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    Book summary     

  Co- creating learning and teaching involves students and staff co- designing curricula 
or elements of curricula and has been described as one of six key pedagogical ideas 
in higher education (Ryan and Tilbury,  2013 ). In this book, I argue that meaningful 
student engagement through co- creating learning and teaching relies upon good 
relationships between the teacher and students and between students and their peers. 
Equally, co- creating learning and teaching contributes to building good relationships. 
Higher education classrooms (whether face- to- face or online) are a key site of colle-
gial and inclusive possibility that are currently often an under- utilised opportunity to 
develop relational and co- created learning and teaching. Drawing on literature from 
school education and higher education, and using a range of examples of co- created 
learning and teaching from universities internationally, the book highlights the 
beneϐits of relational pedagogy and co- creation. Relational pedagogy and co- creation 
have the potential to lead to more human and engaged forms of learning and teaching 
in higher education. These are forms of learning and teaching that challenge accepted 
power relations between teacher and students, enhance inclusivity, increase the rele-
vance of learning to learners and that enable students to practice and develop demo-
cratic skills and capabilities they need in their current and future lives.    
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    Real learning does not happen until students are brought into rela-
tionship with the teacher, with each other, and with the subject. 
We cannot learn deeply and well until a community of learning is 
created in the classroom . 

 (Palmer,  1983 , p xvi)  

  Relational pedagogy as the foundation for 
co- creating learning and teaching 
   The higher education (HE) environment today is highly complex. Increasing numbers 
of students are coming to university to study at the same time that resources are redu-
cing in many contexts, placing growing pressure on institutions that are attempting to 
maintain or enhance the quality of what they offer. Universities are also challenged to 
meet the needs of an increasingly diverse range of students. Governments around the 
world have inϐluenced a neoliberal agenda to take hold in universities, where business 
and management models now dominate HE, with emphasis placed on efϐiciency and 
outcome measures. In the UK, this neoliberal agenda has led to the introduction of 
the     Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) in 2017 –  to mirror the existing Research 
Excellence Framework (REF): tools that aim to measure teaching and research per-
formance respectively.     However, there are widespread concerns that the metrics 
being used to calculate teaching excellence are unsuitable (Cuffe,  2019 ; Kandiko 
Howson,  2016 ). 

 With the massiϐication of HE, all staff in HE institutions face the challenge of how they 
can support students to feel that they belong and are valued. How can we get to know 
students when student numbers are so high and when we regularly teach students 
in large classes? The managerial and economic priorities of many universities which 
create large classes and a reliance on transactional language to describe educa-
tion lead to a tension for many staff who aim to adopt more personal approaches to 
teaching and supporting students.   Biesta critiques the current situation and argues:

   To think of education as an economic transaction, as a process of meeting the needs of the 
learner –  something that is made possible by the new language of learning –  is therefore ϔirst of 
all problematic because it misconstrues both the role of the learner and the role of the educational 

     Chapter 1   |   Introduction     
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professional in the educational relationship. It forgets that a major reason for engaging in educa-
tion is precisely to ϔind out what it is that one actually wants or needs. It also forgets that educa-
tional professionals have a crucial role to play in the process of needs deϔinition, because a major 
part of their professional expertise lies precisely there; a role that precisely distinguishes them 
from shop assistants whose only task it is to deliver the goods to the customer . 

 (Biesta,  2006 , p 22)       

 There are encouraging signs that some people are taking a different, more social, 
human and nurturing approach within HE. In this book, I explore some exciting 
alternatives to an impersonal customer- focused version of HE. Co- creating learning 
and teaching is becoming more widespread across the world and the beneϐicial 
outcomes that are being demonstrated are compelling (Bovill,  2019b ; Cook- Sather 
et al,  2014 ; Mercer- Mapstone et al,  2017 ).   Co- creation of learning and teaching is 
where students and staff share decision- making about the design of whole curricula 
or elements of curricula, and this approach has been described as one of six key 
pedagogical ideas in HE (Ryan and Tilbury,  2013 ).                   Alongside co- creation, a growing 
number of teachers are excited by the possibilities of teaching in ways that help to 
build meaningful relationships between staff and students. 

 This brings me to the two key arguments I make in this book. 

     1.     There is a two- way, mutually reinforcing connection between co- creating 
learning and teaching and positive relationships. You need positive 
relationships between teacher and students, and between students and 
their peers, in order to establish the trust necessary for co- creating learning 
and teaching. And through co- creating learning and teaching –  involving 
shared decision- making, shared responsibility and negotiation of learning 
and teaching –  teachers and students, and students and their peers, form 
deep, meaningful relationships;                  

     2.         HE classrooms (whether face- to- face or online) –  which are one of the most 
common places that staff and students meet in universities –  are a key site 
of collegial and inclusive possibility that are currently often an under- used 
opportunity for relational pedagogy and co- creation.    

