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Enhancing engagement in creative education through digital innovation 

Introduction 

‘Technology has significantly transformed our lives, impacting various aspects and redefining daily living’ (Parveen and Ramzan, 2024). Digital innovation has transformed education, introducing new ways to assess and engage students and restructuring teaching methods (Moyle, 2010). In creative disciplines such as illustration, where assessment often focuses on the final artwork (Cornford, 2024), the encouragement of the use of digital tools can offer opportunities to evaluate students more holistically. Platforms such as Kahoot, Padlet, and Mentimeter provide instant feedback, track student progress, and encourage interaction (Mária Bajúzová and Hrmo, 2024), making assessment more dynamic and student-centred. According to Onasanya and Ajamu (2024), the use of technology in the classroom enables more efficient assessment processes and offers both teachers and students instant feedback. This immediate feedback helps students and educators gauge comprehension, pinpoint areas needing further review, and better prepare for assessments (Onasanya and Ajamu, 2024).
Despite the availability of digital tools, many creative disciplines, such as illustration, continue to rely on traditional assessment methods, such as sketchbook reviews and final critiques (Cornford, 2024). These methods, while valuable, may not fully capture the iterative nature of their skills. ‘In Industry 4.0, the evolving model of Higher Education 4.0 has highlighted a pressing need to enhance the digital competence of university faculty members’ (Tran Dong Dang et al., 2024). According to Harisa Mardiana (2024), ‘lecturers face significant challenges in developing and using digital literacy skills, including adapting to rapidly evolving technologies’ (Harisa Mardiana, 2024). There is a need for research into how these tools can be better integrated into illustration education and all creative educational institutions to enhance assessment practices and encourage student engagement. This initiates the question: “How can digital tools support active engagement and feedback in creative education, specifically within illustration?”



Methodology


This study adopts different ways to explore how digital tools can be helpful in creative education, with a specific focus on illustration. The study investigates the effectiveness, challenges, and best practices of using digital tools by examining existing research, including peer-reviewed journals, case studies, student and educator surveys, and educational reports. This will consider the barriers that could affect successful application. This includes observations from my practice as a training lecturer and insights from colleagues' experiences; this can offer real-time examples of both the benefits and limitations of technology integration. Information will be gathered from classroom observations and surveys to capture both insights on student engagement and learning outcomes, also identifying educators perspectives of integrating digital tools into their lessons to review the patterns and trends that emphasise how digital tools can promote collaboration, engagement, and provide immediate feedback also evaluating if these tools are being used effectively.







Review of literature 


The benefits of using digital tools in education

According to the University of Connecticut’s Centre for Career Development, many students have reported that technology makes learning more engaging (Lockwood, 2023). Onasanya & Ajamu (2024) observe that digital tools facilitate teaching students with exceptional needs, helping build knowledge and understanding, develop teamwork and communication skills, and solve educational challenges. They enhance access to educational resources, making teaching and learning more convenient, and improve student performance. Additionally, students gain self-learning abilities, enjoy flexibility in education, and can quickly acquire information to expand their knowledge (Onasanya and Ajamu, 2024). Technology integration goes beyond improving efficiency or keeping up with the current trends. Driven by educational theories that can promote personalised and engaging learning experiences that aim to enhance overall effectiveness in education (Lim et al., 2024). According to Lim et al. (2024), every interaction and result in assessments contributes to the learner's experience, enriching their understanding and skills. As noted by Onasanya and Ajamu (2024) these assessments are more than just testing tools; they can create dynamic, evolving environments where learning is ongoing, iterative, and are relevant. Previous studies indicate that digital tools for assessments can enhance student engagement and support personalised learning, students  can gain clarity on the objectives they are working towards assuming responsibility for their learning (Onasanya and Ajamu, 2024). This mirrors Piaget's Constructivist theory, suggesting that learners build their knowledge through experiences. ‘Student engagement and motivation are critical factors in the success of educational technologies’ (Rafiq et al., 2024). Research by Deng & Tavares (2013) indicates that digital tools can significantly improve student engagement by offering interactive and collaborative learning opportunities (Deng & Tavares, 2013). According to Timotheou et al. (2022), other studies reveal that various aspects of how digital technologies affect students' knowledge, skills and attitudes, as well as their influence on equality, inclusion and social integration. Additionally, the results highlight the impact on teachers' professional development and teaching methods (Timotheou et al., 2022). This benefits the educational system's “effective learning” by helping support students with additional needs, ‘which involves the active engagement of learners, allowing them to make connections, apply knowledge in a real-world context and develop critical thinking and problem-solving skills’ (Barnard and Henn, 2023).

