore the experiences of women academics at RUB, and 

(b) explore the potential for the mentoring of women 

academics at RUB as a pathway for professional 

development. 

Women are unrepresented in leadership positions in 

academia (Kent el al. 2013:206).  This suggests there are 

limitations to the extent that mentoring can influence career 

progression, and these limitations can be felt by women 

professionals who seek mentoring to support career 

progression opportunities within an institution.  

Furthermore, there is a chance that mentees may leave the 

institution, taking their skills and knowledge with them 

(Tareef 2013: 706). It is therefore critical that mentoring 
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programmes should not be considered the ‘fix’ to the 

problem of gender inequality as “an individualised response 

to problems that may require more collective or structural 

solutions” (Morley 2013: 125). Consequently it is important, 

as previously discussed, to place mentoring in the social 

and cultural context that it sits, acknowledging the barriers 

to career progression which may influence the perceived 

benefits of the mentoring partnership (Kent et al. 2013: 213, 

Tareef 2013:703, Castanheira 2015:338 and Morley 

2013:125).  However, and as outlined in the introduction to 

this chapter, mentoring does offer less measurable but 

significantly important benefits to minority groups, including 

enhanced professional networks, institutional awareness, 

practice enhancement and increased self-confidence, all of 

which can be developed effectively through mentoring 

leading to increased role satisfaction and recognition. 

There has been one notable research paper published on 

the ‘Experiences of becoming and being academic women 

in Bhutan’ (Maxwell et al. 2014). This explored, through 30 

interviews with junior and senior women at RUB, their 

experiences of why they chose academia as a career, the 

balance of home and work and support structures therein, 

and their experiences of gender equality in the workplace. 
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Seven of the nine junior academics indicated that there was 

no difference at work between male and female academics 

which given that the constitution of Bhutan ensures equal 

rights for women and men is positive and would perhaps be 

expected. However, the authors identify and explore further 

subtleties and challenges, some of which were also 

reflected in the discussions held with women colleagues at 

RUB out with the mentoring workshop. This included 

perceived challenges for women working in academia, 

including balancing home responsibilities alongside work 

commitments. 

To this end it was decided that mentoring between women 

RUB mentees and women UHI mentors who had similar 

experiences of working in a primarily male dominated 

subject area would provide a fruitful mentoring collaboration 

and provide both the mentees and mentors with the “the 

opportunity to develop their own thinking in the presence of 

others who faced similar experiences” (Padgett 2004:182).  

Going forward, our mentoring for women academic 

engineers will explore how to: 

• succeed in a male dominated subject area; 

• make links with industry and learning and teaching; 
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• raise personal academic profile; 

• identify and carry out research related activity; 

• seek professional registration and recognition; 

• present and participate in multicultural dialogue; 

• build confidence and assertiveness; 

• embed creativity and develop and utilise feminine 

leadership skills. 

COVID-19 delayed the start of the mentoring in this specific 

area of the mentoring activities prioritised by RUB and UHI, 

but mentors and mentees have now been identified and 

mentoring is underway as of November 2020. 

Next steps 

As we move forward with the CHORTENS project, our initial 

mentoring activities as outlined and explored in this chapter 

will be monitored and evaluated in the short term, between 

now and the next CHORTENS project workshops 

scheduled for 2021. We hope this will inform the 

subsequent enhancement and expansion of our joint 

mentoring activities, with a view to identifying: how 

mentoring arrangements between RUB and UHI and within 

RUB itself can be sustained on an ongoing basis; 
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broadening and further formalising these arrangements to 

support reciprocal mentoring of colleagues between RUB 

and UHI, including RUB mentors mentoring UHI mentees; 

and evaluating the effectiveness of digitally enabled cross 

cultural mentoring in the context of our geographically 

dispersed universities. Ultimately, we hope to identify and 

share lessons learned for formal mentoring activities and 

schemes in universities similar to our own, and for other 

cross-institutional and transnational mentoring 

arrangements for Higher Education practitioners. 
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Chief, Programmes, Teaching & Learning, Office of the Vice 
Chancellor, Royal University of Bhutan  

Abstract 

Most of the universities across the globe have centres which 

support teaching and learning within the university. Most 

universities name this centre as a Centre for Excellence in 

Teaching and Learning in Higher Education. Knowing the 

importance of instituting such a centre in the university, the Royal 

University of Bhutan (RUB) established the Centre for University 

Learning and Teaching (CULT) in 2008 after five years of the 

establishment of the RUB as the first university in the country. 

This chapter provides a brief stock-taking of the programmes 

offered by the centre and evaluates whether the centre is 

achieving its main function promoting and supporting good 

practices, through research and studies, in all aspects of 

teaching, learning and assessment for the university. In 

particular, the seven principles of good practice in undergraduate 

education proposed by Chickering and Gamson (1987) are used 

to compare the centre’s programmes against each principle. In 

addition, this chapter also highlights some of the challenges 
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faced by the centre and recommends some way forwards to 

overcome those challenges. 

Keywords: Teaching and Learning, good practices, continuing 

professional development, student-centred, teacher-centred. 

Overview of the Royal University of Bhutan 

The Royal University of Bhutan (RUB) was established in 

2003 as the first University in Bhutan. It has 11 member 

colleges, including two affiliated private colleges, and these 

campuses are spread across the country. Prior to the 

establishment of the university, some of the member 

colleges were present in Bhutan, offering Higher Education, 

but they were under the management of a different 

Government Ministry or affiliated to another university. For 

instance, Sherubtse College, in the Trashigang district in 

the eastern part of the country has been a college since 

1968 but it was affiliated to the University of Delhi in India. 

Likewise, the College of Science and Technology has been 

a college since 2001 but was under the administrative 

purview of the National Technical Training Authority (NTTA) 

in Bhutan. Therefore, in 2003 the Royal University of 

Bhutan was formed, bringing together all the Higher 

Education institutions in the country as its constituent 
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founder members. A central administrative office called 

Office of the Vice Chancellor (OVC) facilitates the 

networking between the member colleges, and in liaising 

with the Royal Government of Bhutan. The Centre for 

University Learning and Teaching is attached within the 

Department of Academic Affairs at the OVC. The OVC is 

purely an administrative office and does not have any 

students or faculty role where teaching and learning takes 

place. 

Introduction 

Browsing websites of global universities randomly on the 

Internet, it is likely that a very high proportion have a centre 

for encouraging excellence in teaching and learning in their 

institution. This might indicate that the concept of such 

centre is imbedded in most of the higher learning 

institutions across the world (Roberts, 2014). Although the 

name of the centre varies, the roles and responsibilities of 

the centres in the different universities do not vary widely. 

The main functions of the centres are to promote and 

support good practices in teaching, learning and 

assessment throughout the university through various 

programmes and activities. At the present time, most of the 
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centres tend to focus more on student-centred learning, as 

compared with a traditional teacher-centred approach. 

These centres provide support mainly by offering 

continuing professional development programmes in the 

form of workshops and training, or by promoting examples 

of best practice. Following the lead of most other 

universities across the globe, the Royal University of 

Bhutan has also established a centre called “Centre for 

University Learning and Teaching (CULT). This centre was 

established in 2008 with a broad aim to “promote and 

support good practices, through research and studies, in all 

aspects of teaching, learning and assessment for the Royal 

University of Bhutan” (RUB, 2014). A subsequent study 

(Roberts, 2014) clearly elaborated the roles and 

responsibilities of the CULT in relation to the Seven 

Principles of Good Practice in Undergraduate Education 

proposed by Chickering and Gamson (1987). Therefore, in 

this chapter, it is appropriate to take stock of the activities 

conducted by the CULT and to review whether it has been 

successful in achieving its main purpose by comparing the 

Centre’s achievements against each of the seven principles 

of good practice in undergraduate education. 
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The rest of the chapter is organized as follows: section 3 

provides some information on the main programmes that 

have been offered by the CULT; how the programmes 

offered by the CULT have contributed to achieving the 

seven good practices in undergraduate education is 

described in section 4, followed by a section on the 

challenges faced by the CULT in offering these activities. 

The chapter concludes by providing recommendations on 

the current challenges that are faced. 

The main programmes offered by the CULT 

Since the main purpose of establishing the CULT was to 

promote and support good practices, through research and 

educational studies, in all aspects of teaching, learning and 

assessment for the Royal University of Bhutan, the centre 

has been trying its best to offer various programmes for the 

academics and academic support staff in different ways. 

Some of the main programmes offered by the centre after 

its establishment are provided in Table 4.1 so that readers 

can refer to them while reading section 4.  
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Table 4.1: Programmes offered by the CULT till June 2020 

Seven good practices in undergraduate education 
 

1. Good practice encourages student-faculty contact. 

Some literature points out that the student-faculty 

interaction in and out of class is one of the most important 

factors to motivate students’ engagement and involvement 

in the learning process (Cox and Orehovec, 2007; Roberts, 

2014). In the process of this interaction, the faculty 

members learn to know the students more, and are able to 

guide the student during his or her time in the academic 

sessions. For students, this interaction can give them the 
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courage to speak and ask questions. In 2014, Roberts 

study suggests that the Centre for Excellence in Teaching 

and Learning should become a catalyst for student-faculty 

interactions. Since the CULT is attached at the Office of the 

Vice Chancellor where there are no students, and no 

teaching and learning is delivered, the CULT had been not 

supporting this directly. However, it showed that some of 

the activities coordinated and organized by the centre had 

been indirectly supporting such roles. The feedback from 

the participants who attended the Continuing Professional 

Development (CPD) Programme in 2019 clearly indicated 

that faculty members, after attending the programme, 

actually decided to look again at their teaching approaches 

from the learners’ perspectives. For instance, the feedback 

question “Did the programme lead you to think that you 

need to know your learners and their background?” was 

answered, “Absolutely, I believe that I had been… using a 

teacher-centred approach but now I realized that it should 

be a student-centred approach”. Another participant says, 

“From this course, I came to know that it is very important 

to know the mentality and psychology of our learners to 

make teaching and learning effective”. Therefore, we 

believe that to know the learners, there should be more 
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interactions between the faculty members and the students. 

Such CPD programmes actually instigate faculty members 

to make more interactions with their students. 

2. Good practice encourages cooperation among 

students. 

Under the second principle of good practice, Roberts (2014) 

points out that a centre for excellence should encourage 

and teach techniques for developing collaborative 

education. One of the techniques to develop collaborative 

education in and out of the class is by encouraging students 

to do group activities and group work. There are two types 

of group activities that usually happen in the teaching and 

learning process – working in a group and working as a 

group (Hammar Chiriac, 2014). Working in a group is a 

situation where students are assigned a task in a group, but 

the task is divided into several sub-tasks and each student 

is responsible for working on one sub-task to complete the 

whole task collectively. Working as a group, on the other 

hand, is a situation where a group of students is assigned 

a common task. Although working as a group offers 

students opportunities to work more collaboratively than 

working (individually) within a group, both activities demand 
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students to cooperate among the group members. Any 

workshop or training the CULT has coordinated has been 

encouraging both these group activities.  The CULT 

conducts induction programmes for the new faculty recruits 

twice in a year. This programme has a three-hour session 

on ‘Conducting   Meaningful Group Activities’. Therefore, 

such activities indicate that the programmes and activities 

conducted by the CULT attempt to contribute to 

encouraging cooperation among students, since these 

trained faculty members will (hopefully) subsequently 

implement the teaching and learning approaches they 

learned during the induction programmes.  

3. Good practice encourages active learning. 

Student engagement is essential and key to successful 

teaching and learning, irrespective of the content and the 

format of the delivery mechanism used by the faculty (Khan 

et al., 2017). Considering the importance of engaging 

students, contemporary teaching and learning strategies at 

the RUB give a high importance in each and every 

workshop and training session that is coordinated by the 

CULT. Since active learning is one of the fundamental  

approaches  of contemporary teaching and learning 
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strategies, the CULT has been teaching faculty members 

different approaches to keep the students engaged in 

meaningful learning, both in and out of the classroom.  

4. Good practice gives prompt feedback. 

Encouraging academic staff to give prompt and meaningful 

feedback to students’ work is one of the main areas of focus 

of the CULT when designing any workshops for the faculty. 

A three-hour session on how to give meaningful feedback 

to students’ work has been included in both the new faculty 

induction programme and in the continuing professional 

development programme. Some academic literature 

argues that although there is a strong indication that 

feedback is useful in promoting students learning, there are 

also student surveys showing dissatisfaction on the 

feedback received from the faculty in their course work 

when the feedback is not timely ((Nicol, 2010); Al-Bashir, 

Kabir, & Rahman, 2016). Therefore, it is of utmost 

importance that feedback on students’ work should be 

given on-time so that the feedback adds value to the 

students learning. Besides providing sessions on feedback 

during the workshops, the CULT has also developed 

module feedback forms and guidelines, enabling students 
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to give their own feedback on the module and the tutor who 

is teaching the module.  

5. Good practice emphasis on time spent on task. 

Time plus energy equals learning. There is no substitute for 

time on task. Learning to use one’s time well is critical for 

students and professionals alike. Students need help in 

learning effective time management. Allocating realistic 

amounts of time means effective learning for students and 

effective teaching for faculty. How an institution defines time 

expectations for students, faculty, administrators, and other 

professional staff can establish the basis for high 

performance for all (Bradshaw et al., 2007,p.5). 

The fifth good practice has, so far, never been fully 

addressed by any of the activities conducted by the CULT 

although time management has been considered as an 

important factor in general. Therefore, the CULT should 

now look into designing how a session on the importance 

of time management could be introduced in its future 

training activities. 
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6. Good practice communicates high expectations. 

If you have been a teacher at any point in your life, you will 

know that if you value your students and have developed 

good professional relationships with them, you can 

experience a good feeling in successfully communicating 

high expectations to your students. In reality, can a teacher 

have a good professional relationship with all students? 

Dark (1999) said that at the heart of an accepting 

relationship between teacher and student must be the 

principle that all students can learn and can attain a high 

level of achievement. The literature also shows that 

students are influenced by the behaviour of their teachers 

(sometimes called The Pygmalion Effect (Rosenthal and 

Jacobson, 1968)). Therefore, it is important that teachers 

provide good role models, displaying a commitment to 

encouraging excellence in performance by their students. If 

we expect the students to be prepared for the class, then 

teachers must also be prepared, and if teachers expect 

students to move beyond their personal best, then teachers 

should also be willing to do the same (Dark, 1999). 

The CULT has considered effective communication skills 

as one of the important qualities that a teacher should 
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possess, but to date, the importance of communicating high 

expectations to the students has not been given much 

direct importance in any of the CULT programmes. 

Therefore, the CULT should now take into consideration the 

introduction of this good practice.  

7. Good practice respects diverse talents and ways 

of learning. 

Centres for teaching and learning excellence can assist 

teachers in developing institutions to explore addressing 

multiple ways of learning (Roberts, 2014). The CULT has 

stressed the importance of knowing the learners’ different 

capabilities and learning abilities.  Therefore, CULT should 

continue providing this session in future staff development 

activities. 

Challenges 

As the CULT is established within the Office of the Vice 

Chancellor, where no teaching and learning takes place, 

this can have both advantages and disadvantages. Since 

the CULT is located in the central coordinating office, it has 

been very easy to coordinate activities across the university 

network, since all the member colleges are bound to 
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cooperate. But some of the challenges of the centre being 

setup away from the campuses can be grouped into three 

main headings and are briefly described below. 

Developing programme/training materials 

At present the centre is staffed by one coordinator. 

Whenever a training session or workshop is planned, the 

coordinator has to look for external experts or staff from the 

member colleges to provide assistance. This has not been 

much of an issue until now, but as the RUB consolidates, 

and faculty members in the colleges become busier in their 

teaching and research work, the time is approaching when 

the college management may not be able to release internal 

experts for such support work even if the college does not 

have to bear the financial expenditure.  

To overcome this challenge, the CULT management need 

to plan the activities in advance and try to timetable any 

professional development work during periods when the 

experts are more easily available. It is suggested that such 

work might be organised during vacation periods. 
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Getting resource persons and participants 

In many other universities, the support centre is located on, 

or within a short distance from, the campuses where the 

teaching and learning takes place. In such cases, the centre 

may be able to run the programmes at any time of the day 

without disturbing the normal teaching hours of the 

resource people. However, as the CULT is located in the 

central office, the nearest member college that can be 

reached by the centre has a travel time of one-and-and-half 

hours each way by road. Therefore, the centre has normally 

identified the resource people within the member colleges 

and requested that the President of that college to release 

those identified resource people from their normal college 

duties. Those experts come to the selected venue to 

facilitate the training sessions or workshops. Sometimes, 

this has been a problematic issue, where the college 

management has been reluctant to release those experts 

since they then have to increase their share of duties in their 

respective colleges. 

