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Hello and welcome back to Inside WIHEA. My name is Tom Ritchie, and I'm really pleased today to be 

joined by Dr. Yanyan Li, an IAS Early Career Fellow at the University of Warwick and a WIHEA Student Fellow 

from 2024 to 2025. Yanyan led a project exploring how students are using AI in their studies, interviewing 

students from across the university to understand their experiences and producing a policy brief with 

recommendations for educational practice. Her work has taken her to the Institute for Higher Education 

National Conference, 

 

00:34 

featured on the AI Ethics Now podcast and led to organizing the Building Bridges Symposium on Human-AI 

Interaction at the University of Warwick at the end of 2025. Yanyan, hello. Hi, hi, Tom. How are doing? You, 

OK? Yeah, I'm good. How are you? Yeah, I'm not too bad, thanks. I'm not too bad. I wonder, Yanyan, what 

brings you to this conversation on WIHEA, an educational partnership, please? Yeah, so first of all, I would 

say thanks for having me today for this podcast.  I think... 

 

01:04 

For me, today's conversation feels quite personal, actually. So, WIHEA wasn’t just something I was involved 

in alongside my PhD studies. It really shaped how I understand higher education and my place in it.  And 

educational partnership gets talked about a lot, but WIHEA was one of the first spaces where I truly felt. 

 

01:33 

what that meant in practice. It isn't symbolic or tokenistic. So, in here, students are trusted, resourced and 

taken seriously. And there's a real emphasis on belonging as well as partnership.  And over time, that sort 

of changes how you see yourself. So, you stop feeling that you are just passing through the institution and 

start feeling that. 

 

02:01 

you are part of the SHARE project. So, I guess what brings me here is that I really want to reflect on that 

experience, especially with you as you are my WIHEA Fellowship mentor, and maybe show what's possible 

when students are not just consulted, but actually invited into academic and research culture as 

contributors. 

 

02:28 

Yeah, and that's great to hear. Thanks, Yanyan. And I really appreciate you joining us today and agree on 

pretty much everything you've said. think particularly, WIHEA being a place that isn't tokenistic. And for me, 

I've described it before as a place that almost provides gravity for staff and students to come together and 

then kind of be in an orbit together working on these projects. So, you joined WIHEA as a student fellow. 

What made you want to get involved with WIHEA in the first place? 



02:55 

Well, actually, before WIHEA, I had already been involved in organizing academic events and engaging in 

research spaces. So, I wasn't completely new to that world, but I knew I was very interested in how 

universities work and in questions around teaching and learning.  But what WIHEA offers for me is 

something quite different. 

 

03:21 

It's a community that explicitly recognizes students as partners in teaching and learning rather than as an 

add-on or a box to tick. So, what really drew me in was that WIHEA don’t just say, yeah, we really value 

student voices. It really backs that up with funding, mentoring and trust. The mentoring structure matters a 

lot because it meant I had people to think with. 

 

03:50 

And as a student being given resources to run my own research projects sent a really powerful message 

from WIHEA. We believe you are capable of doing this work.  That sense of legitimacy has always stayed 

with me. Yeah, and I think that sense of legitimacy that WIHEA gives is really important and it does it for 

staff as well. It gives you that confidence, as you say, to try new things, to take risks, knowing that you've 

got some support there. And I think that's 

 

04:18 

that is particularly powerful for student fellows. That's something that WIHEA is excellent for, given how 

small the team is. So, thinking about your project involved interviewing students about their AI use, and 

then you produced a policy brief. What did you discover through that work and how did working through 

WIHEA support you in that project? Yeah, one of the biggest things I discovered from my project was just 

how thoughtful. 

 

04:46 

strategic and critical students already were about using AI. So, a lot of the public conversation frames 

students as either, you know, cheating or blindly relying on AI tools. But what I heard in the interviews was 

much more nuanced and reflective. So, students were actually experimenting, questioning outputs and 

 

05:11 

setting their own boundaries, often without much institutional guidance. There was a real desire for 

conversation rather than prohibition and for AI to be framed as something that supports learning rather 

than replacing it. So, what I think is really important to say here is that this project was entirely student led. 

