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Topic in a Box 

This project is based on a Widening Participation (WP) project called ‘Topic in a Box’ which aimed to 

increase primary school students’ interest in different subjects and to expose them to Higher 

Education (HE) by providing them with digital learning tools, lessons, and innovative resources. 

Primary school students were chosen for the project for three main reasons. Firstly, primary school 

children are of an age where they are not already limiting their academic interests, and many have 

not yet decided what they want to do in the future (Robinson & Fielding, 2007). Consequently, there 

is greater potential to increase interest in subjects, which is often an incentive to continue learning 

about the subject at a higher level (Chambers et al, 2018). Secondly, this project sought to address 

the widening gap between privileged and disadvantaged students by targeting primary schools in 

areas of high disadvantage as there is evidence to suggest that the learning of primary school 

students, but especially those from low SES backgrounds, has been particularly affected by the 

pandemic (Blainey et al, 2020). Thirdly, WP research and evidence is limited when it comes to 

primary school children and is considered particularly necessary (Gorad, et al, 2006). 

A key deliverable of the project was for university students to create digital ‘boxes’, which contained 

teaching material, these were in four different subjects, namely: History, French, Sustainability and 

Film.  The specific boxes students worked on depended on their area of expertise/the department 

they were in, and all students were supported by academics from the corresponding departments as 

well as professional staff members involved in WP, to develop the material and to implement the 

project. Thus, the project was designed to be student-led, and this study focuses on the experiences 

of the young people rather than staff, although it should be acknowledged that academic and 

professional staff met regularly with students and played a crucial role in guiding them to develop 

these resources.  

There are arguments made for ensuring that students are formally recognised, or compensated for 

their time, when taking part in co-creation activities (Ruskin & Bilous, 2021).  The student co-

creators involved in this project were all paid for their involvement in developing the resources.  

Similarly to other co-creation projects, where students are seen as equal partners (Bovill, 2014), the 
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students developing these resources were treated as joint constructors of knowledge, and were duly 

renumerated for their time and efforts. 

Co-creation practices can be, and are often selective, with the same engaged or privileged students 

taking part (Bovill, 2020). This current project sought to involve students from different backgrounds 

in an active effort to promote greater inclusivity, awareness of WP practices and to recognise the 

significance of students’ intersectional and experiential differences. Students had to register their 

interest to take part, and those with the most relevant experience, but also from diverse 

backgrounds were chosen to take part. 

Participants 
 

There were of nine students (out of a possible eleven) who were interviewed as part in the Topic in a 

Box initiative in 2020/21.  The participants were all from the University of Warwick and volunteered 

to take part in the study after they had completed creating the learning materials.   

The semi-structured interviews were conducted during the summer of 2021, and due to on-going 

Covid-19 pandemic, were conducted online via the digital platform Microsoft Teams.  The interviews 

were later transcribed and analysed; also participant names have been pseudonymised in order to 

uphold anonymity.  The participants who took part in this study were from a range of different 

disciplines within the University, and all had taken part in university education, which was in some 

way blended, or online (Burki, 2020).   

Findings/Discussion 
 

The process of co-creation within WP/Outreach is relatively unexplored (Steinhaus et al, 2018).  This 

report will seek to demonstrate how students feel about creating materials for school pupils, and 

may help to demonstrate the benefits for others who work in this space. 

There were three overarching themes which were: ‘Working together’; ‘Giving back’; and 

‘Pedagogical considerations’.  These themes will be discussed and reflected upon, in conjunction 

with relevant literature from the field. 

Working together 

The students created the boxes, with the support of staff, both parties contributed, with shared 

responsibilities (Cho et al, 2020).  The students undertook the project at a time of great uncertainty 

and change but were guided by staff who had experience in working with primary aged young 

people.   
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The start of the co-creation process began with staff and students meeting together to establish 

working practices which enabled them to plan, prepare and organise how they would work together.  

In many respects this process was supported by social learning (Hoppitt & Laland, 2013), where the 

process of interaction facilitated the creation of the learning materials: 

(Staff member) introduced the whole idea and premise of it, and we just started to 
kind of understand exactly what we needed. (Navneet) 

We had to go to a kind of a training day where we were taught the stuff that we would 
then be teaching the kids to make sure we knew what we were talking about and that 
was good….and then from there on we kind of we were put into groups. We gradually 
started meeting in those groups and were given some guidance as to how to direct the 
lessons for the kids. (Ellen) 

 

The work on developing the initiative began before the lockdown began, so for some participants 

there was a crossover period where they met face to face, before them moving to digital 

communications: 

I think we got to have like one meeting and then Covid hit and all of that. And then 
since then we've been online, which has been really good skill because organizing 
yourself online and meetings online is quite difficult. (Simi) 

 

Others found the process of working and meeting online ‘tricky’ (Hannah), whilst others found they 

‘missed that personal connection’ (Sabrina).  Conversely, other students found the move online 

helpful because they were not ‘restricted by physical location, we could be anywhere in the world at 

any time and have a quick meeting’ (Polina). 