Research shows that active engagement in the learning process helps to motivate students and enhance their learning outcomes. New technologies can facilitate active engagement in learning by reducing the amount of class time where students sit passively listening to lectures.
(Moro, 2018)



Influencing factors in digital technology inclusion

Whilst digital tools can offer the potential to enhance engagement and improve assessments (Onasanya and Ajamu, 2024), integration into the classroom is often met with various challenges (Reid, 2012). Despite the growing availability of technology and the increasing push for digital transformation in education, several barriers still hinder the widespread adoption and effective use of these tools (Reed Osika et al., 2009). ‘Even though technology is available more than ever to instructors, many resist incorporating technology into their classrooms' (Reed Osika et al., 2009). While it is the decision of the educator to incorporate digital tools into their lessons, this section highlights several common factors that influence the adoption of digital tools in lesson deliveries.
First-order barriers are external to the individual and the job and typically involve unavailable resources (e.g., lack of equipment, time, or training). Second-order barriers are internal to the individuals and their professional roles, often involving their beliefs about teaching, beliefs about technologies, professional practice, and willingness to change.
(Reid, 2012)
[bookmark: _Int_YA0NwIUR]According to Reid (2012), the lack of available technology is an evident barrier to adoption. However, less apparent obstacles include the reliability and complexity of existing instructional technologies. When these tools are difficult to use, faculty members with low self-efficacy may be hesitant to adopt them. If technology is proven to be unreliable, it could lead to disengagement. If faculty members abandon its use, it may influence others to do the same. Once trust in the technology is lost, it becomes challenging to regain, even if improvements are made (Reid, 2012). Reed Osika et al. (2009) suggest that the most influenced decisions that educators refuse to use digital technology are individual beliefs, anxiety, fears, perceptions and preferences (Reed Osika et al., 2009). According to Osika et al.(2009) another influence found was competency, where only a small fraction of teachers felt prepared to use computers and the Internet for classroom instruction. The remaining educators who were unprepared had been teaching for more than ten years. This group of educators may be reluctant to use technology due to their lack of technology skills (Reed Osika et al., 2009). Parveen and Ramzan (2024) also identify that ‘the most cited obstacles include Lack of time, Lack of access, Lack of resources, Lack of expertise, and Lack of support’ (Parveen and Ramzan, 2024).
An observation here is that if other disciplines face challenges with technology integration, it raises questions about how creative fields, like illustration, may be vulnerable to these barriers. These challenges may be even more pronounced given the unique demands of creative disciplines, such as the emphasis on artistic skills, individual expression, and practical-based learning. This reflects findings by Mercader and Gairín, (2020) suggesting that ‘teachers in the arts and humanities are, significantly, the ones who perceive the most barriers to integrating digital technologies in practically every case’ (Mercader and Gairín, 2020).


