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Introduction  
In this report I will be detailing my findings after conducting action research on whether shorter lecture times would benefit students and enhance learning. I know that this is an issue in the education sector as I have firsthand experience of my own students having to leave lectures prematurely due to family commitments. I also have personal experience of this issue, as a single mother and a fulltime student there have been many occasions where I have had to juggle my studies and childcare obligations. In UWTSD’s Student Pregnancy, Maternity, Paternity and Adoption Leave Policy (No Date) it states that “The University believes that becoming pregnant or caring for a child should not, in itself, prevent any student from succeeding in their studies. The University is committed to showing as much flexibility as possible to facilitate students’ success, making sure no student is disadvantaged”. Therefore, I think it is imperative that research is conducted to ensure the University is making reasonable adjustments where possible to ensure all students can reach their full potential. As student parents are at the centre of the research conducted, this report will start with an overview on student parents in Higher Education (HE) and include a literature review on the current understanding of the subject. The report will then provide a methodology detailing how this has been collected and analysed and include information regarding action research and its importance in the education sector. The report will then conclude with the findings and recommendations for future practice. 

Chapter One - Literature Review 

Student Parents in Higher Education
After the release of the Dearing report, increasing access to higher education has become a central focus for Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) in the United Kingdom (UK) (Bill, 1998). Motivated by considerations of societal equity and economic prowess, the widening participation initiative constituted a significant component of education strategies during the New Labour era (Parry and Fry, 2013). For instance, a key objective of the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) was to enhance both the scale and inclusivity of participation in HE, alongside integrating widening participation into the institutional policies and practices of HEI’s (HEFCE, 2009). Although there have been previous and continuing policy efforts aimed at addressing the entry of 'non-traditional' students into HE a substantial amount of research has emphasised the enduring presence of inequalities within the HE system. Fleming (2009) draws attention to the importance of HEI’s ensuring the ‘nontraditional’ students, such as students with dependent children, are not at a disadvantage due to their circumstances, and are still afforded the same opportunities as those without children.
According to Hughes (2018) 60 per cent of respondents on a study carried out at The University of Wolverhampton relied on childcare provisions to support their studies, meaning student parents now represent a significant proportion of the HE population in England, Wales and in other Western countries. Todd (2023) highlights parenting can be challenging, so mixing that with the challenges of being a student can be overwhelming. Cooper (2019) agrees with this, emphasising the needs of student-parents differ considerably from students without children, and they can face more stress and pressure. Therefore, it is the institutions duty to ensure students are supported in their learning journey and ensure they are aligning with professional standards to promote engagement in learning and equity of opportunity for all to reach their potential (Advance HE, 2023). Christie, Munro and Wager (2005) conducted a study whereby they changed their mode of delivery on a wider access course to shorter sessions and trialled the use of online videos for students to watch in their own time to solidify their learning and encourage autonomy. This study found that the mode of delivery offered a pragmatic response to the students financial and material circumstances, and mode of delivery meant students were able to combine studying with family commitments and paid employment. 
The UK Engagement Survey conducted by Advance HE (2022) highlighted it is important for HEI’s to understand and recognise that students have external pressures, such as employment and caring commitments. The survey found these responsibilities should be considered when deciding how students will receive their course content, considering this it may be beneficial for universities to contemplate the needs of their students and their parental commitments when deciding the modes of delivery. Cooper (2019) agrees with this highlighting active student-centred delivery and learning would enhance student’s journey and learning. Advance HE (2023) champion this emphasising it is important for institutions to employ a student-centred approach as the two greatest responsibilities that students are likely to have outside of class are work and childcare. Studies show that childcare responsibilities lowered performance, so it is imperative for institutions to support students in these cases. Bettinger, Boatman, and Long (2013) are in agreeance, highlighting it is essential for HEI’s to consider the diverse needs of students, including those with childcare responsibilities, and strive to provide support systems that help them succeed academically while managing their personal commitments. These support systems could include shorter, daytime lectures so that students are able to work their own studies around their children’s schooling, which could reduce childcare costs and stress.
Learning theory, student burnout and shorter lectures    
Davis and Arend, (2023) draw attention to shorter lectures aligning with behaviourist principles by providing information in manageable chunks, allowing for immediate reinforcement and assessment. Dunlosky (2013) supports this notion explaining by educators providing quick feedback on learning objectives within shorter time frames can reinforce correct understanding. Stewart (2021) believes shorter lectures might be beneficial for cognitivist approaches, as they can reduce cognitive overload and help students process information more effectively. Lang (2021) agrees explaining activities and assessments spaced throughout shorter sessions can enhance memory and understanding. Robins, Roberts and Sarris (2018) found that cognitive overload can lead to student burnout which is a serious problem in higher education. Student burnout is associated with harmful consequences, such as decreased engagement, performance, and motivation, which can lead to dropout. 
Moreau and Kerner (2012) put emphasis on student-parents being high-risk for experiencing student burnout due to the external pressures they face outside of their studies. Kuittinen and Meriläinen (2011) agree, explaining the combination of childcare obligations and longer lecture times may increase the risk of burnout among students, as they may struggle to juggle multiple responsibilities. Pachai et al (2016) is also in agreeance noting shorter lecture times can lead to reduced stress levels for students as they may have more time to devote to childcare responsibilities without compromising their academic performance. Ausubel (2012) is critical of this notion, describing students with childcare obligations may find it challenging to absorb complex information within shorter time frames, leading to decreased comprehension and retention of course material. Educators could possibly overcome this barrier by providing students with guidance documents and ensuring all material is available online so the students are able to access at their leisure, this will also encourage autonomous learning. 
Díaz Redondo et al (2021) believe online platforms and resources can be more easily integrated into shorter sessions, this will also ensure educators are aligning with professional standards to integrate appropriate use of digital and/or other technologies, and resources for learning (Advance HE, 2023). Schmidt et al (2010) believe this will align with the Constructivist learning theory which highlights the importance of active engagement, exploration, and personal meaning-making in learning. While Siemens (2007) links shorter lectures as aligning with connectivism principles by facilitating quick dissemination of information and encouraging students to explore additional resources independently.
Williams, Stevens and Vandivier (2023) believe when considering Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Maslow, 1943), by prioritising these needs and offering tailored support within the context of shorter lecture times, educators can help students with childcare obligations feel valued, supported, and empowered to succeed academically despite their additional responsibilities.
Benefits and drawbacks of shorter lectures
When considering the mode of delivery, it is imperative that educators consider the benefits and barriers, for; the students, institution, and themselves, whilst also ensuring academic integrity and ensuring academic standards are not compromised. It is therefore crucial, when arguing the case for shorter lectures to benefit students with childcare obligations, for benefits and drawbacks to be considered so an informed decision is made, with the needs of the student treated with paramount importance (Welsh, 2012). 
The barriers of shorter lecture times; 
· Coverage of Material: One of the primary concerns raised by Lockwood and Esselstein (2013) is whether essential course material can be adequately covered in shorter lecture times. In some cases, instructors may feel pressured to condense or omit important content, potentially compromising the depth of learning for students. Chakravarti, Jha and Ashutosh (2021) highlight the importance of academic standards remaining unaffected by the mode of delivery. 
· Difficulty in Addressing Questions: With less time available, there may be fewer opportunities for students to ask questions and for instructors to address concerns or clarify concepts. 
· Resistance to Change: Some students and instructors may resist the transition to shorter lecture times, especially if they are accustomed to longer class periods (Masland, 2021).

