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Epic Failures and Comebacks
Keynote Speaker Jess Humphreys
0:12
Devon A: So I'd love to be able to introduce our first speaker, which is our keynote speaker.

0:18
So Jess Humphreys is the director of WIHEA, and will be speaking to us today about epic failures and comebacks.

0:28
Jess H: Thank you very much.

0:29
I'm going to try and see if I can share my slides.

0:32
So I'm just hopefully this'll work seamlessly.

0:39
Can you see my slides?

0:40
Are they there?

0:41
Yeah, we can.

0:43
OK, well firstly, a massive thank you for inviting me along this morning.

0:47
It's been a privilege to open today.

0:50
I'm going to just give you a quick overview of my experiences of failure, and how I've built it into the work I do.

0:58
So it's part of my process now is to expect some form of failure and what I do.

1:03
I'm looking forward to hearing from the brave souls that are sharing their failure stories today as well.

1:08
And just to open up this symposium and find out a bit more about what's going on across the institution.

1:15
So who am I?

1:17
So I'm guess most of you may know who I am, but if you haven't come across me yet, I'm Jess Humphreys.

1:23
I'm the director of the Warwick International Higher Education Academy - WIHEA

1:26
We are newly under the umbrella of the Warwick Education Academy, joining colleagues from other areas.

1:34
So WIHEA is a community of practise, we have about 1000 people in that community, but we have 115 fellows.

1:40
In fact, a call for fellowship is opening on Monday.

1:42
So if you want to get involved, I'll find out more about being a member or a fellow then and do keep an eye out.

1:48
Beyond Warwick, I am really interested in digital education.

1:51
I'm the chair of the Association for Learning Technology, ELESIG, which is evaluating learner experience special interest group where I work at colleagues from across the country, putting on webinars to explore topics around evaluating learner experience.

2:04
But also more recently running scholars’ schemes to support individuals to learn from one another and share stories.

2:13
I think that's such an important part of what we do around scholarship for teaching and learning.

2:17
And my research is around the space, professionals, and agency in subtle, and I'm running series of work change labs at the moment, which I'll talk a little bit about later, because I've definitely made some failures in there and learnt a lot.

2:31
I'm also co-founder and co-chair of the UK SoTL alliance in collaboration.

2:36
We founded it with the WIHEA, LITE, and the Queen Mary academy.

2:39
LITE is the Leeds Institute for Teaching Excellence, very similar to WIHEA, and we've founded this group, which is an institutional membership to share practises and tackle problems around scholarship for teaching and learning.

2:55
So that's who I am and what I'm going to say is just go through my thoughts around failure, why I think it matters and how I go to into the design process and some experiences I've had and experiences that are more generally out there.

3:10
And the challenge is just some points to leave you with at the end of the of this session.

3:17
OK, so first things first, I just want to know your thoughts on failure and also an opportunity to find out who is here.

3:25
So I'm just going to give you a minute or so to put, if you could post in the chat your name, department and a word or a feeling about failure.

3:34
Often it's fear.

3:35
It could be something exciting and inspiring, but it would be great just to hear and see who's in the room.

3:41
So just for one minute, I'll stop talking and let you put some thing in the chat if you're happy to do so.

4:54
OK, thank you so much and I'll let you carry on if you want to continue to add things to that.

5:01
But it's really nice to see a range, a mixture of opportunities, how we can interpret it in a positive way, but also the frustrations, the sense of it all going in the bin.

5:12
Embarrassment is something that definitely resonates.

5:16
But then I like the idea of not to be able to take it forward.

5:22
Growth and getting it right next time.

5:26
I think that this is all really, it's, taking risks, which I think is really hard in education at the moment, but an opportunity to learn and adapt. 

5:36
Horror, yeah, I completely agree.

5:39
I hate it.

5:40
We can be our own worst critics.

5:41
I'll talk a bit about my experience as well, but that ‘Oh my gosh, I thought that would work moment’ and it hasn't.

5:47
We can dwell on it, but definitely an opportunity to learn and adapt.

5:52
I completely agree.

5:53
Try, try, try again.

5:55
Yes, completely.

5:57
OK, thank you for humouring me with that.

5:59
And it's lovely to see such a different range of people here as well from many different backgrounds too.

6:05
And hopefully today is not about despair.

6:07
Today is about learning and growth as some of you have said.

6:10
But it is important to fail and it can be quite uncomfortable.

