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Abstract  

For decades, the higher education sector has failed to address differential outcomes for 
students from racialized backgrounds, such as poor retention and the awarding gap. At 
the same time, there continues to be challenges for students of any background in 
developing a sense of belonging at university and feeling connected to the institution, 
their peers and curriculum. Collectively, these issues can negatively impact retention, 
achievement, and well-being for all students, irrespective of race. 
 
This thesis sets out how using a co-created pedagogic approach to learning and teaching, 
through a decolonized and anti-racist lens, can improve both success and belonging for 
all students. The research was undertaken over a four-year life cycle to investigate the 
long-term outcomes of such work, using mixed methods to collect both quantitative and 
qualitative data from students. The research design involved two phases: phase one 
comprised the design and implementation of the co-creation interventions and phase two, 
evaluation of the interventions and how both impacted student attainment and sense of 
belonging. The interventions set out to improve outcomes not only for students involved 
in the interventions, but also the wider student community. 
 
Findings presented in this thesis reveal there are causal mechanisms supporting raised 
student attainment and student sense of belonging as a consequence of the co-creation 
interventions. Based on my findings, I argue that co-creation is a causal mechanism which 
can support student success and belonging. However, encapsulated within co-creation to 
build belonging and support student attainment, there must be safe spaces, coaching, 
respect, intersectional understandings, friendships, positive relationships with staff and 
role modelling, anti-racist theory, a decolonized curriculum, and teaching with love, 
which are causal mechanisms or active ingredients. As such, I argue that there is a 
relationship between co-creation and both anti-racism and decolonization which, all 
together, has the potential to raise student attainment and foster a sense of belonging.
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Definitions of Key Terms and How They Are Applied Within This Study  

Key term or concept  Definition and application within study  

Anti-racism Anti-racism embodies the principle that all races and ethnic 

groups should be treated equally and have access to the 

same opportunities (Kendi, 2019). Within this study, it 

involves taking active measures to address current 

inequalities and the deliberate deconstruction of systems, 

privileges, and routine behaviours that uphold and 

standardize present-day forms of white supremacy 

(Delgado and Stefancic, 2023). 

Black, Asian, and 

Minority Ethnic 

(BAME) 

The term BAME is a commonly used term, used here to 

ensure consistency with other public bodies and to 

benchmark against their data. Within my institution, this 

category is used to gather data for our information and 

planning. I am aware that the terminology is currently under 

discussion within the sector, and there are several other 

terms being utilised, although not one unanimously agreed 

upon. Where relevant, I put information into context or 

disaggregate the data into individual categories. 

Causal mechanisms  Mechanisms in a programme describe the underlying 

factors that enable its success, focusing on the combination 

of individual agency and social structures. These are not 

mere variables but are theories that illuminate the 

capabilities of human resources (namely staff) and 

reasoning, as discussed by Pawson and Tilley (1997). 

Additionally, the effectiveness of these mechanisms is 

influenced by the context; they are not universally constant 

but depend on favourable conditions, a concept further 

explored by Pawson and Tilley in 1997. This study presents 

the identified causal mechanisms and lessons learned within 

an adapted version of the Evaluation for All framework by 

Austen and Jones-Devitt (2024).  

Co-creation  Co-creation in this study denotes how students and staff 

work together to design curricula and involves meaningful, 



 

supportive relationships through adopting relational 

pedagogy (Bovill, 2020).  

Critical race theory CRT is the lens through which I view my data, to understand 

the issue of racism in my co-created pedagogic approach. 

CRT emerged in legal scholarship within the late twentieth 

century and seeks to analyse and challenge the 

intersectionality of race, power, and systemic racism within 

society (Gillborn, 2008; Delgado and Stefancic, 2017). 

According to CRT principles, to understand the nature of 

racial disparities and act, we must listen to those affected, 

their voices and lived experiences (Gillborn, 2008; Delgado 

and Stefancic, 2017; Walton, 2021) to effect positive change 

within the system. 

Decolonizing Decolonizing, in this study, involves critically examining 

and altering the curriculum, teaching methodologies, 

assessment, academic support, and structural racism within 

the educational system, to address and rectify the biases, 

inequalities, and Eurocentric perspectives that dominate 

education. (Arday and Mirza 2018; Sian, 2019). 

Evaluation framework 

and lessons learned 

Adapted from the experienced level online resource 

Evaluation for All (Austen and Jones-Devitt, 2024), I have 

designed a simple process of evaluation. This involves the 

specific steps required for evaluation, including bringing 

about change, starting from the identification of key 

challenges and opportunities to the implementation of 

targeted interventions and activities (Austen, 2021). Within 

this adapted evaluation framework, the results of this study 

are presented as causal mechanisms and lessons learned.  

Student Belonging Students in this research define sense of belonging at 

university as encompassing feelings of being valued and 

part of a community, being respected, and accepted for who 

they are. Research indicates that students with a stronger 

sense of belonging are generally more motivated, confident 

in their academic abilities, more engaged academically, and 



 

achieve higher levels of success (Pedler, Willis and 

Nieuwoudt, 2022). 

Student Continuation  Student continuation refers to the progression of students 

from one academic year or level of study to the next within 

the same institution and programme, without interruption or 

withdrawal. It is often used as a key performance indicator 

for institutional success, student support effectiveness, and 

student retention efforts. 

Student Engagement  Student engagement is understood as a set of interactions 

between the student and the institution, and between 

students and their learning, that promote a mutually 

reinforcing process of investment and inclusion (Trowler, 

2010). It is also conceptualised as having three dimensions: 

behavioural (participation), emotional (interest, enjoyment), 

and cognitive (investment in learning) (Fredricks et al., 

2004). 

Student Research Student research involves the co-creation students reporting 

and disseminating research findings throughout the duration 

of the study, leading to actions to improve student 

outcomes.  

Student Success Within the research, student success is defined as attainment 

around module outcomes, degree awards and graduate 

outcomes for UK undergraduate students. This is presented 

as quantitative data compiled from university system 

records.  

Super theory of change 

(ToC) 

A theory of change is a method that explains how a given 

intervention, or set of interventions, is expected to lead to 

specific development change, drawing on a causal analysis 

based on available evidence (Mayne, 2017). The Super ToC 

is an institutional-level theory of change operating as a 

strategic framework that outlines how an organization 

intends to achieve its long-term goals and desired impact 

(Rajala et al., 2021). The Super ToC has been applied as a 

model to evaluate all the co-creation interventions within a 

detailed evaluation framework.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Introduction to the study 

Higher Education (HE) has seen a long-standing problem of differential outcomes 

between white, and Black, Asian, and Minority Ethnic (BAME) students (Arday, Branchu 

and Boliver, 2022). Researchers suggest that institutions are currently failing to support 

the needs of their BAME students (Arday and Mirza, 2018; Bhopal, 2018; WONKHE, 

2020; Rana et al., 2022). BAME students are disadvantaged in their experiences in HE; 

they are less likely to leave higher education with a first-class or upper second-class 

degree and less likely to be employed six months after graduating compared to their White 

peers (Advance HE 2018b; Universities UK (UUK) and the National Union of Students 

(NUS), 2019). A particular area of concern is around engendering a sense of community 

and belonging, especially for those students who already experience marginalization 

(Cureton and Gravestock, 2019; WhatWorks? studies by Thomas, 2012). For example, 

research highlights that the university experiences of students from minority backgrounds 

are shaped by feelings that they do not belong, a teaching curriculum that omits a diverse 

range of perspectives, an academic environment which favours the White majority, 

staffing and student bodies which are not reflective of marginalized communities, and a 

system which is set up to accommodate the needs of White students rather than students 

of colour (Bunce et al., 2021; Bernard et al., 2014). It is these experiences, collectively, 

which can lead to feelings of ostracization from the wider university community and little 

sense of belonging for students of ethnic minority backgrounds, which can then lead to 

them dropping out (Thomas, 2012; EHRC, 2019).   

 

However, a lack of belonging, and feeling disconnected from the curriculum are not only 

experienced by BAME students, but by students of many backgrounds (Meehan and 

Howells, 2018; Thomas, 2017). Furthermore, differential outcomes and racialized 

experiences negatively impact not only those who are the target but also the wider 

community overall (Cohen, 2021). According to the prominent critical race theory (CRT) 

scholar Derrick Bell (2018), helping those most disadvantaged in our community will 

benefit everyone. The Office for Students (OfS) requires universities to address both 

belonging and the curriculum, to better support student experiences and outcomes to fulfil 

their conditions of registration as a university (OfS, 2022). Within my research, I defined 

success as attainment around module outcomes, retention of students on their programme 

of study, degree awards and graduate outcomes. My aim was to investigate whether 
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student belonging, and attainment are connected and therefore addressing both can 

support closing gaps for students.  

 

The awarding gap is a wicked problem which has persisted at least since Advance HE’s 

first statistical report in 2005, and progress in reducing the gap has been slow (Advance 

HE, 2019/20). The awarding gap refers to the percentage point differences between White 

and BAME students in the degree awarded by the university, whereby disproportionately 

fewer BAME students are awarded a good degree i.e. a first or 2:1. The term ‘wicked 

problem’ describes intricate social and socio-ecological challenges marked by difficulties 

in defining the problem and the diverse group of stakeholders involved in its delineation 

and resolution. These problems are contentious, unique, complex, and inherently 

unsolvable, featuring dynamic elements that make the outcomes of any interventions 

unpredictable (Rittel and Webber, 1973; Danken et al., 2016).  

 

Introduced in the 1970s, the concept maintained a low profile until the 2000s when it was 

revived by academics (Conklin, 2005; Grint, 2005; King, 1993; van Bueren et al., 2003) 

to articulate and examine modern-day issues. Its application has significantly increased 

since the 2010s (Danken et al., 2016; Xiang, 2013). I refer to the awarding gap in this 

manner due to its persistence over the last 20 years (Advance HE, 2019/2020) despite the 

many interventions put into place across the HE sector (TASO, 2023). The following data 

highlights the prevalence of the wicked problem for undergraduate students nationally 

across the UK and published by Advance HE in 2021. The degree awarding gap is bleak; 

overall, 86% of White students received a first or a 2:1 compared with 75.2% of BAME 

students, representing a BAME degree awarding gap of 10.8 percentage points (Advance 

HE, 2021). In terms of continuation, a further wicked problem is that among UK full-time 

first-degree entrants, a higher proportion of White students continued or qualified at 90% 

compared with BAME students at only 86.6%. The lowest rate of continuation was among 

Black Caribbean students at 82.8%, and those from another Black background at 82.8% 

(Advance HE, 2021).  

 

To investigate the issues of student belonging and attainment, I embarked on using co-

creation as a pedagogic approach to explore racialized experiences raised by students 

within the Race Equality Charter (REC) survey in 2019, situated in a post-1992 university 

in the North of England. Co-creation involves students and staff working together to 

design curricula and involves relational pedagogy, developing meaningful, supportive 
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and reciprocal relationships central to learning (Bovill, 2020; Delpish et al., 2010). There 

were six co-creation interventions over a four-year period, with four of these reported in 

this thesis. In brief, the interventions involved students sharing lived experiences at 

university, co-designing and co-delivering educational workshops around diversity, anti-

racism and improving student outcomes, to other students and staff. These will be 

discussed in detail in Chapter 3. Co-creation is becoming more widespread, and positive 

outcomes relating to raised student achievement and better engagement, such as 

attendance and contribution, have been demonstrated (Bovill, 2019; Cook-Sather et al., 

2014; Mercer-Mapstone et al., 2017; Shakir and Siddiquee, 2023). However, these often 

tend to be ‘one-off’ interventions. The methodological approach I employed was critical 

race theory. This is because a key tenet of CRT, ‘a contradictory closing case’, outlines 

that ‘one-off’ interventions do not make real, sustainable changes and, thus, a quick return 

to the discriminatory status quo occurs (Delagado and Stefanic, 2017). I will go on to 

explain this in more detail later, within Chapter 4. In contrast, this thesis synthesises 

research findings across four consecutive co-creation interventions over a four-year life 

cycle with different students cohorts and demonstrates how embeded co-creation works 

to support student belonging and attainment.  

 

Using a mixed method evaluation, an institutional-level theory of change, known as the 

Super ToC, was developed to bring together the co-creation interventions. The Evaluation 

for All framework developed by Austen and Jones-Devitt (2024) (see Appendix 1), 

supported me to bring together the phases of my study, outputs, and outcomes, identified 

causal mechanisms and lessons learned that support student success and belonging. For 

this thesis, I have adapted Evaluation for All into my own model, see Figure 1. 

Overarching evaluation framework, which depicts the evaluation approach I have 

adopted.
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Figure 1.  

Overarching Evaluation Framework 

Point A The Super ToC – brings together all the co-creation interventions into an institutional-level 
theory of change  

CC design  Rationale and preparation for the co-creation interventions  

Point B  Implementation, the co-creation interventions being undertaken and delivered including sharing 
lived experiences 

Data collection and 
analysis  

Mixed methods, data gathering from co-creation students and students who are recipients of the 
interventions and data analysis 

Point C  Impact on both co-creation students and student recipients of the interventions, including 
faculties  

Dissemination  Sharing research findings (students and staff do this) internally at the institution and externally 
across the HE sector  

Point D  Lessons learned and causal mechanisms identified, leading to changes to institutional policy 
and practice 
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Research findings across the four co-creation interventions are synthesised in this thesis 

and presented as causal mechanisms and lessons learned. I also present recommendations 

and good practice insights for universities to consider when addressing student success 

and belonging. Student research was applied within the co-creation interventions, 

whereby students led research, and each year (over four years), students reported and 

disseminated findings both internally and externally, leading to actions to improve student 

outcomes. This will be explained in further detail in Chapter 4. Through the CRT lens 

which situates listening and learning from lived experiences, this research seeks to 

establish whether the co-creation interventions can foster belonging and support success. 

The research was gathered through students’ lived experiences and perceptions of how 

the co-creation approaches have impacted (positively or otherwise) not only their 

achievement, progression, and degree outcomes but also their sense of belonging at 

university. Student attainment data is collated from institutional student records. I will go 

on to detail this within the methods section of this thesis, in Chapter 4. 
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1.2 The research 

The next sections set out the core components of my research: the aims, objectives, and 

research questions. This is an article-based thesis, which I go on to detail in section 1.5.  

 

There are three facets to my research, which I will go on to detail later, through my 

literature review (Chapter 2) and conceptual frameworks (Chapter 3). These are: 

 

• Addressing student belonging (and its impact on academic success) in higher 

education, 

• Using co-created decolonized and anti-racist pedagogy,  

• Employing critical race theory (CRT) as a methodological approach. 

 

Aims 

The aims of my research are:  

 

1) To investigate how using a sustained (four-year) life cycle of co-created decolonized 

pedagogy rooted in anti-racist approaches can foster belonging for undergraduates, 

irrespective of their ethnic background.  

2) To explore student experiences of co-creation and how it can be used to build belonging 

and support student attainment at university.  

3) To evaluate the efficacy of using a four-year life cycle of co-created decolonized 

pedagogy rooted in anti-racist approaches in higher education through revealing students’ 

first-hand accounts. 

4) To synthesise research findings across a four-year consecutive life cycle of co-creation 

interventions to draw out causal mechanisms and lessons learned to disseminate good 

practice within the HE sector.  

 

Objectives 

The objectives of my research are:  

1) To design interventions that aim to build belonging among students. 

2) To evaluate these interventions through analysing a range of data pertaining to student 

experience and attainment. 

3) To disseminate good practice within the HE sector. 
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Research questions 

I set out to explore the following research questions across the life cycle of co-creation 

interventions:  

1. How do students experience a co-created decolonized intervention rooted in anti-

racism and CRT? 

2. To what extent does this four-year life cycle intervention impact students’ sense of 

belonging at the university and why?  

3. What do indicators (attainment, degree award and graduate outcomes) reveal in terms 

of the interventions’ impact on students’ success? 

4. What are the lessons learned and causal mechanisms within the co-creation 

interventions?  

 

The research was structured into two main phases:  

Phase 1 – The co-creation interventions (interventions), design, implementation, and 

delivery. This involved me as research lead, co-creation students and support from other 

staff working collaboratively. 

Phase 2 – Evaluation of the interventions through students’ feedback at two levels:  

- Level 1: the impact of the interventions with the co-creation students in relation 

to attainment and belonging.  

- Level 2: the impact of the interventions with students who were recipients of the 

interventions and provided feedback on delivery.  

 

Attainment is explored through data gathering from institutional student records for all 

the participating co-creation students over the last four years. The interventions are for 

and with students to support student outcomes and build belonging. Therefore, students 

should co-lead their evaluation, the rationale for the two-level evaluation approach as 

outlined above. I will go on to explain both phases of the research in more detail later, 

but please refer to Figure 2. Research design: Co-creation interventions and 

evaluation, which provides an illustration of my research design. 

 
*Free images below from Shuttershock and Unsplash.
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Figure 2.  

Research Design: Co-creation Interventions and Evaluation 

                                                 
                                               

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Co-creation group (students 

and staff) designing 

materials, sharing stories, 

teaching, and learning 

together and connecting, 

creating resources. 

Co-creation group delivering the 

interventions (resources and 

materials) to other students, 

staff, and external organisations 

as teaching and learning 

workshops. 

Phase 1 
Co-
creation 
interventio
ns 
 

Me – Syra, 
illustrating 
my 
positionality 
in the co-
creation 
intervention. 
Everyone 
else is 
students and 
some staff.  

Students write up intervention reports and submit for 

second or final year modules; marking is undertaken.  

Sharing and disseminating overall findings and 

recommendations for practice and policy internally, at the 

university, through committees and across the HE sector 

through conferences (Syra and CC students) and 

publications (Syra). 

Review of and reflection on the intervention, including 

successes and possible areas for further development. 

Engaging with university structures on changes to policy 

and practice. 

Finalising, publishing, disseminating, sharing resources 

and materials internally and externally.  

Supporting co-creation graduates with further study, 

interview preparation, references, gaining employment 

at our institution. 

Planning for the following year’s intervention, 

recruiting new students, including returning alumni. 

 

Exploring the impact of the 

interventions with the co-

creation students in relation to 

attainment and belonging. 

Phase 2 

Evaluation– 

two level 

approach 

 

Gathering feedback from students 

who were recipients of the 

interventions. 
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1.3 Article-based thesis 

As noted above, this is an article-based thesis including four articles (see Table 1, Articles 

included in main thesis) which reflect and report on the life cycle of consecutive co-

creation interventions over four years as detailed later, in Table 2. All the qualitative and 

quantitative data is contained within the articles. The next section provides an overview 

of the co-creation interventions as above and two further interventions not yet published 

but from which attainment data for participating co-creation students is included. 
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Table 1 

Articles Included in Main Thesis 

 

Proposed Output (Journal Article, Book Chapter, 

etc.) 

Journal/Publication Status 

1. Book Chapter –The realities of racism through 

student narratives in higher education 

Jointly authored paper 

My contribution – principal investigator, ethics, 

project conceptualisation, methodological design, 

theorisation 

Co-author contribution – editing and data analysis for 

focus group 

Chapter 9 in Co-

Edited Book on 

Co-Creation with 

Palgrave 

Published 

Jamil, M. G., O'Connor, C., and Shelton, 

F. (2023). Co-creation for academic 

enhancement in higher education: 

research-informed case studies. 

Palgrave Macmillan (Springer), Cham, 

Switzerland. 

https://link.springer.com/book/97830316

63154#bibliographic-information eBook 

ISBN 

978-3-031-66316-1 Print ISBN 978-3-

031-66315-4 

2. Journal article – ‘Our community building and 

belonging’: A student and staff co-creation 

intervention 

Jointly authored paper 

Journal SAGE, 

Equity in 

Education and 

Society 

Published  

Shakir, S. and Siddiquee, A. (2023) ‘Our 

community building and belonging’: A 

student and staff co-creation 

https://link.springer.com/book/9783031663154#bibliographic-information
https://link.springer.com/book/9783031663154#bibliographic-information
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  My contribution – Principal Investigator, ethics, 

project conceptualisation, methodological design, 

theorisation 

Co-author contribution - editing and data analysis 

support  

intervention. Equity in Education and 

Society, 3(1), 4–17 

https://doi.org/10.1177/27526461231166

013 
 

3. Journal article – Why is my curriculum White? 

Building belonging at university through co-

creation  

 

Single Author paper 

Journal of 

University 

Teaching and 

Learning Practice, 

special issue call  

Submitted and under review  

Article proposal submitted August 2024 

and accepted November 2024; Full paper 

submitted November 2024. 

4. Journal article – Safe spaces to discuss wicked 

problems: a staff and student co-creation project 

on addressing the awarding gap 

 

Single Author paper 

Journal of Social 

Sciences, special 

issue call 

Published  

Shakir, S. (2024). Safe spaces to discuss 

wicked problems: A staff and student co-

creation project on addressing the 

awarding gap. Social Sciences, 13(12), 

653. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci13120653 

https://doi.org/10.1177/27526461231166013
https://doi.org/10.1177/27526461231166013
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci13120653
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1.4 Overview of the co-creation interventions 

This section introduces the co-creation interventions that form the backbone of my thesis. 

All the interventions were co-designed with students, gathering narratives, sharing 

challenging experiences, working across the institution, and presenting externally to other 

students and staff through workshops, lectures, staff continuous professional 

development (CPD), events and conferences. The co-creation students shared their 

wisdom and life experiences and reviewed student outcome data. Students related their 

experiences and university practices within theoretical concepts such as anti-racism, 

decolonizing, CRT and belonging. The co-creation students also spent time mentoring 

first year undergraduate students during workshops and sessions. The students then went 

on to design and deliver resources in varied ways to teach and train other students, staff, 

and external organizations with their newfound knowledge and understanding. 

 

The interventions were tied to credit-bearing modules; in the second year of 

undergraduate study this was the professional work placement, and in the final year, the 

research dissertation or professional learning through work modules across any subject 

discipline (from accounting and business, criminology, education studies and working 

with children and families), and offered to all students. The intervention write-up is 

mapped against the assessment criteria for the corresponding modules, which I tailored 

to ensure learning objectives were addressed. This also involved my close co-ordination 

with relevant module leaders from across the institution to ensure they received relevant 

information, and that ongoing communication was maintained where appropriate. The 

intervention assessments were marked by corresponding module leaders, although I 

provided the academic supervision and scaffolding to students throughout each 

intervention’s duration. A small number of final year intervention assessments I did mark 

alongside a second marker. This was always a member of staff who had not had any 

involvement with the intervention directly. I will go on to talk more about this within the 

co-creation intervention process later in the thesis, in Chapter 4.  

 

The interventions were trauma-informed (Shakir, 2024) and provided psychological 

safety for students to share difficulties and challenges they had experienced, to be heard, 

respected, and responded to appropriately, without fear of negative repercussions from 

faculty staff. Given my extensive professional practice background in social work, 

including therapeutic interventions and qualification in counselling, I possess practical 
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skills alongside my substantial teaching career in higher education to appropriately 

support students and sign post them accordingly when required. An overview of the 

interventions is provided in Table 2. The co-creation interventions. 
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Table 2 

The Co-Creation Interventions 
Academic 

Year 

Interventions Established Output 

2020–2021 Intervention 1. The realities of racism, student narratives in higher education 

This intervention developed a video resource with an interactive talking workshop to 

assess the impact and call to action against racism in HE. It included student collaboration 

across all three levels of undergraduate study and alumni who shared their racialized 

experiences. The resource was used as a student-led teaching tool, delivered to first-year 

undergraduate students as a way of empowering them to become anti-racist and challenge 

racism. A mixed methods empirical evaluation co-delivered by the co-creation students 

explored the impact of the intervention on student recipients. Research findings were 

disseminated to university committees to review the reporting processes, how we provide 

support to affected students, and the importance of developing an understanding of 

racism. 

 

Article 1 

2021–2022 Intervention 2. Our community building and belonging 

This intervention aimed to build and develop belonging at university through co-created 

activities, events, and campaigns bringing together both students and staff. Co-creation 

students designed and delivered several events and campaigns to support community 

building, sharing identity, and highlighting the importance of being yourself. Partnership 

Article 2 
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working with some external organizations was undertaken to bring in the external 

community. Co-creation students gathered quantitative research from students at our 

university on the impact of the intervention and how they experience belonging. Several 

recommendations for how the university supports students to feel a sense of belonging 

were shared with committees for action. A university-wide exhibition was delivered by 

the group, to further disseminate research findings. 

 

2022–2023 Intervention 3. Decolonizing education 

Storytelling the 1947 Partition of India was delivered to a local high school over a school 

term and to first-year undergraduates and postgraduate teacher education students to 

support work on decolonizing the curriculum. This intervention has not yet been 

submitted to a journal, but student attainment data from this study, pertaining to 

participating co-creation students is included in this thesis. 

 

Intervention 4. Specialist digital student guides 

The production of specialist digital student guides, one guide for Muslim students and one 

for LGBTQ+ and gender identity students on ‘everything you need to know’ for success 

and belonging at our university. This work has not yet been submitted to a journal, but 

student attainment data from this study pertaining to participating co-creation students is 

included in this thesis. 

 

 

Interventions 3 

and 4 are not 

yet published 

but student 

attainment data 

from these two 

studies 

pertaining to 

participating 

co-creation 

students are 

included in this 

thesis. 
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 Intervention 5. Why is my curriculum White? Let’s co-create and build belonging at 

university 

This intervention involved final year students sharing their lived experience, lessons 

learned and wisdom to mentor first-year students navigating university, be that at our 

institution or at another university in the North of England. The co-creation students had 

been a part of a ‘life cycle’ of co-creation throughout the full three years of their 

undergraduate study. The co-creation students also gathered research form first-year 

undergraduates about their experiences at university. They delivered workshops and 

presentations to students and co-delivered staff CPD around decolonizing the curriculum 

and how to better support student belonging. Recommendations were shared with the 

university committees, and a university-wide exhibition was delivered by the group to 

further disseminate research findings. Some of the co-creation students presented at 

several national HE conferences including accepting an invitation to be a keynote speaker.  

 

Article 3 



17 
 

2023–2024 Intervention 6. Safe spaces to discuss wicked problems: a staff and student co-

creation intervention on addressing the awarding gap 

This intervention co-created safe spaces for students to share difficult experiences at 

university. The intervention spanned an academic year and included students in their final 

year of undergraduate study from a range of disciplines. Student reflections were gathered 

to inform co-created resources for universities to use to address the awarding gap. These 

were developed through decolonized and anti-racist practice. Resources were delivered as 

workshops and presentations to students internally and students at two external 

universities in the South of England. The co-creation students gathered research from 

other students on their experiences of belonging and how they think universities should 

tackle the awarding gap. The co-creation students also co-delivered CPD to faculty staff, 

presented to the board of governors and delivered a university-wide exhibition at the end 

of the intervention. Research findings were presented to central university committees and 

an action plan drawn up by the pro vice chancellor to address all the recommendations.  

Article 4 



18 
 

The thesis explores lessons learned from the four-year set of interventions and gives 

focused attention to the solutions to the problems through evaluating these interventions, 

rather than highlighting barriers students face. The impact of the interventions is 

understood through students’ self-reported experiences and how they describe the impact 

(positive or otherwise) on their sense of belonging at university and outcomes for student 

success. Research findings are synthesised within an evaluation framework, drawing out 

causal mechanisms and lessons learned to share good practice within the HE sector.  

 

1.5 Chapter summary: Research Contributions  

This thesis makes several original contributions to the field of higher education pedagogy, 

race equity, and student success, particularly in the context of addressing differential 

outcomes and enhancing belonging for all students. The contributions are theoretical, 

methodological, empirical, and practical, and are outlined below: 

Empirical Contribution: A Longitudinal, Life-Cycle Approach to Co-Creation 

This research sets out to evaluate a four-year, sustained cycle of co-creation interventions 

in a UK university setting, involving multiple student cohorts and culminating in an 

integrated analysis of their impact. While co-creation has been studied in many ‘one-off’ 

interventions, my study uniquely tracks how embedded, evolving co-creation practices 

influence student belonging and success over time, thereby potentially addressing the 

sustainability critique raised in Critical Race Theory literature (Delgado & Stefancic, 

2017). 

Theoretical Contribution: Advancing Critical Race Theory in Pedagogic Evaluation 

The study innovatively applies CRT not only as an analytic lens but also as a 

methodological and pedagogic framework to explore structural inequalities in higher 

education. Through this lens, the research centres student voice, counters dominant deficit 

narratives, and frames the awarding gap as a “wicked problem” a complex and enduring 

challenge requiring relational, anti-racist, and systemic responses (Rittel & Webber, 

1973; Danken et al., 2016). This conceptual framing links CRT to theories of social 

complexity and institutional change in new and original ways. 
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Methodological Contribution: Development of a Super Theory of Change and Adaptation 

of Evaluation for All Framework 

A unique contribution is the construction of an institutional-level Super Theory of Change 

(ToC) which synthesises findings across the four co-creation interventions. This was 

underpinned by a bespoke evaluation model based on the Evaluation for All framework 

(Austen & Jones-Devitt, 2024), which was adapted to incorporate student-led evaluation, 

CRT principles, and mixed methods data. This integrated evaluation design responds to 

calls for evaluation practices that move beyond service metrics and reflect values of social 

justice, equity, and relational accountability. 

Pedagogical Contribution: A Model of Decolonised, Anti-Racist Co-Creation for Student 

Belonging and Success 

The thesis presents a potentially transferable, trauma-informed pedagogical model for co-

creation that aligns curriculum design, mentoring, and student support with principles of 

decolonisation, anti-racism, and relational pedagogy. The integration of academic 

credited modules into these interventions’ further grounds co-creation in institutional 

practice, embedding change within formal curriculum structures. The model offers a 

potential replicable approach for universities seeking to close awarding gaps, support 

belonging and improve outcomes for all students. 

Practical Contribution: Evidence-Based Recommendations and Institutional Change 

My research led to actionable recommendations, resource development, and institutional 

engagement, including the implementation of co-created workshops, staff CPD, and 

strategic committee responses and actions which I will go on to detail later. Findings have 

informed policy and practice at my institution and were disseminated nationally, 

including at conferences and to sector stakeholders. These outputs provide a roadmap for 

embedding inclusive practice and ways seeking to address race equity across the sector. 

Co-creation and Participatory Knowledge Production 

A final contribution lies in the consistent application of co-creation across all research 

phases, from intervention design to dissemination. Through this, the thesis demonstrates 

how students as researchers, educators, and co-leaders can generate powerful knowledge 

about institutional change, thereby advancing participatory, emancipatory forms of 

educational research. 
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The next chapter will review literature pertaining to studies on belonging and using co-

creation to decolonize the curriculum.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review and the Research Gap 

This chapter reviews literature pertaining to the research gaps that my study sought to 

address and situates my research within the field. Research has suggested the positive 

impact effective staff–student co-creation can have on both student experience and the 

learning environment (Dollinger and Lodge, 2020; Bao et al., 2023). As universities work 

to develop effective ways to seek student feedback (Merry et al., 2013), co-creation 

presents a possible way forward. There has been a plethora of research in the USA related 

to all three facets of my proposed research, but considerably less in the UK context. This 

matters, as experiences for students based in America are very different to those of 

students in the UK, as the historical and cultural contexts differ (Kahu, 2013). Therefore, 

my focus here is literature that pertains to the UK. I will begin this chapter by reviewing 

the literature pertaining to student belonging.  

 

2.1 Student belonging  

Belonging refers to students perceived social support on campus, a feeling or sensation 

of connectedness, the experience of mattering or feeling cared about, accepted, respected, 

valued by, and important to the group (Strayhorn, 2012). Being part of a university, feeling 

accepted, and being included, is important to university engagement because students 

who feel that they are part of the university are more likely to be engaged in their 

university and campus community (Masika and Jones (2016).  

 

In HE, establishing a sense of belonging for students is increasingly recognized as 

essential for their academic success, retention, and overall well-being (Advance HE, 

2024). As institutions aim to improve the student experience, the creation of a culture of 

belonging has become a critical strategy to achieve this. Research in the UK has 

demonstrated the profound influence of belonging on student outcomes. For example, a 

2017 study by Professor Liz Thomas found that students with a strong sense of belonging 

are more likely to continue their studies, thereby enhancing retention rates. This aligns 

with the growing discourse on student success, which highlights the importance of 

belonging in educational trajectories (Masika and Jones, 2015). Beyond academic 

achievements, belonging also affects students' well-being. For example, according to 

Nash et al., (2020), students who feel connected to their institution and peers experience 

higher well-being levels.  
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This connection indicates a two-way relationship between belonging and mental health, 

where a supportive social environment mitigates stress and anxiety. Additionally, 

fostering belonging can significantly benefit institutional finances. Improved retention 

rates from a strong sense of belonging stabilize the student body, which can increase 

tuition revenue and decrease costs linked to recruitment and marketing efforts needed to 

attract new students (Advance HE, 2024). Students who feel a part of their institution are 

more likely to engage in campus life, participate in extracurricular activities, and build 

strong alumni networks (Meehan & Howells, 2019; Thomas, 2017). These activities 

enhance the institution's reputation, potentially attracting more students and strengthening 

its financial position (Advance HE, 2024).  

 

Research carried out by Cena et al. (2021), Cureton and Gravestock (2019), Currant 

(2020) and Shoderu et al. (2012) all explored student belonging in higher education and 

how a sense of belonging differs between ethnic groups. Research methods across the 

interventions mostly involved surveys such as the Belongingness Survey (Yorke, 2016), 

a short instrument designed to assess students' perceptions of their sense of belonging, 

academic engagement, and self-confidence in higher education. Although some collected 

qualitative data via focus groups, the group numbers were generally small, for instance 

only three participants in the Cena et al. (2021) study. These data explored how belonging 

is experienced by and what it means to students, barriers to developing a sense of 

belonging, and some initiatives to support this. The results have generally highlighted that 

belongingness is key to both the retention and success of students in HE (e.g. Thomas, 

2012; Thomas et al., 2017) and that belonging begins at induction, upon arriving at 

university.  

 

Crucially, in relation to my study, all the interventions’ findings largely highlight how 

targeted interventions to support BAME students lead to more positive outcomes for 

students’ engagement, sense of belonging, increased likelihood of staying in HE, and 

being successful. The important facet of these interventions that feed into my study 

include the focus of belonging being at the core of the work. Students being aware of their 

individual importance in the university community right from the start of their journey is 

fundamental to building belonging. This can set off a more positive trajectory for their 

university experience and it is this successful finding, as highlighted by Thomas (2012) 

and Thomas et al., (2017), that I incorporated into my intervention design.  
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Research exploring ethnicity based differential experiences of belonging within the UK 

is limited, as noted by Cureton and Gravestock (2019). Studies by Meehan and Howells 

(2018) and Pedler et al., (2022) are useful in looking at student belonging in HE; however 

student belonging is incredibly complex. There are many factors within the BAME 

student journey that shape differential student outcomes and experiences of belonging 

(Bunce et al., 2021). These include the curriculum, peer networks, access to support 

services, teaching staff, and academic support amongst many others (Bernard et al., 

2014). Although there have been significant research studies conducted on the impacts of 

belonging on BAME student engagement in HE, these are primarily based in North 

American institutions and therefore, the nuances related to the UK experience are limited. 

A review of published and grey literature pertaining to differential degree outcomes 

highlights several authors who do discuss BAME student belonging. Although much of 

this discussion is arrived at via the conclusions of research rather than having BAME 

belonging as its core focus (Mountford-Zimdars et al., 2015). My study, therefore, places 

belonging for all students, irrespective of race or ethnicity, at its core. This goes hand in 

hand with co-creation principles of working together to improve outcomes for one 

another, and CRT scholarship on supporting the disadvantaged means everyone benefits 

(Bell, 1992).  

 

The belonging studies reviewed above have largely used quantitative methods through 

surveys, other than Cureton and Gravestock (2019), who used a mixed-methodology 

approach, the Belongingness Survey (Yorke, 2016) and qualitative data via focus groups, 

although the sample size was small. Currant’s (2020) study on strategies for belonging 

used qualitative interviews with BAME students through narrative enquiry. His study 

highlighted a range of factors that shaped BAME student experiences and concluded with 

several recommendations for universities and policy makers to adopt. He used qualitative 

one-to-one interviews to explore in depth student experiences, although given the sample 

size of my participating co-creation students over a four-year period, this was not practical 

for the research presented in this thesis. Currant’s research did not include interventions 

or evaluations to address the barriers that students reported. It could be argued that this 

substantiates further the niche for my interventions.  

 

The importance of culturally responsive strategies to promote belonging among 

minoritised and underrepresented students should be carefully addressed by universities 

(Mendez et al., 2021). By addressing inclusion barriers, institutions can create a fairer 
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learning environment for all. Furthermore, the impact of belonging extends beyond 

individual students to the broader academic community, as research indicates that 

belonging positively correlates with faculty engagement and institutional loyalty 

(Hurtado et al., 2012). Belonging in higher education is a socially constructed and 

context-dependent experience shaped by students’ interactions, recognition, and sense of 

inclusion within institutional spaces (Thomas, 2012; Meehan & Howells, 2019). It 

encompasses emotional, cultural, and academic dimensions, reflecting how students 

perceive themselves as valued members of the university community. The social 

composition of belonging is influenced by factors such as race, class, gender, and 

institutional culture, often privileging dominant norms and marginalising students from 

underrepresented backgrounds (Meehan & Howells, 2019; Wong, 2018; Vaccaro et al., 

2015). Belonging is not merely about presence but about meaningful participation, 

affirmation, and safety, and is closely linked to student engagement, retention, and 

success (Thomas, 2012; Strayhorn, 2018; Case, 2007). 

 

Universities investing in belonging initiatives not only boosts student success but also 

strengthens institutional resilience and reputation (Glass et al., 2015). Existing research 

is promising, but more studies are needed to share what works to support student success 

and belonging. Replicable models of interventions with evaluation of what works, 

including an evidence base of causal mechanisms, could be a potential way forward. With 

the growing evidence of belonging's importance in the HE sector, the literature suggests 

that collaborative efforts have the potential to make meaningful change. Institutions can 

form partnerships with student unions, community organizations, and external 

stakeholders to develop effective belonging strategies (Nash et al., 2020), by exchanging 

best practices and resources, they can collectively foster inclusive and supportive learning 

environments. Fostering belonging is not merely an ambitious goal but a strategic priority 

that yields tangible benefits in student retention, well-being, and success. I propose that 

co-creation is one tool that has the potential to create environments where every student 

feels valued, supported, and empowered to succeed. 

 

Particularly noteworthy are studies by De Montfort University (Ansley and Hall, 2019) 

and the University of Brighton (Hall et al., 2021), which adopted student co-creation or 

students as partners to decolonize learning and teaching practice. They also provide 

insights into BAME student experiences of the curriculum and addressing differential 

outcomes such as the awarding gap. These two studies involved staff and students from 
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White and BAME backgrounds working together to co-design various curriculum 

activities; running discussion spaces; providing paid opportunities; and changes to 

learning and teaching materials. Highlights of these studies include the significance 

placed upon student partnerships by being paid for their time. They were also provided 

with opportunities to dissect, challenge, and change some aspects of their programme 

areas. More importantly, with De Montfort’s study, the onus was on the student to provide 

both insights into the barriers and suggest some solutions to these, rather than the 

institution dictating its own agenda. Arguably, this ‘feels’ more like co-creation, as the 

students had paid opportunities and worked together with staff on curriculum design 

(Bovill, 2020).  

 

However, the focus of these studies is still heavily placed on the problems and not as 

much on what can be done to overcome these, more broadly, across the institution. The 

aforementioned studies also refer to ‘student partnerships’, rather than the more 

contemporary term ‘co-creation’. This is still a relatively new concept within higher 

education in the UK, and there is limited research around how this can support student 

belonging, which provides the impetus for my proposed research study. In contrast, co-

creation is used successfully within several public and private sectors for social 

innovation, community initiatives, building positive relationships and instigating social 

reform (Voorberg et al., 2015; Alford, 2002; Bovaird, 2007). The study conducted by 

Ansley and Hall (2019), involved co-creation specifically, highlighting challenging 

experiences reported by BAME students. It also goes on to outline some key actions 

implemented at the university as a result of this intervention, which is very positive.  

 

It could be suggested through the paradigm of critical race theory that one-off or small 

interventions are regarded as contradiction-closing cases (Gillborn, 2008; Delgado and 

Stefancic, 2023), meaning a good initiative at the time to address a serious issue but has 

little influence on changing the culture of an institution moving forward, longer term. 

Importantly, solutions or clear, replicable models of co-creation are required for other 

universities working towards decolonization and awarding gaps to implement. This is a 

further gap which my proposed research intends to fill by providing good practice 

insights, a framework for successful co-creation interventions, and recommendations for 

whole institutional transformation on student success rooted in student voice. Many 

aspects of this study align to my research. However, both longevity and frequency of co-

creation interventions are unique to my research and what differ to studies so far 
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discussed. Furthermore, it is significant to note here that most of the studies so far largely 

focus on exploring and outlining the barriers rather than the solutions.  

 

A study at Coventry University (Wilson, Broughan and Daly, 2022) on decolonizing the 

curriculum cites co-creation opportunities for students, through Wikipedia, to enable 

students from diverse backgrounds to examine critically academic sources and identify 

alternative perspectives. However, the predominant focus of this study is on staff training 

and staff building their knowledge of decolonizing to enhance curriculum experiences, 

which are both important aspects of the decolonizing process but does not detail the 

impact on students as a consequence. In contrast, a study by Jivraj (2020) at the University 

of Kent outlines specific decolonizing co-creation activities and tasks students undertook 

for one module, like studies carried out by De Montfort and Brighton. Key aspects of this 

study are the use of student–staff co-creation, decolonizing the curriculum, BAME 

student belonging, and the use of critical race theory to explain institutional barriers. 

However, the long-term demonstrable impact at departmental or institutional level 

remains unclear. The study highlights only changes that have been undertaken within one 

module on one programme of study, which by comparison is successful but small-scale.  

 

The most relevant existing studies that adopted an action research paradigm, using a 

mixed method evaluation approach to explore belonging and success for students in HE, 

were the two What Works? studies (2012 and 2017) by Thomas. These studies reported 

overall research findings on small-scale research interventions conducted by various 

universities to provide overarching lessons learned and institutional-level 

recommendations for practice. The studies included single and mixed method approaches 

to data gathering, and some used co-creation in designing the curriculum and assessment. 

In summary, the lessons learned from these studies highlight that the exact type of 

intervention or approach is less important than the way it is delivered and its intended 

outcomes. This aligns with the design of my co-created interventions. Furthermore, that 

all interventions should aim to nurture belonging through supportive peer relations; 

meaningful interaction between staff and students; developing students’ knowledge, 

confidence and identity as successful learners; and an experience that is relevant to 

interests and future goals. These recommendations, together with the research approach 

(student research and mixed method evaluation) have all been considered within the 

design and delivery of my research, to align with such highly regarded studies in the 

sector. Through reviewing the literature on belonging, this section has pointed to the 
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following gaps: there is a need for studies that are not “one-off” but, rather, track the 

impact of this work overtime, that foreground student voice and bring about sustainable 

long-term changes to institutional policy and practice to support better student outcomes.  

 

2.2 Situating my research in the field  

To summarise, my study intends to address gaps in the research, which are:  

• sustained longevity over four years 

• the consecutive life cycle: each intervention feeds into the next, led by student 

feedback 

• embedding of co-creation, decolonized and anti-racist theory into core modules  

• mixed method approaches to understand the nuanced experiences of diverse 

students 

• positioning student voice at the forefront of institutional change 

• what works to potentially support student attainment and student belonging, 

addressing long-standing wicked problems in HE  

• an innovative research and teaching approach, and evaluation framework fused 

with CRT, decolonial pedagogy and anti- racist practice  

• the institutional-wide impact on policy and practice, including dissemination 

across the HE sector. 

 

I will now go on to detail key concepts applied within the study, in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 3: Conceptual Framework and Associated Literature 

The chapter sets out the conceptual framework used in my research and reviews the 

literature pertaining to these concepts.  

 

3.1 Decolonizing education  

Decolonizing, in my context, refers to the process of challenging and rethinking the 

existing education systems that are rooted in colonial legacies and practices; the higher 

education environment is an example of this (Arday and Mirza, 2018; Sian, 2019).  

Colonial legacies in higher education refer to the enduring structures, values, and 

epistemologies established during the colonial era that continue to shape the governance, 

curriculum, institutional culture, and power relations within contemporary universities 

(Bhambra et al., 2018; Mbembe, 2016). These legacies manifest in hierarchical 

knowledge systems that privilege Western epistemologies, marginalise Indigenous and 

non-Western worldviews, and perpetuate racialised inequalities in access, representation, 

and outcomes. Colonial practices are the ongoing behaviours, institutional norms, and 

pedagogical approaches that replicate or reinforce these colonial power dynamics. They 

include the use of Eurocentric curricula, exclusion of marginalised voices, deficit 

narratives about racialised students, and the reproduction of whiteness as the normative 

standard for knowledge, conduct, and academic success (Santos, 2014; Connell, 2007; 

Andreotti, 2011). Together, colonial legacies and practices reproduce systemic inequities 

and uphold the dominance of Western knowledge traditions while devaluing the lived 

experiences and knowledges of racially and culturally minoritised communities. 

 

Decolonizing involves critically examining and altering the curriculum, teaching 

methodologies, assessment, academic support, and structural racism within the 

educational system to address and rectify the biases, inequalities, and Eurocentric 

perspectives that dominate education (Bhambra et al., 2018; de Oliverira et al., 2015). 

This process aims to incorporate indigenous knowledge systems and voices that have 

been historically marginalized or erased, fostering an inclusive, equitable, and diverse 

educational environment, disrupting ‘whiteness’ in the academy. 

 

Whiteness is a socially constructed and historically contingent system of racial privilege 

that operates as a normative standard, conferring unearned advantages to those racialised 

as white while maintaining systemic inequities for racially minoritised groups (Leonardo, 
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2004; Ahmed, 2007; DiAngelo, 2011). It functions not only as a racial identity but as a 

position of structural dominance, often invisible to those who benefit from it. Whiteness 

shapes societal values, institutional practices, cultural norms, and epistemologies, 

reinforcing white supremacy through its normalisation as the default or universal 

standpoint (Frankenberg, 1993; Gillborn, 2005; Leonardo, 2004). 

 

As a dominant ideology, whiteness maintains power through its flexibility and 

adaptability, simultaneously masking its own presence while shaping what is considered 

neutral, objective, or authoritative in knowledge production, education, law, and other 

domains (Ahmed, 2007; Bonilla-Silva, 2010). Scholars argue that whiteness is relational, 

it exists through the construction of racial “Others”, and is maintained through practices 

of exclusion, entitlement, and erasure (Mills, 1997; Harris, 1993). In education, whiteness 

underpins curricula, pedagogical norms, and assessment standards, often marginalising 

non-white epistemologies and student experiences (Gillborn, 2005; Picower, 2009). 

