
 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Bhutan: Ways of learning 

and teaching 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This book has been published by eTIPS and is the product of a 
collaborative project between the University of the Highlands and 
Islands and the Royal University of Bhutan. 

 

 
© 2020, Contributing authors from the University of the Highlands and 
Islands and Royal University of Bhutan 

Licensed under CC BYïNCïSA 4.0       
 
 

 
An open access copy is available from 
https://etextbooks.ac.uk/Bhutan-learning-teaching.  
 
 

 
ISBN: 978-1-8384413-0-2 

https://etextbooks.ac.uk/Bhutan-learning-teaching


 

 

 

 

 

 

This book is the work of many individuals working together. 

The final version was edited by Frank Rennie. Please 

contact authors directly for further information on their topic. 

The action research projects and the subsequent academic 

reporting as educational posters and chapters for this book, 

were conducted between 2019-2021 as part of the 

CHORTENS project, an ongoing collaboration on Creating 

Helpful Open Research Tools for Engaging New Staff. The 

research collaboration between the Royal University of 

Bhutan and the University of the Highlands and Islands, 

Scotland, was funded as a project of the Global Challenges 

Research Fund by the Scottish Funding Council for Higher 

Education. 



 

 
 
 
 
Acknowledgements 

There are many people, apart from the authors, who 

have successfully brought this book to publication. 

Most people have only had passing, but very 

necessary roles, but a special thanks is due to 

Carolin Radtke for the final editing and formatting, 

and to Scott Connor and Jacky MacMillan for their 

assistance. We would also like to thank George 

Cartly, Heather Fotheringham and John Howe who 

presented in the online mentoring session on ówriting 

for publicationô for this book, and provided follow-up 

mentoring support to RUB authors in writing their 

chapters. 

  



 



 

Contents 

 

Preface (Yangka)  ...............................................................  1 

Chapter 1 ï Perspectives on Higher Education in Bhutan 

(Frank Rennie)  ...................................................................  4 

Chapter 2 ï Benchmarking and developing educational 

research: from establishing shared understandings to 

enhancing practice (Keith Smyth)  .....................................  16 

Chapter 3 ï Establishing collaborative ways of mentoring: 

digitally enabled and transnational approaches within 

distributed universities (Alexandra Walker) ........................  45 

Chapter 4 ï Centre for University Learning and Teaching  

and seven principles of good practices (Sonam Tobgay)  ...  74 

Chapter 5 ï The Impact of class participation on the 

performance of students (Passang Lhamo and Monika 

Pradhan)  ..........................................................................  94 

Chapter 6 ï Motivating students to read instructional  

materials (Tshewang Tobgay and Karma Dorji)  ...............  106 

Chapter 7 ï The maintenance of a reflective journal as  

a tool for the active engagement of students: A case  

study (Thinley Namgyel)  .................................................  124 

Chapter 8 ï Encouraging classroom participation:  

The effectiveness of studentsô preferred styles (Khem P. 

Gautam and Kinga Wangpo) ...........................................  139 



 

Chapter 9 ï Enhancing programming skills by conducting 

competitive workshops (Ugyen Choden)  .........................  159 

Chapter 10 ï Selective questioning leading to  

selective learning in students: An action research  

study in undergraduate engineering students (Kamal K. 

Chapagai) .......................................................................  176 

Chapter 11 ï Enhancing the academic writing skills of 

Bachelor of Education Arts students: An action research 

project at Samtse College of Education (Choeda,  

Thinley Wangchuk and Tashi Gyeltshen)  ........................  197 

Chapter 12 ï How to reduce plagiarism in the studentôs 

assignment: An action research of Language of Culture  

and Studies (Sangay Phuntsho and Choni Tshewang)  ....  223 

Chapter 13 ï Improving performance on mathematics  

class tests through remedial classes (Lobzang Dorji  

and Ngawang Namgyel)  .................................................  241 

Concluding remarks (Gareth Davies) ............................  255 

 



 
 

 
 



 
Bhutan: Ways of learning and teaching 

 
 

1 
 

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 RUBôs teaching, learning and 

scholarship through numerous collaborations. Such 

collaborations focused on developing RUB staffôs 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 bookôs 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 Bhutanôs tertiary education.      

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

and scholarship in Bhutanôs 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 ï 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 óWesternô solutions are the best, or even the most 

appropriate in this context, and every potential ósolutionô 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 ófit for purposeô. 