6:14
Also just to say, and I know that there's a Padlet, but your invitation today, as Devon alluded to at the beginning, is to share an experience and did not quite go to plan.

6:23
So be feel free to put that in the chat.

6:25
But actually, if we've got a Padlet, feel free to share there and where questions emerge as the day, as the day, as a couple of hours unfold.

6:31
It'll be lovely to see your experiences as well.

6:34
And I'll try and be honest with you about some of mine too.

6:37
So why does failing matter?

6:41
There's that myth that we've felt that pressure, we've got to adopt a new thing or we get left behind.

6:47
And it drives a lot of decision making in education.

6:50
But that pressure isn't mostly noise and it's not actually what determines whether something works.

6:55
And the reality is that sometimes we don't get time to document that failure, that gut reaction that people were talking about.

7:01
Oh my God, that was a complete disaster.

7:04
That really is something that can stay with us and I don't want to talk about it ever again, but sometimes we do need that period of reflection and as others have said, be able to move on.

7:14
And, we have so much to learn from each other too.

7:22
And so making those mistakes on our own and then be able to share those findings from why it's gone wrong is really, really important.

7:28
And hopefully that's something that we'll do today.

7:31
And, today's focus, as you said, we're not here to celebrate failure just for the sake of it.

7:37
We're here.

7:38
We're not here to catastrophize either and say, ‘well, that's it.

7:41
We're never doing it again’.

7:42
We're here to do something that sometimes we skip.

7:44
And that's actually saying what has it taught us?

7:48
And sometimes that's harder than declaring victory or declaring defeat.

7:52
And that's what makes a difference about today's event.

7:55
That's what DETTA and DLC are put on.

7:58
So, there are examples in in practise that don't work.

8:03
So the MOOC example, for example, it comes to mind.

8:08
Moocs were pitched as a thing that would democratise education, higher education and there's been lots of work done on it to see what what's happened.

8:17
But we still don't really know after many years why it didn't do what it set out to do.

8:23
Many people who took those big courses didn't ever come back.

8:27
The completion rates were low, but Moocs didn't collapse.

8:30
They quietly evolved.

8:31
No one ever stopped and said what was it that didn't work with them.

8:35
But they've evolved into Coursera and other micro credentials.

8:39
Things have changed and moved on.

8:41
So it wasn't a complete failure.

8:43
And there was so much excitement at the time and, they've stood, they've just developed and adapted.

8:49
So perhaps if we just spent more time thinking and being honest about why, what lessons we could have learned from the beginning, why it didn't quite work to plan, and we would have learned a lot more and been able to do things better.

9:00
So there's definitely something about taking time, not just to celebrate failure, and also not to bury it, but to actually look at it and, and get into it.

9:13
And that's definitely something that I've tried to do in my practise.

9:19
An example that really sticks to me is a colleague who told me many years ago about what they were trying to achieve.

9:24
They got really excited.

9:25
It was a time, I don't know if you can cast your mind back to a time where wikis were quite new.

9:30
It feels like a long time ago.

9:31
And they were quite keen to use wikis as a way to get their students to engage with learning, to create new information, to share information, to be responsible for that.

9:43
The pedagogy behind it was really sound.

9:45
They wanted to use wikis as that tool, but in reality, it didn't work in the way that they'd hoped and it wasn't for any.

9:52
It was a really interesting experience to hear what had happened and one of the best like cases I'd seen, because what made it stand out wasn't the setback itself, it's what came next.

10:04
The colleague went on to explore in detail why it didn't work.

10:09
It was a really honest critique of what happened and a good reminder that failure isn't always about a bad outcome.

10:15
Sometimes it's the most powerful part of the process.

10:18
And that experience also reinforced something bigger for me around sharing.

10:23
I think we're always better together.

10:25
And when we're honest about what didn't work and we learn together and have spaces and opportunities like today, we can move forward faster, drawing on each other's challenges rather than hitting the same walls alone.

10:37
And it always points to something about design more broadly.

10:40
It's a really messy.

10:42
So when I sit down and I think I'm going to use this technology in my teaching, and this is what it's going to achieve.

10:47
It doesn't always go to plan.

10:49
And you can walk in with really strong ideas about what you want to achieve, but the reality is that it can turn out very different.

10:56
And this is where design thinking can help and give you a way to navigate this mess rather than be derailed by it.

11:03
So if reality rarely matches the plan, if the process is genuinely messy, the question becomes how do we work with that mess instead of being derailed by it?