When the training session/workshop is announced, the 

centre asks for nominations from the member colleges 

based on the target group of the participants. Although the 
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centre does not charge any fees for the provision of the 

training or the workshop, the nominating college will usually 

be required to bear the travel expenses of the nominee, 

including a daily subsistence allowance. It has been 

observed that a few colleges have been finding it difficult to 

pay the travel expenses and have therefore forgone the 

nomination(s) to the training sessions.  However, this 

shortcoming has been improved recently. The improvement 

may be due to the recent introduction of an Annual 

Performance Agreement (APA) in which each and every 

college has to send certain number of its staff for 

attendance at short term and long term professional 

development programmes, but a further study would be 

required to validate this statement.  

One of the solutions to these challenges may be to have 

dedicated experts within the CULT office to provide an 

internal resource staffing for any training planned by the 

Centre. However, this will come at additional cost as it will 

require the employment of additional staff. The further 

challenge of not getting enough participants from the 

colleges due to the long travel distances involved, could be 

solved if the CULT has dedicated experts who could travel 

to visit individual colleges. These experts could go to any 
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member colleges to conduct training sessions and 

workshops instead of bringing participants from different 

colleges to a different venue. This arrangement, however, 

might impair the networking activities among faculty 

members from different colleges, which is a very positive 

benefit of the present arrangement.    

Conclusions and Future Work 

This short analysis of the activities of the CULT, measured 

against the seven principles of good practices in 

undergraduate education, suggests that few of the good 

practices identified have been not at least been considered 

by the CULT in its activities. As a result, it is recommended 

that future activities should look into how those good 

practices can be incorporated as a standard practice 

throughout the university. In future, it will also be important 

to study how the colleges and the individual participants of 

the workshops and training sessions perceive the 

professional development activities, in order to evaluate the 

impact of the CULT across the University. 
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Overview  

Class participation is a component of active teaching and 

learning and can help facilitate learning. It allows students 

to share their ideas and explore the views given by 

individuals to the classroom. Participation can strengthen 

student learning and understanding. Effective learning 

usually takes place when there is interactive 

communication between both the tutor and the students. In 

addition, Abdullah et al. (2012a) noted that learning 

involving rigorous participation encouraged a mutual 

exchange of information, restored interest, as well as 
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recognition and respect amongst teachers and students. 

However, it is a common scenario in a Bhutanese 

classroom where teachers are seen to be actively involved, 

and students hesitate to participate, making the learning 

environment a monotonous one.  This usually leads to 

either minimal learning or passive learning in the class, 

where students are mostly dependent on the lecture notes 

provided.  

Abdullah et al. (2012b) claimed that the students should be 

actively engaged in a classroom by interrogating the 

teacher, providing opinion and answering questions posed 

by teachers to diligently learn the lesson based on the 

different subjects taught in a classroom. Moreover, active 

participation by the students in a classroom should lead to 

a conducive learning environment which can enhance the 

interaction between teachers and students. There is an 

evident benefit associated with students’ active 

participation in a classroom. Crone (1997) stated that the 

engagement or participation of students in an active 

learning environment develops critical thinkers, hence they 

are less passive in learning (as cited in Susak, 2016). In 

addition, Smith (1997) asserted that other benefits linked 

with students’ participation in a classroom are the ability to 
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learn through discussion, and to integrate the information 

constructively, hence demanding less need for 

memorization (as cited in Susak, 2016). There are a limited 

number of students participating in any classroom, despite 

the notable benefits of classroom participation. Abdullah et 

al. (2012b) found that passive students were often also poor 

in concentration during class hours, without an interest in 

learning or in the topic being taught, that they were often 

ashamed to ask, and lacking in knowledge and confidence. 

In contrast, there are usually a few students who actively 

participate in a classroom activity. Williams (2010) 

observed that active participation was frequently related to 

self-assurance, low insecurity, higher-level language skills 

and the ability to develop original ideas. Thus, it is critical 

for students to participate in a classroom activity mainly to 

encourage the development of positive self-esteem and 

enhance learning.   

In fact, a classroom activity can act as a platform for 

discussion and provides an opportunity for students to 

participate and enhance their learning, but the class 

participation is mostly lead by only a handful of students. 

The scenario of participation by students in a classroom is 

notable but the correlation between the student’s 
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participation and their actual academic performance 

remains unknown. Therefore, this research work was 

carried out with second year food science students in 

semester 1 (the autumn semester) in 2019. In particular, it 

related to the module on food additives and flavourings, 

which contains a myriad of new terminologies and 

numerical information for students to remember. Hence, a 

teaching approach which involves active participation from 

the students’ side to help them remember the concepts is 

important. In order to encourage students to participate 

actively, various classroom activities were assigned to 

them.  

Approach  

The impact of a student’s participation on performance was 

assessed in a class of thirty-six students. Quantitative and 

qualitative methods were used to collect the data by 

assigning a total of nine different activities in the class. The 

activities were a one-word splash, a quiz, a group 

presentation, reflective writing, an impromptu oral 

presentation, summarizing, letting students ask questions 

to each other and a group discussion. The students were 

provided an equal opportunity to participate in each activity. 
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For group activities, the students were congregated based 

on random selection. This approach was chosen to avoid 

free-riders in the team. However, for individual activities, a 

common question was asked to the class in general and 

every participant was given an opportunity to answer based 

on their preparedness and keenness. The relation between 

participation and performance was determined by 

conducting a unit test before and after the implementation 

of the activities. The results were compared using an F-test 

and analysed accordingly.  

Results  

The highest numbers of active participants were found 

during the group discussion. This is mainly due to a pre-

established ground rule for them to participate in a group 

discussion compulsorily. Precourt and Gainor (2018) also 

stated that the class participation could be improved by 

imposing mandatory participation, hence acquiring the 

motivation and confidence to speak in a classroom, (as 

compared to optional participation). The second highest 

number of active participations were found during the group 

presentation. This indicates that a greater number of 

students tended to participate in an activity when it was 
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conducted as a group. Similarly, Beaconhouse National 

University (2008) observed an increase in students’ 

participation when in a group activity. Pitse and 

Umunnaakwe (2018) suggested that in group activities, 

each member should be allocated with roles and 

responsibilities. This statement was useful in this project 

because each student in a group was asked to read and 

discuss a topic allocated by the group leader. 

The data as indicated in Figure 5.1 includes the number of 

activities (9) and the number of students who participated 

in each class activity (36).  

 
Figure 5.1: Number of activity and students’ participation in the activity. 

S- Summarize / RW- Reflect Writing / AP- Ad-hoc Presentation / 
OWS- One-word Splash / Q1- Quiz / GP- Group Presentation / GD- 
Group Discussion / Q2- Letting students ask questions to each other / 
AQ- Question Answer Session  
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The data indicated by Figure 5.2. Includes the number of 

activities (9) and the number of students participated in 

each class activity (30), however, the students who 

participated in more than one activity were not recorded and 

hence are excluded from the second graph. This was done 

to determine if the same students participate in more than 

one activity (or not). There were six students who never 

participated in any of the activities assigned to the group.  

 
Figure 5.2: Number of activity and students’ participation in the activity (n=30) 

S- summarize / RW- Reflect Writing / AP- Impromptu Presentation / 
OWS- One- Word Splash / Q1- Quiz / GP- Group Presentation / GD- 
Group Discussion / Q2- Letting students ask questions to each other / 
AQ- Question Answer Session  
 

In contrast, there were fourteen students who participated 

in more than two activities. The data indicates fourteen 
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students who participated in more than two activities. The 

pre- and post-intervention results of those students were 

compared using F-Test and analysed according to the data 

recorded. However, the pre and post intervention result of 

fourteen students showed no significant difference (F<F 

crit; p>0.05) as shown in Table 5.1. This indicates that there 

was no significant impact of student’s participation on their 

academic performance. Nonetheless, there was an 

improvement in students’ confidence levels and 

communication skills. Susak (2016) noted that class 

participation often allows students to build on knowledge 

and develop confidence.  

 
Table 5.1: Comparison of pre- intervention and post-intervention result 

(n=14.00) (Standard deviation (SD) – 3.99) 
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However, there is also a possibility that intrinsic factors, 

such as the personality of a student, their interest towards 

a particular module or activity, and their knowledge about 

the assigned topic, might have also contributed to a 

student’s willingness to participate. For example, an 

extrovert would be confident to speak and participate in the 

class and secure good grades for participation, but it is 

highly possible that the same student could be only average 

in terms of academic writing. Hence, these factors should 

also be considered if similar studies are carried out in 

future. 

Recommendations  

It can be assumed that students are reluctant to participate 

in an activity if they complete 60% or less of any continuous 

assessment tasks which contribute to their final academic 

grade. Although a written exam was used to evaluate the 

remaining 40% of their grade, the students were already 

aware of their continuous assessment performance, hence 

showing no significant difference between the pre-

intervention and post-intervention results. In addition, there 

were a greater number of students actively participating 

when they were in a group than when they were doing an 



 
Bhutan: Ways of learning and teaching 

 
 

103 
 

individual task, possibly because students might feel 

comfortable to discuss more readily when they are free to 

talk with their friends and there is less interaction with a 

teacher. Berdin (1986) stated that one reason why students 

feel unable to participate individually when in a classroom 

setting could be the class size, where students are not 

willing to participate in larger groups. Smith (1992) added 

that many students apparently feel less worried about 

actively participating when they are in a larger class, 

because the more active students are more visible and 

hence, they are able to ‘hide in the crowd’ (as cited in 

Madhikhani, 2013).     

Although, class activities involving continuous assessment 

and teamwork were seen to encourage students’ 

participation, they did not show any direct connection to the 

quality of their performances. Therefore, a next step is to 

identify a specific classroom activity that can be seen to 

enhance students’ academic performance. For example: to 

assign a task to the students which may involve them each 

contributing individually, such as circulating an article and 

discussing it in the next class. This may boost the 

confidence of a student as they would be assured that the 

information shared with the class is reliable, as most of it 
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would be a summary of the pre-reading material already 

provided. This in turn might improve their reading and 

listening skills which may ultimately lead to a better 

performance next time.  
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Overview 

Paro College of Education, a constituent college of the 

Royal University of Bhutan is one of the two colleges that 

provide training to pre-service teachers. Unlike schools, we 

do not provide textbooks as there is no prescribed textbook 

to teach. Tutors provide teaching-learning materials 

according to the topics and contents of students’ learning 

using Moodle (Virtual Learning Environment). But it was 

observed that the majority of student teachers did not read 

instructional materials provided to them through Moodle 

(Virtual Learning Environment). This impedes the teaching 

and learning session in the class. Thus, most of the time, 
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the trainees were warned or reprimanded for not coming 

mentally prepared.  

A study by Clump, Bauer and Bradley (2004) found that 

only 27% of undergraduate psychology students completed 

assigned reading before attending lectures. Similarly, 

Connor-Greene (2000) in Clair-Thompson, Graham, & 

Marsham (2018) found that 72% of students reported rarely 

or never completing reading assignments on schedule. 

Some factors that challenge the learners are low reading 

comprehension, lack of motivation, poor attitude towards 

reading, lack of confidence towards reading and lack of time 

for reading (Ryan, 2006; Derryberry & Wininger, 2008; 

Marek & Christopher, 2011; Lei, Bartlett, Gorney & 

Herschbach, 2010 in Clair-Thompson, Graham & 

Marsham, 2018). From all these mentioned factors, this 

study intended to investigate the improvement of students’ 

motivation to read the instructional materials which can lead 

our learners to become extensive readers. 

Research focus 

The goal of this action research was to explore how to 

motivate students to read extensively through the 
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instructional materials provided for students to prepare for 

the class. The main question for this study is “How to 

motivate students’ to read instructional materials?” 

Participants 

For this action research project, the authors chose to work 

with two sections of B. Ed (Primary) second year students 

taking ENG 203 (Reading and Writing in Primary) module. 

There were 52 student teachers as participants for the 

research. The implementation period was the autumn 

semester from August-November 2019. The students learn 

various strategies and techniques for teaching reading and 

writing skills in primary classes, but they are apparently not 

learning the importance and motivating factors of reading 

and writing for themselves.  

Approaches 

Smith and Robinson (1980) in Florence, et al., (2017) 

explain reading as an active attempt on the part of the 

reader to understand the “writer’s message’. According to 

Aksan & Kisac (2009), reading is considered as a 

fundamental of learning that helps individuals to acquire 

knowledge. Further, it is argued that reading activity will 
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shape the ability to think through the processes of capturing 

ideas or information, to comprehend, imagine, implement, 

and give expression (Askan and Kisac, 2009).  In our 

college too, reading is considered to be an important skill 

that stimulates learning. Thus, every student is required and 

encouraged to read the instructional materials provided by 

their respective tutors.  

Though reading is important, many learners are reluctant to 

read the required materials for the session. The reluctance 

to read is sometimes attributed to the low motivation for 

reading. According to Marinak & Gambrell (2008), 

motivation plays an important role in reading. Highly 

motivated students seem to read the teaching materials 

provided to them. Meanwhile, students lacking the 

motivation to do a reading try to avoid reading (Marinak and 

Gambrell, 2008).  

The reading motivation is further classified into extrinsic and 

intrinsic motivation. Guthrie, et al. (2006) maintained that 

intrinsic reading motivation referred to students' curiosity 

about new books and topics, immersion in reading for long 

periods, and preference for longer challenging texts. 

Conversely, extrinsic reading motivation referred to grades 
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or competition as reasons for reading (Guthrie, et al., 2006). 

However, Deci, Koestner,  and Ryan (2001) described that 

intrinsic reading motivation is guided by a need for self-

determination and competence. Meanwhile, extrinsic 

reading motivation is argued as something outside of the 

individual, such as rewards, deadlines, competitions, goals, 

or evaluations (Deci, et al., 2001). Further Deci, et al (2001) 

draw a relationship that increases or decreases intrinsic 

reading motivation depending on how the individual 

perceived the events of extrinsic reading motivation.  

Since extrinsic motivation is related to the development of 

intrinsic motivation in reading and extrinsic reading 

motivation is more tangible to assess, the study will focus 

more on the development of extrinsic reading motivation. 

According to Guthrie, et al. (2006) and Deci, et al. (2001) 

deadlines, rewards, competition, recognition, grades, and 

compliances are sources for extrinsic reading motivation. 

Clair-Thompson, Graham & Marsham (2018) propose that 

ways to increase the extrinsic motivation of the learners in 

order to make them read the course materials can be:  

1. giving enough time for reading materials; 

2. conducting quizzes on the materials; 
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3. organizing discussions in the group (a focus on 

collaborative learning).   

To enhance the extrinsic reading motivation of the learners, 

the following intervention was considered: 

1. Flipped Classroom Model; 

2. Conducting quizzes as a part of the performance 

assessment of the learners. 

According to Ozdamli & Asiksoy (2016), a flipped classroom 

is explained as an active, student-centered approach that 

was formed to increase the quality of the period within a 

class. Flipped learning is an instructional strategy in which 

teachers give instruction through videos (Berggmann & 

Sams, 2014). This is also explained as a model of teaching 

where learners are provided with all learning materials for 

the lesson beforehand, and transfer the knowledge 

efficiently to learners by conducting discussions, group 

work and application during the course (Mull, 2012; Milman, 

2012 in Ozdamli & Asiksoy, 2016). Through the flipped 

classroom approach, there is a transferal of learning 

responsibility from the teacher to the student (Bergmann, 

Overmyer & Wilie, 2011 in Ozdamli & Asiksoy, 2016). 
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The concept of flipped classrooms is adapted to be used in 

classroom instructions. The required teaching/learning 

materials and notes for each session were uploaded in the 

VLE a week in advance. The learners were informed about 

the materials to ensure that learners get enough time to 

read the resources. After that, a panel discussion in the 

group, online forum discussions (which used both WeChat 

and the forum discussion function in the college Moodle), 

and group presentations to the whole class to consolidate 

the student learning were employed. Group panel 

discussions and group presentation of 3 to 4 members each 

in a group can enhance the motivation of the low achievers 

by discussing and reading in groups (Peterson, 2018 in 

Starcher & Proffitt, 2011).  

