Inside WIHEA — WIHEA and Network Building
00:06

Hello and welcome back to the Inside WIHEA podcast. My name is Tom Ritchie, and I'm really pleased today
to be joined by Caroline Elliott, Professor of Economics and Academic Director for the Social Science
Connect project at the University of Warwick. Caroline is an alumna of WIHEA, joining as a fellow from

2021 to 2024. And during that time, she co-chaired two WIHEA learning circles, one on teaching award and
recognition and another on digital education and technologies for teaching and assessment. Caroline, hello.
Hi, it's lovely to see you today.

00:34

Nice to see you. How are you doing? Very well. yep. Surviving the term so far. | wonder Caroline, what
brings you to this conversation on WIHEA, please? So, when | first started at Warwick, about five and a half
years ago, | had heard mention of WIHEA and checked it out and thought there are these amazing learning
circles.

01:01

And then discovered | had to be a fellow to join the learning circles or at least most of the learning circles.
So, | applied and was successful in becoming a fellow. And then | literally felt like a child in a sweet shop
that there were all these learning circles and it was just like, where do | start? And | think | signed up for
about four and then thought, okay, | need to rein myself in here a little bit. And.

01:30

I've continued to follow WUHIA to be involved as an alum. And when | saw details of this podcast
advertised, | thought I've also had a longstanding role in the economics network beyond the University of
Warwick. And | thought my experiences with developing a subject specific community of academics might
be of interest to WUHIA fellows and alumni.

02:00

Yeah, thank you. And | mean, first of all, you and | have had the exact same experience with WIHEA. So, |

joined a year after you and very similarly just joined every learning circle going and then was completely

overwhelmed with meeting invites and had to really kind of pair it back. And that would be, guess, some

advice | would give, try to focus on perhaps one or two areas that you're really keen on and interested in.
You mentioned the economics network as well. And it sounds like a great example, as you say, of building
on perhaps what you learned through WIHEA and how that network is built. | wonder...

02:29

Could you tell us a little bit more about that network and what made you want to build that community,
please? So, the economics network is just over 25 years old, and it actually stemmed from the National



LTSN Initiative, which was the learning and teaching support network. And that was a national initiative,
but crucial to it was the subject centres.

02:57

So originally the economics network was called economics LTSN and then it changed its name to the
economics network. And maybe some people listening to this podcast will remember that the subject
centres at national level were closed a number of years ago because of funding and challenges. The
economics network was so...

03:24

well, established, it decided to try and to continue its national work. And the only way it could do that was
to turn to economics departments around the country for funding. So, it set up a subscription service
whereby economics departments would subscribe and the amount that they would pay would depend on
the size of the department. So, there were some very large economics departments like at Warwick.

03:52

But there are some universities with much smaller economics departments, so they can pay a smaller fee.
Initially, the economics network got funding from the Royal Economics Society. That has been sort of put
back over time, but the economics network still gets funding from the Scottish Economics Society. And it
has been fantastic to work with...

04:18

colleagues across the country to realize that there are economics academics who are really interested in
how we teach effectively, how do we assess students effectively, how do students learn effectively. And it
was great to come to the University of Warwick to join WUHER and realize there were those exact same
interests at Warwick and yes.

04:42

They span the whole university and there were here fellows that are in the economics department, but also
across the university. But it was another opportunity to realize that there are these amazing networks of
academics at subject level and at university level who are all passionate about.

05:04

teaching and education. Yeah. And | think it's great to hear how you kind of recognise that similarity
between the economics network and what WIHEA tries to do. | wonder what it's like with the economics
network because WIHEA, centres obviously on student-staff partnership. That's one of the key elements.
How has that partnership approach perhaps influenced the way that you've tried to build elements of the
economics network or ways in which you thought about supporting teaching focused economists? | think
the way we've thought about



05:31

supporting teaching focused economists and actually academic economists more generally. A lot of the
academics who work in it are teaching focused, but not necessarily all of them. And the resources that we
create are available for everyone and are freely accessible. Where it's been helpful to work with, WIHEA
and then take that learning to the economics network is that appreciation that

06:01

Everything doesn't have to be top-down. So, with WIHEA, anybody who's part of WIHEA, and | did it myself,
can go, | know, I've got an idea for a learning circle. And sometimes those include students, sometimes in
the case of teaching reward and recognition, they generally don't. But it was great in WIHEA to see that
individuals could say, I've got an idea and WIHEA would support that.