11:12
And, as I said, I think this is where design thinking really does come in.

11:18
I'm sure many of you heard about design thinking and know about design thinking.

11:21
It's not just my own conclusion, these experiences, it's been recognised more in the sector. JISC named design thinking as one of the key capabilities and HE leaders and it's built into their 2030 strategy.

11:33
Like there was a CEDAR event last week.

11:35
Design thinking was everywhere around curriculum design.

11:39
And it matters because it tells us that it is not just a nice to have or a niche skill for educators.

11:44
It's been positioned as a core way of dealing with some of those ways of in building in opportunities and risks, which we perhaps a little bit uncertain and worried about.

11:59
So what does it actually look like in practise?

12:02
And I'll talk a bit about my experiences of failure in relation to the design thinking model now as well.

12:12
So for those of you that don't know about design thinking, I'll just really briefly run through what it means.

12:19
This is based on the Stanford d.school model.

12:23
So it's 5 stages, empathise, define, ideate, prototype and test.

12:28
The thing I like about it is it's learner centred.

12:30
So you're really beginning with your learner, why you're doing what you're doing.

12:34
And I think when we're looking at any technology, it's about the why.

12:37
Why should we use a learning technology in this space, and being able to empathise, learn about the audience, not assuming you know the problem but genuinely understanding the peer, people experiencing it or the challenge that you're trying to deal with.

12:50
Defining is about sharpening those key questions, taking what you've learnt from talking to people and getting precise about what you're trying to solve.

12:58
Why is it you're using technology at all in the way that you're trying to do.

13:05
Ideations is a stage I enjoy as well - brainstorming, creating solutions.

13:07
I love to go big, think wide before narrowing it down.

13:11
So thinking about all the possible ways of dealing with this before bringing it back together.

13:17
Prototyping is building representations of one or more of those ideas and making the thinking tangible.

13:22
Even if it's in the low-fi pencil, paper format, sticky notes.

13:27
Being able to actually see how it will look and then testing.

13:30
Testing ideas, gaining feedback.

13:31
And critically, this isn't the end.

13:33
It isn't going through a process.

13:35
You can dip in and out in every point and going back to the learner.

13:39
Going back to empathising is iterative and not linear, and the loop is the part that will perhaps be sometimes underestimated.

13:47
That means that failure isn't a deviation from the process, it's actually built in.

13:51
So every test we do doesn't confirm ‘Oh yeah, I was right to do what I did’.

13:55
It shows the way things were wrong and didn't work.

13:58
And I've seen this directly in the design of to ‘Design Together’ cards.

14:03
So myself and a colleague at Warwick decided we wanted to create a tool kit for designing thinking.

14:09
And with this we went out to the sector.

14:13
We also work with some amazing students and what I had to do was make it more really become comfortable with the idea of emergent.

14:21
I am sort of person that likes plan, likes to go through and see where it's coming.

14:25
And I saw directly where we went through this process by learning about our learners and what they needed.

14:30
By learning about the community and what they needed, we were able to define what the challenges were.

14:34
So we wanted to create a tool kit where people could really easily work with design thinking, have prompts to help them think about these things.

14:42
We had loads of ideas of how that might be created, and what we might do and it came down to these cards that we produced.

14:48
And we did a lot of cutting out bits of paper, putting it on tables, moving it around, seeing what worked and testing.

14:55
We went to our user groups.

14:57
Things didn't work always.

14:58
Sometimes there was real glaring errors in our use of language or our assumption of how people might use those cards.

15:05
So we had to then go back and revisit that prototype and revisit what are we trying to do here?

15:10
What is it we're trying to help people with?

15:12
And so, it's helping people, providing space in for people to feel that they could say this isn't working, and for us to understand that it isn't working without us feeling like it's a personal failure.

15:25
And that's the end.

15:26
We're never doing it again.

15:28
And also I think that's where in failure, psychological safety and trust come in.

15:32
So I work with some amazing students, and they talked in an article that we co-wrote around ‘radical safety’.

15:38
So giving people space to identify and develop ideas without fear of judgement.

15:43
And I think that is really helpful in what we did in this instance, and in the classroom as well, where we can without that trust, then we could avoid the test stage, think well, we know best.

15:57
So we're just going to do this, but that we want to be able to fail.

16:02
And then so hopefully that helps us bring in that risk, that element of risk.

16:06
And, and I've more recently been running these change labs.