 

Disrupting whiteness in the academy, has involved several student-led campaigns. These 

have sought to address the dominance of the Western canon of thought and knowledge 

production (Arday and Mirza, 2018) and the ways by which the university curriculum has 

been racialized as White (Peters cited in Arday and Mirza, 2018). Researchers have 

argued that a complete overhaul of how and what is taught at university is required to 

establish a decolonized curriculum which divorces itself from our current Eurocentric, 

White academy (e.g. Leonardo, 2016). It appears that our current higher education system 

omits significant aspects of our shared, connected history (Connell, 1997; Bhambra, 

2014, 2016) and this is symptomatic of the entrenched institutional racism which still 

permeates higher education and society at large (Dei et al., 2004; Shilliam, 2015). 

University pedagogy and curricula, dominated by White European canons shapes the 

overall experience for BAME students in relation to engagement, belonging and 

marginalization (Ahmed, 2012; Nwadeyi, 2016). Recent research indicates that BAME 

students are rarely provided with opportunities to negotiate, challenge, co-create, nor 

decolonize these White canons of knowledge permeating higher education (Bhopal and 

Maylor, 2014; Andrews, 2019; Rollock, 2016; Arday, 2019). Moreover, BAME students 

are engaging with a curriculum that does not reflect their heritage, history, lived 

experiences nor their future pathways.  
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3.2 Co-creation and Pedagogy  

Co-creation was fundamental to the design of the interventions in my thesis; it is a socially 

just approach which underpins supporting student connection, success, and overall 

experience.  The approach taken to co-creation in this study is rooted in decolonized 

pedagogy and anti-racist practice.  

 

In co-creation, there is a move away from the typical form of teaching structures adopted 

in HE, whereby the educator is the source of all knowledge and ‘fills up the empty vessel 

student’. There is a shift in power dynamics (Shakir and Siddiquee, 2023; De Los Reyes 

and Gozemba, 2002) which means ‘the educator becomes the educated’ and a reciprocal 

teaching relationship takes place for learning to happen (Werder, et al., 2010). The 

students are empowered to be ambassadors of their own wisdom and to share this not only 

with staff but with their peers, through peer teaching and mentoring in a classroom of all 

possibilities (hooks, 1994).  

 

Adopting co-creation in higher education transforms traditional methods and challenges 

entrenched beliefs about who holds power in the educational setting. Fielding (1999, p. 

21) proposes a model of "radical collegiality," in which students are not passive recipients 

but active partners in their education and, at times, even educators themselves. The co-

creation interventions detailed in this thesis, sought to do exactly this.  This approach calls 

for teachers to let go of some control. As De Los Reyes and Gozemba (2002) emphasizes, 

educators must clearly show their intent to share power by allowing students meaningful 

opportunities to engage and contribute. This shift can be difficult for educators used to 

tightly managing classroom dynamics, although I did not find this challenging due to my 

CRT methodological framing, my positionality and intended ambitions for the study, 

which I go on to detail later. Still, co-creation is not about losing authority; rather, as De 

Los Reyes and Gozemba (2002) argue, it requires educators to see themselves as 

collaborators in the learning process, rather than as the ultimate authority figures in the 

classroom. However, skepticism remains about whether genuine power-sharing between 

teachers and students is possible within the hierarchical structure of higher education 

(Allin, 2014; MacFarlane, 2004). This is pertinent, as dissemination of research findings, 

particularly those that were critical of the university, meant I had to carry this burden. 

This was a responsibility I took very seriously, and I had to be confident and somewhat 

brave to share these in university committees. Given the power I hold as a staff member 
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employed within the context of the study, I could have chosen to withhold or indeed 

suppress findings. However, within the CRT framework, Dockery (2000) highlights the 

need for researchers to take sides in such instances and therefore, ethically and morally 

doing so, was critical for me on a very personal level. I go on to discuss this in more detail 

within the section on positionality, chapter 4.   

 

The focus of the co-creation interventions was around equity, identity, and lived 

experiences, which spoke to students directly and was about something that mattered to 

them, to bring about positive changes to their educational journeys (Shakir and Siddiquee, 

2023; Freire and Ramos, 1996; hooks, 1994). Both Paulo Freire and bell hooks I refer to 

as the founding parents of teaching and researching philosophies central to the approaches 

I have adopted in this thesis.  

 

The co-creation approach, therefore, is rooted in papa Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed 

(Freire, 1970), as the research resonates very personally with students, concerning issues 

that directly affect them and to which they can be a part of the solution. Furthermore, by 

adopting relational pedagogy in the co-creation classroom, educators attend not only to 

the intellectual development of students but also to their emotional, social, and cultural 

well-being, recognizing that learning is deeply shaped by context and connection 

(Asplundh, 2019; Rogers and Freiberg, 1994). Relational pedagogy in higher education 

emphasizes the importance of meaningful, reciprocal relationships between educators and 

students as central to the learning process (Delpish et al., 2010). Rooted in principles of 

care, respect, and mutual engagement, this co-creation approach moves beyond 

traditional, hierarchical models of instruction to foster inclusive, collaborative learning 

environments (Fielding, 1999). 

 

At the same time, the co-creation approach offered researching and teaching with love, at 

the core of mama hook’s practice (hooks, 1994). It provided compassion, care and 

nurturing to students who had been disadvantaged, experienced significant challenge, and 

were provided with a safe space to share such experiences. This pedagogic approach is 

particularly effective in supporting diverse student populations, as it values lived 

experiences, promotes equity, and encourages a sense of belonging (Shakir, 2024). Both 

teachers and students contribute distinct forms of knowledge and experience to the 

learning environment. In this collaborative space, not only are knowledge and skills 

developed, but meaningful relationships are also nurtured. Ultimately, the co-creation 
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approach using relational pedagogic principles, can cultivate a more humane and 

responsive higher education system, where knowledge is co-created through trust, 

dialogue, and shared responsibility.  

 

Connecting this to my positionality is clear. I am a social work practitioner by background 

over 18 years, supporting and nurturing vulnerable children, young people and families 

to overcome challenge. Creating trusting relationships with these individuals was core to 

my working practice. Showing humanity to those who had experiences much harm and 

despair and sharing responsibilities in looking after vulnerable children to improve 

outcomes and life chances, were all central to my ethic of care. As an educator in higher 

education for 17 years, I have continued such approaches. Through education and 

research, I have strived to give all students the best university experience, overcoming 

challenge, empowering them to use their voice and be advocates for change in what can 

often be an oppressive system established to suit only a few (Gillborn, 2008). There are 

direct connections between my professional background, my positionality as a researcher, 

and my intentions of the research.   

 

The decolonizing and co-creation approaches outlined above are fundamentally 

intertwined with the principles of anti-racist practice in higher education. Anti-racist 

practice goes beyond simply acknowledging the existence of racism; it actively 

challenges and dismantles the institutional structures, pedagogical norms, and 

interpersonal behaviours that sustain racial inequity and uphold whiteness as the 

normative centre of academic life (Gillborn, 2005; Leonardo, 2009). By embedding co-

creation within a critical race framework and centring student voice, this research 

positions anti-racist practice as a transformative and relational process, one that disrupts 

hierarchies of knowledge, legitimises lived experience as expertise, and fosters structural 

change through ethical engagement. In this context, anti-racist pedagogy is not an add-on 

or a reactive measure; rather, it is a proactive commitment to justice, equity, and care 

within teaching, learning, and research. This aligns with Freire’s (1970) notion of 

education as a practice of freedom and hooks’ (1994) call for an engaged pedagogy rooted 

in love and liberation. It is through such approaches that anti-racist practice can move 

from policy rhetoric to embodied action, enabling students, particularly those from 

racially minoritised backgrounds, not only to belong but to thrive within the university 

system. 
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The impact of adopting anti-racist practice through co-created, decolonised pedagogy is 

multi-dimensional. At the level of student experience, it can lead to enhanced sense of 

belonging, improved attainment, and greater confidence in navigating academic spaces 

that have historically marginalised minoritised students. It enables students to see their 

lived experiences, identities, and cultural knowledge as valid and valuable within the 

curriculum, rather than peripheral or pathologized (Bhopal & Maylor, 2013; Rollock, 

2016). As a result, students become active participants in shaping the learning 

environment, rather than passive recipients of a Eurocentric canon. 

 

Institutionally, this approach begins to shift cultures of compliance towards cultures of 

care and accountability. When anti-racist practice is embedded meaningfully, it 

influences hiring practices, curriculum design, staff development, and governance, 

fostering environments in which racial equity is a collective and sustained endeavour, not 

the burden of a few (Ahmed, 2012; Arday, 2019). Furthermore, by linking pedagogic 

transformation with institutional change, anti-racist co-creation can help universities 

move from surface-level inclusion initiatives to deeper, structural reform. 

 

Finally, at the epistemological level, this work disrupts the normative whiteness of higher 

education by legitimising plural knowledges, promoting critical consciousness, and 

opening up possibilities for justice-oriented scholarship (Bhambra et al., 2018; Sian, 

2019). The co-creation model demonstrated in this research, particularly through multi-

year, iterative interventions, illustrates how sustained, anti-racist engagement can begin 

to dismantle the very conditions that produce awarding gaps, exclusion, and 

disengagement. The long-term implication is a more responsive, humane, and equitable 

higher education system, one that not only acknowledges its colonial foundations, but 

actively works to transform them through the praxis of students and staff in partnership. 

 

 

3.3 Anti-racist practice 

Accept racism exists 

Not being racist is not enough 

Time to listen and learn from people's experiences 

Information: understand the terms, data, research 
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Racism harms everyone; know the reality 

Accountability and responsibility 

Care, compassion and empathy 

I can make a change 

Support, report, challenge 

Time to take action and make changes 

(Shakir, 2024, p.14). 

 

This acrostic defines anti-racism and invites everyone, through the call to action, to 

become anti-racist. The concept of anti-racism is continuously evolving. To some, it 

encompasses any form of resistance against racism, from organized protests to personal 

acts of defiance by rejecting the premises of white supremacy (Thompson, 2010; 

Solomon, 2019). Others view anti-racism through a more structured lens, offering a 

theoretical framework to understand racism's nature and providing strategic directions for 

its counteraction via emancipatory practices (Mullard, 1984).  

 

Anti-racism embodies the principle that all races and ethnic groups should be treated 

equally and have access to the same opportunities (Kendi, 2019). However, the essence 

of anti-racism extends beyond this belief; it involves taking active measures to address 

current inequalities. This includes the deliberate deconstruction of systems, privileges, 

and routine behaviours that uphold and standardize present-day forms of white supremacy 

(Delgado and Stefancic, 2023). I go on to explain this in more detail in Chapter 4.  

 

In relation to higher education, anti-racist practice helps to create a more equitable and 

inclusive environment by actively addressing and dismantling systemic racism within the 

institution (Salisbury and Connelly, 2021).  Such practices contribute to a sense of 

belonging by ensuring that all students, particularly those from marginalized racial 

groups, feel that their identities and experiences are recognized and valued within the 

university community (Hampton, 2020). There is a notable link between students’ sense 

of belonging and their academic success (Thomas, 2012). Anti-racist practices have been 

shown to reduce racial disparities in educational outcomes by providing support systems 

tailored to the needs of racially marginalized students, such as mentoring programmes, 

academic support, and mental health services (Jankowski, 2022). By integrating anti-

racist education into the curriculum, universities can foster critical thinking and create a 

more dynamic and reflective learning environment (Tate and Bagguley, 2017). This helps 
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all students to critically engage with issues of race, equity, and justice, which are essential 

skills in today’s global society.  

 

Furthermore, universities have a role in preparing students for the workforce, which is 

increasingly diverse and globally interconnected. An anti-racist education helps students 

develop cultural competence and the ability to work effectively in diverse teams, skills 

that are highly valued in the job market, potentially supporting students into graduate-

level roles (Jayakumar, 2008). These principles of anti-racism are rooted in the co-

creation design, which I will go on to discuss in detail in Chapter 4: Methodology.  

 

Connecting anti-racist activism to my positionality as a researcher stems not only from 

my professional experiences as detailed earlier, but also from my personal background. I 

have authored an autoethnographic reflection documenting much of my personal, 

professional and academic career, see ‘My radical reflection; who taught you to hate 

yourself? Malik El-Shabazz’ (Shakir, 2024).  I was raised in a household deeply rooted in 

values of morality, social justice, and equity and expectations of enacting these. My 

mother, who had grown up in the UK care system, experienced significant abuse and 

neglect during her childhood, leading to attachment difficulties and enduring mental 

health challenges in adulthood. She was frequently institutionalised under the Mental 

Health Act, and the impact of her trauma reverberated across our family. Her background 

was marked by poverty and Irish heritage; she left school and a harsh children’s home at 

the age of 15 to begin full-time work. 

 

From a young age, I became acutely aware of oppression, colonial violence, and systemic 

injustice through my parents’ lived experiences. My father would recount his harrowing 

memories of the 1947 Partition of India, he was just seven when he made the perilous 

journey on foot, witnessing death, destruction, and enduring trauma as a result of colonial 

rule. His stories extended beyond India, mapping the global impact of British imperialism 

and the violence inflicted by European and American colonial powers. These narratives 

stirred in me a profound anger and confusion, why were these atrocities absent from our 

school curriculum? How could the country I called home take pride in democracy and 

freedom, while its history was steeped in brutality and injustice? 

 

By my early teens, these histories had shaped a clear sense of purpose. Thus, my personal 

background and who I am are inextricably rooted in my positionality as a researcher, the 
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methodological framing to the study, empowering the participants and the intended 

outcomes to the research; to make institutional changes.   

 

3.4 Chapter Summary: Positioning Co-Creation, Anti-Racist Practice, and 

Decolonising Pedagogies 

In this thesis, co-creation is defined as a pedagogical approach that actively involves 

students as equal partners in shaping their educational experiences. Rooted in relational 

pedagogy, it challenges hierarchical norms in higher education (HE) by redistributing 

power, valuing lived experience, and centring care, respect, and dialogue It is not merely 

about collaborative curriculum design but about transforming the educator-student 

dynamic into one of mutual learning, where both parties contribute to knowledge 

production (Shakir & Siddiquee, 2023). In this context, co-creation becomes a tool for 

justice, directly responding to issues of marginalization and exclusion in HE by centring 

student voices, especially those historically silenced. 

 

Anti-racist practice, as used in this thesis, moves beyond a performative or passive stance 

of “not being racist” toward actively dismantling systemic racism embedded in HE 

structures. It involves recognizing racism as a structural and institutional issue, listening 

to lived experiences of racialized students, and committing to sustained action (Delgado 

& Stefancic, 2023; Kendi, 2021; Shakir, 2024). Anti-racist pedagogy emphasizes 

accountability, disruption of whiteness and white normativity (the pervasive centering of 

white cultural values, practices, and epistemologies as the default or “normal” standard, 

which I will go on to detail later in relation to awarding gaps) and the transformation of 

both content and pedagogy to promote racial equity. In HE, this translates to targeted 

support mechanisms, inclusive curricula, and equitable opportunities that foster 

belonging and academic success for racially minoritized students. 

 

Decolonising pedagogy is a critical reimagining of teaching and learning that seeks to 

unsettle colonial legacies embedded in knowledge systems, curricula, and institutional 

practices. In this study, decolonising means questioning whose knowledge is valued, how 

it is legitimized, and what forms of knowing are erased (Sian, 2019; Bhambra, 2016; 

Leonardo, 2016). It involves centring Indigenous and non-Western epistemologies, 

interrogating the ‘whiteness’ of the academic canon, and restructuring teaching practices 
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to reflect a plurality of voices and histories. Decolonising in HE is thus a radical 

pedagogical and political act aimed at equity, liberation, and epistemic justice. 

 

 

3.5 A Theoretical Model: Co-Creation as a Convergence Point 

This thesis proposes that co-creation serves as the convergence point where anti-racist 

and decolonising pedagogies can be enacted. Co-creation is not neutral, it is deeply 

political when grounded in anti-racist and decolonial intent. When used critically, co-

creation enables a space for: 

• Redistribution of power (challenging colonial hierarchies), 

• Recognition of lived experience (centring all voices and those typically 

marginalized), 

• Reflexivity in pedagogy (teachers becoming co-learners and co-researchers), 

• Curricular transformation (resisting Eurocentric dominance through content that 

reflects diverse heritages and futures). 

 

This model is underpinned by critical pedagogy (Freire, 1970), radical love (hooks, 1994) 

and was tested through co-created interventions focused on identity, equity, and 

belonging. 

 

Conceptually, this thesis sits at the intersection of critical pedagogy, decolonial theory, 

and critical race theory in education. It contributes to the field by offering a practical 

framework for enacting anti-racist and decolonising commitments through co-creation in 

the classroom. It critiques the traditional knowledge-power structures of HE, while 

offering a relational, justice-oriented alternative that can be evaluated and adapted 

through practice. This situates the work among scholars and practitioners who advocate 

for transforming HE not only through policy or discourse but through classroom-level 

pedagogic action. 

 

Figure 3 outlines principles of co-creation for racial equity and justice in higher education, 

bringing together my key concepts, and emphasizing a holistic and inclusive approach to 

learning.  
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Figure 3. Co-Creation for Racial Equity and Justice 
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Table 3 Below, provides a summative explanation of each of the active ‘ingredients’ to 

the co-creation interventions.  

 

Table 3 Active Ingredients to the co-creation interventions 

Relational Pedagogy This focuses on building connections 

among students and dismantling 

traditional power dynamics, promoting a 

more equitable educational environment. 

Value of Lived Experiences Recognizing and incorporating the diverse 

experiences and wisdom of all students 

enriches learning and nurtures individual 

strengths. 

Focus on Relevant Issues Addressing topics that directly impact 

students can lead to positive changes and 

improved outcomes, making education 

more relevant and impactful. 

Decolonizing and Anti-Racist Practices Integrating critical race theory and critical 

pedagogy to challenge and change 

traditional narratives and practices that 

perpetuate inequalities. 

 

Empathy and Psychological Safety Creating a supportive educational 

environment through empathy, 

compassion, and care ensures that all 

students feel safe and valued. 

 

Embedded Curriculum Tying co-creation closely to the 

curriculum and assessments, possibly 

incentivized through financial benefits, 

ensures that it is not an extracurricular 

afterthought but a core component of the 

educational process. 
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In conclusion, the principles depicted, advocate for a transformative approach to 

education that is inclusive, empathetic, and responsive to the needs and backgrounds of 

all students. This thesis sets out to explore how this model can enhance academic 

outcomes, foster a sense of belonging for students, and create systemic change within a 

university.  
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Chapter 4: Methodology  

This chapter outlines the methodological approach to my research. It is structured as 

follows: I will begin with my positionality, then discuss pragmatism, the research 

philosophy adopted. I will then discuss critical race theory, the lens through which the 

co-creation interventions were designed and through which data was understood. I will 

then go on to detail my approach to evaluation of the study, discussing evaluation around 

student belonging, and the Super ToC within the evaluation framework, which will be 

revisited in order by stages. I will discuss the co-creation interventions’ design, data 

collection methods, and data analysis across all four co-creation interventions. The 

chapter will then detail student research and dissemination, and, finally, objectivity in 

evaluation. I will now begin by presenting my positionality.  

 

4.1 Positionality  

In this section, I will discuss my positionality in relation to this research project. 

Positionality, also termed social location, “refers to the place that a person occupies within 

a set of social relationships” (Leistyna et al., 1996, p. 340, as cited in Hearn, 2012). The 

concept outlines that everyone has a position in relation to others within a community, 

and several intersecting domains to which we identify, including protected characteristics 

as defined in the Equality Act 2010 such as race, gender, age, religion, sexual orientation, 

and so on. How these identities converge was highlighted by the founding mother of 

intersectionality Kimberlie Crenshaw who documented the compounded experiences of 

being Black and Female in the criminal justice system (Crenshaw, 1991). As far back as 

I can remember, I always wanted to go into a career that involved helping and supporting 

others, which led me to become a qualified social worker eventually. As I moved into 

academia, those values of helping others and problem-solving continued, and over the 

last few years, my career in academia has involved extensive work around embedding 

race equality within the institution in which I work. My values and beliefs are intrinsically 

linked to my professional practice and positionality at my university. I am unable to 

separate them, and I see myself as an individual who is morally obligated to work towards 

making the university a better place for everyone, which underpins my reasons for this 

research.  

My position in relation to my research topic is clear. I am personally committed to the 

research questions and the outcomes which will contribute to improving belonging and 

success for all students and particularly minority groups who are disproportionally 
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ostracized from the higher education community and, often, do not experience a sense of 

belonging during their time at university (Arday and Mirza, 2018). Ethnic minority 

groups, of which I am a member, have lower admissions rates to universities, have poorer 

experiences overall, achieve lower degree results, and have less positive graduate 

outcomes than their White peers (Boliver, 2016). This genuinely disturbs me and often 

keeps me awake at night. I cannot ignore or dismiss the plight of my community, and the 

position I occupy at my university enables me to act to directly address these atrocities. 

It is my hope (Madriaga, 2025) that my research will lead to a problem-solving, action-

planning and resolution-focused set of approaches, as my core values and ways of being 

are intrinsically underpinned by this. I am at peace with this, and I would describe my 

social justice activism as being woven with accountability, transparency, and action 

throughout.  

 

4.2 Insider versus outsider perspective – where do I fit?  

This perspective is particularly relevant in relation to both my positionality and my 

research focus. According to Griffith (1998, p. 361), an insider is defined as ‘someone 

whose biography (gender, race, class, sexual orientation and so on) gives her a lived 

familiarity with the group being researched’, as opposed to an outsider who ‘lacks an 

intimate knowledge of the group being researched prior to their entry into the group’ 

(Griffith, 1998, p. 361). I consider myself to be both an insider and outsider in the context 

of my doctoral research. Firstly, as I was working in the institution in which I have 

undertaken the research, this makes me an insider. This is positive, as it provides access 

and insight into the environment I am researching. However, this might also be a source 

of various ethical issues and dilemmas (Burgess et al., 2006). For example, it has at times 

been challenging to distance myself from the research context to analyse the data and 

draw relevant conclusions objectively, as I am immersed in the research environment. 

Additionally, my work through analysing, evaluating, forming conclusions, and 

providing recommendations may also be affected or restricted by the sensitive nature of 

researching the institution where my employer has power over myself as the researcher 

(Sykes and Potts, 2008). Some of the data I have collected revealed serious criticisms of 

the university, and although it had felt initially uncomfortable to report, I have done so. I 

have a moral and ethical obligation to the participants to act and ensure their views are 

clearly shared with decision-makers to drive forward positive change at the university. 

 



43 
 

The second issue is that being a woman of colour, having experienced discrimination 

within academia and having spent years hearing the trauma experienced by others, there 

was a risk of me being biased both during the collection and interpretation of data. The 

way I related to my own personal experiences and my emotional responses to those of 

others, might be seen to influence the way I perceived some issues and difficulties that 

students faced. In this regard, I am openly acknowledging within this narrative that my 

values and positionality influenced my research focus and may have influenced my 

research findings and recommendations (Savin-Baden and Howell Major, 2013). I go on 

to this discuss objectivity in evaluation in more detail later in this chapter.  

 

Being an insider, I am aware of the structures and systems in place at my institution and, 

most specifically, where some of the challenges are. At the same time, however, I am also 

aware of the role I occupy and how my actions and behaviours influence these systems 

and structures. It is possible that my own practice could be improved and that these issues 

were unearthed during my research. The whole process has served as an effective self-

reflective exercise, a challenging and self-critical task as I discovered very personal social 

and cultural capitals I occupy within my workplace and of which I was previously 

unaware (Bourdieu, 1986). These include the power I hold to share, in detail, student 

experiences or withhold these for fear of negative repercussions. A further note to add as 

an insider is that I am also a Doctor of Education student, therefore also part of the student 

body of which I researched. Although I am at a different institution, which to some extent 

could be argued helps to support both my understanding and objectivity (Sykes and Potts, 

2008).  

 

Being an insider within the institution where this research was conducted positioned me 

in a uniquely complex role, one that offered both privileged access and profound ethical 

responsibility. My knowledge of institutional structures and systems enabled me to 

identify points of tension, inertia, and opportunity that may have remained hidden to an 

external researcher. However, this positionality also demanded ongoing self-scrutiny. As 

I engaged in co-creation with students and listened to accounts of marginalisation, racism, 

and exclusion, I was compelled to confront the ways in which I am implicated in these 

very structures. The research process became a form of critical self-reflection, through 

which I unearthed aspects of my own cultural and social capital, privileges and power I 

had not previously recognised (Bourdieu, 1986). For example, I came to realise the 

discretionary power I held over whether to share students’ testimonies in institutional 
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spaces or to protect myself and others from potential repercussions. This realisation 

underscored how proximity to power must be navigated with transparency, courage, and 

accountability. 

 

The impact of this recognition was both personal and structural. Personally, it reshaped 

how I see my role, not only as a practitioner-researcher but as a gatekeeper and potential 

change agent within the academy. It challenged me to act with integrity and to use my 

institutional access to amplify student voices ethically and unapologetically. Structurally, 

it reinforced the need for institutions to reckon with how insiders, particularly racially 

minoritised or equity-focused staff, are often placed in positions of both empowerment 

and precarity, expected to challenge systems while being shaped by them. 

 

Further complexity arises from the fact that I am not only a staff member at the site of the 

research, but also a Doctor of Education student at another institution. This dual identity 

as both educator and student allowed me to inhabit a liminal space, one of critical distance 

and intimate understanding (Sykes and Potts, 2008). It supported my capacity to 

empathise with participants while also maintaining an analytical lens, enabling me to hold 

both institutional critique and care simultaneously. This dual role also made me more 

attuned to the vulnerabilities of student life, particularly the emotional and psychological 

toll that racism and exclusion can exert. It deepened my resolve to ensure that this 

research was not extractive, but reparative, a contribution to community empowerment, 

not simply academic discourse. 

 

The other area I wish to report on here is that of trust around the ‘report and support’ 

aspect of my research. Participants shared their deeply personal and often traumatic 

experiences with the expectation that their narratives would lead to institutional change. 

This created an ethical imperative to handle their contributions with care, ensuring that 

their emotional well-being was prioritised during and beyond the research process. As a 

result, I built trauma-informed practices into the design and delivery of the research, 

drawing from my professional background in social work and counselling (Shakir, 2024). 

The relational trust between myself and the students was not taken for granted, it was 

earned, and its preservation became foundational to the research itself.  

 

The wider impact of this insider, reflexive, and ethically embedded approach is 

significant. It contributes to rethinking the role of researcher as not merely a knowledge 
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producer but a relational actor situated within communities of care and struggle 

(Bhattacharya, 2016; Tuck & Yang, 2014; Denzin et al., 2008). It also affirms that anti-

racist research must be grounded in ethical praxis, where reflexivity, responsibility, and 

relational accountability are not optional but essential. Ultimately, by positioning the 

research within a framework of care, love, and social justice (Atkins & Duckworth, 2019), 

I have sought to honour the voices of participants and contribute meaningfully to a more 

equitable and humane higher education system, one in which belonging is not conditional, 

but a right, and institutional change is both possible and necessary. 

 

I am a qualified social worker, a grassroots-level practitioner with a focus on solving real-

world problems: identifying a challenge and assessing potential ways to solve these. My 

educational and research philosophy is rooted in my experience as a racialized minority 

academic, but also, more importantly, the experiences of my students. As noted, I employ 

critical pedagogy (Freire, 1970, 1978) extensively, as well as critical race theory (Bell, 

1992; Delgado and Stefancic, 2023). I do this by co-creating with my students, 

recognizing that only by fully immersing ourselves in emancipatory research, teaching 

and learning methods can we challenge dominant, oppressive social structures and 

practices. Furthermore, by wholeheartedly committing to a pedagogy of hope (Freire, 

2021), I believe that positive change is possible for everyone (Brookfield, 2007; Giroux, 

2010; Walton, 2012).   

 

Reflecting on my childhood in a predominantly white environment, my internalised 

struggles of dual heritage identity and the systemic forces that perpetuate exclusion were 

felt at a young age. Influenced by Malik El Shabazz’s (aka Malcolm X) teachings, I 

became committed to education, activism, and decolonisation as an adolescent. I had 

learnt about colonialism, the British Empire and its legacy through the stories told by both 

my parents, igniting my lifelong passion for social justice and equity (Shakir, 2024). My 

academic journey, from social work to higher education, reinforced my awareness of 

structural racism within the academy, a ‘white fortress’ that continues to marginalise 

minority voices (Shakir, 2024). While CRT asserts the permanence of racism, I argue for 

transformative change within existing structures wherever possible, using regulatory 

frameworks and institutional incentives to advance racial equity within the premises of 

interest convergence (Gillborn, 2024). Ultimately, this work underscores the moral 

imperative for academia to dismantle systemic racism and foster a truly inclusive 
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educational environment. This forms the basis of my research approach, and the next 

section will now go on to discuss the philosophical approach to the research. 

 

4.3 Pragmatism 

My research approach is aligned philosophically with pragmatism, a paradigm which 

focuses on the research problem and what methods and theories work best to address it 

(Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011; Feilzer, 2010; Morgan, 2017; Robson and McCartan, 

2016). According to Creswell and Plano Clark (2011), pragmatism provides flexibility 

for multiple perspectives or approaches to address a research problem. However, an 

opposing view to pragmatism is that it is a ‘get-out clause’ for those who do not subscribe 

to research philosophy (Morgan, 2014. I would suggest that complexities within our 

community are so vast and multi-faceted that they cannot be described simply by one 

worldview, neither by one objective reality nor by several subjective realities, and this is 

the nature of pragmatism (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011; Given, 2012).  

 

How belonging is experienced by students at university is a complex problem I sought to 

explore in my study through a mixed method approach. Researchers adopting pragmatism 

must still justify their choices of theories and methods in relation to their research 

question or the problem they are trying to solve. The pluralism of pragmatism, and its 

flexibility to various research approaches and theories are pertinent to my research focus, 

the participants I am researching, and the underpinning value base of my study: anti-racist 

practice, social justice, equity, community, and hearing from those who are marginalized 

and do not always experience a sense of belonging. Given the complexities of this, 

pragmatism supported my choice to adopt mixed methods research, providing scope to 

explore student experiences in more depth, enrich insights, and reach a wider student 

group. I go on to detail this later, within the section on data collection. In my research, 

using both qualitative and quantitative methods, I was looking to find solutions to real-

world complex problems via exploring lived experiences which can be shared in a variety 

of ways.  

 

4.4 Critical race theory (CRT) 

The lens which shapes the research design, and through which I see my data, draws on 

the CRT framework to understand the issue of racism in my co-created pedagogic 

approach. CRT emerged in legal scholarship within the late twentieth century and seeks 
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to analyse and challenge the intersectionality of race, power, and systemic racism within 

society (Gillborn, 2008; Delgado and Stefancic, 2017). According to CRT principles, to 

understand the nature of racial disparities and act, we must listen to those affected, and 

understand their voices and lived experiences (Gillborn, 2008; Delgado and Stefancic, 

2017; Walton, 2021) to affect positive change within the educational system. BAME 

students primarily, within higher education, are most negatively impacted in relation to 

belonging, retention, progression, degree awards and graduate outcomes (Bhopal, 2018; 

Arday and Mirza, 2018; Ryde, 2019). CRT locates the role and responsibility of all 

people, including White people, to use their privilege and positionality to improve 

outcomes and life chances for all within society and institutions (Delgado and Stefancic, 

2017). CRT supports the notion that society and educational institutions such as 

universities perpetuate White supremacy, and all other minorities, including White 

minorities, are subject to discrimination (Gillborn, 2008; Hylton, 2012). Gillborn (2005) 

refer to white supremacy as racism deeply embedded within Western societies and the 

normal, everyday experience of people of colour. He goes on to affirm that White 

supremacy (racism) is difficult to eliminate, and rules and policies designed to address 

racism are only effective at redressing the most extreme instances of racist behaviour. 

Racist assumptions, attitudes, and behaviour persist through deep-seated and ingrained 

beliefs. Challenging racism or white supremacy embedded in higher education is 

pertinent to my methodological approach, as a researcher occupying a position of power 

and privilege and employed within an inequitable and unfair institution (Delgado and 

Stefancic, 2017; Gillborn, 2008).  

Storytelling is a method in and key tenet of CRT (Delgado and Stefancic, 2017). Bell’s 

book Faces at the bottom of a well: The permanence of racism used chronicles, a method 

that goes beyond storytelling (Bell, 2018). Chronicles are not just stories, they are 

counter-cultural artefacts, giving voice to oppressed groups and foregrounding supressed 

knowledge and experiences. The co-creation projects adopted a similar approach, over 

the last four years, whereby the co-creation students shared their lived experiences with 

me, other students, staff, and the public through storytelling and created several resources 

and artefacts to document these. This may involve critique of institutions and systems in 

which the researcher is employed; however, hearing and learning from people is a key 

tenet of the CRT methodology. Positive change cannot be affected if this is not 

appropriately undertaken. Within the CRT framework, Dockery (2000) debates the need 

for researchers to ‘take sides’ for participants to gain some advantage from his research.  
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In my study, student research has been applied as a vehicle to share lived experiences 

with the institution to affect policy change and then positively impact students. I, therefore 

assert that I do stand on the side of students. Dockery’s aim to reduce inequitable practices 

and racial hierarchies is in line with the ontological perspective of many CRT researchers, 

such as Tyson (2003); Parker et al., (1999); Lopez and Parker (2003).  

Intersectionality and multiple identities such as gender, class, sexuality, and so on are 

recognized within CRT and encourage researchers to consider how various aspects of 

identity interact (Crenshaw, 1989) and shape students' experiences. Intersectionality is a 

CRT concept (and arguably a Black feminist concept) that goes beyond recognizing that 

people have multiple and intersecting identities. Rather, it is the view that women of 

colour, for example, experience racism and sexism in a way that is unique to them, and 

that the combination of these two loci of discrimination creates a further, unique category. 

Intersectional discrimination is ‘more than the sum of its parts’. This concept aligns with 

my own identity and positionality as a researcher, but also that of many co-creation 

students and student recipients of the interventions. Furthermore, it provides a framework 

for better understanding how students experience university, intersected with various 

identity characteristics. Student research provides the space to share such intersectional 

experiences with the institution, with the potential outcome being improved 

understanding and better-informed and -targeted actions.  

A key principle of CRT details the contradiction-closing case to be a ‘one-off’ 

intervention that seemingly ‘fixes’ a racialized problem, but soon enough, everything 

returns to the normal status quo of inequality (Delgado and Stefancic, 2017; Gillborn, 

2008). The racist status quo returns quickly because the ‘contradiction’ that has been 

closed (i.e. the racist occurrence) is not really a contradiction at all. Racism is the norm 

(white supremacy is all pervasive), so the intervention is quickly eroded, and racism 

reasserts itself (Delgado and Stefancic, 2023). The continuation and longevity of the co-

creation interventions presented in this thesis, including their intended positive impact 

not only on students but also the wider institution, are core to the CRT tenets underpinning 

the research study.  
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4.5 Evaluation on Student Success and Belonging in UK Higher Education  

Evaluation in HE serves not only as a tool for accountability but also as a vital mechanism 

to enhance student experience, equity, and achievement (Bamber and Anderson, 2012; 

Gunn and Cheng, 2015; Saunders, 2000; Trowler, 2003). In recent years, the UK HE 

sector has increasingly focused on how evaluation frameworks can support student 

success and belonging, especially for students from underrepresented and marginalised 

backgrounds (Advance HE, 2020; Arday et al., 2021; OfS, 2019).  

While tools such as the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) and the National Student 

Survey (NSS) aim to assess quality, critics argue they do little to capture the complexities 

of student belonging or to address systemic barriers to success (Burke, 2017; Sabri, 2011). 

These frameworks often privilege quantifiable outcomes such as employment rates and 

degree classifications, rather than evaluating the conditions that foster meaningful 

engagement, inclusion, and personal growth (Gunn et al., 2018). 

There is now a shift towards enhancement-led evaluation approaches that focus on 

improving practice and understanding lived experience (Saunders et al., 2011). 

Enhancement approaches position evaluation as a developmental, reflective process that 

engages staff and students in co-constructing environments where all learners can thrive 

(Nixon, 2011). 

A key driver of reform has been the persistent awarding gap between white and BAME 

students. Evaluation practices that fail to critically examine institutional practices and 

pedagogical cultures risk reproducing inequalities (UUK & NUS, 2019). Inclusive 

evaluation must therefore be aligned with race equity frameworks and interrogate how 

curriculum design, assessment practices, and learning environments contribute to 

disparities in outcomes (Arday and Mirza, 2018; Bhopal, 2018). 

Burke (2020) argues for equity-focused evaluation, which involves embedding questions 

of power, access, and representation into evaluative methodologies. Such an approach 

requires moving beyond surface-level data analysis to explore students’ emotional, 

cultural, and social experiences of belonging and marginalisation within higher education 

spaces. 

There is increasing recognition of the importance of student voice and co-creation in 

shaping evaluation practices that reflect students’ realities. Approaches such as students-
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as-partners (SaP) and participatory evaluation challenge traditional hierarchies and centre 

relational, dialogic ways of knowing (Bovill et al., 2016; Cook-Sather et al., 2014). These 

models have been shown to foster a stronger sense of ownership, identity, and belonging 

among students, particularly when they are meaningfully involved in decisions about 

curricula, support services, and institutional culture (Mercer-Mapstone et al., 2017). 

However, genuine co-creation requires institutions to go beyond consultation or feedback 

mechanisms. It demands a redistribution of power and a commitment to dismantling 

structural barriers that may exclude students, particularly those from minoritised groups, 

from participatory spaces (Felten et al., 2013). 

Traditional evaluations often struggle to assess belonging, a complex and affective 

dimension of student experience. Belonging encompasses students’ sense of being seen, 

valued, and connected to their learning communities (Thomas, 2012). Yet, evaluation 

tools rarely capture these nuances. Scholars have called for more qualitative, narrative-

based, and intersectional approaches to understanding how students experience belonging 

across lines of race, class, disability, and gender (Chilisa, 2012; Smith, 2012). 

Realist evaluation (Pawson & Tilley, 1997) offers one such method, helping institutions 

understand not just whether interventions work, but how and for whom they work under 

specific conditions, known as causal mechanisms. This can illuminate hidden patterns of 

exclusion and enable more targeted, contextually sensitive interventions to support 

student success. Drawing out causal mechanisms from my co-creation interventions, 

based upon student feedback forms the intent of my evaluation approach.   

Finally, there is a growing body of work advocating for the decolonisation of evaluative 

practice in UK higher education. Scholars such as Bhambra et al. (2018) and Smith (2012) 

highlight how dominant forms of evaluation are embedded in Eurocentric assumptions 

and may obscure Indigenous, Black, and global majority ways of knowing and being. 

Decolonised evaluation foregrounds storytelling, community knowledge, and relational 

accountability, aligning more closely with frameworks of student belonging rooted in 

care, respect, and collective wellbeing. This underpins both my co-creation and 

evaluation approaches. Integrating critical race theory and intersectionality 

methodologies into evaluation can help universities develop more inclusive and 

responsive strategies for improving student outcomes and wellbeing (Delgado Bernal, 

2002; Gillborn, 2015; Crenshaw, 1991; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Bhopal & Maylor, 



51 
 

2013). Such approaches resist the reduction of students to data points, moving evaluation 

beyond surface metrics, and allowing for more nuanced equity- orientated institutional 

responses rooted in justice, repair, and transformation. As institutions grapple with 

persistent inequalities, rethinking evaluation is essential to building a more just and caring 

higher education landscape. 

4.6 The overarching evaluation framework for my study 

The following sections will now detail each stage of the overarching evaluation approach 

adopted. A mixed method evaluation was undertaken across the four co-creation 

interventions, and this thesis seeks to synthesise these research findings. This section will 

begin by revisiting Figure 1. Overarching evaluation framework (presented in the 

introduction) and detailing Point A, the Super ToC, which is the first stage. Figure 1 

details the various stages to the study and the points at which the co-creation interventions 

were designed and delivered, the data gathering process, data analysis, evaluation and 

dissemination took place. All stages will be discussed in subsequent sections according 

to the order in the table.
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4.7 The Super theory of change (Super ToC) 

I will now discuss the Super ToC and what this means in my study. A theory of change is 

a method that explains how a given intervention, or set of interventions, is expected to 

lead to specific developmental change, drawing on a causal analysis based on available 

evidence (Mayne, 2017). An institutional-level theory of change is a strategic framework 

that outlines how an organization intends to achieve its long-term goals and desired 

impact (Rajala et al., 2021). In this thesis, it is referred to as the ‘Super ToC institutional-

level theory of change’ (Figure 4) and incorporates all four years of interventions. The 

Super ToC maps out the specific steps and processes required to bring about change, 

starting from the identification of key challenges and opportunities to the implementation 

of targeted interventions and activities (Austen, 2021).  

 

This theory connects the organization's vision and mission with measurable outcomes, 

detailing the assumptions and resources necessary to drive the change. By articulating a 

clear pathway, it helps in aligning stakeholders, optimising resource allocation, and 

evaluating progress. Ultimately, an organizational-level theory of change serves as a 

roadmap for decision-making and accountability, ensuring that all efforts are coherently 

directed towards achieving sustainable and meaningful improvements. The Super ToC 

(Figure 4) brings together all the co-creation interventions and is situated within an 

overarching evaluation process of evaluating, reflecting, and planning. This involves 

reviewing implementation of phases, understanding and analysing findings, 

dissemination of results and student outcomes. 
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Figure 4 

The Super ToC, Institutional-Level Theory of Change  
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4.8 Theories of Change: From Intervention to Super ToC 

Each co-creation intervention was designed with its own Theory of Change (ToC), and 

these individual theories were developed iteratively with students and staff, grounding 

them in lived experience and situational context. They served not only as evaluative tools 

but also as dialogic and relational artefacts, enabling participants to articulate aspirations, 

challenges, and visions of transformation. As the interventions progressed, these 

individual ToCs were synthesised into a Super Theory of Change, which provides a 

cumulative logic model of the research as a whole. According to Funnell and Rogers 

(2011), a well-articulated causal logic is crucial for theory-based evaluation because it 

provides a framework for testing whether the hypothesised change process is actually 

happening. Rather than simply asking “Did it work?”, causal logic enables evaluators to 

ask “How did it work?”, “For whom did it work?”, and “Under what conditions?” This 

Super ToC captures the layered and recursive nature of co-creation across time, allowing 

for critical reflection on: 

 

• The longitudinal impact of relational pedagogies, 

• The institutional dynamics that shape or constrain change, 

• The evolving role of students as co-educators and researchers. 

 

Crucially, this Super ToC is not treated as a static, linear roadmap but is augmented with 

CRT principles including counter-narratives, intersectionality, and the permanence of 

racial inequality (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). Through this integration, the theory of 

change becomes a critical theory of change: one that interrogates not only how change 

happens, but also who benefits, who is excluded, and what structures are being disrupted 

or reproduced. 

 

4.9 Moving beyond service evaluation 

 

Evaluating co-creation interventions rooted in CRT, decolonized pedagogy, and anti-

racist practice moves beyond traditional service evaluation because such evaluations are 

not merely concerned with service efficiency or outcomes; they interrogate power, 

positionality, and structural inequities in knowledge production and educational practice 

(Delgado Bernal, 2002; Smith, 2012; Gillborn, 2015; Bovill, 2020; Leibowitz & Bozalek, 
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2016). They advocate for reflexive, participatory, and justice-oriented approaches that 

centre the experiences and epistemologies of marginalised communities (Wilson, 2008). 

 

Conventional service evaluation often focuses on assessing whether a service meets its 

intended objectives or delivers measurable improvements (Saunders et al., 2011; 

Stufflebeam, 2001). While this has value, it typically remains within a technocratic or 

managerial paradigm, prioritising functionality over transformation. In contrast, co-

creation rooted in CRT and decolonial thought reframes evaluation as a political and 

epistemological act, one that challenges whose knowledge is valued, who defines success, 

and how impact is understood (Ladson-Billings, 2009; Smith, 2012). 

 

Evaluations guided by CRT specifically foreground race and racism as endemic to society 

and, by extension, to educational institutions. They insist that the voices, experiences, and 

knowledge systems of racially minoritised students and staff must be central to any 

account of effectiveness or progress (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). These reframing 

positions evaluation not as neutral, but as a site of struggle, where dominant narratives 

are contested, and counter-narratives are legitimised. 

 

Similarly, decolonizing pedagogies challenge Eurocentric norms and call for the 

recognition and restoration of Indigenous and global majority knowledge systems (de 

Oliveira Andreotti et al., 2015; Bhambra et al., 2018). Evaluating interventions through 

this lens requires methodologies that are relational, contextually grounded, and 

committed to epistemic justice, moving well beyond metrics or student satisfaction scores 

to capture processes of re-humanisation, resistance, and collective learning. 

 

Anti-racist practice in evaluation demands scrutiny of structural conditions, such as the 

awarding gap or differential outcomes, not just as data points but as symptoms of 

institutional racism (Leibowitz & Bozalek, 2016). It calls for evaluations that are 

emancipatory: ones that aim not only to report outcomes but to dismantle the systemic 

inequities producing those outcomes in the first place (Mertens and Ginsberg, 2009; 

House & Howe, 1999; Freire, 2000). 

 

Thus, co-creation evaluations rooted in these frameworks are inherently transformative. 

They reject the idea that education can be depoliticised and instead position evaluation as 

part of a broader commitment to social justice, institutional accountability, and reparative 
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change. They value reflexivity, relationship, and redistribution of power, embodying what 

Tuck and Yang (2014) describe as refusal, the refusal to reproduce colonial logics and 

the insistence on more equitable futures. 

 

 

 

 

4.10 Integrating Multiple Theories of Change: Towards a Super Theory of Change 

Informed by Critical Race Theory 

 

Each intervention offered a distinct causal logic about how particular actions will lead to 

desired outcomes. While these theories are often emergent, responsive, and situated, there 

is growing value in exploring how they might be integrated into a broader, composite, or 

“super” theory of change that captures common principles and systemic drivers of change 

across interventions (Mayne, 2017; Vogel, 2012). 

 

Such a super theory of change does not erase local specificity but instead provides a meta-

level framework for understanding how different strands of co-creation work can 

collectively contribute to institutional transformation. This approach allows for a 

synthesis of lessons learned, identification of reinforcing mechanisms, and the strategic 

alignment of initiatives across departments and faculties. Importantly, it recognises that 

change in higher education is non-linear and mediated by power, culture, and resistance 

(Fullan, 2007). 

