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Abstract: The aim of this paper is to reflect upon personal experiences with a Foucauldian-inspired
academic leadership approach to implementing digital education at the University of Bristol. Higher
Education Institutions across the UK often invest in digital infrastructure and central support teams
(technical and educational) and expect these investments alone to be the main vehicles to achieve
digital education. While clearly, having technologies and support play a key role in digital education,
according to my experience the implementation of digital education is complex and requires focused
and scholarly leadership to drive it. This is because I argue that digital education can be considered a
‘discourse’, in the Foucauldian sense, of our era whose implementation involves considerable social
change. Through my work as the academic person first responsible for digital education in the School
of Modern Languages and then across the Faculty of Arts at the University of Bristol, I will unpack
how having someone with the appropriate practical and theoretical expertise leading the digital
education agenda brought positive impacts before and during the pandemic. Drawing on reflections
from years of academic leadership, I will consider questions such as: What practices can lead the
digital education discourse to advance in HE settings? And, which agents in HE can develop these
practices? This theoretical-oriented discussion grounded on personal experience can be useful for
institutions making decisions about how to take digital education forward. Indeed, as we emerge
from the pandemic, universities are in the process of choosing whether to go back to a pre-COVID
time characterised by a power struggle between different educational discourses, which often meant
that the digital education discourse remained marginal, or whether to embrace and invest more in
digital education and associated academic leadership.

Keywords: digital education; academic leadership; implementation; discourse; Foucault; universities;
higher education; personal experience; reflections

1. Introduction

The purpose of this paper is to illustrate an example of academic leadership aimed at
advancing digital education in Higher Education (HE). Indeed, ideas of digital education
have been around for decades [1–3], but they do not always reach educators and their
teaching methods [4–6]. This was also evident during the COVID-19 pandemic when online
activities were extensively adopted but they were not always informed by pedagogical
digital educational principles [7].

I will start this personal reflection by positioning the discipline of digital education
in a particular theoretical (Foucauldian) context which will redefine digital education as a
‘discourse’ of our time. This perspective will lead to certain questions that will be discussed
through an example of implementation developed from my own practice as the academic
responsible for digital education in the Faculty of Arts at the University of Bristol.

2. The Theoretical Context

As a social constructivist, I wish to discuss digital education in the context of the French
philosopher Michel Foucault’s interpretation of reality because this will bring a greater
understanding of the discipline. This interpretation of reality matches my constructivist
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ontology where one universal reality valid for all people, an absolute reality, does not exist;
rather, there are multiple socially constructed representations of realities [8–10].

To Foucault too, reality is not one and absolute, but is constructed through a plurality
of discourses; or, we might say, a plurality of non-coherent discourses [11]. By ‘discourse’,
the French philosopher means two things. Firstly, a discourse is ‘an individualizable group of
statements and . . . regulated practice that accounts for a number of statements’ [11] (p. 80).

Discourse, thus conceived by Foucault, is not what we understand in everyday lan-
guage as a discussion of a subject in speech or writing, such as a sermon or a political
speech. Foucault goes beyond such a common-sense definition and refers to discourse as a
set of concepts and practices through which agents act [11]. By practices, Foucault refers
to regulated practices, such as regulations, laws, administrative measures and scientific
statements [11].

Examples of what Foucault means by discourses might be: political discourses, reli-
gious discourses, globalisation discourses, climate change discourses, terrorism discourses
and so on. To Foucault, all discourses contain, in turn, a number of competing and contra-
dictory discourses. For instance, Foucault explains that the political discourse is uniform as
an area of interest but within this area there are a variety of non-coherent discourses, such
as the right-wing and the socialist discourses on democracy [12].

Secondly, the French philosopher also understands discourse as ‘the general domain of
all statements’ [11] (p. 80). In other words, discourse, or ‘episteme’, as Foucault also refers
to this notion, includes the theoretical assumptions and beliefs of any particular time by
means of which we make sense of the world [11].

To give an example, the belief of the supernatural was one of the theoretical assump-
tions of the Classical era’s discourse. Crop failure, storms, diseases and, in fact, any event
judged to be exceptional was seen to be indicative of God’s anger [12]. In The Order of
Things, Foucault identified four such epistemes in Western history: the Medieval (appeared
around the sixteenth century), the Renaissance (emerged around the 1400s), the Classical
(formed toward the middle of the seventeenth century) and the Modern (appeared in the
eighteenth century) [13].

Today, among all the different views of our era, I agree with David Harvey, for example,
and argue that we live in a late modern era characterised by a mixture of modern and
postmodern ideas, beliefs and traditions [14]. This might be more clearly identified by the
shifting paradigms of scientific proof from the positivism of early modernist thought to the
increasing influence of the qualitative approaches of post structuralists such as Baudrillard
and Derrida [15,16].

I have chosen this Foucauldian approach as a tool for reflection because it helps
redefine and treat education as a discursive construct. Indeed, Foucault’s concepts allows
us to identify Higher Education teaching as a discourse of today’s episteme, characterised
by a multitude of interpolating and contradictory specific discourses—each composed by a
set of statements and regulated practices. For example, there is a dominant discourse in
favour of in-person teaching but also a digital education discourse that is the result of the
arrival of the internet.