Starcher and Proffitt (2011) suggest quizzes as a 

pedagogical strategy to get students to read the materials. 

A quiz was conducted after students were provided with 

learning materials in Moodle after providing a week for 

reading. The marks achieved from the quizzes were 

intended to be used as part of student grading at the end of 

the semester. The learning difficulty and comprehension of 

students on reading can be also determined before class 

discussion on the topic by conducting a quiz (Howard, 2004 
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in Starcher & Proffitt, 2011). However, Barnett (1996) in 

Starcher & Proffitt (2011) reported that poor quiz grades did 

not prompt his students to change their study behavior. 

Keeping in mind the drawback mentioned by Barnett, four 

to five quizzes were planned to be conducted and the three 

best scores of the quizzes were used for the final grading 

of the learner so that the low achievers would be motivated 

to read.   

Research design  

Since the study is focused towards the improvement of 

student’s motivation in reading, the research design that we 

chose was practical Action Research (Queensland 

University of Technology, 2014). Mills (2013) explained 

action research design as “systematic procedures done by 

teacher or other individual to gather information about and 

subsequently improve the ways of their teaching, and their 

students learning”. This action research became practical 

action research as the study was used to improve the local 

problem, the student’s motivation of a particular group 

(Queensland University of Technology, 2014).  The study 

use a dialectic action research spiral model (Mills, 2013), in 

which the four stages of identification of area of focus, 
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collection of data, analysis and interpretation of data, and 

development of action plan were deployed (Queensland 

University of Technology, 2014).   

The data for this study were collected using various formal 

and informal processes. The informal process of data 

collection was observational and making a checklist based 

on the average number of student teachers’ participation in 

class discussions and online forum discussions.  While, in 

the formal process, structured surveys with closed 

questions using Likert scales were conducted to get 

quantitative data and quizzes that were conducted to 

observe the progress of the learners. The data were 

collected twice, pre- and post-intervention using both 

qualitative and quantitative methods. The data were 

analysed using SPSS and Excel.  

Findings  

Before intervention: The first round of data was collected 

at the beginning of the semester. During that time, the 

materials were provided before-hand, but learners were not 

informed about the additional learning materials. They were 

made to take full responsibility for their own studies. A quiz 
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was conducted to check the reading comprehension and 

the students’ participation in reading. Students were 

informed that this activity would not be graded. The 

graphical information of the data is shown below: 

 
Figure 6.2: Before Intervention 

The number of students in class participation and online 

forum discussion is based on the average number of 

students, based on two readings of instructional materials 

each. From the above graph, we can see that only half (25 

out of 52) of the learners have participated in the class 

discussions which mainly focused on group presentations, 

and individual question-answer sessions on the materials.  

Similarly, there is slightly higher number of learners (38 out 

of 52) who participated in the online Moodle forum 
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discussions. The average score for the quiz was 5.5 out of 

10. 

Based on the class participation, forum discussions and 

quiz marks, it was obvious that the reading habits or the 

reading culture of the learners was poor. To understand 

better their reading habits and culture, a short survey 

comprised of few questions was conducted. The survey 

questions and number of students are as shown in the 

Table 6.1: 

 
Table 6.1: Survey questions 
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From Table 6.1, we can conclude that 48 out of 52 students 

read the teaching/learning material often or sometimes as 

a part of preparation before the session. But only 4 out of 

52 students read instructional materials every time prior to 

the session and as a part of their preparation. The number 

signifies that many students do not read the educational 

materials, although they are required to read them before 

every class. 

Providing student handouts and relevant reading materials 

are part of the everyday exercises in teaching at the 

college, as we do not have textbooks. 7 out of 52 students 

found difficult to comprehend the research articles 

proscribed, and 38 out of 52 students can comprehend 

them only sometimes. There is no student who finds it 

difficult to comprehend the class handouts, and all of them 

can comprehend them sometimes or often. This shows that 

students can comprehend handouts better than research 

articles.  

Table 6.1 also shows that many students participate in 

online forum discussions rather than classroom 

discussions, and that they can comprehend better while 

they discussed issues in group than individually. 
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Post intervention  

Following the first data-collection, learners were informed 

about the learning materials uploaded prior to the class and 

instructed to read them. Learners were also informed that 

any form of participation will be assessed and graded, 

which would be accounted in the coursework marks.  The 

learners were encouraged to read and discuss the readings 

in the group. The comparative data information is as shown 

Figure 6.3: 

 
Figure 6.3: Post Intervention 

From this figure, we can conclude that there was a slight 

improvement in every category. In the class participation, 
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the average number of active participants increased from 

25 to 42. The average number of forum discussions also 

increased, from 38 to 48. The average scores of the three 

quizzes increased from 5.5 to 6.5.  

Lessons learned 

This study indicates that simply reprimanding the learners 

for not reading is not the solution to motivate learners to 

read. The tutor should follow-up with learning actions after 

the students are instructed to read. The flipped classroom 

approach is useful for both learners and tutors. This 

approach encourages tutors to be active in giving-out 

relevant materials, and learners are required to take 

responsibility for their own learning, as mentioned by 

Bergmann, Overmyer & Wilie (2011) in Ozdamli & Asiksoy 

(2016). The use of panel discussions and group 

presentations with the rewards of some marks, as a part of 

follow-up to the flipped classroom, seems to be effective in 

encouraging learners.  

Tests and quizzes were then conducted to check if students 

have read and understood the resource materials. The 

conduct of quizzes or tests with the intention of adding 
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marks for semester grading motivated learners to read the 

educational materials seriously. If the quiz is administered 

without awarding marks, learners tend to take the reading 

lightly or they do not read it at all. 

It is only when learners were tasked with active learning, by 

way of asking questions, conducting the discussion, and 

subsequent tests, that the motivation to read was 

stimulated. So, we can conclude that awarding some marks 

for every reading resource recommended seems to 

motivate students to read and learn more.  

Next steps 

There is a need to look more deeply into both intrinsic and 

extrinsic motivation. Such an understanding will enable the 

authors to evaluate students’ reading abilities/efforts and 

apply an appropriate type of motivation. The information 

was based only on the frequencies/quantity of reading, with 

little or no focus on the quality in the class participation and 

forum discussions.  Both quality and quantity of study are 

required while students discussed issues in the class and 

should be considered in any future study.  
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Chapter 7 – The maintenance of a 
reflective journal as a tool for the active 
engagement of students: A case study  

Thinley Namgyel  |  thinley.sherubtse@rub.edu.bt  
Sherubtse College 

Abstract 

How to promote active learning in the students? Seeking a 

solution to this central question propelled the author to study 

some aspects of reflective learning. Reflection is one of the 

important factors in the process of learning. The maxim “we do 

not learn from experience, we learn from reflecting on 

experience” by John Dewey captures the importance of reflection 

in the learning process. To promote reflective learning and to see 

its impact, two groups of students from the B.Sc. Mathematics 

programme at Sherubtse College were asked to maintain daily 

reflective journals over a semester. It was found that the students 

have benefited from maintaining their daily reflective journal. 

However, it was challenging for some students as they were not 

used to reflective writing. Therefore, the study concluded that 

there can be positive impact if the necessary skills about writing 

reflective journal are taught to the students.    
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Introduction 

Many articles in the academic literature have concluded 

that learning comes about not from doing but by reflecting 

on the experiences of the doer. According to Klob (2014), 

reflection is the key for learners to transform concrete 

experience into abstract concepts. The formation of 

concepts, which is an indication of one’s in-depth learning, 

cannot take place without the element of reflection in the 

learning process. Many researchers believe that reflection 

helps the students become more critical learners as they 

learn to look at issues more critically (Bain, Ballantyne, 

Packer, & Mills, 1999).   

Chang (2019) states that reflection is necessary for one’s 

improvement and in-depth learning. However, Chang found 

that many students engage in the learning process without 

reflecting on their learning. As stated by Chang, it was 

observed that most of the students of Sherubtse College, 

Royal University of Bhutan do not normally engage in 

reflection on their learning process. Students attend the 
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routine classes and do not generally do any further 

reflection on what they have learned. Although no proper 

research has yet been done, immediate observation is that 

the students are often disengaged from the learning 

process. As a result, no proper, deep-seated, learning takes 

place in them. Seeking a solution to the problem of inactive 

engagement of students in the learning process motivated 

the author to request that the students maintain a personal 

reflective journal. According to (Nickel, 2013) reflective 

journaling is increasingly used to help students to reflect 

upon their learning. However, some researchers Bain et.al 

(1999) have identified the challenge of helping the students 

in writing meaningful reflection, although writing reflective 

journal stimulates critical thinking and helps the students 

generate new ideas (Liuolienė & Metiūnienė, 2011).  

Looking at the importance of writing a reflective journal to 

promote active learning process, the author invited two 

groups of students to write a daily reflective journal. The two 

groups were third semester and fifth semester students of 

the B.Sc. in Mathematics programme at Sherubtse College. 

There were 27 students in each group. Written feedback 

was collected towards the end of the semester. Verbal 
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feedback was also collected during the semester. The 

result presented below are based on this feedback.   

Literature review 

One of the key learning outcomes of the students in Higher 

Education is to develop their critical thinking so that they 

can make independent judgments about the complex 

problems of the world (Kronholm, 1996).  In order to 

achieve this learning outcome, students must engage in 

high-impact learning that leads to deeper learning and 

active engagement of students (Kun, 2008). Reflection is 

the main element of high-impact learning. The importance 

of reflection in learning has been confirmed by many 

scholars. According to Molee et al (2010) reflection is 

essential to develop deeper learning and critical thinking 

level of the students. It is also important that students know 

what they are learning so that they can make connections 

between different ideas and concepts. Keeping track of 

one’s learning is important for that matter. According to 

McClam, Diambra, Burton, Fuss, & Fudge (2008) reflection 

can be used as powerful mechanism to document what 

students are learning.  
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The other important aspect of learning is the meaning-

making process. Students must be able to make new 

meaning out of their engagement in the learning process. 

The process of reflection is an important skill that helps the 

learner in making meaning of their experiences. Reflection 

is a meaning-making process that moves the learner from 

one experience to the next with deeper understanding 

(Rodgers, 2002). The study by Hung, Yang, Fang, Hwang, 

& Chen (2014) also established the fact that reflection has 

an important role in the learning process. The importance 

of reflection can be found in every sphere of life. As per 

Lynette & Allie (2016) reflective practice is key skill required 

in many professions.   

The relation between reflective writing and learning 

mathematics has been studied by Borasi & Rose (1989) 

and found that journal writing helps the learners in 

improving problem solving skills. The study also found that 

maintaining a reflective journal has a therapeutic value as 

students tend to share their feelings and attitudes about 

Mathematics. The potential benefits of engaging students 

of mathematics in writing activities was studied by Burns 

(1988) and found that writing encourages students to reflect 

on their thinking and understanding. Journal writing in 
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general encourages self-reflection which is the important 

element for high-impact learning and critical thinking 

(Odom, Shehane, Moore, & McKim, 2014). A study was 

conducted by Cisero (2006) to find out the impact of 

reflective journal writing on course performance. The study 

has found that journal writing has little impact on high 

achieving or intrinsically motivated students while it helps 

the remaining students to put more effort into learning.  

Method 

This is a prospective study to find out the opinion of 

students on the impact of maintaining a reflective journal on 

their active engagement in learning. The two cohorts of 

students involved in the studies were third semester 

students taking the module GTY101: Graph Theory and fifth 

semester students with the module ALG304: Vector 

Spaces and Linear Transformations of the B.Sc. 

Mathematics programme at Sherubtse College, Royal 

University of Bhutan. There were 27 students in each cohort 

and all the students were involved in the study. However, 

only 45 out of 54 students have submitted their feedback at 

the end. The study was carried out in the Autumn Semester 

2019.  
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The students were made aware of the research being 

carried out at the beginning of the semester. They were 

requested to maintain reflective journal for the classes on 

the module GTY101 and ALG304. A tentative format for 

reflective journal was also suggested to the students as 

they were beginners in journal writing. The students were 

encouraged to submit the journal to the module tutor at 

least once a month to make sure that they were maintaining 

the journal consistently. A questionnaire was provided to all 

the students towards the end of the semester to collect their 

opinions. The written feedback submitted by the students 

was analysed using Braun and Clarke Thematic Analysis 

Approach for qualitative research (Clarke, Braun, & 

Hayfield, 2015).   

It was intended that the same groups of students will be 

required to maintain reflective journal at least for a year 

before writing a final paper. However, the College had to 

discontinue face-to-face teaching-learning due to Covid-19. 

Therefore, the initial findings presented in this paper are the 

outcomes of study over one semester. The study will 

continue with different set of students once the face-to-face 

classes resume.  
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Findings 

Out of 54 students, 45 have submitted the completed 

questionnaire. Checking for their pre-knowledge about 

reflection, it was learned that most of the students were new 

to reflective writing. They do not seem to have understood 

that reflection is an important element of their learning 

process. Although some of the students agree that they 

engage in some form of reflection, none of the student have 

maintained a reflective journal before. Some of the 

responses are mentioned below. 

R1: I rarely reflect on what the tutors have taught in the 

class. I reflect sometimes only when I have no other 

important things to do.  

R2: I rarely reflect of what was taught in the class. However, 

in this module I tried to be honest with reflection.  

R3: I do not reflect by writing things down but often reflect 

mentally which is not very useful.  

After the study, all the 45 students who responded to the 

questionnaire agreed that reflection is important in their 

learning process. They said that the reflective journals have 

helped them to keep up to date with their studies. Most of 
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them said that it has helped them in their revision for the 

examinations. A few responses are mentioned below:  

R4: Reflection is important in our learning process because 

it helps us in remembering what was taught in the class and 

it helps us to understand more.  

R5: Reflection helps me to recall the things that I learned in 

the class. It helps me during examination to score high 

marks.  

R6: Reflection helped me to keep up to date in the process 

of learning and made my learning easier.  

Some of the respondents mentioned that they got a sense 

of relief after writing down their feelings in the reflective 

journal. This confirms the study by Borasi & Rose (1989) 

which found that journal writing can have a therapeutic 

effect on the students. Reflection is process of becoming 

aware of one’s strengths and weakness, and a few students 

also mentioned that maintaining reflective journal has 

helped them to discover more about themselves.  

R7: Reflection helps us to learn more about ourselves on 

how we learn. It can help us explore more so that we can 

improve.  
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R8: Reflection helps in releasing stress and worries which 

in turn make good environment for learning.  

Although all the respondents mentioned the positive impact 

of maintaining reflective journal, some students also 

mentioned a few challenges they have faced during the 

process. The major challenge faced by the students was in 

managing time to write a daily journal. Most of them said 

that meeting academic deadlines becomes hectic 

especially towards the end of the semester and maintaining 

a journal added to that academic pressure. The other 

challenge faced by the students, especially in the 

beginning, was the lack of knowledge on writing reflective 

journal.  

R9: I was not able to manage time due to other work.   

R10: I lost interest in maintaining reflective journal when I 

am busy with other works. 

R11: Since it was my first time maintaining reflective 

journal, I had tough time making a habit to reflect and write 

down.  
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Conclusions 

It was learned that maintaining reflective journal has a 

positive impact on the students, particularly in making them 

more active learners. Having been helped to understand 

the positive impact, students should be formally taught 

reflective writing as a part of each course and make it part 

of the assessment for the module. Skills of reflection can be 

taught, and the strategies that teachers can use to guide 

students through reflection are mentioned (Costa & Kallick, 

2008). Conducting sessions on time management will also 

be beneficial to the students.  

It was learned that tutors also benefit from the reflective 

writing by their students. The tutor can better understand 

the problems and issues faced by the students through the 

journal submitted by them. Reflective journals serve as a 

means of communication between the tutor and the 

students.  

However, the impact of the reflective journal on the 

performance of the students in examinations could not be 

studied during the present project, just inferred from data 

collected in one semester. Perhaps, a study needs to be 
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conducted over a longer timeframe, with the same groups 

of students.   

The current study included only two cohorts of students. 