 

Each individual co-creation initiative embedded elements of a CRT-informed ToC, 

foregrounding marginalised student voices, critiquing Eurocentric curricula, or resisting 

deficit narratives about attainment. When synthesised, these interventions can contribute 

to a more expansive theory of change that makes explicit how structural racism is 

reproduced in higher education and what is required to disrupt it. This includes shifting 

institutional values, redistributing power, embedding accountability mechanisms, and 

fostering critical consciousness across staff and students (Rollock & Gillborn, 2011; 

Arday et al., 2021; Shakir, 2024). 
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Furthermore, CRT insists that lived experience and counter-storytelling are valid and 

essential forms of knowledge. Incorporating this into the super theory of change reframes 

evaluation and evidence not as neutral tools but as contested terrains where dominant 

narratives can be challenged. Thus, the development of a CRT-informed super ToC 

requires not only mapping inputs and outcomes but critically reflecting on whose 

knowledge counts, who sets the agenda, and how success is defined (Delgado Bernal, 

2002). 

In practical terms, this integration process involves: 

• Developing a shared evaluative framework across interventions that centres race 

equity and student belonging. 

• Creating dialogic spaces for participants from different interventions to reflect on 

commonalities, tensions, and lessons. 

• Using CRT principles to interrogate the assumptions underpinning each ToC. 

• Mapping structural enablers and barriers to change across institutional contexts. 

• Articulating a set of principles that underlie all interventions, such as co-

ownership, accountability, and epistemic justice. 

 

Ultimately, a super theory of change grounded in CRT potentially supports a deeper and 

more systemic approach to evaluating the co-creation interventions. It shifts the focus 

from isolated innovations to a collective reimagining of higher education as a space where 

equity is not an add-on but a foundational principle. It recognises that meaningful 

transformation requires more than good intentions, it requires a critical methodology, a 

theory of structural change, and an ongoing commitment to confronting power and 

privilege in all its institutional forms. 

 

I will now go on to detail the next stages of the Overarching evaluation framework, the 

co-creation design rationale and preparation for the co-creation interventions as well as 

their implementation (Point B). Following this I will go on to discuss data collection and 

analysis for each of the co-creation interventions.  
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4.11 The co-creation design: rationale and preparation for the interventions  

In these sections, I explain the stages of the co-creation interventions, rationale, design, 

preparation, and implementation. These interventions are an integral part of the research 

design in that my research questions probe the impact of them. Therefore, I will set out 

in detail how they were designed and implemented. 

 

4.12 Rationale  

At the heart of improving student experiences in higher education is the active 

engagement of student voices, which offer invaluable insights into their personal 

educational journeys (Bryson, 2014). Institutions rely on a variety of data sources such as 

the National Student Survey (NSS) and Race Equality Charter (REC) surveys, along with 

metrics on retention, continuation, degree awards, and graduate outcomes to assess and 

enhance their educational offerings (McCormick et al., 2013). This institutional data, 

paired with student feedback from module evaluations and professional work placements, 

is instrumental in shaping university strategies that are aligned with student success. 

 

The persistent awarding gaps in HE represents one of the most visible manifestations of 

structural inequality within the sector. Despite widespread policy commitments to 

widening participation and inclusive teaching, significant disparities remain in degree 

outcomes between white and BAME students. These disparities are not simply statistical 

anomalies but are underpinned by deep-rooted structural, cultural, and practical barriers 

that shape student experience, engagement, and attainment (Rollock, 2012; Arday, 2018; 

Ahmed, 2012). 

 

Practical barriers also persist, including lack of culturally responsive teaching, limited 

support structures, and inconsistent academic advising (UUK & NUS, 2019). 

Interventions that focus solely on raising overall outcomes, without addressing these 

systemic inequities, risk reinforcing rather than disrupting awarding gaps. As Stevenson 

(2012) warns, efforts that are "gap-blind" may improve outcomes for all students while 

still maintaining disparities between groups, ultimately entrenching the very inequalities 

they purport to resolve. 

 

To avoid this outcome, there is an urgent need to embed co-creation as a strategy not only 

for enhancing engagement, but also for dismantling the conditions that sustain awarding 
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gaps (Bovill et al., 2016; Healey et al., 2016). Co-creation allows all students to be 

meaningfully involved in shaping their educational experience, but it is particularly 

powerful in surfacing hidden curricula and in amplifying the voices of those whose 

perspectives have been historically marginalised (Cook-Sather et al., 2014). A co-creation 

approach, when explicitly grounded in equity and justice, can move institutions beyond 

deficit models that frame BAME students as needing to be ‘fixed’, and instead critically 

examine the systems and norms that produce differential outcomes (Burke, 2020; 

Abbelglen, 2024). 

 

Crucially, co-creation should not be confused with tokenism or one-off consultation. Its 

potential to address awarding gaps lies in its ability to reconfigure power relations, 

redistribute epistemic authority, and centre the lived experiences of racially minoritised 

students in the design and evaluation of learning (Matthews et al., 2018). This echoes 

calls from Critical Race Theory to centre counter-narratives and expose the racialised 

structures embedded within ostensibly neutral institutions (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; 

Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). 

 

Therefore, the goal must be to raise outcomes for all students, narrow and ultimately 

eliminate the awarding gaps that are sustained by unequal conditions of learning to 

support the whole student community. Co-creation, when embedded within a structural 

and critical framework, can offer a pathway to achieve this. It enables institutions to move 

from generic enhancement to targeted, justice-oriented transformation. By fostering 

inclusive pedagogical cultures where all students can see themselves reflected and 

respected, co-creation contributes not only to improved academic outcomes but to a 

genuine sense of belonging and recognition, for students of all demographic backgrounds.  

 

While ‘whiteness’ in higher education is often understood as a system that privileges 

white students, particularly those from middle- and upper-class backgrounds, it also 

exerts a broader oppressive influence that negatively affects all students, including white 

students from socio-economically deprived backgrounds.  Whiteness, as a structural and 

cultural norm, defines the dominant values, expectations, and modes of knowledge 

production in universities, reproducing exclusionary practices that uphold elitism, 

individualism, and meritocracy (Leonardo, 2009; Ahmed, 2012). These norms not only 

marginalise racially minoritised students but also impose narrow definitions of academic 
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success that can alienate all students whose experiences, identities, or economic 

circumstances diverge from the institutional mainstream (Gillborn, 2006; Reay, 2017). 

 

White working-class students often face a double marginalisation: they are included 

within the racial majority yet excluded from the cultural and economic capital valued in 

higher education (Bathmaker et al., 2013; Reay et al., 2005). The dominant whiteness of 

higher education is aligned not simply with skin colour, but with a particular middle-

class, Eurocentric habitus that privileges certain ways of speaking, behaving, and learning 

(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990; Bhopal, 2024). As a result, white students from low-income 

backgrounds may also struggle with feelings of inferiority, imposter syndrome, and 

institutional disconnection, experiences that mirror, though do not equate to, those of 

racially minoritised students. 

 

Moreover, the ideology of whiteness in higher education sustains meritocratic narratives 

that obscure structural inequalities and frame success as purely individual, thereby 

invalidating the systemic barriers faced by all disadvantaged groups (Arday & Mirza, 

2018; Gillborn, 2010). This logic fosters competition over collaboration, and compliance 

over criticality, creating learning environments that can be alienating and disempowering 

for many students regardless of their racial identity. 

 

Recognising the intersectional impact of whiteness allows for a more nuanced critique of 

higher education, one that attends to how race, class, and other social markers intersect to 

shape disadvantage. As Apple (2004) argues, education systems function within a matrix 

of power that must be interrogated to achieve equity. A truly inclusive and socially just 

university must therefore move beyond narrow diversity metrics and address the cultural 

whiteness of institutions that standardise exclusion through ostensibly neutral norms. This 

thesis therefore, sets out to explore the experiences of all students regardless of racial 

background, and how co-creation interventions rooted in decolonised pedagogy and anti- 

racist practice can potentially support all students to develop a sense of belonging and 

achieve success.  

 

Universities are now prioritising strategic goals that not only retain students but also 

enhance their overall experience, as the sector remains under scrutiny by the Office for 

Students (OfS) to improve student outcomes (OfS, 2022). Should universities fail to meet 

student outcome expected thresholds imposed by the OfS, they face investigations, 
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sanctions, and possible deregistration as a university (OfS, 2022). The strategic goals set 

by universities include raising attainment levels and supporting continuation and 

completion. To achieve this, fostering a sense of belonging and community and 

developing an anti-racist educational environment could be a potential way forward 

(O’Keefe, 2013; Verma, 2022). The focus extends to innovative learning and teaching 

methods, curricula that champion social justice, inclusive pedagogies, and responsive 

assessment strategies (Sengupta et al., 2019; Rossi, 2023).  

 

Additionally, universities are committed to preparing students for graduate-level roles to 

improve progression outcomes (Hewitt, 2020). Universities are also looking outward, 

forming visions that incorporate community engagement and external partnerships. 

Collaborations with other higher education institutions, schools, and organizations are 

crucial for sharing good practices and tackling the broader challenges facing the higher 

education sector (Burtonshaw et al., 2024). 

 

4.13 Design  

In line with the university objectives, I embarked on using co-creation as a pedagogic 

approach to explore, document, and respond to student voice (from the REC survey in 

2019), beginning with intervention 1. The research findings from this intervention then 

informed intervention two and subsequent interventions thereafter. There are four 

consecutive interventions presented within this thesis, which enable me to answer my 

research questions. The interventions were designed to provide spaces for co-creation 

students to share their university experiences to support changes to institutional policy 

and practice. The co-creation students reflected on and shared personal experiences, both 

positive and challenging events during their time at university, including reflections on 

prior educational experiences. Within the co-creation interventions, students studied a 

wide range of topics including anti-racism, decolonizing the curriculum, quantitative data 

related to differential student outcomes, critical race theory, theories of belonging and 

community, the awarding gap, diversity of faith and belief, identity characteristics, equity, 

social justice, and activism, both historical perspectives and contemporary practice.  

 

The co-creation students co-designed various learning and teaching resources (such as 

digital stories, data booklets, frameworks for belonging, glossaries, PowerPoints, 

interviews, films, documentaries) and together with their lived experiences shared and 
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delivered these to other students and staff, both at the institution and externally. This was 

delivered through workshops, lectures, staff CPD, events and conferences, to teach and 

train other students, staff, and external organizations. These workshops covered various 

topics, such as anti-racist practice, decolonizing the curriculum and assessment, 

supporting student journeys at university, personal tutoring, raising self-esteem and 

confidence, creating psychological safety, coaching, mentoring, engaging with critical 

race theory in education, importance of staff understanding faith and belief to support 

students, strategies to address the awarding gap, celebrating diversity, and more. Through 

research, students provided recommendations to the institution (and to the sector, through 

dissemination) on what works to improve student experiences and outcomes and support 

belonging, to influence changes to policy and practice. I also shared these 

recommendations through university committees and across the HE sector through 

conferences, often co-presented with students, or in publications I have authored. Much 

of this activity occurred whilst the students were still registered with us and after they had 

graduated, continuing the life cycle and legacy of the projects.  

 

4.14 Preparation (ethics, recruitment, and embedding in modules) 

To begin with, internal funding was accessed to support activities such as field trips and 

excursions. Ethical approval had to be sought as early as possible for all research elements 

of the interventions and formed part of the preparation stage of the interventions. Another 

practical measure taken was to recruit co-creation students as early as possible, from June, 

for the academic-year-long interventions which formally started in October each year. 

The students were second- and third-year undergraduates from a range of subject 

disciplines, and I go on to detail this in the next section.  Recruitment initiatives took the 

form of in person attendance at lectures, use of online learning platforms, emails and 

informal discussions in public areas of the university such as the library and atrium.  

 

The interventions were embedded in a core module in each student's study programme, 

such as the dissertation or professional placement module, ensuring that the activities 

were deeply integrated into the academic framework. The assessment (intervention write-

up e.g. dissertation or placement report) was tailored to meet the learning outcomes for 

every module, and this was carefully coordinated with faculty members across different 

disciplines to ensure alignment. The creation of a digital team site facilitated regular 

communication amongst the group members and housed all necessary documentation and 
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materials for the group. During the preparation stage, based on student feedback from the 

previous year’s intervention, the group agreed on the intervention's focus and the next 

stage of implementation then followed.  

 

I will now detail the implementation stage of the co-creation interventions.  

 

4.15 Implementation of the co-creation interventions  

Spaces that provided psychological safety had to be established (Harvey et al., 2019) for 

students to share difficulties and challenges they had experienced (Shakir, 2024). The 

space was designed to support students to feel heard, respected, and responded to 

appropriately, without fear of negative repercussions from staff nor the institution 

(Harpalani, 2017). Spaces such as these have also been described as ‘brave’ by other 

researchers of co-creation (e.g. Cook-Sather, 2016). At the same time, given the nature 

of such a space, the approaches taken were trauma-informed and reflective (Shakir, 2024). 

This also meant working to avoid re-traumatization and appropriately support students, 

signposting them to relevant services if required and maintaining one’s own positive 

mental health (Shakir, 2024).  

 

The frequency of meetings during the co-creation interventions was weekly, for up to two 

hours, both in person and online. In the classroom environment it was openly discussed 

that honesty and vulnerability were not just encouraged, but essential. This was led by me 

as the staff member, and aimed to nurture an atmosphere where everyone felt they could 

express their authentic selves.  

 

During sessions, we delved into institutional and national data, both quantitative and 

qualitative, around student outcomes, feelings of belonging, curriculum delivery, along 

with important university strategic priorities and action plans for race equality and access. 

The design of educational materials was a collaborative effort, creating outputs such as 

resources, sessions, artefacts, quizzes, and digital materials that incorporated documented 

lived experiences. Tasks were distributed among the group members based on individual 

skills, subject discipline, experiences, and personal interests, all tailored to leverage 

students’ unique strengths. The co-design and delivery of workshops, sessions, events, 

and continuous professional development activities were collaboratively arranged with 

other student cohorts, staff groups within the institution, and externals.  
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Co-creation students were provided with regular public speaking opportunities, co-

presented with me, both internally and externally, representing the university at 

professional conferences, meetings, and networks. Together with the co-creation 

students, we evaluated how the interventions were received by student recipients, and this 

was research conducted through focus groups and surveys. This research aimed to gather 

feedback, explore issues and experiences, and assess the impact of their initiatives on 

other students. Finally, the research findings and the rich tapestry of their lived 

experiences were disseminated and shared, both internally within the university and 

externally through student action research. 

 

I will now provide details of the co-creation students who participated in the 

interventions.  

 

4.16 Co-creation students in the co-creation interventions  

Co-creation students in the co-creation interventions were undergraduate (UG) students. 

Participants identified themselves as female, male or non-binary. In terms of ethnicity 

there were participants of Mixed Ethnicity, Black and Chinese, White and Pakistani, 

White Polish, White Irish, White British, White International, British Pakistani, British 

Indian, Black British, Black African, British Bangladeshi. Their ages ranged from 

approximately 18 to 40 years old. The numbers of co-creation students who participated 

in the interventions each year is detailed in Table 4.  

 

Table 4 

Co-creation students  

Intervention and year Level 5 Level 6 Total 

Intervention 1 (2020–21) 0 8 8 

Intervention 2 (2021–22) 16 16 32 

Intervention 3 (2022–23)* 6 21 (13 of these from previous year) 27  

Intervention 4 (2023–24) 0 11 (3 of these from previous year) 11 

        Total individual students overall 62  
 

*There were three interventions in the year 2022–2023, but only one of these which explored belonging with co-creation 

students is presented in this thesis. Please refer to Table 2. The co-creation interventions. 
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4.17 Student recipients of the co-creation interventions 

Table 5 provides the overall numbers of student recipients of the co-creation interventions 

who were participants in the research and fed back on how they experienced the 

interventions.  

 

Table 5.  

Numbers of student recipients of the interventions  

Interventions Survey  

With Number of 

Participants 

Focus Group  

With Number of 

Participants 

Total Number of 

Student Recipients 

Responded 

Intervention 1 300 10 310 

Intervention 2 68 Not applicable  68 

  Overall total 378 

 

The students who were recipients of the interventions were UG students at my institution. 

The participants were diverse across gender, including female, male and non-binary. In 

terms of ethnicity there are participants of various Mixed Ethnicities, Black, Chinese, 

White, Pakistani, Indian, Arab, White Polish, White Irish, White British, White 

International, British Pakistani, British Indian, Black British, Black African, British 

Bangladeshi, and not known. Their ages ranged approximately from 18 to 45 years old.  

 

4.18 Outputs to the co-creation interventions  

The co-creation interventions created several resources and materials which were 

disseminated both internally and externally. This included presentation at major 

committees of the university where resources and recommendations were then used to 

take forward in-faculty. Some outputs were also presented externally, at conferences. 

There were staff CPD sessions delivered to appropriately translate the learning into 

practical application in the classroom, both internally, at the institution and externally, at 

other universities. The materials and resources included digital booklets, films, videos, 

poetry, songs, quizzes, data presentations, how-to guides for staff, such as decolonizing 

the classroom, and for students how to succeed at university, stories, digital footage, 

information on CRT and anti-racist theorists, global race equality activities to name a few. 

Please refer to Appendix 3 for the list.  
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I will now go on to detail the next stages in the overarching evaluation framework, data 

collection and data analysis across all four interventions. This also includes how Point C 

was undertaken. The dissemination stage is discussed in a later section, on student 

research. 
 

4.19 Data collection  

This section will first outline how the interventions were evaluated, using a two-level 

targeted approach including the methods and analysis used to set the context. It will then 

discuss the use of mixed methods, justifying why this approach was adopted and then go 

to detail data collection across the four interventions.  

 

4.20 Target groups for evaluating the co-creation interventions 

The interventions were evaluated through a two-level targeted approach: 

1) With the co-creation students  

2) With the students who have been recipients of the interventions. A summary of 

how evaluation of the interventions was undertaken is included in Table 6.  

 

Table 6.  

Summary of how evaluation of the interventions was undertaken 

Intervention Target level Method Analysis Platform 

Intervention 1 With student 

recipients 

Survey 
 
 
 
Focus group 

Descriptive 

based on 

percentages and 

used to support 

focus group 

findings 

thematic 

analysis (TA) 

Microsoft 

Forms 

surveys 

 

 

TA on 

Microsoft 

Word 

Intervention 2 With student 

recipients 

Survey Descriptive, 

based on 

percentages to 

demonstrate the 

frequency of 

responses 

Microsoft 

Forms 

surveys 
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Intervention 3 With co-

creation 

students 

Focus group Thematic NVivo 

Intervention 4 With co-

creation 

students 

World café Thematic Otter.ai and 

Microsoft 

Word 

 

4.21 Mixed methods approach to evaluation  

The thesis brings together research findings across four intervention studies, and mixed 

methods research allows for this, where findings from different methods are compared 

and validated. This process strengthens the credibility and reliability of the research by 

reducing the potential biases or limitations associated with a single method (Cohen et al., 

2011). Through the convergence of quantitative and qualitative data, mixed methods 

approaches can generate more robust and reliable conclusions (Wellington, 2015). 

However, given that my research is complex, within the next section, I will explore what 

mixed methods means in the context of this study.  

 

4.22 Mixed methods for data collection  

Mixed methods approaches are most often adopted with the pragmatism paradigm as they 

work together to address a specific research problem, although they may be used in 

research with other philosophical perspectives (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011; Morgan, 

2017). The use of quantitative and qualitative mixed methods approaches within the 

pragmatism research philosophy emphasises the practicality of knowledge and focuses 

on understanding phenomena in their real-world context (Bryman, 2016).  I used accepted 

methods in the relevant fields of social sciences and education (Grønmo, 2019). 

Therefore, data analysis combined quantitative data for measurable insights with 

qualitative data for contextual depth (Creswell and Creswell, 2023). Furthermore, Pawson 

and Tilley (1997) talk about critical realism in evaluation research; the outcome of an 

intervention is the result of generative mechanisms and the contexts of those mechanisms. 

Critical realism posits that outcomes are not merely the result of interventions themselves, 

but of the generative or casual mechanisms they trigger within specific social, cultural, 

and institutional contexts. This perspective is particularly useful in educational 

evaluation, as it allows researchers to move beyond simplistic cause-effect models and 

instead explore why and for whom interventions work, and under what circumstances. 
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As Maxwell and Mittapalli (2010) argue, critical realism aligns well with mixed methods 

because it recognises that different types of data are needed to uncover the layered 

realities of social phenomena. While qualitative methods enable rich, dialogic exploration 

of students’ lived experiences, quantitative surveys allow a broader cross-section of 

students and identify potential patterns or divergences in experience. The mixed methods 

approach intended to explore the active ingredients within the interventions that made 

them work (or not) according to what students reported. Given the complexities of my 

students’ lived experiences through the critical race theory lens, the mixed method 

approach provided the depth of exploration I was seeking. It would be practical to state 

that my research was primarily a qualitative study (focus groups and the world café, 

essentially four focus groups) and the quantitative tools I used, i.e. surveys using 

Microsoft Forms, were adopted to explore a qualitative question, that is experience of 

belonging. It is also possible that my research could have adopted purely qualitative 

methods to explore problems around belonging. However, given the complexities of 

belonging and the number of participants I aimed to reach through the research, I adopted 

both methods to enrich the data and provide more in-depth insights around how belonging 

is experienced by many students.  Importantly, belonging is not a static or easily 

measurable construct; it is shaped by intersecting social, emotional, and institutional 

dimensions. A purely qualitative approach may have provided sufficient insight into 

individual narratives, but the use of both methods strengthens the validity and 

trustworthiness of the findings by enabling triangulation and comparison across data 

sources (Braun and Clarke, 2006). This is particularly critical when working with racially 

minoritised students, whose voices are often overlooked or undervalued in institutional 

research. Thus, the methodological strategy is not only appropriate but also ethically 

aligned with the CRT framing, it centres lived experience while also producing data that 

can inform policy and practice at scale. 

 

My study looked at the impact of the co-creation interventions on not only students who 

took part but also students who were recipients, thereby providing a more holistic analysis 

on how the co-creation interventions were experienced by students from both 

perspectives. The quantitative data gathered in intervention 2 served to enhance the 

qualitative data on how the wider student body experienced belonging, including the 

barriers, and what actions universities should take to better support student belonging 

(related to research question 2). The quantitative data mostly reinforced qualitative 
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responses, that is, where large numbers of students reported specific barriers to belonging, 

this was often repeated by individual students through the qualitative responses. In this 

manner, the data provided the depth I was seeking to explore. For example, negative 

responses around belonging, related to identity characteristics such as race, were often 

shared experiences by large numbers of students across the student body. This could 

imply structural barriers within the system. CRT scholarship is explicit about structural 

racism and that systems, such as higher education, are set up in a manner to reinforce or 

maintain the racist status quo (Gillborn, 2008). In this regard, any efforts to dismantle 

racism prove to be extremely challenging unless strategic-level change is possible 

(Gillborn, 2005). Research question 4 sought to reveal lessons learned from the 

interventions to provide actionable recommendations to the university, with data being 

understood within the CRT paradigm. By using mixed methods, my research was able to 

reach a larger number of participants to better support my understanding of individual 

challenges experienced by students, in addition to the common issues the wider student 

body were facing and how these might be addressed through strategic-level change.  

 

I will now go on to detail the methods I used for the interventions across the four years.  

 

4.23 Interventions 1 and 2, research with student recipients of the interventions 

Table 7 provides details of the numbers of student recipients of the interventions.  

 

Table 7 

Numbers of Student Recipients of the Interventions  

Interventions Survey With 

Number of 

Participants 

Focus Group With 

Number of Participants 

Total Number of 

Student 

Recipients 

Responded 

Intervention 1 300 10 310 

Intervention 2 68 Not applicable  68 

  Overall total 378 

 

A total of 378 participants were involved in the research, via different data collection 

methods. In intervention 1, 300 participants completed a survey exploring their 

understanding of and commitment to challenging racism, and from this, 10 were involved 
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in a focus group for more detailed exploration of these question areas. This was conducted 

on Microsoft Teams, lasting about one hour, recorded with transcription, and checked 

afterwards for accuracy. There were nine questions posed to the participants, exploring 

their responses to the video (co-created documentary detailing students experiences of 

racism and definitions of common terms such as white privilege, fragility, prejudice etc). 

The questions also explored students understanding and experiences of racism, and the 

call to action. The survey also used to explore responses to the video, included four 

quantitative questions with yes/no/maybe responses, and so percentages were gathered 

answering each question and these were used to underpin and support responses provided 

in the focus group. Please refer to the Appendices for Ethical documentation, for 

examples. 

 

In intervention 2, 68 participants completed a survey exploring their experiences of 

belonging at university, and three of the 10 questions required a qualitative (free text) 

response. I utilised Microsoft Forms for surveys across both interventions with success 

in terms of ease of completion, timeliness, collecting results and convenience to students 

to access from their own personal devices in the classroom. The surveys were embedded 

in Teams or shared via QR codes/links. In relation to ethical considerations, the surveys 

were anonymous to protect the identity of participants but also to build trust in the survey 

process, potentially increasing participation rates (Kang and Hwang, 2023).  

 

4.24 Interventions 3 and 4, research with co-creation students  

There were four co-creation students who took part in the focus group in intervention 3 

and nine co-creation students who participated in the world café in intervention 4. 

Qualitative methods, a focus group, and the world café, were chosen to explore in more 

depth students’ lived experiences of co-creation and its impact on belonging. I did not 

adopt quantitative methods with these participants, as I never intended to generalise 

results. Most importantly, and integral to my theoretical framework, was carefully hearing 

and acting upon people’s individual stories, as they were experts on their own lived 

experiences.  

 

The focus group was held on Microsoft Teams and recorded, with transcription auto 

generated but checked for accuracy. There were four participants who had been involved 

in the co-creation interventions over 3 years of their UG degrees. Therefore, their insights 
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and lived experiences of co-creation were extensive. My overarching research questions 

explored within the focus group were: How do students experience a co-created 

decolonized intervention rooted in anti-racism and CRT? And, to what extent does this 

intervention impact those students’ sense of belonging and why? I chose to use focus 

groups for intervention 1 and 3 because they provide participants with a platform to 

express their opinions, share experiences, and contribute to the research process actively 

(Litosseliti, 2003). This participatory approach empowers individuals, making them feel 

valued and heard. Participants may appreciate the opportunity to engage in open 

discussions, voice their concerns, and contribute to shaping policies or interventions that 

can address their needs (Al Kaabi, 2017). Compared to one-on-one interviews, focus 

groups offer a cost-effective way to collect data from multiple participants simultaneously 

(Litosseliti, 2003).  

 

During the focus groups, I carefully considered non-verbal cues and body language which 

can play a crucial role in face-to-face focus groups to understand participants' reactions, 

emotions, and engagement (Litosseliti, 2003) and limited in online potentially leading to 

missed or misinterpreted information (Mahmud and Wong, 2021). The positive for the 

focus group in intervention 3, was that I knew all the participants very well having worked 

closely with them over the duration of the co-creation interventions and had built up a 

trusting relationship. I was therefore more confident in being alerted to any concerning 

facial expressions and responding appropriately. 

 

For intervention 4, the 'world café' method was used. This is a cooperative research 

technique designed to move away from traditional hierarchical models of evaluation and 

knowledge creation, where outcomes are often determined by external 'experts'. Instead, 

this method fosters knowledge and insights through constructive dialogue and progressive 

rounds of discussion (Fouché and Light, 2010). Participants were nine UG students in 

their final year of study from a variety of disciplines across the university, three of whom 

had also worked on co-creation intervention 4 in the previous year. This data gathering 

approach was supported by a data impact and evaluation manager employed at the 

institution to provide objectivity and mitigate my researcher bias and potential influence 

on responses from participants due to the close rapport established between me and the 

students participants through the co-creation spaces. This was all undertaken in person, 

in a typical teaching room with four large group tables set up surrounded by chairs. 

Participants visited four facilitators, one assigned per table, with recording devices, each 
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with one key question to be explored. During the one-and-a-half- to two-hour session, 

participants shared their lived experiences of what differences co-creation made to them 

and others and how, what it achieved, as well as what could help it have more impact. 

There were between one and four participants at any table at any time. Simply put, it was 

like holding four focus groups in the same space, at the same time.  

 

The following questions were explored within the world café evaluation:   

1. Did co-creation achieve its aims?  

2. How could co-creation have more impact?   

3. What difference do you think co-creation has made? (To you, to other students, 

to the university)  

4. How does co-creation make a difference? (What happened as part of co-creation 

that made a difference?)  

 

The final source of data collection within this thesis relates to student attainment data, 

which I will now go on to detail.  

 

4.25 Student attainment and progression data 

The purpose of gathering student attainment and progression data is to support 

understanding of the relationship between student belonging and student success. The 

study aimed to improve both student success and belonging, and therefore, it is important 

to understand potential influence on attainment and progression for the co-creation 

students in the co-creation interventions. Although the qualitative data gathering explores 

the influence of the co-creation interventions on students, it does not present data on 

student attainment. Therefore, student records relating to module outcomes at levels 5 

and 6, degree awards, and graduate progression (graduate-level pathway either further 

study or graduate employment) were accessed at my institution to gather data on student 

attainment and progression. The modules are those that embedded the co-creation 

interventions, professional work placement at level 5, and dissertation or professional 

practice project at level 6. Module attainment, degree awards, and graduate progression 

results presented in this thesis relate to all 62 co-creation students involved across all six 

co-creation interventions. This quantitative data gathering involved extracting numerical 

measures and creating a table to present results and outcomes for student attainment. A 

data and evaluation manager compiled this information for presentation within this thesis, 
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again, to support a more independent evaluation process. This uses purely quantitative 

data from institutional student records and rounds off the mixed methods approach to my 

study. 

 

I will now go on to discuss my approach to data analysis and then outline the ethical 

considerations.  

 

4.26 Data analysis  

This section will discuss how I analysed my data within the four interventions, grouping 

together the surveys and the focus groups, and then discussing the world café. I will then 

present the ethics of my study.  

 

4.27 Analysing survey data 

Microsoft Forms was used to create and administer the surveys. Results were displayed 

in pie charts, graphs, and open comments for free text questions which highlight frequent 

words in an additional box. The data was descriptively analysed using percentages to 

demonstrate the frequency of responses. Participants were also asked to provide 

qualitative statements to expand on their categorical responses, and these were organized 

based on the principles of content analysis (Weber, 1990). The survey tool embedded in 

Microsoft Teams includes the Insights feature, which identifies and groups commonly 

used words or phrases from participant responses. This feature supports content analysis 

by highlighting key themes in the answers provided. For instance, in response to the 

‘barriers to belonging’ question, the insights function revealed that nearly one-third of 

respondents mentioned the need for more ‘events’ as a barrier. Participants frequently 

indicated that additional events could foster a stronger sense of belonging, whilst the lack 

of events hindered their connection to the university. Content analysis helps interpret 

broader patterns and draw conclusions from textual data, moving beyond surface-level 

observations to identify deeper themes reflected in the responses (Weber, 1990). In cases 

where only quantitative data was collected, the insights were based on the percentage of 

respondents who selected ‘yes’, ’no’, or ‘maybe’ for specific questions. For examples, 

please refer to the ethical documentation at Appendices 4 and 5. 
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4.28 Focus group data analysis 

Thematic analysis was used to analyse the qualitative data from the focus groups. 

Thematic analysis (TA) is a recognized analytical method, distinct, and more recently 

formalised by Braun and Clarke in 2006. According to Braun and Clarke (2006, p.79), it 

is a technique designed for ‘identifying, analyzing, and reporting data patterns (themes)’, 

which aids in organizing and describing my dataset. I followed the six stages of TA 

according to Braun and Clarke (2022), familiarising myself with the data, making notes 

on codes, creating themes, before refining again and then bringing together a summary 

document (see Appendix 4. Ethical documentation). Charmez (2014) proposes that 

coding involves the systematic categorization and organization of data, essentially 

creating categories that capture key features of the information (Gibson and Brown, 

2009). The process starts by generating initial codes, which are short, descriptive labels 

or tags assigned to segments of the data that represent specific concepts, ideas, or patterns 

(Joen, 2004). This is often a line-by-line or segment-by-segment process (Charmez, 2014; 

Charmez, 2017). For the focus group in intervention 3, I over-coded, initially, and then 

refined, rather than missing out on coding an idea that may later prove to be significant 

(Gibson and Brown, 2009). Consequently, this was not a random undertaking but rather 

a conscious effort to ensure thoroughness in the coding and analysis process, leaving no 

room for oversight of any ideas or interpretations within my dataset. Coding was 

performed to highlight similarities within my chosen dataset, with these codes serving as 

foundational building blocks that contribute to my understanding of the participants' 

perspectives (Joen, 2004). The process of categorisation and data organization involves 

the conceptualisation of empirical codes, categories, properties, and dimensions (Joen, 

2004), with Constant Comparative Analysis (CCAM) being consistently applied 

throughout using an inductive approach and the use of memos (Charmez, 2014; Olesen, 

2007; Thomas, 2013). Please refer to Appendix 4. Ethical documentation. 

 

In line with inductive reasoning, I utilised empirical codes, where themes are closely tied 

to the data itself. Empirical codes arise through the examination and interpretation of the 

dataset (Gibson and Brown, 2009). As an interpretive researcher, I actively engaged in 

the systematic and ongoing comparison of the dataset, identifying and categorising 

patterns and themes before selecting those of interest and using them to construct a 

comprehensive picture of the participants’ perspectives in relation to my research 

questions (Braun and Clarke, 2006; LeCompte, 2000; Thomas, 2013). During the process, 
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I generated multiple codes initially. and then, as I began to become more confident and 

fluent with the coding steps, began to articulate reasoning to merge codes where 

appropriate. What I discovered when coding the focus group transcript (Intervention 3), 

was that most individual participant responses were coded to one specific code. Only a 

minority of passages were split into more than one code. The responses seemed quite 

structured in this regard as they moved within themes and sub-themes quite succinctly, 

which greatly helped in my formulation of themes and sub-themes. 

 

In Appendix 4. Ethical documentation, tables show the coding process. The visual 

representation (Thomas, 2017) supported mapping the next stage of TA, theming and 

refining themes. An alternative approach to conveying information is through visual 

displays which can aid understanding (Miles and Huberman, 1994) and I found this 

particularly helpful.  

 

4.29 Analysing the world café  

Thematic analysis was again used to analyse qualitative data for the world café evaluation 

using otter.ai. TA requires analysing often large pieces of data and in this case, long 

transcripts, which can be time-consuming and resource-intensive (Braun and Clarke, 

2022). Otter.ai allows for audio recordings to be uploaded and transcribed, then provides 

some initial data analysis into key headings/themes with sub-themes and also key words 

(see Appendix 4 Ethical documentation). The transcript was cross-referenced by re-

listening to the recording to ensure accuracy, and words corrected where required (Bailey, 

2008). As Kress et al. (2005) eloquently express, ‘Transcriptions are never value-free; 

they are always theory-laden’ (p. 10). Transcription is recognized as an interpretative act 

in itself, serving as the initial stage for generating meanings, rather than being a purely 

mechanical act of transcribing spoken words and sounds onto paper (Lapadat and 

Lindsay, 1999). This practice helps identify errors in punctuation that could alter the 

meaning or implications of phrases, such as misplaced or omitted question marks or 

commas (Easton et al., 2000). So, although there were practical reasons for preparing the 

transcript, it helped to provide me with initial realizations and insights, and I began to 

familiarise myself with some emerging common themes. Whilst not strictly part of the 

coding process, the data familiarisation phase is a prelude to coding, as it stimulates ideas 

and initiates the interpretation process. I began making judgements and attributing 

meaning during this initial co-construction phase (Bird, 2005). By immersing myself in 
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the data initially, I started to interact with the data, gradually uncovering the underlying 

meanings conveyed by the participants. This laid a solid foundation for the subsequent 

phase, where I embarked on coding my data. 

 

I exported the transcripts into Microsoft Word (see Appendix 4 Ethical documentation) 

and began working through each individually, documenting codes inductively (Brinkman 

and Kvale, 2015). Otter.ai provides initial data analysis summaries as an automated 

process along with potential themes/ headings. This was very helpful in the 

familiarisation stage of the data across four large data sets and provided a head start in 

identifying potential codes. I used colour coding throughout, in Microsoft Word, to 

develop my codes and coding table. I applied the coding table I developed from the first 

transcript I coded (Question –What difference has co-creation made?) as a basis to begin 

the coding process for the second transcript, and so on. I frequently moved between the 

transcripts throughout the coding process, comparing and reviewing codes. I then began 

searching for themes according to Braun and Clarke (2006) which involves sorting 

through the codes and placing them into themes. Again, I moved frequently between the 

four transcripts and coding tables, using multiple screens to help support this process. I 

was collating, combining, and labelling relevant coded data, with commonalities 

(Harding, 2013).  

 

Reviewing the themes is an important aspect of the process and, once again, 

methodological self-consciousness is essential at this stage (Brinkman and Kvale, 2015; 

Charmez, 2014). As I was sorting and grouping themes, bringing these together across all 

four transcripts, what was particularly interesting, was that the participants did not always 

directly answer the world café questions but instead shared their lived experiences in 

relation to how co-creation made them feel, what their university experience had been 

like prior to the intervention, and what they would like to see change for future students. 

Key areas of how co-creation made them feel were interestingly replicated across all four 

transcripts, so seemingly, there was a lot of repetition. To an extent, this was helpful to 

the TA process, though, as I was searching, reviewing, and defining themes more quickly 

across such a large data set. I began with collating similar codes into potential themes. 

My role was to review and refine the themes, making sure they accurately represented the 

data and were coherent and meaningful (Creswell and Creswell, 2023). This involved 

renaming, merging, splitting, or discarding themes as needed (Ladapat and Lindsay, 

1999).  
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4.30 Ethics 

In this section, I present ethical considerations for all phases of the research study. Ethical 

clearance for all my co-creation interventions was granted by Leeds Trinity University. I 

gained approval from SHU to transfer my research and the relevant ethics applications, 

and approval letters were uploaded and approved in April 2024 on Converis (Sheffield 

Hallam University’s ethics application platform) and are provided in the Appendix. 

 

I adhered to the British Educational Research Association (BERA) ethical framework in 

planning and conducting this research intervention. A notable aspect of the BERA ethics 

framework is its consideration of power dynamics in research. It emphasises the need for 

researchers to be aware of and mitigate any potential power imbalances between 

themselves and the participants. This includes being mindful of the potential influence 

researchers may have on participants’ responses and ensuring that the research process is 

inclusive and respectful of diverse perspectives. This study has highlighted to me, as a 

researcher, the significance of power that researchers hold in relation to research with 

human participants (Atkins and Duckworth, 2019). Overall, researchers most often 

benefit from research interventions (Tarling, 2006), such as job promotion, profile 

raising, publications and further opportunities as a result. The benefit to the participants, 

where possible, has included providing financial incentives through university-funded 

activities and opportunities for students to disseminate their own lived experience 

(research data) directly, both at my institution and also across the sector, at conferences.  

 

Informed consent was obtained from participants. Researchers must ensure that 

participants have a clear understanding of what their involvement entails without 

burdening them with excessive technical or academic jargon (Achinewhu-Nworgu et al., 

2015). What I found helpful to manage this was to verbalise the consent process detailed 

within the documents to participants, so they were able to clarify any details and ask 

questions. Some students had neurodiverse needs and struggled with processing long 

forms; students who had such needs stated that they valued the verbal explanations. This 

meant I did not rely solely on them having read the documents but given the existing and 

positive rapport I have with participants, it made ethical sense for me to verbalise 

information and the consent process.  
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Participants were involved in group scenarios. Although within the BERA ethical 

guidelines maintaining confidentiality and anonymity are important, this can be 

challenging in a group setting. Participants may inadvertently disclose sensitive 

information about themselves or others, potentially compromising confidentiality 

(BERA, 2018). I established clear guidelines and protocols to address this issue, 

emphasising the importance of maintaining confidentiality and encouraging participants 

to respect each other’s privacy (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2005). The verbal guidance and 

discussion time I afforded my participants on multiple occasions, prior, during and post 

data gathering processes supported this issue. I have continuously discussed with 

participants housekeeping rules such as respect, privacy, and confidentiality; intended 

outcomes to the research; data storage; and repeated encouragement of my participants to 

speak freely throughout, as standard, during my time with participants. However, given 

the nature of the research, discussion on racist experiences, and reference to individuals 

employed at the institution have been regular occurrences. Appropriate action has been 

taken in response to this, including confidential discussions with senior leadership teams, 

and this forms an integral part of the co-creation interventions as findings are shared 

internally to be actioned by the university. Although, relevant confidentiality processes 

have been followed, i.e. individual names have not been included in any data reporting, 

publications, transcripts, and so on, to carefully adhere to ethical guidelines.  

 

A further point within the ethical guidelines involves the researcher ensuring equal 

participation and avoiding dominance by certain individuals within data gathering. I 

actively moderated the discussion to ensure that all participants had an opportunity to 

express their opinions and perspectives. I had to be patient and exercise control of my 

innate ability to contribute and expand on people’s perspectives. I did this by explaining 

verbally to my participants I would not be talking excessively or adding to their 

contributions and I also documented this in writing throughout the focus group using the 

chat function as a reminder. This also involved managing power dynamics and creating a 

supportive and inclusive environment where everyone felt comfortable contributing 

(Wellington, 2015). I managed this by developing a supportive relationship with the co-

creation students over time through relational pedagogy, and is part of the co-creation 

intervention design.  

 

Another ethical concern relates to potential emotional or psychological distress 

experienced by participants or researcher when sharing distressing experiences. 
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Discussions on sensitive topics may evoke strong emotions or trigger traumatic memories 

for some individuals. Researchers should be prepared to provide support or referrals to 

appropriate resources in such cases (Litosseliti, 2003). In conducting this research, 

prioritising the well-being of participants and addressing their emotional needs was 

paramount. This emphasis was particularly critical given the sensitive topics explored, 

including race equity, racism, anti-racist practices, diversity, belonging, and community 

engagement. Such themes inherently increase the likelihood of encountering instances of 

oppression and discrimination. Whilst I am a trained social worker, with qualifications in 

counselling skills, I am not a therapist. Nevertheless, I possessed essential skills for 

managing initial concerns and directed participants to appropriate services. Throughout 

this study, there were no specific incidents that necessitated intervention; however, 

regular check-ins with participants were an integral part of the co-creation interventions, 

ensuring ongoing communication and support. When conducting research with students 

about difficult topics such as racism and challenging experiences at university, 

consideration of their protection, respect, and dignity was paramount. Along with 

obtaining informed consent, confidentiality and anonymity to protect participants’ 

identities were given careful attention (examples of such documents are included as 

appendices in ethical documentation). Students had the choice to waive anonymity and 

share their experiences in person to faculty members at the institution and externally at 

professional conferences as part of the student research elements. 

 

I will now go on to discuss the use of student research for the dissemination stage of the 

framework.  

 

4.31 Student research 

The student research involved the co-creation students sharing their lived experiences 

with faculty at committees and externally, to other universities and organizations across 

the higher education sector. This student-led dissemination served to empower the 

students to be ambassadors of their own wisdom and for audiences to listen and learn 

from this (Shakir and Siddiquee, 2023). Furthermore, the co-creation students co-led 

gathering research from student recipients of the co-creation interventions and shared 

these findings though various dissemination activities, both internally at the university 

and at professional conferences across the HE sector. The co-creation interventions aimed 
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to centre student voice and use the sharing of lived experiences to bring about changes to 

policy and practice at the university.  

 

I will now go on to detail causal mechanisms, the final stage of the evaluation framework. 

Following the next section on causal mechanisms, I will present my approach to 

mitigating confirmation bias within my research and my aim for objective evaluation.  

 

4.32 Causal mechanisms 

Causal mechanisms are defined not just as variables, but as broader accounts that integrate 

individual actions, for example, staff leading the interventions, and the influence of social 

structures, for example, the co-creation classroom. These mechanisms delve into 

individual thought processes (e.g. students’ reported experiences) and extend to the wider 

resources that underpin a social programme under evaluation (Pawson and Tilley, 1997). 

Marchal et al., (2013) further define mechanisms as underlying entities, processes, or 

social structures that operate within certain contexts to produce specific outcomes. 

According to Pawson and Tilley (1997), a causal mechanism is only effective if it is 

adaptable to its context, suggesting that a programme’s success is contingent on the 

existing social and structural environment (Pawson and Tilley 1997). In the context of 

my study, causal mechanisms are presented as what makes the co-creation interventions 

work. These causal mechanisms are based on students’ reported feedback. The causal 

mechanisms then provide lessons learned, leading into what actions can be taken to 

address student success and belonging. These are presented as recommendations for 

universities to consider when looking at strategies to support better student outcomes. 

  

I will now go on to detail objectivity and confirmation bias in my approach to evaluation, 

before presenting research findings in Chapter 5. 

 

4.33 Objectivity in evaluation and confirmation bias 

It has been debated that those who create and implement interventions might not be the 

most suitable to assess them objectively and independently, as highlighted at the 

Transforming Access and Student Outcomes (TASO) International Conference by John 

Blake in 2022. Given their substantial investment in the development and execution of 

these interventions, these practitioners could be perceived as biased due to their personal 

stakes (Harrison and Waller, 2017a; 2017b). However, their direct involvement provides 
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them with a unique perspective that can enrich the formulation of a theory of change, as 

noted by Austen (2021). On the other hand, entrusting the evaluation to independent 

parties can help to avoid biases linked to personal investment in the intervention’s 

success. Nonetheless, this does not automatically ensure the evaluation’s quality or 

neutrality. As Morris and Jacobs (2000), and Markiewicz (2008) suggest, long-standing 

relationships between evaluators and their clients can pressurise external evaluators to 

produce favourable outcomes, especially if future interventions depend on current 

success. This external approach may also lead to oversimplified or generic evaluations 

due to a lack of in-depth understanding, as argued by Nutt (1980) and Pringle (1998). 

Consequently, both internal and external evaluations come with their respective 

limitations. I have attempted to provide a two-level approach and within this multimodal 

data gathering, to the evaluation process to mitigate my researcher and insider bias. 

Furthermore, although I am employed within the institution, given the CRT paradigm in 

which my research is wrapped, the university cannot be free from critique, and neither 

can I as a staff member. Without the students, I would not be employed, and my social 

justice activism ensures my loyalty lies with disaffected communities, in this instance the 

students. For these reasons, I am more confident in mitigating potential bias. 

 

When experts in research and evaluation take the helm of evaluations in partnership with 

practitioners, it could foster a more solid and unbiased methodology (Fitzpatrick and 

Mark, 2009). Such experts are likely to have fewer biases related to the intervention, 

focusing instead on identifying the elements that effectively enhance student outcomes 

(Moores et al., 2023). However, during interventions across years 1 to 3, I did not have 

access to such an evaluation expert; only within article 4 was I able to seek expertise and 

support from a data and evaluation practitioner to test, in practice, this hypothesis. To 

further address confirmation bias with the co-creation intervention design and evaluation 

process, I invited interested staff members to join the interventions each year, to provide 

an outsider perspective to mitigate my immersive ‘both insider and outsider’ researcher 

position where possible, so students could have a co-creation experience with not only 

me.  