So, from the research design to the interviews to the policy brief, it was students shaping the questions. 

 

 

 



05:41 

and interpreting the findings. And honestly, many of my colleagues who hadn't worked for Warwick before 

they came to Warwick also agree that Warwick is actually one of the few universities that we know that 

would allocate this level of funding and trust to students to lead their own research projects and be 

developed as researchers.  And more importantly, WIHEA made that possible. So, the funding meant. 

 

06:10 

that I could treat it as proper research, not as something squeezed around deadlines or existing staff led or 

staff dominated initiatives. And the WIHEA community gave the work legitimacy. This wasn't just a student 

opinion. It was student led research that could genuinely feed into institutional and policy conversations. 

And I think writing the policy brief really drove home for me. 

 

06:40 

how powerful it can be when students are trusted to lead intellectual inquiry and contribute to decision 

making. Yeah, and I think that that is, again, it's a real strength that WIHEA has that it gives you that 

confidence to almost take up that space as a student researcher. And obviously knowing how busy things 

were around your PhD and everything else that you're working on, the fact that you had that space and 

time, I think is really useful. 

 

07:05 

That work I know has gone on to be presented at the National Conference for Independent Higher 

Education. You featured on the other podcast that I run, AI Ethics Now. I wonder though, how has being a 

WIHEA fellow opened up these and other opportunities for you in the time that you've been involved with 

WIHEA? Honestly, WIHEA helped me see myself as someone who belongs in those spaces. So, before that, I 

might have thought, why would they want to hear from a student? 

 

07:34 

When I first got the WIHEA Fellowship, I remember feeling really, really proud. Like this was a real 

recognition that my ideas and my work mattered. It wasn't just a nice experience. I think for me, it felt like a 

signal that I had been trusted and that my voice was worth listening to.  And  one thing I want to emphasize 

is that the IH conference was my first time being invited as a speaker. 

 

08:03 

not just, you know, participating as an audience member or presenting a paper. That was a really big deal 

for me because I am someone who often doubts whether I'm eligible enough to do things like that. I've 

always been the type to sort of scrutinise myself to question whether I'm really qualified, whether I should 

be in the room.  And  to be honest, when I got the invite, my first action was. 
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Wait, are you sure you didn't email the wrong person?  Which I think is student-ish thinking, but WIHEA 

help shift that. So being a fellow gave me both confidence and visibility. It positioned my work with a 

recognized academic and educational network.  And it helped me understand that my perspective as a 

student actually has value in those oh national conversations. And WIHEA fellowship. 

 

09:01 

is also a really valuable recognition. I take it with a sense of pride, and I believe other students do as well. It 

signals that students are not just participating but contributing meaningfully and legitimately. I think it also 

taught me how to talk about my work in ways that resonate with different audiences like academics, 

policymakers, practitioners. Those opportunities didn't come out of nowhere. They came from being part 

of 

 

09:31 

this community that actively encourages you to share your work and support you when you step into 

unfamiliar spaces. And honestly, I think it was the kind of support that made me feel like I could stop 

doubting myself so much and start trusting that I really belong to here. I know that with WIHEA Fellowship, 

it's something you said that you're very proud of. And I think if you reflect on in the year that you were a 

fellow from 2024 to 2025, there were only 16 student fellows. 

 

10:01 

16 students out of 28,000. That's a very niche group to be in and to be able to say, I did that, I was a WIHEA 

fellow.  You've spoken about how it represents belonging and how you see it as a space where you've been 

able to kind of flourish and grow. And I see it really as almost as a creative common space. I always find that 

when I go to the meetings, you’re there with people who you won't normally meet across the university. It 

gives you the opportunity to bring lots of disparate different ideas together in a kind of 

 

10:29 

truly interdisciplinary way and have these conversations that can lead to the project that you worked on, 

the conference that you attended and things like that as well. I think one of the real benefits that has come 

from that is being able to be mentored and also mentee others. And I know that we've discussed that we 

work together through WIHEA in that capacity. We knew each other before as well, that we taught on a 

module together.  Yeah. 