06:31

And in the economics network, we've now got the confidence to do the same thing. So, what we've seen in
the last couple of years is regional economics networks setting up as well. And that hasn't been from the
central executives saying we should have a regional network in the north or in the southeast, cetera.

06:57

It's been very much a bottom-up approach, similar to what | saw in WIHEA. And what have the benefits of
that been about having that more kind bottom-up approach? You mentioned that you have lots of
resources that are available. Did it help with that or is it in other ways that you've seen that ethos of WIHEA
kind of come through into the network? | think it's partly having the confidence to trust that bottom-up
approach and seeing that it worked really effectively in WIHEA. But | think more generally,

07:26

It is that idea that everybody should be listened to and everyone has ideas and we all have different
experiences. And realizing that the pressure shouldn't always be on the national executive to come up with
the ideas, whether that's for a regional network, whether that's for a set of resources. Actually, because of
our very different experiences, different people will come up with different ideas.

07:55

It takes the pressure off that we don't always have to be the people with the innovations. | think that's a
really crucial part that I've found through working in Mahir is | think too often in universities, we see
students as people that we work with rather than perhaps people who develop the ideas themselves and
can run with them. And I've seen through Mahir different instances where students have taken the lead,
come up with the idea, run with it and created something incredible and genuinely innovative. And | think

08:22



That word innovation, we use it so much in higher education, but actually through these different WIHEA
projects, you do see genuine innovation where students are leading the way and are challenging the way
that we as academics think, which | think is really important as well. And | know in the discussions that we
had before this; you mentioned that you're working on a paper about the history of the economics
network. And | wonder what would your advice be for any academics thinking about building perhaps
similar disciplinary teaching communities or networks in their own fields?

08:52

So, you're absolutely right. We are working on a History of the Economics Network paper. | think the thing
that we've found and that we emphasize in the draft paper is that importance of communities. And we see
that in WIHEA because there's a real effort made to bring people together physically and virtually. And
what we've learned in the Economics Network, and we might get onto this.

09:18

is that the economics network for many years has been involved in training and providing workshops to
GTAs and early career academics. And what we've seen is the importance of not just providing training
workshops to early career academics or PhD students, but keeping those relationships ongoing because
actually it's the people that sometimes we've trained in

09:47

GTA workshops, who've gone on to early career workshops, then maybe within time will be suggesting case
studies for us. And then again, a little bit further on in their careers, they may apply to be associates of the
economics network and then they become executive members. And it's great to see that we now have
people on the executive for the economics network who have taken that trajectory from.

10:15

being in these early career workshops to developing resources for the economics network to being
associates and being exact members. And | think we see something very similar with WIHEA. Yeah. And |
think you're right. think particularly in my first year, | very much just watched others and joined learning
circles. And in my second year, | then joined a learning circle. And in my third year, | led a learning circle.
And | think you're right. That kind of step-by-step process that you've used in the economics network is a
good example of

10:45

helping people perhaps find their academic identity a little bit more as well. And in a previous podcast that
I've done on this with a student fellow, actually, they mentioned how WIHEA showed them that they don't
have to be just tied to their discipline. And | think sometimes that permission to go outside of, of, of your
data. So, so for me, I'm, I'm a historian in chemistry, so I'm a bit of a, a weird academic anyway, but for so
many people, if you've been in a discipline for so long, you can just become that.



11:12

discipline, whereas | think WIHEA gives you that permission to look at other things. And it sounds like you
have a similar approach in the economics network by getting to people so early and encouraging people to
join an early stage of their career and then work their way through. It gives them that, yeah, as | say, that
permission to look outside and bring in new ideas and try to change things. Absolutely. So, there's a really
lovely example of, I've got a colleague in the economics department here at Warwick.