For the purposes of this article, I use the term digital education discourse interchange-
ably with the terms e-learning discourse or technology-enhanced learning discourse. They
all describe ideas and practices which value the use of technology in education and see the
pedagogical potential of digital practice across a variety of teaching and learning formats
(such as blended, hybrid, and distant). Digital teaching methods can indeed help bring
out learners’ full potential by supporting/enhancing a range of learning skills, such as
independent thinking, self-reflection, digital literacy and collaboration [17–20].

Nowadays, UK universities often include ideas of digital education in their institu-
tional practices, such as university policies [21–23]. However, despite this commitment, the
digital education discourse is not often embraced by educators on the ground [4–7]. With
this paper I wish to explore how this can be changed and how digital education can be
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implemented at scale—which is as yet largely unexplored in the literature—by offering an
example of implementation developed at the University of Bristol.

3. Reflective Questions Drawn from Foucauldian Notions of Social Transformation

As I look back on the way Bristol started to implement digital education, the following
questions will guide my reflections:

What practices can lead the digital education discourse to advance in HE settings?
And, which agents in HE can develop these practices?

These questions are informed by discourse theory. Indeed, Foucault explains discourse
formation, permanence and transformation through the circulation of numerous institu-
tional and regulated practices, such as legal texts, political statements and scientific reports
which set or reinforce the discourse concepts and ideas. In his words ‘in every society
the production of discourse is at once controlled, selected, organised and redistributed
according to a certain number of procedures’ [24] (p. 52).

For example, in his career Foucault analysed the discourses of madness, punishment
and sexuality, and came to the conclusion that they were produced through a whole array
of regulated practices, such as legal texts, literature, political acts, etc. [25]. In Madness and
Civilization, for instance, Foucault described practices like psychiatric procedures, legal
acts and political decisions to explain how in modern society people have arrived to regard
madness as a mental illness [26].

Social transformation like discourse formation, thus, does not happen by the hands of
pre-existing forces such as ‘power’ or ‘class interests’. To Foucault, there are no pre-existing
forces; he does not believe in a priori realities. For example, power, to Foucault, is not the
property of a particular social actor (the ruling class for example) or located in a particular
institution (such as the state) [27]. Power is diffused all over society, everywhere where
there is a relationship of force [27].

To the French philosopher, individuals and institutions can only be powerful if other
subjects of the same social context recognise their power through discourses and practices.
As a result, social transformation is the result of practices that come out of agents who have
been recognised as powerful by others [27].

4. An Approach to Digital Education Implementation at the University of Bristol

The article questions are now considered by reflecting on the digital education dis-
course at the University of Bristol. With a focus on the Faculty of Arts, I have chosen this
example because it is informative, and because I know it well. Indeed, it has come out of
my own work as the digital education academic leader in the School of Modern Language
first and then in the Faculty of Arts (of which SML is part of) at Bristol.

To set the context, here is a brief historical account of how the digital education
discourse has emerged at the University of Bristol over the years. Based on Foucault’s
notions of discourse formation via institutional and regulated practices [24–26], this account
is a description of the University-wide digital education practices at Bristol.

4.1. The Digital Education Discourse at the University of Bristol

At the University of Bristol, the digital education discourse began to emerge in 2005
when the University bought the virtual learning environment, Blackboard (Bb), and in-
vested in a central support team (the Digital Education Office, part of the Education
Department). Initially the team was advised by a small group of academics, called the
Technology Enhanced Learning Academic Network (TELAN). Over time the support team
has grown and been reorganised. It has also acquired more digital tools to support.

On top of the support team and Blackboard, other significant institutional practices
that have helped the emergence of the digital education discourse have been:

• The publication of a Technology Enhanced Learning (TEL) Strategy (in 2013);
• The funding, development, and launch of two massive open online courses (MOOCs)

(between 2013–2015);
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• The purchase and implementation of Mediasite, a technology that records lessons
(between 2015–2016);

• The launch of a new University of Bristol Education Policy which mentions e-learning
tools, blended environments and innovation (2017) [28];

• The funding, development and release of three online courses available to University
of Bristol students as part of the Bristol Futures programme (2016–2018);

• The appointment of a Director for the Bristol Institute for Learning and Teaching (BILT)
with a portfolio that includes digital education (2019).

While these practices were important in supporting the digital education discourse,
they had not been enough to change the teaching practice on the ground. Indeed, when
the pandemic hit the UK in March 2020 only few academics had been engaging in digital
practices. The digital education discourse was still marginal at Bristol compared to other
institutional discourses. And, apart from the use of lecture capture technology, which
was required across the institution, digital education was prevalent only in those schools
and faculties like the Faculty of Arts which themselves supported the digital education
discourse via their own (more local) institutional practices, such as the employment of
digital education academic leaders.

When, during the pandemic, teaching moved online and digital practice became
widespread by default, further institutional practices pro-digital education were developed
to support colleagues in this transition. For example, the PVC Education offered pedagogi-
cal advice and guidelines on how to teach online. The DEO organised training sessions on
technologies, suggested new educational initiatives (i.e., the use of Blackboard templates)
and designed new processes (for running online exams, for instance).