My own practice experience 

In my practice, I have observed that some students often lack participation during lessons; I have observed this in both my classes and lessons delivered by my colleagues. Many students remained passive observers despite the efforts to engage learners through traditional content delivery methods.
When I was previously challenged to integrate digital tools into my lessons, I initially thought that illustration students would not benefit such use. As instructed, I introduced a Kahoot quiz that should encourage a playful yet practical approach to engaging the students whilst fostering participation (Deng & Tavares, 2013). The Kahoot quiz competitive nature, such as the leaderboards and instant feedback, encouraged even the more reserved students to actively engage, which aligns with the principles of behaviourist theories where reward systems, such as points, badges, or other game incentives, motivate learners to interact in lessons (King, 2023). Kahoot allowed me to assess students' skill levels, helping me to identify the areas needed for further attention, the quiz element incouraged students interaction, by creating an environment that initiated discussions and debates. The Kahoot quiz increased students participation and created a more engaging and responsive learning environment. The impact of using Kahoot aligns with current research by Rafiq et al. (2024), who found that digital tools can increase classroom participation, this reflects the increase in students engagement I noticed in my lesson, also corresponding to Fatimah and Santiana’s (2017) observation, that digital tools such as Plickers can promote students' motivation by providing interactive experiences. This reflected the outcome I witnessed in my lesson. Lim et al. (2024) state that the instant feedback provided by digital tools fosters active learning, another benefit I noted as students became more competitive and eager to track their progress during the quiz. While my experience showed that Kahoot boosted short-term participation, its impact on long-term knowledge retention appeared limited. The findings by Onasanya and Ajamu (2024) suggest that interactive learning tools can improve engagement and knowledge acquisition. In my experience, incorporating the Kahoot quiz increased student engagement and improved short term knowledge retention. However, I am uncertain about its long-term effects on retaining theoretical and practical conceps. This uncertainty may stem from the quiz’s design, which emphasises immediate feedback over deeper comprehension. my observations reflect the broader trends in educational research. 
Although my initial views on digital tools within illustration hindered my judgement. Kahoot demonstrated that digital assessment tools can transform passive learning environments into more interactive and participating experiences, which brings me back to this observation. My personal beliefs were a significant barrier limiting my motivation to use digital tools due to the unique demands of creative disciplines. This aligns with observations made by Reed Osika et al. (2009), who suggests that educators influence their decisions to reject digital technology.





Student and educator's feedback


Students and educators participated in surveys. Their responses provide robust evidence for measuring progress towards the digital 2030 goals (Digital Experience Insights Survey Results, 2023). According to the UK Higher Education (2022/2023), the surveys indicate that while students frequently engage with digital assessments and quizzes, collaborative and interactive activities remain underutilised. This suggests a potential gap in engagement and interaction. From a teaching perspective the findings from The Learner Digital Perspectives Survey (2019), highlight that technology is widely used in education, with the majority of educators relying on it for lesson planning, followed by teaching approaches and assessment (The Learner Digital Perspectives Survey, 2019). suggesting that digital tools have become more essential to academic content, particularly in organising lessons and students evaluation process. However, several barriers affect technology use; this includes classroom design limitations, insufficient hardware or software, and unreliable IT infrastructure. Both identified by teachers and learners, such as restricted wifi access and lack of hardware, as the most significant barriers. Both groups also pointed to unreliable IT infrastructure and insufficient hardware or software as everyday issues. However, a disconnect emerges regarding the secondary challenges. Teachers cite a lack of time for digital content creation as a significant obstacle, whereas students perceive teachers' lack of confidence in their digital skills as a more significant barrier. This difference in perception suggests that educators may feel constrained by workload. (The learner digital perspectives survey, 2019). These findings correspond with the results by Golden et al. (2006), solidifying the barriers to digital integration in education. 

The average number of staff considered competent or advanced in their personal use of ICT grew steadily after 2000 to 77%. Additionally, 59% of college staff reported being competent or advanced in using ICT with learners (e-learning skills)
 (Golden et al., 2006).
Institutional frameworks and results