The duration of the study was also for only one semester 

which seems to be too short. There is a need to conduct a 

further study involving a larger group of students, for a 

longer duration. Such a study can also be done at a 

university-wide level involving students from different 

colleges across the RUB. The impact of maintaining a 

reflective journal on the student’s performance in 

examinations can be new area for future study. 
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Introduction 

Classroom participation may involve lengthy classroom 

conversations between teacher and students or short 

exchanges about certain topics, as well as the involvement 

of students in different classroom activities designed by a 

teacher. Active participation of students in different 

activities or discussions in the classroom will set conducive 

learning environments. Participation by students fosters 

energy and enthusiasm in the classroom. Moreover, 

comments and questions from students could add new 

insights to the topics under discussion.  

Teachers may not always have positive experiences with 

students participating in the class. The participation of 

students can be encouraging, and at times it becomes a 

necessity, but poorly managed participation could set an 
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unfavourable classroom environment. Poor management of 

classroom participation may also be a background cause of 

frustration for both teachers and students.  

However, it is generally acknowledged that if properly 

managed, students can learn more by actively participating 

in different learning activities and discussions in the 

classroom. Given this, educators and professionals across 

the globe have constantly been looking for ways and 

strategies to encourage students’ classroom participation.  

However, they face a perennial challenge to find effective, 

ethical and sustainable ways to involve and engage 

students in classroom discussions and/or activities. This 

action research project explores methods to encourage 

students’ classroom participation.  

Research Questions 

1. In the classroom learning environment, which factors 

would encourage students to participate actively in 

the classroom?  

2. Does a teacher’s intervention by using different 

methods of encouraging classroom participation 

actually lead to more student participation?   
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Literature review 

Definition and importance of classroom participation  

Classroom participation can be loosely understood as 

students’ involvement in classroom activities, which may 

include taking part in discussions with teachers or peers, or 

participation in the completion of assigned tasks, following 

instructions given by teachers, and the timely submission of 

assignments. The definition of classroom participation 

varies across the academic literature (Aziz, Quraishi, & 

Kazi, 2018). 

Classroom participation is generally considered to be one 

of the factors that helps in meeting intended learning 

outcomes. Garside (1996) said students participation in the 

classroom will improve their critical thinking skills. Besides, 

there are many other advantages of classroom 

participation, such that students will be able to build upon 

existing knowledge through participation, they will develop 

communication skills (Dancer & Kamyounias, 2005) and 

build confidence (Chickering & Gamson, 1987) to share 

ideas with peers and teachers. These are often regarded 

as  life skills and are the most important expected learning 

outcomes for life-long learning.   
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Cohen (1991) proposed  that active participation  by 

students can ease the learning and teaching process and 

also facilitate improved teaching. The reason for this could 

be that students’ quality of participation will suggest to 

teachers how well the students have learned 

concepts/topics discussed in the class and therefore 

subsequent classes can be planned accordingly.   

Factors that encourage classroom participation 

Academic literature suggests many factors that determine 

the levels and quality of classroom participation. Though 

personal and psychological factors such as a student’s 

personality, social and family background, and personal 

experiences play an important role in determining the level 

and the quality of classroom participation, this paper 

particularly focuses on the role of a teacher.  

Factors closely associated with the role of a teacher are: 

a. Condusive classroom environment 

It may take considerable effort on the part of a teacher to 

create a condusive classroom environment. A condusive 

environment may include building up a positive relationship 

with students. Many studies have noted that a teacher-
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induced classroom culture of encouraging  mutual respect 

and openness, including adressing students respectfully by 

their names, can encourage students to actively participate 

in classroom discussions (Fassinger, 1995). Wade (1994) 

noted that students are often  hestiant to take part in 

classroom activities if the teacher ignores and criticises 

them in front of their peers.  

b. Pre-class readings or Advance Preparation 

Howard (2002) noted that students are less likely to 

participate in the class if they feel that they are not prepared 

or do not have knowledge about the subject under 

discussion. This may be because of the fear of being 

humilitated by the teacher or by peers if their response to 

questions posed by teacher is incorrect, or if their 

participation in the discussion is out of context. Such 

insecurities may hold them back from taking an active part 

in the classroom discussions.  

c. Marking classroom participation 

Fassinger (2000) noted that if students know that their 

classroom participation will be marked and will impact on 

their final grades, they are more likely to participate  in the 
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classroom discussions.  Therefore, grading or marking 

participation may encourage students to take part more 

enthusiastically in classroom activites. Dance and 

Kamvounias (2005) suggested that teachers should 

declare a grade for student participation  towards the middle 

of the semester. This system may encourage students to 

plan active involvement  for the second half of the semester 

so as to earn grades by participating more frequently.   

d. Positive reinforcement 

In the field of psychology, academic literature records that 

behavioural modification among students mostly occurs as 

a result of  postive reinforcement by teachers. 

Reinforcement could be simply understood as a way by 

which certain patterns of behaviour or beliefs can be 

encouraged . A testimony to this proposition would be 

Skinner’s reinforcement theory (Miltenberger, 2008) which 

implies that if people find certain behaviour to be rewarding, 

they are more likely to repeat the behaviour. 

To understand the effects of postive reinforcement Boniecki 

(2003) conducted a study titled ‘breaking the silence: using 

a token economy to reinforce classroom participation’. The 

author noted that there was an increase in both direct and 
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non-direct classroom participation when the ‘token 

economy’, the term used to imply provison of credits for 

participation, was introduced. However, when this 

reinforcement was removed,  the level of  participation 

returned to its baseline.  

e. Groupings 

Ward (1987) defined grouping as a process of dividing 

students in the  classroom into a smaller set of groups for a 

certain specific time. Smaller groups, while in operation in 

the classroom , are then considered to be separate social 

entities by the teacher, each with specific roles and 

responsibilities (ibid). Haber (1979) in his paper titled 

‘increasing class participation using small groups’ pointed 

out that teachers had noted that using small groups in the 

classroom had significantly improved class participation.  

This may be because small groups would enable students 

to communicate more freely and to learn from their peers.  

f. Assigning individual Tasks 

Individual tasks could mean that responsibilities are given 

to individual students in the class for the completion of 

assigned work. An individual task does not mean that 
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students cannot be in small groups as even when students 

are divided into small groups, individual students in a group 

could be assigned an individual task.  

Buijs and Admiraal (2013) confirmed that when students 

were assigned individual assignments, they showed more 

‘engaged attitude’ and also involved themselves more fully 

in classroom activities. Coggeshall (2010) also noted that 

when students were assigned indiviual roles in a 

cooperative learning setting, the “off task” time that students 

had, significantly reduced with an increase in individual 

responsibilites. It was also noted that this encouraged 

students to participate more fully in the class.  

Methodology 

Data collection 

Each phase of the study is logically arranged as 

Preferences- the base year period when the rate of 

students’ participation in the class is recorded in the normal 

setting without any intervention; Intervention- the current 

year period in which students’ preferences of methods that 

would best encourage them for classroom participation was 

selected, interventions were made and participation 
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recorded accordingly; and Outcome- the current phase in 

which a survey is carried out to study which methods were 

most effective in encouraging classroom participation.  In 

the base year, classes were taken in the natural setting 

without any intervention and students’ classroom 

participation was record in terms of frequency of their 

engagement.  

In the beginning of the current year, different groups of 

students were surveyed to note their preference of the 

methods that they believed would encourage their 

classroom participation. The questionnaire was 

administered to 82 fifth semester students in three different 

classes. In the questionnaire, six different methods that 

might potentially encourage classroom participation were 

listed, based on the suggestions from the academic 

literature. These groups of students were asked to rate the 

listed methods based on their perceived effectiveness, 

using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1(least effective) 

to 5 (most effective). 

The six different listed methods were a. Creating a 

conducive classroom environment, b. Positive 

reinforcement, c. Groupings, d. Creating attractive class 



 
Bhutan: Ways of learning and teaching 

 
 

148 
 

contents, e. Assigning individual tasks and f. Assigning pre-

class readings. 

Two least-rated methods were groupings and class 

contents, so they were eliminated, and the rest were taken 

forward for intervention in the current year. Also, the record 

of class participation in terms of the frequency of 

engagement of each student was recorded in the current 

year.  

Interventions were made throughout the current year. 

Different intervention methods were implemented, not 

exclusively but were introduced over the period.  

Students, at the end of the current year, were surveyed 

again to establish which intervention methods best 

encouraged them to actively participate in class. 

Data analysis 

The data were analysed with the help of Excel. Relevant 

statistical methods such as frequency, mean, standard 

deviation, and trend analysis were used to analyse the data. 

Frequency was used to calculate number of times each 

student in the class had participated in classroom 

discussions or any other classroom activity. Subsequently, 
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mean values of frequency of participation for all the 

students was calculated. A trend analysis of this in different 

months was carried out. The trend line of the current year’s 

mean with each intervention was compared with the trend 

line of the base year which had no interventions. The 

standard deviation was calculated to establish the 

difference in the number of students participating in 

classroom in the base year and in the current year. 

The method of mean value analysis was also used to 

identify and eliminate methods of intervention in the base 

year, so that the students’ preferred methods could be 

selected for intervention, and methods which were least 

preferred could be eliminated.  A mean value analysis also 

provided an insight about the methods that were seen by 

students as the most and the least effective in encouraging 

them in classroom participation after each intervention in 

the current year.  

Results 

Classroom participation after intervention 

The trend recorded in the study period indicates no 

significant change in students’ classroom participation from 
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the beginning of the base year until the end of the year (as 

shown in Figure 8.1). The trend line of standard deviation 

(SD) suggests that there is almost a constant and a 

significant deviation between students who participate and 

those who do not.   

However, after the intervention in the current year there was 

an indication of improved participation as shown in Figure 

8.2. Similarly, SD in the current year, unlike in the base 

year, is constantly declining while the mean is increasing. 

The constantly falling standard deviation trendline indicates 

that those students who did not participate in the classroom 

gradually started participating as frequently as the students 

who always participated.   
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Figure 8.1: Base Year Participation Record 

 
Figure 8.2: Current Year Participation Record 
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Students’ perceived effectiveness of intervention 

methods 

At the end of the current year, a perception survey was 

conducted with students who had been through all the 

interventions. The four intervention methods which were 

selected after the survey at the beginning of the current 

year were conducive class environment, positive 

reinforcement, engaging class content and pre-class 

readings.   

As shown in Figure 8.3, the results of the survey conducted 

at the end of the current year suggest that students 

perceive positive reinforcement to be highly influential in 

encouraging them to engage in classroom participation. 

Similarly, students also perceived that engaging class 

content was also effective enough to encourage them in 

classroom participation. Many students feel that pre-class 

readings would also help them to achieve better grades. 

The least rated method was simply creating a conducive 

classroom environment, as this method did not achieve 

much in encouraging students’ participation in lessons.   
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Figure 8.3: Effect of Intervention 

Discussion and conclusions 

The results suggest that the interventions had a significant 

impact on the rate of classroom participation, unlike in the 

base year period when classroom participation was minimal 

and there was a significant difference between the 

frequency of groups of students who often participated and 

those who did not. In the base period classes were taken in 

the natural setting, sticking to the usual ways of lesson 

delivery and engagement.  

In the current year, intervening variables were made by 

teachers to create a conducive classroom environment, to 

practice certain measures positively to reinforce student 

participation, to create engaging class contents and to 

assign pre-class readings before certain classes. In the 
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process of these interventions, it was observed that there 

was trend for students to participate more frequently in the 

class. It was also observed that students with the least 

frequency of participation also gradually started to 

participate almost as much as those who participate often 

in the class.  

When students were also asked to rate which methods of 

intervention had encouraged them most to participate in the 

classroom, positive reinforcement was rated the highest, 

followed by engaging class content and before-class-

preparation. The least-rated factor was the construction of 

a conducive classroom environment.  

It can be concluded that the teacher plays a significant role 

in determining classroom participation, but only where 

active interventions are made to fully engage students. It is 

very likely that a greater number of students will participate 

and engage more fully in the class if teachers use different 

engagement methods, such as positively reinforcing 

participating behaviour of students, creating engaging and 

attractive class contents and by implementing flipped class 

approaches by assigning pre-class readings, and using in-

class time for application and assessment of the knowledge 
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gained prior to the class. It should also be noted that there 

is no single method for the certain encouragement of 

classroom participation by all students as the interplay of 

different methods and strategies seems to be more 

effective in encouraging greater classroom participation.  
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Overview 

The rapid development of information and communication 

technology is leading to a fully digitized world. Technology 

is making life easier in every possible field such as 

education, health, agriculture, industries, and business 

(Raja & Nagasubramani, 2018). To keep abreast of this 

rising technology every individual needs to learn and be 

equipped with skills to use and develop such technology. 

Programming is an intricate aspect of technology that plays 

a key role in modern society. This action research was 

carried out to improve the programming skills of students 

pursuing Bachelor of Computer Applications (BCA) in 

Gyalpozhing College of Information Technology, the Royal 

University of Bhutan (RUB). Despite students' exposure to 

regular programming modules such as C programming, 

C++ programming, and Java Programming, they frequently 

seem not to be confident in coding, mainly due to a lack of 
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hands-on practice. According to Krpan, Rosić, and 

Mladenović (2014) to acquire concrete skills in 

programming, the student should spend more time on 

hands-on coding practice. Only 2 out of 73 students 

participated in the intercollegiate programming contest 

which was held on 18th May 2019 in the College of Science 

and Technology (CST) which would seem to indicate that 

the students are either not interested or perhaps lack the 

necessary level of programming skills. In line with this 

observation, the current study aimed to examine the 

effectiveness of integrating programming workshops with 

existing classroom tuition in order to improve students’ 

programming skills.  

Aim 

This action research aimed to study the effectiveness of 

targeted programming workshops in enhancing the 

students’ programming skills. 

Background   

The government and private colleges in Bhutan offer IT 

courses to undergraduate students. Students from the 

College of Science and Technology, Sherubtse College, 
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Jigme Namgyel Engineering College, and Gyalpozhing 

College of Information Technology have been participants 

in the intercollegiate programming contest held to date. The 

contest was first initiated and hosted by the lecturers of the 

IT department in the College of Science and Technology in 

2018. The host college prepared the programming 

questions for the contest, which was conducted for 4 

continuous hours, during which the group of students 

needed to solve as many programming questions as 

possible. The solutions were evaluated online through 

software called “Dome Judge''. The efficiency and accuracy 

of the solutions were then evaluated. The Winners of these 

contests were awarded with cash prizes ranging from Nu. 

10,000 to Nu. 15,000. The participants were also provided 

with the certificate of participation. In May 2019, the College 

of Science and Technology (CST) hosted the 1st 

intercollegiate Programming contest in CST, in 

Phuentsholing, Bhutan. The winner, 1st runner up and 2nd 

runner up of the contest were awarded the cash prize of 

Nu.15000, Nu.10,000, and Nu.5,000 respectively. The 

winner was also awarded a trophy (to retain for the year) to 

motivate and encourage students to participate in 

upcoming contests. 
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In May 2019, the third-year students from Gyalpozhing 

College of Information Technology participated in the first 

intercollegiate programming contest in Bhutan. Only two 

students out of 74, participated in the contest and it is was 

considered that this may be because they did not have a 

proper opportunity to enhance their programming skills 

through the existing system of classroom tuition. To 

enhance their skills, these students were offered an 

opportunity to join a programming workshop, delivered by 

expertise from India, in which they were taught Java 

Programming skills. The workshop was conducted twice in 

the autumn semester 2019 to prepare the students for the 

opportunity to participate in the 2nd intercollegiate 

programming contest. The Workshops were organized and 

conducted at Gyalpozhing College of Information 

Technology in the autumn semester of 2019. The first 

workshop lasted for three days with 73 participants and the 

2nd workshop lasted for three days with 49 participants. This 

2nd intercollegiate programming contest was intended to be 

hosted by Gyalpozhing College of Information Technology 

on the college campus in May 2020. However, the contest 

could not be organized as planned due to the COVID-19 

pandemic. Since the contest could not be conducted, an 
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online survey questionnaire was administered to the 

workshop participants in order to collect information 

regarding their perception of the effectiveness of attending 

the workshops in enhancing their programming skills.  The 

data also enquired whether or not participants were 

motivated to take part in future programming contests. 

Methodology 

Research setting   

This study was conducted at Gyalpozhing College of 

Information Technology in eastern Bhutan.  