However, despite this increase in central support and institutional practices, it was the
more local digital education academic leadership—when available—that made a difference
in the digital transition during the pandemic [29]. Indeed, the digital initiatives suggested
by the University had no implementation plans attached. Thus, in the Faculty of Arts, for
example, it was me as the person responsible for digital education, with the support of
the Faculty Education Director (FED) and a small support team, who narrowed the gap
and—by collaborating with the central support teams—turned the suggested initiatives
into actual digital projects (such as the use of Blackboard templates and online exams).

4.2. The Faculty of Arts

This section describes how the Faculty of Arts has engaged with the University of
Brsitol digital education discourse, and the wider digital education ideas too. In particular,
it reflects upon what practices have led to the digital education discourse to advance over
the years.

When Blackboard was purchased in 2005, it did not come with an implementation
strategy. People could choose to use it or not. Teaching was mainly seen as face-to-face and
less of a driver than research and, thus, most people decided not to use Blackboard [30]. In
the Faculty of Arts, it was only in 2009 when a new FED was appointed that the expectation
that academics were required to use Blackboard emerged. Such expectation continued
over the years with the next FEDs. This led to the Bb sites being used more in the Faculty,
although mainly as repositories of information and not for teaching and learning.

The only exceptions were the School of Modern Languages (SML) and the Centre for
Academic Language and Development (CALD) where there had been an awareness at
senior level of the wider digital education debate which was, in turn, reflected in a local
investment pro-digital education. Indeed, SML and CALD had tasked academics with a
digital education background to take e-learning practice (or technology-enhanced learning,
as it was known then) forward. This practice of creating digital education academic leaders
whose job was to disseminate digital education ideas and practices led to better and more
widespread usage of the VLE and digital practice more generally.

Between 2011–2017, I was one of the people appointed to take further the digital
practice. I was made the Technology Enhanced Learning (TEL) Director for the School
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of Modern Languages. At that time, the school employed over 50 permanent academics,
across five departments, who together with several temporary language teachers taught
around 2000 students across two undergraduate and a range of postgraduate programmes.

Over the years, my work triggered substantial digital education practice across the
school that involved the use of a range of technologies, and supported a blended approach
to teaching. My thinking and actions have been informed by the digital education discourse
that was developing nationally [18,31–34], which was discussed in the literature but also at
events organised, for instance, by the Centre for Languages, Linguistics and Area Studies
(LLAS) and the Association for Learning Technology (ALT). Some examples of the digital
education practice I facilitated include online tutorials my colleagues developed to reinforce
concepts covered in the classroom; online discussion forums to encourage active/reflective
learning, and wikis to produce/edit compositions in a collaborative way. As for assessment,
a few colleagues across the school started using online quizzes to assess factual knowledge
and critical thinking. Some people also began using audio-visual projects as an alternative
method to class presentations where students were asked to focus on a specific topic and
produce short videos in pairs or small groups. In relation to feedback, some people started
providing online written feedback to essays and compositions, others used audio feedback
and a few experimented with peer feedback.

When I first started in 2011, there was a lot of scepticism towards technology-enhanced
learning—which is understandable given how new the digital education discourse was at
Bristol. There was also some kind of uniformity in the way people were thinking about
it. Some of the most common storylines I was hearing when talking to colleagues about
TEL were:

TEL is about spoon-feeding students; If we are not careful, TEL will replace our F2F
lectures and seminars; I hate Blackboard; I would need some support to implement TEL;
TEL is not for me; Students are not complaining about my teaching, why should I change
my teaching methods?; I don’t have time to engage with TEL.

This attraction to similar storylines is what Marteen Hajer, a Foucauldian-inspired
scholar, calls a ‘discourse-coalition’ [25]. To try and make sense of complex and inter-
connected realities/discourses, discourse-coalitions are formed every day by all of us in
relation to numerous subjects/discourses, such as: criminality, immigration, education,
the property market, etc. Indeed, there are very few people, if any at all, who can actually
understand realities/discourses in all their detail without reducing or summarising them
to shorter narratives like one-liners or sound bites [25].

The advantage of being able to identify a discourse-coalition is that it captures and
sums up the thinking of many people behind certain practices or concepts. The discourse-
coalition I found at the School of Modern Languages highlighted, that overall colleagues’
storylines were not based on actual TEL practice or research and literature. It was becoming
clear that people were simply unfamiliar with the TEL discourse.

To change this trend and move forward the implementation of digital practice within
the school, a Foucauldian-inspired approach was taken. Teaching colleagues were intro-
duced to the TEL discourse by using a two levels strategy: (1) the information/language
level (to disseminate new ideas about TEL), and (2) the practice level (to encourage col-
leagues to pilot and experiment with new teaching methods). Indeed, as a discourse is a
set of concepts and practices through which agents act, the approach specifically addressed
the language and practice level [11]. And it did so, through the active circulation of reg-
ulated practices—which is in line with how social transformation happens according to
Foucault [24]. However, over time the approach evolved and came to rely on less regulated
practices too as I realised that they were an effective way to educate people.