 

In relation to evaluating student attainment, as mentioned during the introductory sections 

of this thesis, marking of module assessments tied to the interventions is undertaken by 

relevant module leaders, none of whom had any involvement with the co-creation 

interventions or evaluation processes. I marked approximately 35% of assessed works 
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tied to the interventions, and these were second marked, again, by a staff member not 

involved with the interventions. Therefore, module outcomes, degree awards and 

graduate outcomes are measured through more objective or independent processes and 

mechanisms beyond my control or involvement. This serves to support more objectivity 

and mitigate, to some extent, confirmation bias of my close involvement with the co-

creation interventions.  

 

In relation to sharing feedback, students are provided with opportunities to attend 

meetings and committees without my presence and reflect on the co-creation 

interventions to staff. This supports their independent public speaking skills and serves 

to provide students with the space to feed back on co-creation interventions without 

wanting to offend me, for example, if they spoke about something they did not enjoy. I 

will add that, to my knowledge, only very positive feedback has been shared by students 

as reported by the board of governors or within the National Student Survey (NSS), 

nonetheless, this type of space was built into the intervention and evaluation design to 

mitigate my influence and potential bias.  

 

4.34 Chapter summary  

This chapter outlined and justified the methodological framework guiding this thesis, 

foregrounding the alignment between the research philosophy (pragmatism), theoretical 

lens (critical race theory), and methodological design (co-creation-based, mixed 

methods). The chapter demonstrated how each methodological choice supports the aims 

of the research: to critically explore how co-creation, rooted in anti-racist and 

decolonising pedagogical principles, can potentially transform student experience in 

higher education. 

 

By integrating epistemological and ontological reflexivity with theoretical and practical 

rigour, this chapter establishes the legitimacy of the fieldwork and provides a transparent 

rationale for the evaluation processes used. Ultimately, this methodological approach 

seeks to uphold principles of validity, credibility, relational accountability, and social 

justice in both design and delivery (Atkins and Duckworth, 2019). 

 

The research is grounded in pragmatism, a philosophy that prioritizes problem-solving 

and flexibility in methodological choices to address complex, real-world challenges 
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(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Morgan, 2017). Pragmatism aligns with a relational 

ontology, which understands reality as constructed through relationships, and a critical 

epistemology, where knowledge is co-created through lived experience, dialogue, and 

reflexive practice, core tenets of critical race theory (CRT) and decolonising pedagogies. 

This ontological stance embraces complexity, plurality, and intersectionality, rejecting 

universal objectivity in favour of contextually grounded, experiential knowledge. The 

chosen mixed methods design reflects this pluralistic view, combining qualitative and 

quantitative tools to better understand the nuanced experiences of students from diverse 

racial and social backgrounds. 

 

The methodological approach is explicitly informed by CRT (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017) 

and co-creation as a decolonial, anti-racist pedagogy (Freire, 1970; hooks, 1994; Shakir 

and Siddiquee, 2023). CRT challenges the normative structures of higher education and 

centres lived experience, storytelling, and counter-narratives as legitimate sources of 

knowledge. This provides a rigorous theoretical lens through which the co-creation 

interventions were both designed and critically analysed. 

 

Crucially, CRT’s insistence on intersectionality, systemic critique, and counter-

hegemonic practice shapes the methodological decision to design research with students, 

not on them. The interventions deliberately resist extractive knowledge production and 

instead foster collaborative knowledge-making. Co-creation in this thesis is therefore 

both a method and a form of resistance, part of a broader, justice-oriented research 

agenda.  

 

The methodology is further shaped by my positionality as a racialized academic and social 

worker. This insider-outsider position introduces both insight and ethical complexity, but 

also strengthens the relational depth and trust that made the research possible. While this 

positionality poses challenges to traditional notions of objectivity, it enhances credibility 

and relational validity within CRT and decolonial paradigms, where transparency, 

situated knowledge, and reflexivity are fundamental to ethical research practice. 

 

The study employed a mixed-methods approach, across four co-creation interventions. 

This methodological pluralism was deliberate: it supported the multiplicity of voices, 

captured quantitative patterns of student experience, and offered qualitative depth through 
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students’ personal narratives. This breadth of data allowed for a more nuanced and 

intersectional understanding of the impact of co-creation on students at university.  

 

The overarching evaluation framework was guided by a Super Theory of Change (ToC) 

model, used to map the design, implementation, outcomes, and systemic impact of the 

co-creation interventions. Each phase, from intention to dissemination, was tied to the 

research aims and interrogated through CRT principles. The integration of CRT with 

theory-based evaluation potentially enhances the study’s internal validity, providing a 

critically reflective account of how change is theorized, enacted, and measured. 

 

This study sits at the intersection of pedagogic evaluation and research-based fieldwork, 

blending the practical demands of evaluating teaching and learning interventions with a 

critical, emancipatory research agenda. This dual focus reflects the complex nature of co-

creation in higher education, which is not only a pedagogical innovation but also a 

political and ethical commitment to equity and justice. This thesis seeks to disrupt and 

expand that view by using CRT as a lens through which evaluation becomes a vehicle for 

structural critique and institutional change. 

 

This requires engaging with evaluation theory not only from an HE teaching and learning 

perspective (Bamber & Anderson, 2012; Saunders et al., 2011) but also from a critical 

paradigm (Lincoln & Guba, 1986; Greene and Caracelli, 1997), where evaluation is not 

neutral or technocratic, but inherently political. In this context, evaluation is 

reconceptualised as a form of participatory, justice-oriented inquiry (Cousins & 

Whitmore, 2024), aligned with the values of anti-racism, and decolonising praxis (Van 

Ruyskensvelde and Berghmans, 2024; Smith, 2021). 

 

This approach positions evaluation not as a neutral process of measurement but as a 

critical, participatory, and justice-oriented practice. The use of a Super Theory of Change, 

alongside an adapted evaluation framework, provided structure for capturing both the 

processes and outcomes of co-creation in a way that honours student voice and contextual 

complexity. The methodological choices made throughout this research reflect a 

deliberate shift away from performative evaluation practices and towards an 

emancipatory model of inquiry that centres lived experience, challenges institutional 

inequities, and seeks to transform, not just describe higher education. 
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I will now go on to present the research findings. 
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Chapter 5: Research Findings 

In this section, I provide an overview of the research findings from the six interventions, 

four of which are reported in the articles that comprise this thesis. In addition, I provide 

the results of the analysis of the student attainment and progression data for all the 

students who took part in the six co-creations interventions as co-creation students. The 

findings are presented as follows: 

• A recap of the research questions specific to each intervention and how each study 

responded to the overarching research questions for the whole study. 

• Headline results, both quantitative and qualitative (where applicable), across all 

four interventions (the detailed results are documented in the published articles). 

To recap: 

Intervention 1 presents results of the co-creation interventions on student 

recipients.  

Intervention 2 presents results of the co-creation interventions on student 

recipients. 

Intervention 3 presents results on co-creation students.  

Intervention 4 presents results on co-creation students.  

• Student attainment data from institutional records compiled by independent 

evaluator for all co-creation students over four years.  

 

Following this, a discussion will then bring together all research findings into an 

overarching argument including causal mechanisms and lessons learned, 

recommendations for universities to action, all framed within the Super ToC and 

evaluation framework. 

 

5.1 A recap of the research questions  

This section provides an overview of the research questions specific to each intervention 

and how each study responded to the overarching research questions for the whole study, 

please refer to Table 8. Research Questions for articles 1–4 and the overall study.  
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Table 8 

Research Questions for Articles 1 to 4 and the Overall Study 

 Main Aims of 

the Study 

Research Questions Within the 

Specific Study 

Overarching 

Research Questions 1 and 2 

Overarching Research 

Questions 3 and 4 

(Applies to All 

Articles/ 

Interventions) 

Article 

1 

Raise 

awareness and 

prompt action 

against 

systemic racism 

prevalent in 

higher 

education 

institutions 

What is student understanding of 

microaggressions/racism/racial 

discrimination, and how has this 

impacted on students personally? 

 

How can students get involved in the 

call to action to challenge racial 

discrimination? 

How do students experience a co-

created decolonized intervention 

rooted in anti-racism and CRT? 

 

 

 

What do indicators 

(attainment, degree 

award, and graduate 

outcomes) reveal in 

terms of the 

interventions’ impact 

on students’ success? 

 

What are the lessons 

learned and causal 

mechanisms within the 

Article 

2 

Enhance the 

sense of 

belonging and 

community 

among students 

through various 

How can we develop students’ sense 

of belonging and enable them to feel 

part of a community at our university? 

 

 

 

 

How do students experience a co-

created decolonized intervention 

rooted in anti-racism and CRT? 
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diversity 

celebrations, 

inclusive 

activities and 

events, bringing 

people together. 

How have the delivered events 

impacted students’ sense of 

belonging? 

 

What are the barriers to belonging?  

 

To what extent does this four-year 

life cycle intervention impact 

students’ sense of belonging at the 

university and why?  

  

co-creation 

interventions?  

 

Article 

3 

Decolonize the 

curriculum and 

build belonging 

at university 

How do students experience a co-

created decolonized intervention 

rooted in anti-racism and CRT?  

To what extent does this intervention 

impact those students’ sense of 

belonging and why?  

Article 

4 

Create safe 

spaces, to 

support 

belonging and 

address the 

awarding gap 

through anti-

racist practice  

Did co-creation achieve its aims?  

How could co-creation have more 

impact?  

What difference do students think co-

creation has made?  

How does co-creation make a 

difference?  
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5.2 Headline results across all four interventions published within the four articles 

This section provides a summary of headline results both quantitative and qualitative 

(where applicable) across all four interventions. 

 

To recap: 

• Intervention 1 – presents results of the co-creation interventions on student 

recipients.  

• Intervention 2 – presents results of the co-creation interventions on student 

recipients. 

• Intervention 3 – presents results on co-creation students.  

• Intervention 4 – presents results on co-creation students.  

 

Please refer to Table 9. Headline results for interventions published in articles 1–4.
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Table 9 

Headline Results for Interventions Published in Articles 1 to 4 

Article Headline Results - Quantitative Headline Results- Qualitative 

 

 

Article 1 

 

300 

participants for 

survey 

 

10 participants 

for focus 

group 

 

 

After engaging in the workshop: 

95% of students (298) reported having a better 

understanding of the different forms of racism. 

84% of students (252) stated that they now felt 

more prepared and willing to call out or challenge 

racism/racial discrimination and 13% (39) 

responded saying ‘maybe’. 

98% of the students (294) stated that they felt the 

video resource and discussion were worthwhile. 

94% of respondents (282) said that this workshop 

made them think about their own understanding 

and feelings about racism and racial 

discrimination. 

Students significantly increased their understanding of key 

concepts such as white privilege, microaggressions, and 

unconscious bias through the video resource. The video evoked 

strong emotional responses, with students feeling shocked by the 

experiences depicted. This helped them empathise more with the 

psychological and emotional aspects of racism. Students reported 

a heightened awareness of racial issues and expressed increased 

confidence in addressing and challenging racist behaviours and 

attitudes. The students found the video and subsequent discussions 

to be highly valuable and impactful in addressing racism. 

Article 2 

 

68 participants 

for survey 

74% (50) students stated that they felt they 

belonged at LTU. Of those students (17) who 

attended the co-creation events, all but one stated 

that they found it had a positive impact on their 

 Not applicable.  
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sense of belonging. Most students who completed 

the survey (51) did not attend the co-creation 

events and stated that limited time was a 

significant barrier to engaging in such activities. 

In response to how the concept of identity shapes 

belonging at the HE institution: More than half of 

students (51%) believed that identity did impact 

on sense of belonging. More than a third of 

students (34%) referred to ethnicity or race as the 

key defining characteristic for feeling a sense of 

belonging. This was followed by age (19%) and 

interestingly, social class (at 13%) was also 

discussed. 

Article 3 

 

Four 

participants for 

focus group 

 

Not applicable Students highlighted a lack of inclusivity and diversity in the 

mainstream curriculum compared with the co-creation 

interventions. Engaging in co-creation provided students with 

essential knowledge on CRT, decolonization, and diversity, 

significantly enhancing their educational and personal 

development. Co-creation fostered dynamic interactions between 

students and faculty, disrupting traditional hierarchies and 

promoting mutual learning and shared experiences. Co-creation 

interventions notably improved the sense of belonging among 
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students, especially those from underrepresented backgrounds, by 

giving them a platform to express and share their experiences. 

Students experienced significant personal growth, increased self-

confidence, and a deeper understanding of their identities within a 

supportive, non-judgemental environment that also strengthened 

connections with peers, staff, and the university. Students 

advocated for systemic changes in higher education, including 

embedding co-creation in the curriculum, compulsory race equity 

modules, and mandatory anti-racist training for all university staff 

to tackle systemic biases and enhance educational equity. 

Article 4 

 

Nine 

participants for 

world café 

 

 

Not applicable Co-creation interventions significantly enhanced the university 

experience by fostering a nurturing social environment, reducing 

feelings of isolation, and bringing students together. Students 

formed stronger social connections through co-creation than 

within their degree programmes, which also contributed to 

improved mental health and a more enjoyable university 

experience. Co-creation provided a welcoming environment that 

boosted students’ confidence and facilitated deeper interpersonal 

connections, especially for those who felt isolated within their 

traditional degree programmes. The interventions promoted a 

sense of community, addressed loneliness, and enhanced empathy 

among students by sharing lived experiences and fostering open 
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communication. Students criticized traditional educational 

structures and called for more inclusive, responsive environments, 

similar to those found in co-creation spaces. Co-creation was vital 

for advocating systemic changes, especially in addressing the 

specific needs and challenges faced by ethnic minority students, 

who often felt alienated in traditional settings. Participants 

highlighted the need for smaller, safer learning environments to 

nurture confidence and belonging, contrasting with the often-

disconnected atmosphere of large lecture halls. Students urged for 

actionable steps towards social justice and equity within the 

university, emphasising the broader application of co-creation 

principles to foster friendship and collaboration across the 

academic environment. 
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5.3 Student attainment and progression data 

The following table provides a quantitative summary of results for all 62 co-creation students over 

the four-year period of the studies, for module outcomes for both levels 5 and 6, degree classification 

awarded and graduate outcomes. This data was compiled in December 2024 from institutional student 

records by an independent evaluator employed at the university. I am using descriptive statistics to 

present academic outcomes for the co-creation students who took part in the interventions. 
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Table 10  

Summary of Results for the Co-Creation Students: Module Outcomes for Both Levels 5 and 6, Degree Classification Awarded, and Graduate 

Outcomes. 

 

  Module 

Outcome (no.) 

Module 

Outcome 

(%) 

Degree 

Outcome 

(no.) 

Degree 

Outcome 

(%) 

Graduate 

Progression 

Year of 

participation 

Total 

participants 
Graduated Pending 1st or 2:1 

No 

award 

1st or 

2:1 
1st or 2:1* 1st or 2:1* 

Graduate 

role (if 

known) 
 

2020-2021 8 7 0 7(of 7)  1 100% 7 (of 7) 100% 83%4 

2021-2022 32 312 1 30 (of 31) 1 97% 26 (of 30)* 87% 59%5 

2022-2023 27 253 1 20 (of 24) 3 83% 17 (of 24)* 71% Unknown 

2023-2024 11 11 0 10 (of 11) 0 91% 11 (of 11) 100% Unknown 

Overall total  
621 596 1 

67 (of 

73)* 
5 

92%  
49 (of 58)† 85% 71%  

 
*Instances of module taken 

†Not including DipHE 

1 Repeat participants only counted once 
 2 One student graduated with a DipHE, lower award. They are not included in the calculations of 1st and 2:1 % 
3 One student was Erasmus (from an EU institution and had a study year abroad at LTU) so we do not have record of graduation, and the other is pending result. Additionally, one student had a DipHE and is 
counted as graduated but NOT in the calculations for 1st or 2:1 
4 Based on 5 of 6 responding to graduate outcomes survey 
5 Based on 10 of 17 responding to graduate outcomes survey  
6 One student was Erasmus so we cannot track their graduation (however I do know they graduated as we are still in contact), one withdrew, and one is pending (temporary break in studies) 
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The figures above detail attainment and progression data for all 62 co-creation students 

across all four years of the life cycle interventions 1–6 (to recap please refer to Table 2). 

This data does not include the students who were recipients of the interventions.  

 

Module outcomes for the co-creation interventions  

Most co-creation students at levels 5 and 6 across the four-year cycle achieved high 

module marks (92% majority achieved first- and upper second-class degrees). The 

module tied to the co-creation intervention is typically the heavier credit-bearing module: 

around 30 to 45 credits at level 6. At level 5, it is the professional placement module 

which typically is weighted at 20 to 30 credits, although, if a student does not pass this 

module successfully, it means they cannot progress to level 6.  

 

Degree outcomes for the co-creation students  

A large majority (85% of co-creation students) achieved a good degree (first- and upper 

second-class). These figures are significantly above the institution’s overall average of 

58.5% (2023) for good honours degrees. The students are from different subjects and 

faculty areas. I have not included degree average outcomes broken down by each specific 

subject discipline or faculty.  

 

Gradate outcomes  

From intervention 1, 83% of students secured graduate-level employment or further 

study. This figure sits well above the university’s average which is 65.5.% (2022). 

However, this data is based only on those students who completed the graduate outcomes 

survey, of which very small numbers did. It is possible that graduate outcomes for 

students in intervention 2 could be higher (or lower), as only 10 of 17 surveyed by the 

graduate outcomes team completed the survey during the specific time it was issued 

(within 15 months of graduation).  

 

There are several insights to be drawn from the data on the results of co-creation on 

achievement, degree awards and graduate outcomes. Whilst I am not presenting a 

comparative analysis, or making claims as to causality, it may be that using co-creation 

as a method of teaching and learning within core modules support students’ attainment, 

particularly at level 6, which may contribute to achieving a good degree. As shown in 

Table 9, the outcomes for student attainment have remained consistently good across the 

four years, above institutional averages, therefore, it could be suggested that this 
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pedagogical approach supports student attainment. One important point drawn from the 

attainment and progression data is that these interventions appear to have better outcomes 

when the group is smaller. Interventions in year 2020–2021 and year 2023–2024, which 

both had smaller group sizes, overall had higher attainment outcomes in comparison to 

the other years. Variables such as the staff–student ratio, whereby staff have smaller 

numbers of students to give focused attention to, could be more beneficial. Smaller groups 

can better support students to build personal connections with one another, create a 

feeling of safety and intimacy in sharing lived experiences, for example. Therefore, it 

could be suggested that smaller co-creation groups may potentially lead to higher 

attainment. A final point is that students voluntarily signed up to these projects, which 

could mean that they were more motivated to participate and succeed. This is important 

because their self-selection could indicate a stronger commitment to the project’s goals, 

potentially influencing outcomes in ways that differ from those of a more randomized 

group (Acosta-Gonzaga and Ramirez-Arellano, 2022). Understanding this factor is 

crucial when interpreting results, as it highlights the role of motivation in shaping 

engagement and success, which may not be representative of the broader student 

population (Pintrich, 2003). 
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Chapter 6: Discussion  

This chapter will synthesise research findings across the four-year life cycle of 

interventions and situate them within the literature. I will begin by revisiting and 

responding to my thesis research questions. 

To recap, I set out to explore the following research questions across the life cycle of co-

creation interventions:  

 

1. How do students experience a co-created decolonized intervention rooted in anti-

racism and CRT? 

Summary:  

Students reported that co-creation as a pedagogic approach provided a learning 

environment very different to typical teaching spaces. Power dynamics were effectively 

levelled out, whereby students’ knowledge and wisdom were valued, served to educate 

staff and other students, and a shared relationship of learning and teaching together was 

established. The importance of integrating anti-racist theory and a decolonized 

curriculum was highlighted as necessary for students’ holistic learning at university. They 

served to better support students’ understanding of inequalities across society, make sense 

of their own experiences, and develop the ability and confidence to challenge 

discrimination, preparing them with skills to enter the workforce. 

 

2. To what extent does this four-year life cycle intervention impact students’ sense 

of belonging at the university and why?  

Summary:  

The interventions were described by students as supporting them to feel a sense of 

belonging at university, as their voice, diversity and identity mattered, they felt cared for 

and valued by staff, their experiences were acknowledged and responded to, and efforts 

were made to build friendships and connections amongst the group. Feeling 

psychologically safe, respected, and heard meant students developed a sense of belonging 

to the university, to staff and to peers. Students reported commitment and connection to 

the topics, supporting their motivation to learn, compared with learning spaces outside of 

co-creation where they did not experience a sense of belonging, negatively impacting 

their attendance and engagement at university. 
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3. What do indicators (attainment, degree award and graduate outcomes) reveal in 

terms of the interventions’ impact on students’ success? 

Summary: 

The data on co-creation interventions across four years shows that students who 

participated achieved consistently higher outcomes than institutional averages. At levels 

5 and 6, most achieved strong module results (86% first- and upper second-class degrees), 

with 84% attaining good degrees, significantly above the university average of 58.5%. 

Graduate outcomes were similarly strong, with 83% from intervention 1 entering 

graduate-level employment or further study, exceeding the institutional average of 65.5%. 

Smaller group sizes were linked to higher attainment, likely due to increased staff 

attention and stronger peer connections. However, results may reflect self-selection bias, 

as students who voluntarily joined were potentially more motivated, suggesting that co-

creation supports success but may not generalise to the broader student body. 

 

4. What are lessons learned and causal mechanisms within the co-creation 

interventions? 

Summary:  

Co-creation may serve as an overarching mechanism through which students potentially 

develop a sense of belonging and achieve success, supported by several underlying causal 

mechanisms. These include creating safe spaces, addressing intersectionality and identity, 

fostering a sense of care and community (the ‘co-creation family’), building friendships, 

strengthening relationships with staff, and providing role models. Additionally, 

embedding processes such as decolonization, anti-racism, and addressing power 

dynamics potentially contribute to impactful outcomes (including improved student 

attainment), and policy and practice changes at the university because of student research 

through sharing lived experiences. The sustained lifecycle of co-creation demonstrates 

embeddedness in programmes of study and how, over time, this has led to some changes 

to policy and practice at the university. I detail this later within the section on impact, 

changes to policy and practice.  

 

These summaries serve to address how my study responded to my overall research 

questions and set the scene for the forthcoming detailed discussion situated within the 

Super ToC. Findings are discussed through the two key stages: Process and Impact of the 

Super ToC. This draws out the active ingredients, that is, what makes the interventions 

work, based on the data gathered from students. I will then go on to detail lessons learned 
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as recommendations for universities to action to address challenges and difficulties 

students experience around belonging and success at university.  

 

I refer to ‘impact’ as ‘routes to impact’, as I am not claiming causality. This is a relatively 

small-scale study; I did not use quasi experimental design (QED) or randomized control 

trials (RCTs), therefore generalisability is limited. 

 

Nonetheless, I propose that co-creation is potentially an overarching casual mechanism 

(or vessel) through which students can develop sense of belonging and achieve success. 

However, encapsulated within co-creation must be several additional active ingredients 

or causal mechanisms . It is the causal mechanisms collectively which I will go on to 

outline shortly, that can support belonging and have the potential to raise attainment. 

Causal mechanisms are the things happening within the co-creation space that students 

have shared to make the interventions work for them around belonging and success at 

university. This is depicted within Figure 5. Co-creation as a vessel which could 

support students to develop sense of belonging and achieve success.  

 

Figure 5. Co-Creation as a Vessel Which Could Support Students to Develop Sense 

of Belonging and Achieve Success  

 

Co-creation vessel – overarching 

causal mechanism 

On board or encapsulated 

within the co-creation 

vessel are the underlying 

causal mechanisms that 

supported belonging, and 

attainment/progression as 

reported by students 

Navigating the student journey isn’t always plain sailing 
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Taking the answers to my thesis research questions and framing these within the key 

stages of the Super ToC, process and routes to impact, the underlying causal mechanisms 

or active ingredients are: 

 

Process: Developing Belonging through safe spaces, intersectionality and identity, 

feeling heard and cared for, the co-creation family, friendships, relationships with staff, 

role modelling and mentoring. 

 

Process and routes to impact: Decolonizing, anti-racism, power, and power dynamics.  

 

Routes to impact: Student attainment, changes to policy and practice and the lifecycle 

of co-creation 

 

I will now discuss these individually, although there is naturally overlap and meaningful 

connections, which I will explain with supporting literature. 

 

The Super ToC process: causal mechanisms or active ingredients to developing 

belonging  

I will now go on to discuss in turn each of these areas which contribute to students 

developing a sense of belonging. 

 

6.1 The importance of safe spaces  

Students raised the need for such spaces to be embedded at every level of study and 

provided frequently throughout the academic year. Participants shared several reasons for 

this. University can be a challenging environment, and students often face pressures 

related to academic work, social integration, and personal development. Safe spaces 

provide a nurturing environment where students can express vulnerabilities without fear 

of judgement or reprisal (Deckman, 2022). This can significantly enhance their mental 

health and overall well-being, as they feel psychologically safe (Harpalani, 2017). 

Concerns about the usual mainstream classrooms were frequently shared by participants, 

stating that these were spaces of feeling left out, ostracized, uncomfortable, unable to 

speak out, dismissed or ignored, disconnection from both staff and fellow students and 

this overall feeling of isolation, loneliness and not being wanted. Students were seemingly 

pushed out of a system set up to do the opposite according to the Office for Students 
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(2022). This position of forced silence can be very harmful to those affected, as they are 

unable to call out their experiences nor have them validated by those around them, and 

no real action is then taken to address the issues, allowing them to fester (Shakir, 2024).  

 

The safe spaces developed through co-creation worked to embed understanding, 

validation, and empathy, with no judgement, defensiveness or individual or institutional 

fragility. They were rooted in decolonized pedagogic approaches and anti-racist theories 

which provided a framework for understanding lived experiences, for genuine listening 

and empathy and taking appropriate and meaningful action at a local and institutional 

level. These spaces aimed to acknowledge the diverse backgrounds and experiences that 

students bring to the university through an intersectional understanding (Crenshaw, 

1989). By allowing students to share their unique perspectives and challenges, safe spaces 

foster a more inclusive campus culture that respects and values diversity, paying attention 

to intersecting identifies and how these are experienced by students (Samatar et al., 2021).  

 

6.2 Intersectionality and identity  

Students highlighted the importance of their identity and how this shaped their 

experiences of feeling belonging or otherwise at university, and how co-creation offered 

a safe space to be themselves. Intersectionality posits the convergence of race and other 

identities which create multiple disadvantages in individuals’ experiences (Crenshaw, 

1989). This can be profound for students, with race, class, age, religion, caring 

responsibilities, and financial commitments being the primary intersects creating barriers 

to belonging, engagement and success at university. In relation to race and religion, 

students of colour described feeling racialized, discriminated against, ostracized, ignored, 

dismissed, and not understood. They often experienced poor sense of belonging and little 

to no connection with peers, staff, and even facilities at university. Similar findings have 

been documented in research with BAME students, by Arday (2018), highlighting the 

extent of the problems across the sector and potentially indicating structural problems in 

higher education. Students also described not being able to seek help for mental health, 

or academic support due to stigma, lack of cultural understanding or unapproachable staff. 

This has been mirrored in other research with students around challenges in accessing 

mental health support (Priestley et al., 2022), again, pointing to structural barriers within 

the HE system that need to be addressed urgently.  
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Mature students of white backgrounds described their age, caring responsibilities and 

financial commitments as being barriers to belonging (Sorella, 2024). This was in 

addition to feeling ignored by staff as they were perceived as being ‘old enough to get on 

with it’ and not needing need help (Marks, 1998; Rendon, 1994). Students of colour and 

White students cited financial responsibilities as a key barrier to attendance at university, 

with students of colour frequently having caring responsibilities to manage in addition 

(Banks and Dohy, 2019; Quaye et al., 2015). It was evident that students attended 

university to build a better future and hoped to break the cycle (Johansson and Felten, 

2014). Co-creation offered a haven, a safe space away from this, a time to reflect, to have 

their experiences validated, to make sense of what was happening, to build resilience, 

motivation, and support to re-engage with their studies to continue and complete their 

degree. According to CRT principles, creating space to listen and learn from the voices 

of those oppressed is key to addressing discrimination and effecting change (Delgado and 

Stefancic, 2023). Such co-creation spaces have also been described as ‘brave’ (Cook-

Sather, 2016) offering an atmosphere of safety to speak openly, share experiences and be 

one’s authentic self (Shakir, 2024). Students who feel their identity is respected and 

valued within the university are more likely to feel a sense of belonging (Strayhorn, 

2018). This, in turn, could potentially lead to improved engagement and success on their 

programme of study (What Works?, 2012, 2017). 

  

The need to celebrate and openly acknowledge diversity on campus was important for 

students, coupled with staff understanding of students’ identity, such as religion, culture, 

and customs (Milem et al., 2005). Students wanted a university environment that openly 

promoted diversity with events that brought people together, provided space to share 

identity, and learn from each other’s unique differences (see Museus and Saelua, 2018). 

Time for students to attend and engage with such events would remain challenging; 

however, the need for these to be frequent, not ‘one-off’, and potentially built into the 

curriculum, such as the co-creation interventions, as far as possible, could provide a way 

forward. Students reported needing staff with cultural understanding and knowledge of 

backgrounds and identity as fundamental to their support (Omeri et al., 2003), particularly 

important for personal tutors (Calabrese et al., 2022). During assessment periods, staff 

understanding of customs and religious beliefs that could potentially impact attendance 

or engagement was highlighted by students.  

 



 

104 
 

Where this was not in place, significant barriers were experienced by students who felt 

unable to explain their circumstances, or that their situation would not be properly 

understood by staff. Students discussed the limited knowledge staff at university had 

around culture and diversity, such as understanding of religious events, and so on, and 

the negative impact on their sense of belonging (Tomalin, 2007). Customs, such as fasting 

in Ramadan when assessments were scheduled, and timetabling of lectures during Friday 

prayers, for example could cause unnecessary disadvantage to some students (Shalabi, 

2014). The co-creation interventions respectfully acknowledged this diversity, and 

through dissemination of the interventions, sought to educate the university about the 

importance of staff knowledge and cultural competence of such aspects. It was clear that 

without this, students, again, felt a lack of belonging at university, where such aspects 

were not acknowledged or accounted for (Cooper and Newton, 2021; Rana et al., 2022) 

Like most higher education institutions, the student body has diversified significantly 

over the last ten years, and those from BAME backgrounds now account for 27% of the 

overall student population (Advance HE student statistical report, 2023). It is important 

that universities consider their systems and practices are designed to address the needs of 

the diverse student population.  

 

6.3 Feeling heard and cared for – the co-creation family  

The co-creation interventions have often been described by co-creation students as a 

‘family’ arrangement; to some extent seeing staff as ‘parents’ (Wentzel, 2002). This could 

be attributed to my approach to ‘teaching with love’ (hooks, 1998) and the conditions 

established by co-creation pedagogic principles (Shakir and Siddiquee, 2023; Shakir, 

2024). Students reported that everyone’s voice and contributions were equally valued; all 

members are afforded respect, care and compassion; the environment was made safe to 

share difficult experiences without fear of repercussions; people felt protected and 

confident that their concerns are validated and acted upon; accordingly, and members felt 

they were individually important and valued by staff. Similar findings have been 

presented in other research (Levett-Jones et al., 2009). As we learned from one another 

within the established, safe conditions amongst the group, we worked to develop a 

community of practice (Zhang and Lockee, 2022) to achieve our shared goals for positive 

change (Horvath and Carpenter, 2020). 
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Students reported that by feeling respected, safe and cared for, they felt more able to 

engage actively in the learning taking place in the co-creation classroom and more 

confidently participate in discussions. This can lead to better engagement in learning, 

commitment to attendance, and can raise attainment (Bramberger and Winter, 2021). 

Students reported feeling personally invested in the interventions’ ethos and feeling their 

own contributions were valued. Safe spaces can help forge stronger relationships among 

students, faculty, and staff, including the development of friendships (Trowell, 2024). 

They encourage a sense of community and support, which can be particularly beneficial 

for students who may feel isolated or marginalized, regardless of background 

(CohenMiller, 2023). Students of White and BAME backgrounds have all reported this 

issue throughout the research; it is not exclusive to students of colour. Discussing difficult 

experiences in a supportive environment can be a powerful catalyst for personal growth 

(Crisp et al., 2020). It helps students develop coping skills, resilience, and a stronger sense 

of self, empowering them to navigate challenges both within and beyond the university 

setting (Graham, 2021).  

 

Participants discussed that the safe spaces meant they felt respected, wanted, cared for, 

and described it as being like a family. Ideally, a family looks out for one another, has 

each other’s back, is there for you when times are bad, listens to your problems, laughs 

at your jokes, teases you, winds you up, and is a reliable network of support to whom you 

can always turn for help. Mama hooks (1994) discusses teaching with love, building 

connections with students through teaching to transgress, a philosophy in which my co-

creation approach is rooted. Papa Freire (1970) highlights the transformative effect of 

learners being engaged in an active struggle pertinent to their own lived experience, and 

again, rooted in the co-created safe spaces. 

 

Students feeling safe to share lived experiences where they were respected, heard and 

listened to with care and empathy, meant they developed a sense of belonging (Winters, 

2020). Students also stated that even just sharing their challenging experiences with staff 

in the co-creation space, who genuinely cared and listened to them, was enough to make 

them feel much better and more positive about university, including continuing with their 

studies (Cook-Sather, 2018). By bringing to light the real issues that students face, safe 

spaces can inform and inspire changes in university policies, practices, and cultures 

(Felten and Barnett, 2023). The results have generally highlighted that belongingness is 

key to both the retention and success of students in HE (Thomas, 2012; Thomas et al., 
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2017), and that this feeling needs to commence early on in the university experience. The 

co-creation interventions worked to embed safe spaces within the curriculum, 

emphasising the importance of these being rooted in core degree programmes, not just 

‘add-ons’, therefore extending research beyond current initiatives in the sector. 

 

6.4 Friendships 

A key theme emerged about students developing friendships and connections with peers 

(and staff) through the co-creation spaces. Loneliness and limited networks of friends 

whilst at university were commonly discussed throughout (Vasileiou et al., 2019). 

Students discussed how they had reached their final year still not knowing people on their 

degree programme, and feelings of loneliness and isolation were commonly expressed 

(Oakley, 2020). Through the co-creation interventions, students met new people, from 

different subject disciplines, and the space created long lasting connections, a very 

different experience to what students described prior to joining the co-creation 

interventions. It was apparent that the role of educators in facilitating friendship-making 

and getting to know peers was essential for students to build belonging and support 

networks with fellow students (and staff) at university (Thomas, 2013). Other research 

has highlighted how supporting connections during the first year is very important for 

student friendships (Picton et al., 2017). The co-creation research explored this across 

further levels of study and how critical maintenance of friendship-making in further years 

is just as important. As part of the outputs to the co-creation interventions, I encouraged 

students to go on camera and document these experiences (this can be accessed on 

YouTube, link in Appendix 3). These have been shared across the institution in faculty 

meetings and have consequently sparked several key actions. 

 

6.5 Relationships with staff, role modelling and mentoring  

It was clear that many co-creation students valued having a staff member who they could 

relate to, and connect with, without feeling judged. The mainstream traditional power 

dynamic between academic staff and students was potentially dismantled through my co-

creation approach (Farr, 2018). I argue that a different relationship was formed, one which 

truly served to nurture students, many of whom had previously experienced challenges, 

particularly with other staff, prior to the co-creation intervention. The rapport developed 

within this pedagogic approach may be a causal mechanism contributing to raised student 

attainment and sense of belonging. As mentioned earlier, the arrangement, likened to a 
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family set up, built safety and trust. Furthermore, on an intersectional level, my identity 

served multiple purposes that worked to support the diverse needs of students (Felten and 

Barnett, 2023). It is possible for any staff to embark on co-creation, but without personal 

lived experiences, it is essential that they have some knowledge and understanding of the 

intersectional ways in which identity shapes students’ experiences (Crenshaw, 1989; 

Shonibare, 2021). 

 

Mentoring and access to relatable role models are critical components of student success 

in higher education, particularly for students from marginalised or underrepresented 

backgrounds. Effective mentoring supports academic engagement, sense of belonging, 

and personal development, especially when mentors understand or share students' lived 

experiences (Colvin & Ashman, 2010). For racially minoritised students, the presence of 

mentors and role models who reflect their identities can counter feelings of isolation and 

disrupt institutional norms that position whiteness as the default for academic success and 

leadership (Bhopal, 2014; Arday & Mirza, 2018). However, mentoring must also be 

understood through an intersectional lens, as the experiences of students are shaped not 

only by race, but by the interlocking effects of gender, class, disability, and other social 

identities (Crenshaw, 1991; Mirza, 2014). This necessitates a shift from generic 

mentoring schemes towards more culturally responsive and structurally aware 

programmes that consider how power, privilege, and marginalisation operate within the 

academy. 

 

In co-creation we move away from the typical form of teaching structures adopted in HE, 

whereby the educator is the source of all knowledge. There is a shift in power dynamics 

which means ‘the educator becomes the educated’ and thus a reciprocal, genuine and 

authentic knowledge exchange takes place (Shakir and Siddiquee, 2023). The students 

were empowered to be ambassadors of their own wisdom and to share this not only with 

staff but with their peers, through peer teaching and mentoring. There was significant 

value placed upon the lived experiences of students and how this wisdom was harnessed 

to support, guide, and inspire newer students coming through the system. Frequently, 

university educators assume a dominant role in induction and belonging sessions, 

purporting to understand student desires and emotions, despite their own undergraduate 

experiences being distant by over two decades; this overlooks the invaluable expertise 

inherently present among the current student body (Shakir and Siddiquee, 2023). Such 

peer mentoring significantly bolsters new students’ self-esteem, fosters a sense of 
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belonging (Gravett et al., 2023; Collings et al., 2014; Crisp et al., 2020), and provides a 

reassuring presence of peers who vigilantly support their journey. These narratives often 

detailed overcoming obstacles associated with disadvantaged backgrounds, initial 

feelings of alienation or self-doubt at university, and ultimately, a transition to 

empowerment and success. This peer sharing can serve as a powerful testament to 

resilience and personal growth. 

 

As educators, it is crucial to acknowledge the limitations of our knowledge and to adopt 

a more transparent and open approach in our pedagogical methods. It is imperative we 

work to dismantle the oppressive colonial power dynamics entrenched within the 

traditional academic hierarchy (Arday and Mirza, 2018). Although a great task, small 

changes by many educators, over time, could potentially accelerate this process. This 

change involves shifting the focus away from an exclusive emphasis on academic 

achievement and its neoliberal implications (Ambrosio, 2013) and turning towards 

nurturing the holistic development of students around interpersonal and relationship 

skills, civic responsibilities and citizenship (Shek, 2010). Enhancing their self-esteem, 

confidence, self-worth, and fostering socially equitable competencies are integral aspects 

of this endeavour. I posit that these attributes are essential for the comprehensive 

education of students who will eventually contribute to society and shape our collective 

future. In the words of Malik El-Shabazz (Malcolm X) ‘Just because you have colleges 

and universities, doesn’t mean you have education’ (cited in Barnes, 2009).  

 

 

6.6 The Super ToC – process and routes to impact 

I will now go on to discuss in turn each of these areas. 

 

6.7 Decolonizing the curriculum  

This is a broad area which covers a wide range of issues connected to decolonizing as 

both a topic and approach in the classroom and curriculum, as both content and 

experience. This theme was raised extensively by students throughout the study. Students 

were clear that a curriculum,  which speaks to them personally, is diverse, where they see 

themselves represented, creates conditions for psychological safety, with respectful 

framing of race and understanding of racism, connectedness to peers and staff,  scaffolded 

support around diverse and flexible assessments, were all the most important aspects of 
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students’ university experiences and made them feel they belonged in that classroom 

space.  

 

Students were clear that their mainstream curriculum (outside the co-creation 

interventions) was not inclusive, diverse or decolonized. Students called for CRT and 

anti-racist theories to be included as mandatory topics across all degree programmes and 

levels of study. The poor framing of topics about race, ethnicity and racism were frequent 

factors in excluding students both BAME and White from the classroom (Tatum, 2019). 

Where these topics were absent altogether or raised inappropriately, such as skirting 

around the issue of racism, not calling it for what it was, not providing a diversity-

informed reading list or diverse content, were highlighted as harmful exclusions to their 

university experiences (Urciuoli, 2009). This led to students stopping attending modules 

or lectures, severe discomfort with staff, diminished interest in university, consideration 

of leaving altogether, and a feeling of not belonging and being ostracized, as reflected in 

other research (Mountford-Zimdars et al., 2015).  

 

Assessment and support were frequently highlighted by students as exclusionary 

experiences. The assessments within the mainstream curriculum, the opposite to the co-

creation interventions, spoke to White, Eurocentric viewpoints, with little or no mention 

of diverse authorships, scholars, or global perspectives (Colburn, 2020; Housee, 2022). 

Support around assessment completion was limited in the mainstream curriculum and did 

not meet the needs of such diverse learners, many of whom come from disadvantaged 

backgrounds with non-traditional entry qualifications and challenging, precarious high 

school experiences (TASO, 2020). These prior experiences, often unacknowledged by 

the university, leave students at a real disadvantage upon entry (Smyth and Harrison, 

2015). The co-creation interventions, through a decolonized framework, account for 

students’ prior educational experiences and how privileged, typical forms of assessment 

and support do not always meet the needs of learners, particularly those from BAME 

backgrounds (Campbell and Duke, 2023). One-to-one support through care, compassion 

mentoring and coaching approaches were provided throughout the interventions to ensure 

equitable access for all students to thrive and succeed. The attainment data, relating to 

module outcomes and degree outcomes particularly speaks to some of this. 

 

Role models further intersect with decolonising the curriculum, as both challenge 

dominant knowledge hierarchies and affirm the legitimacy of diverse epistemologies. 
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Decolonising is not only about what is taught, but who teaches and how they embody 

inclusive pedagogies. Representation and role models can contribute to the visibility of 

non-Eurocentric ways of knowing and doing, allowing students to envision themselves 

within academic spaces that have historically excluded them (Bhambra et al., 2018; Sian, 

2019). Moreover, such relationships grounded in critical consciousness and 

accountability can empower students to become agents of change within the curriculum 

itself, co-producing knowledge and pedagogical strategies that resist colonial logics and 

affirm their full identities (hooks, 1994; Seal, 2018; Wilson, 2008). Therefore, mentoring 

and role modelling are not peripheral support mechanisms but central to building 

inclusive, anti-racist, and decolonised learning environments. 

 

 

6.8 Anti-racism 

Students highlighted on a frequent basis their negative experiences at university in 

relation to staff either exhibiting racist attitudes and behaviours or what they referred to 

as ‘unconscious bias’. Race and ethnicity were the most prominent aspects of identity 

(according to the Equality Act 2010) that most impacted or shaped students’ experiences 

at the university (O’Neill, 2023). Students reported this as a negative impact and that it 

significantly affected their sense of belonging, their desire to stay at university, and made 

them feel not wanted and not want to be there, mirrored by the national research Tackling 

Racial Harassment (EHRC, 2019). The need for staff training in CRT and anti-racism to 

understand and respond to the diverse needs of students (Jankowski, 2022), to be anti-

racist, and for staff to acknowledge privilege were highlighted as essential for students to 

develop sense of belonging at university and succeed. This approach can support building 

an anti-racist university where students and staff can feel safe, thrive, and succeed (Tiatia-

Siau, 2023; Arday et al., 2018).  

 

The co-creation spaces sought to provide this, so students were able to be themselves, feel 

safe and respected and thrive overall. Additionally, the co-creation interventions provided 

anti-racist education to both co-creation students and student recipients, equipping them 

with the correct terminology, race literacy, and more confidence in challenging racism 

when they witness it. Cluskey et al., (2021) looked at the importance of students 

understanding the terminology around race and being able to challenge racism. Yet the 

co-creation interventions sought to go beyond merely teaching students the terms, and 
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instead co-created resources and learning materials designed and delivered by students, 

for and with students. Increased motivation to call it out was reported by students who 

wanted to be part of systemic change at university and in society.  

 

Students stated that the university must respond to reports of racial discrimination on 

campus and whilst on placements using an anti-racist approach, so such experiences are 

properly validated and actioned (UUK, 2020). This anti-racist approach is rooted in the 

co-creation space, and students wanted this to be transferred to all spaces on campus 

including the student union, facilities and so on. Many BAME students shared that even 

if nothing came about because of them sharing racialized experiences, that they still felt 

so much better after doing so. Students who experienced racial discrimination on our 

campus highlighted the impact this had on their well-being and engagement at university, 

with attendance at lectures and modules being negatively impacted, mirrored by national 

research findings by the Equality and Human Rights Commission in 2019 (Tackling racial 

harassment: universities challenged, EHRC, 2019). Students were clear that where 

racialization occurred, they would opt out of attending lectures, despite that being 

detrimental to their attainment. Furthermore, there was harm and trauma to both their 

well-being and confidence, along with feelings of not being wanted and no trust in the 

system, leading, again, to non-attendance, again, mirrored by the national HE sector 

(EHRC, 2019). This experience contrasted with the co-creation space that offered almost 

a ‘refuge’ or family of fellow students and staff who validated each other’s experiences 

and provided solidarity, in addition to my role in sharing these with the institution in the 

hope of bringing about changes (Shakir, 2024). For example, faculty feedback 

opportunities and the National Student Survey are typical spaces where students can 

provide feedback, discuss their experiences, and then management action them 

accordingly (OfS, 2024). However, this is far from the reality that students reported in 

the co-creation interventions over the last four years, stating such spaces are not currently 

built into the curriculum.  

 

The research also illuminated the profound sense of solidarity, compassion, empathy, and 

understanding displayed by non-BAME students (and staff too). These students not only 

recognized but also vicariously experienced the detrimental effects of racism, sharing in 

the trauma experienced by their peers, but were also incredibly motivated and eager to 

not only increase their knowledge and understanding of the issues but to work hard to 

combat inequalities (Madsen et al., 2023). This phenomenon exemplifies true solidarity 



 

112 
 

and the formation of an authentic community of practice within the co-creation space. 

Students who are bold, brave, and empowered to be authentic, fearless, and share their 

knowledge of these wicked problems must be acknowledged by universities in 

committees and by policy makers, and senior leadership teams, as much can be learned 

from students to inform practice and address gaps.  