'The Welsh Governments digital 2030 Framework was introduced to assist educational institutions to become more digitally confident to embed technology effectively within teaching and learning' (Jisc, 2023). According to the Digital Experience Insights Survey (Jisc, 2023), approximately 69% of further education (FE) institutions have reported that quality of the teaching environment of digital standards was above good; this reflects an increasing effort to embrace digital technology. Approximately 62% of education observed enhancements in the overall learning experience due to integrating digital tools. Many educators reported positive outcomes from incorporating digital technologies into their practices (Jisc, 2023). only 60% of educators were satisfied with the support they received to help assist effective technology into their teaching; this highlights the need for more consistent and compelling digital implementation across institutions (Jisc, 2023). This gap suggests that while infrastructure may be improving, not all educators feel confident or equipped in using digital tools in a way that enhances the development of learning outcomes. Without focused professional development, even well-resourced digital platforms may be underutilised or used ineffectively. As Erthmer and Ottenbriet-leftwich (2010) point out, access alone does not ensure meaningful integration; teachers also need support to change their pedagogical approach (Erthmer and Ottenbriet-leftwich, 2010). At the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD), the Good Practice Guidelines (UWTSD, 2024) provide a framework for addressing these challenges. The guidelines encourage practical approaches to digital learning, including formative assessment, collaborative learning, and thoughtful course design. Quiz platforms are recommended for encouraging students engagement, peer interaction, and timely feedback, key elements of active learning strategies (UWTSD, 2024). These methods are particularly relevant in creative disciplines, such as illustration where collaboration, and engagement are central. An active learning environment involving digital tools could encourage students to become more engaged in their learning and can accommodate different learning styles. 
Despite these initiatives, barriers remain. Educators continue to face time constraints, varying levels of digital confidence, and challenges with infrastructure. The Education and Training Foundation (2019) found that both teachers and students experience limitations such as poor wifi access and lack of reliable hardware, while teachers also cited time pressures and a need for further training as significant barriers (The Teacher Digital Perspectives, 2019). While there are strategies like the Digital 2030 and the UWTSD's guidelines who represent a step forward, there is more support needed to help staff by bridging the gap in implementing these approaches. This includes ongoing training, time for experimentation, and investment in infrastructure. Without this, the gap between intention and real impact may persist, limiting the full potential of digital tools to improve engagement and outcomes in education.