In terms of the information/language level approach, new TEL ideas were introduced
by a mixture of practices (regulated and less regulated), such as: policies, documents,
reports, updates at assemblies, TEL seminars and conferences, meetings, informal chats,
emails, and so on.
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Collectively these practices allowed the introduction of more accurate digital education
ideas. Here are some examples of the new storylines that were introduced:

TEL methods can help enhance students’ skills such as independent thinking, self-
reflection, digital literacy and collaboration; TEL can support pupils’ learning in different,
meaningful and new ways; Experimenting with TEL is about updating current teaching
methodologies; TEL practice can be small-scale and effective; Small-scale TEL practice
does not require advanced IT skills to be implemented.

When talking to colleagues, and helping them adopt a particular technology, I also
used more specific and pedagogically focused narratives to describe, for example, the
learning benefits technologies can facilitate and how to design activities for digital learning.

As for the practice level approach, yet again, regulated and less regulated practices
were used to try and improve three things: (1) equipment and learning resources, (2) tech-
nical support and (3) IT training opportunities, so that colleagues would find it easier to
experiment with TEL.

This meant: writing new protocols and service agreement; organising a range of
school-based training sessions; buying new equipment; lobbying for the Faculty or Uni-
versity to buy extra learning resources; writing and disseminating written instructions on
technologies available; collaborating with University support teams to arrange consultation
sessions with staff or fix/install equipment.

Indeed, to make sure that this approach would work, it became very important that
the TEL discourse and what was stopping its implementation was discussed among those
support teams too and not just among academic colleagues. These support teams play a
key role in the delivery of innovative teaching practice—which, in our case, at Bristol, are
(1) the Digital Education Office, (2) IT Services, and (3) Estates. In fact, the implementation
of TEL is not only dependent on the response of academics but also on the work of many
other people who are part of different support teams. As a result, the discourse/narrative
about TEL needs to make sense to all of them to guarantee its long-term future.

When this example of implementation started, the school was experiencing a number
of IT issues such as poor or slow programme installations, unreliable servers, slow per-
sonal and classroom computers. The work of the Digital Education Office was also not
very effective. They had been providing training and help on Blackboard, QuestionMark
Perception, WimbaCreate and some other tools for a number of years across the University
but these had not generated a very widespread innovative teaching practice, at least not
within Modern Languages.

As the person who encouraged colleagues to use technology, I felt responsible and
started dealing with the support teams directly to try and solve the issues, while conveying
how important it was to support academic colleagues who were experimenting with new
teaching methods. This process required a vast number of practices such as meetings,
conversations and emails which, over time, improved matters and the support people
received from the central teams—although there are still further enhancements to be made
in this area.

As a result of my work in the School and Modern Languages, at the end of 2017 the
Faculty promoted me to a faculty digital education position with the view to introduce
digital practice and ideas in all the Schools and Centres of the Faculty, and not just in SML.
Yet again, when I first started, I found that colleagues were sceptical about digital education,
in the same way that SML was in 2011. To change things, a similar Foucauldian-inspired
approach to the one used at Modern Languages was adopted. In other words, through
a number of practices (regulated and less regulated), I started to implement the digital
education discourse by encouraging digital teaching/learning activities and by talking
and writing about digital education in a new way, focusing on the learning benefits that
digital practice can offer students and their learning process. I also dealt with the barriers
to innovation (such as lack of support, training, guidelines, technology, too many processes
to support).
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By the time the pandemic hit, digital practice across the Faculty was growing with
online marking having been implemented throughout the Faculty, and digital education
pilots taking place in several departments. This involved working with many different
stakeholders, including the administrative teams. Given the size of the Faculty and my
limited resources, the adoption of digital methods was happening slower than in SML. The
pandemic, however, changed things and by April 2020 all academic staff, not just in the
Faculty but across the institution, were using digital methods to deliver their teaching.

The move happened very fast. While some support was offered centrally (in the form
of pedagogical advice and training by the PVC Education and the DEO), the shift to online
relied mainly on the efforts of individual academics. This led to digital teaching/learning
practice that was not always of a high pedagogical standard/quality—which is unsurpris-
ing as most people were still unfamiliar with digital education ideas, let alone the more
specific ideas about remote teaching that the April 2020 move required.

As a result, after that initial transition to online delivery, it became clear that more
needed to be done to enhance our digital education pedagogy. Thus, for example, when the
University suggested that the Blackboard sites—which, during the pandemic, represented
our classrooms—needed to be improved, I wrote a project proposal aimed at enhancing our
800+ Bb sites, which included a pedagogical rationale and a description of what the new
sites would look like. The project (also known as the Blackboard Template Project) was
informed by the experience and knowledge I gathered when developing distance-learning
courses (a MOOC on Cultural Studies and Modern Languages, and the Bristol Futures
Global Citizenship course) [35,36].

