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What is the idea? 

What would learning look like if we radically re-thought its structures and interpersonal 
dynamics? Education - and higher education in particular - has a long history of being 
hierarchical, elitist and didactic. What if we broke down these divisive hierarchies in an 
attempt to empower learners as true co-creators of the learning experience? This chapter will 
propose a number of strategies to facilitate radical collaboration in education. 

Why this idea? 

In general, power in education is very centralised. There is a fear among many teachers that if 
you let go of authority, then chaos will result. However, Renn’s (2020) articulation of 
Lithwick’s (2012) theory suggests that chaos can promote radical inclusion, allowing us "to 
queer things, to take seriously Indigenous and decolonial worldviews, to burn it all down and 
start from scratch" (Renn, 2020, p. 928). Moreover, research into active learning shows that 
students benefit from being active participants (Deslauriers et al., 2019) and learn more when 
they are able to have agency in the design of their learning (Bovill, 2020). 

How could others implement this idea? 

This chapter will suggest five methods for implementing radically collaborative environments: 
1) decentralised design; 2) decentralised content; 3) decentralised delivery; 4) decentralised 
questioning; 5) decentralised construction of knowledge. These interventions should ideally be 
applied longer term across a module, as it will take time for staff and students to adapt to each 
strategy. 

1) Re-constructive alignment (decentralised design) 

The concept of re-constructive alignment attempts to combine the notion of constructive 
alignment (Biggs, 1996; Ruge et al., 2019), where all learning and assessment is aligned to 
learning outcomes, with the idea of taking the community as the curriculum (Cormier, 2008), 
so the community regularly re-evaluates and radically redesigns the content and curriculum. 
Benefits of this approach include that it: 1) encourages authentic, up-to-date learning content; 
2) mitigates bias; and 3) ensures that the perspectives of all stakeholders are better represented. 
At regular intervals (e.g. yearly), the community could come together to revise the four main 
elements of constructive alignment: intended learning outcomes (ILOs), assessments, activities 
and content. These evaluations could take inspiration from Brookfield’s (1998, 2017) four 
critical lenses, where self-reflection, students, colleagues and the literature provide lenses 
through which to assess practice. 



These opportunities could take a variety of forms, including: 

• Workshops - stakeholders collaborate on tasks for re-evaluating and re-designing the 
learning experience 

• Surveys - stakeholders anonymously provide feedback to inform the process 
• Pitch meetings - stakeholders pitch their ideas for changes to curriculum and decide on 

best options to take forward 
• Focus groups - stakeholders are brought together to share perspectives on improving 

the learning experience 
• Jamming sessions - stakeholders participate in open-ended idea generation and 

improvisation, in which ideas ‘riff’ and build upon each other 

Given that constructive alignment proposes everything should be aligned to the intended 
learning outcomes (ILOs), it might be useful to follow a backward design sequence (see, for 
example, Emory, 2014), starting from re-evaluating ILOs (the goal), then assessments (how to 
gather evidence of achieving the goal), then activities (practise producing evidence of 
achieving the goal), then necessary content (knowledge needed in order to produce evidence). 
However, if implemented creatively, it may be possible to take a non-linear approach, letting 
members of the community decide which aspects they would like to focus on and then revise 
designs iteratively to ensure that each aspect still aligns. 

2) Collaborative documents for course materials (decentralised content) 

Another useful way to encourage co-construction of the learning experience is to set up 
collaborative documents (e.g. via OneDrive or Google Drive) for key course documents, such 
as reading lists, course handbooks, session plans, slides, handouts and quizzes, then get 
students to suggest changes or additions to the existing material. You may wish to co-create 
critical thinking prompts, such as ‘How could we represent a more diverse group of 
authors/cultural contexts?’. You could also invite learners to evaluate and contribute to other 
aspects of learning content, such as videos, podcasts, infographics, web pages and other 
multimedia. 

3) Students become the teacher (decentralised delivery) 

Peer teaching has numerous benefits for learning, particularly in relation to developing 
communication, collaboration and critical thinking skills (e.g. Goldschmid & Goldschmid, 
1976; Jackson & Bruegmann, 2009; McKenna & French, 2011). One method is to divide your 
class into small groups (e.g. 3-5 students) and give each group sufficient preparation time to 
co-plan and co-teach a section of an upcoming lesson. During the lesson, the groups then take 
turns to teach their section of the lesson, with opportunities for the class to provide feedback 
on content and pedagogic approach. For a less extreme version of this, you could give students 
an overview of what you plan to cover in a module or in a particular session, then ask them to 
decide which ideas they want to spend more time on or focus on in more detail; this can also 
help students develop a crucial skill: the ability to evaluate and prioritise key information 
within limited time constraints. 

4) Students question themselves, each other, the teacher and the literature 
(decentralised questioning) 



Explicitly teaching students how to question and prompting them to question each other can 
facilitate peer learning (Choi et al., 2005; King, 1990). Instructing learners in how to question 
the teacher and how to question the literature in constructive ways can promote critical thinking 
skills. Providing question prompts, such as Bloom’s Taxonomy question stems 
(https://bit.ly/peerquestioning), and guidance, such as allowing appropriate thinking time for 
others to answer and requesting a delayed response, can help support learners in this process. 

5) Co-construction of knowledge (decentralised construction of knowledge) 

Collaborative engagement with subject content can remove barriers to learning and challenge 
learners to think in different ways (Chan & Pow, 2020; Talis, 2021; Zhu et al., 2020). This can 
be achieved by using tools such as Talis Elevate or Hypothesis to allow students to comment 
directly on a reading, video or slides. For open access texts, you could paste them into an online 
collaborative Word/Google doc and use the commenting feature. This allows students to add 
comments/questions to specific parts of the text. Others can read and respond, transforming 
reading into a dynamic, interactive co-construction of understanding. 

Transferability to different contexts 

Radical collaboration could be effective in a range of contexts (prompts for Sciences and 
Humanities are shared below). Due to the non-standard approach, clearly communicating the 
rationale and building a shared culture through regular communication and online resources is 
crucial for success. 

In Sciences - Could you involve students in the design/evaluation of practical lab sessions? 
Could they use XR or software simulations to propose/explore experiments which have never 
been done before? 

In Humanities - Could you re-think your course to be a project in which students curate a 
museum/gallery exhibition? This could be shared via collaborative slides, Padlet/Mural/Miro 
boards, or a VR environment. 

Links to tools and resources 

• OneDrive collaborative docs: https://office.com (work accounts) or 
https://onedrive.com (personal accounts) 

• Google Drive collaborative docs: https://drive.google.com 
• Padlet: https://padlet.com/ 
• Miro: https://miro.com/ 
• Mural: https://start.mural.co 
• Talis Elevate: https://talis.com/talis-elevate/ 
• Hypothesis: https://web.hypothes.is/ 
• Bloom’s Taxonomy Question Stems: https://bit.ly/peerquestioning 
• You may wish to consult Alison Harvey’s chapter, 'Scaffolding an event', in this 

book. 
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