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Hello and welcome to this new podcast series Inside We're Here. I'm Tom Ritchie and I'm joined today by 

Jess Humphries, Director of the Warwick International Higher Education Academy. Hi Jess. Hello.  How are 

doing? You okay? Yeah, all good, all good. I wonder  for those who are new to We're Here, could you briefly 

introduce a bit more about what the Academy does and what you think makes it unique at Warwick, 

please? Yeah, sure. We're Here is the Warwick International Higher Education Academy. We were founded 

in 2015. 
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the same time as the Monash Education Academy. We're here is  an amazing community of staff and 

students who come together,  who are educational leaders in their own rights.  And  we work on 

educational excellence, collaboration, staff-student partnership is really key. We came together originally to 

discuss issues around parity of esteem between teaching and teaching research focused staff, but also 
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to raise the profile of education, support the education strategy at Warwick.  And we've just celebrated our 

10th anniversary, a huge milestone in our calendar last year. And we had colleagues who were involved in 

the foundations of We're Here, the vision, where it came from, from Professor Christina Hughes and  

Professor David Lambern's commitment to this idea of a community fostering those connections. And for 

me personally, I've had a journey with We're Here over those 10 years. I've been involved. 
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As a supporter and an advocate from the side through to being a fellow alumni, deputy director and now 

director. And in that time, I've seen the power of where I really believe in what can be done with better 

together. It's unique because it brings staff from academic services, professional services together. It also 

brings students into that space where we can have conversations around education. We can be change 

makers. 
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we can inspire policy or inspire conversations and on an institutional level, having impact on a professional 

personal level, having impact on our careers, but also contributing to wider sector discussions as well. So 

it's a really unique space that staff and students who are willing to give their time to help contribute to 

furthering higher education  in Warwick and beyond. Yeah. And it's great to hear about it. And it's probably 

worth saying at this point that 
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I've been a We're Here fellow. I've just finished in August 2025. And for the three years that I've been a part 

of it, it's been incredible. Such an amazing community of people that gives you a sense of identity. For me, 



We're Here and Jess, you as well, has offered that platform to explore new ideas, test things and to take 

risks. We're Here gives us space to be able to do that in a really meaningful way. I wonder, Jess, looking 

back over the past academic year, so 2024, 25. 

 

02:53 

Have there been any kind of standout moments for you? So  it's been another mad full-on year. I think one 

of the key points was right at the start, we had our record breaking year with the numbers of new fellows, 

46 people joined us. 30 of those were members of staff from across the institution, but we had 16 students, 

which was a significant increase in the cohort size that we'd previously had. And we worked really closely 

with those students  over the year and 
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Every one of them inspire me and they've done some amazing work leading on projects. And we had a 

student fund, so really we wanted to give students agency to identify their own challenges without us 

necessarily telling them what we think they might be and seeing how they wanted to address those 

challenges. So one of the key things we did last year was with this fund was enable three student led 

projects. We asked them, are your challenges? And they got together. never met each other. That's the 

beauty of we're here. You're coming from different disciplines. 
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different areas of study, somewhere undergrads, post-grad tour, post-grad researchers, and asking them 

where your priorities are, what is it you want to look at? And they were exploring AI in education, inclusive 

informal learning spaces,  and creating communities in the doctoral college. So it was a real privilege to 

work alongside those students to see what their concerns were and where they wanted to tackle these 

issues, how they were doing that. So that to me was a real highlight. And then we've had 
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number of  small projects  last year as well. We have a very limited amount of funding, but it's enabling us 

to seed ideas and see where things are developing. And I know Tom, with the work that yourself and Inca 

have been doing on building belonging, in your instance, the project led to a learning circle that was 

launched last year that was highly successful, that has led to further work, which I'm sure we'll hear about 

in due course over the conversations on this podcast. But just being able to see how that supportive 

approach of 
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having an idea, seeding that idea, trying it,  like you said, taking that risk, because sometimes they work 

and that's absolutely fine too. And another key thing, as I mentioned, was our 10th anniversary, because 

for me personally, I've been involved for 10 years in various guises, but to be in a room and to see all the 

people and to see posters of all the projects and all of the learning circles and what we've done over those 

10 years was really impactful because 
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we hear is about the community, it's about what people bring and what they're up to. And it was just a 

sheer joy to celebrate that moment and to recognize the achievements that have been done, whether it be 

leading learning circles that have fed into promotions criteria to exploring  internationalization and 

mapping that within the work that's been going on across the institution, to  looking at employability and 
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the issues that our students face and our employers. Really interesting conversations last year with 

employers around what they expect from students. To so many more, as a disservice, I can't name them all,  

but the work the Anti-Racist Pedagogy and Practice Learning Circle have done to really heighten and 

highlight the issues in that space and bring things forward. And then new learning circles like the 