The benefits of shorter lecture times;
· Improved Focus: Peper et al (2021) believes some individuals may find it challenging to maintain focus during long lectures. Shorter sessions may enhance concentration and engagement, leading to a more effective use of study times (Lalmas O'Brien and Yom-Tov 2022). Lang (2020) agrees emphasising attention spans vary among individuals, and shorter lectures can cater to a wider range of attention spans, reducing the likelihood of students becoming bored or distracted and leading to student retention for the HEI’s.
· Enhanced Retention and Active learning: Research conducted by Lang (2021) suggests that shorter, more focused learning sessions can improve retention of information for students. Shorter lectures can create opportunities for more active learning experiences, such as group discussions, problem-solving activities, or hands-on exercises (Kay MacDonald and DiGiuseppe 2019).
· Reduced Cognitive Load: Long lectures can overwhelm students with too much information at once, leading to cognitive overload which as discussed previously, can lead to student burnout. Shorter lectures can help to manage cognitive load by breaking down complex topics (Jordan et al, 2020)
· Increased Accessibility: Shorter lectures can make education more accessible to students with childcare obligations who may have limited time and resources. By reducing the time commitment required for attending classes, universities can accommodate a more diverse student population, including parents and caregivers. This is essential if widening access to HEI is a priority as detailed in policy (Parry and Fry, 2013).
Considering the above points raised, these considerations need to be deliberated when deciding whether shorter lecture times will enhance student-parents with childcare obligations education journey. Evidently, it is important to consider the needs of all students,  not just those with childcare obligations, and although this report will detail the benefits of shorter lecture times with student-parents it will need to ensure this is not at the detriment of the wider student population. 
The findings from this report will be discussed in Chapter Three where a conclusion to the research will be provided and additionally recommendations for future practice will be included. 
Chapter Two - Methodology
In this chapter I will be detailing how I conducted my research and the importance of action research in the education sector. 
McAteer (2013) underpins the fundamental aim of action research is to improve practice, and as there is a growing expectation that educators will engage in professional development throughout their career, action research lends itself nicely to this. Mcniff and Whitehead (2011) is in agreeance with this, highlighting the term action research is often used in relation to projects educators take as a part of personal development programs. Mcniff (2006) explains action research can be used to understand teaching more fully, identify and address problems, and contributing to the field of education. As action research draws heavily on the concept of ‘reflective practice’ it is an integral part of the education sector, so to ensure best practice and best outcomes for students and professionals alike.  
Originally, I had planned to conduct primary research regarding shorter lecture times to ascertain if students themselves would feel that it would benefit their needs and enhance learning. I had planned to conduct questionnaires and focus groups with my peers on the PCET programme, who have full day lectures, and the students that I teach on my placement, as they have shorter day time lectures. I was unable to conduct this due to UWTSD’S ethics panel’s decision and time constraints, as this is a taught module. Due to the nature of action research and it being a cycle of analysis, I will include this research to be conducted in my recommendations for future practice, as I feel this data will be beneficial. 
In light of this, I had to conduct desktop research for this report.  Below is a diagram detailing the action research cycle that I followed to conduct the research. 
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As shown in the diagram above, action research is intended to be a continuous cycle of reflection, planning, acting, observing and reflection. This is the cycle that I have followed, and the recommendations given in this report detail how I would envisage the cycle continuing. 