Two years into the project, now all 800+ sites have been improved. They are consistent,
modern and with a layout that is informed by distance-learning principles which makes
them effective virtual classrooms and have led to positive feedback from the students
who regularly tell us in staff-student liaison meetings how much they appreciate the sites’
consistency, look and way in which they are organised.

To make this possible and get the project off the ground and approved, leadership
and digital education knowledge were important. My academic digital education scholar-
ship was helpful in articulating the project and made the proposal credible, whereas my
leadership role allowed me to correctly position the project for approval.

Once the project proposal was approved, the implementation phase required further
leadership. Indeed, the use of the new Bb sites represented a significant cultural change for
academics, and digital education academic leadership was needed (1) to make a case for
the formation of a faculty digital team, and (2) to guide the team in disseminating digital
education ideas and practices through meetings, instructions, workshops, etc.— and in
providing support.

Another example where digital education academic leadership was important was the
transition during the pandemic from on-campus to online exams. The University tasked
the DEO and Exams Office with developing the online solution for those subjects that
needed to deliver online exams, such as our language units. While the technical solution
was overall well designed, it needed some key modifications to match our educational
requirements and digital processes (i.e., online student assignment submissions).

For this project, my digital education knowledge was important in informing the
internal evaluation/review that suggested the modifications, while my leadership position
triggered and led the review and put together the reviewers. Collectively, we designed
and implemented modifications to the original solution which refined the online exam
processes and allowed for the exams to run smoothly in our Faculty and be an overall
positive assessment experience for our students [29].

5. Impact of Digital Education Academic Leadership

This section describes some of the positive impacts the ideas and practices I developed
as digital educational academic leader, have led to at Bristol. This personal narrative, pieced
from a range of sources, will show how the decision/investment (or, in Foucauldian terms,
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institutional practice) of employing a digital education academic leader has been a positive
one. The point of this is not to glorify my work, but to signal the positive impact digital
education academic leaders can have.

There is an overall assumption in digital education literature that the more we dis-
cuss digital education ideas/practices, the more likely these will get implemented. Such
an assumption is evident from the relatively small number of studies focusing on the
strategies to implement digital education at scale, versus the majority which focus mainly
on describing actual digital education activities. While I recognise the importance of the
latter discussion, we should also acknowledge that the digital education discourse was a
marginal discourse before the pandemic (at any rate not as dominant as the face-to-face
teaching discourse). And, even during the pandemic, while digital education practice
grew exponentially, the pedagogical digital education ideas/principles on how to design
for digital did not always follow. As a result, I argue here that there is a need to look at
how we facilitate the implementation of both digital education practices and ideas as we
emerge from the pandemic, and suggest that having digital academic figures in leadership
positions is invaluable. Indeed, digital education academic leaders can facilitate the social
change/transformation the implementation of digital education requires and bring great
impact, for both teachers and students, as argued in this section.

Indeed, as TEL Director, over the past ten years I have led 100+ digital education
projects. These were informed by digital education literature and tailored to a variety
of learning objectives/preferences. Collectively, the projects involved staff in SML (and
some across the Faculty) and ranged from activities to improve units by advancing student
knowledge/skills in exciting modern ways—carried out by up to 150 students and created
through many technologies like apps, language labs, voting systems, digital discussion
boards, etc.—to programme-level TEL practice like the audio-visual videos to push forward
the multimedia learning of 1300 students, or the School migration to online marking of
hundreds of assignments to enhance students’ performance through focused, legible and
accessible feedback.

One project I inspired and facilitated received the globally renowned Apereo Teach-
ing/Learning Award, two won the Bristol Educational Award, and five were replicated
in other universities with my contribution—raising the national/international profile of
teaching and learning and the people awarded.

By 2017, according to the then Head of School,

‘ . . . all staff were embracing innovation. Gloria inspired a new attitude towards teaching
excellence and TEL across the School . . . Through her guidance, people’s skills, knowledge
and overall confidence grew and now a wide range of cutting-edge teaching methods are
used, creating transformative learning that produces highly skilled graduates’.

Colleagues have regularly expressed appreciation for the pedagogical support as
illustrated below:

‘[the TEL Director] . . . introduced me to new ideas of teaching. The expert advice was
instrumental in creating projects that have made a difference to my students’ learning
like the audio-visual project that helped them develop more persuasive and rich stories
than those produced with compositions.’

Today, SML staff are dedicated and able to adopt digital education methods because
they saw how transformative they can be. Their observations on how digital methods
improved student outcomes and performances were often captured in School Reports
(2012–2017) [37]:

‘Through VoiceThread, students have mastered their ability to analyse films, while
acquiring a better understanding of French culture . . . and the ability to collaborate’.

‘Following the introduction of the online grammar course combined with the self-assessed
quizzes, Y2 students [of German] are reaching higher levels of grammatical proficiency
and becoming more assured independent learners’.
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Students also talked about TEL activities and their impact in Unit Surveys and Staff-
Student-Liaison-Committees [38,39]. And, from 2013 students started mentioning in the
NSSs how the TEL activities made a difference to their learning [40].