 Currently the ideas within my ϐirst argument tend to form two distinct bodies of 
research literature –  developing co- creation of learning and teaching, and relational 
pedagogy. This book attempts to draw these ideas together. The second argument is 
largely absent from the expanding literature on partnership, co- creation and relational 
pedagogy. Drawing on literature from school education and HE, and using examples of 
co- created learning and teaching from universities, the book highlights the beneϐits of 
classroom- level, relational pedagogy and co- creation, including: 
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   »      development of more human and engaged forms of learning and teaching;  

   »      enhanced learning and positive outcomes for students;  

   »      greater inclusivity;  

   »      increased relevance of learning to students;   

   »      enabling students to practise and develop democratic skills and capabilities.         

  What are relational pedagogy and 
co- creation? 
 I explain what is meant by relational pedagogy and co- creation in the next sections 
and throughout the rest of the book. 

              Relational pedagogy 
 Relational pedagogy puts relationships at the heart of teaching and emphasises that 
a meaningful connection needs to be established between teacher and students as 
well as between students and their peers, if effective learning is to take place. Yet, 
establishing trust between staff and students in the classroom can be challenging 
where many current practices alienate students (Mann,  2001 ). Indeed, before students 
are able to trust or respect teachers, teachers need to build good relationships and 
demonstrate that they care about students through effective communication of an 
interest in, respect for, and belief in students and their capabilities. 

   Noddings ( 2010 , p vii) argues that ‘ reactions of students invited into a caring relation 
often include increased interest in the subject matter…; enhanced self- esteem…; and con-
cern for others ’.   How can we expect to have positive learning and teaching experiences 
without mutual trust or respect?   Plevin ( 2017 ) goes on to argue that there are two 
essential factors for building positive relationships: 

     1.     showing students that we care;   

     2.     communicating frequently with students.      

 Relational pedagogy is explored in more depth in  Chapter 2 .              

    Co- creation of learning and teaching 
 Let us now consider what is meant by co- creation of learning and teaching. In 
work I conducted with colleagues from the UK, USA and Ireland, we deϐined 



4 5

4

COǧCREATING LEARNING AND TEACHING

4 5

co- creation as occurring ‘ when staff and students work collaboratively with one 
another to create components of curricula and/ or pedagogical approaches  ’  (Bovill 
et al,  2016 , p 196). Co- creation recognises that students have valuable perspectives 
and contributions to bring to teaching and learning (Cook- Sather et al,  2014 ), and 
implies deeper engagement –  such as shared decision- making –  than might be 
found in common forms of active learning and interaction (Bovill,  2019b ). While 
the term co- creation has been used quite widely in business and management lit-
erature, and   the term participatory co- design is also considered a related term –  in 
  these cases there is more of a focus on co- creation with employers or user- testing 
in marketing of new goods or technology (see for example, Di Salvo et al,  2017 ). 

 Engaging students deeply in discussions about learning and teaching enhances 
understanding of learning and teaching processes, increases motivation and enhances 
the learning and teaching experiences –  for students and teachers (Cook- Sather et al, 
 2014 ). Co- creation also leads to increases in students’ academic performance and 
grades, a greater sense of belonging and enhanced relationships and trust between 
students and staff, and between students and their peers (Cook- Sather et al,  2014 ; 
Mercer- Mapstone et al,  2017 ).     Cook- Sather, interviewed in 2015 at Uppsala University 
(cited in Barrineau et al,  2019 , p 174), explains the importance of discussing with 
students the value of students’ perspectives. She envisages having a conversation with 
students where she might say:

   I value your perspectives on what learning is like in my classroom, I can’t know that, I can only 
know what it’s like to teach in this classroom but only you know what it is like to learn in this 
classroom. So you have a perspective that I don’t have and that I would beneϔit from hearing so 
that I can make sure that the learning is the best experience that it can be for you.    

 She goes on to add: 

  And again it isn’t about what students like –  it’s about what best facilitates their learning, and 
that distinction I think is really key. Because the what students like and don’t like plays into 
the consumer model of education… but analysing what makes for good learning, that’s a very 
different conversation.         

   Many different forms of co- creation exist, from involving a small number of students 
in co- designing the entire curriculum or selecting a course text book as part of a cur-
riculum planning group, to involvement of a whole class of students in creating their 
own essay titles or designing their own course evaluation (Bovill et al,  2010 ; Cook- 
Sather et al,  2014 ; Mihans et al,  2008 ). More examples of co- creation are explored in 
 Chapters 3  and  4 .     
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