 

6.9 Power and power dynamics  

The co-creation interventions set out to dismantle traditional power dynamics at 

university, where students as experts, through their own lived experiences, not only teach 

their peers but also staff, both internally and externally. This is a practice rather unique 

to co-creation pedagogy (Bovill, 2020; Cook-Sather et al., 2014; Shakir and Siddiquee, 

2023; Shakir, 2024). I argue that this is a causal mechanism in supporting students’ sense 

of belonging. Students felt empowered to speak their truths and personally valued, as their 

lived experiences sought to teach others. Students were empowered to be agents of 

change, bringing about different ways of working at the institution, including influencing 

the sector (Shakir, 2024). We need a re-think of the traditional academic sphere where 

staff are the experts in the classroom and sharing this with a student could somehow mean 

diminishing the knowledge of the expert (Shuman and Songster, 2022; Tormey, 2021). A 

decolonized and anti-racist approach openly embraces the shared power dynamic and 

facilitates students’ individual growth, raised self-esteem, improved confidence and sense 

of self-worth.  

 

Abuse of power by staff was raised by students of all races. Students felt that some staff 

were particularly dominant, patronising, spoke down to them, treated them as inferior, 

were dismissive of their needs, othered them, and in some instances, simply ignored them, 

as though they were ‘invisible’ in the classroom, a fitting term Miller (2015) developed 

through research with students from the queer and disabled communities. The final point 

was raised most often by students who identified as both female and from south Asian 

backgrounds, mirrored in other research (Sangar, 2018). However, this experience was 

not exclusive to this group; White students also raised similar issues. These experiences 

point to institutional or structural racism, and the oppressive impact of whiteness on many 

students in higher education.  
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6.10 Super ToC routes to impact  

Student attainment, changes to policy and practice and the life cycle of co-creation. 

I will now go on to discuss, in turn, each of these areas. 

 

6.11 Student attainment  

Given the small sample size of co-creation students, I am not able to generalise, nor can 

I draw out broader inferences. There is no comparison group, and the co-creation students 

were all volunteers; therefore, I cannot claim that the students experienced belonging or 

success as a result of what I did as a researcher. However, based on students’ perceptions 

and shared lived experiences, together with data gathered from student recipients of the 

interventions, I have provided evidence that the co-creation approach has the potential to 

support student belonging and student success 

 

The interventions were embedded in core modules on degree programmes. The 

interventions do not follow a pre-determined syllabus, so flexibility and adaptability are 

key (Lubicz-Nawrocka, 2019). My findings show that students value this way of learning 

and teaching. In a context of widening access and participation, the study is situated in a 

post 1992 university, with lower entry tariffs, and students enter with non-traditional pre-

entry qualifications. Furthermore, many students who volunteered for the interventions 

reported disconnection from peers, programme of study and staff; loneliness; racial 

discrimination on prior work placements; had little or no sense of belonging to the 

institution– many considered leaving altogether; not feeling wanted, valued, heard, or 

responded to; and so on. It is also possible that students who were not part of the co-

creation interventions also experienced such feelings. It may be that the co-creation 

interventions somehow offered opportunities students had not accessed previously and 

the potential reconnection to study.  

 

The interventions cannot be ‘one-off’, and for them to work, student commitment and 

engagement with tasks must be consistent, and this takes time on behalf of staff involved 

to achieve this (Meinking and Hall, 2020). These interventions are not easy nor ‘quick 

wins’ to raise attainment, improve student outcomes or provide opportunities for student 

voice to be embedded in the curriculum (Zarandi et al., 2024). Staff must be fully 

committed to nurturing relationships with students, manage the emotional labour of 
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hearing distressing experiences, be prepared to expect the unexpected (co-creation is 

iterative) and maintain consistent lines of communication with all involved members 

(Dollinger and Lodge, 2020).  

 

The co-creation space differs significantly to traditional learning spaces (Trowell, 2024; 

Kaminskiene et al., 2020). The prospect of completing dissertations and written reports 

at the end of the interventions was not daunting. Students reported that they looked 

forward to writing up their dissertations. The life cycle was organic. Some students who 

were part of interventions in second year simply stated they wanted to be part of co-

creation again in their final year. The co-creation students demonstrated a high level of 

personal investment in the intervention’s ethos, as it spoke to them directly (as highlighted 

by Freire and Ramos, 2000). The fact that they were tied to credit-weighted modules 

evidenced to students how seriously the university valued co-created student social justice 

activist work that also involved student to student teaching and knowledge exchange. 

Interventions were double marked and included supervisors not involved in the co-

creation interventions (as per protocol). 

 

I cannot generalise beyond the sample group of co-creation students, who were a 

particular set of members within a specific context and time frame. However, the 

attainment and progression data, together with students’ reported experiences and 

perceptions, could imply that co-creation and various underlying causal mechanisms 

support student belonging and success at university. Several studies reviewed by 

Professor Liz Thomas (WhatWorks? in 2012 and 2017) that adopted co-creation as an 

approach to supporting student experiences at university highlighted many positive 

outcomes, through feedback by students. These included initiatives to re-engage with 

studies, academic scaffolding, co-designing the curriculum, events to support diversity, 

mentoring and coaching, all with the remit of supporting belonging for all students.  

 

6.12 Changes to policy and practice  

Through student research principles, students were empowered to share their experiences 

directly with staff at CPD sessions, committee meetings, board of governors meetings 

and externally, at national conferences. Students sharing their voice and experiences with 

staff is widely known in other studies as participatory methods (Seale et al., 2015). Seale 

et al. (2015) conclude that in some such projects, the student role is sometimes unclear, 
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and what initially sets out to be about empowering students to share their experiences to 

change policy and practice ends up with staff being the ones who do the sharing, therefore, 

to some extent, nullifying the authentic student voice contribution. The co-creation 

interventions contrast with this. They were about students sharing their lived experiences 

as research evidence of the realities of the university journey directly with the institution, 

to bring about changes. Furthermore, the long-term nature of the interventions, building 

upon one another, led by students reported feedback and over time making sustained 

changes to policy and practice at the university. Where students were unable to share 

directly, such as further follow-up after they had graduated, I raised the issues through 

written reports to central university committees, and meetings with members of the 

executive team about serious issues such as racism. Progress has been steady, and within 

the last few years, significant infrastructure has been implemented at the university to 

implement transformation of the curriculum, supporting student transitions, welcome 

periods, reporting procedures, anti-racist training for staff, strategic and local focus on 

belonging, and funding co-creation interventions across the university. The institution is 

working towards building an anti-racist university, with co-creation being promoted as a 

unique educational experience for students. The need to build an anti-racist university is 

documented by many researchers of race in higher education, as an approach to 

supporting better student experiences and outcomes (Verma, 2022; Tate and Bagguley, 

2017; Law; 2018; Hall et al., 2023; Turney et al., 2002) These have been very welcomed 

changes, and findings from the co-creation interventions over the last four years have fed 

into the development of policies, strategies, and action plans across these.  

 

6.13 Impact changes  

Please refer to the following list for some examples of impact changes to policy and 

practice at the university: 

 

• Co-creation interventions are now funded by the institution every year and given 

institutional support, following the success and research findings of article 1. 

• The university strategic policy on equality, diversity and inclusion (EDI) was 

renamed in 2022 to Equity, Social Justice and Belonging, following co-creations 

sessions I led with the co-creation students and the Director for the Office for 

Institutional Equity. This work developed from the research findings from article 

2.  
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• The University, building on results from article 2, rebranded all its Student 

Engagement work as LTU Belong through a designated digital tile set up on the 

student app.  

• Following the results of article 3, I was seconded to work as part of the 

university’s Office for Institutional Equity (OIE) within the Vice Chancellor’s 

office, to ensure that my research and practice was given greater institutional 

backing. As part of this role, I lead continual monitoring of awarding gaps and 

monitor the efficacy of decolonial and anti-racist CPD.  

• In collaboration with the Centre for Excellence in Learning and Teaching (CELT), 

the co-creation research has informed the development of the university-wide 

curriculum for social justice, a strategic priority for LTU that aims to transform 

all academic programmes, eliminate unfair awarding gaps, embed race equity, and 

include co-creation interventions across programmes. This work has been 

developed from the actions from co-creation students and research findings from 

article 3.  

• The university strategic policy and action plan on student transitions includes all 

recommendations from the co-creation intervention from article 4 on supporting 

student journeys across levels 3–6. This involves supporting students to maintain 

friendships as they transition across the years, providing safe spaces for students 

to share experiences to faculty staff and promoting more activities during 

induction to support belonging and building connections at the university.  

• The university’s access and participation plan includes key actions on co-creation 

as a means to support student belonging and success. It also now includes training 

co-creation students who have graduated in the last two years to become peer 

coaches for existing students, and the university is funding this initiative 

consequently to the research from article 4.  

• The co-creation students from article 4 met with the university’s board of 

governors to discuss their lived experiences and the transformative power of co-

creation on their sense of belonging and success at university, and this was shared 

with the executive team at the university as good practice.  

• Training for staff on tackling racial discrimination, embedding race equity, 

supporting belonging, and addressing the awarding gap is now embedded across 

faculties, to support student outcomes. This has been developed from findings 

across all four articles.  
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6.14 Life cycle of co-creation 

The continuous nature of the interventions over a four-year period has been tremendously 

useful for reflecting on the process, impact, benefits, and challenges to this type of 

‘action’ research (Mcniff and Whitehead, 2002). Furthermore, through the CRT lens, it 

was pertinent that the interventions were not just ‘one-off’ interventions that quickly 

ended without real, demonstrable impact and institutional change (Delgado and Stefancic, 

2023). Student attainment data together with the lived experiences reported by co-creation 

students involved demonstrate a range of positive outcomes. This work also needs to be 

embedded in core modules across programmes of study, it should not be ‘extracurricular’. 

An important caveat here is that these types of interventions could work more effectively 

when the group sizes are smaller.  

 

The time and commitment by staff involved to effectively deliver such work is 

substantial, and as students benefit from more time with staff, therefore smaller group 

sizes would be more beneficial. Should the groups be larger, more staff would need to be 

involved and, where appropriate, the larger group could be segmented into smaller 

subgroups to support this approach. During the world café evaluation, students reported 

how they wanted to see these types of interventions being implemented with whole year 

groups, but at the same time, stated that they very much appreciated and valued the 

smaller intimate group dynamics and safety it provided to them. Therefore, I would stress 

that careful organization of group numbers and staffing ratios be afforded for similar co-

creation interventions to be successful. 
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6.15 Chapter Summary: Belonging, Success, and Structural Change through Co-

Creation 

This chapter critically examined the key findings from across the life cycle of co-creation 

interventions, organised through the Super Theory of Change framework, and explored 

the active ingredients (causal mechanisms) and routes to impact underpinning student 

belonging and success. Central to this chapter was the argument that belonging is not 

merely an emotional or interpersonal outcome, but a socially constructed, intersectionally 

mediated, and institutionally embedded experience that directly shapes student 

engagement, wellbeing, and attainment. 

 

Through in-depth analysis of the co-creation spaces, the research findings established the 

importance of safe spaces, relational pedagogy, and co-created trust in enabling students, 

particularly those from racially minoritised and disadvantaged backgrounds, to feel seen, 

heard, and respected within the university. These spaces disrupted traditional hierarchies 

and were rooted in anti-racist and decolonial practices that validated students’ lived 

experiences and addressed the emotional and cultural labour often demanded of 

marginalised students in higher education. 

 

The findings also illuminated the profound significance of intersectionality and identity, 

revealing how overlapping structures of race, class, gender, and caring responsibilities 

shape access to belonging. Students described the mainstream curriculum and university 

spaces as exclusionary, often leaving them feeling invisible or unwelcome. Co-creation 

interventions, by contrast, provided relational safety, affirmation, and belonging, enabling 

students to make sense of their experiences and re-engage with their studies in a 

supportive community. 

 

Mentoring and role models emerged as powerful drivers of student confidence, agency, 

and success. When students were able to learn from peers and staff who understood or 

shared aspects of their identity, the impact on their engagement and achievement was 

notable. These mentoring relationships, particularly when grounded in cultural 

understanding and critical consciousness, contributed to decolonising the curriculum by 

challenging normative knowledge hierarchies and affirming the legitimacy of diverse 

ways of knowing. 
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The findings also explored the systemic role of power and power dynamics, arguing that 

co-creation dismantled traditional academic hierarchies by positioning students as 

knowledge producers and agents of change. Students taught their peers and staff, shifting 

perceptions of expertise and contributing to institutional transformation. This was 

particularly effective when supported by role models who shared intersectional identities 

with the student body and embedded relational, anti-racist pedagogic approaches. 

 

Through sustained engagement, the interventions catalysed institutional change. Policy 

and practice shifts, such as renaming EDI strategies to centre equity and belonging, 

embedding race equity training, and formalising co-creation within access and 

participation plans, demonstrated that student voice, when ethically gathered and 

institutionally heard, can lead to meaningful change. The chapter highlighted the life 

cycle of co-creation as essential: one-off interventions are insufficient for structural 

transformation. The sustained nature of the interventions, tied to credit-bearing modules, 

demonstrated a long-term commitment to systemic equity and provided a potentially 

replicable model for other institutions. 

 

Finally, the chapter reflected on student attainment and the limitations of generalisability 

due to small sample sizes. Nonetheless, lived experiences and institutional data suggested 

that co-creation positively contributed to student success, both academically and 

personally. Students who felt a sense of belonging, through culturally relevant curricula, 

trusted relationships, and safe, affirming spaces, were more likely to persist, succeed, and 

contribute to the community. 

 

In summary, my research findings offer compelling evidence that co-creation 

interventions, when embedded in critical race theory, anti-racism, and decolonising 

pedagogy, foster environments of relational care, solidarity, and transformation. These 

findings position co-creation not as an optional enhancement, but as a necessary and 

justice-oriented practice for reimagining higher education as equitable, inclusive, and 

responsive to all students. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

120 
 

6.16 Highlighting Original Contributions 

This methodological synthesis of critical race theory, co-creation pedagogy, and theory-

based evaluation offers an original contribution to both the scholarship and practice of 

educational research. It bridges the gap between service evaluation and transformative 

inquiry, producing a methodological framework that is: 

 

• Grounded in the realities of institutional practice, 

• Committed to structural critique and resistance, and 

• Capable of generating sustainable, justice-driven pedagogic change. 

 

This approach is relevant not only to other researchers working on race and education but 

also to practitioners and policymakers seeking valid, reflective, and equity-centred 

evaluation models in higher education. 

 

Student success and belonging have become central themes in UK higher education (HE), 

particularly in the wake of widening participation agendas, persistent awarding gaps, and 

growing awareness of racial and structural inequities. While universities have 

increasingly adopted interventions aimed at addressing disparities in retention, 

attainment, and progression, the evaluation of such initiatives remains uneven. A robust, 

evidence-informed approach to evaluating these interventions is crucial not only for 

understanding effectiveness but also for fostering accountability and driving systemic 

change. 

 

A range of sector-wide developments have driven equity-focused interventions in UK 

higher education. The Office for Students (OfS), through Access and Participation Plans 

(APPs), mandates that higher education demonstrates tangible impact in reducing 

disparities in access, success, and progression (OfS, 2019). This is particularly urgent in 

light of persistent awarding gaps, most notably between White and Black students, which 

demand race-conscious, equity-led responses. Additionally, student feedback and sector 

research have consistently highlighted a lack of belonging among marginalised groups, 

including racially minoritised, working-class, disabled, and commuter students. In 

response, the post-COVID landscape has seen a growing emphasis on co-creation and 

student partnership models, which foreground relational, participatory approaches to 

learning, support, and institutional change (Schluter and Latif, 2022). These factors 
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underscore the importance of evaluating both structural interventions (e.g., curriculum 

reform, inclusive pedagogy) and targeted support mechanisms (e.g., mentoring, safe 

spaces, transition programmes). 

 

Evaluation is not merely a technical exercise, it is a political and ethical commitment to 

accountability, transparency, and transformation. Evaluating student success and 

belonging interventions in UK higher education must be anchored in equity, grounded in 

critical methodologies, and inclusive of student voice. In doing so, institutions can move 

beyond tokenistic measures toward sustained, meaningful change that enhances both the 

academic and lived experiences of all students. 

 

 

6.17 Contributions to the research field  

This thesis makes distinctive and timely contributions to higher education research by 

developing and applying a novel, critically grounded evaluation model that centres anti-

racist and decolonial co-creation as a mechanism for fostering student belonging and 

success. Situated within the wider context of regulatory frameworks, persistent awarding 

gaps, and increased sectoral interest in inclusive and relational pedagogies. This study 

addresses a key gap in the literature: how to rigorously evaluate complex, equity-focused 

interventions in ways that are context-sensitive, participatory, and justice-oriented, and is 

summarised in the following sections.  

 

6.18 Integration of Evaluation Theory with Critical Race and Decolonial Praxis 

A key original contribution lies in the development and application of a Super Theory of 

Change (ToC) informed by Critical Race Theory (CRT) and realist evaluation principles 

(Pawson & Tilley, 1997). By combining ToC with CRT, my research produces an 

evaluation model that accounts for power, identity, and systemic inequities, elements 

often absent in conventional HE evaluations. This approach challenges the technocratic 

logic of performance metrics and instead foregrounds lived experience, relational 

accountability, and student agency as central to understanding impact. 

 

6.19 Methodological Innovation through Longitudinal, Life-Cycle Co-Creation 

My research advances the field by demonstrating how longitudinal, life-cycle co-creation 

interventions embedded within the curriculum can lead to tangible improvements in 
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student belonging and perceived success. Unlike many existing interventions, which are 

one-off or extra-curricular, my study uniquely integrates co-creation into credit-bearing 

modules across multiple years, allowing for sustained student engagement and reflective 

practice. This long-term structure enables both iterative refinement of the interventions 

and a more meaningful evaluation of their impact over time. 

 

6.20 Relational and Intersectional Approach to Belonging 

The thesis offers a nuanced, intersectional understanding of student belonging, 

highlighting how intersecting identities, shape students’ access to support, engagement, 

and achievement. My use of co-creation as both a method and a space for relational 

pedagogy, cultural validation, and mentoring adds a new dimension to existing belonging 

literature, which often lacks analysis of the structural conditions that exclude students 

from marginalised backgrounds. Through qualitative data and participatory evaluation, I 

have sought to demonstrate how co-created safe spaces, culturally aware role modelling, 

and student-led knowledge production enhance students’ self-worth, resilience, and 

academic motivation. 

 

6.21 Critical Reconceptualisation of Impact and Success in HE 

By resisting narrow definitions of “impact” as merely improved metrics, this research 

redefines student success as relational, collective, and transformative. The co-creation 

spaces supported not only achievement, but personal growth, critical consciousness, 

institutional trust, and social capital, dimensions not always captured in traditional 

evaluations. This broader conceptualisation is operationalised through creative methods, 

such as storytelling, reflective focus groups, and visual media, further enriching the 

sector’s understanding of how success and belonging are experienced and demonstrated 

by students. 

 

6.22 Direct Contribution to Institutional Policy and Practice 

This research has directly informed substantial institutional change. The sustained 

implementation of co-creation interventions, informed by student-led research, has led to 

changes in university policy, curriculum frameworks, induction programmes, staff CPD, 

and equity-focused strategies. My dual position as a practitioner-researcher ensured that 

findings were not only disseminated but embedded into strategic decision-making 

processes, demonstrating research impact beyond the academy. In this way, my thesis 
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exemplifies how practitioner-led, critically reflexive research can act as a driver of 

systemic change. 

 

6.23 Sector-Wide Implications for Anti-Racist, Inclusive Evaluation 

Finally, this study offers a potentially transferable model for other institutions aiming to 

design and evaluate anti-racist, decolonial, and participatory interventions. My work 

seeks to set a precedent for how universities can engage in meaningful evaluation that 

aligns with commitments to equity, belonging, and transformation. It provides a 

compelling case for moving beyond compliance-driven evaluation practices and towards 

emancipatory, student-centred models that affirm the humanity, agency, and aspirations 

of all learners. 

 

I will now go on to discuss development opportunities and recommendations from this 

research.  
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Chapter 7: Opportunities  

As with any research, there are what Thomson would refer to as ‘further opportunities’, 

rather than limitations to this overall study (Thomson, 2024). Articles 1 and 2 did not 

explore the influence of the co-creation interventions on the co-creation students; instead, 

research was undertaken with recipients. Although, anecdotally, the co-creation students 

provided accounts throughout the interventions, including written sections within their 

assessments, of how much they enjoyed the interventions, these have not been analysed 

or included in this thesis. Further exploration with co-creation students across all the 

interventions, using focus groups or even interviews, could be useful. Although, I will 

add that some students (16 in total) repeated their involvement in subsequent 

interventions, potentially indicating both their commitment to the work and positive 

experiences of co-creation being why they wanted to continue. For the world café 

evaluation in article 4, two co-creation students, unfortunately, were unable to attend, 

which meant their views were not included.  

 

A further development opportunity to the study overall is that with student attainment 

data, I have not included comparative analysis of module outcomes before co-creation 

was implemented to show a ‘before and after’ comparison, nor the same comparisons for 

degree outcomes. Doing this depth of statistical analysis and comparison could provide 

more robust conclusions around causality; however, my approach to this research was 

never intended to prove causality. Instead, I have focused on lived experiences and how 

they inform several causal mechanisms and lessons learned. These can potentially bolster 

changes to policy and provide good practice insights to the higher education sector to 

support student success and belonging and consider doing things differently, carefully 

considering individual contexts and backgrounds.  

 

7.1 Recommendations to the sector through lessons learned 

Based on my findings, I will go on to propose recommendations to universities to begin 

to address the wicked problems of developing student belonging and addressing gaps in 

student achievement, in relation to my research questions and aims. However, I present 

this with a caveat situated in CRT scholarship. CRT highlights how structural oppression 

and imbalances of power within universities can perpetuate unequal outcomes for 

students, particularly those from marginalized backgrounds (Ledesma and Calderon, 

2015). It argues that systemic barriers such as exclusionary curricula, biased policies, and 



 

125 
 

limited access to resources, create disparities in educational experiences and opportunities 

(Patton, 2016). By focusing on how institutions uphold these inequities, CRT seeks to 

uncover the ways in which race and power dynamics shape student success. However, 

some critics (overwhelmingly from the USA) contend that CRT’s emphasis on systemic 

oppression may inadvertently hinder efforts to improve outcomes, say, for all students, 

because it reinforces a sense of division, presents change as insurmountable and the 

problems lie with only some individuals and not the system (Crewe, 2021; Camera, 2021).  

 

This perspective suggests that focusing solely on structural critiques can shift attention 

away from actionable solutions that foster inclusivity for the entire student body in my 

study. Conversely, proponents argue that CRT is essential for identifying root causes of 

inequality, ensuring that reforms address systemic issues rather than treating symptoms, 

thereby promoting genuine equity in higher education (Valencia, 2015). So where does 

that leave us in relation to changes to the system? The neoliberal university in the current 

financial and regulatory climate sits in a precarious position. I would argue that given the 

B3 conditions set by the Office for Students, improving student outcomes, and reducing 

disparities across awarding gaps and retention rates are now a real priority for universities. 

By not making the necessary changes to improve student outcomes, higher education 

institutions face the threat of de-registration as a university (OfS, 2022). Within CRT 

scholarship, interest convergence stipulates that where the interests of those in power 

(typically White elites) converges with the interests of people of colour, the oppressed, 

then change is possible as those in power serve to benefit as only a specific and controlled 

form of change can take place that potentially lacks transformational intent (Delgado and 

Stefancic, 2023). So, could this be the time for real change? Only time will tell. However, 

on the ground, how such a priority is enacted is a cautionary tale as typically academics 

are overburdened with extensive duties and heavy workloads not always pertaining to 

quality teaching, innovative research, or supporting students to thrive (Naidoo-Chetty and 

du Plessis, 2021). Therefore, the following recommendations are predicated on the 

assumption that universities take seriously both the requirement to support student 

outcomes, empower their staff to undertake this work, as well as holding their processes 

and policies to account.  

 

I now go on to propose recommendations to universities to begin to address the wicked 

problems based on my findings. 
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Staff–student rapport, the curriculum, and classroom practice  

It is important that staff undertake training to acknowledge their privilege and 

positionality, ensuring they do not misuse their power, whilst fostering mutual respect to 

build rapport, trust, and a supportive community of practice within the classroom, with 

regular check-ins with students. The curriculum should offer more opportunities for 

students to collaborate across different subject disciplines and include decolonized 

content and anti-racist theory within teaching and assessment. Support for assessment 

completion should be scaffolded, and time must be allocated for staff to develop relational 

and critical pedagogic approaches to be delivered within their practice. Co-creation 

should be embedded across all degree programmes and levels of study. Icebreaker 

activities and peer-bonding initiatives should be introduced early, during welcome periods 

and first-year lectures, to help students build friendships, break barriers, and foster 

connections throughout their studies. Additionally, increased group work should 

encourage interaction with diverse peers, with structured seating arrangements and group 

tasks implemented from the beginning of each module as a standard practice to support 

students to build peer connections. 

 

Safe spaces and building an inclusive campus  

Institutions should establish regular safe spaces across all levels of study, where students 

can share their experiences with faculty and staff. Dedicated campus spaces for study and 

socialising should be created to foster and encourage a sense of belonging with activities 

and events to support building such connections. Efforts must be made to eliminate 

student profiling (e.g. racial profiling, often based on biases), seeing and treating all 

students as individuals with differing needs and backgrounds, ensuring campus staff and 

facilities contribute to an inclusive, welcoming, and safe environment. Reports of unfair 

practices or discrimination should be taken seriously, with timely institutional responses, 

and where appropriate, a restorative approach should be considered (Kaplan, 2016).  

 

In this context, a restorative approach refers to a method of addressing unfair practices or 

discrimination by focusing on repairing harm, fostering accountability, and rebuilding 

trust among the individuals involved (Karp, 2019). Rather than solely focusing on 

apprehending the offender, this approach seeks to create dialogue, encourage mutual 
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understanding, and support resolution through open communication and collaboration. 

The goal is to acknowledge the impact of the harm, give a voice to those affected, and 

work collectively towards reconciliation and meaningful change. Reparation around this 

could be staff meaningfully engaging with relevant anti-racist or race equity training and 

review of one’s practice going forward. More events on campus should be organized to 

celebrate and promote diversity, educate others, promote community cohesion, 

understanding of one another, bringing in community-based organizations to support such 

activities. Finally, coaching and mentoring programmes for at-risk students, including 

both staff-to-student and peer-to-peer mentoring initiatives should be implemented. 

 

The need for staff training  

Universities should implement mandatory equity training for all staff, covering anti-

racism and decolonizing, alongside ongoing reflective practice, to ensure continuous 

learning and improvement. This should include challenging staff at all levels around their 

biases and exploring this through ongoing training and development programmes. 

Management should regularly review both their own and their staff’s commitment and 

actions to address inequalities within their practice, emphasising the importance of 

enacting and embodying equitable values. Transparency and accountability about the 

gaps must be commonplace to appropriately address such challenges. Staff should adopt 

trauma-informed approaches, making relevant referrals to mental health and well-being 

services when needed. An intersectional approach should inform interventions to ensure 

they address the diverse and overlapping identities of students. Additionally, staff must 

develop cultural competence by understanding diverse needs, actively seeking out 

knowledge when necessary, and avoiding assumptions about their students. I will now go 

on to bring together this thesis through my conclusion.  
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7.2 Conclusion 

The significance of this thesis presents co-creation as not merely an educational tool but 

how it can be a transformative process that redefines the educational landscape for 

students, staff, and institutions. In the context of this research, a transformative process 

refers to a sustained, critical, and relational approach to educational change that 

reconfigures power dynamics, challenges structural inequities, and reimagines the 

conditions under which students engage, belong, and succeed in higher education. It 

involves moving beyond surface-level interventions or performative inclusion efforts to 

deeply embedded practices that disrupt normative assumptions about who belongs, whose 

knowledge is valued, and what constitutes success. 

Within this thesis, the transformative process is operationalised through co-creation 

pedagogy, critical race theory (CRT), and decolonising approaches, which collectively 

create conditions for students, especially those from racially minoritised and 

intersectionally marginalised backgrounds, to become agents of change in their own 

educational journeys. This process is marked by reciprocal learning, trust-building, and 

the centring of lived experience, enabling both students and educators to grow, reflect, 

and act in pursuit of social justice. 

Transformative processes are not linear or prescriptive; they are iterative, relational, and 

context dependent. They require ongoing critical reflexivity, institutional courage, and 

ethical commitment to dismantling systemic barriers, affirming diverse identities, and 

embedding belonging and care into the fabric of teaching, learning, and evaluation 

(Freire, 1970; hooks, 1994; Cousins & Whitmore, 1998; Wilson, 2008). 

By fostering inclusivity, addressing systemic inequities, and enhancing student 

engagement, co-creation stands out as a pivotal strategy in the ongoing effort to reform 

higher education. To fully realize its potential, sustained commitment from institutional 

leaders, front line staff and continuous input from the student body are essential. These 

efforts will contribute to a more equitable, responsive, and inclusive higher education 

system. I contribute to the research field by showing that through a four-year-long set of 

co-creation interventions that prioritised safe spaces, the integration of decolonized and 

anti-racist pedagogies, and an ethos of empathy and psychological safety, significant 

strides were made towards enhancing student engagement, belonging, and potentially 

academic success, evidenced through students’ voices and student attainment records. 
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7.3 Original Research Contributions  

This thesis makes two distinct but interconnected original contributions to higher 

education research: first, a reconceptualisation of student belonging at the intersection of 

co-creation, anti-racist practice, and decolonial pedagogy; and second, the development 

of a CRT-infused evaluation methodology using a Super Theory of Change (ToC) 

framework. These contributions are situated within current policy, sectoral priorities, and 

theoretical debates concerning equity, student experience, and institutional 

transformation. 

7.4 A New Conceptualisation of Student Belonging at the Intersection of Co-

Creation, Antiracist Practice, and Decolonial Pedagogy 

This research contributes a novel theorisation of student belonging that explicitly 

connects it to critical pedagogy, co-creation, and intersectional justice. While belonging 

has been widely discussed in the UK HE sector as central to retention and student success 

(Thomas, 2012; Strayhorn, 2018; Meehan and Howells, 2018), much of the mainstream 

literature lacks critical attention to the structural and epistemic exclusions that underpin 

racialised and class-based disadvantage. This thesis extends the field by framing 

belonging as a transformative process (Shakir and Siddiquee, 2023), emerging through 

the recognition of identity, validation of lived experience, and the cultivation of safe, 

accountable learning spaces (hooks, 1994; Wilson, 2008). 

The research demonstrates how co-creation, when rooted in Critical Race Theory and 

decolonising pedagogy, can disrupt institutional whiteness (Ahmed, 2012; Arday and 

Mirza, 2018) and produce more inclusive and affirming environments for racially and 

socially minoritised students. Through sustained curricular interventions, students 

reported improved engagement, confidence, and connection, indicating that belonging is 

not merely emotional, but deeply political and pedagogical. This contribution bridges the 

gap between belonging as an affective concept and as a structural condition shaped by 

race, class, and power (Bhambra et al., 2018; Crenshaw, 1991; Sian, 2019). 

7.5 A CRT-Infused Evaluation Methodology and Super Theory of Change for 

Institutional Transformation 

The second major contribution of this thesis is methodological. While Theory of Change 

has gained traction in higher education evaluation (TASO, 2023), ToC models may not 
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always be applied in ways that seek to address systemic power imbalances or 

authentically centre student voice for institutional change. This study advances the field 

by developing a Super ToC that is grounded in Critical Race Theory (Delgado and 

Stefancic, 2023), and casual mechanisms or active ingredients drawn out from principles 

of realist evaluation (Pawson & Tilley, 1997), offering a model for evaluating equity-

focused interventions that is both context-sensitive and justice-driven. 

The Super ToC developed in this study maps the processes (e.g., to develop belonging 

through safe spaces, intersectionality, relationships, peer mentoring, decolonised 

pedagogy, anti- racism) and routes to impact (e.g., policy change, improved attainment, 

structural reform) across four years of co-creation interventions. This long-term 

evaluative approach demonstrates that student-led pedagogic innovations, when sustained 

and institutionally supported, can shape policy and practice at scale. It also advances 

participatory evaluation by positioning students not as subjects of inquiry but as co-

analysts and drivers of institutional change (Trowler, 2010; Cousins & Whitmore, 2024). 

Importantly, this contribution redefines evaluation not as a neutral measurement exercise, 

but as a transformative act of inquiry that challenges deficit framings of minoritised, and 

indeed all students, and makes space for counter-narratives (Delgado & Stefancic, 2023; 

Smith, 2021). It provides a potentially scalable model that other institutions can adapt to 

integrate anti-racist and decolonial values into their own evaluation and quality 

enhancement processes. 

7.6 Significance of the study 

The significant context of my study, foregrounding student voice, is an area that 

university leaders may be particularly interested in promoting, as student research 

demonstrates clear advantages for students. These include enhancing academic abilities 

and public speaking skills, providing significant leadership and decision-making 

opportunities, boosting students’ sense of empowerment and motivation, and 

strengthening social ties that support the pursuit of higher education (Park, 1993; Powers 

and Tiffany, 2006; Rubin and Jones, 2007). Additionally, the university can gain better 

insights into the student experience and the issues raised through more direct student 

involvement, whilst also equipping and empowering students to positively engage in the 

change process.  
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Throughout the duration of the interventions across four years, each year lessons learned 

have been disseminated with the institution through various university committees, senior 

leadership teams and the board of governors. This has been to catalyse the university in 

to acting. Consequently, the student research approach, led to several changes around 

policy and practice to enhance the student experiences from curriculum and assessment 

design to spaces on campus, coaching programmes, a transition framework, funded co-

creation initiatives and more. Lessons learned each year have also been shared externally 

across the HE sector, at national conferences around learning, teaching, student 

experiences and equality diversity and inclusion (EDI). The impact and changes to 

institutional policy and practice are significant contributions to the higher education 

sector, demonstrating that change is possible even on the front line and there is promise 

of addressing wicked problems such as the awarding gap through a range of realistic and 

achievable actions.  

Findings of my thesis, further contribute to the research field in how to foster student 

belonging, a long-standing challenge in the sector. My thesis underscores the critical 

importance of beginning co-creation practices early in a student’s academic journey, 

ideally from the foundation or first year, to maximise its impact on student belonging and 

engagement. The interventions not only facilitated a shift in how students interacted with 

one another and with faculty but also empowered them to contribute meaningfully to 

institutional change. Students’ recommendations and reflections revealed a profound 

appreciation for the intervention’s approach to fostering an inclusive and supportive 

educational environment, which they believe should be a standard practice across the 

university.  

 

The significance of my study and contributions to the field, highlight the necessity for 

universities to take seriously the lived experiences and voices of students in an authentic 

co-created manner. It is essential for educational institutions to commit to continuous, 

structured dialogues that not only address but actively work to dismantle the pervasive 

racial and educational inequities that remain entrenched within higher education systems 

(Bhopal, 2020; Sian, 2019; Arday and Mirza, 2018; Arday, 2019). Embedding anti- racist 

practice and decolonizing the curriculum serve to support students to engage in a learning 

experience that not only educates them to become global citizens, uphold social justice 

and equity, challenge inequalities when they see these and fight against oppression. It also 

supports students to better understand their history, heritage, own diversity and see 
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themselves represented in their learning as well as the industries they will go on to enter. 

The importance of embedded anti- racism and a decolonized curriculum can contribute 

to supporting student belonging and success. Students feel connected to what they learn, 

it places importance on such pertinent global issues and provides a more holistic 

education preparing students for the real world.  

 

The embedded life cycle of co-creation interventions serves as a compelling example of 

how universities can use collaborative approaches to reform educational practices and 

curricula. By engaging with students as co-creators of their educational experiences, 

institutions can foster environments that are not only inclusive but also responsive to the 

needs of all students, thereby bridging gaps in equity and achievement. This study over 

four consecutive years is to my knowledge unique in the field and offers good practice 

insights, from a wide student group, demonstrating that positive changes are possible. It 

could be argued that efforts on the front line by individuals can lead to strategic-level 

change despite the challenges facing the HE sector.  

 

7.7 Assessing the study’s quality  

Lincoln and Guba (1985, cited in Bryman, 2016) propose two main criteria for assessing 

a qualitative study: trustworthiness and authenticity. Trustworthiness is made up of four 

criteria, credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability. For credibility, my 

approach has worked to provide data collection and analysis of both qualitative and 

quantitative data, seeking to enhance and enrich the validity of my overall findings. In 

relation to transferability, I have sought to support my study, by providing detailed 

contextual information, allowing others to assess the applicability of my findings in 

similar contexts. For dependability I have worked to ensure that the research process was 

transparent and well-documented, with good record keeping. Confirmability has been 

considered carefully by my researcher reflexivity, and efforts made to minimise bias 

through my methodological design. Finally, my mixed methods approach across four 

years has sought to synthesise data to provide a holistic understanding of how co-creation 

supports student belonging and attainment, with lessons learned and recommendations 

for universities to action going forward. This alignment with quality criteria has aimed to 

strengthen the quality and applicability of my research. Whilst the qualitative insights 

provided depth and context, and the quantitative data offered measurable outcomes, the 

integration of both has been carefully assessed to avoid overstating findings.  
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The study’s design has acknowledged some limitations, such as contextual influences, 

and the complexity of real-world interventions, endeavouring to ensure that claims have 

been supported, nuanced, and as far as possible transferable to other settings, rather than 

universally generalisable (Frauenberger et al., 2015). The criticality of transferability and 

transparency in qualitative research lies in the inherent difficulty of fully documenting 

every aspect of an intervention (Shoveller et al., 2016). Whilst this may not be ideal, it is 

important to recognize that replicability is not the goal of qualitative research (Lim, 2024). 

Lincoln and Guba (1985, cited in Clarke et al., 2021) detail the importance of context, the 

‘thick description’, an in-depth account that captures the complexities of a culture; in my 

study this closely relates to the co-creation interventions at university. Lincoln and Guba 

(1985) suggest that such thick descriptions serve as a foundation for others to assess the 

potential transferability of findings to different contexts.  

 

The focus of my findings is on providing insights that allow for meaningful interpretation, 

lessons learned and potential application of these in different settings, rather than exact 

reproduction of findings. In relation to authenticity, Lincoln and Guba (1985, cited in 

Clark et al., 2021) suggest five areas: fairness, ontological, educative, catalytic and 

tactical authenticity. According to these areas, my study aimed to fairly represent different 

viewpoints amongst the students at the university and findings showed it helped some of 

them to better understand their experiences at the institution. My findings show that the 

co-creation space supported students to understand better the perspectives of not just 

themselves but also their peers, and wider university community, through a decolonized 

and anti-racist curriculum. The research empowered students to potentially take action 

against racism and they delivered educational sessions to other students and staff on the 

need to address the awarding gap at university. Finally, in relation to tactical authenticity, 

the co-creation interventions showed that students were committed to take action, they 

engaged in committee meetings, delivered staff training and shared their experiences with 

the board of governors and externally across the HE sector. Students worked to instigate 

changes to policy and practice at the institution to improve their own experiences and 

those of further students coming through the system.  
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7.8 Call to action 

My thesis calls on all stakeholders in higher education, administrators, faculty, and 

students to embrace co-creation as a critical tool for educational equity. It is a call to move 

beyond traditional pedagogies and to innovate continuously in pursuit of a more just and 

equitable educational landscape. As such, universities are encouraged to consider these 

findings and recommendations as a blueprint for fostering deep, structural changes that 

extend far beyond the classroom and into the broader fabric of institutional practice and 

culture. I will finish with one of my greatest loves, the dearest Malik El-Shabaaz, 

commonly known as Malcom X: ‘We need more light about each other. Light creates 

understanding, understanding creates love, love creates patience, and patience creates 

unity’ (cited in Clarke et al, 1990). 
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Introduction 

[In this chapter, we adopt BAME as a commonly used term to ensure consistency with other 
public bodies and to benchmark against their data. We are aware that the terminology is currently 
at a discussion within the sector and there are several other terms being utilised although not one 
unanimously agreed upon.] 
 

The Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) monitors Higher Education (HE) 
providers including the Office for Students (OfS) and in 2019 published a report ‘Tackling racial 
harassment: universities challenged’. In summary, this report highlighted that racial harassment 
is a common experience for a wide range of students and staff at universities across England, 
Scotland, and Wales. 

 
It could be suggested that racism may not appear to directly impact nor affect so many because 

the vast majority of students in HE in the United Kingdom are white. According to HESA data, 72.6% 
of people starting undergraduate study in the 2019 to 2020 academic year were white and 12.2% were 
Asian, 8.7% were Black, 4.5% had Mixed ethnicity, and 2.0% were from the Other ethnic group (HESA, 
2019). According to Universities UK (UUK), In 2019−20, there were 409,055 staff at UUK member 
institutions and of these 14.4% were Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) staff (UUK, 2020). 
Therefore, it could be suggested that prioritising the needs of those with who one cannot necessarily 
relate or even empathise (Ryde, 2019) may not always happen. 

 
Racial harassment has long lasting detrimental impacts on an individual’s mental health, educational 
outcomes, and career. Racial harassment can contribute to isolation, low self-esteem, serious harm to 
mental health (EHRC, 2019), poor sense of belonging and not feeling part of the community (Bhopal, 
2018). Students who experienced racial harassment said they were left feeling angry, upset, depressed, 
anxious, and vulnerable; 8% said they had felt suicidal. The report also found that students disengaged 
from university activities to preserve their safety, confidence levels and well-being. However, this meant 
a detrimental impact on their programme of study and outcomes. The report overall found that around 
1 in 20 students explained that racial harassment caused them to leave their programme of study. 
 
These findings present significant concerns for universities in terms of ensuring that students from 
minority backgrounds feel safe to engage with their university community. This report further 
highlights the importance of the current research explored in this article, which focusses on 
implementing effective interventions to improve belonging and feeling part of a community for students 

mailto:S.Shakir@leedstrinity.ac.uk
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-66316-1_9#DOI
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3173-9807
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4227-9658


 

156 
 

of minority backgrounds. There is evidence to suggest here that institutional and structural racism 
exists within the HE environment and that universities are not taking appropriate action to address 
this through meaningful reporting mechanisms and maintain a culture that dismisses complaints 
(EHRC, 2019). Changing the culture of an institution involves evaluating how we can dismantle 
structures that perpetuate racism (Sian, 2019). Much of this work, however, involves changing 
individual mindsets and perspectives; as it is people who make up a system and people who drive plans 
and actions (Shakir & Barker, 2019). The co-creation project outlined in this article, set about to 
facilitate safe spaces (Holley & Steiner, 2005) for students to share significant experiences of racial 
discrimination, to define key terms used in the field of race equality and to develop recommendations 
to motivate the university community into taking actions. 

 
 

Institutional context 

This project took place in a post-92 institution, located in the North of England. As part of this 
journey, the authors acknowledge that within university structures there continues to be an 
inequality for both our students and staff from minoritised backgrounds and the awarding gap 
remains. The Race Equality Charter (REC) is an Advance HE assessment process which involves 
continuous review and action to address racial inequalities by gathering feedback from 
university communities about their experiences (Advance HE, 2022). Prior to this co-creation 
project, the university’s 2019 REC survey highlighted concerns that some of our students and 
staff from minority backgrounds had experienced racial discrimination on campus and also felt a 
lack of confidence in the institution taking appropriate action. With this at the forefront of a 
transparent and accountable approach, the university community was compelled to act. 
 

The co-creation project was in alignment with the strategic priorities of the university including: 
the Race Equality Charter (REC) action plan, confronting racial inequalities, exploring the 
differential outcomes gap, Equality Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) action plan, our first-year 
race equality curriculum (recognised as the winner of the Whatuni 2021 award), informing 
learning and teaching strategy as well as inclusivity and innovative approaches to teaching, 
learning and assessment. By embedding our work within these strategic approaches, we 
demonstrate the strong value we place on the relationship with students as co-creators in their 
learning and teaching. This approach to teaching and learning at our university is underpinned by 
how we value and trust our students to be co-creators of their knowledge and understanding 
and how they can in turn then share their knowledge with their peers to bring about cultural 
systematic changes and changes in mindsets and perspectives (Romano, 2010 cited in Bovill, 
2020). This mission sets out to support our students to graduate and go into the workplace as 
holistic members of the com- munity, embodying and permeating equity and social justice which 
are at the heart of a successful society 

 
understanding co-creation 

Co-creation is so much more than enabling students to be creative with their own ideas 
(Dingyloudi et al., 2019). It is about empowering students to lead on designing their learning 
and have a say in what is important to them personally (Cook-Sather et al., 2014). It is about 
students sharing knowledge with their peers and staff, to build their confidence and self-esteem 
and be ambassadors of their own wisdom. It also involves absolute dedication, compassion and 
care from staff to nurture relation- ships and build rapport with students of all different 
backgrounds with different personalities and diverse needs (Bovill, 2020). At the same time, there 
needs to be energy, enthusiasm and drive embodied by the staff involved which in turn will be 
instilled in students. 

It is the authors’ view that the university community consists of students and staff together 
as one body. We may occupy different roles and have differing responsibilities but the power 
dynamics between staff and students need to be constantly evaluated and dismantled to 
establish a ‘relational pedagogic’ approach (Bovill, 2020). 

Rapport building needs to begin very early for co-creation projects and built gradually over a 
period of time to ensure there is trust, respect and common understanding of the aims amongst the 
group (Gómez & Suárez, 2021). When this is done successfully, the students involved are more 
likely to feel very personally invested in the project and its success, which in turn means their 
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involvement and dedication to writing up outcomes remains positive and sustained. 
Genuine student-staff co-creation projects are built and developed over time through mutual trust 

and respect. In addition to ‘teaching with love’ (Hooks, 2003) which is fundamental in our 
experience to building students’ self-esteem and confidence whilst establishing long lasting 
connections. 