Belittledeem belonging, but also the Mature Student Experience Learning Circle that was set up last year, 

which has student voice embedded in that, working alongside our co-leads. 
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It's been really empowering to see where together we can make a difference, but having this space and this 

recognition that it's done on top of everything else. I appreciate that, but it's been really key. And I think 

another key thing from last year as well was starting to look at going beyond Warwick, having the 

opportunity to work with our amazing colleagues at our sister Academy at Leeds Institute for Teaching 

Excellence, LIGHT, being able to see completely different Academy and how it's run in a very different way. 
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by bringing colleagues together from both academies with our learning circle leads and the leads from 

incubators and other fellows from light, seeing where there's possible collaborations and connections for 

the future so that we can have a bigger impact across the sector. I think we now need more than ever these 

spaces to share ideas, be inspired, find connections and  further what we're trying to do, which is improving 

education  excellence and the student experience. Yeah. And I couldn't agree more. 
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that space to work with students and see student led projects. So you mentioned about the AI and 

education project and Yen-Yen, Mei-Feng and Ganesha will, I'm sure, be on this podcast at some point to 

come and talk about the work that they're doing. And it's so incredible to see that that project is going to 

the Independent Higher Education National Conference. They're going to be on the panel to talk about AI 

and education in a national space. I want to just, we mentioned a lot about learning circles and for people 

perhaps who are new to We're Here, one thing that they will see a lot if they go on the We're Here website, 
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is this discussion about learning circles and what they do and that you have open learning circles and 

closed learning circles. And I wonder if you could just speak a little bit more perhaps about what is a 



learning circle and what do they do across the course of the year? Sure. So learning circles are spaces that 

bring colleagues together  with uh shared interest in the topic, the theme that's being discussed. They tend 

to come from our fellows. So it'll be an idea that our fellow comes to us and says, I really want to set up a 

learning circle to talk about employability, for example. 
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We then seek support from our senior leadership team at Warwick and ensure that it's clear what the 

objectives are of the learning circle and how that fits or meets the needs of the institution. They're co-led, 

so we usually have a couple of leads at least in each space and the co-leads are our fellows. And it's very 

much a space where we can have conversations, inform policy, inform practice, create toolkits, create 

understanding around key issues. 
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And out of that comes a range of different resources, a range of different  outputs.  The model has changed 

over the years. And more recently, we've introduced the idea of open learning circles. So some of our 

learning circles are closed, which means they're just for our fellows. It keeps the numbers. So it's a refined 

conversation with a key few people. And then where appropriate, we can include then key colleagues who 

may not be fellows into that space because it's relevant for them. 
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But we also have open learning circles. So AI in education is an example of that. Building belonging is 

another example. They're big, huge groups of colleagues who are really interested. And we tend to say then 

if you join those learning circle spaces, you become a member of We're Here as part of that. Anyone can be 

a member.  And we do also have external members as well who join us. And I think as well, what I really 

took from, currently in the learning circle with you was 
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It gave me the opportunity to practice skills as a staff member that perhaps I hadn't had before. And I think 

it gave me lot of confidence  to take on more leadership roles outside of We're Here afterwards. I wonder 

Jess, there's another big element of We're Here that we've not mentioned yet that I think perhaps is useful 

to touch on, which is around master classes. They are kind of another avenue in for staff. So I wonder if you 

just wanted to pick on what a master class is. As part of We're Here, there's lots of activities that go on 

throughout the year. Learning circles being one, projects being another. 
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The masterclass is a space for people to really think about their practice and to share ideas. So it's a space 

where we invite colleagues to share what they're up to, to share their expertise and to inspire others. 