16:10
As I mentioned, I'm someone who loves to plan to the minute what I'm doing and over plan and think about things too much.

16:19
And I planned these change labs, and I had ideas if I was going to use Mirror and Padlet and chat and I was going to engage people in the session and out of the session.

16:27
And it was all going to be amazing.

16:30
And I think it was the building the trust in the space so that everyone was able to talk through and be honest about what was working, what was not.

16:39
And also my trust in myself where I'm doing something.

16:42
And I'm thinking this is really falling flat, this is not working or this conversation is going on and it's so rich.

16:48
Let's pause for a moment.

16:50
And then what I started to do with that process with the change labs was after every change lab, which were our sessions that happened online completely with colleagues from across the UK, Australia and New Zealand.

17:01
And after every session, I'd come away and I'd record a voice note and I'd immediately record what I thought worked and what I thought didn't work.

17:08
And I think we are our harshest critics.

17:10
And I can definitely go into the mindset this failed, this is awful.

17:14
But it was definitely an opportunity.

17:16
And then when I came to reflect back on the series that I’ve just finished, that finished earlier this summer, I was able to listen to those voice notes and some were really uncomfortable, but actually learn about what I did, what didn't work, what I need to develop better.

17:30
My plan is to include all these technologies was completely ridiculous.

17:35
And then Miro did it most of it for me.

17:36
So I ended up going down that route because I could do voting, and then they could do sticky notes, and then it could be anonymous, but I had to go through that process and learn.

17:49
So I'm coming towards the end of my talk, and I've only got a couple of more minutes left. And just wanted to outline a few thoughts about what's coming up today.

18:00
And where, I think, there are challenges of failure in the current education climate.

18:04
And this line from Beckett, which I saw someone had put in the chat earlier about ‘Try, try again and ever tried, ever failed?’

18:11
No matter, try again, fail again, fail better.

18:14
It's outlasted a number of education tech cycles that we've seen over the years because it was never really about technology.

18:21
It's about the discipline of trying again.

18:24
But I've got an uncomfortable question that I've come back to recently and when I've been reading around before today about failure in tech.

18:32
And that's right, the pre AI version of fail better assume failure was something you could see clearly enough to learn from the emerging research on AI in education is asking is that still true?

18:43
Not because AI causes failure, but because it can remove the friction, the visibility and the honesty that failure requires in order to teach us things.

18:52
And I just, it's just something that I've started to think about.

18:55
Is it harder to fail?

18:58
And then I've got some thoughts as well as we go into today to carry with us.

19:03
So from my experiences and everything I've talked about, I recommend failing small before you fail big and document it.

19:10
So the MOOC pivot was something that happened when we don't document it.

19:13
And still years on, we're not too sure what went wrong with that.

19:17
Listening to learners, not your road map is my second thing to take away because I have planned to so much detail.

19:24
And actually it's just being responsive and knowing it when you're in the room, what's working and what isn't.

19:29
And finally, an unexamined failure is a failure that you're scheduled to repeat.

19:34
So I would definitely build in any a moment, an opportunity of reflection in what you're doing.

19:39
I think the future is uncertain.

19:41
I think maybe AI is making it harder to fail in the ways that actually matter.

19:45
And that's not a reason to panic.

19:47
It's a reason for today really to capture that learning.

19:50
And we have some really interesting.

19:52
I'm really excited to hear from colleagues about AI and about other things.

19:55
Videos and feedback are the other things that are coming up today.

19:58
It's not just about failure, it's about capturing that learning, and I think that that matters more today when the way it always has mattered than less.

20:08
So I know I've got one minute left, but I just want to take that minute to have say a massive thank you to Devon and Charlotte, the DETTA-WIHEA learning circle, and the DLC colleagues and Chris for putting this event on.

20:23
It's always so lovely to hear.

20:24
I'm looking forward to finding out more myself. And for everyone who's coming along to share, who are being really brave and sharing your stories.

20:31
And I hope more of us can be brave and share our experiences and learn from one another in both the digital learning community and the DETTA learning circle.

20:41
So I'm at time I think I've done it. And thank you very much.
[image: A close-up of a logo

AI-generated content may be incorrect.][image: ]
[image: ][image: A close-up of a logo

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
image4.png
UNIVERSITY
OFWARWICK




image1.png




image2.svg
                          


image3.png
This is University of Warwick.
This is Beyond.

warwick.ac.uk