Discussions and Findings

While there are numourous studies and literatures exploring the integration of digital tools in education, there remains a scarce, examining how these technologies facilitate collaborative and creative processes in teaching and learning. Selfa-Sastre et al. (2022) also confirm this observation. To address this gap, these findings are based on educational studies that combine teaching approaches with digital technologies to cultivate collaborative creativity competencies in education. The findings from this study highlights a range of themes that concern the integration of digital tools in education. This reflects upon classroom observations, student and educator surveys, and institutional frameworks; This data illustrates how digital tools can improve engagement and assessment practices, it also reveals that several persistent barriers, both technical and cultural, often hinder meaningful implementation. 
From a direct classroom experience, introducing digital tools, such as Kahoot, into assessment activities produced an immediate and noticeable increase in student participation. Before using these tools, some students were disengaged during class discussions and often hesitated to participate in class content. When incorporating the Kahoot quiz, it was noticeable that students became more engaged in the lesson. The quiz offered multiple questions with visual content and gave immediate feedback to the students, turning lectures into an interactive and enjoyable experience. According to Raiq et al. (2024), digital tools can promote engagement and motivate students during lessons. This reflects behaviourist learning theories, where reward systems such as points and leaderboards reinforce participation (King, 2023). This sort of gamification caters to competitive instincts and provides external motivation that encourages students to engage with the content. The ability to gather real-time responses allowed me, as the instructor, to immediately identify common areas of misunderstanding and adapt my teaching approach accordingly. This supports research suggesting that formative digital tools can be critical in responsive teaching (Lim et al., 2024).
Survey data from students reinforced these observations. Most expressed that digital tools made learning more enjoyable and allowed them to engage with content in new ways. However, most learners believe educators could incorporate more technology into their teaching practices (The Learner Digital Perspectives Survey, 2019). While many educators acknowledged the potential benefits of digital tools, they also expressed frustrations over technical and structured limitations. Common issues included wifi, lack of devices, and inconsistent access to software across classrooms (The 2019 teacher digital perspectives survey prepared by Opinium for the Education and Training Foundation). These issues echo findings by Reid (2012), who categorised challenges as first-order barriers and external factors that prevent the effective use of digital tools. Even when institutions provide technology, teachers are unlikely to integrate digital methods regularly if the infrastructure is unreliable. Another barrier identified was the lack of confidence and digital literacy among staff. In several instances, educators noted that they were either unfamiliar with specific platforms or unsure how to use them effectively in their specific subject areas (The Teacher Digital Perspective Survey, 2019). This reflects second-order barriers internal to the educator, such as beliefs about teaching, comfort with technology, and established habits (Reid. 2012). Reed Osika et al. (2009) found that instructors with more years of teaching experience often struggle to adopt digital tools, mainly when training is time-consuming. This study reflects these findings, where numerous educators expressed that time constraints and completing responsibilities are barriers to limited experimentation with new technologies.
Interestingly, a recurring theme in student and educator responses was the disconnect between availability and practical use. Digital platforms may be present in an institution, but that does not necessarily mean they are being used to their full potential. The 2019 Learner Digital Perspectives Survey also revealed this gap, noting that while many students frequently use digital platforms for basic tasks (like accessing resources or completing online quizzes), collaboration and creative digital activities were far less common (Education and Training Foundation, 2019). This is relevant for creative subjects like illustration, where learning is often process-driven, reflective, and hands-on.
Institutional frameworks such as the Digital 2030 strategy are important in assisting digital technology in education. This strategy aims to embed technology in all areas of teaching and learning practices, emphasising enhancing the student experience (Jisc, 2023). The University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) has implemented its Good Practice Guidelines (2024) to provide a structured approach for educators to encourage strategies that align with the principles of digital learning. These approaches are particularly suited to creative disciplines. Illustration is built around experimentation, practical assignments, and feedback. By incorporating digital tools, illustration practices become engaging and collaborative, which can support students in developing their studies. Laurillard (2012) suggests that technology can enhance content delivery and the learning process, allowing students to construct interaction and reflection meaningfully. This is only possible when digital tools are matched to appropriate pedagogical goals.
One of the key insights from this research is the importance of intentionality. Simply having access to technology is not enough; its application must be purposeful and informed by both the subject context and the needs of learners. Creative educators often face unique challenges in this regard. Mercader and Garin (2020) point out that educators in the arts and humanities report some of the highest barriers perceived to digital technologies. These include a lack of confidence and training and difficulty translating creative, studio-based learning into digital formats.
Moving forward, institutions must address these challenges with long-term strategies. Investment in infrastructure is essential, but the ongoing development is equally important. Subject-specific digital training that can allow staff to build confidence over time. Peer support networks, digital mentoring, and co-teaching models could also help reduce anxiety and build a culture of experimentation. Students should be part of the conversation. Their feedback can help improve how digital tools are used, ensuring that learning remains relevant, inclusive, and engaging. Encouraging co-creation, where the students can contribute to developing digital tasks or choose from various digital tools, can increase agency and deepen engagement.

Conclusion

This action research project has offered valuable opportunities to reflect on my teaching practice within my creative discipline and explore how digital tools can be integrated more meaningfully to support student engagement. While the focus was on illustration, many insights gained apply more broadly to creative disciplines where traditional methods can often dominate assessment and delivery.
What surfaced from this process is that technology on its own is not a solution; it is a tool that should be aligned with pedagogical intent. Its success depends on the availability of infrastructure and the educator's confidence, creativity, and adaptability. This research challenged me to move beyond viewing digital platforms as add-ons and instead consider them as embedded components of active, student-led learning.
There is an obvious need for a shift in behaviours in educational culture to encourage the integration of digital tools in creative teaching; this would require more than just guidelines; it demands continuous professional development, collaboration between staff, and a shared understanding of how digital learning can complement educational experiences. There is a responsibility to consider digital implementation to be inclusive and accessible to the diverse needs of students. It is not simply about visually participating but creating environments where students feel motivated, included, and able to express themselves creatively. Digital tools can help achieve this, offering feedback, collaboration, and personalisation space.
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