 
The Role of Co-creation as a Tool for Decolonial Pedagogy and Curriculum 

The authors would argue that a complete overhaul of how and what we teach at university is 
required to establish a decolonised curriculum which divorces itself from our current Eurocentric 
white academy (Leonardo, 2016). It appears that our current higher education system omits 
significant aspects of our shared connected history (Connell, 1997; Bhambra,  2014, 2016) and 
it is suggested that this is symptomatic of entrenched institutional racism which still permeates 
higher education and society at large (Dei et al., 2004; Shilliam, 2015). 
University pedagogy and curriculum, dominated by white European canons contributes to 
the overall experience for BAME students in relation to engagement, belonging and 
marginalisation (Ahmed, 2012; Nwadeyi, 2016). Recent research indicates that BAME 
students are rarely provided with opportunities to negotiate, challenge, co-create, nor 
decolonise these white canons of knowledge permeating higher education (Bhopal & 
Maylor, 2014; Andrews, 2019; Rollock, 2016; Arday, 2019). The possibility of co-creation as 
a means to address racism in HE through a decolonised approach was the premise for this 
project and was developed to include student collaboration from across all undergraduate 
levels of study and alumni from various subject areas across the university. The project 
set out to co-create a safe space to collate personal stories from staff and students around 
racism, racial discrimination and the many forms it can take. These varied from 
microaggressions and ostracisation, to actual assaults experienced themselves or those 
they knew. 
Students contributed in various ways including sharing personal experiences and re-
enacting stories they had collated on behalf of other students and staff. All of the stories 
were compiled into a ‘no frills’ documentary video resource, highlighting the lived 
experiences of racism and microaggressions, including explanations and definitions of key 
terminology used in this field. 
The video resource was used alongside an interactive talking workshop to initiate 
discussion about racism, to empower students to share experiences and narratives in a 
safe space and to motivate students to take individual and collective action in tackling 
racism. The call to action in instilling more confidence in students to challenge racial 
discrimination was pertinent if painful stories were to be shared. The video resource and 
the work- shop were designed and delivered by students, for students. 
The project was multi-faceted in that it not only generated findings, outputs and a 
supportive research environment, but was also used to complete credit bearing module 
requirements for students’ professional work placements (second-year undergraduate 
module) and final-year (under- graduate module) research projects.  
 University pedagogy and curriculum, dominated by white European canons contributes to the 
overall experience for BAME students in relation to engagement, belonging and 
marginalisation (Ahmed, 2012; Nwadeyi, 2016). Recent research indicates that BAME 
students are rarely provided with opportunities to negotiate, challenge, co-create, nor 
decolonise these white canons of knowledge permeating higher education (Bhopal & Maylor, 
2014; Andrews, 2019; Rollock, 2016; Arday, 2019). The possibility of co-creation as a means to 
address racism in HE through a decolonised approach was the premise for this project and was 
developed to include student collaboration from across all undergraduate levels of study and 
alumni from various subject areas across the university. The project set out to co-create a safe 
space to collate personal stories from staff and students around racism, racial discrimination 
and the many forms it can take. These varied from microaggressions and ostracisation, to 
actual assaults experienced themselves or those they knew. 
Students contributed in various ways including sharing personal experiences and re-enacting 
stories they had collated on behalf of other students and staff. All of the stories were compiled 
into a ‘no frills’ documentary video resource, highlighting the lived experiences of racism and 
microaggressions, including explanations and definitions of key terminology used in this field. 
The video resource was used alongside an interactive talking workshop to initiate discussion 
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about racism, to empower students to share experiences and narratives in a safe space and to 
motivate students to take individual and collective action in tackling racism. The call to action 
in instilling more confidence in students to challenge racial discrimination was pertinent if 
painful stories were to be shared. The video resource and the work- shop were designed and 
delivered by students, for students. 
The project was multi-faceted in that it not only generated findings, outputs and a supportive 
research environment, but was also used to com- plete credit bearing module requirements for 
students’ professional work placements (second-year undergraduate module) and final-year 
(under- graduate module) research projects. 

 
Methodology embedded In the co-creation Process 

The completed co-creation project can be roughly divided into two stages – the first involving 
the development of the video resource around shared experiences of race and racism; secondly the 
empirical task to evaluate and explore the impact of the video resource from a student perspective, 
and in particular questioning its impact and call to action. The creation of the video resource 
was an organic and creative process providing insight into students’ shared narratives around racism 
and racist experiences. This first stage did not necessarily have any research questions attached; 
the focus was on creating a safe space in which students could share their experiences, collate 
these narratives and create an artistic out- put (which in this case was a video resource). The second 
stage, consisting of the empirical aspect of the project, focussed on presenting the video to students 
and answering the following research questions: 

• After viewing the video resource, what is student understanding of microaggressions/ 
racism/ racial discrimination and how has this impacted on students personally? 

• How can students get involved in the call to action to challenge racial discrimination? 

The value of co-creation was at the forefront of the project and underpinned all decisions 
regarding the project’s actualisation. Co-creation requires significant input and commitment 
by not only students but also staff (Nkana, 2020). Managing large numbers of students across 
different levels, from different disciplines, with different module assessments is an extensive task. 
Scaffolding the design (McDowell et al., 2011) requires regular ‘bite size’ input by staff involved 
with ongoing easy communication approaches in between. For this project, the majority of 
the co-creation designing, planning and delivery took place within the online environment, due 
to the impact of Covid and managing the varying nature of student calendars (Hofer et al., 2021). 
This teaching and learning approach was agreed within the group from the outset. 
Communication occurred mostly through a shared space on Microsoft Teams. This helped 
significantly as all members were able to see ‘FAQ’s’, keep up to date with developments, share 
stories and feedback, feel included, see how each other was contributing by growing and learning 
together as a community (Ali, 2017). This platform also enabled easier access to materials, 
documents, resources for both community group sharing, editing, contributing and viewing.   
Indeed, one could argue that this emerged as a community of practice (Farnsworth et al., 
2016). 

 
Method of the Co-creation Research Process 

Face-to-face meetings took place in autumn 2020 with the final-year students, alumni and staff 
involved. Once the plan for the project was developed, ethical approval for the project was 
granted by the university’s Faculty Ethics Committee in February 2021. All the remaining 
project work including the resource creation, the empirical research undertaken, and the peer-to-
peer teaching were carried out through online platforms due to full national lockdown from 
January 2021. 

The first stage of the project was the creation of the video resource, and the final-year students, 
alumni and some first-year students were involved in collating narratives either from their own lived 
experiences or those of friends and family. Once the narratives had been gathered, the co-creation 
researchers (this term will be used henceforth to refer to the students, alumni and HE staff 
participating in the project) decided which ones would be re-enacted and filmed and which ones 
would be narrated. There was one on campus day of filming in 2020 (with no rehearsals) and none 
of the students were trained in acting. A lot of free styling and improvisation was used based on the 
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narratives shared. It could be suggested that the nature of the stories were so moving that it 
somehow directed the students into assuming roles in the scenarios very naturally. The media 
staff member filming, commented on the students' exceptional abilities to perform in front of the 
camera despite them having never received any acting training nor any previous rehearsals 
having taken place. The final video resource featured all of the collated stories both re-enacted 
scenes and verbal narratives and was compiled by two Level 5 students who worked together 
from media and TV production as part of their professional work placement module. This video 
resource (which is approximately one hour long) is currently being shared on YouTube - 
Race Equality Project: The lived experiences of racism and microaggressions, an LTU student 
project - YouTube (see link in the reference list). 

Once the video resource was created, the empirical stage of the co- creation project could be 
completed. This involved an interactive talking workshop as a student-led teaching tool delivered 
to first-year undergraduate students as a way of empowering them to become anti-racist and 
challenge racism. An initial pilot was planned to a smaller cohort of first- year students in March    
2021 followed by the official delivery in May 2021 as part of employability compulsory sessions 
preparing students for work placements in industry (from June to July 2021). 

The co-creation researchers delivered the teaching workshop along with screening the video 
resource during three sessions to teach all registered first-year students (approximately 700 in total) 
from across the university. It was a co-created team teach approach with the final-year students and a 
staff member teaching online through Microsoft Teams to large cohorts of first-year students 
from all different subject backgrounds. The sessions were very well received, and students were 
actively engaged in discussing and sharing their ideas and difficult personal experiences. 

Prior to delivery of the video resource and teaching workshop, student participants were 
informed of the research project and student teaching approach planned within their curriculum. 
This took place by the final- year students visiting first-year students within their online lectures 
with a staff member over a three-week period to promote the project and recruit participants for the 
focus group. Following this promotion activity, a number of students provided consent to participate 
in the focus group. During the focus group, semi-structured interview questions were asked 
to prompt discussion around the research objectives. 

Furthermore, after the video and teaching workshop were delivered, student participants were 
issued with an online survey which asked questions about the teaching resource, including impact 
and action research objectives. Additionally, students who had provided written consent                  
participated in focus groups to discuss in more detail the impact of the video, the call to action and 
ways in which the resource could be evaluated. 

 
Participants 

Focus groups took place during the initial pilot of the video resource to gather detailed feedback 
on its impact and call to action before it would be officially delivered to the rest of the registered 
first-year students from across the university. During this pilot, the video resource was delivered 
as part of a teaching session with around 60 first-year students across four undergraduate 
degree programmes within the Children, Young People and Families department. From this 
cohort, ten students provided con- sent to further participate in the focus group. The age range 
within the group was mixed, from 18 to 45, and there were nine females and one male 
participant. The ethnicities were recorded as six white British, one white Northern Irish, one 
British-Pakistani, one Mixed white/British- Pakistani, and one Mixed white/ British-Black 
Caribbean/Chinese. The ethnicities and ages of the participants are representative of the ethnic 
diversity spread of the full student population at the university, whilst the gender proportion of 
participants was more females than males. The cur- rent student population at our university is 
approximately 22% of students who identify as Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME). 

The focus group lasted approximately 1 hour and 15 minutes and was delivered on Microsoft 
teams. It was also consensually recorded, and transcription was auto generated but checked for 
accuracy. 

The survey was issued once the video resource was delivered to all first- year students in 
attendance during the university’s compulsory work placement period (around six weeks after the 
initial pilot). Approximately 450 students across the university from a variety of programmes 
attended the video resource session and 300 students responded to the survey. The demographic 
data of the survey participants was diverse, including students from all protected characteristics as 
defined within the Equality Act 2010.  
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Analysis of Empirical Data 

Empirical data (in the form of focus group and survey data) was analysed to explore and evaluate 
the impact of the video resource. Qualitative data from the focus group was thematically analysed 
(Ayre & McCaffery, 2022) and the transcript was approached with the lens of grounded theory 
(Strauss & Corbin, 1990) applied in a non-prescriptive manner (Bolam & Sixsmith, 2002). The 
transcript was read repeatedly to develop coded themes based on ideas raised by participants, 
and this was then cross- checked across the data to gradually build momentum. In this manner, 
themes naturally emerged with the analysis being grounded in the experience of the participants. 
This qualitative analysis provided rich insight into the ways in which the video resource created an 
impact and its potential as a call for action. In contrast, the quantitative data was used to complement 
and supplement qualitative methods to provide a broad overview student perception of the video. 
As Tashakkori and Teddlie (2003) note, mixed methods allows the combination of exploratory 
qualitative methods with confirmatory quantitative methods. In this respect, the quantitative data 
provided another dimension with data breadth of exploration whilst qualitative data provided 
depth. Survey data was descriptively analysed to provide percentages of agreement with 
statements, and these were embedded within the thematic analysis to provide support for the 
findings. Indeed, in terms of validity and reliability, it is recognised that mixed methods 
provide strength when approaching complex educational phenomenon within the educational 
sector (Ponce & Pagon-Maldonado, 2015). 

 
Reflexivity: A Note on Safe Spaces and Sharing Narratives 

We are women of colour working as academics in a HE institution in the North of England. We 
are very conscious of our own lived experiences and those of students and staff who have 
courageously shared their stories, which in turn have become our stories. Throughout our academic 
careers, we have been privy to numerous conversations with students and staff across HE and 
have felt and shared their pain together with our own. However, at the same time, we have felt 
frustrated that we have not been able to change things for the better in a way that was clearly 
measurable, obvious, or even timely. This scenario is described by Nicola Rollock (cited in Arday & 
Mirza, 2018) who documents the countless narratives people of colour hear from minoritised 
groups (including experiences of micro- aggressions, lack of progression, feeling isolated and not 
being part of the community) which results in the listener carrying a heavy burden of trauma. 
This can be exhausting for those involved and can even lead to burnout (Arday & Mirza, 2018). 
Hearing the narratives involved a mixture of emotions and responses. Some of the students and 
alumni shared first-hand accounts having been through such experiences as a regular occurrence 
which did not always come as a shock to the group, testament to our unfortunate reality. Several 
students and alumni demonstrated fluent empathy having heard such narratives previously. 
However, some of the particularly overt experiences of racism were difficult to hear and as a 
collective the group were deeply saddened. This brought the co-creation group closer together 
through connectedness of empathy and frustration at the same time but also a genuine motivation 
to bring about change. 
 
We acknowledge that our positionality as academics in HE provides us with privilege (Hearn, 2012) 
which can be used to take meaningful action. We are acutely aware of the power within our 
positions and the moral obligation and duty to use our privilege for social justice work. A further 
aim of this co-creation project was to empower students and alumni to share their stories and the 
accounts of others; and to be part of creating a safe space and sharing expert knowledge of lived 
experiences as part of their inculcation within a university striving to become anti-racist. This was 
an empowering experience for the student researchers and student engagement with the project 
was strong throughout. It is important to note here that all of the students received high 2:1’s, firsts 
and exceptional firsts for their research project submissions, which could be indicative of their 
commitment to the cause.
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Empirical Data: Summary of Key Findings 

The focus group data provided insight into the way in which students had been impacted by the 
video. This section presents the key areas which emerged from the thematic analysis using 
supporting quotes and including relevant survey data. 

One of the prominent aspects students discussed, was the knowledge gained by hearing about 
experiences and concepts of racism. In particular, by learning about some of the terms and definitions 
used frequently within the field of race and racism and the ways in which these are actualised and 
experienced. For example, for a white student, understanding and exploring the concept of ‘white 
privilege’ enabled her to consider her own positionality and to question the power dynamics 
which she previously took for granted: 

I know like for myself this has been a massive learning curve and like I’ve learnt a lot of things that 
I didn't know before. In particular about white privilege. And like the privileges that I hold as a white 
person. So I feel like learning about it has made me want to be more confident in questioning other 
people’s views and opinions that are racist and like I'd like to use my white privilege as a positive thing 
and be able to have a voice for those who might feel more uncomfortable to say something in you know, 
like fear of being vilified… 

 
Other key concepts and examples of experiences which students valued learning about included 
microaggressions and unconscious bias. This was support by the quantitative data, whereby 95% of 
students reported having a better understanding of the different forms of racism (including 
microaggressions) as a consequence of watching the video resource. 
 
Another impact of the video resource was in terms of the emotions which is stirred within the 
students. During the focus group, the word ‘shock’ was most commonly used to describe how 
students felt about some of the incidences divulged in the video resource. One of the strengths of 
the video was described in terms of allowing the viewer to understand and empathise with the 
lived experience of racism and its emotional impact. Students explained that whilst popular 
media and legal cases focussed on severe and concrete consequences of overt racism (for example 
financial or physical harm), the video presented valuable narratives which explored 
psychological and emotional dimensions of the pain and anguish caused by racism in its variety of 
forms. In support of this, 94% of survey respondents said this video resource made them think about 
their own understanding and feelings about racism and racial discrimination. 

In terms of the evaluation of the ‘call to action’ brought about by the co-creation project, the 
focus group and survey data presented a positive picture. One student explored how she was 
now more aware of issues around race and would consider her own behaviour and that of 
others: 

I feel like it's definitely opened my eyes more to when she was talking about the unconscious bias. Yeah, 
and thinking about more so how society has allowed things certain things to become normal and I 
can't really give you an example, but I definitely feel like from the video I'm more aware to make sure 
that I as a white person, fully think about what I say and then also think and process what people are 
saying around me. 

 
Another key aspect related to this ‘call to action’ was the description of ‘confidence’ the students 
now felt after having watched the video resource. This confidence was in terms of feeling able to 
confront racist behaviours or attitudes; and as one student summarised: 

I think after watching the video, I wouldn't mind if somebody said some- thing offensive I think I 
would be more confident in saying, look you said something wrong… 

 
Survey data also mirrored this, and 84% of students who viewed the video resource stated that they 
now felt more prepared and willing to call out or challenge racism/racial discrimination. 

Overall the empirical data formed one part of an understanding around the impact of the co-
creation project. A testament to the positive impact was that 98% of the students completing the 
survey stated that they felt the video resource and ensuring discussion was worthwhile. 
However, whilst the empirical data provides a discrete understanding around the 
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impact of the video resource, the impact of co-creation as a process in its entirety is much broader 
and will now be discussed. 

 
discussion 

Considering the co-creation project holistically, we would argue that the project has been a 
success. The empirical data findings presented in this article, are a testament to the ability of the 
project to transform opinions and to evoke a desire to enact change in those students who viewed 
the video resource. However, this aspect is only one part of the impact of the co-creation project, 
and we must explore other unintended outcomes which have not been discussed thus far. This 
includes impact, outcomes and the added value from engagement in the process of co-creation 
and the links to achieving strategic institutional change. 

 
Impact on the Co-creation Student Researchers 

Co-creation student researchers were all very personally invested in the project’s ethos as it 
spoke to them directly. The fact that it was tied to a credit weighted module, evidenced to the 
students how seriously the university values co-created student social justice activist work that 
also involves student to student teaching and knowledge exchange. A testament to this is the 
fact that the final-year students involved in the project received exceptional firsts, firsts and two 
high 2:1’s. All projects were double marked and by a supervisor who was not involved in the co-
creation project (as per protocol). It could be suggested that the high-quality sub- missions were 
because the student researchers co created the whole project from start to finish. 
 
Following the progress of these students, nearly all of the final-year student researchers soon 
after graduation secured graduate level employment or places on postgraduate programmes of 
study. One of our alumni involved in the co-created project currently works as a staff member at our 
institution! Continued communication has been maintained with many of the student researchers 
which is testament to the rapport and relationships developed between students and the university 
when such value is afforded to student co-creation. One alumni is now collaborating researching with 
us in relation to young people from BAME communities accessing mental health services. 
Additionally, some of the graduates have since shared how they spoke about the project during 
job interviews as a real-life case example of sharing knowledge and actioning change for social 
justice and equity. All of the graduates are in the field of community and social care/work. 

This co-creation project was tied to a final-year research module (40 credit weighting) for the 
lead student researchers at level 6 and for the students at level 5, this project was tied to the credit 
bearing module entitled ‘Professional Work Placement’. Co-creation student led projects 
which are credit bearing and have social justice at their core, can demonstrate institutional 
commitment to student voice, engagement, and call to action. 

 
Impact on Student Participants 

Several of the then first-year students who are now completing their second-year (i.e. Level 
5) of undergraduate study have been genuinely inspired by this project and some have been 
involved in the subsequent co-creation project which is entitled ‘Our Community Building 
and Belonging’; this co-creation project has been developed and advances the findings of the 
current co-creation project along with further student feedback and including NSS data and 
further focus groups undertaken as part of our REC action plan work. Furthermore, some of the 
same students signed up to following academic year’s co-creation project! This illustrates how 
a full life cycle of all three years of an undergraduate degree experience can involve co-creation and 
social justice activist work from the outset all the way through to student graduation. 

 
Impact on University Culture, Strategy and Practice 

Student voice has been incorporated into the development of this strategy as our co-creation work 
has taught our institution just how much wisdom our student body brings to our HE community 
and the wealth of knowledge staff can learn from students. It also evidences how we properly 
action student voice and feedback and what they tell us genuinely matters. We are committed to 
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accountability, transparency and action and this can only be implemented through genuinely co-
creating policy and strategy with students. 
One of the impacts of the co-creation project is that our new Learning, Teaching and Student 
Experience Strategy includes conversations about racism in a safe student-led way. It is housed on 
our university-wide race equality in the curriculum VLE page, which is a shared interface for both 
students and staff. Our first-year race equality curriculum, which includes our work in creating safe 
spaces for our students, won the Whatuni award in 2021. 

Since the co-creation project’s completion, the video resource has been used for staff development 
as a race equality training tool in addition to inducting new staff to roles within our Students’ 
Union. Furthermore, the resource has been shared within the sector through national learning and 
teaching conferences as a good practice teaching tool. It is also highlighted within our REC action 
plan which will be reviewed by Advance HE in January 2024 as we prepare for application to the 
silver award, which currently no university holds. 

 
Why student co-creation for social Justice and equity? 

There is much significance placed upon high attainment levels being reflected in league tables 
and university rankings (Atkins & Duckworth, 2019) rather than nurturing students to become 
socially just members of our community. This approach can lead to universities that under-valuing 
students’ holistic learning needs such as an experience in HE which can support finding one’s 
sense of self (Curren, 2007). Meaning practice focuses time on only preparing students for 
assessment (Bryan & Clegg, 2019) and missing out on key aspects of university experiences which 
can contribute to improving sense of belonging and feeling part of a community. 

The value of an educational experience at university which leads to improved life 
opportunities through higher level employment (Curren, 2007) and not at the expense of harm 
to its community (all staff and all students) is of equal importance. Just as much as the graduation 
of a holistically rounded individual who strives for equity and social justice and feels that both they 
and their peers (students and staff) are all important and belong to one community where care, 
compassion and respect is afforded regardless of the role or position individuals occupy within the 
institution (Bhopal & Pitkin, 2020). 
Unfortunately, this is not always the focus of university practices as outcomes are all targets 
driven in relation to degree awards and graduate outcomes, both of which continue to be poor 
for students of minority backgrounds (Bhopal & Pitkin, 2020). This means that we need all 
students of any background to benefit from an educational experience which values not only a good 
degree but also the embodying of equity and social justice principles into practice. Building a 
community at university which values each member regardless of their background and where all 
students feel a sense of belonging. This would mean graduates leaving university with socially 
and morally just thinking and behaviours which they can put into practice into the workplace which 
could lead to changes in culture in wider society (Shakir & Barker, 2019). 

 
Follow on Student Co-creation Projects 

As aforementioned, the recent academic year’s ‘Our Community Building and Belonging’ (Shakir & 
Siddiquee, 2023) project has built on the data and findings from this project and the co-creation 
projects planned for the new academic year 2022–2023, are built on student data and findings 
from the community project and so will continue moving forward. This approach to student co-
creation puts students’ creativity, voice, wisdom, contributions, research and their time at its heart 
through empowerment to affect positive change and improvement in HE for the student 
community. 

A further aspect to note here, alongside this work, are the student and staff collaborations 
through the project ‘Re:Tension, using film and the aftermath debate to tackle racism in higher 
education’ (Shakir & Barker, 2019). This has involved co-creation on a number of levels through 
student and staff co-creation within our institution and nationally with staff and students from 
institutions up and down the country working together in creating safe spaces to share narratives 
and difficult experiences with commitment to implement specific actions within their respective 
universities. This involves follow-up review by our institution with individual universities and 
continued conversation and support, as we all remain on a journey together of eradicating racial 
inequalities and discrimination in HE. Our follow-up draws on the power of student co-creation to 
affecting change amongst other practical approaches using creativity and innovation in learning and 
teaching practice. 
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The co-creation projects that will be implemented in our new academic year (2022–2023) based on our 
student wisdom and expertise include the following strands under the banner of ‘our community 
building and belonging’; Specialist student guides, a socially just curriculum, decolonisation in 
schools, sharing insights and preparing for university, building belonging for first-year 
undergraduates and challenging inequality. 
 

concluding reflections 

There is still resistance and denial by many within HE who do not perceive racism and racial 
inequalities to exist and other protected characteristics such as disability are pushed to the 
forefront, side-lining the extensive inequalities that exist for our ethnic minority students 
(Gabriel & Tate, 2017). 

This is a perpetuating ongoing challenge that cannot be necessarily documented within an 
institutional strategy action plan. To change the actions and behaviours of those who resist can 
only begin to take place through the organisation’s leadership and drive (Shakir & Barker, 2019). 
This ‘top-down’ approach can bring about systematic changes but may not necessarily lead to 
changes in individual’s mindsets. To effect change in this area, there requires ongoing, ‘drip feeding’ 
conversations, organisational data evidence continuously being presented and reviewed, making the 
work a key priority on everyone’s agenda and accountability and review of any action plans 
robust and consistent (Brunsma et al., 2013; Shakir & Barker, 2019). 

Within the current co-creation project, we moved away from the typical form of teaching 
structures adopted in HE to shifting the power dynamics of the ‘educator and the student’ and 
creating a genuine, authentic knowledge exchange which focuses on peer-to-peer 
communication. It was encouraging and motivating to see our students empowered to be       
ambassadors of their own wisdom. 

In this manner, student-led and designed co-creation projects which can bring about 
systematic changes to benefit the student community are fundamental to empowering students. It 
is these kinds of co-creation projects which can add value to the sense of belonging and 
community- building for students in HE as students are empowered as agents within a community 
of practice for cultural and institutional change. Indeed, the future is not only bright, but also 
one which is co-created. 
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Introduction 

There is a significant and growing body of 
research into the barriers affecting the success of 
BAME students in higher education (Arday and 
Mirza, 2018; Bhopal, 2018). These include 
negative progression and retention rates, the 
degree awarding gap, and poor graduate level 
employment (Bhopal, 2020). Burgeoning 
research in the field of higher education (HE) 
and race, continues to highlight concerns in 
relation to lack of belonging or not feeling part 
of the community (Cureton and Gravestock, 
2019). These include the experiences of BAME 
students at university in a relatively ‘white’ 
space and navigating structures which 
perpetuate institutional racism (Bhopal, 2018; 
Sian, 2019). 

Further research findings highlight the 
alarming extent to racial harassment that students 
of colour face at university and the lack of action 
taken by institutions to tackle this resulting in 
significant student drop out (Equality & Human 
Rights, 2019). All of this evidence supports the 
argument that HE continues to perpetuate barriers 
and discriminatory practices which continue to 
disadvantage and prohibit success for students 
from a BAME background. Detailing specific 
experiences for students of colour within HE, 
their overall journey is shaped by factors high- 
lighted by studies conducted by researchers such 
as Bunce et al. (2021) and Bernard et al. (2014), 
who describe issues such as feeling they do not 
belong, a teaching curriculum that omits a di- 
verse range of perspectives, an academic 
environment which favours the white majority, 
staffing and student bodies which are not 
reflective of marginalised communities, and a 
system which is set up to accommodate the needs 
of white students rather than students of colour; 
these experiences collectively can lead to feelings 
of ostracisation from the wider university com- 
munity. Indeed, students not feeling as though 
they belong to key aspects of their HE journey 
(including the institution itself, their programme 
of study, support services, or peer network) are 
intrinsically connected to student progression, 
retention, and outcomes (Masika and Jones, 
2016; Thomas, 2018), and it is this journey that 
universities have a moral obligation and 
responsibility to remedy. 

Within this HE context, in a post-92 university 
in the North of England, a co-creation project 
was designed to search for insights and solutions 
for improving the institutional and cultural 
barriers affecting  students’ sense of belonging 
and to actively promote a culture of inclusivity. 
Building on previous co-creation work around 
BAME student experiences (Shakir and 
Siddiquee, 2023), the aim of this project was to 
improve all students’ sense of belonging and 
ensure that no matter one’s in- dividual 
background all students (and staff) were part of 
the HE community. It must be noted, whilst the 
literature presented previously highlights a 
specific concern for BAME students, for this co-
creation project the decision was taken for the 
project to be inclusive of the whole student 
population – particularly as the implementation 
of a stream of events and activities could not be 
seen to be exclusionary to non-BAME students 
and needed to bring together the entire university 
community to actively work to celebrate and 
showcase diversity and challenge bias and 
inequity (Reid, 2021; Ahmed, 2012; Freire and 
Ramos, 2014). 

 
 

Institutional rationale and justification 

for the co-creation project 

The co-creation project had the backing and 
affiliation of the HE institution it was delivered 
in, due to a number of supporting sources: 

• The previous academic year’s co- 
creation research project: ‘The realities 
of racism through student narratives in 
Higher Education’ (Shakir and 
Siddiquee, 2023). 

• Focus groups and Race Equality Charter 
(REC) actions agreed in response to 
National Student Survey (NSS) data from 
the previous 2 years which reported high 
levels of dissatisfaction of Black students 
(2020) and Asian students (2021). 

• Student discussions through the creation 
of university safe spaces and the 
compulsory race equality curriculum (as 
cited in the Whatuni, 2021 award and 
THE Times Higher nomination 2021). 
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· Impact data gathered from students and 
staff through delivery of Re:Tension to a 
number of universities nationally (Barker 
& Shakir, 2019-present). 

 
Co-creation project aims 

The overall research question was: How can we 
develop students’ sense of belonging and enable 
them to feel part of a community at a particular 
HE institution? In response to key data as 
aforementioned, this project aimed to build a 
community feeling and increased sense of be- 
longing through a co-creating learning and 
teaching experiences (Bovill, 2020). This would 
be charged with the promotion of the cultural 
and racial diversity of the students (and staff), 
cultural competence, respect, and equality that is 
attentive to the intersectional ways in which 
individuals may experience inequalities or 
exclusion so as to build a culture of inclusivity 
at the university. 

The co-creation project had four key 
objectives: 

 
1. To build an increased sense of belonging 

and feeling of community that promotes 
the cultural and racial diversity of 
students (and staff) through embedding 
cultural competence, inclusivity, and 
equality. 

2. To support students’ role as community 
actors and civic awareness to enable 
them to contribute meaningfully to 
society. 

3. To enable students to work in partnership 
with the university to co-create the 
curriculum and challenge staff to further 
innovate the processes and practices 
which underpin teaching, learning, 
employability, opportunities, and 
socialisation in order to embed a culture 
of inclusivity within all aspects of 
students’ experiences. 

4. To positively contribute to the 
university’s role within the wider 
community and its engagement with 
community 

actors and beneficiaries such as charity/ 
community organisations/members and 
cultural partners through the proposed 
community events, campaigns, and related 
initiatives arising from these which can be 
developed beyond the life cycle of this project. 

 
These objectives were addressed through 
students and staff co-creating the design and 
delivery of a series of campaigns and events 
aimed at building community and a sense of 
belonging. These initiatives included the 
following: 

• #WholeSelfin campaign included both 
students and staff from all backgrounds 
recording short videos about their identity 
and background and developing cultural 
competence by including a phonetical 
spelling of their names (Objective 1). 

• #Lovetolearn online campaign involved 
students and staff reading or watching a 
piece of the literature or media 
representative of a diverse range of 
authors/ researchers/producers/actors 
(Objective 3) and sharing their 
reflections via a written or video blog. 

• Our Community Diversity Celebration 
Events of identity, culture, community, 
heritage, and sport. This included 
students and staff networking and 
liaising with both internal services and 
external community members to 
organise and deliver a diverse range of 
activities showcasing and sharing 
cultural heritage, sporting achievements, 
and contributions from diverse 
communities over a month- long period. 
These included celebrating diverse 
female heroes, why is my curriculum 
white, why I wear my hijab, using sport 
and exercise for positive well-being, and 
faith and belief in supporting be- 
longing, amongst many others. We also 
had an International Food Tasting 
Festival, a Community Reflection 
activity and finally, a Community Project 
Celebration party to conclude events for 
the year (Objectives 2 and 4).
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Due to the nature of co-creation and the organic 
manner in which projects can evolve (Bovill, 
2020), a number of unintended activities which 
developed as a consequence of the co-creation 
project included: 

· A podcast collection by students on 
gender identity. 

· Games and gaming that bring people 
together and build community for people 
of any age, background, and role. 

· A lesson plan for equity and social justice 
in the community for students, 
practitioners, and staff – a cross-
institutional collaboration (LTU and 
Derby). 

· A number of flexible, dynamic, and 
innovative work placement opportunities. 

· Preparatory work for next steps and future 
projects already underway. 

· A social online team page for sharing, 
chatting, and supporting one another 
bringing staff and students together. 

 
Implementation of the co-creation project 

A co-creation project outline was co-designed 
by staff and students and gained institutional 
approval (including that of the institution’s 
Executive) including ethical approval. This 
outline, which introduced the project, was 
shared with students via various work-based or 
research-based modules at both Levels 5 and 6 
(second and third years of undergraduate 
programmes of the study). The promotion took 
place in person within lectures, via virtual 
learning platforms, communication newsletters, 
emails, and informal conversations with 
students and staff ‘in the corridor’. By the end 
of October 2021, the register of core students at 
Level 6 was complete with the timeline and 
cutoff point for Level 5 more flexible (due to the 
nature of deadlines associated with Level 6 
assessment components). There were extensive 
communications and conversations taking place 

with staff and students throughout the earlier 
stages and during the project itself which in- 
volved significant time commitment by staff 
project leads. 

In total, approximately 36 students were 
involved from different subject disciplines and 
evenly split across undergraduate Levels 5 and 
6. The Level 6 students undertook this project as 
part of their assessment and learning outcomes 
for modules ‘Professional Learning Through 
Work’ (PLTW) or ‘Research Project’ or 
‘Research by Practice’. The co-creation project 
brief was aligned to each of the module learning 
outcomes and assessment methods, and all 
students involved in the project were briefed 
with the project guidance from the outset. Level 
5 students undertook this project as part of their 
‘Professional Placement’ module staggered 
throughout the academic year, and some Level 
5 students are still on placement at the time of 
writing this report. 

Co-creation requires significant input and 
commitment by not only students but also staff 
(Nkana, 2020). Managing large numbers of 
students across different levels, disciplines, and 
different module assessments is an extensive 
task. Scaffolding the design (McDowell et al., 
2011) requires regular ‘bite size’ input by staff 
involved with ongoing easy communication 
approaches in between. For this project, hybrid 
community meetings were held every week or 
fortnightly for 1–2 h on a time on a day that was 
agreed by the group members. For this project, 
the majority of the co-creation designing, 
planning, and delivery took place within the 
online environment in response to COVID 
impact and managing the varying nature of 
student calendars (Hofer et al., 2021). This 
teaching and learning approach was agreed with 
the group from the outset. 

As the teaching sessions were co-created 
with students, an agenda was agreed including 
what would be covered as a group each week. 
Collaborative platforms (such as Padlet and a 
Microsoft Teams site) enabled everyone to 
always be part of conversations, activities, 
documents, and planning as a community. As 
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this was a community project and open to any 
staff and student to join, there were regular visits 
from other staff colleagues who would ‘dip in’ 
to share insights and relevant information and 
enabled a ‘team teach’ approach for students to 
feel and be part of a much bigger network 
spanning the university. 

Co-creation is much more than enabling 
students to be creative with their own ideas. It is 
about empowering students to lead on designing 
their learning, have a say in what is important to 
them personally, share knowledge with peers 
and staff, build confidence and self-esteem, and 
be ambassadors of their own wisdom. It also 
involves absolute dedication, compassion, and 
care from staff to nurture relationships and build 
rapport with students of all different back- 
grounds with different personalities and needs. 
At the same time, there needs to be energy, 
enthusiasm, and drive embodied by the staff 
involved which in turn will be instilled in 
students. The rapport building needs to begin 
very early for co-creation projects and needs to 
be built gradually over a period of time to 
ensure there are trust, respect, and common 
under- standing of the aims amongst the group. 

Working with the aforementioned ethos at 
the heart of the processes of the co-creation 
project, the co-creation team met from October 
2021 through to May 2022 to work on the 
project. During the sessions, the co-creation 
team engaged in a whole variety of skill 
acquisition including problem-solving, 
developing evidence-based case study work 
using action research, contributing to policy 
development, being teachers by sharing and 
passing on knowledge to students and staff, 
knowledge exchange activities with our local 
community, understanding theoretical 
underpinnings to student belonging and 
engagement, public speaking, designing and 
delivering presentations, supporting positive 
well-being, connecting with our university 
community through open discussion, and 
sharing personal experiences to make key 
decisions about the direction and 
implementation of the project. For example, 

when events and campaigns were decided on, 
developed and implemented, a core team 
(consisting of staff and students) worked as a 
collective in a non-hierarchical fashion to 
effectively deliver the goals of the co-created 
project. 

 

 
Empirical research methodology 

To conclude and complete the co-creation 
project, quantitative data were collected and 
assessed the context of sense of belonging in the 
student body. Online questionnaires were used 
to capture student engagement with the 
community campaigns and events and student 
feedback on belonging and community. The 
questionnaires provided evidence for 
evaluating a number of areas including 
successes, limitations, and recommendations 
for future delivery of a community co-creation 
project such as this. 

 
Research questions 

In line with the ethos of co-creation, the co- 
creation project team developed the following 
questions to be included in the questionnaire: 

 
1. What are the main barriers to feeling a 

sense of belonging? 
2. How are barriers to belonging 

experienced by students intersectionally 
(e.g. across categories of ethnicity, 
gender, sexuality, class, disability, and 
age)? 

4. What actions can be taken to make 
students feel part of a community? 

5. What impact have the series of events 
and campaigns had on students’ sense of 
belonging? 

6. What negative 
experiences/gaps/omissions did students 
encounter? How might these be addressed 
to support a culture of inclusivity? 

7. Further suggestions, recommendations, 
and ideas 
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Procedure  

The online questionnaire was designed and is- 
sued through Microsoft Forms via a link and 
posted through meeting links, various Teams 
pages, module Moodle pages, and forwarded via 
email by student researchers and staff to module 
codes and student groups. These were also 
posted (with the permission of staff) onto 
various Moodle modules, for example, ace 
equality in the curriculum and Academic Skills. 
The questionnaire was set to receive 
anonymous responses within the settings of 
Microsoft Forms. 

 
Participants 

The online questionnaire was sent out in March 
2022 to students at any level or programme for 
approximately 10 days, and 68 responses were 
returned within this time period. It must be 
noted, that an intense discussion had ensued 
between the co-creation team regarding the 
inclusion of questions related to demographic 
data. A majority decision was taken to not 
include any questions asking for demographic 
or identifiable data within the questionnaire. 
This decision was made in order to enhance the 
‘inclusivity’ of the student experience within the 
collection of data including its analysis but also 
in response to the ‘survey exhaustion/fatigue’ 
(Porter et al., 2004) experienced by students. 
Indeed, an interesting discussion arose with 
regards to the use of research to misinterpret or 
misrepresent the various communities of 
individuals who chose to respond to certain 
questions and a decision was taken that 
responses would be considered as 
representative of the student body as a whole. 

 
Data analysis 

The data were descriptively analysed using 
percentages to demonstrate the frequency of 
responses. Students were also asked to provide 
qualitative statements to expand on their 
categorical responses, and these were 
organized based on the principles of content  

    analysis (Weber, 1990). 

 
Key findings from the data 

Data were obtained and analysed to further 
understand the context in which the co-created 
project was delivered. Using the data from the 
questionnaire, descriptive analysis was able to 
understand student experience of belonging in 
the HE institution. These aspects will be 
explored in further detail and include attendance 
at the programme of events held around 
belonging, how students felt about their sense 
of be- longing, barriers to sense of belonging, 
the perceived role of identity in sense of 
belonging, and ideas for how the institution can 
build sense of belonging. 

 
Attending programme of ‘belonging 

events’ 

In order to understand the context of the sample 
of students who responded to the questionnaire, 
one of the questions asked if the respondent had 
attended any of the activities which had been 
delivered as part of the co-creation project. 
Entitled the ‘Our Community Building and 
Belonging’ diversity celebration events, it 
seems that the majority of students completing 
the questionnaire had not attended any events 
(76% had not, compared to 24% who had). This 
is interesting, as it means that the sample of 
respondents to the questionnaire was those who 
had more than likely not been part of any of the 
events which were developed and delivered by 
the co-creation project with the aim of building a 
sense of belonging. 

It is interesting to note, of those who did 
attend (number of 17 students) all but one stated 
they found it had a positive impact on their sense 
of belonging. This is important, as it suggests 
that the programme of activities was successful 
in impacting positively on sense of belonging, 
but that a new goal should be to reach a larger 
number of students. 
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Figure 1. Do you feel you belong?. 

 

The questionnaire furthermore asked 
students an open question as to why they had 
not attended any of the events; of the 41 
responses received, the following categories 
were evident: A total of 25 students stated they 
did not have the time to attend. Various reasons 
for this included due to work commitments or 
studying commitments (including deadlines for 
assessments). 

Twelve students stated that they did not know 
about the events. 

Two students stated they had no interest in 
the events. 

Two replies indicated the university was 
difficult to travel to. 

Thus, there needs to be additional work to 
engage the student population in these events, 
but to have them timetabled or scheduled and to 
also be mindful of popular times when students 
are on campus. 

 
Building a sense of belonging 

One of the questions directly asked students if 
they had a sense of belonging in their HE 
institution, and the following result was 
obtained: As Figure 1 demonstrates, out of 68 
students, the majority (74%) of respondents 
believed they did have a sense of belonging. In 
contrast, only 19% responded with ‘maybe’ and 
7% felt they did not have a sense of belonging. 

Exploring this area in further detail, a content 
analysis of the 58 qualitative comments 

provided by participants to the questionnaire 
revealed the following: 

A total of 22 respondents attributed their 
sense of belonging to others including net- 
working, friends, and staff (including lecturers 
and tutors). 

Thirteen respondents mentioned elements 
relating to inclusion such as the HE institution 
being diverse, inclusive, or encouraging those 
from different backgrounds and faiths. 

Inversely, a number of comments related to a 
lack of sense of belonging due to age factors 
(mentioned by two respondents) with mature 
students feeling their age inhibited their sense of 
belonging; one student felt their ethnicity (in 
this instance being black) inhibited their 
experience; other students referred to a lack of 
time. These elements demonstrate the various 
inter- sections which influence a sense of 
belonging for students in an HE institution. 

 
Barriers to sense of belonging 

Whilst in the previous section, qualitative 
comments provided by students explored rea- 
sons ‘why’ they did not have a sense of be- 
longing (when asked if they do have a sense of 
belonging), the questionnaire also explicitly 
asked ‘What are the main barriers to feeling a 
sense of belonging’? A total of 61 students 
responded with 3 stating ‘none’ and 3 stating 
‘not applicable’; and of the 55 remaining 
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students, content analysis revealed the 
following areas: 

Eight respondents felt this was due to 
interpersonal reasons, such as a lack of 
confidence or inability to socialise. 

Six respondents argued that as they did not 
live on campus, or lived far away from campus. 
Five students made reference to aspects related 

      to ‘in-group’ factors including a number of 
students referring to a lack of diversity. 

Four students made reference to an element 
of their characteristic mainly due to age (3 re- 
plies) and also one stated having events 
scheduled during times which were difficult due 
to childcare responsibilities. 

Four students felt they were not invited to 
events, and one student stated events should be 
mandatory 

Two students stated they had no time to visit 
the campus that they could not develop a sense 
of belonging. 

Six students referred to rude staff – however, 
it is unclear whether this includes lecturing staff 
or wider estates staff on campus. 

These aspects demonstrate some of the 
interlinking ways in which barriers to sense of 
belonging are experienced by students. 

 
Identity and belonging 

One of the questions asked for students to 
consider how the concept of identity shapes 
belonging at the HE institution. The following 
result was obtained: 

As Figure 2 demonstrates, the majority of 
students (51%) believed that identity did impact 
on sense of belonging; however, 37% were 
unsure and stated ‘maybe’ whilst 11% felt it did 
not. 

When prompted further about types of 
identity which define if people feel they belong 
or not, the following result was obtained from 
67 students: 

As Table 1 demonstrates, the majority of 
students (34%) referred to ethnicity or race as the 
key defining characteristic for feeling a sense 
of 

belonging. This was followed by age (19%) and 
interestingly, social class (at 13%) was also 
discussed. This is an interesting point and one 
which needs further investigation to determine 
if this result is particular to this body of 
students, or would apply to other HE 
institutions. It also needs further investigation 
and unpicking to determine whether students 
perceive this aspect in terms of their own 
belonging, or they were referring to that of 
others. Regardless of the complexity of this 
issue, it is still noteworthy that race/ethnicity 
was the most commonly stated response. 

 
Institutionally building inclusivity 

Students were asked to reflect on how the 
institution could help make students feel part of 
the community and to engender inclusivity. 
Various suggestions were made by 38 students, 
which included the following: 

Thirty-two students asked for more events or 
more promotion of events. Interestingly, events 
focussed around diversity and culture were most 
often mentioned. 

Two students asked for more engagement 
and events which fostered student engagement. 
Two students also recognized more 
opportunities for mixing student groups were 
needed. Another suggestion was that online 
teaching is used to free up student time to 
enable students to engage in more belonging 
activities. Whilst another student requested 
that attendance at events be mandatory and 
part of the curriculum. 

 
Discussion: Broader impact of the 
Co-creation project 

Whilst the quantitative data presented previously 
provides insight into the context, impact, and 
experience of sense of belonging for a group of 
students within an HE institution; this section will 
consider the overall, or holistic, impact of the co- 
creation project based on key stakeholders in- 
volved in its delivery and development. 
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Figure 2. Do you think the identity of a person or how they’re perceived shapes students’ sense of belonging?. 

Table 1. What forms of identity do you think define the way people are made to feel like they belong or not?. 
 

Form of identity Number of students/percentage of students 

Ethnicity, race 23/34% 
Age 13/19% 
Other 10/15% 
Social class 9/13% 
Gender 5/7% 
Disability 4/6% 
Sexuality 3/4% 

 

Strategic-level impact – office for 

institutional equity 

The Executive Team is committed to embedding 
race equity and challenging inequalities; this is 
evidenced by the fact that the institution in 
question is one of a few UK universities to have 
now established an Office for Institutional Equity 
(OfIE). This office sits outside of all academic and 
professional support services, as an independent 
body and reports directly to the Vice Chancellor. 
The office is charged with reviewing practices 
across the university from learning and teaching to 
student and staff recruitment, to progression and 
retention of students, the degree awarding gap, 
reporting processes for discrimination, and many 
more factors. The OfIE facilitates and enables 

open dialogue with students and has responded to 
student voice through this project in the 
development of a new university strategy 
around equality diversity and inclusion. 

The Director for the OfIE has adopted 
pertinent activist terms for this new strategy and 
moved away from the traditional terms of 
Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) which 
no longer suffice. The new university strategy 
‘Equity, Social Justice, and Belonging’ has been 
co-developed with co-creation students, with 
belonging at the forefront of the university 
approach. These terms align with a commitment 
to hold accountability, to be transparent, and to 
action student voice and feedback. 

It must be recognised that this co-creation 
project and the students’ voice have been central 
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to bringing about change to the institution in the 
form of its strategic outlook. However, it must 
be recognised that a key element of this has been 
the drive and dedication from staff leading the 
project. This point will be expanded on in the 
concluding remarks. 

 
Impact on university student support 

services – an institutional approach to 

belonging 

The findings from the co-creation project have 
impacted how to better support students by 
aligning all student support under a broad 
banner of ‘belonging’. As a consequence of this 
co-created project, the institution now has a 
university-wide ‘belonging strategy’ which sets 
out key actions and priorities to develop and 
support belonging for all students (including 
even before they arrive on campus). The ‘be- 
longing’ branding is now a key headline across 
digital student spaces and across the campus and 
one with which all students are greeted with as 
soon as they start at the institution. This is a huge 
leap forwards for giving ‘belonging’ as a 
concept visibility and recognition within 
student support services which are integral to 
the student experience within HE. By 
promoting the work conducted and the impact 
of the co- creation project, the ripple effect 
within the institution has brought about change 
across various spheres. 

 
Impact on communications 

HE institutions are recognising and working 
hard to develop their mechanisms for internal 
communications (Azziz, 2014). As a 
consequence of the co-created project, internal 
communications teams for both students and 
staff are now jointly connected around events, 
activities, support, and teaching related to be- 
longing and diversity. This has been a positive 
impact of the co-created project, as during its 
life cycle the co-creation team has been feeding 
into university structures to bring about this 

change. The overarching aim was so that the 
university community can come together to 
participate, engage, and benefit from 
experiences that promote sense of belonging and 
bring people together. It has also improved 
communication with students as there is now a 
dedicated space on the university APP where 
advertising and notifications around belonging 
activities and events make it easier for students 
to find out about what is taking place across the 
university and how they can get involved. 