Pedagogical considerations 

It has been recognised that there is a need to support pupils from a primary school age if we are to 

address the systemic barriers to HE later in life (Taylor, 2008; Watt, 2016).  This intervention sought 

to provide co-created lesson plans, schemes of work and supportive learning materials for school 

pupils in Key Stage Two (usually between 8 to 11 years of age).  These materials were developed 

between staff and students, working ‘collaboratively with one another to create components of 

curricula and/or pedagogical approaches’ (Bovill et al, 2016: 6-7).  The student co-creators spent 

time thinking about how they may best produce the materials, linking to primary level curriculum: 

I mean, we actually looked at the school curriculum and then tried to pair up some of 
the things in the box with what they would already be learning, but we tried to ensure 
that it didn't seem just like another normal boring lesson because we didn't think 
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children would engage as much with it if it was like that. We tried to make it really fun 
and engaging. (Ellie) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The students, working with staff, spent many months on crafting and developing resources which 

they felt were engaging, but also being mindful that as with many WP and outreach practitioners, 

they were not teachers or academics themselves (O’Brien, 2013).  The students who developed the 

materials wanted to ‘stretch and challenge’ the school pupils, with their own experiences in 

education often shaping their views, and moving away from the often deficit approach which can be 

taken when designing for disadvantaged school pupils: 

I very much believe that they know a lot more than probably people give them credit 
for….we were hoping that the course would also be challenging for them as well. So, 
like, not just kind of spoon-feeding them these concepts, but encouraging them to also 
reach and stretch themselves a bit more as well. (Simi) 

 

Figure 1. Sustainability Box 

Figure 2. Film Studies Box 
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To move WP and outreach work from a position of generalised information and guidance about 

university, to a more specific subject space is something that is considered by other authors 

(Rainford, 2021), but by making the content student generated, it can add an authenticity to the 

lived experience of those who are currently studying (Austin & Hatt, 2007).  Arguments have been 

made that initiatives with school pupils at this age should seek to develop their curiosity in different 

subjects, so that university can be seen as a place that ‘people like them’ can go to (Bowes et al, 

2015). 

 

Giving back 

Many young people who get involved in WP and outreach programmes, or become ambassadors or 

mentors are often those who want to ‘make a difference’ (McLaughlin, 2010) and this process has 

continued during the pandemic (Padma, 2021) as the pivot to online activities was developed by 

institutions across the UK (Office for Students, 2020). 

The young people who developed resources for this intervention had a variety of motivations for 

taking part, but most notably a desire to ‘give back’ to others.  Ellie described it was a way of feeling 

like she was ‘helping like the next generation’, whilst others saw it as a way of highlighting the range 

of subjects that young people could study, in many respects they were advocates for their subjects: 

I think that's also another reason why I really wanted to do this, 'cause I was very aware 
that like especially people, especially in the black community, creative subjects and stuff 
like that are not, like you're not going to be encouraged into those positions. (Simi) 

 

The desire to ‘pass on’ to others the opportunities that have been afforded to the participants who 

designed the boxes was also a constant theme; this can help school pupils to see that HE is in their 

reach (Gale et al, 2010). The desire to inspire primary school pupils from disadvantaged areas to 

imagine and believe that HE can be a viable future option for them (Thomas, et al, 2012) was stated 

repeatedly by the participants: 

You're not going to have as much knowledge about how university works as someone 
who has family members who have been to university and also in some communities, 
you might not even think that university is an attainable thing for you to do so I think it's 
great for universities to show that anyone can come. (Ellen) 

Conclusion 
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This project has demonstrated that there are gains to be made from involving university students in 

the co-creation of learning resources for primary school pupils.  It is mutually beneficial situation as 

the students gain experience, skills and a sense of ‘giving back’, whilst the school pupils are able to 

benefit from lessons which are topical and created with them specifically in mind. 

Although the Covid-19 pandemic has doubtlessly focused minds to online, blended or digital 

approaches these types of approaches to support disadvantaged students and widen access have 

been explored in other circumstances (Osborne, 2003) for example, those who live in rural 

communities.  Furthermore, there should also be acknowledgement of the ‘digital divide’ which can 

exclude certain communities from these processes (Holmes & Burgess, 2021), although it would be 

rare for school in the UK to have this problem, this is not the case in other countries  

The stark underrepresentation of certain groups in HE with the UK continues to be a focus of 

universities across the country (OfS, 2019).  WP and outreach work, where the possibilities of future 

education and career options are articulated to young people, are vital if the sector is to close the 

access gaps that exist.  These student co-created lessons sought open the possibilities beyond 

compulsory education and demonstrate that there is a place to study a variety of different subjects.  

University can be seen as a ‘place for them’. 
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