Population 

The targeted population for this research consisted of 73 

students from third year who were taking a Bachelor of 

Computer Applications (BCA) degree at Gyalpozhing 

College of Information Technology. A total of 34 boys and 

39 girls from the BCA programme responded to the pre-

data collection questionnaire (the entire targeted 

population) and 19 boys and 39 girls from the same 

participants responded to the post-data collection 

questionnaire.  
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Design 

To find the effectiveness of programming workshops in 

enhancing the students’ programming skills, a mixed 

method was used. Quantitative data was collected, 

analysed, and then merged with qualitative responses for 

complete data interpretation.  

Research instruments 

This research sought to determine whether there was a 

causal relationship between the programming workshops 

(intervention) and the programming skills of participants 

(outcome). Pre-intervention data was collected from the 

participants at the beginning of the semester survey in order 

to find out the number of students who participated in the 

past programming contest. Prior to organizing the 

workshops and contests within the college, very few 

students participated in the 1st intercollegiate programming 

contest hosted by the students and IT faculty of the College 

of Science and Technology. 

Following the implementation of the intervention over the 

course of one semester (two workshops) participants (all 

BCA 3rd year students) and received an explicit orientation 
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on the specifics and purposes of conducting this research 

at the beginning of the semester. The Dean of Academic 

Affairs, from Gyalpozhing College of Information 

Technology coordinated the overall delivery of 

programming workshops and the participants engaged in it 

actively.  

After the workshop, the post-intervention data from the 

participants were collected quantitatively using a 

questionnaire. The questionnaire consisted of 9 closed 

ended statements which focused on the participants, with 

an aim to find out the effectiveness of Programming 

workshops in enhancing the students’ programming skills.  

A qualitative rating scale was used to measure how 

participants feel about the particular statements where an 

online survey was conducted. To validate the 

questionnaire, the researcher asked three experts to 

provide suggestions regarding the relevance of the content 

and the ambiguity of programming language and terms 

used. The questionnaire focused on the perceived 

effectiveness of the workshops to enhance the 

programming skills of the targeted students. Students were 

asked to supply information about their perceptions on their 
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effectiveness in relation to the outcomes of the workshop, 

based on their current knowledge, and to identify similarities 

and differences between their programming skills before 

and after attending the workshops. 

Data Collection 

Pre-intervention data collection 

The pre-intervention data were collected from BCA 3rd year 

students with an aim to find how many of them had 

participated in previous Programming Contests conducted 

within and outside the college. The questionnaire consisted 

of 5 closed ended questions. The data collected from these 

groups of students established the level of students’ 

programming skills before the intervention of the 

programming workshops and the recommendation for them 

to attend the programming workshops to enhance their 

programming skills. 

Post-intervention data collection 

The post-intervention data was collected from the same 

group of participants from the 3rd year of the BCS course 

who had responded to the pre-intervention data collection 

survey.  
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The study hypothesized that if the performance in post-

intervention data was better than the pre-intervention data, 

the implementation of the intervention (the programming 

workshops) helped boost the student’s programming skills. 

To evaluate the students' progress, pre-intervention data 

and post-intervention data were compared and analysed. 

The qualitative data were obtained from students through 

online survey questionnaires. The online questionnaire was 

administered in order to gather their students’ attitudes and 

perceptions regarding the programming workshop. 

The responses from the participants in the questionnaire 

survey clearly showed that their programming skills had 

improved from a lower level to a higher level. Prior to 

conducting programming workshops, 14 participants rated 

themselves in the ‘Poor’ category and none in ‘Excellent’ 

category. After the intervention of the workshop 

attendance, none of the participants rated themselves in the 

‘poor’ category and one participant rated himself/herself in 

the ‘excellent’ category.  
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Data analysis 

 
 

Figure 9.1: Have you participated in the intercollegiate Programming Contest, 
May 2019? 

 
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

Figure 9.2: Do you feel the need of Prog ramming workshops to enhance your 
programming skills? 
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Figure 9.3: Do you think such a type of workshop is effective for boosting your 
programming skills? 

 
  

 

 

 

  
Figure 9.4: After attending these Programming Contests, are you motivated to 

participate in the upcoming Programming Contests? 
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Findings and discussion 

The findings of this action research were drawn from the 

data collected from the survey questionnaires. In this initial 

study, out of 73 students, 79.4% of the targeted participants 

i.e. 58 students responded to the post data questionnaire. 

5 of the participants found the workshops conducted 

satisfactory, 23 felt it was good, 26 found it very good and 

4 found it excellent. More than 50% of the participants 

indicated their interest in participating in the upcoming 

Programming contests. 13.8% of the participants have 

indicated less interest in future programming workshops, 

however, 86.2% of them expressed the need for such 

workshops because they found the workshops fulfilled most 

of their needs in capturing the new programming skills. 

Since students have limited time in the classroom to learn 

the programming modules, it is often difficult for teachers to 

fully develop the higher order skills in students.  

Lessons learned 

Through the initial results (online survey questionnaires), 

the majority of the BCA students expressed their perceived 

effectiveness of the programming workshops conducted at 

Gyalpozhing College of Information Technology. The 
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responses to questions confirmed the effectiveness of 

workshops conducted in enhancing students’ programming 

skills. The results of this short study suggest that the 

programming workshops as an additional incentive to 

classroom tuition are effective in enhancing students’ 

programming knowledge.  

Recommendations  

The next step in this action research is to organize an intra-

college programming contest and an inter-college 

programming contest (across the RUB) once the COVID-

19 pandemic is over. Due to COVID19 pandemic the 

programming contest could not be conducted for the 

targeted group of participants, but the contest can be 

organized as soon as the college resumes normal 

operations after the pandemic. Since the targeted group of 

students graduated in July 2020, the next workshops and 

contests will be conducted for a different group of students 

to compare the improvement in their performances. The 

survey questionnaire will be modified and utilized to collect 

similar information from these new student participants. 

The data from previous contest participants (BCA third-year 

students) will be compared to the next contest participants 
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(BCA third/second-year students) data to compare the 

findings of this action research.  
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Appendix A: Programming workshop pre-data 
collection 

* Required 

1. Have you attended any workshops related to Programming in 
GCIT campus? * 

Yes / No 
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2. Have you attended any workshops related to Programming 
outside the GCIT campus? * 

Yes / No 

3. Rate your skill in the computer Programming. * 

Excellent / Very good / Satisfactory / Poor 

4. Have you participated in the intercollegiate Programming 
Contest, May 2019? * 

Yes / No 

5. Do you feel the need of Programming workshops to enhance 
your programming skills? * 

Yes / No 
 

Appendix B: Programming workshop post-data 
collection 

This survey is being conducted to collect the information about Java 

Programming Workshop conducted in GCIT Autumn Semester, 2019 

for BCA students. For your information, Two Programming Workshops 

have been conducted in GCIT under the supervision of Dean Academic 

of Affairs. 

Please spare few minutes to provide your honest response. Your 

identity shall remain Anonymous. 

*Required 
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1. Select your gender? * 

Male / Female 

2. Which Programming Workshop have you attended? * 

1st Programming Workshop / 2nd Programming Workshop / 
Both / None 

3. How did you find the workshops? *  

Excellent / Very good / Good / Satisfactory 

4. Rate your learning from the workshops. * 

1 2 3 4 5 

5. Rate your programming skill after attending these workshops. 
* 

Excellent / Very good / Satisfactory / Poor 

6. Do you think such a type of workshop is effective for boosting 
your programming skills? * 

Yes / No / Moderate 
 

7. Would you recommend similar workshops in future? *  

Yes / No 

8. After attending these Programming Contest, are you 
motivated to participate in upcoming Programming Contests? 
* 

Yes / No 
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9. Have you participated in the Intercollegiate Programming 
Contest, May 2020? *  

Yes / No  
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Chapter 10 – Selective questioning 
leading to selective learning in students: 
An action research study in 
undergraduate engineering students 
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Abstract 

This paper describes the impact of changing the questioning 

pattern in the learning method of students in an engineering 

program. The students in one cohort were chosen as study group 

by changing the questioning pattern and studying the change in 

their pattern of studying. The questioning pattern was changed 

from a regular bell-shaped question that is usually skewed 

towards problem solving in a typical engineering question, to a 

question requiring more general understanding, skewed towards 

the left. The outcome of this study shows that the overall student 

performance improved by a slight margin 10% and 27% in two 

different cases, however, the students’ learning pattern remained 

same due to the nature of the subject. Therefore, the change in 

the questioning pattern does not have any significant change in 

the student’s learning pattern and the fulfilment of learning 

outcomes, though it improved the performance in terms of grade 

acquired. 
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Role of examination in Higher Education  

The primary aim of Higher Education is to inculcate a basic 

to advanced understanding of the subject, while developing 

critical and creative thinking in the student, (Albergaria-

Almeida 2010), along with other soft skills and practical 

skills. The education system generally differs slightly 

between different countries, different disciplines, and 

subjects. Higher Education systems can include research-

based methods, where the entire course can be completed 

with research outcomes in terms of papers, reports, or 

thesis. The outcomes usually lead towards the award of a 

degree. The research-based system may also contain oral 

presentations for the assessment of their outcomes, while 

test based assessment may rarely be used. 

However, the most widely employed form of expression is 

an education system where students take common or 

unique modules in semesters for credit, with an investment 

of required notional hours for the successful completion of 

modules prescribed in the semester. Different combinations 
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of semesters can make years, and the successful 

completion of a number of years contributes to the 

completion for an award of a degree. In such a system, the 

mode of teaching learning may vary, depending upon the 

learning outcomes defined for the award of the degree, and 

on the requirements of particular modules. However, the 

assessment towards the achievement of learning outcomes 

and teaching/learning approaches are widely based on the 

VAK and VARK model (Fleming and Mills 1992) and Kolb’s 

learning style (Kolb 1984) with the different levels of skills 

required, and its relationship to Blooms taxonomy 

(Benjamin, et al. 1956, Krathwohl, et al. 1964). The VARK 

model shows that the learning style of learners can be 

broadly understood in four ways. There are Visual, 

Auditory, Reader and Kinaesthetic factors. Though the 

learning styles can have a combination of these learning 

styles, the learners may be categorized based on these 

forms such that their learning may be enhanced by 

incorporating a learning style that provides the best learning 

achievement. The level of skills in Blooms taxonomy is 

understood as a method of measuring the learning 

outcomes of students for different types of goals or 

domains. They are of three types namely: knowledge-
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based goals or cognitive domain, skill-based goals or 

psychomotor domain and emotion-based goals or affective 

domain. Each of these goal/domains have different levels 

of objectives. The list of domains with their objectives is 

given in Table 10.1.  

 
Table 10.1: Bloom's Taxonomy 

The education system generally uses a combination of 

these goals to measure the learning outcomes of a 

particular session, module/course, semester, year, or 

programme. Students working towards a degree are 

focused by these different methods of learning and teaching 

approaches to obtain the desired learning outcomes. While 

different disciplines and programmes have different 

combinations of learning and teaching approaches, the 

learning outcomes in engineering are mostly focused 

towards the psychomotor domain, such that students learn 
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skills to perform experiments, maintenance, design, and 

implementation. With a number of studies performed in 

differentiating learning in engineering from other subjects, 

(Felder 1988, Felder 1988, Kapranos 2012) (Ruutmann and 

Kipper 2012) , the methods of teaching learning in 

engineering are mostly focused in both, the cognitive and 

psychomotor domains. 

For the knowledge/cognitive domain, the methods of 

teaching consist of lecture-based methods, with 

presentations, demonstrations, tutorials, problem solving, 

group discussions and more. While for the psychomotor 

domain, the modes can be practical demonstrations, field 

implementation, design and development, fabrication, and 

testing with experimentation.  

Therefore, the modes of assessment should also be 

different for different modes and learning outcomes. They 

mostly consist of formative assessments, summative 

assessments, or a combination of the two (Black 1993). For 

assessment of objectives consisting of psychomotor skills, 

presentations and demonstrations are usually employed 

throughout the semester, and yearlong projects, reports 

and demonstration are common. Additionally, formative 
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assessments throughout the period of the assignments, 

and projects, are conducted to keep track of learning and 

deliverables. For the cognitive domain, the modes of 

assessment are usually in the form of assignments and 

tests. General or specific form of assignments help students 

build knowledge on the subject matter.  

The final form of assessment in engineering often consists 

of test-based examinations. Examination also play an 

integral part in shortlisting candidates for various job 

positions. Situational judgement tests are used for 

assessments of students in a wide range of tasks beyond 

their classroom learning (Jesiek and Woo 2011). A number 

of countries like Japan and Singapore do not have 

examinations in the primary education system, and this is 

also true in early education in Bhutan, where the test-based 

assessment is exempted until the fourth year of primary 

education. However, examination and test-based 

assessment are still vital modes of assessment from 

secondary through Higher Education.  
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Figure 10.1: Typical Examination Setting in Bhutan (Taken from 

http://brickinbhutan.blogspot.com/) 

Figure 10.1 shows a typical setting of the examination in 

context of Bhutan. Examinations occur at least twice a year 

in almost all levels beyond lower secondary. They are 

usually closed-book, test-based examinations, where 

students get few hours to complete answering a set of 

questions for each module that they take, and they play a 

major role in the assessment of students as they also 

constitute a major portion of the final grade. While the 

written form of examination is widely accepted and used, 

oral examinations are equally important in understanding to 

articulate characteristics. 
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In engineering, the blueprint of the types of questioning and 

test items are generally prepared by taking into 

consideration the learning outcomes for the module. The 

learning outcomes of the modules are prepared such that 

the proportion of test items are distributed normally, as 

shown in Figure 10.2.  This shows that the peak of the 

learning outcome is around application-based outcomes 

where students apply their knowledge in practical 

applications. The curve also shows that the assessments 

for basic knowledge and creativity-based learning are 

limited. Owing to this form of test item preparation, the 

learning methods of students are similar because the score 

obtained in the test determines to a large extent the future 

of students. Therefore, the learning method also seem to 

have been aligned in similar way, where students 

concentrate on learning to apply their knowledge in 

situations that require problem-solving, but with 

predetermined methods. 

This study looks at the changes in the learning methods of 

the students related to a change in the distribution of the 

test items that concentrate more towards the left of the 

curve. The distribution of the curve has been skewed 
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towards the left and a questionnaire-based feedback was 

sought from learners to understand their learning methods. 

 
Figure 10.2: Normally distributed curve for test item preparation 

Materials and methods 

In this work, two classes in an engineering programme were 

taken as the sample population. The sample population 

consisted of 23 students in one class and 43 students in 

another. The module is a basic level I module for students 

in a Bachelor’s degree in electrical and electronics 

engineering. The setup of the action research was as 

follows:  

For the students in the action research class, their 

assessment with the regular mode of test-based 
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assessment in their earlier semester was used for 

comparison. The assessment in the action research was 

performed using test-based examination with a different 

type of questioning. The questioning in an engineering field 

is often uniformly distributed towards the centre of the bell 

curve as in Figure 2 due to the nature of the module 

consisting of solving problems and case-based questions. 

The questions would consist of solving problems in a 

context that can be of a real-world situation or examples of 

relevant situations. The problem-solving questions can also 

be in the form of numerical problems that the students solve 

to determine required values. These kinds of questions are 

mostly analytical questions which are an excellent form of 

testing a student’s learning however, the overall difficulty 

level of the question is also increased. 

Additionally, the syllabus covered in a module, and the 

types of assessment, give rise to a number of variables of 

interest. The first variable is the mark awarded for the 

particular assessment. In the current assessment, it was 

only 10% of the total grade. The second variable was the 

time allotted for the assessment, which was an hour. The 

time variable dictated the number and types of question that 

could be feasibly set in the test. 



 
Bhutan: Ways of learning and teaching 

 
 

186 
 

Considering the one-hour test, the number of questions can 

vary greatly, based on how the questions are set. If we 

consider the questions to be more skewed towards the right 

of the bell curve, then the number of questions is limited. 

However, if the questions are skewed towards the left, then 

the number of questions is increased. 

The questioning in the current action research was 

maintained at the same time duration as before, however 

the difficulty level was decreased which was accomplished 

as follows: The number of test items in the category of 

‘applying’ was reduced. The number of questions in the 

“apply” type was decreased from 25% to 15% while the 

items in remembering and understanding was increased 

from 20% to 25% and 15% to 20% respectively.  

