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CAIRN Editorial

Welcome to this issue of CAIRN journal.
The contributions in this edition represent
some of the rich diversity of research
activities taking place across Scotland’s
colleges. Danilo Riglicao writes on the
transformative inpact of trauma-informed
practice while Joanna Mcintyre reflects
on heteronormativity and queer pedagogy
in further education. Jenny Grubb looks
at the experience of being a further
education teacher and a group of
colleagues from Forth Valley College
report on what staff and students gained
from a Turing Scheme trip to Belgium. To
round off this issue, Ron Hill takes us into
the territory of creative governing at a time
when governance in our sector is under
the spotlight.

Tertiary institutions that meet the needs of
local communities while facing the
challenges of the current funding climate
require evidence-based innovation.
Supporting staff to engage in relevant
research activity that sparks curiosity and
produces outputs that positively impact
our students and organisations can drive
this innovation.

The College Development Network
Insights and Innovation Hub, along with
the Researcher Development Programme
support colleges to adopt a new approach
to staff research, as evidenced in the
CAIRN journal.

At UHI Inverness we have established a
research development pathway for staff
that is closely aligned with the principles of
Scotland’s Tertiary Quality Enhancement
Framework (SFC, 2024) and offers a new
perspective on staff research. The
pathway is founded on inclusivity, curiosity

Issue 4

and demonstrable impacts on student and
staff experiences.

The pathway begins with two schemes
that offer any member of staff the
opportunity to explore a topic related to
their job role. Our one-year ‘Enquiring
Minds’ scheme is open to all staff and
provides a small pot of funding for staff to
identify and delve into a question that
interests them. Outputs can take any form
and have included posters, reports, case
studies, handouts and digital artifacts. Our
‘Research Connect’ scheme is also open
to all staff and runs over two years. During
the first year, participants build their
research skills, design their research
question and gain ethical approval. During
the second year, research is undertaken
and written up. The process is supported
by mentoring from one of UHI Inverness’s
visiting Professors and engagement with
researcher development programmes.
Staff receive a payment when they
successfully complete year one and when
they submit their final project.

Later stages of the pathway include
supporting staff to achieve further
academic qualifications. This aligns with
our investment in staff professional
development as we support 20-30 staff
each year to study at undergraduate or
postgraduate level. Applications for further
study are welcomed from all staff with
similar numbers of professional services
and curriculum staff undertaking additional
academic qualifications.

Not all staff engage with our research
pathway and not all of those who
participate in the early-stage schemes
move through the whole pathway to join
our research team or undertake additional
qualifications. However, by offering a
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variety of levels and a clear pathway, we
aim to ensure that any staff member can
find a way to get involved. The pathway
supports collaboration between all staff
and our research team as we encourage
participants to engage with wider research
events which raises awareness of
research activity and builds our research
culture.

Inclusivity is an essential element of our
research pathway, and a unique feature is
opening it to all professional services staff
as well as all curriculum staff This
approach is underpinned by our
endeavour to support a flow of expertise
within the organisation as some staff
choose to move between professional
services and curriculum roles.

Participants in the schemes may work
together on specific research projects and
all are actively encouraged to
communicate and collaborate with the aim
of enhancing the learning community
among staff as well as students.

Engaging more staff in research activities
enhances our research culture by
supporting curiosity, critical thinking and
evidence-informed practice across the
organisation. Staff are encouraged to
critically examine their own practice which
can lead to innovations and a focus on
continuous improvement.

Developing research skills also aligns with
the GTCS Professional Standards for
Lecturers in Scotland's Colleges as
professional knowledge and
understanding includes requirements to
“‘engage with research and scholarship to
inform practice” and “understand how to
evaluate and apply evidence to improve
learning and teaching” (GTC Scotland,
2021).

Education Scotland’s national model of
professional learning emphasises
contextualised, collaborative, and enquiry-
based approaches (Education Scotland,
2025). Research activity aligns naturally
with these principles, offering a vehicle for

impactful professional learning that is
reflective of professional standards and
responsive to learner needs.

Evaluating the effectiveness of our
research schemes involves consideration
of their impact on the student or staff
experience. A wide variety of topics have
been explored, producing outputs such as
staff training materials on body language
in teaching and communication,
developed as a project by two Curriculum
Leaders; a guide for students on apps to
support executive function, designed by a
learning technologist; the initial
development of several chatbots,
developed by different professional
services staff; several course specific
projects completed by lecturers to support
ESOL students and Access to Nursing
students. In all cases, these small scale
projects have produced relevant outputs
while offering meaningful professional
development opportunities for staff and
providing an excellent return on
investment.

Our Principal, Professor Chris O’Neil, is
fully supportive of our research pathway,
describing it as “an excellent initiative that
produces outputs to enhance many key
areas of the organisation while
strengthening our research culture.”

The articles, reflections and reviews in this
issue support the view that staff in
Scotland’s colleges are producing
research leading to innovation and
improvements to enhance educational
activities and deliver tangible benefits for
learners and staff alike. In doing so, it
affirms Scotland’s commitment to a tertiary
system that is collaborative, evidence-
informed, and future-focused.
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