11:42

who is also a WIHEA Fellow and she's a more junior colleague than | am in the economics department, but
had this idea that we could do more to support students with visible and invisible disabilities. So, | invited
her to produce some content for the GTA workshops for the economics network, and she used her
experiences at Warwick, developed some lovely resources, actually now

12:11

the last three years has run a session at each of these Warwick GTA workshops on how we can support
students with visible and invisible disabilities. And then those resources that she's created have been made
available nationally across the economics network to all workshop coordinators. | think that's, again, is
such a clear example of how you can bring that ethos and that mindset. Stepping away from the
economics network for a second, | know that

12:39

In your research that you look at the careers of teaching focused economists across Canada, UK and the US.
Now I'm currently based in the US working with Canadian and obviously UK colleagues. And | wonder what
have you learned about how those careers are changing? The careers are changing, but also what we found
is that there were real differences between the three countries that we researched. often...

13:08

Academics in teaching focused roles in the US don't have the job security that they can get in the UK and
Canada. | appreciate that often at the early stages of careers, people are on fixed term contracts, but it
seems to be more straightforward to get tenure in a teaching focused career in the UK and the Canada
compared to the US.

13:37

| think the other thing that we found was that in the US, those teaching focus colleagues will typically be
employed to do more teaching. Whereas in the UK, for example, it’s often important that teaching focused
academics support in terms of administration and management. And then what we also found across all
three countries is that because it's a relatively young career path, there's

14:07



a lot more difference about what's expected of academics on this career path than there is for colleagues
who are on the more standard teaching and research contracts. So, they know the focus for them is the
quality of research publications. But what we found looking at teaching-focused academics across the three
countries is that there's a lot more variety in terms of expectations with regard to

14:36

subject research, scholarship, administration, management. So, it’s harder for academics to navigate that
career path because what might be expected from one institution may be very different from what's
expected at another institution. That means there are very different expectations with regard to promotion
criteria. And | think the other thing that we found was not only

15:04

where academics are uncertain about what's required in terms of promotion criteria, but a lot of academics
are still really unsure what scholarship of teaching and learning entails and what subtle actually is. Yeah.
And | think that point about subtle is a really timely one for you to make. So, | mentioned I'm based in the
US on a Fulbright exchange and as part of that, I've set up something called a transatlantic teaching
exchange series between UK, US and Canadian institutions.

15:34

WIHEA as one of the partners in that. And the intent is to try to bring together this kind of academies and
institutes from the different countries to have discussions around questions in teaching and to bring
academics and to students to that discussion from all of the different countries. So, we can start to
understand that difference in the scholarship of teaching and learning, but also see how we can collaborate
and how can we use some of the strengths that | know that there are in the U S system back in the UK and
obviously vice versa with Canada as well.

16:03

Reflecting on your WIHEA journey, what advice would you give to other academics or WIHEA fellows who
are thinking about trying to create some lasting communities or networks for educational innovation and
SOTL as well? I'd recommend anyone to have confidence. It's hard. It's daunting when you first start to
think about setting up a community or a network, but both with the Economics Network and then with
WIHEA, it was fantastic to find

16:32

people with that similar outlook. And you find your tribe, whether it's with WIHEA or the Economics
Network or in developing your own subject-specific network, you find that you're not the only person
who's interested in education, the effectiveness of teaching and assessment and interested in student
experience. There's actually a lot of people out there who've

17:00



feel really passionately about these topics. And so, | think it's pushing on an open door. think for anybody in
any subject, there will always be that potential to create a network because there are other people who
think and really care about student learning and student experience. So go for it and feel free to get in
touch if they ever wanted to try ideas out. I'd be happy to help and to talk to them.

17:28

Thank you, Caroline. Yeah. And | think it's great advice. And a way that I've described, WIHEA before is that
for me, at least it always gave me like a sense of gravity. So other people would be in the orbit and then you
would be able to kind of work with them there. And it sounds like the economics network is similar for you
as well. And | think these sorts of things are, we can sometimes feel like we may be the only person
interested in something at our institution.

17:51

then you have to remember that there's like 150 institutions in the UK. Well, if there's only one person,
each one, there's still 150 of you who could meet and network and develop these ideas. there is no idea |
think that's too small to really try to take further. And it's great advice. So, thank you so much. And thank
you to Caroline for joining today. It's been really great to speak to you to learn more about the economics
network, about your time as a WIHEA fellow and the synergies | suppose that have come from the two of
those. So lovely to speak to you.

18:19

And thank you again for letting people reach out to you and yeah, speak to you again very, very soon.
Thanks so much. Thank you very much. Bye bye.