This would have the effect of skewing the normally 

distributed curve towards left with a decrease in the 

difficulty level, which was accomplished in the form of 

changing the test questions from problem-solving to 

questions testing the general understanding of the module. 

The change in distribution is shown in Figure 10.3. 
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Figure 10.3: Test blueprint with reduced difficulty level 

The expected outcome in this action research was a 

change in the performance of students, both with and 

without the change in questioning pattern, and also to look 

at the change in the student’s learning method.  

Results and discussion 

The difference in student performance in the first term test, 

for the first and the second batch students, is shown in 

Figure 10.4. The first batch of student (Term-1-1 in Figure 

10.4) consisted of 43 students in the Electrical Engineering 

Department while the second batch of student (Term-1-2 in 

Figure 10.4) consisted of 23 students in the Electronics and 
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Communication Department. The level of study and the 

module for the two batches of students are same. From 

Figure 10.4, it can be seen that the variability of marks is 

similar in the two cases. This can also be seen in the 

second term test, as in Figure 10.5.  

 
Figure 10.4: Difference in Performance of Students in Term I 

An analysis was performed to provide an outcome to 

determine the variability of the marks in the two batches of 

the class in terms of their performance, and in the learning 

pattern of the students through their feedback. 
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Figure 10.5: Comparison of Marks obtained in Term II 

The analysis of the performance is shown in Table 10.2.  

 
Table 10.2: Comparison of performance level of students 

The table shows the statistics of the performance of the two 

batches of students in the two semesters. The change in 

students’ performance from the first batch to second batch 

sees an increase in the number of students scoring above 
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the passing grade of 40% of the maximum allotted grade, 

with an increase of 25.4% for Term I and 16.2% for Term II. 

The improvement in the mean mark is from 3.36 to 4.2 for 

Term I and 3.92 to 4.69 in term II which is an increase by at 

least 0.3. The deviation in the marks from the mean was 

improved slightly by 0.33, however in the second term it 

deviated more, with 0.16. 

Findings 

Through this action research project, it was seen that the 

overall performance of the class increased marginally. The 

increase in the overall performance can be seen in terms of 

an increase in the test score, the percentage of students 

above 40%, and the mean mark scored by the students. 

While the improvement in the test scores of students could 

be because of the decrease in the level of difficulty of the 

questions, such that the number of test items in the 

‘remembering and understanding’ category was increased 

while the test items in applying was reduced, it was also 

seen that the overall learning method of the students 

remained similar. It was noted that the students preferred 

to learn the module with more attention given to problem-

solving and analysis. 
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Lessons learned 

Through this action research project, two major lessons 

have been learned. Firstly, the ease with which we can 

activate educational action research in our daily activity. It 

was seen that action research can be carried out for short 

durations with immediate results, or for a longer duration 

with deferred outcomes. It could provide us with immediate 

reflections on the teaching and learning methods and 

assessment methods, which can be further improved with 

minor or major changes in strategy. It was also seen that 

the scale of the action research can be small, such as fine-

tuning small portions of teaching/learning practice, or in the 

assessment approach, to visualize the effect, or on a large 

scale to solve a relevant problem. The overall effect of the 

research on individuals or a class can also be understood 

when changing the parameter of the research during 

practice. It could further improve the learning in terms of 

research capability, technical writing, and most of all the 

endurance to look for the causality. 

A second lesson learned from the action research carried 

out in this work, is the effect of changing the test item on 

the test score of the students and their consequent learning 
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strategy. It was learned that changing the type of test items 

with the number of items skewed towards lower cognitive 

level of learning tends to increase the test score of students 

in a class. However, the overall learning pattern of the 

students in engineering did not change. This was owing to 

the nature of module, which generally focussed on 

application-based topics concerning problem-solving and 

numerical items. Therefore, other forms of active learning, 

additional to the lecture and tutorial mode of teaching and 

learning, could be incorporated to improve the learning of 

the students. Additional forms such as group work, 

individual assignments and questioning in class would also 

improve the learning of students by keeping them actively 

engaged and participating in the course.  

Future works 

It has been seen that the test score of the population 

sample of students on the engineering education 

programme were lower than the average score in other 

fields of study at this university, and while this could be 

improved by an emphasis on questioning and participation 

in class, the grades could also be improved by creating a 

forum for students to ask questions. The action research 
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continued by introducing a variant in the teaching learning 

process that incorporated digital learning applets on virtual 

learning environment (VLE) with Moodle. As a complement 

to the lecture notes, quiz, and assignments used as 

learning material for the students, two new features were 

also incorporated. Those were an individual Wiki Page for 

students to work on their term paper as part of an 

assignment, and a discussion forum to enable pertinent 

questions to be asked by the class, while providing an 

opportunity for their colleagues to provide feedback or a 

solution. While the students’ activity was fairly limited in the 

discussion forum, their activity in the wiki page has been 

increasing. The primary objective of this method was to 

keep the students continuously engaged in asking 

questions and raising doubts in the common forum through 

a participation in a virtual medium, while trying to answer 

any problems/doubts posted by their colleagues. Feedback 

by the student was sought to determine the impact on their 

learning of the subject.  
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Introduction 

Despite having learned the features of academic writing in 

an Academic Skills module in the first year of the Bachelor 

of Education programme, basic mistakes such as citation 

error, sentence structure, the use of formal language and 

grammatical inaccuracies were seen in the majority of 

students’ assignments. This has affected the quality of 

academic writing expected from the students at a college 

level. Therefore, an action research following the 
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framework of Kemmis and McTaggart (1988) model was 

conducted to help students improve their academic writing 

skill. It was also hoped to provide findings on the 

effectiveness of the intervention strategies used.  

Reconnaissance  

In the Kemmis and McTaggart (1988) model of action 

research, reconnaissance is an important component. The 

word is derived from French word ‘reconnaitre’ meaning to 

look at. Maxwell (2003) said that reconnaissance has three 

parts: situational analysis, competence of researcher and 

the researched, and literature review. According to Dillon 

(2008), “Reconnaissance allows investigators to be more 

aware of where they are at, what they hope to achieve and 

how they are going to get there” (15). 

Situational analysis 

It is a requirement for the students in any disciplines of 

study at tertiary level to possess writing skills to enable 

academic writing.   Similarly, in order to equip students with 

a knowledge of academic writing, all colleges of Royal 

University of Bhutan (RUB) offer an Academic Skills module 

in the first semester of the first year in which they learn. 
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American Psychological Association (APA) referencing 

skills. However, even after studying the module and being 

in the college for four years, some students still commit 

mistakes in academic writing and referencing.  

While analysing the students’ assignments, it was 

frequently observed that errors were committed due to the 

problems that students faced in their written language. 

Moreover, there is no explicit English language teaching 

except for the module ‘Grammar in Context’ which is taught 

in the second year. The rest of the students taking Science 

and Mathematics as their subject of specialization, have no 

module on English language during their undergraduate 

study. Therefore, students do not normally receive support 

and guidance in the language component of their writing. 

Competence 

First and third author have been teaching modules about 

English language (such as Study of Language and 

Grammar in Context), literature (such as Teaching Prose 

Fiction and Dramatic Arts) as well as Academic Skills. 

Further, they have also provided support in improving the 

students’ written language proficiency by delivering a few 
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classes to address common language problems. They have 

also taught a research module in which they guided 

students in developing action research proposals. The first 

and second author has attended a workshop organised by 

Royal University of Bhutan under a project called Creating 

Helpful Open Research Tools for Engaging New Staff 

(CHORTENS) in May 2019 on action research due to which 

the present action research was resulted. The second and 

final year B. Ed Arts students (research participants) had 

good communication skills.  

Literature review 

Definition of academic writing 

According to the most commonly accepted definitions, 

academic writing is defined as a writing that needs to be 

clear, well-focused, structured, and supported by evidence. 

It generally carries ‘formal tone and style’ avoiding the use 

of long and complex sentences. It is precise style of writing 

that is intended to be informative and unbiased. Therefore, 

academic writing attempts to be objective and accurate 

using a standard form of referencing and citation (often with 

specific styles for different disciplines). According to 

Chaleila and Garra-Alloush (2019), academic writing is 
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“detached, unbiased and objective” and “retains an 

intellectual and ofttimes a philosophical position” (p.120). It 

is in contrast to non-academic forms of writing which may 

contain “ordinary, repetitive, off-the-cuff, colloquial” forms of 

language (Chaleila & Garra-Alloush 2019:120). 

Characteristics of academic writing 

Under ‘writing style’, one of the ten principles of academic 

writing states that “writing should be clear, concise and 

easy to read” (Whitaker 2009:.4). This principle is 

connected to the requirement of good written language. 

Making a similar point, an editor of the British Medical 

Journal, recommended ‘clarity, readability and non-

ambiguity’ as advice for academic writing. Further, this 

editor also advised the removal of useless or ‘extra words’ 

to make every word count in order to get conciseness in 

written language (Norris 2016). When an individual is poor 

in language, he or she may also be poor in diction.  The 

presence of unnecessary words makes sentences long and 

complex, leading to confusion for readers. Clarity is lost by 

the overuse of words, making the meaning of the sentences 

ambiguous. In the use of verbs, Norris (2016) advises to ‘be 

specific, not fancy’ and to ‘avoid long sentences’. 
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Another important feature of academic writing is the use of 

formal language instead of informal or colloquial. A student, 

who has poor language skills, often finds difficulty in 

distinguishing formal language from informal and may use 

the latter frequently. First year students at the RUB colleges 

face this difficulty when they have to do academic writing 

for the first time. Irvin (2010), points out that writing in 

college is “…hard and… may resemble playing a familiar 

game by completely new rules” (3). One of the new rules is 

learning the academic writing convention that students 

need to follow while writing assignments in the college, 

such as the APA referencing style. 

Grammatical accuracy 

One of the first writing tasks that college students are 

assigned is the production of analytical or critical essays. In 

Irvin’s eight characteristics of critical essay, grammatical 

correctness is an important component (Irvin 2010). 

However, studies conducted by Nunan (1989) and Seyabi 

and Tuzlukova (2014), (cited in Alum, 2019), found that 

second language learners often committed mistakes in their 

academic writing. Most common errors include incorrect 

use of articles, verbs, tenses, punctuation and rules of 
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written English. McCuen and Winker (2000 cited in Samhon 

& Abdall 2016) stated that students are prone to committing 

spelling mistakes because they forget “to use the correct 

punctuation in the right place” (180). 

In academic writing, it is important to use appropriate 

language to show facts, arguments, or ideas. If the 

appropriate language is not used, facts may become ideas 

and vice versa. Two inter-related concepts of language 

rules and grammatical knowledge need to be provided to 

students to help improve their academic writing. According 

to Mukalel (1998 cited in Nordquist n. d.), “The 

grammatical rules of English language are determined by 

the nature of the language itself, but the rules of use and 

the appropriateness of the use are determined by the 

speech community” (para,2). Bhutanese students, being 

second language learners of English, need explicit 

education in English language construction and grammar. 

As second language learners they also face the problems 

in understanding punctuation (McCuen & Winkler 2000, 

cited in Alam 2019).  
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Language supports and guidance 

Exploring the literature on academic writing indicated that 

language skills supports need to be given to students, as 

they need to know and learn how to bring clarity and 

conciseness in writing. Discussions on academic writing 

features, scaffolding on the process of bringing clarity and 

conciseness of meaning, and providing feedback on 

practice exercises are necessary for students to improve 

their written language skills. This may present difficulties as 

“writing is the most difficult of the language abilities to 

acquire” (Dan, Duc & Chau 2017) especially for students 

who use English as their second language. 

The action research question 

How can we help B. Ed Arts students at Samtse College of 

Education improve their academic writing skills? 

Research methodology 

The research participants were B. Ed Arts Second Year and 

Final Year (students though all of them did not participate 

as some remained absent at the time of data collection. The 

data for the study was collected mainly through qualitative 

methods. The data collection tools included an on-the-spot 
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writing exercise, observing the answer scripts of semester-

end examination (documentary analysis), and conducting a 

focus group interview. However, a quantitative aspect was 

also used, particularly in noting the number of errors in 

student writing. Thematic analysis of the writing exercise, 

answer scripts (particularly of essay-type question) and 

interview transcripts was done to identify the themes. Data 

triangulation was done to validate the achievement of action 

research. The data gathered from on-the-spot writing, 

answer scripts and focus group interview were compared 

and analysed in pre-intervention data as well as post-

intervention data.   

The action plan provided in Table 11.1 on the next page 

was followed while carrying out the research. 
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Table 11.1: Action Plan 
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Ethical clearance 

Formal approval was sought from the College Research 

Committee to carry out the action research. The 

researchers then used the ethical guidelines of the college 

to obtain consent from the students to participate in the 

research process. The identity of the student participants 

has been kept confidential. 

Methods of data collection 

1. On-the-spot writing exercise 

Students were given 30 minutes to write an essay of 300 

words based on essay type question provided to them. The 

exercise was given to students to find out the status of their 

academic writing skills (for baseline data) and to find out to 

what extent they have improved after interventions (for post 

data collection) 

2. Focus group interviews  

Four girls and four boys participated in the two focus group 

interviews (Final Year group and Second Year group). 

Students were numbered from 1 to 4 from Second Year and 

5 to 8 from Final Year. The interviews were done to gather 

students’ understanding of academic writing concepts and 
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their views and opinions on it before and after 

implementation of interventions.  

3. Observation of examination answer scripts 

A random selection of answer scripts was done to observe 

the quantity and quality aspect of the essay-type answer 

that students attempted in the examinations. First two 

essay-type answers in the exam papers were analysed. 

The observation was done to identify the problems of 

students’ writing prior to the intervention and find out the 

improvement of language after providing language 

supports through interventions.   

The three data collection methods were used for both 

baseline data collection and post data collection. 

Interventions 

The following interventions were implemented to help 

students improve their academic writing skills: 

1. Mini lessons 

Three mini lessons were conducted focusing on language 

improvement. Before the actual lesson in the class, ten 

minutes were devoted as a language support session. In 
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the ten-minute lesson, the use of articles, punctuation rules 

and subject-verb agreement were discussed.  

2. Solving language errors 

Sentence fragments, long sentences, colloquial, verb 

tenses, parallelism and informal usages seen in the writings 

were identified in the submitted student work and discussed 

together. The corrections of such errors were done in pair 

and groups. 

3. Review of academic writing features 

Since students had already been introduced to academic 

skills in first year, a review of the features of academic 

writing was now done. An emphasis on formality, objectivity 

and structure was given to help students remember and 

apply the key points in their practice exercise in the class. 

4. Feedback on the writing exercise 

For the on-the-spot write-up that students did for the 

baseline data, general feedback focusing on common 

problems was highlighted in the mini lesson. Writing 

introductions for student work, with clear background and 

thesis statement, paragraphing, and proper conclusion 

especially for essay-type answers was discussed. 
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5. Practice on the structure of writing 

Following the review of academic writing features, and 

discussions on the structure of academic writing, students 

were asked to rewrite the introduction to their piece of 

writing as practice exercise.  

6. Tips for attempting essay-type question in the 

exam 

An article highlighting the strategies for answering 

questions and giving guidance on how to write essay-type 

answers in an examination was shared on Virtual Learning 

Environment platform for personal reading by students 

which was followed by a brief discussion in the class. 

Students were encouraged to discuss with tutors about the 

criteria and expectations of the quality and quantity of 

essay-type questions in History and English modules. They 

were also instructed to use an academic style of writing with 

proper paragraphing in all essay-type questions that they 

attempt in any exam.  
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Data presentation and analysis 

1. On-the-spot writing exercise 

While analysing the on-the-spot writings of students several 

punctuation errors were seen. For example, ‘Russia’ was 

capitalized in one sentence but was in lower case in the 

latter part of the paragraph.  Students also made mistake in 

using the apostrophe. Using the lower case for a proper 

noun, as Lenin (Leader of Russia) and Russia (name of the 

country), also showed that students lacked a basic 

knowledge of punctuation rules. However, writing in hurry 

could also have been the cause of the error. In the 

interview, some students expressed that that they usually 

write in haste and commit mistakes. There were also 

spelling errors committed such as ‘hatered’ for hated, 

‘militarys’ for militaries, ’belive’ for believe  

The writing also revealed problems with structure. Only 

eight write-ups (out of 52) had a proper structure followed 

containing introduction, text-body, and conclusion. A 

majority of the writing was observed to have been done in 

improper paragraphs many of which contained multiple 

ideas in one paragraph with no supporting evidence. 