Through leadership and encouragement, several colleagues in SML are actively re-
searching in the field of teaching and learning. Many had never presented at a teaching and
learning conference before, but they now have original teaching practice to share. Collec-
tively, staff dissemination has had a national/international impact in the modern-languages
sector, as pointed out by Professor Kate Borthwick,

‘ . . . Since the appointment of a TEL Director, modern language staff from Bristol started
disseminating a range of high-quality and impactful research. This has advanced the
practice and academic thinking of TEL [in our sector] . . . as well as made Bristol known
as a hub for TEL excellence’.

Finally, this pioneering approach—which resulted in a vastly increased staff com-
mitment to digital innovation, a new school and institutional culture around TEL and a
state-of-the-art education for SML students—has been recognised by the Association for
Learning Technology as:

‘unique in the field . . . a new bottom-up model of educational change and TEL implemen-
tation in Higher Education has been developed. With limited means, the focus on raising
teaching and learning standards through technology, effective pedagogical support and
putting people at the heart of institutional change is exemplary’ (Dr Maren Deepwell,
ALT Chief Executive).

More recently, work at the faculty level has been recognised by the current Faculty
Education Director who has acknowledged the importance of a digital education academic
leader and the positive changes it has brought. According to him,

‘The Blackboard Template Project was the first whole-Faculty digital change project
undertaken in an emergency. The project involved all staff in a complex Faculty which
includes programmes as diverse as Theatre and Modern Languages. To lead the project,
the Digital Education Leader had to consult widely with different stakeholders, quickly
iterate, anticipate technical or pedagogic design problems, and ensure the rollout was well
supported at a time of immense change. Previously, students often experienced our VLE
as a collection of unrelated sites. Some were excellent but all had different navigation
structures and the quality of user design and content varied within single sites. The
Template Project brought a better balance between consistency and tutor design; it allowed
our students to quickly find content in locations already familiar to them, but it also
enabled us to deliver the Faculty’s pedagogic vision of blended education by structuring
all sites around a student’s week on their course, rather than expecting them to piece
together online lectures and seminars from different areas of a site. Our survey data
showed that students who felt their sites were well-organised also felt more confident
with blended learning generally and we noted significant differences in experience where
a small number of programmes had delayed implementation. Student representatives
were especially positive about the changes and explained that greater consistency had
helped them focus on course content rather than re-learning how and where to find it. As
a Faculty Education Director, collaborating with the Digital Education Leader enabled
me to bring about rapid educational improvements at the same time as managing a
crisis and planning for an uncertain future. The end results of this partnership between
co-ordinated design and unit tutors have benefitted well over 100 programmes and more
than 5000 students each year.’ (Dr James Freeman, Faculty Education Director)

6. Discussion and Conclusions

Based on the positive impacts at the University of Bristol before and during the pan-
demic, I believe that having digital education academics/scholars in leadership positions
at school and faculty-level—rather than simply having support staff—is a valuable way
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for universities to take the digital education discourse (meaning both digital education
practices and pedagogical ideas) forward and make it more widespread.

Indeed, in reflecting on the questions: What practices can lead the digital education
discourse to advance in HE settings? And, which agents in HE can develop these practices?,
I hope that I have shown convincingly that the adoption of digital education ideas and
methods is complex and involves substantial change for both academics and professional
service colleagues. It requires shifting firmly entrenched ideas and practices about teaching
and the way teaching is supported.

According to the Bristol example discussed, this kind of transformation needs dedi-
cated digital education agents who are familiar with the digital education discourse and
who can lead on and develop those practices aimed at disseminating and making the digital
education ideas and methods better understood and more widespread.

However, such practices did not need to be just regulated practices as suggested by
Foucault. While they are important and were used in SML and in the Faculty of Arts
(i.e., institutional statements, protocols), my experience suggests that change can also be
generated via less formal and regulated practices, such as emails, meetings, events and
training sessions, etc.

This view is more in line with the Foucauldian-inspired approach by Hajer [25]. Indeed,
to him discourses are composed of sets of ideas which are not reproduced through regulated
practice only, but through all sorts of discursive practice, meaning ‘all the ways in which
people actively produce social and psychological realities’—day to day actions, written
documents, verbal reports, spoken words, pictures, symbols and even silence [25] (p. 53).

Collectively, the regulated and less regulated practices were key in generating social
change and leading to a more widespread adoption of digital education in SML and the
Faculty of Arts. This underlines that it is unrealistic to expect teaching staff to update their
teaching methods simply because they can access new technologies and central support
or training.

The digital education discourse is a relatively new discourse at Bristol and, as such, it
needs to be reinforced via an active circulation of practices, which requires strong school
and faculty subject-specific leadership to be able to: address misconceptions, change
the language, develop implementation strategies, take care of barriers that can prevent
innovative practices and so on.

Some might expect that existing educational leaders should lead on the digital agenda
given that the digital educational discourse is an educational discourse. This, however,
is not always possible as such leaders may lack the workload capacity or the digital
background. If we take the blended learning agenda, for example, it can be challenging to
find leaders who can lead on both the face-to-face as well as the online side of teaching.