 

10:53 

Thinking about that mentor-mentee relationship, what did that partnership look like for you and how did it 

shape your projects and development during your time at WIHEA? Yeah, I think working with you as my 

mentor really captured what we hear means by student-staff partnership. It wasn’t about being told what 

to do, it was much more about talking things through, asking questions and thinking together about what 

the research... 



11:22 

was really saying. So, one thing that really stood out to me was how resourceful you are as a mentor.  You 

didn't just support the thinking side of the project; you actively increased its visibility by sharing it in your 

professional circles and creating opportunities for it to travel. The invitation to speak at the IHE annual 

conference is a really good example of that.  It felt like you were broadening your 

 

11:52 

influence on me as a mentee and trusting me to step into those wider conversations.  And  also  what has 

been really meaningful is how that shaped how I now think about influence myself. So, as a student and 

now as a postdoctoral researcher, I'm much more conscious of how I can open doors for others, sharing 

platforms and bring people into conversations. 

 

12:20 

especially students who might not yet see themselves as belonging in those spaces.  And I think our 

partnership was also my first sustained experience of working closely with an academic outside of my own 

discipline. So, I was your course mentor in chemistry and that experience alongside the WIHEA fellowship 

really expanded my sense of what interdisciplinarity can look like in practice. So, you show me that. 

 

12:49 

productive collaboration doesn't require a shared disciplinary language so much as shared curiosity, 

generosity, and care.  So your background, both in AI-related teaching and research and in student-staff 

partnership work like the Belonging Learning Circle and the Belonging Framework had a big influence on 

how I approached my project. So, you helped me think not just about evidence and arguments, but about 

narrative, responsibility, and inclusion. And that partnership 

 

13:19 

model kind of academic relationship built on respect, curiosity and trust.  And it's definitely shaped how I 

now approach collaboration, mentoring and leadership in other contexts, not just what I do, but how I do it 

and who I try to bring with me along the way. Thank you. Yeah, that's really kind of you to say, Yanyan. And I 

think a lot of what you've said is what I've tried to do with you and with other mentees that I've supported.  

The key thing. 

 

13:47 

that I and other mentors have done is try to give that platform to others and is trying to lift people up and 

say, there's an entire space here that you could really have an impact in. For me, it probably stems back to 

when I was a student, and I didn't have those opportunities. My approach to things is no one else will feel 

that lack of belonging or no one else will feel that lack of support that I know that I felt from academic staff 

members and others a hundred years ago when I was a student. And I think it is really important because 

as much as you're saying the way that my mentorship benefited you, 
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Having you as a mentee as well was really helpful for me to stay engaged in spaces that perhaps I wouldn't 

normally have been in. And with that in mind, you've mentioned that you organized the Building Bridges 

Symposium in 2025. How did your WIHEA experience give you the confidence or the skills to lead 

something like that? Yeah, so as I said before, I already had experience organizing academic events. So, 

WIHEA didn't suddenly give me those skills. 

 

14:44 

But what it really did was legitimizing my confidence to lead something like that. So, by the time I left the 

building bridges symposium, I was no longer a student. I had become a postdoctoral researcher, but the 

confidence and values I brought into that role were very much shaped by my WIHEA experience, I would 

say. So, what WIHEA gave me very strongly was an appreciation of interdisciplinarity as something lived and 

practiced, not just taught about. 

 

15:14 

So, through WIHEA, I saw how conversations about teaching, learning and technology become much richer 

when people from different disciplines and professional roles are truly in dialogue and when no single 

perspective dominates. That really influenced how I approached the symposium. It wasn't about promoting 

one disciplinary view of human AI interaction. 

 

15:42 

It was actually about creating a space with different perspectives, like technical, pedagogical, ethical, from 

student from practitioner, commit and challenge each other.  And  I think another important part of that 

experience was working with two other student organizers. Having gone through WIHEA myself, I was quite 

conscious of trying to support their growth, giving them space to lead. 