Paragraphs were apparently constructed randomly. Some 
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of the introductory paragraphs were longer than the main-

body paragraphs; some paragraphs were simply one line, 

and the conclusion was written in one sentence.  

However, after implementation of interventions, noticeable 

improvement was observed in on-the-spot writing done 

during the post data collection. Punctuation and spelling 

errors were significantly reduced (Refer to Table 2 

Triangulation of data). The structure of writing too showed 

improvement. Except for two students who wrote half a 

page of a one-paragraph essay, the rest had written in three 

or more paragraphs. Punctuation errors, spelling errors, 

articles, use of long and complex sentences and poor 

structure still persisted in their writing though reduced to a 

commendable extent compared to their previous writing.  

2. Focus group interviews  

Four girls and four boys participated in the two focus group 

interviews (Final Year group and Second Year group). From 

the understandings expressed by the students, they were 

aware of academic writing features having studied 

Academic Skills module when they were in first year. 

However, their practice of academic convention was poor 

as they said they applied academic writing only in their 
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assignments and not at all in the essay-type answers in the 

exam papers. All of them said that they did not consider 

using academic style of writing in exam papers. Student 1 

said, “I never discussed with my teacher how essay-type 

answer should be written and whether it has to be written 

following academic convention. Whatever, ideas came to 

my mind were written down with no importance given to 

structure and language”.  

In the post data focus group interview, students expressed 

that they realised the need to apply academic writing style 

in the examination papers besides the assignments. 

Further, student 3 said, “one should write carefully keeping 

in mind the structure and not writing whatever comes to 

one’s mind”.  Student 7 from Final Year highlighted the use 

of formal language and applying rules of an academic 

writing convention. Student 1 said, “, “essay-type questions 

should be answered in an essay format.” According to 

Student 4 discussing the language errors in the class was 

effective for it alerted the students to be mindful of silly 

mistakes they committed. 
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3. Observation of examination answer scripts 

In most of the answer scripts, it was observed that students 

used paragraphs in presenting their answers. However, the 

logical structure of paragraph was not applied. The 

instruction in the English question paper directed 

participants to describe five features which needed to be 

written in a proper essay format, but the write-up showed 

incoherent paragraphing. Similar ideas have been 

discussed in two different paragraphs. In the History exam 

answer script, it was observed that an essay structure was 

not used. For example, for the essay type question, 

“Evaluate the contribution of Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal 

to Bhutan”, most of the students wrote in bullet points.  

There were also spelling errors, punctuation errors, lack of 

proper structure, use of long sentences found in the answer 

scripts.  

For the post-intervention data analysis, the same number 

of answer-scripts were randomly selected to analyse the 

first two essay answers. In an English Examination paper 

except for two answers which were written without 

structure, the rest were written in three or five paragraphs. 

The logical aspect of academic writing was evident in the 
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paragraphs were structured. Further, the spelling and 

punctuation errors occurred less compared to the answer 

scripts of base line data.  

Data triangulation 

To validate the findings of the action research, data from 

the three different sources were triangulated. The baseline 

data triangulation is shown in the second column and post 

data triangulation in the third column with data collection 

method presented in the first column.  

 
Table 11.2: Triangulation of baseline and post data – Randomly selected 

examination answer scripts 
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Table 11.3: Triangulation of baseline and post data – On the spot writing 

exercise 
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Table 11.4: Triangulation of baseline and post data – Focus group interview 

Comparing the findings of the baseline with the findings 

from the post-intervention data, it can be concluded that 

students showed an overall improvement in their writing 

standard though there was no significant difference in the 

quality of their writing. Some of the language problems, 

such as the use of long and complicated sentences, 

punctuation, spelling, structuring, redundancies, and 
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subject-verb agreement still prevailed in the second writing 

submission despite the intervention. In the baseline data, 

as many as 14 types of language problems were observed. 

However, in the post-intervention, the variety of language 

problems identified reduced to eight. Though students had 

an adequate understanding of the concept of academic 

writing and its characteristics features, the use of academic 

writing skills was poor. Students said that they used 

academic writing only in assignments. Following the 

intervention, students expressed their realization of the 

importance that should be given to use a proper structure 

for any writing to be done, and to be mindful of committing 

silly mistakes (such as spelling and punctuation errors) 

which affect the quality of their writing. 

Discussion and findings 

This action research was conducted to help improve the 

academic writing skills of students by providing support and 

guidance on their language problems. It was observed that 

students who use English as their second language found 

it difficult to acquire adequate writing skills. Hence, explicit 

support in language practice, such as imparting grammar 

knowledge and reviewing academic writing features, is 
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needed. One of the language problems that students 

showed was their lack of skill in writing unambiguous, clear, 

simple, and effective sentences. It was found that students 

often write the way they speak, writing long sentences 

containing more than two conjunctions and resulting in very 

complex sentences. Norris (2016) advised to keep 

sentences simple and effective stating to ‘be specific not 

fancy’ and ‘avoid long sentences’. Even after the 

intervention, most of the students did not improve their skill 

in writing shorter and correctly structured sentences.  

It is important that appropriate language to show the 

distinctions between fact, argument, and personal opinion. 

Therefore, words such as ‘definitely’, ‘suggests’, or ‘proves’ 

need to be used carefully and in their proper contexts.  The 

correct use of signal phrases such as, ‘similarly’, ‘further’, 

‘also’, ‘however’, to show transitions from one idea to the 

next creates a good structure in writing. Students commit 

frequent errors by using unnecessary words such as 

‘further more’ instead of ‘further’ and using informal 

colloquial expressions as ‘to talk about’ instead of ‘to 

mention’. 
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This study revealed that students improved their academic 

writing skills though the improvement was not greatly 

significant. The findings are in line with the research studies 

done by Nunan (1989), and Seyabi and Tuzlukova (2014 

cited in Alam 2019) who found that second language 

learners often committed mistakes in their academic 

writing. They also noted that common mistakes in the 

writing were “in article, spelling, verbs, punctuations and the 

mechanism of writing” (180). Even so, in the writing task 

that students did for both the baseline data as well as post-

intervention, the same mistakes in the use of article, 

punctuation and spelling remained, although the number of 

errors was marginally reduced.  
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Abstract 

Plagiarism in student’s assignment is rampant in the college and 

presents a growing concern for a tutor who is intent on upholding 

academic integrity. However, a myopic view of plagiarism as a 

purely ethical issue is misguided. It is not always merely a 

deliberate attempt to deceive. Through the involvement of first-

year section D students of BA in Bhutanese and Himalayan 

Studies (BHS) programme, this case study uses an action 

research approach to explore how to reduce plagiarism in a 

student’s assignment. The research also highlights the 

requirement of awareness on plagiarism beyond the ACS101 

modules offered in the college in order to understand the 

consequence of academic dishonesty to contain fair and honest 

conduct in the assessment system. The findings suggested that 

every faculty needs to emphasise constructive feedback,and 

create awareness on other forms of academic dishonesty such 
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as collusion, commissioning, duplication, false declaration, 

falsification of data, and provide students with written feedback, 

as directed by the Wheel of Academic Law, D4 Academic 

Dishonesty. 

Keywords:  

Plagiarism, feedback, synthesis, awareness, assignment  

Background 

The College of Language and Culture Studies (CLCS) is 

located in central Bhutan in Trongsa. It is situated 16 

kilometres south of Trongsa town, towards Kuenga Rabten 

Palace along the Trongsa-Zhemgang highway. The 

College offers two regular programmes and one distance 

programme.  

Plagiarism is a much-discussed problem, especially at the 

college level. Bum (2009) provided an in-depth exploration 

of the problem concerning college culture. Similarly, other 

studies revealed that at least half of college students admit 

to cheating at some point in their academic careers (Angell, 

2006; Roig & Caso, 2005). The study indicated that 

faculties teaching at the college level face the grave 

problem of plagiarism partly due to student’s ability to freely 

access electronic sources through the internet.  The main 
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issues of plagiarism that this action research stresses is to 

solve the unethical practice of using words or ideas (that 

could be either planned or accidental) of another author, or 

even ones' previous work, without proper 

acknowledgement. Plagiarism is considered a serious 

academic and intellectual offence and can result in highly 

negative consequences such as assignment cancellation, 

deduction of marks, and loss of reputation. Although 

currently in Bhutan, most students at tertiary education are 

not aware of its severe problem and future consequence. 

Given the focus of much discussion about plagiarism, this 

research attempts to reduce both intentional and 

unintentional plagiarism by making students aware of the 

academic principles of integrity, encouraging students to 

make genuine commitments to maintain personal integrity, 

and assuring that students understand how to cite and 

quote sources correctly.  

Approach 

The overall goal of this study is in an effort to increase 

student competencies necessary to avoid plagiarism.  The 

study has employed qualitative aims to find out the 

appropriate intervention strategy to reduce plagiarism, 
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which was collected through interviews (semi-structured 

interview), direct observation, group consultations, and 

discussions. It was used mainly to acquire appropriate 

information through opinion, reasons and students’ problem 

associated with plagiarism while writing assignments. The 

sample consisted of 35 (21 female and 14 male) students 

from the Bachelor of Arts in Bhutanese and Himalayan 

Studies course, studying the HST202 Basic Methods of 

Writing History module. This module was identified for study 

data collection since it is based on 100% formative 

assessment. The duration for the collection of data and 

analysis was one semester long (15 weeks) for the 

convenience of students and researchers.  

At the initial stage, students were provided with classroom 

instructions including a discussion about what constitutes 

plagiarism, necessary referencing and citation guidelines, 

and proper mentoring on how to avoid plagiarism. The 

consequence of accidental or intentional plagiarism was 

also highlighted.  Besides, students were instructed on how 

to access the online library and writing resources.  The 

post-intervention data collection and analysis were 

performed after the submission of the final assignment in 

order to determine the outcomes of the study.     
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The researcher collaborated within the class to create an 

awareness of plagiarism and how to avoid it as a regular 

part of the programme. In this lesson, students were made 

clear on the focus of avoiding plagiarism, in addition to the 

topics they were writing. Developing awareness is vital to 

reduce plagiarism. Mentoring intervention strategies 

included raising student awareness of the problem of 

plagiarism and the ability to define and recognise instances 

of plagiarism. Students were provided with handouts, APA 

style guidelines, and were urged to follow what they 

previously learned in ACS101, especially with regards to 

note-taking, paraphrasing and synthesising their ideas. 

As many scholars have pointed out, students need to be 

made aware of and understand the moral, legal, and ethical 

consequences of plagiarism through proper feedback and 

identification of those whose work had been plagiarised. 

We observed this is helpful to some extend since we can 

use plagiarism detector software to check the level of 

plagiarism in their work.  From these experiences, students 

extended their understanding of plagiarism and might have 

realised that merely copying and pasting text from the 

internet is not acceptable.  
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As highlighted in the literature review, note-taking is a 

common strategy to reduce plagiarism. For this purpose, 

the class was engaged in exercises in effective notetaking 

by providing sample notes and PowerPoint presentations. 

These note-taking exercises helped students to identify the 

main facts and ideas, retain essential information, record 

the main points in bullet point form using students’ own 

words, identify and clarify unfamiliar words and phrases to 

ensure understanding, and to clarify the relationship 

between sub-points and the central concept. 

A student’s improved knowledge about the attribution of 

sources is one way to reduce plagiarism. For this reason, 

the researchers encouraged students to paraphrase, quote, 

cite, and list references in the classroom by providing 

feedback and necessary corrections. Paraphrasing is 

another way to reduce plagiarism. The skill of transforming 

information through paraphrasing requires students to 

understand the information they have read, and then to 

bring together ideas from various sources and express this 

critical act of synthesis in their own words to create 

something new. Merely exposing students to the curriculum 

does not necessarily result in learning. We need to get to 

know the emotional part of students, what interests them, 
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and what upset them. As part of this study and students’ 

regular academic work, students were also briefed about 

the consequence of academic plagiarism.  

For this purpose, students were instructed clearly at the 

beginning of how to take notes and summarize book 

chapters or articles to demonstrate their understanding. 

They were assigned tasks to make presentations in a group 

so that their peers could review the first draft of the 

literature, and only the second draft was submitted for 

tutors’ feedback and necessary evaluation. However, in the 

final assignment, it was observed that some students did 

not make the necessary changes reflecting the feedback 

that they had received.  

Similarly, formative assignment and the project work’s first 

and second draft were thoroughly checked, and this 

research found that students were not serious in 

considering their feedback and submitted the final 

assignment with minimum changes only.  

Findings 

Significant changes and the implementation of assignment 

content, format, argument, and references, were observed 
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after rigorous awareness of avoidance of plagiarism. Most 

of the students, after rigorous awareness, came to 

understand that they had to offer their own opinion at some 

points in their assignment. They also perceived that 

paraphrasing and synthesising information would 

effectively lead to an advance in the in-depth 

understanding, learning, and retention of the content. 

For example, few students realised that plagiarising means 

that “you do not learn anything, because you are just 

copying it, they might not read through it and they do not do 

as much work”. Similarly, some students recognised that 

when they are given work, it is supposed to be their own 

ideas and opinions that are submitted, not those of 

someone else, and the teacher is looking for what they 

know and understand. Students also became aware that if 

they are plagiarising and just copying different people’s idea 

in their assignment, it is not their own work, and there is no 

point in writing the assignment without achieving some 

substantial learning.  

Compared to the pre-intervention stage assignment and 

classroom practice, the researchers observed that students 

began quoting and citing the sources they referred to while 
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making presentations, speaking, and discussing to counter-

argue the points. This indicates that students were able to 

adopt academic writing skills that were different from their 

traditional form of study. Most students also expressed that 

they can implement what they learned across the module 

once they understood the process of doing it. This was 

evident from the final assessment of students’ work in which 

40% of the students wrote with proper citations, quotes, 

references, and paraphrasing sources in giving their 

opinions. 

Results 

Students challenges in avoiding plagiarism. 

In the initial stage, when students were instructed and 

explained on how to paraphrase, cite, quote, and provide 

references for evidence, 35 students indicated that they felt 

they had a good understanding. However, the results of 

assignments, class discussions, and interviews proves 

otherwise, as reflected in this pie chart.  

The pie chart represents the findings based on a final 

assignment submitted by one class of students in the 

HST201 module, where 40% of students were familiar with 
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APA style and gave proper referencing, paraphrasing, 

quotations, and citations in their work.  On the other hand, 

60% of the students had improper referencing, quotations, 

and paraphrasing using APA style. This figure indicates that 

there were misconceptions between what they understood 

in theory and the implementation of it in practice while 

writing. From the assignment work, interviews, and 

feedback, several common challenges emerged to help 

avoiding plagiarism.  

 
Figure 12.1: Pie chart of findings 

Synthesising information:  

Students found that information synthesis is most 

challenging. They said this occurred due to two reasons: 
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lack of availability of resources or studying unfamiliar topics, 

and these resulted in challenges during the literature review 

process. Thus, they end up in copying or writing the same 

information as it was expressed in the original text.  

The problem of when to cite:  

With regards to plagiarism in general, students indicated 

that their understanding of when to cite information was 

their primary challenge in academic writing. They were 

confused with the concept of citing ideas and theories 

without directly quoting them from the text. Most of the 

students were unable to understand that ideas taken from 

other sources require a citation, even when paraphrased.  

No uniformity among tutors:  

Most of the students reported that there was no uniformity 

among the module tutors when it comes to the use of the 

American Psychological Association (APA) style of 

referencing. Some students whom the researcher 

interviewed argued that some tutors do not bother about 

plagiarism while other tutors emphasise it as being 

important. This indicates that a standard format is not being 

followed across the university, and every module tutors 
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appears to adhere to their own standard, which confuses 

students and hampers academic writing at the college level 

due to the lack of uniformity. Moreover, they expressed that 

some tutors neither address nor report the instances of 

plagiarism by their students.  