 
Inducting new students: The freshers’ 

experience 

Our welcome periods now commence with 
‘belonging’ as the key headline for inducting 
new students to the university throughout all 
activities spanning the student union, academic 
introductions, and student support services. 
Right from the beginning, one of the aims of the 
co-created project was to ensure students were 
inculcated into an environment where regardless 
of their identity and background they develop a 
sense of belonging. Hearing student narratives 
throughout the project highlighted how 
significant, even before arrival, feeling a sense 
of connection to the university was crucial in 
building self-confidence and ultimately be- 
longing (Arday et al., 2022). 

 
Observed impact on the 

co-creation researchers 

Anecdotal reports and shared experiences de- 
scribed a positive sense of belonging associated 
with the project itself, with its mission and with 
other students and staff. All co-created re- 
searchers described feelings of being more in- 
volved and connected to the university. A few 
students at level 6 have since chose to continue 
further postgraduate study with us and some 
have taken up paid employment within the 
institution. Some of the students at level 5, now 
starting their final year, have already begun 
work for the new co-creation belonging projects 
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as they want to continue their legacy in social 
justice activism, positively impacting both their 
own experience and that of their fellow students. 
We are now running 3 co-creation projects this 
academic year focussing on belonging and 
community for students. 

These impacts are not based on simply staff 
observations or interactions with the student 
researchers. Within their research report sub- 
missions, students reflected on their personal 
experience of belonging and community and 
detailed the impact of the project within their 
narratives. One student reflection is detailed 
below: 

 
‘I have personally enjoyed being a part of this 
project, it has promoted and incorporated varied 
and productive topics in where everyone can get 
involved. Allowing people to show their true 
authentic self-whilst allowing other to just listen 
and learn. This has been a difficult time for many 
people. Covid 19 has meant more people than ever 
have become isolated and unfortunately for some 
this has negatively impacted on mental health and 
wellbeing. Participating in this project was a 
wonderful way to complete my final year at 
********, I have thoroughly enjoyed it and I will 
look forward to seeing how this project develops 
further in the future’. (final year undergraduate 
student who achieved an outstanding first for her 
research project dissertation). 

 
Furthermore, one lead staff member of the 

project was nominated by students for a 
university-wide Equality, Diversity, and 
Inclusion (EDI) academic award as they felt 
compelled to share the impact of staff support 
around such critical aspects of their student 
experience. They submitted the following: 

 
‘*** goes above and beyond to champion Race 
Equality within Leeds Trinity. Since the moment I 
met **** she’s actively engaged with students and 
staff to create institutional change and also worked 
towards the bronze Race Equality Charter Mark. 
**** is brilliant and dedicates all time, including 

personal to better the Student Experience for all 
communities here at Leeds Trinity University’. 

 
National Student Survey (NSS) 

Within the open comments of our most recent 
National Student Survey undertaken in 2022, 
several students highlighted the co-created 
project as having a positive impact on their 
student experience overall. Students reported a 
feeling of being connected to the university and 
their peers and an improved sense of belonging. 
The institution’s NSS results overall have 
significantly improved the academic year that 
the co-created project was implemented; and 
the university is as a consequence ranked top 
for student experience and second for teaching 
quality in the North-East of England. This is a 
highly successful outcome and can also be used 
as an evidence base for institutional backing 
around the importance of sense of belonging and 
the value of co-created projects. 

 
Impact on student academic achievement 

Co-creation student researchers demonstrated a 
high level of personal investment in the project’s 
ethos, and anecdotal comments suggest that the 
co-created project spoke to them directly (as 
highlighted by Freire and Ramos, 2014). The 
fact that it was tied to a credit-weighted module, 
evidenced to the students how seriously the 
university values co-created student social jus- 
tice activist work that also involves student to 
student teaching and knowledge exchange. A 
testament to this is that nearly all of the final year 
students involved in the project received 
exceptional Firsts, Firsts, and high 2:1’s. All 
projects were double marked and by a super- 
visor who was not involved in the co-creation 
project (as per protocol). It could be suggested 
that the high-quality submissions were due to 
the fact that the student researchers co-created 
the project from start to finish. 

Following the progress of these students, 
many of the final year student researchers post- 
graduation have secured employment, places on 
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postgraduate programmes of study including 
many students choosing to remain with us for 
further study. Additionally, some graduates have 
since secured employment at our institution. 
Continued communication has been maintained 
with many of the student researchers which is 
testament to the rapport and relationships 
developed between students and the university 
when such value is afforded to student co- 
creation. Additionally, some of the graduates 
have since shared how they spoke about the 
project during job interviews as a real-life case 
example of sharing knowledge and actioning 
change for social justice and equity. 

 
Concluding reflections 

Connecting co-creation projects to credit- 
bearing modules for all the students 
demonstrates institutional commitment to 
student voice, engagement, and the call to 
action. Within the current co-creation project, 
we moved away from the typical form of 
teaching structures adopted in HE to shifting 
the power dynamics of the ‘educator and the 
student’ and created a genuine, authentic 
knowledge ex- change which focused on peer-
to-peer communication. It was encouraging and 
motivating to see our students empowered to be 
ambassadors of their own wisdom. 

In this manner, student-led and designed co- 
creation projects which can bring about 
systematic changes to benefit the student com- 
munity are fundamental to empowering 
students. It is these kinds of co-creation projects 
which can add value to sense-of-belonging and 
community-building for students in HE as 
students are empowered as agents within a 
community of practice for cultural and 
institutional change. 

Our university values co-creation, and this is 
embedded within our new institutional learning, 
teaching, and student experience strategy, built 
on six key pillars one of which is race equality. 
We are also now implementing a mentoring 
structure to support more staff to embark on co- 
creation projects with their students with the 

university providing funding opportunities to 
financially reward student voice, engagement, 
and agency in co-creation. 

In terms of criticality, it must be noted that 
whilst the co-created project has demonstrated 
positive impact and outcomes (including for all 
those involved and helping with institutional 
benchmarks and outcomes), the project has been 
inhibited by the very nature of the HE context in 
which it resides. This includes the structural 
limitations imposed (Botas &Huisman, 2012), 
the hierarchal and bureaucratic nature of the 
sector (Murphy, 2009), neo liberal outlook and 
meritocracy (Ball, 2013), students as numbers 
not a name (Molesworth et al., 2011), being 
plied with multiple surveys (Porter et al., 2004), 
used as ‘data mines’, ‘agenda control’ by senior 
management (O’Connor et al., 2019), potential 
power differentials as academics engaging in 
co-created work with students (Watt et al., 
2013), and what the authors would argue is 
potentially using students to enable universities 
to achieve charter marks and awards with a 
focus on benchmarks and performativity rather 
than embodying the values equity and social 
justice. However, even with these limitations, 
the co-creation project described in this article 
demonstrates ways in which one can work 
within limited parameters to try to bring about 
transformational change through relational 
pedagogic approaches (Cook- Sather et al., 
2014) by building meaningful relationships and 
emotional connection with students (Felton, 
2017). 

To conclude, the authors argue that educators 
and staff in HE institutions all work with 
genuine trust and love (as highlighted by 
Hooks, 2003) as a key approach to building 
belonging for students. As educators and 
managers, we occupy a position of privilege 
and power (Hearn, 2012) which we must use in 
a socially justice manner to support all our 
students to succeed. In this paper, we would 
argue that instilling care, compassion, and 
respect within our students as they go into 
society are just as or even more important than 
graduating with a good university degree; and 
we would hope that 
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this case study presents an innovative way in 
which some of these areas can be achieved. 
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Abstract 

Research across the UK highlights students feeling a sense of belonging through 
connecting with their peers, the curriculum content of what they study and the institution 
itself such as the campus, services and staff, are integral aspects of a positive university 
experience. Through a decolonised co-creation pedagogy rooted in anti-racism my 
ambition was to develop students’ sense of belonging at Leeds Trinity University. This 
article shares research findings of a focus group discussion conducted with four UK 
undergraduate (UG) students who had been a part of a 3-year life cycle of co-creation 
projects embedded in core modules on undergraduate degree programmes related to 
children and families. I explored their lived experiences of decolonised co- creation 
interventions, embedded in core modules, rooted in critical race theory (CRT) and to what 
extent these impacted their sense of belonging. Research findings were heavily weighted 
around the mainstream curriculum in higher education not being inclusive or diverse in 
opposition to the co-creation space. Students stated the co-creation curriculum provided 
knowledge of CRT and decolonising, critical to both their learning and sense of belonging 
at university. Students advocated for the university to embed co-creation, compulsory race 
equity modules which include CRT, appropriate framing of issues of race in the classroom, 
and for staff to undergo relevant anti- racist CPD if they want to improve belonging and 
success for students. The co-creation projects rooted in CRT, empowered students to 
share their experiences directly with the institution prompting changes to practice, such as 
relevant staff training, improved communication with faculty and appropriate reframing 
issues of race in the classroom. 
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Introduction 

The higher education (HE) sector continues to grapple with how to engender a sense of 

community and belonging for students, and especially for those who already experience 

marginalisation (Cureton & Gravestock, 2019; Thomas, 2012) such as those from minority 

backgrounds. Research indicates that the university experience for students from minority 

backgrounds is often negatively affected by a sense of alienation, a curriculum that lacks 

diverse perspectives, an academic environment biased towards the white majority, staff and 

student populations that do not mirror marginalised communities, and systems designed 

primarily to meet the needs of white students (Bunce et al., 2021; Bernard et al., 2014). 

These factors collectively can lead to ethnic minority students feeling ostracised, resulting 

in a diminished sense of belonging and increased dropout rates (Thomas, 2012; EHRC, 

2019). 

 
 
However, feelings of disconnection from the curriculum and a lack of belonging are not 

exclusive to Black, Asian, and Minority Ethnic (BAME) students; they can affect students 

from any background (Meehan & Howells, 2018). Furthermore, research has revealed 

that differential outcomes and racialised experiences adversely affect the broader 

community (Cohen, 2021). Critical race theory (CRT) scholar Derrick Bell (2018) posits 

that aiding the most disadvantaged in our communities ultimately benefits everyone. This 

issue invites the following question: what kinds of pedagogies might address a lack of 

belonging among students? Through a CRT perspective, my research aimed to answer 

this question by investigating how students' sense of belonging is influenced by their 

involvement with co-creation interventions, drawing on their lived experiences. My 

research questions were: How do students experience a co-created decolonised 

intervention rooted in anti-racism and CRT? And, to what extent does this intervention 

impact those students’ sense of belonging and why? 

The article is organised as follows: I begin with a literature review, followed by outlining 

the co-creation pedagogic interventions. I then go on to share details of the research 

including data collection methods, participants, and ethics before presenting combined 

research findings and discussion. 
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Literature 

 
This section discusses student belonging, campaigns to decolonise the university 

curriculum and anti-racism. 

Student Belonging 

 
The growing diversity within the higher education student body has brought increased 

focus on student belonging and engagement. Universities are prioritising student 

retention and enhancing their strategies to foster a sense of belonging among students. 

The sense of connection with their institution or specific courses, along with identity 

considerations, plays a crucial role in retaining students (Read, Archer, and Leathwood, 

2003). Belonging is understood as students feeling accepted, valued, included, and 

supported by both teachers and peers, and perceiving themselves as integral to 

classroom life and activities (Thomas, 2012). This sense of belonging is closely linked to 

student engagement. Although student engagement is recognized as a multifaceted 

construct involving various levels of phenomena and processes (Kahu, 2013), 

stakeholders in the education sector, have been actively working to understand these 

complex relationships and launch initiatives aimed at enhancing the student experience 

to improve educational outcomes (Thomas, 2012 and Thomas, 2017). 

 

Why is my curriculum white? 

 
In this article, I introduce a series of interventions which were built around sector 

understanding that students lack of belonging is exacerbated by the white curriculum. 

Students across the UK and internationally have led campaigns highlighting the lack of 

diversity within university curriculums. These movements have included Rhodes Must 

Fall, at the University of Cape Town, ‘Why is My Curriculum White?’ at Oxford University 

and #Liberate My Degree led by the National Union of Students (NUS). All these 

movements sought to address the dominance of the Western canon of thought and 

knowledge production (Arday and Mirza, 2018) and the ways by which university 

curriculum has been racialised as white (Peters, in Arday and Mirza, 2018). In 2015, 

students at University College London (UCL) created a video campaign to describe their 

curriculum as ‘if it isn’t white, it isn’t right’ and that the university environment is ‘built on 

white domination’ (cited in Peters, 2015). Predominantly White European academic 
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traditions shape university teaching and curricula, affecting the engagement, sense of 

belonging, and experiences of marginalisation among BAME students in the UK (Arday 

et al., 2020). Several studies reveal that BAME students often lack opportunities to 

engage critically with, challenge, or contribute to the predominantly White academic 

narratives that pervade higher education (Bhopal, 2014; Andrews, 2019; Rollock, 2016; 

Arday, 2019). Furthermore, the curriculum frequently does not represent the heritage, 

histories, lived realities, or future aspirations of BAME students, negatively impacting 

student sense of belonging. 

 

Anti Racist Practice 

 
To enhance student belonging and achievement, our strategy needs to incorporate anti- 

racist practices to cater to our diverse student body and assist those who are most 

disadvantaged. Anti-racist measures are crucial for fostering a more equitable and 

inclusive atmosphere by proactively challenging and dismantling systemic racism within 

the institution (Sian, 2019; Joseph-Salisbury & Connelly, 2021). Integrating anti-racist 

education promotes critical thinking and develops a more dynamic, reflective learning 

environment (Tate & Bagguley, 2017). This can enable students to thoughtfully engage 

with issues of race, equity, and justice, which are vital in today's interconnected world. 

When students feel secure, respected, and valued, they are more likely to fully participate 

in their educational experiences (Ahmed, 2012; Dollinger et al., 2018). By embedding 

anti-racist principles, universities affirm the identities and experiences of all students, 

especially those from marginalised racial groups, thereby enhancing their sense of 

belonging (Hampton, 2020). This sense of belonging is closely linked to academic 

success (Thomas, 2012). I will now go on to discuss my co-creation interventions. 
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Co-Creation 

The interventions discussed in this article are based around co-creation which involves 

collaborative curriculum design between students and staff, fostering supportive 

relationships through relational pedagogy (Bovill, 2020). This approach has been 

increasingly adopted and has shown extensive benefits for student achievement and 

engagement (Dollinger et al., 2018; Prahalad & Ramaswamy,2004; Shakir & Siddiquee, 

2023). In higher education, the nature of the relationship students have with their 

institution can significantly influence their feelings about the university and shape their 

overall educational experiences, including their learning outcomes (Carini, Kuh, & Klein, 

2006). Furthermore, positive interactions between students and their institutions can 

foster a sense of community (Zhao & Kuh, 2004). Therefore, taking these factors into 

account, co-creation as a pedagogic approach has been adopted to build belonging for 

students at university. In co-creation, the traditional educational model, where the 

educator is the sole knowledge bearer, is transformed. This shift in power dynamics 

(Shakir & Siddiquee, 2023; Fielding, 1999; De Los Reyes, 2002) leads to a reciprocal, 

authentic exchange of knowledge, positioning students as knowledge creators who 

engage in peer teaching and mentoring. This method ensures that co-creation projects 

are relevant and meaningful to students, aimed at enhancing their educational 

experiences by addressing issues that matter to them (Shakir, 2023). The projects 

discussed here tackled themes such as racial equity, the attainment gap, inclusion, and 

institutional change, all of which empower students as change agents within a community 

practice focused on cultural and institutional transformation. The interventions included 

student peer mentoring and peer support, students delivering teaching sessions to first 

year undergraduates at both our institution and externally around critical race theory, 

diversity in education, strategies to develop belonging, how to effectively engage with 

assessment, developing support networks, and overcoming challenge at university. 

Students were involved in co-delivering staff training workshops around the curriculum 

and assessment, embedding decolonising and anti-racism and strategies to support 

student belonging in the classroom. The interventions also included students co- 

designing institutional policy documents such as the new Equity, Social Justice, and 

Belonging strategy and the new university wide Curriculum for Social Justice. Outcomes 

to the interventions included students presenting at national teaching and learning 
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conferences, sharing their experiences with senior leaders and making changes to policy 

and practice at the institution (and to the sector through dissemination) on what works to 

improve student experiences and outcomes, and support belonging. I shared these 

recommendations through university committees and across the HE sector through 

conferences co-presented with students and publications I authored, some whilst the 

students were still registered with us and also after they graduated, continuing the life 

cycle and legacy of the projects. 

The projects were linked to modules that carried academic credits. In the undergraduate 

second year, this involved the professional work placement, and in the final year, it 

included the research dissertation or professional learning through work modules, 

typically heavy credit bearing, applicable to any discipline and available to all students. I 

aligned the project reports with the assessment criteria for these modules, customising 

them to meet specific learning goals. I also coordinated closely with module leaders 

throughout the institution to ensure they had all the necessary information and that 

throughout the interventions, effective communication was maintained. While the module 

leaders typically graded the project assessments, I provided academic guidance and 

support to the students for the duration of their projects. For a few final year projects, I 

participated in the grading process with a second marker who had no prior involvement 

in the project to support objectivity. 

 
 
Method 

To gain insight into the impact of the interventions, a focus group discussion was 

conducted on Microsoft teams lasting one hour and 15 minutes, consensually recorded 

with auto transcription and checked after for accuracy. I chose to use a focus group 

because they can provide participants with a platform to express their opinions, share 

experiences, and contribute to the research process actively (Bloor, 2000). The next area 

to consider was around non-verbal cues and body language which can play a crucial role 

in face-to-face focus groups to understand participants' reactions, emotions, and 

engagement (Litosseliti, 2003) and limited online potentially leading to missed or 

misinterpreted information (Richard et al., 2021). The positive is that I knew all the 
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participants very well having worked closely with them over the duration of the co-creation 

projects and had built up a trusting relationship. I was therefore more confident in being 

alerted to any concerning facial expressions and responding appropriately as well as 

anticipating some of their responses. I obtained extensive information, more than I 

expected and felt my participants were able to be their authentic selves and speak openly 

without fear of repercussions. Had they been students I had not worked with so closely 

this experienced could have been very different. The table below presents the questions 

posed within the focus group. 

Table 1. Focus Group Questions 

 
Research Question: How do students 

experience a co-created decolonised 

intervention rooted in anti-racism and 

CRT? 

Research Question: To what extent does 

this intervention impact those students’ 

sense of belonging and why? 

Focus Group Questions to explore the research questions above 

What do you think are the strengths and 

limitations of co-creation? 

Do you think the co-creation process was 

successful in relation to building belonging? 

What were your expectations around co- 

creation when you first signed up to this 

project, and do you think they were 

accurate expectations? 

To what extent do anti racist approaches 

and CRT connect with student belonging? 

Does decolonised teaching and learning 

practice connect with sense of belonging 

at university? How is this experienced? 

What are the most important/ impactful 

aspects of the co-creation project to you? 

What are your experiences/ reflections of 

anti-racist theories and CRT within the 

curriculum? 

What do you think can be done differently 

as part of co-creation in these projects? 
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Would you recommend co-created 

projects to fellow students? 

How would you describe working on these 

co-creation projects to fellow students? 

Is there anything else you’d like to add about co-creation, decolonised pedagogy, anti- 

racist approaches, CRT, student belonging and your experiences of working on this 

project? 

 
 
I will now go on to detail the participants and ethical considerations for this study. 

 
 
 
Participants 

 
This study specifically focused on four students who had been involved in the co-creation 

projects over 3 years of their UG degrees, therefore, their insights and lived experiences 

of co-creation were extensive. Participants were as follows: three females and one non- 

binary. The ethnicity of participants included one of mixed ethnicity -Black/ Chinese / 

White, one mixed White/ Pakistani, one White Irish and one White British. Their ages 

ranged from 24-33 years old. 

 
 
Ethics 

 
Full ethical clearance was provided for this study. When researching sensitive subjects 

with students, their protection, respect, and dignity were essential. Measures included 

informed consent, confidentiality, and anonymity to safeguard participants' identities. 

Many students, however, chose to forgo anonymity, openly discussing their experiences 

with faculty and at professional conferences following the focus group. I devoted 

substantial time to boosting their confidence and self-esteem, encouraging them to speak 

out voluntarily. It's noteworthy that students felt relieved after sharing their stories. My 

background in social work and counselling equipped me to offer emotional support and 

guidance effectively. My teaching and research philosophy, centred on love (hooks, 

1994), fostered a deeper understanding and response to students' experiences. 
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Data Analysis 

 
Thematic analysis (TA) was employed to analyse the qualitative data from the focus group 

(Braun &Clarke, 2006). TA helps identify, analyse, and report patterns within data, making 

it suitable for understanding themes in various fields such as education and healthcare 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006). I analysed the data thematically using Nvivo software for the 

coding process highlighting the number of times the transcript was coded and completing 

a coding table as a supporting visual. For coding, I initially generated multiple codes to 

ensure no significant ideas were missed, a process supported by Charmez's approach to 

systematic data categorisation (Charmez, 2014; Gibson & Brown, 2009). This method 

involves creating descriptive labels for data segments, which facilitates a thorough and 

conscientious analysis, ensuring that all relevant ideas and interpretations are 

considered. This approach is grounded in inductive reasoning, where themes are derived 

directly from the data itself (Gibson & Brown, 2009). I engaged in Continuous 

Comparative Analysis (CCAM), refining and merging codes as needed to construct a clear 

representation of participant perspectives relative to my research questions (LeCompte, 

2000; Thomas, 2013). Throughout the coding process, I initially created several codes 

and then began to consolidate codes where it made sense. I found that most responses 

from participants corresponded to a single code related to a particular question/ topic area 

with only a few instances where responses within passages were assigned multiple 

codes. This streamlined the coding process but also facilitated the structured progression 

of identifying themes and sub-themes, significantly aiding in the organisation and clarity 

of the data analysis. The visual representation coding table (Thomas, 2017) helped me 

map the next stage of thematic analysis, theming and refining into two overarching themes: 

Co-creation, learning together and building belonging, and curriculum decolonised 

teaching and embedding anti-racist frameworks. I will now go on to present both findings 

and discussion of results. 
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Results and Discussion 

The focus group revolved around a discussion with students about their experiences and 

reflections on co-creation, decolonised teaching, and learning practices, anti-racist work, 

and building a sense of belonging at university. Key themes emerged from the dialogue, 

providing insight into the strengths, limitations, and impact of these approaches on 

students. Each theme is intricately linked with the others, showing a complex interplay 

that enhances educational experiences and challenges existing educational pedagogies. 

Students shared the positive impact that the interventions had on developing their sense 

of belonging, their self-esteem and confidence. They also made several 

recommendations to the university about learning and teaching practice including the 

need for staff training in anti-racism and decolonising the curriculum. 

 
Co-Creation, learning together and building belonging 

 
This theme highlights the interplay between co-creation in the curriculum and how it 

supports student belonging at university. Furthermore, it presents students perspectives 

on relationships developed with staff and how this positive connection supports self- 

esteem and confidence building as well as belonging. The students discussed their initial 

expectations and the realities of engaging in co-creative educational projects. They 

expressed that co-creation went beyond simple collaboration between students and 

faculty, evolving into a dynamic interaction where both parties learn from each other. For 

example, Participant 1 stated, 

 
I thought staff have so much knowledge... But then doing it, they've you and the 

other lecturers you've been like saying quite a lot we’re learning a lot from you as 

well as students. 

 
This illustrates the reciprocal nature of knowledge exchange in co-creative environments, 

which challenges traditional hierarchies in educational settings. Another student said, 

 
Strengths are the faculty that we've worked with, like every member of staff we've 

worked with has brought something new expert knowledge that has been really 

useful to the Co creation and to people to me as a person, definitely. 
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They also valued the reciprocal learning experience with faculty, highlighting a shared 

educational journey rather than a traditional teacher-student dynamic as one participant 

relayed, ‘We're learning a lot from you as well as students.’ This mutual exchange was 

seen as a strength of the co-creation approach. For instance, one participant anticipated 

meeting people from different backgrounds and learning about diverse cultures, which 

was fulfilled and described that they ‘thought I'd meet new people, relate to other people... 

learn different backgrounds, different cultures’. Another participant was surprised by the 

enduring and profound impact of the project, saying they ‘didn't think it'd be so interesting 

and so life-changing’, reflected in other co-creation research (Bovill, 2014; Iversen & 

Stavnskaer). These reflections show that co-creation exceeded initial expectations by 

fostering deep personal connections and growth. Participants noted significant personal 

development, mentioning increased self-confidence, and understanding of their identities. 

One participant stated that ‘learning yourself identity and learning who you are’, were 

integral aspects of the co-creation experience, bolstering self-confidence’ and that they 

are now ‘not scared’ and ‘feel free to be able to say what I want to say without being 

judged’. Furthermore, developing friendships was seen as a real highlight to the 

interventions as ‘a great friendship between us and even with staff’ were developed. 

Positive student staff relationships are linked to improvements in students’ academic 

achievements, aspirations, motivation, learner autonomy and personal and professional 

development (Astin, 1977; Brownell and Swaner, 2010; Mayhew et al., 2016). 

 
Students valued the reciprocal learning experience with faculty, highlighting a shared 

educational journey rather than a traditional teacher-student dynamic and seen as a 

strength of the co-creation approach (Bovill, 2014). It allowed students to learn about 

themselves, understand different perspectives, and feel part of a supportive community, 

while also helping to build their self-confidence and self-identity, one of the strengths of 

co-creation. Many reported increased self-confidence and reduced anxiety about 

speaking in front of others. Additionally, co-creation fostered strong relationships between 

students and staff, promoting a sense of community and belonging, reflected in other 

similar research (Shakir & Siddiquee, 2023; Cook- Sather et al., 2014). The environment 

was supportive, allowing students to express themselves without judgment, contributing 
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to a more inclusive educational experience. The practical aspects of working together and 

exchanging knowledge between staff and students were also highlighted as strengths. 

One participant detailed her experience in relation to this topic describing that they were 

‘very well supported’ in ‘a team’ with ‘lots of opportunities to develop your skills’ as ‘part 

of a community’ and ‘bigger family’ at university. They stated that students would ‘never 

be alone’ in co-creation projects and that ‘a supportive network throughout your studies’ 

was created. Another participant discussed that co-creation meant they could share their 

ideas and perspectives and ‘not to be judged by anyone’, echoed in research about 

conditions for safe spaces and speaking out in the classroom (Pleschova &McAlpine, 

2024). This then ‘created strong relationship between me, other students and staff…(and) 

enhanced my motivation and self-worth made me want to keep pushing myself more.’ 

This highlights the motivation that co-creation interventions can offer students as 

highlighted in other research (Bovill,2020b; Bergmark & Westman,2016; Deeley,2014). 

One participant relayed personal growth saying, 'the project has created more 

opportunities…and made me feel as if I have made some change and definitely in myself.’ 

Whilst another participant stated that the co-creation project involved ‘giving everyone a 

voice, sharing our ideas and thoughts’ which meant ‘being allowed to be an ally to the 

BAME community and being the voice for those who are too shy or embarrassed to do 

so themselves’. They went on to detail that ‘seeing how passionate everyone is’ made 

them feel inspired to be an activist for social justice and race equity. This inspiration 

extended beyond the co-creation classroom and a participant relayed that they ‘talk about 

it to my peers all the time and they're always really interested in what I have to say.’ They 

recommended that ‘everyone should dive into a co-creation…it can bring a community 

and a feeling of belonging’. One participant went as far as to say the co-creation project 

was, 

So life changing, even just to add…Own personal…knowledge growth… Learning. Why 

we feel like this and how it affects us and how it would affect our children, I didn't think I 

would learn that. But like, it's been a surprise that that's been a real good focus. 
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Another discussed the partnership working which made them reflect on how their own 

knowledge was considered important just as much as staff knowledge and that staff 

learned from students which meant ‘this sort of exchange’ felt ‘very equal’. 

When disseminating with other students, one participant stated they, 

 
Would definitely recommend - you are a part of a change which needs to be 

addressed, the data which is gathered will support future studies, it gives you 

time to reflect about yourself, identity and gives you the space to share your 

past (therapeutic). 

 
Students re-iterated that having a sense of belonging to their peers, programme of study 

staff and university community are significant to their success, mirrored in research by 

several other scholars (e.g. Thomas, 2012; Carini, 2006; Pedler et al., 2021). 

Furthermore, that individual student lived experience and wisdom must be harnessed, 

valued, and embedded as a peer learning and teaching approach within the university 

journey. The theme of student belonging was repeatedly emphasised, with co-creation 

seen as a key tool in fostering this sense of inclusion. Students described how co-creative 

projects allowed them to build relationships and feel part of the university community. One 

participant discussed the impact of co-creation interventions on building belonging for 

student recipients relaying that they became more knowledgeable about ‘the support 

that's provided from the university. and with who they can access building a support 

network for more junior students. There was discussion around maintaining continued 

contact both digitally and in person with the students they had been peer supporting. 

Participants were very positive about their role in this and well their support was received 

by other students, indicating that the co-creative practice helped other students realize 

and access peer support available to them reflected in other similar studies (Shakir & 

Siddiquee, 2003; Priestley et al., 2022). A significant theme was how co-creation 

contributed to building a sense of belonging among students. Participants felt that their 

contributions were valued, and their voices heard, enhancing their connection to the 

university community. By engaging in meaningful dialogue and shared projects, students 
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recognised their role in shaping the academic and social environment, fostering a more 

inclusive university culture. Co-creation projects helped build a sense of community, 

particularly important for students from underrepresented backgrounds, similarly 

recommend by research conducted by Webb et al., (2022). Students appreciated having 

peers and staff who could serve as role models, helping them realise their potential and 

in this study I as a woman of colour supported this for participants also highlighted in 

research by Maheshwari & Adams (2024). They felt that their voices were heard and 

valued, reinforcing their sense of belonging and engagement with the university. one 

participant explained that, 

 
I think it gives students the opportunity to understand, like if you didn't come from 

a posh background and your parents wasn't at university like myself  So a lot of 

the students are we bought to, came from care homes or came from broken 

families, same as like a lot for myself  So they had a connection with me which 

built a sense of belonging to a university. Whereas if you just with somebody who's 

got really straight, A student, parents and two other siblings, you're more likely to 

feel out that pushed out outer class sort of thing. Whereas if somebody stood down 

in front of you and said, oh well, I've done this and I've achieved this, I can do it so 

you can. So I feel like that made them a sense of belonging. 

 
In response to this another participant continued to discuss impact of co-creation not only 

on their sense of belonging but on the belonging felt by student recipients of their co- 

creation interventions saying, 

 
Yeah, it's more of an attempt to do inspirational and it's created inspiration, yeah. 

And I think we started it off, just does like the researchers. So it was like all almost 

as if it was like a sense of belonging for us because we're part of something and it 

was more than just a project. It was like a family and a job and research. And we 

set an example as friends of that. It meant so much. But then we've kind of brought 

more people in along the way. So like the level fours we've kind of like got another 

way and got them into this community. So it’s built the community and belonging 

for so many people. 
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Another participant followed on the same point stating that, 

 
And I think it's created like, not just friendship for our, this group here, like **** said, 

I still speak to people that was in the level fours that I give advice to. I still speak 

to her today like I've spoke to her this morning I you know. So that's created a 

relationship….. 

 
The impact of co-creation on their own sense of belonging and feeling part of a community 

was continued as one participant relayed, 

 
And I was just going to say as well-being at university and when you bump into the 

level fours and other staff and other students, it just it's a whole complete new 

environment. You’d stop and you talk and it's such a sociable place to be whereas 

if you know, if you didn't have the opportunity to go out and meet all these people 

and then and then talk to them at the uni, it's been the isolated life .So it's not, it's 

actually nice for the university it's to see us all stopping and talking all the time 

because then it'll give other people the, you know, the chance to do that. 

 
Participants connected a lack of belonging with student retention and the awarding gap 

saying, 

 
And then that links the awarding gap and retention .And so the sense of belonging 

is, you know, it's massive, that's what is key to keep people there and then even 

postgraduate like we've been talking about you know we've all applied for 

postgraduate but if we'd had a negative experience and then think that's what it's 

gonna be like in postgraduate then we won't wanna put ourselves in that situation 

and I think a lot of students are affected and it puts them off so to you know to 

succeed and do the best of what they can because of a negative experience. That's 

devastating and I think the more we talk about it, the more we put ourselves out 

there. I mean, we've done videos and we've said this is what's happened our past. 

It's really difficult to express your feelings, but then that's the only way that other 

people gonna express their feelings and that the victims, you know, the victims 

who are in higher education, that's when that's when they'll speak out .Because it 
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cause it's that support bubble then. The sense of belonging is having more people. 

You can speak to and relate to  So if you're the only one, the only victim, you're 

not gonna speak out. 

Another participant clearly noted that, 

 
And I do think that the awarding gap and the retention gap has a link between the 

sense of belonging. If you don't feel like you belong to an institution … you're not 

going to try and you're not gonna stay, and you're gonna find somewhere else 

where you feel comfortable. So I think it goes hand in hand. And then that's what 

I've learned from this co-creation that if students don't feel like they belong within 

that university, they're not gonna come back. 

 
Despite the positive impacts, students briefly mentioned a challenge associated with the 

co-creation interventions in relation to engaging student recipients. One participant stated 

‘’it sort of like dwindled’’, pointing to the difficulty in maintaining consistent participation, 

which is crucial for the success of such initiatives. Students noted that co-creation 

surpassed mere collaboration, evolving into a dynamic interaction where learning was 

mutual between students and faculty. This approach challenged traditional educational 

hierarchies, fostering a more equal exchange of knowledge (Shakir & Siddiquee, 2023; 

Fielding, 1999; Delpish et al., 2010). Participants reported significant personal growth, 

including increased self-confidence and a better understanding of their identities. The co- 

creation environment was described as supportive and non-judgmental, which helped 

students feel free to express themselves openly and build stronger interpersonal 

relationships also highlighted in research by Rogerson et al (2024). Co-creation 

significantly contributed to building a sense of belonging among students, achieved 

through meaningful dialogue and shared projects that allowed students to feel valued and 

heard within the university community (Kommarraju et al., 2010; Umbach & Wawrzynski, 

2005). It was particularly beneficial for students from underrepresented backgrounds, 

helping them realize their potential and reinforcing their engagement with the university. 

Many students found the co-creation projects to be life-changing, providing them with new 

insights into different cultures, deep personal connections, and a supportive community 

that extended beyond academic boundaries. The impact of co-creation was not limited to 
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the duration of the projects. Students reported continued relationships with faculty, 

students and externals and networking benefits, which contributed to an ongoing sense 

of community and belonging beyond the classroom. Overall, the co-creation projects were 

highly valued by the students, not only for the educational benefits but also for the 

personal and communal growth they fostered (Cook-Sather et al., 2014). The co-creation 

approach appears to significantly enhance student experiences and outcomes and build 

sense of belonging. 

 
Curriculum, Decolonised Teaching and embedding Anti-Racist Frameworks 

 
This theme in relation to the curriculum was raised extensively throughout. Participants 

discussed the impact of decolonised teaching practices and anti-racist frameworks on 

their educational experience. These approaches were seen as essential for creating an 

inclusive curriculum that reflects diverse histories and perspectives mirrored by the 

national and international student body (cited in Arday &Mirza, 2018). Participants 

frequently stated that the mainstream curriculum in HE, just as many other students have 

stated, was not inclusive or diverse (e.g. Morreira et al., 2021). This was in stark 

comparison to what the co-creation projects afforded. One poignant reflection from a 

participant was, 

 
The curriculum is not inclusive or that it might be the odd question around race, 

but no one ever picks it so as a BAME student, you feel obliged to pick it. … And 

then it's like you have to justify why you've picked it .But I'm hoping that in the 

future the questions aren’t optional because I always say this like when you go to 

work when you start working or, you know, becoming a teacher or whatever, 

especially on this course, you're gonna be working with all types of people .You 

should know these things .It shouldn't be an option to know it should be you know, 

you have to know these things to be able to work with people. 

 
This statement highlights the need for systemic changes in curriculum design to ensure 

that all students feel represented and valued. A critical examination of curriculum 

inclusivity was a major discussion point. Participants criticized the curriculum for not 
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sufficiently incorporating diverse perspectives and experiences, particularly those of 

BAME students reflected by the Rhodesmustfall campaign (Francis & Hardman, 2018). 

The need for embedding CRT and anti-racist approaches into the curriculum along with 

compulsory sessions on race equity were emphasized to combat systemic biases and 

enhance educational equity (Aldana et al., 2022). One participant stated, 

 
That's that tackling that unconscious bias .But people don't realise that they have 

until you start talking about it, and then you hear people’s stories, and then your 

emotions come out and then people think ohh, actually, you know, I can see this 

person has been truly affected and this could have been something I would have 

done in the past .But now I can see I can be sympathetic ,I can change the way 

that I do that I talk to people that way that I do things and then that all goes back 

to sort of microaggressions and CRT so it's really relatable. But it there's so much 

more that could be put into modules cause I've noticed so much within these three 

years . That, you know, like the curriculum and then seeing the BAME students in 

the classroom and thinking there's just something that, you know, they shouldn't 

have been worded like that this these people shouldn’t be targeted like that … 

One participant continued with saying, 

 
And if I didn't do this co- creation where would I have learned it (CRT and Anti 

racism) from because I want to learn my like curriculum at university. So where 

would it have come from in my life? I wouldn't have come across this, so it is very 

important that it is embedded in the curriculum I think that’s my own experience. 

 
Another participant continued this topic discussing the need for not just students but also 

faculty staff to also learn about CRT, 

 
I think the CRT should be taught. I think tutors should have to do something like 

round critical theory because it's all well and good students knowing it and 

understanding it. But if it's a lecturer that's implementing it in the classroom, then 

it goes against what you've really learned anyway doesn’t it. But if they understand 

it….They need to have some knowledge around, CRT, don't they? 
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This discussion continued with one participant discussing the impact of faculty staff not 

knowing about CRT, or anti racist frameworks also in the context of the race equality 

charter, 

We shouldn't be having lecturers have racial biased in in in the institution at all, 

because you can't say ohh 50 % of staff are you know woke so to speak . And 

what 50 % aren’t but we still get awarded silver and we're still having you still 

having BAME students have issues with particular lecturers it's not. They definitely 

need training…. and it should be mandatory. There should be none of this ohhh, 

you know, come if you’re available. It should be all staff members should do it. 

The same participant referred to compulsory race equity sessions I led for first year 

students when they join the university. The participant explained that, 

I think every single student in the whole of the university who comes to you who 

comes to university should do that course but there needs to be some credits 

attached to it. 

 
Participants were clear that the mainstream curriculum was wholly in opposition to the 

content of the co-creation projects; it was not diverse and heavily focussed on White 

European theorists, content and authorship as one participant noted, ‘’the philosophers 

that are used to teach us are very white’’. Participants connected the lack of diversity or 

decolonised curriculum and the absence of CRT and anti-racism as key factors that 

negatively impacted their sense of belonging, in complete opposition to how the co- 

creation projects made them feel. One participant stated that, 

 
I never wanted to go to his class .So then you don't have that sense of belonging 

within that classroom because there are a lot of other students in there that weren't 

on our course that I might have connected to if I felt comfortable going to that 

lesson .But because I felt uncomfortable… and being ostracized and being like 

pushed out it .It's like aimed at me even that probably wasn't, but that's how it felt. 

So I think the connection between them both it goes hand in hand again because 

if you don't feel a sense of belonging within a group. You're gonna be pushed out 

and it connects to the feeling. 
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They continued by saying that, that if that inclusion of CRT and anti-racism ‘in the 

curriculum’ would mean ‘the students would have a better sense of belonging’. There was 

a strong call for systemic changes in higher education practices by participants, including 

the integration of anti-racist theories and decolonised pedagogies. Students expressed a 

desire for more inclusive curricula that reflect diverse experiences and histories, as well 

as training for faculty to address unconscious biases. Sharing lived experiences was also 

seen as a powerful method for teaching and learning, helping students connect personally 

with the material. One participant noted the importance of sharing lived experiences (a 

key CRT principle) though co-creation which is not included in the mainstream university 

curriculum saying ‘I don't think they've included lived accounts. You know, lived stories 

and lived accounts .And I think that by using that, we'll have a better idea about our 

knowledge and about our modules and if we have heard about lived accounts….But 

there's challenging our thoughts because then in the real life working world will not have 

a, you know, an authentic idea and we won't know how to respond to this situation. So I 

think in this project we've used that that's been our main sort of focus and we've learned 

so much from other students that it should be, you know, within the curriculum’. Another 

participant continued this point relating personal growth and personal reflection due to 

learning about CRT, anti-racism and decolonised curriculum through the co-creation 

saying, 

 
I've learned so much about myself, like, why? Why I feel, why I felt like that when 

I was younger and how not to replicate that with my children. I think the lived 

experience explanations and picking apart and connecting it to theories has 

opened like many doors, I don’t want to say doors cos it’s not it's opened more of 

an explanation of why we experience things during high school that were difficult 

and we can put them into, oh, This is why it happened .Because of this type of 

theory .So it's helped me understand why I felt how I felt… 

 
There was a call for more inclusive curricula within all modules that reflect diverse 

perspectives and histories, moving beyond predominantly white, western viewpoints 

(Morreira et al., 2021). Students emphasised the importance of Critical Race Theory 

(CRT) in understanding systemic issues and felt it should be integrated into the curriculum 

again within all degree programmes. The absence of CRT in their pre university education 

was noted as a significant gap. Engaging with anti-racist theories helped students 
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understand systemic inequalities and their own experiences within these systems. 

Learning about CRT and anti-racist approaches empowered students to challenge biases 

and advocate for change. There was a consensus that both staff and students should be 

educated on CRT and anti-racism to foster a more inclusive and equitable learning 

environment. 

 
Practical recommendations included the need for mandatory training on CRT and anti- 

racist practices for all staff to address unconscious biases and improve teaching practices 

at university (Lavoie, 2001). Inclusive assessments that consider diverse student needs, 

such as accommodating religious practices, were also recommended consequently to 

experiencing this through co-creation. Ensuring holistic support for students, including 

mental health and well-being, was seen as crucial for building a sense of belonging at 

university. These recommendations students stated were needed in all modules, degree 

programmes, embedded in practice at university. 

 

 
Conclusion 

 
Students experienced co-creation as more than collaboration, describing it as a dynamic 

exchange where faculty and students learn from each other. This approach challenged 

traditional educational hierarchies and fostered mutual respect and learning. Participants 

noted significant personal growth, including increased self-confidence and a deeper 

understanding of their identities. The co-creation process was also highlighted as a 

supportive environment that reduced anxiety about speaking and increased interpersonal 

connections. Co-creation was instrumental in enhancing students' sense of belonging 

within the university. This was particularly impactful for students from underrepresented 

backgrounds, who appreciated having their voices heard and valued. Discussions on 

curriculum highlighted the need for decolonised teaching practices and the integration of 

anti-racist frameworks. Students expressed a desire for a curriculum that reflects diverse 

histories and perspectives and criticized the mainstream curriculum for its lack of 
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inclusivity. There was a strong call for systemic changes, including mandatory training for 

all university staff on Critical Race Theory (CRT) and anti-racist practices, to address 

unconscious biases and foster a more inclusive educational environment. The focus 

group revealed that co-creation, coupled with decolonised teaching and anti-racist 

frameworks, profoundly impacts students by fostering personal growth, mutual learning, 

and a strong sense of belonging. These elements are seen as essential for creating an 

inclusive and supportive educational environment that acknowledges and values diverse 

perspectives and backgrounds. The students' reflections underscore practical application 

of co-creation, rooted in anti-racism and a decolonised curriculum across all levels of 

university education to ensure a more equitable and inclusive academic experience for 

all students. A re-think of learning and teaching methods with traditional power dynamics 

at university is required if we want to truly build student belonging and support student 

success in higher education. 
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Abstract: This article discusses the impact of a staff and student co-creation project 
embedded within a core module, which worked to both explore and seek ways to address 
the awarding gap. The project established safe spaces for students to share difficult lived 
experiences at the university, spanning an academic year, and included students in their 
final year of undergraduate study from a range of disciplines. Student experiences were 
gathered to inform policy and, with staff, co-created resources were developed and 
delivered for universities (at both our institution and two external universities) to address 
the awarding gap, adopting a decolonised and anti-racist approach. The project was vast 
and, therefore, this article presents only one part of the conducted research, which 
explored the project’s impact on co-creation students through a participatory evaluation 
approach known as the world café. The findings highlighted the positive effect of co-
creation on students’ sense of belonging, friendships, and connection with faculty, and 
for the co-creation project to be embedded in the curriculum at all levels of study. 
Additionally, the students provided clear actionable recommendations for universities to 
improve student outcomes and address the wickedness of the awarding gap. 
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1. Introduction 
The wicked problems. 
The awarding disparity is a complex issue that has persisted since at least 2005, as 

highlighted in the first statistical report by Advance HE, with only slow progress made 
toward closing this gap (Advance HE 2020, ethnicity awarding gaps in UK HE). Described 
as a “wicked problem”, it encompasses multifaceted social and socio-ecological challenges 
that are hard to define and involve a variety of stakeholders in outlining and solving the 
issue. These problems are controversial, unique, intricate, and, by nature, insoluble, with 
dynamic components that render the effects of any solutions unpredictable (Rittel and 
Webber 1973; Danken et al. 2016). 

A substantial and expanding volume of research, including studies by Arday and 
Mirza (2018), Bhopal (2018) and Bhopal and Pitkin (2020), have examined the obstacles 
hindering the success of Black, Asian, and Minority Ethnic (BAME) students in higher 
education. These studies point to significant issues such as lower progression and retention 
rates, a notable awarding gap, and subpar employment outcomes for graduates. There are 
ongoing concerns about BAME students feeling alienated and not being integrated into the 
academic community, which is exacerbated by the persistent awarding gap. 

Focusing on the specific challenges faced by students of colour in higher education, 
their academic and social experiences are influenced by several factors. Research by Bunce 
et al. (2021) and Bernard et al. (2014) highlights issues such as a lack of diversity in the 
curriculum and an academic environment predominantly tailored to benefit white students. 
This setting often does not reflect the diversity of marginalised communities, which may  
result in feelings of exclusion and a lack of belonging among ethnic minority students, 
potentially leading to higher dropout rates (Whatworks? Thomas 2012; EHRC 2019). 