So, until more educational leaders have the appropriate digital education knowledge
(and workload capacity), universities—if committed to the digital education discourse—
should invest in additional school and faculty digital education academic leaders who
value and understand the discourse and can work alongside university leaders and support
teams to bring it to the educators on the ground.

Given the complexities involved in introducing digital education practice and ideas,
universities might also want to think about what digital education academic leadership
is needed at the university level. This is also an important part of the theoretical under-
standing of digital education implementation in higher education institutions. Indeed,
institution-wide practices, such as university policies or investments, when coordinated
with the work and leadership of schools and faculties can really move forward the applica-
tion of digital education. Such a relationship between the different levels of leadership—
university, faculty and school—was not discussed in this article but will be the focus of
future research.

In conclusion, this paper acknowledges that, with the arrival of the internet, digital
teaching/learning methods are here to stay and evolve at least to some degree even if we go
back to a more face-to-face-teaching format. The pandemic has shown that people can use
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digital methods, but they are generally less familiar with digital education pedagogy [7].
How to change that in the future is the crucial issue here. And the answer, drawn from my
reflections, is that we need to invest in digital education academic leadership governance—
similar to the positions described in this paper—aimed at deliberately and thoughtfully
explaining and facilitating the digital education discourse. Without investing in this type
of academic governance and only focusing on digital training and technical support or
buying new technologies, we will fail to recognise how complex digital education is and
what a big change an appropriate and effective adoption of digital methods represents for
an institution and its people.

Funding: This paper received no external funding.

Institutional Review Board Statement: Not applicable.

Informed Consent Statement: Not applicable.

Data Availability Statement: Not applicable.

Conflicts of Interest: The author declares no conflict of interest.

References
1. Nicholson, P. A history of e-learning: Echoes of the pioneers. In Computers and Education; Fernandez Manjon, B., Sanchez-Perez,

J.M., Gomez-Pulido, J.A., Vega-Rodriguez, M.A., Bravo-Rodriguez, J., Eds.; Springer: Cham, The Netherlands, 2007.
2. Bezhovski, Z.; Poorani, S. The evolution of e-learning and new trends. Inf. Knowl. Manag. 2016, 6, 50–57.
3. Casey, D.M. A journey to legitimacy: The historical development of distance education through technology. Tech Trends 2008, 52,

45–51.
4. Mercader, C.; Gairín, J. University teachers’ perception of barriers to the use of digital technologies: The importance of the

academic discipline. Int. J. Educ. Technol. High. Educ. 2020, 17, 4. [CrossRef]
5. Johnson, L.; Adams Becker, S.; Cummins, M.; Estrada, V.; Freeman, A.; Hall, C. NMC Horizon Report: 2016 Higher Education

Edition 2016. Available online: https://www.sconul.ac.uk/sites/default/files/documents/2016-nmc-horizon-report-he-EN-1.
pdf (accessed on 30 October 2022).

6. Hardaker, G.; Singh, G. The adoption and diffusion of elearning in UK universities campus. Wide Inf. Syst. 2011, 28, 221–233.
[CrossRef]

7. University of London’s Centre for Distance Education. Conference on 3 March 2022. Experiences in Digital Learning: The Year
Ahead for the Practitioner. Available online: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XvRehWkY1gc (accessed on 30 October 2022).

8. Schütz, A. The Problem of Social Reality: Collected Papers I; Martinus Nijhoff: The Hague, The Netherlands, 1962.
9. Berger, P.L.; Luckmann, T. The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the Sociology of Knowledge; Doubleday & Company: New

York, NY, USA, 1966.
10. Gergen, K.J. An Invitation to Social Constructivism; Sage: London, UK, 1999.
11. Foucault, M. The Archaeology of Knowledge; Sheridan Smith, A.M., Translator; Routledge: London, UK, 1972.
12. Mills, S. Michel Foucault; Routledge: Abingdon, UK, 2003.
13. Foucault, M. The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences; Sheridan Smith, A.M., Translator; Vintage: New York, NY,

USA, 1966; reprint 1973.
14. Harvey, D. The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change; Blackwell: Cambridge, MA, USA, 1989.
15. Baudrillard, J. The Consumer Society: Myths and Structures. Theory, Culture & Society; SAGE: London, UK, 1970; reprint 1998.
16. Derrida, J. Of Grammatology; Spivak, G.C., Translator; The Johns Hopkins University Press: Baltimore, MD, USA, 1976.
17. Anderson, T.; Elloumi, F. Theory and Practice of Online Learning; Athabasca University Canada: Boston, MA, USA, 2004.
18. Salmon, G. E-Tivities: The Key to Active Online Learning, 2nd ed.; Routledge: London, UK, 2013.
19. Horton, W. E-Learning by Design, 2nd ed.; John Wiley and Sons Pfeiffer: San Francisco, CA, USA, 2012.
20. Sharples, M. The Pedagogy of FutureLearn: How Our Learners Learn. 2018. Available online: https://cdn-wordpress-info.

futurelearn.com/info/wp-content/uploads/FL-pedagogy-RGB.pdf (accessed on 3 December 2022).
21. University of Leeds. University of Leeds Strategy 2020 to 2030: Universal Values, Global Change. Available online: https:

//spotlight.leeds.ac.uk/strategy/ (accessed on 30 October 2022).
22. The London School of Economics and Political Sciences. LSE 2030 Strategy. Available online: https://www.lse.ac.uk/2030

/assets/pdf/LSE-2030full-text-as-approved-by-Council-5-Feb.pdf (accessed on 30 October 2022).
23. University of Warwick. The University of Warwick Strategy 2018 to 2030. Available online: https://warwick.ac.uk/about/

strategy/hp-contents/university_of_warwick_strategy.pdf (accessed on 30 October 2022).
24. Foucault, M. The order of discourse. In Untying the Text: A Post-structuralist Reader; Young, R., Ed.; Routledge; Kegan Paul, Trench,

Trübner & Co.: London, UK, 1981; pp. 48–79.
25. Hajer, M. The Politics of Environmental Discourse: Ecological Modernization and the Policy Process; Clarendon Press: Oxford, UK, 1995.

http://doi.org/10.1186/s41239-020-0182-x
https://www.sconul.ac.uk/sites/default/files/documents/2016-nmc-horizon-report-he-EN-1.pdf
https://www.sconul.ac.uk/sites/default/files/documents/2016-nmc-horizon-report-he-EN-1.pdf
http://doi.org/10.1108/10650741111162707
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XvRehWkY1gc
https://cdn-wordpress-info.futurelearn.com/info/wp-content/uploads/FL-pedagogy-RGB.pdf
https://cdn-wordpress-info.futurelearn.com/info/wp-content/uploads/FL-pedagogy-RGB.pdf
https://spotlight.leeds.ac.uk/strategy/
https://spotlight.leeds.ac.uk/strategy/
https://www.lse.ac.uk/2030/assets/pdf/LSE-2030full-text-as-approved-by-Council-5-Feb.pdf
https://www.lse.ac.uk/2030/assets/pdf/LSE-2030full-text-as-approved-by-Council-5-Feb.pdf
https://warwick.ac.uk/about/strategy/hp-contents/university_of_warwick_strategy.pdf
https://warwick.ac.uk/about/strategy/hp-contents/university_of_warwick_strategy.pdf


Educ. Sci. 2022, 12, 904 12 of 12

26. Foucault, M. Madness and Civilisation: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason; Routledge: London, UK, 1999.
27. Foucault, M. The History of Sexuality, Vol. I An Introduction; Hurley, R., Translator; Pantheon: New York, NY, USA, 1978.
28. University of Bristol. Education Strategy for 2017-23: Research-Rich, Innovative and Inclusive; University of Bristol: Bristol, UK, 2017.
29. University of Bristol. Digital Learning Environment (DLE) Review; University of Bristol: Bristol, UK, 2022.
30. University of Bristol. University Strategy; University of Bristol: Bristol, UK, 2010.
31. Laurillard, D. Rethinking University Teaching: A Conversational Framework for the Effective Use of Learning Technologies; Routledge:

London, UK, 2002.
32. Orsini-Jones, M. Task-based development of languages students’ critical digital multiliteracies and cybergenre awareness. In

Digital Genres, New Literacies and Autonomy in Language Learning; Luzon, M.J., Ruiz, N., Villanueva, L., Eds.; Scholar Cambridge:
Cambridge, UK, 2010.

33. Borthwick, K.; Gallagher-Brett, A. ‘Inspiration, ideas, encouragement’: Teacher development and improved use of technology in
language teaching through open educational practice. Comput. Assist. Lang. Learn. 2013, 27, 163–183. [CrossRef]

34. Nicolson, M.; Murphy, L.; Southgate, M. Language Teaching in Blended Contexts; Dunedin Academic Press: Edinburgh, UK, 2011.
35. University of Bristol; School of Modern Languages MOOC. Cultural Studies and Modern Languages. Available online: https:

//www.futurelearn.com/courses/cultural-studies (accessed on 30 October 2022).
36. University of Bristol; Bristol Futures Online Course. Unleash Your Potential: Global Citizenship. Available online: https:

//www.futurelearn.com/courses/global-citizenship (accessed on 30 October 2022).
37. University of Bristol. School of Modern Languages School Reports; University of Bristol: Bristol, UK, 2012–17.
38. University of Bristol; School of Modern Languages. Unit Student Surveys; University of Bristol: Bristol, UK, 2014–18.
39. University of Bristol; School of Modern Languages. Staff-Student-Liaison-Committees Minutes; University of Bristol: Bristol, UK, 2014–18.
40. University of Bristol. National Student Survey Data; University of Bristol: Bristol, UK, 2013–2018.

http://doi.org/10.1080/09588221.2013.818560
https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/cultural-studies
https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/cultural-studies
https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/global-citizenship
https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/global-citizenship

	Introduction 
	The Theoretical Context 
	Reflective Questions Drawn from Foucauldian Notions of Social Transformation 
	An Approach to Digital Education Implementation at the University of Bristol 
	The Digital Education Discourse at the University of Bristol 
	The Faculty of Arts 

	Impact of Digital Education Academic Leadership 
	Discussion and Conclusions 
	References