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 óprogramme teamô or 

an óapproval panelô (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 

óinto characterô 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 óresearch by doingô. Several staff members 

from the RUB have been able to sit down with their 

óopposite numberô 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 ï 
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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 

Bhutanôs 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 ï 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 universityôs 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 1990ôs 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 ñbecomes 

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

institutional support and funding as other research areasò. 

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 ñhow 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 transcriptsò, 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 ñprovide a reference point for an 

assessment of the originality of [oneôs own] workò; 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 

academicsô 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 
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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 RUBôs 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 ñthe empirical study of the limited 

number of qualitatively different ways in which various 

phenomena in, and aspects of, the world around us are 
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experienced, conceptualised, understood, perceived, and 

apprehendedò (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 ócategories of descriptionô relating to the phenomena of 

interest, and the second is an óoutcome spaceô 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 1970ôs 

that looked at studentsô 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 

óapproaches to studyingô and the factors that can support 

ódeep learningô (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. 

Academicsô 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 óoutcome spaceô 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 RUBôs 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 óflipped classroomô 

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 Lewinôs (1946) 

original theory, including the action research cycle or óspiralô 

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 óaction research 

designô 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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Boyerôs 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 óBhutan: Ways of learning and teachingô. 

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 óMentorô 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 ñone individual is sharing his or her knowledge and 

expertise to inform or support the professional learning and 

career development of anotherò (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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ñinherently linked to career successò.  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 óUniversity 

Mentoring Schemeô, 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 
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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 ñdistance 

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 whereémentoring pairs can explore their 

values, feelings, and objectives more freely than when 

sitting in the same roomò (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 ña 

typical reaction to [technology] overload is to retreatò 

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

mentoring is done óabove and beyondô staffôs 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 RUBôs colleges, an interactive one day 

mentoring workshop was designed and facilitated by UHIôs 

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 1980ôs, 

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 menteeôs 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 ósponsorô 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 ñIt is very easy to 

dismiss an approach as ónot rightô, without recognizing that 

within its cultural context it may be appropriateò (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 óBhutan: Ways of Teaching and Learningô; 

¶ 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 ñas long as the mentor and mentee are both 

committed to the relationship, and open to and sensitive to 

differences, cross-cultural mentoring can succeedò 

(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. 
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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 ófixô to the 

problem of gender inequality as ñan individualised response 

to problems that may require more collective or structural 

solutionsò (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 óExperiences of becoming and being academic women 

in Bhutanô (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 ñthe 

opportunity to develop their own thinking in the presence of 

others who faced similar experiencesò (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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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 centreôs 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 ñCentre for 

University Learning and Teaching (CULT). This centre was 

established in 2008 with a broad aim to ñpromote and 

support good practices, through research and studies, in all 

aspects of teaching, learning and assessment for the Royal 

University of Bhutanò (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 

Centreôs 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 studentsô 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 learnersô perspectives. For instance, the feedback 

question ñDid the programme lead you to think that you 

need to know your learners and their background?ò was 

answered, ñAbsolutely, I believe that I had beené using a 

teacher-centred approach but now I realized that it should 

be a student-centred approachò. Another participant says, 

ñFrom 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 effectiveò. 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 ï 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 óConducting   Meaningful Group Activitiesô. 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 studentsô 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 studentsô 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 studentsô 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 oneôs 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 learnersô 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 studentsô 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 studentsô 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 studentôs 
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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 studentsô 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 studentôs 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. 



 
Bhutan: Ways of learning and teaching 

 
 

98 
 

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 studentsô 

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 studentsô 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 studentsô 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 



 
Bhutan: Ways of learning and teaching 

 
 

101 
 

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 studentôs participation on their 

academic performance. Nonetheless, there was an 

improvement in studentsô 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) ï 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 

studentôs 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 
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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 óhide in the crowdô (as cited in 

Madhikhani, 2013).     

Although, class activities involving continuous assessment 

and teamwork were seen to encourage studentsô 

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 studentsô 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 studentsô 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 studentsô 

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 ñHow to 

motivate studentsô to read instructional materials?ò 

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 ñwriterôs messageô. 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 

studentôs 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 ñsystematic procedures done by 

teacher or other individual to gather information about and 

subsequently improve the ways of their teaching, and their 

students learningò. This action research became practical 

action research as the study was used to improve the local 

problem, the studentôs 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 teachersô 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 studentsô 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, 




















































































































































































































































