 

16:11 

encouraging their ideas and helping them build confidence in convening academic conversations. In a way, I 

think it felt like I was extending the WIHEA ethos forward, taking what I had been given as a student and 

passing it on.  I don't think I would have felt confident leading that kind of interdisciplinary and cross-

institutional conversation or 

 

16:38 

supporting others to grow into leadership roles without having been part of the WIHEA community. Yeah, 

no, I completely agree with that. And I love what you said about taking the ethos of WIHEA into other 

spaces and other places and supporting others in the way that you felt you got from being part of the 

WIHEA community. I wonder how has being part of WIHEA impacted your career thinking or your sense of 

maybe what's possible for you moving forward? Yeah, I think. 

 



17:05 

WIHEA really expanded my sense of what feels possible.  And a big part of that comes from its 

interdisciplinary nature. It helped me realize that I don't have to stay within one narrow academic identity.  

And actually, what I've really seen through the WIHEA community is that identities in higher education are 

much more fluid and dynamic that we often assume. 

 

17:35 

It's not about labelling people in terms of the job titles, like you are a researcher, you are teaching focused 

stuff, and you are professional services and end of story. I think in WIHEA; those boundaries feel much 

more fluid and what matters more is what you can do, what you care about and how you want to shape 

your work. And we were really encouraged you to think about your career as something. 

 

18:04 

you customize, are able to focus on the kinds of contributions you want to make, whether that's through 

research, teaching, facilitation, or bringing people together. You see that really clearly in spaces like the 

learning circles. So, some of the most intellectually rich conversations about teaching, learning, and 

assessment are led by colleagues who are not formally research focused or 

 

18:33 

teaching focused and that's been really powerful for me.  It has shown me that influence and leadership in 

higher education don't come from labels, but from engagement, insight and care. So, I think being part of 

WIHEA has made me become much more comfortable moving between disciplines, between theory and 

practice and between research, teaching and educational development that. 

 

19:01 

openness has been really empowering for me.  here didn't just give me a single answer about my career. 

Instead, I think it widened the horizon of what feels legitimate, meaningful and achievable for me. What 

you're describing is this third space that exists between academic and non-academic roles. And I think 

WIHEA does a really good job of giving people space to play. Try this out. Lead a learning circle. 

 

19:31 

you know, take on this research project, become a mentor, go to other learning circles to learn about things 

that you have absolutely no idea about. And you’ll know, and I also know the number of invites you get to 

different master classes and different activities that you can go and just try something new out that you 

haven't learned before. And with that said, wonder, Yanyan, for the final question, what advice would you 

give to other students considering becoming WIHEA fellows or getting involved in educational partnership 

work? 

 

 



20:00 

I would say don’t wait until you feel completely ready because that moment probably never comes. I think 

if you are curious and you care about education; that's already a strong starting point. So, WIHEA is a really 

rare space where students are trusted, supported and encouraged to experiment through mentoring, peer 

networks and a strong sense of community. 

 

20:27 

So, you don't need a perfectly formed project. You grow into it by talking, trying and reflecting in WIHEA.  

And more personally, I would say don't hide your wild or unconventional ideas. One of the most exciting 

things about WIHEA is that there is always space for creativity. If you talk those ideas through with people 

in WIHEA, you will often find they are valued and taken seriously. So, your ideas really matter. 

 

20:56 

Absolutely. I couldn't agree more, I think, with that. I guess another tip I would give for any students who 

are considering it, look on the WIHEA website, look up who's already a member or a fellow and speak to 

them. And if you can't find a fellow, look at the alumni, because I know that there are a bunch of us that 

would be able to give some advice.  Yeah. Thank you, Yanyan. It's been great to kind of reflect on your 

journey through WIHEA, but our experience as mentor, mentee. And it's great to hear that it's had such a 

positive impact on you both in the time that you were doing it, but also now moving forward as well.   

 

21:26 

Thank you so much for joining the podcast and I'll speak to you again very, soon. Yeah, thank you.  See you 

soon. Thanks so much. 

 