Learning circles might want to use that space to feed into that. We've had conversations around 

intercultural communication.  It's just a real opportunity again to come together. And I feel like that kind of 

ethos of partnership is 
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is so fundamental to we're here. And I think what's been exciting over the past year has been seeing how 

you as director, staff in your team, students in your team have been working to build these new 

partnerships  with the Leeds Institute of Teaching Excellence, with the Exeter Education Incubator and 

others.  And I wonder if you wanted to speak a little bit more about this kind of move to create these more 

national partnerships and really what you're hoping to see from those. I was lucky enough to be 
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in contact with the director of Light earlier this year and also working with Queen Mary Academy on an 

initiative that was bringing together colleagues to discuss issues around scholarship of teaching learning 

educational research. Again, that was a lovely space where we brought people together from all sorts of 

different places and were able to explore ideas and how to move forward as a collective. I've mentioned it 

before, but in these challenging times, I think that we have limited  time, but 
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being able to share each other's expertise to make those connections and to increase reach of the work 

we're doing both within our institutions and collectively is so so important and it was really lovely to see 

those links with light develop so that we had that opportunity to bring  colleagues together  and share  

possible opportunities for collaboration and they've got a call out at the moment for our fellows for their 

conference and how we can help support that but it's it's 
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Also looking at what's going on across the landscape. What can we learn from one another? How the 

different structures and the different approaches, but how we can support one another. And  you 

mentioned individual impact. Obviously there's institutional impact, but there's also the sector impact and 

it's how can we  help  promote that work that everyone's doing both to enhance their standing, to enhance 

the work that's happening around institutions. Sometimes I find like when I've done projects in the past, 
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It's been really good to go outside the institution to have impact, bring it back in to make change. So it's 

been really, really interesting to see those new connections develop. And I'm excited about conversations 

with Exeter and others.  It's  really interesting times. think we've got so much to learn from one another.  

And  I'm really keen to be a key part of this in leading these conversations and in connecting these, these 

conversations together. That leads really well, I think, into my final question, which is looking ahead. 
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We've spoken about the kind of the local with students and with staff and now the national with Leeds, 

Exeter and Queen Mary. I wonder looking ahead to 2025, 2026, what are we here's priorities in this 

international space and generally what would be the best step for colleagues at Warwick and beyond who 



wanted to get involved? So I think it's an exciting year. As I say, we've done the 10 years looking back and 

celebrating that it's now a moment to pause and look forward and see what we want to achieve going 

forward. 
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My priority is developing and nurturing some of these partnerships that are happening and  the early 

stages of, but also um working closely with our colleagues at Warwick.  We've previously hosted the 

Monash Warwick Education Exchange. And so we are, I'm really keen to continue to support our fellows, 

alumni um in  working towards those opportunities for international collaborations through funded bids, 

for example. 
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and with new opportunities and partnerships arising all the time,  how we can link in with the work that's 

happening in that space. For me, it's about making more connections and making more opportunities and 

support and these seed funding ideas, how we can turn some of those into international elements where 

we can make new collaborations  and do work in that space. I'm really excited about your fellowship, Tom,  

and the opportunity  to link in with Elon when you're there. 
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and how we can also m explore potential connections. And we're also hoping to look at where do our 

alumni go and how do we continue those conversations once they've left us. But also focusing on our 

fellows, giving them new educational leadership experiences and opportunities.  Every year we're joined by 

new,  exciting individuals and  I get inspired every year. It's the best job in the world because you get to 

work with some amazing colleagues, staff and students. 
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So I'm looking forward to what I don't know yet and what will unfold as the year continues. And then we've 

got a new DBBC coming in, teaching and learning. So I'm looking forward to working with her  and just 

cultivating and growing our community of practice because yes, we have fellowships. Yes, it's competitive. I 

hate, I genuinely hate saying no to people, but we have a process in place and we do unfortunately have to, 

but we have membership and seeing now some of our colleagues become members and work with us and 
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get an insight into what we're here about and become fellows in G course as well. It's been really lovely to 

see that trajectory and looking at our alumni community and what they're up to.  lots and lots of ideas, lots 

of work planned. I'm really looking forward to next year and what may unfold. Absolutely.  And thank you 

so much, Jess, for coming on and having a conversation and for  supporting this new podcast and the 

opportunities that it will hopefully give for. 
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fellows and those who are members of We're Here to actually come on and have conversations about their 

work on a local, national, and hopefully international stage. I just thought I would finish by kind of reflecting 

on my three years that I've been part of We're Here. I can't emphasize more how transformational that's 

been for me on a personal level. just really to say thank you so much to you, to Lisa, to Michelle, to 

everyone else in the team at We're Here. think you are kind of unsung heroes quite a lot of the time. It's a 

really important space and I've said this to you before. 
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separately, but you are the living example of that like Pareto effect of  you're such a small team with such a 

small amount of resources, but you do such amazing things. Thank you so much, Jess, and have a lovely 

rest of the day. Really, really good to chat and I'll catch you very soon. Thanks so much. Thank you so much, 

Tom. Thank you. Thanks, Jess. 

 