Data continue to reveal disparities in continuation rates between ethnic groups. For 
example, in the United Kingdom (UK), around 90% of white students continue their 
studies or graduate compared to 86.6% of BAME students. The continuation rate drops 
even further among Black Caribbean students, at approximately 82.8% (Advance HE 
2021). The degree awarding gap is also stark, with 86% of white students earning top 
degrees as opposed to 75.2% of BAME students, a gap of 10.8 percentage points (Advance 
HE 2021). Despite ongoing efforts, this significant issue, documented since Advance HE’s 
initial 2005 report, has seen little progress. 
There is a pressing need for a transformative approach to addressing these disparities, 
particularly through curriculum reform. Especially noteworthy are studies by De Montfort 
University (Ansley and Hall 2019) and the University of Brighton (Hall et al. 2021), which 
adopted student co-creation or students-as-partners approaches to decolonise learning 
and teaching practice. They also provide insights into BAME student experiences of the 
curriculum and addressing differential outcomes such as the awarding gap. These two 
studies involved staff and students from white and BAME backgrounds working together 
to co-design various curriculum activities and running discussion spaces, and they 
provided paid opportunities and changes to learning and teaching materials. One of the 
highlights of these studies is the significance placed upon partnerships through which 
students are paid for their time. Students were also provided with opportunities to dissect, 
challenge, and change some aspects of their programme areas. 

The curriculum is an area where I have found that I can exercise greater creativity and 
initiate change, forming the foundation of my co-creation approach. In this article, my aim 
is to share the research findings of how using co-creation embedded in the curriculum 
impacted the participating students. First, I will present my approach to co-creation and 
how it can be adopted through a decolonised and anti-racist lens to build safety and trust, 
to dismantle power dynamics, and to foster connectedness with students. I will then 
discuss the research questions and data collection methods used to explore the impact of 
co-creation on the participating students. Then, I will share the research findings with a 
discussion before presenting student recommendations for universities to actionably 
tackle the awarding gap. 
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2. Materials and Methods 
2.1. Co-Creation 

Co-creation was used to establish safe spaces for students to share difficult experiences 
and co-create learning and teaching resources to be used to address the awarding gap. This 
article shares research findings exploring the impact of using co-creation on the students 
who participated in the project through a data gathering approach called the world café, 
which I go on to discuss later. I will now outline what co-creation means and how it was 
adopted in the project. 

Co-creation in education involves students and staff collaboratively designing the 
curriculum and fostering meaningful, supportive relationships through relational pedagogy 
(Bovill 2020a). This approach is gaining traction and has been linked to enhanced student 
achievement and engagement (Bovill 2019; Cook-Sather et al. 2014; Mercer-Mapstone et al. 
2017; Shakir and Siddiquee 2023 cited in Jamil et al. 2023). 

My approach to co-creation challenges traditional educational structures that position 
the teacher as the sole bearer of knowledge who imparts wisdom to passive students (Cates 
et al. 2018; Lubicz-Nawrocka 2019). Instead, we embrace a shift in power dynamics (Shakir 
and Siddiquee 2023 cited in Jamil et al. 2023), where the roles of educator and learner are 
interchangeable, fostering a reciprocal, genuine, and authentic exchange of knowledge. 
This approach empowers students to become custodians of their own insights, sharing 
them not just with staff but also with their peers through peer teaching and mentoring. 

This project was embedded in a final year undergraduate core module—a dissertation 
research project or professional learning through work—for 11 students from a range 
of disciplines, including working with families, film studies, media, digital marketing, 
policing, and criminology. The tasks involved both co-created teaching and learning 
designed and delivered to other students (and staff) about the awarding gap, as well as co- 
created research undertaken to explore the impact of the teaching and learning on student 
recipients. There were field trips and excursions around the UK, and, for these additional 
commitments, the students were renumerated. It also involved the co-creation students 
presenting their lived experiences to faculty members and to the Board of Governors, both 
at the institution and externally at other universities in England. The project was aligned 
with students’ interests and concerns, aiming to provide a space to share narratives and to 
effect meaningful changes in their educational experiences. The project looked to tackle 
issues such as addressing the awarding gap, fostering a sense of belonging, combating 
inequalities, decolonising the curriculum, celebrating diversity, and embracing a full identity 
at the university. These efforts aimed to contribute to institutional change and to have a 
lasting impact on both current and future students. As agents of change within a 
community of practice, my students and I were (and still are) committed to cultural and 
institutional transformation, embodying the spirit of Malcolm X’s call: “The future belongs 
to those who prepare for it today” (Malcolm X 1964). Co-creation represents a socially just 
strategy that aligns with my commitment to enhancing student connections, success, and 
overall educational experience. I am deeply committed to the notion of education as a 
public good that not only benefits the individual (Rowan 2019) but also extends its impact 
within and beyond our institution. 
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2.2. Safe Spaces Including Psychological Safety and Trauma-Informed Practice 
Establishing safe spaces that provide psychological safety (Edmondson 2019) for      

students to share the difficulties and challenges they have experienced is the key to 
successful co-creation projects in my experience (Shakir 2024). Such spaces within staff–
student co- creation have also been described as ‘brave’ (Cook-Sather 2016), a fitting term 
for creating the right conditions for students to speak out. The classroom environment openly 
discussed that honesty and vulnerability were not just encouraged but essential. This was 
led by myself as the staff member, and aimed to nurture an atmosphere where everyone 
felt that they could express their authentic selves. I led by example, sharing my own lived           
experiences whilst encouraging students to do the same, attempting to build strong, 
personal connections with students, and allowing them to feel comfortable and true to 
themselves. The students must feel they are heard, respected, and responded to 
appropriately without the fear of negative repercussions from staff or the institution, which 
involves feeling brave enough to do so. At the same time, given the nature of such a space, 
the approaches taken by staff must be trauma-informed and reflective (Shakir 2024), 
working to avoid re-traumatisation. It is important that the staff involved in such initiatives 
have some level of training in this area so to appropriately support the students and 
signpost them to              relevant services, if required, and to positively maintain their own 
mental health (Shakir 2024). My advanced professional practice background in social work 
and substantial teaching experience has enabled me to establish such spaces. I would 
highlight, though, that hearing recurrent traumatic stories from my students is a real 
challenge and can take a toll on one’s own mental health. It is very important to acknowledge 
this reality and to practice self-care. 

2.3. Racial Harassment in Higher Education 
The Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) monitors UK Higher Education 

(HE) providers, including the Office for Students (OfS), and, in 2019, published the report 
‘Tackling racial harassment: universities challenged’. In summary, this report highlighted that 
racial harassment is a common experience for a wide range of students and staff at 
universities across England, Scotland, and Wales. 

It could be suggested that racism may not appear to directly impact nor affect so many 
because the vast majority of students in HE in the United Kingdom are White. According 
to HESA data published in 2022, 72.6% of people starting undergraduate study in the 2019 
to 2020 academic year were White, 12.2% were Asian, 8.7% were Black, 4.5% had a mixed 
ethnicity, and 2.0% were from the Other ethnic group. According to Universities UK (UUK), 
in 2019–2020, there were 409,055 staff at UUK member institutions and, of these, 14.4% 
were BAME staff (UUK 2020). Therefore, it could be suggested that prioritising the needs 
of those with whom one cannot necessarily relate or even empathise (Ryde 2019) may not 
always happen. 

The results of the EHRC report raise significant concerns for universities regarding 
the safety and engagement of minority students within their communities. The report 
underscores the relevance of the research discussed within this article, which outlines 
effective curriculum interventions to enhance the sense of belonging and community 
integration for minority students. There is evidence indicating the presence of             
institutional and structural racism in higher education settings, with universities failing to 
adequately address these issues through effective reporting systems or by maintaining a 
culture that tends to dismiss complaints (EHRC 2019). Changing an institution’s culture 
requires assessing how to dismantle the structures that support racism (Sian 2019). Much 
of this effort also depends on altering individual mindsets and viewpoints, as people 
constitute the system and drive initiatives and actions (Shakir and Barker 2021). The co- 
creation project described in this article aimed to create safe spaces (Holley and Steiner 
2005) where students could share their experiences, including those of racial        
discrimination, and formulate recommendations that encourage the university 
community to take meaningful action. 
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2.4. Decolonised and Anti-Racist Methodological Approaches 
A decolonised and anti-racist approach formed the backbone of the co-creation project. 

Decolonising education refers to the process of challenging and rethinking existing       
education systems that are rooted in colonial legacies and practices, and the higher 
education environment is an example of this (Arday and Mirza 2018; Sian 2019). 
Decolonisation involves critically examining and altering the curriculum, teaching 
methodologies, assessments, academic support, and structural racism within the 
educational system so to address and rectify the biases, inequalities, and Eurocentric 
perspectives that dominate education. This process aims to incorporate indigenous 
knowledge systems and voices that have been historically marginalised or erased, fostering 
an inclusive, equitable, and diverse educational environment. 

Co-creation and decolonisation are inextricably linked in my work, working in a 
seamless partnership almost by default. Several factors support this linking, including 
dismantling the power dynamics and traditional hierarchies that exists in the university 
between staff and students. An understanding of diversity and how to address the 
individual needs of our students are pertinent to student experiences in the university. 
Furthermore, by taking conscious and directed action in incorporating marginalised people 
and perspectives, we can begin to rethink the existing system of education. 
My educational and research philosophy is rooted in my experience as a racialised 
minority academic, but also, more importantly, the experiences of my students. I extensively 
employ Critical Pedagogy (Freire 1970, 1978) as well as Critical Race Theory (CRT) (Bell 2018; 
Delgado and Stefancic 2023). I do this by co-creating with my students, recognising that 
only by fully immersing ourselves in emancipatory teaching and learning methods can we 
challenge dominant, oppressive social structures and practices, and that, by wholeheartedly 
committing to a pedagogy of hope (Freire 2021), positive change is possible for everyone 
(Brookfield 2007; Giroux 2010; Walton 2012). I draw on the CRT framework to understand 
the pernicious issue of racism in my co-created pedagogic approach. CRT, which emerged in 
legal scholarship in the late 20th century, seeks to analyse and challenge the intersectionality 
of race, power, and systemic racism within society (Gillborn 2008; Delgado and Stefancic 
2023). According to CRT principles, to understand the pernicious nature of racial disparities 
and act, we must listen to those affected, their voices and lived experiences (Gillborn 2008; 
Delgado and Stefancic 2023; Walton 2021), in order to effect positive change within the 
system. It is this group within higher education who are most negatively impacted in 
relation to belonging, retention, progression, degree awards, and graduate outcomes 
(Bhopal 2018; Arday and Mirza 2018; Ryde 2019). 

My co-creation students have shared their lived experiences with me, other students, 
staff, and the public through story telling as a method and key tenet of CRT (Delgado and 
Stefancic 2023). The university environment must not be free from critique, despite the 
position of the researcher employed within this institution, nor should the participants be 
at the mercy of the system. Dockery (2000) is not afraid to say that he feels it is necessary to 
‘take sides’ if participants gain some advantage from his research, by which I am inspired 
and encouraged. His aim to reduce inequitable practices and racial hierarchies are in line 
with the ontological perspective of many CRT researchers, such as Tyson (2003), Parker et 
al. (1999), and Lopez and Parker (2003), aligning with both my co-creation pedagogical 
approach and commitment to anti-racism (Wilson and Cook-Sather 2022).
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2.5. Co-Creation Students (Participants) 
The participants included 11 undergraduate (UG) students in their final year of study 

from a variety of disciplines across the university who had been working on the co-creation 
project spanning the academic year. An open call was advertised to final-year students to 
become involved in the project by visiting lectures and sharing information through digital 
online sites. The participants were of female and male identities. In terms of ethnicity, the 
participants were White British, mixed White British and Polish, British Pakistani, and 
British Black, and all were UK home students. Their ages were 21–22 years old. Full ethical 
approval was obtained for this study from the university’s ethics committee and consent 
was provided by all of the participants. 

2.6. Research Questions and Data Collection 
The research presented within this article explores the impact of the co-creation project 

on the co-creation students. A participatory method called the ‘world café’ was used to 
collect qualitative data to evaluate the impact of the project. The ‘world café’ method is 
a cooperative research technique designed to move away from traditional hierarchical 
models of evaluation and knowledge creation, where the outcomes are often determined by 
external ‘experts’. Instead, this method fosters knowledge and insights through constructive 
dialogue and progressive rounds of discussion (Fouché and Light 2011). A fundamental 
tenet of the world café is the belief that all participants possess the necessary knowledge 
and skills to address the issues at hand, and are considered experts in their own capacities 
(Schiele et al. 2022). This approach encourages everyone to engage in active listening and 
reflection, helping to uncover patterns and deeper inquiries. Using four tables and chairs, 
with a question and facilitator as well as an audio recording device assigned to each table, 
the participants moved systematically to each table until all had been visited during the 
1.5-h session. Facilitation support was provided by 3 members of the staff, including a 
data and impact evaluation manager who had not been involved in the project but had 
previously met with the group on two occasions, where she had established their trust. 
Special emphasis was placed on creating an inviting and exciting environment, so we each 
wore clothing matched to the colour of pens we used to make notes and provided 
personalised gifts to thank all of the students. 

 
We explored the following questions: 

1. Did co-creation achieve its aims? 
2. How could co-creation have a greater impact? 
3. What difference do you think co-creation has made (to you, to other students, and to 

the university)? 
4. How does co-creation make a difference? (What happened as part of the co-creation 

that made a difference?) 
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2.7. Data Analysis 
Thematic analysis is well-suited for my research, where experiences, attitudes, and 
perceptions are complex and nuanced, and provides a framework for situating 
individual experiences within broader educational, social, and cultural contexts 
(Braun and Clarke 2022). This approach prioritises student voices, ensuring that 
their experiences, opinions, and suggestions are heard and valued, which is 
fundamental to the Critical Race Theory paradigm (Delgado and Stefancic 2023). 
Analysis can reveal themes related to empower- ment, agency, and ownership, 
shedding light on how co-creation projects can enhance or hinder these aspects. By 
understanding student experiences on a thematic level, educators and institutions 
can identify effective strategies and common pitfalls in co-creation, leading to 
improved pedagogical approaches (Cook-Sather and Cook-Sather 2023). The 
coding process revealed student experiences with co-creation closely concerned 
their feelings and how it made them feel, with the terms belonging, confidence, 
respect, feeling heard, power, power dynamics, and being supported featuring significantly 
across all of the themes that were generated. Four 1.5-h long transcripts were coded 
and themes were drawn up with the assistance of an online data analysis software 
platform, which transcribed and provided some preliminary data analysis of key 
themes from the audio recordings. This helped tremendously for the initial stages 
of the six-step process for the thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006) given the 
volume of transcription that needed to be coded and         thematically analysed. 
The full process was applied once all of the transcripts and initial data analysis 
summaries were exported into Microsoft Word. 

3. Results 
A significant amount of data was generated from the world cafe. The findings 

will be thematically presented on the impact of co-creation on the participating 
students. This will then followed by a discussion of key areas, including 
recommendations for universities to actionably address the awarding gap. 

The students shared their overall pre- and post-project experiences, and there 
was overlap between the questions. The students contributed their reflections with 
great fluency, owing, in my view, to their increased self-confidence in speaking 
openly. The co-creation space created psychological safety, and the students 
spoke ‘their own mind’ without limitations or parameters. For me, this is testament 
to the success of the co-creation project; my students were empowered to be their 
authentic selves and speak out without fear of repercussions or restrictions. I also 
note here that I have chosen to include only minimal direct quotes from the 
participants, relevant to each heading, to ensure their anonymity due to the highly 
sensitive nature of the content and the small number of participants. 

Across the four questions, thematic analysis has enabled me to identify several 
themes, which I have grouped and analysed together as the following: 

• Relationships, friendships, and mental health; 
• Safe spaces, trust, and sharing lived experiences; 
• Classroom conditions, participation, and support from staff; 
• Negative experiences, including issues pertaining to race and racism; 
• Changes needed for a better future for students. 

3.1. Relationships, Friendships, and Mental Health 
“It’s crazy to think that we’ve built better connections with these people than we 
have with the people within our degree course over the past few years”. 
(co-creation student) 

Several students discussed how their university experience felt isolating 
and im- personal, which was also reflected in other research with students 
(Christie et al. 2008). 
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However, through the lens of the co-creation project, a different narrative unfolded, reveal- 
ing how such initiatives can significantly alter student life, fostering inclusivity, friendships, 
and a deeper sense of belonging to peers and the university (Cates et al. 2018; Mercer- 
Mapstone et al. 2017). The students highlighted the profound impact of collaboration and 
shared efforts as a team of friends within co-creation. For many, the project transformed 
the university into a more welcoming and interactive environment. It became a personal 
journey where teamwork and bonding were not just the byproducts but the highlights. The 
students noted how their involvement in the project built confidence, reduced feelings of 
isolation, and helped them connect with peers on a deeper level. Friendships, as many 
participants echoed, often sprout from shared experiences and bonding moments, which 
were plentiful in the co-creation endeavours. One student commented that “. . .one of the I 
think a thing that comes up to me so strongly is that sense of belonging and building friendships and 
connecting with people. . .” (co-creation student). Some shared poignant revelations about 
their pre-project loneliness, a feeling that only became apparent after they joined the project 
and finally experienced genuine connections, with one student referring to their mental 
health and the impact of co-creation, saying “. . . I feel like it’s just made my experience much 
more better with the co-creation project” (co-creation student). 

The project was not just about making friends; it was about changing the dynamics 
within the university setting. Group dynamics, especially in such a diverse and transient 
environment as a university, can be challenging (Wilcox et al. 2005). Yet, the participants 
found that co-creation projects provided a platform that valued everyone’s opinions, 
promoting fairness and inclusivity. This shift was particularly significant for some 
students, who admitted to only really speaking to the same one or two people since their 
first year, until the project opened new avenues for friendships. Passing fellow co-creation 
members in the corridor and being met with happiness and connection was something 
completely new to many in the group. Several students commented that, even for the one 
or two students in their programme of study that they did speak to within class, they 
would not necessarily have a connection with them outside of the classroom. Quite the 
opposite was the case for the co-creation group and classroom. The students expressed 
the impact of loneliness or not feeling wanted at the university by staff prior to the project on 
their mental health, the consequence of which was them considering leaving the university 
altogether before they started their final year (Willcoxson et al. 2011). 

The reflections also touched on broader issues such as the quality of teaching and the 
overarching sense of belonging, or the lack thereof, that some students felt. Not feeling valued by 
staff in the classroom, or having little or no connections with peers, adversely affected their mental 
health and consequently made them abscond from lectures repeatedly (Strayhorn 2018). Students 
shared their struggle with feeling isolated and unsupported, which is a stark contrast to the 
independence, life skills, and friendships they had hoped to gain from university life. To this issue, 
one student stated the following: “Whereas with the co creation project, I feel like it has it’s had a 
more positive impact on people’s mental health as well. Yeah, I feel like more people feel more 
welcomed when they come into the co creation project and they feel like like, they can speak about 
what they feel. Yeah. Whereas in a classroom setting it’s not really 
. . .where you can speak about how you feel. You just go in and you just do your work and go. . .” 
(co-creation student). 

In summary, the co-creation projects were described as significantly enriching the      
university experience, bringing students together, alleviating feelings of isolation, and 
creating a nurturing social environment. The findings also highlighted the nuanced 
experiences of students navigating their paths through higher education. The shared 
stories under- scored a vital aspect of university life: the need for a supportive, inclusive 
community that reaches beyond academic achievements to address the emotional and 
social well- being of its students. Such assertions have also been reflected in other co-
creation studies (Lubicz-Nawrocka 2019; Cook-Sather et al. 2014; Cates et al. 2018). The 
connection between friendships and positive mental health, or, indeed, the lack thereof, 
and students success- fully engaging with their study was asserted. This has also been 
revealed through several other studies in the UK higher education sector (Thomas et al. 
2017; Hurtado et al. 2012).
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3.2. Safe Spaces, Trust, and Sharing Lived Experiences 
“It’s made me more confident. It’s made me like it’s given me the ability to speak my 
mind very openly. And express my feelings that I’ve been having from like first year 
onwards so it’s like a safe space. Like we’ve all come together, we’ll have obviously different 
opinions. And we’ve heard each other and it’s like a massive weight lifted off my shoulder. 
Expressing our feelings and thoughts with obviously being felt left out, throughout the 
whole year”. (co-creation student) 

The students described the project space as a classroom transformed by the power of 
co-creation, and being on a journey that would reshape their educational and personal 
landscapes. As they delved into projects that required them to share and create together, the 
room buzzed with the energy of newfound collaboration and creativity. The participants 
discussed feeling strength in numbers and having a collective voice that could make a 
tangible difference to practice at the university. The students talked about coming together, 
with everyone playing a part. The importance of being open and honest was stressed by 
the students. This transparency was not just for the sake of personal growth but was aimed 
at fostering real change through shared experiences and insights. 

Trust became a cornerstone of their discussions. The group collectively recognised 
the need for trust in the classroom environment, a critical element that facilitated not only 
co-creation but also the building of self-esteem and mutual respect. This trust was crucial 
for the students, who found a positive shift in their university life by having a space to 
share their stories and learn from others, not only other students but also trusted staff, who 
demonstrated genuine understanding and care. Such issues have also been revealed 
through other studies in the UK HE sector (Archer et al. 2020). The importance of feeling 
safe enough to speak out and share experiences was highlighted by one participant, who 
stated “You know what? I just love how diverse it is and I love the fact that I just say anything 
without feeling judged” (co-creation student). 

The benefits of co-creation shone through. The students enjoyed the experience, 
highlighting how the co-creation project provided a safe space to express feelings and 
opinions without fear. This environment boosted their confidence significantly, a sentiment 
echoed by many participants, who noted enhanced confidence and a stronger sense of 
belonging. The importance of lived experiences in creating this sense of belonging was 
emphasised repeatedly. The students talked about how personal stories and experiences 
contributed deeply to fostering empathy and understanding among peers (Balslev et al. 
2020). Participants pointed out the profound impact that these shared stories had on 
listeners, enhancing their understanding and evoking empathy. 

Yet, co-creation was more than just sharing and empathy; it was about practical steps 
towards inclusivity and success. The participants advised on the necessity of promoting 
awareness and involvement among both students and staff to ensure the success of such 
initiatives. Similarly, the participants discussed how to effectively implement co-creation 
projects more widely across the university, with the suggestions focusing on awareness, 
involvement, and teamwork. The students stated feeling isolated despite being part of a 
family and community outside of the university, but within the co-creation project, they 
found a platform where they could truly belong and thrive. The narrative of the classroom 
was rewritten from a place of solitary learning to one of communal growth and shared 
successes in the co-creation space. The students stated that the co-creation project not only 
transformed their learning experience but also left a lasting impression of connection and 
creative collaboration with their peers and the staff involved. 

3.3. Classroom Conditions, Participation, and Support from Staff 
“I just feel like in this class I’m a person, not a number”. (co-creation student) 
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At the heart of the academic experience, student voices revealed a deep-seated desire 

for connection, understanding, and support within the classroom. It became clear that the 
traditional lecture halls and rigid teaching methods often leave students feeling          
disconnected and under-represented (Howard 2015). One participant self-described 
transforming from being a “baby” to a fast learner in just six months of being involved in 
the co-creation project, epitomising the potential for personal growth when educational 
environments evolve to meet the diverse needs of students. Alongside this, another student 
discussed the transformative power of co-creation, suggesting that it turns ordinary 
academic engagements into something truly special. The analogy that one participant 
used, comparing the co-creation experience to a Jenga-like structure, underscored the 
delicate balance required in educational initiatives. Removing key elements such as 
support from staff, having a sense of belonging in the classroom, or a space to share 
experiences can destabilise the whole system, emphasising the need for a holistic approach 
to student engagement and learning (Parsons and Taylor 2011). 

Not only were significant shifts in perspective reported, but students also shared some 
of the changes they began to observe in faculty staff. One participant noted how the project 
changed the practices of both staff and students, moving forward to foster a more inclusive 
and responsive educational environment. As reported by some students, lecturers, by 
involving themselves more collaboratively and by encouraging open questioning, have 
begun breaking down the walls of anxiety and building up student confidence. Within the 
classroom, the value of understanding individual needs was paramount, as highlighted by 
one participant who stressed the importance of recognising students’ unique backgrounds 
to truly motivate them (Johansson and Felten 2014). This sentiment was echoed by another 
participant who argued that, without engaging students actively, educational systems fail 
to reach students’ potentials (Harper 2009). In the classroom where the co-creation took 
root, the environment shifted dramatically. What was once a hierarchy became an equal 
playing field, allowing for free expression and making students feel more comfortable 
sharing their thoughts openly. The participants praised the staff in the co-creation for their 
understanding and supportive nature, which significantly enhanced student well-being 
and engagement. 

Discussions on co-creation extend to its impact on group dynamics and decision 
making. The participants criticised the traditional staff–student hierarchies that lead to 
disconnect for students in the classroom and create barriers for conversations (Crowder 
2023). The students appreciated those lecturers who understood and related to their 
individual needs and perspectives, who were more open-minded and caring, and who 
advocated for a collective learning approach to simplify and enrich educational exchanges 
(Nash and Manning 1996). To this point, one student shared the following: “I am pretty 
quiet individual but. . . Syra, she’s paying attention to me to make sure that I feel heard” (co- 
creation student). 

The students advocated that universities must treat students as young adults deserving of respect, 
a change that one participant found particularly effective when combined with the right mix of 
professionalism and banter. The students stated that small gestures, such as simply checking in with 
them in the classroom, asking how they are, and showing a genuine interest in them as individuals, 
made them feel welcomed and valued, thereby fostering better connections. One participant 
suggested the following: “I just feel like if lecturers brought more enthusiasm, you know, to the 
classroom, to engage with the students to not only see them as a number, but as a human being. It’s 
be nice” (co-creation student). 

The participants shared their discomfort with existing and traditional classroom 
dynamics, which is the very opposite to the co-creation space. Things such as raising their 
hand in class, feeling unheard, and being uncomfortable speaking up were all due to a lack 
of trust and belonging in normal classes. Such experiences spotlight the need for conditions 
that foster safe spaces and smaller class sizes, which are crucial for nurturing the confidence 
and belonging that are essential to a fulfilling university experience (Felten et al. 2016). One 
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student described this by saying “I think it’s just, everyone feeling like a sense of belonging” (co-
creation student). 

This collective narrative, rich with individual stories and shared challenges, paints a 
vivid picture of the current state and potential future of university education, one where every 
student feels connected, supported, and empowered to speak freely and to grow personally. 

3.4. Negative Experiences Including Issues Pertaining to Race and Racism 
“I would say, like the loneliness that was the institutional racism that was here. . .they’re 
all white, there’s no one who I can relate with experiences. Like, no one’s been through 
something that I might go through. . .like Asian or like ethnic minorities who are doing 
journalism, and I feel like also within the media aspect, it is very white dominated,       
especially in the UK. So I feel like I didn’t realise that maybe that was why I felt 
demotivated until I started this project”. (co-creation student) 

In the landscape of a university that aspires to foster growth and inclusivity, a concerning 
narrative has emerged, one marked by the challenges of loneliness, not being able to share 
experiences, and what was described by one participant as institutional racism. Through the 
experiences shared by the participants, the deep-seated issues of discrimination and marginalisation 
came to light, revealing the urgent need for change and reflection. The environment at the university 
was described as hostile at times, particularly noted by ethnic minority students, which is mirrored 
by the national research (EHRC 2019). One participant described this as follows: “I’m saying this 
in the nicest way possible I think the favouritism over white students but then you.. the way I see it 
is something me and **** are the Asian students that are just all white so I do think it is white 
privilege and then even say like let’s say for example if I miss a few lectures and stuff because I 
think second year I did have so much going on anyway you almost feel like you’re not even there 
anymore because they probably point is that you don’t even come in so why should we but they don’t 
realise that they should have time to actually ask you, are you okay? but they’re not considerate at 
all” (co-creation student). 

One participant pointed out that these conditions were not just isolated incidents but were 
indicative of broader inequalities that affect students’ learning outcomes overall; furthermore, that 
this is experienced by several students, and the co-creation project provided the space to hear from 
others going through the same thing. As one participant explained: “Again, like not knowing other 
people are going through the similar stuff that I am going. . . so I felt like I needed to be quiet and 
not talk about it. Because if I share my problems. People might perceive me as someone like 
negative or in a bad sense. So I stayed quiet, until now, like, I know how like other people, 
experience similar stuff like me, so I’m more confident to talk about my experience” (co-creation 
student). 

Repeatedly highlighted by students of all ethnicities was the call to address these 
disparities through co-creation by involving students in shaping their educational         
experiences (Bovill et al. 2016). Students of non-BAME backgrounds were significantly 
aware of existing disparities and discrimination, although they had not experienced it 
directly. This motivated their ambition to be part of the project; they also felt responsibility 
for their work and the need to contribute to effecting urgent change within the institution. 

Some of the participants shared distressing pre-higher education experiences of dis- 
crimination, which, to some extent, set a precedent for their perceptions and interactions in 
higher education (Greenbank 2004). One participant reflected on the root of these issues 
being racial bias in the system, and acknowledged how the co-creation project opened their 
eyes to this as a broader issue. Another participant reflected that the co-creation project 
provided a crucial space for reflection and growth about such issues, which they had not 
been able to talk about before. 

The responsibility of educators was underscored by participants who insisted that the 
staff at the university must take an active role in supporting all students to feel included, 
and that diverse identities must be properly welcomed and acknowledged in classrooms. 
The students also discussed the role of university staff in addressing issues pertaining to 
institutional racism, how the staff frame topics of race, and, indeed, the awarding gap in the 
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classroom. A student discussed the glaring omissions in the university curriculum, which 
often overlooked the specific issues affecting ethnic minority students. One participant 
relayed what could be described as the ‘whiteness’ of the curriculum (Utt 2018), whereby 
only white, male Eurocentric theorists are referred to and recommended to use within 
assignments, with no inclusion of theorists from the Global South (Peters 2018). This also 
led to the student feeling alienated and really disconnected from their learning, emphasising 
the importance of incorporating diverse perspectives within the curriculum (Archer et al. 
2020). The students argued that the potential of co-creation research of student voices could 
be used to bridge these gaps. 

One participant shared a poignant reflection on their racialised experiences during work 
placements and its impact on their mental health, as highlighted by Warner (2022). The student 
recounted the following: “I was doing a placement, at a school, was going through a couple of 
mental health problems at the same time. . . school didn’t really understand that I was bullied quite 
a lot. I feel like the university didn’t really do much about it pretty much. Well, first time around 
the kind of did, second time they pretty much kind of dismissed and I just got to the point where 
I kind of had to leave that place because it was just taking a toll on my mental health” (co-creation 
student). The experience made them feel that they could never pursue their intended career, as they 
had been made to feel that they were not good enough. The co-creation project provided a pivotal 
moment of solidarity, helping them to feel less isolated, and re-ignited their desire to continue 
studying and to go on to purse their original career dreams. 

One participant shared their struggles with marginalisation in their degree programme 
due to their religious beliefs and outward appearance; they were the only student of such a 
background in the course, which is the same issue noted decades ago by Loo and Rolison 
(1986). The student discussed the potential benefits that better representation and diversity 
could bring for students, as well as spaces for minoritised students to develop friendships 
and to feel less alone (Harpalani 2017). One participant delved into the complexities of 
race and identity, highlighting the importance of understanding and embracing one’s own 
experiences and perspectives. This understanding is crucial not only for personal 
affirmation but also for fostering a broader culture of empathy and inclusivity when given 
a space through co-creation to share this with others. 

Through these shared experiences, the narrative woven by the participants painted a 
vivid picture of the current state of academia, a place where the promise of education is 
often overshadowed by the persistent shadows of racial discrimination, as documented 
across the HE sector by the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC 2019). It is 
these experiences which can collectively lead to feelings of ostracisation from the wider 
university community and the reduced sense of belonging for students of ethnic minority 
backgrounds, which can then lead to drop out, thereby impacting retention rates and the 
awarding gap (Whatworks? Thomas 2012; EHRC 2019). The co-creation project emerged 
not only as a tool for academic engagement but as a vital platform for advocacy, healing, 
and structural change, urging a re-evaluation of the values and practices that define the 
educational landscape and working towards addressing the awarding gap. 

3.5. Changes Needed for a Better Future for Students 
“. . .for example, anti-racist practice. You might say, as in Syra was saying, you might say 

that you’re not racist, but it’s not enough to show that so you need to kind of. . .demonstrate. . .”. 
(co-creation student) 

At a university grappling with challenges and on the brink of transformation, the 
story of change began to unfold through the voices of students united by a common goal, 
improving the academic and social environment through the principles of co-creation. The 
university-wide initiative on social justice and equity has set the stage for this        
transformation. The leadership team, as one participant noted, bears the responsibility to 
address the awarding gap, a task met with mixed reactions from the student body 
(Bauman et al. 
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2005). The same participant also remarked on the university culture that creates a hostile 
environment, suggesting the need for a significant cultural shift. 

Amid these conversations, one participant stated that, by sharing personal experiences and 
knowledge aimed at educating students, they hoped their resources will leave a legacy. One 
participant cherished the co-creation environment, aspiring to see its principles applied more broadly 
across classrooms to foster friendship and collaboration. The students highlighted a lack of connection 
among peers, especially for first-year students, and that co-creation is needed to foster belonging 
and to build connections between students at this crucial early stage (Bovill 2020b; Araújo et al. 
2014). One student recommended the following: “I feel like in the beginning of your first few weeks, 
the university really needs to work on building those bonds within people in courses” (co-creation 
student). Another participant reflected on building connections with peers and said the following: 
“the structure of the classroom. . .there’s not much like getting to know each other, icebreakers, 
friendly faces, everyone just goes in the classroom put their head down and leave. So that’s kind of 
just the vibe throughout the whole three years hasn’t really changed. Whereas in this group we do 
stuff to actually get to know each other. . ..it creates bonds. . .” (co-creation student). 

One participant expressed frustration with a perceived lack of creativity and resistance to change 
within the system. The broader student body echoed these sentiments, expressing frustration with poor 
academic experiences and a disconnect between university practices and student experiences. 
Students not feeling as though they belong to key aspects of their higher education journey, including 
the institution itself, their programme of study, support services, or peer networks, are intrinsically 
connected to student progression, retention, and outcomes (Masika and Jones 2015; Thomas et al. 
2017; Wonkhe 2022). One student relayed their experience by saying the following: “All lectures 
are all white. Well, there’s no problem with that I’ve never had any problems with them all. They’ve 
all been very helpful in everything. I feel like to me as Asian, female hijabi, especially in the media 
sector in the UK, it’s very white dominated. And for me, there’s no one to look up to I feel like they 
don’t know the experiences that I go through. And that’s why I never spoke about anything. And I’m 
just thinking, imagine if like, Syra taught me how different my experiences would have been. And 
how do you do you? So. . . representation matters. . .” (co-creation student). 

The call for the inclusion of student voices in decision making was strong, with 
participants advocating for direct engagement with the executive team to share their 
recommendations (Caetano et al. 2020). The power of co-creation was recognised by 
several participants, who highlighted its potential to share knowledge and catalyse change. 
Social dynamics at the university were also a point of concern, with students yearning for 
more opportunities to bond and connect. Initiatives like organising icebreakers and social 
events during the first weeks of university were suggested to help form these essential 
connections. Furthermore, the provision of spaces on campus for students to socialise 
beyond the classroom was seen as a key factor in enhancing the university experience 
(Matthews et al. 2011). 

As the narrative unfolded, the need for improved teaching methods and more inclusive 
curriculum initiatives were evident, as highlighted through other studies (Wilson et al. 2022). 
The participants emphasised a new curriculum focus on race equity and co-creation, similar 
to a study by Hall et al. (2021), while another participant advocated for cross-disciplinary 
co-creation so to deepen student connections and understanding for students. Staff needing 
to be anti-racist through their actions and behaviours with students was highlighted as 
critical in demonstrating commitment (Jankowski 2022). One student referred to university 
staff, saying: “Make them become anti racist in a sense, and just kind of like, implement that 
practice wherever they can. Especially departments and stuff. . .” (co-creation student). 

The importance of maintaining personalised learning in a growing institution,           
enhancing student engagement in small classes, and addressing social inequity in larger 
group settings were discussed as strategies to overcome these barriers. The participants 
recognised that co-creation has the potential to address racial inequities and transform the 
university environment, urging action beyond mere conversation (Kwofie et al. 2024). As 
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the discussions culminated, the group contemplated the broad impacts of co-creation, from 
individual departments to the Board of Governors, setting a vision for a university that not 
only educates but also empowers its community to enact meaningful change. 

4. Discussion 
4.1. The Importance of Safe Spaces 

A common theme raised by my students is the need for such spaces to be embedded 
at every level of study and held frequently throughout the academic year. There are 
several reasons for this that my students shared. The university can be a challenging 
environment, and students often face pressures related to academic work, social integration, 
and personal development. Safe spaces provide a nurturing environment where students 
can express vulnerabilities without fear of judgment or reprisal, and can significantly 
enhance their mental health and overall well-being (Arday 2018). The co-creation group 
was small, comprising 11 students and 3 core staff members, so it could be said that the 
safety described by those participating was due to the intimate size of the group. However, 
the subject areas for each of the students were also relatively small in size, so they had the 
prior experience (for 2 years) of working in smaller cohorts. Despite this, however, it was 
reported by the students that they still did not know fellow students in their subject 
programmes and had only spoken with one or two others since they enrolled. Therefore, 
it could be suggested that the intimate nature of the co-creation group is not the primary 
reason for the creation of safety. It is, rather, the conditions created within the group that 
develop safe spaces. 

These spaces acknowledge the diverse backgrounds and experiences that students 
bring to the university through an intersectional understanding (Crenshaw 1989). By 
allowing students to share their unique perspectives and challenges, safe spaces foster 
a more inclusive campus culture that respects and values diversity, paying attention to 
intersecting identifies and how these are experienced by students (Samatar et al. 2021). 
When students feel secure, wanted, and cared for, they are more likely to engage actively in 
learning and to participate in discussions, particularly on sensitive or controversial topics. 
This can lead to better engagement in learning and the commitment to attendance, which 
raises the attainment, as students are deeply invested in the project’s ethos and their own 
contributions. These are essential if universities want to address the awarding gap. Safe 
spaces can help forge stronger relationships among students, faculty, and staff, including 
the development of friendships (Thomas 2012). They encourage a sense of community and 
support, which can be particularly beneficial for students who may feel isolated or 
marginalised, regardless of their background (Read et al. 2003). Students of White and 
BAME backgrounds have all reported this issue; it is not exclusive to students of colour. 

Discussing difficult experiences in a supportive environment can be a powerful catalyst 
for personal growth. It helps students develop coping skills, resilience, and a stronger sense 
of self, empowering them to navigate challenges both within and beyond the university 
setting (Mountford-Zimdars et al. 2017). The same can be said for staff, who are often left 
traumatised from hearing recurrent negative narratives. Although I have prior training in 
trauma-informed practice, I have also developed further resilience and coping mechanisms. 
By bringing to light the real issues that students face, safe spaces can inform and inspire 
changes in university policies, practices, and cultures The results have generally highlighted 
that belongingness is key to both the retention and success of students in HE, such as 
results highlighted by Thomas (2012) and Thomas et al. (2017), and that belonging begins 
at induction and very early upon arriving at the university. This proactive approach 
can lead to a more supportive and responsive educational environment, which is one of 
the key intended outcomes of this project and its recommendations for universities to 
consider if they truly want to address the awarding gap. In summary, creating safe spaces 
at universities is crucial for fostering a supportive academic and social environment that 
nurtures students’ well-being, encourages their active participation, and prepares them to 
contribute positively to society. 
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4.2. Relationships and Mental Health 

The students reported significantly enhanced connections, contrasting sharply with 
their usual university experiences, which many found isolating. In subject programmes, 
limited input by staff to support friendship-making was reported by the students;       
consequently, they hardly knew many fellow students despite being in their final year of 
study at the university. In contrast, co-creation facilitated a sense of belonging and fostered 
genuine friendships, which were critical to improving students’ overall mental health. 
Activities, peer bonding, feeling heard and cared for, sharing stories, and open discussion 
featured as unique aspects of the co-creation experience. The students discussed the 
importance of developing connections with peers and staff, and those positive 
relationships supported their motivation and engagement with their learning, as 
documented by Thomas (2012), who reviewed interventions across several UK-based 
universities. Such projects converted academic environments into spaces of personal and 
communal growth, where students felt valued and heard, thus countering the feelings of 
loneliness and isolation often prevalent in traditional academic settings. The negative 
impact of loneliness and poor mental health on academic engagement and success is 
profound (Singh et al. 2021; Hammoudi et al. 2023). If universities are committed to 
addressing the awarding gap, more work is needed to support students to develop 
meaningful connections with peers, staff, and services. 

4.3. Classroom Environments 
The discussion highlighted a stark contrast between the dynamics of co-creation 

projects and regular classroom settings. Co-creation led to environments where the         
students felt recognised as individuals rather than just part of a student body. This 
individual attention improved the engagement and allowed the students to feel that they 
were an integral part of their educational journey, underscoring the necessity for academic 
institutions to adopt more inclusive and responsive teaching methods where every student 
feels valued (Guberina 2023; Benabid et al. 2025). 

4.4. Race and Racism 
Racial harassment has long-term negative effects on individuals’ mental health,      

educational achievements, and career prospects. It leads to isolation, diminished self-esteem, 
and severe mental health issues (EHRC 2019), as well as a weakened sense of belonging 
and detachment from the community (Bhopal 2018). Victims of racial harassment often 
report feelings of anger, sadness, depression, anxiety, and vulnerability, with 8% even 
experiencing suicidal thoughts. The report further indicates that students frequently 
withdraw from university activities to protect their safety, confidence, and well-being. 
However, such withdrawals negatively affect their academic performance and outcomes. 
The findings also reveal that approximately one in twenty students cited racial harassment 
as the reason for abandoning their studies. 

A significant and troubling theme that emerged was the impact of institutional racism. 
Students of ethnic minority backgrounds shared experiences of feeling unrepresented and 
marginalised, which not only affected their academic engagement but also their personal 
well-being (Arday 2018; Wong et al. 2022). The co-creation projects, however, provided a 
platform for these students to voice their experiences, have their stories validated by 
people who understood and genuinely empathised, as well as provided a forum to seek 
systemic change, highlighting the need for universities to address racial disparities actively 
and inclusively. 

4.5. Actionable Recommendations for Universities 
The findings culminated in a call for systemic change across university policies and 

practices. The students expressed a desire for a curriculum that includes anti-racist practices, 
more integrated and cross-disciplinary approaches, and a teaching environment that fosters 
true engagement and representation (Reddick 2023). They advocated for an educational 
framework where student voices are not only heard but are instrumental in shaping the 
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academic and social environment (Bauman et al. 2005). Co-creation embedded in core 
modules across all levels of study could be a way forward to tackle the wicked problems of 
the awarding gap. 

The narrative painted by the data analysis and research results is clear: universities 
must evolve to become more inclusive, responsive, and supportive environments that 
reflect the diverse needs and identities of their students (Milem et al. 2005). This change is 
not only necessary for fostering academic success but is crucial for ensuring the mental 
and emotional well-being of the student body. Co-creation emerges as a powerful tool in 
this transformative process, suggesting a path forward where education is collaborative, 
inclusive, and empowering. Central to these proposals is the encouragement for faculty 
members to recognise and responsibly wield their influence without exploiting their power 
(Maher and Tetreault 2013). This initiative aims to foster mutual respect and build a 
community of practice within academic environments (Li et al. 2009) through regular 
interactions and check-ins with students. 

A pivotal aspect of the reform is the transformation of the curriculum to not only 
incorporate interdisciplinary collaboration but also to actively include anti-racist theories, 
decolonising both curricula and assessment processes (Inertia 2023; Fox and Shanahan 
2023). This approach requires faculty to adopt relational and critical pedagogical methods 
that allow for a more inclusive and reflective educational experience. Moreover, the 
implementation of co-creation in teaching strategies across all degree programs and study 
levels is advocated. This includes the integration of icebreaking and peer-bonding activities 
early in the academic year, which are crucial for easing first-year students into university 
life, helping them forge lasting relationships and break down social barriers (Nunn 2021).   
Group work is also emphasised, with strategies to ensure dynamic classroom inter- 
actions by frequently changing seating arrangements so to encourage students to engage 
with a diverse range of peers (Rands and Gansemer-Topf 2017). Furthermore, the 
establishment of safe spaces across all levels of study, where students can openly discuss 
their experiences with faculty, is recommended. The university environment itself must 
evolve to become more welcoming and secure, with dedicated spaces for both study and 
social interaction (Cunningham 2015). An end to the profiling of students, a responsive 
system for addressing grievances about discrimination (Beeman and Adjetey 2024), and 
the implementation of restorative justice practices, where suitable, are also crucial 
elements of the proposed changes. 

Finally, to support these transformative efforts, mandatory equity training for all 
university staff is suggested (Mercer-Mapstone et al. 2021). This should be coupled with 
ongoing reflective practices and regular reviews of staff engagement and the commitment 
to addressing educational inequalities, ensuring that equitable values are both embraced 
and demonstrated in their daily interactions. 

5. Conclusions 
In conclusion, this article has explored the transformative potential of co-creation in 

addressing systemic educational inequalities, specifically the awarding gap that          
disproportionately affects BAME students in higher education. Through a year-long co-
creation project that prioritised safe spaces, the integration of decolonised and anti-racist 
pedagogies, and an ethos of empathy and psychological safety, significant strides were 
made towards enhancing student engagement, belonging, and academic success, as 
evidenced through my students’ voices. 

The findings underscore the critical importance of beginning co-creation practices 
early in a student’s academic journey, ideally from the foundation or first year, to maximise 
its impact on student belonging and engagement. This project not only facilitated a shift in 
how students interacted with one another and with faculty but also empowered them to 
contribute meaningfully to institutional change. Students’ recommendations and reflections 
revealed a profound appreciation for the project’s approach to fostering an inclusive and 
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supportive educational environment, which they believe should be a standard 
practice across the university. 

Furthermore, this project highlighted the necessity for universities to take 
seriously the lived experiences and voices of students. It is essential for educational 
institutions to commit to continuous, structured dialogues that not only address but 
actively work to dismantle the pervasive racial and educational inequities that remain 
entrenched within higher education systems (Bhopal and Pitkin 2020; Sian 2019; 
Arday and Mirza 2018; Arday 2019). 

The co-creation project serves as a compelling example of how universities can 
use collaborative approaches to reform educational practices and curricula. By 
engaging with students as co-creators of their educational experiences, institutions 
can foster environments that are not only inclusive but also responsive to the needs 
of all students, thereby bridging gaps in equity and achievement. This initiative calls 
on all stakeholders in higher education, administrators, faculty, and students to 
embrace co-creation as a critical tool for educational equity. It is a call to move 
beyond traditional pedagogies and to innovate continuously in pursuit of a more 
just and equitable educational landscape. As such, universities are encouraged to 
consider these findings and recommendations as a blueprint for fostering deep, 
structural changes that extend far beyond the classroom and into the broader fabric 
of institutional practice and culture. I will finish with one of my greatest loves, the 
dearest Malik El- Shabaaz, commonly known as Malcom X: “We need more light 
about each other. Light creates understanding, understanding creates love, love 
creates patience and patience creates unity” (cited in Clarke et al. 1990). 
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