Students’ perceptions of existing plagiarism 

penalties:  

It is quite surprising to report that the majority of students 

agreed that penalties for plagiarism in college should be 

harsher, with the cancellation of their work instead of letting 

them reattempt the assignment. For that, they argued, is 

meant to penalise those who intentionally plagiarise. They 

also felt that the inconsistency is not beneficial; the 

tendency to depend on easier work is high, which 

discouraged them to think independently. However, some 

students expressed the opinion that the present penalties 

of the deduction of marks and being made to redo the 

assessment, is fair, and expressed a requirement for 

leniency in cases of inadvertent plagiarism because they 

felt that sometimes penalties are too extreme for those who 

do not have the necessary skills of academic writing. Some 

even suggested measures to detect plagiarism reasonably 
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in students’ work by using software such as Turnitin and 

Google search.  

Perceptions of written feedback on assignments:  

Most of the students interviewed revealed that they were 

divided concerning their perceptions of the appropriateness 

of the existing written feedback on assignments. Some said 

feedback is useful. It is through feedback that students can 

increase their understanding of plagiarism, paraphrasing, 

referencing, and information synthesis because the tutor 

underlines or circles their mistake in quotes, citations, and 

references, which is a useful lesson for their next 

assignment. Still, some were of the opinion that there is a 

grey area in written feedback. Some students said that it is 

not helpful for those who have had not submitted drafts, 

since drafts are optional. Moreover, written feedback only 

highlighted the content of the topic, language structure, and 

references. Students reported that written feedback on 

plagiarism is neither helpful nor could it be not applied to 

any other assignment since marks had already been 

awarded. 
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Lessons learned 

A limitation of this study is that with such a small sample 

population of students, no major generalizations from the 

findings can be made. Also, the participants represented 

only one class within the college. Future research might 

employ a quantitative methodology using a more extensive 

and more diverse sample. 

Another limitation is that this study is based on students’ 

perceptions and does not link this to any evidence of 

student learning performance. Similarly, Kirkwood and 

Price (2013) pointed out that ‘while students’ attitudes and 

opinions are important, other forms of evidence need to be 

presented to conclude whether learning has improved’. 

Therefore, future research needs to emphasise the 

measurement of the overall learning outcome in response 

to written feedback. Students’ perceptions of not being able 

to understand the APA style and the penalties for 

plagiarism, also need to be studied in any future research, 

possibly by employing alternative data collection methods. 

Written and verbal feedback from a few students does not 

determine the exact outcomes of learning in tertiary 

education. 
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Next steps 

Although the college experience is the highest available 

tertiary education in Bhutan, it is still complicated to fully 

understand whether students are plagiarising their own 

work or writing sincerely. So, researchers felt a requirement 

for creating better awareness, or to advocate avoidance of 

plagiarism among all the faculties and to communicate this 

to the students through seminars and conferences. If we 

create awareness and implement the Wheel of Academic 

Law D4 Academic Dishonesty seriously, the researchers 

felt that academic plagiarism could be reduced drastically 

in the Royal University of Bhutan.   
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Abstract  

There is a wide range of continuous assessments such as class 

test, mid-term test or phase test practiced at different levels of 

educational institutions in general. The class test is one of the 

components of continuous assessment applied throughout the 

colleges in the Royal University of Bhutan. It has been observed 

that students’ score fairly low marks in class tests in almost all 

the programmes offered at Jigme Namgyel Engineering College. 

There has been pressure on tutors to come up with solutions to 

cater for this specific problem in order to improve the 

performance of the students. Hence, this project considered 

remedial classes as one of the solutions and evaluated its impact 

on the students’ class test performance in Applied Mathematics-

I offered to first year, Bachelor of Engineering in Power 

Engineering students of Jigme Namgyel Engineering College. 
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The class tests were conducted for each group of students after 

the completion of the remedial classes. The results of different 

groups of students, with and without remedial classes conducted, 

were compared. The overall results show a significant positive 

performance for the students with remedial classes conducted.  

Keywords:  

Improve, Performance, Continuous Assessment, Remedial. 

Introduction 

Assessment as a part of the university curriculum plays an 

important role in defining the students’ performance and 

achievement on the programme. Continuous assessment 

is one of the methods used to evaluate and validate the 

knowledge acquired by the learners. It also involves direct 

effort from the instructors to measure the overall learning of 

the students in their specific module. The continuous 

assessment covers all aspects of learning from within and 

outside the classroom. The programmes offered in the 

colleges in the Royal University of Bhutan have various 

forms of assessment to determine the learning outcome of 

the learners, namely, assignments, case studies, 

presentations, laboratory work, and class tests. All these 

forms of continuous assessment are implemented across 
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the colleges, based on the nature of the course and content 

of the module. It is observed that most of the students’ 

performances in the Mathematics class test were below 

average. Therefore, this study aims to improve the class 

test performance through conducting remedial classes in 

Applied Mathematics-I offered to first year, Bachelor of 

Engineering in Power Engineering students of Jigme 

Namgyel Engineering College.  

Literature Review 

Remedial instruction is an important strategy to enable low-

math students to access Mathematics learning, and should 

be provided for students who have performed poorly in 

Mathematics to ensure their future academic success 

(Finnish National Board of Education, 2004). Equality in 

Mathematics access has generally been considered an 

important issue in Mathematics education (Lubienski, 2007; 

Nasir & Cobb, 2007; NCTM, 2000; NRC, 2001). Several 

studies (National Research Council, 2001; Stein, Remillard 

& Smith, 2007; Yang & Li, 2008) suggest that the 

opportunity to learn plays a key role in promoting low 

achieving students’ Mathematics performance. Remedial 

instruction can provide low Socio-Economic Status (low-
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SES) and low achieveming Mathematics students more 

opportunities to learn Mathematics (Der-Ching et al, 2014). 

Therefore, conducting remedial classes can bring in drastic 

improvement in the performance of class tests, and it could 

support poor students to understand the subject matter in a 

more precise manner. 

Methodology 

The research sample consist of 22 students in a class from 

first year, Bachelor of Engineering in Power Engineering 

students of Jigme Namgyel Engineering College. The 

Applied Mathematics –I module was selected for this this 

case study. The class size was divided into two groups 

consisting 11 students each. The class timetable was 

scheduled, based on the convenience of both students and 

the module tutor, as shown in Table 13.1. Based on the 

scheduled timetable, 2 hours per week remedial classes 

were conducted for each group; group A only in the first 

month and group B only in the second month. A total of 10 

remedial classes were conducted for each group, 

maintaining a strict logbook of the student’s attendance. 
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On completing remedial classes for group A, at the end of 

the first month, the first class test was conducted for both 

groups using same question paper. Similarly, a remedial 

class was taken for Group B in the second month and a 

second class test was conducted for both the groups with 

the same question paper. Each test had a pass mark of 2 

or above. An evaluation of the answer scripts was 

conducted and the class test performance for different 

groups was compared. 

 
Table 13.1: Timetable of remedial classes conducted for two groups 

Results and discussion 

A total of 22 student students sat class test-I with the same 

question papers. However, only group A took remedial 

classes for the previous month. The marks of the class test-

I for group A are shown in Table 13.2 on the next page. It is 

observed that only one student failed in this module 

(highlighted).   
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Table 13.2: Performance of Class Test-I 

Table 13.3 on the next page shows results of a class test-I 

for group B, for which the remedial classes were not 

conducted, although they attempted the same questions as 

group A. It is observed that 5 students failed in this module 

(highlighted).   
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Table 13.3: Performance of Class Test-I 

In the following month, the two groups of students again sat 

class test-II with the same set of questions, after conducting 

remedial classes for a month only with group B.  

Table 13.4 on the next page shows the results of the class 

test-II for group A with whom the remedial classes were not 

conducted, although they attempted the same questions as 

that of group B It is observed that 6 students failed in this 

module (highlighted).   



 
Bhutan: Ways of learning and teaching 

 
 

248 
 

 
Table 13.4: Performance of Class Test-II 

Table 13.5 on the next page shows results of the class test-

II for group B with whom the remedial classes were 

conducted. It is observed that only 3 students failed in this 

module (highlighted).   
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Table 13.5: Performance of Class Test-II 

Table 13.6 on the next page shows the results of group A 

for the class test-I and class test-II with and without 

remedial classes taken. The results show that total of 10 

students out 11 in the group had significantly improved their 

class test performance, while only 1 student found reverse 

effect due to remedial classes (highlighted). However, it is 

observed that there is a positive impact on the overall class 

test performance due to the remedial classes taken.  
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Table 13.6: Performance of Class Test-I and Class Test-II 

Table 13.7 on the next page shows the results of group B 

for the class test-I and class test-II with and without 

remedial classes taken. The results show that total of 9 

students out 11 in the group had significantly improved their 

class test performance, while only 2 students found reverse 

effect due to remedial classes (highlighted). However, it is 

observed that there is a positive impact on the overall class 

test performance due to remedial classes taken.  
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Table 13.7: Performance of Class Test-I and Class Test-II 

Conclusions and recommendations 

This study identified remedial teaching classes as one of 

the possible solutions to improve the student performance 

in class tests. The study was designed to implement the 

effectiveness of the remedial teaching classes in one of the 

selected cohort of students in Bachelor of Engineering in 

Power Engineering. 

The findings show that the remedial classes are effective in 

improving the overall class test performance by 90.9% in 

group A and group B by 81.82%. Therefore, it is observed 
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that the overall performance of class test results is 

improved by 86.36% which directly contributes to the 

improvement of the performance in the continuous 

assessment of the students. 

Based on the findings from this study, the following are 

recommended:  

• Continuation and expansion of the remedial teaching 

classes with a larger number of students in the college 

participating in the remedial classes. 

• Capacity building training for faculty members in the 

concepts and skills of conducting remedial classes. 

Reflections 

The students subsequently shared that the remedial 

classes benefited them in improving their performance in 

class tests. As a tutor, it was also observed that students 

do better in class tests after participating in remedial 

classes. Students were found to be encouraged and 

motivated toward learning.  
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CHORTENS was originally conceived as a three-year 

project. It was built upon previous visits to the Royal 

University of Bhutan by colleagues from the University of 

the Highlands and Islands and the relationship between the 

two institutions has now been formalised in a Memorandum 

of Understanding. The contributions to this book have 

largely come from academic colleagues at RUB and reflect 

the work they began at a series of workshops that were at 

the heart of the CHORTENS project over the last two years, 

but the relationship goes back much further. 

The last visit made by the research team from UHI was in 

late February and early March 2020, just as the COVID-19 

pandemic was emerging. As we left for the airport in 

Thimphu for our flight home, Bhutan had its first confirmed 

case of COVID-19 and went into full nationwide lockdown 

the next day. It is all the more remarkable, therefore, that 

the contributions to this book by colleagues from RUB were 
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completed with the pandemic and lockdown firmly in the 

foreground.   

The enthusiasm with which colleagues from RUB engaged 

with the CHORTENS project and have produced work of 

such quality, is a testament to their dedication to their 

students and to their institution. A glance at the contents of 

this book reveals that the common subject matter of all the 

contributions made by RUB colleagues is the student. With 

the support of the CHORTENS project and colleagues from 

UHI, RUB staff have conducted action research into how 

best to support and help students achieve their potential for 

the institution and their country. At the larger scale, the UHI 

participants have conducted action research into the 

implementation of educational techniques for the 

enhancement of practices and policies at a new university 

in a ‘developing nation’. 

We organised the workshops by working closely with 

colleagues in RUB to ensure that the workshop content was 

tailored to the needs of colleagues in RUB. The workshops 

that we facilitated over the past few years have focused on 

action research in education, professional standards for 

academic staff, the processes of mentoring, and supporting 
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colleagues and the flexible use of technology for education. 

These issues are important for all universities, but all the 

more important for colleagues from RUB because we 

worked particularly with young and sometimes less-

experienced lecturers. This again makes their contributions 

to this book, impressive. 

Given the challenges that the RUB face - such as being a 

distributed university in a very rural Himalayan environment 

in a developing country, the challenges of access to and 

utilisation of educational technology, to name but three - the 

COVID-19 pandemic provided a significant additional 

challenge. What next then, for the CHORTENS project? 

The intention was that we would return to RUB in 2021 and 

complete the project with a series of capstone workshops. 

Because of the pandemic and travel restrictions, this may 

need to be rethought. We have already moved several of 

collaborative activities online, using videoconferencing and 

other techniques, to enable our progress to continue and 

grow, and various mentoring activities between UHI and 

RUB staff are ongoing. 

Like all educational institutions across the world, RUB has 

been considerably affected by the pandemic. And like many 
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other educational institutions, the RUB has had to balance 

the safety of staff and students against the needs to 

continue to deliver teaching and learning. RUB already 

have access to virtual learning environments and 

recognises that effectively using these to deliver high 

quality learning and teaching is challenging, and a distinct 

difference from teaching in face-to-face environments that 

previously predominated in the colleges of the RUB.  During 

our last visit, I met with colleagues from RUB who were 

enthusiastic about understanding the potential benefits of 

using virtual learning environments effectively. However, 

the intention at the time was not to specifically support 

colleagues from RUB to use virtual learning environments 

more effectively for teaching and learning, although this is 

an emerging collaboration. It is still unclear what form the 

CHORTENS project will take in 2021 but supporting RUB 

colleagues to explore online learning and digital 

pedagogies is something that we at UHI are certainly well 

placed to do. Fortunately, the work that RUB and UHI have 

done together in the CHORTENS project so far means that 

colleagues in RUB now have the skills to start this 

exploration in their own right. Action research projects will 

help staff understand how best they can deploy the 
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technology that is available to them.  Their enhanced 

understanding of mentoring also means that they are well 

placed to disseminate the knowledge derived from action 

research to other colleagues across RUB and help to 

support each other in their own learning journeys. 

Many institutions across the world are coming to 

understand that simply trying to reproduce a face-to-face 

learning experience in a digital environment is always going 

to very different from a face-to-face experience. 

Understanding that a different pedagogy is needed for 

delivery of learning and teaching in digital and an online 

context is something that a great many institutions have yet 

to grasp or are unprepared to acknowledge, hoping that 

things will ‘go back to normal’. The RUB is well placed to 

meet that challenge, and the contributions to this book 

demonstrate that.  RUB colleagues are very student 

focused and that means that they are keen to explore and 

adapt what they already do to meet the challenges that are 

presented, including COVID-19. In addition to this, RUB as 

an institution is relatively new and while many of the 

colleges are some decades old, the institution itself is 

young. This means that there should be no deep-rooted 

institutional traditions that might be a barrier to change, 
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such as the ones that might be found in the Ancient 

Universities in the UK. Instead, the traditions that inform 

RUB are more closely related to cultural and religious 

traditions that put the wellbeing of the individual at the 

centre of educational activities, and RUB colleagues 

demonstrate this through, amongst other things, their 

contributions made here.   

Adapting to the needs of delivering teaching and learning in 

the time of the COVID-19 is something that the traditions on 

which RUB heavily borrow from, are supportive of 

development and change. The young staff who dedicate 

themselves to the RUB are enthusiastic consumers of 

anything that will help them support their students and each 

other, and in this sense, there is, I am sure, a strong 

appetite to explore any and all available technologies that 

will help them to continue to support their students. 

During our last visit, we had many conversations with 

colleagues from RUB about the way they would like to see 

learning and teaching develop. In addition to this, there was 

enthusiasm for academic research. Some colleagues from 

RUB have engaged in research degrees overseas and 

have brought that experience back with them. However, 
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becoming a research active institution is a big step for any 

university. Bhutan as a country has a wealth of resources, 

natural, cultural, and human that would be excellent 

subjects for academic research. We have worked with our 

RUB colleagues to take a first step into becoming research-

active practitioners through the action research projects 

reported here. A next step might be to help RUB develop a 

subject specific research culture. The natural environment 

and landscapes of Bhutan are some of the riches in the 

world and potential research into conservation of these 

resources should not be underestimated.     

How then, can the UHI or any other overseas institution 

support the RUB in the new world created by COVID-19? 

Support can take many forms including digital and online 

support, but to make it truly effective, a strong and positive 

relationship needs to be at its heart, and the relationship 

between RUB and UHI already has that in place. We may 

need to focus our collaboration digitally for the time being, 

but there is no substitute for the ad hoc conversations 

between colleagues that happens on the fringes of 

workshops. These conversations spawn ideas, identify 

challenges, and build trust, and this is something that is 

difficult to do only in webinars.   
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Hopefully, 2021 will see the final CHORTENS workshops 

take place but if it cannot go ahead, we will explore the next 

best alternatives and capitalise on these until we are able 

to return to continue our work together.



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 