Chapter Three - Results
In this Chapter I will be detailing my findings after carrying out desktop research on whether shorter lectures can benefit students with childcare obligations and enhance learning. This chapter will begin with a discussion surrounding widening access to universities and student parents being accountable for a large proportion of the student population, and debate how HEI’s can support this to achieve best outcomes for students. The chapter will then include a reflection on my own experience as an inside enquirer, and how this has influenced how I have developed professionally. The chapter will then discuss the benefits and barriers of shorter lecture times and analyse potential solutions to this.
Widening access to Higher Education
Bradley (2017) emphasises there is an increasing concern about high rates of drop out in university, and student retention is linked to student satisfaction. As shown in research conducted by Brooks (2012), student parents make up a large proportion of the student population. Moore, Sanders and Higham (2013) argue it is therefore crucial for HEI’s to implement strategies such as flexible learning options to widen access for this demographic. May and Bridger (2010) believe widening access is an important aspect of promoting inclusivity and diversity and education and UWTSD’s Student Pregnancy, Maternity, Paternity and Adoption Leave Policy (No Date) highlights that the institution is of the belief that having a child should not prevent any student from succeeding in their studies. Considering this, it would be beneficial for HEI’s to consider their mode of delivery and evaluate whether this can be adapted to better suit student’s needs and promote inclusivity and diversity in HE. Additionally, a study completed by Bradley (2017) draws attention to the student dropout rate in university peaking at 41,630 in 2022-23. The study refers to many contributing factors to students dropping out of their studies, one of which being the pressures of family commitments hindering their studies, this is something that HEI’s need to consider to ensure student retention and satisfaction. If the HEI’s in question were to reflect on the mode of delivery and adopting shorter lecture times, then this could lead to a reduction in dropout rates and an increase in satisfaction and student retention.  

Reflection as an “inside enquirer”
As alluded to previously I have my own experience of this issue, which initially spiked my interest in becoming an “inside enquirer” and conducting action research. Evans, Llewellyn and Lewabe (2022) draw attention to an insider enquirer's role being essential in action research for their unique perspective, ability to build trust, and potential to facilitate positive change within the community or organisation being studied. Marsh and Deacon (2024) agree with this, highlighting an insider enquirer possesses firsthand knowledge and experience of the context being studied. Rheinhardt et al (2018) explain this intimate understanding allows them to delve deeply into the nuances of the situation, gaining insights that may not be apparent to an outsider. Zepeda (2019) emphasises it is crucial for their own professional development, and to ensure practice, for educators to engage in research as this points to an increase in participant professional knowledge and enhancement of practice. As I have personal experience, being a student-parent myself, and working in the education field as a PCET practitioner I feel it was important for me to bring my own knowledge on the subject forward. 
There have been occasions where I, as a student teacher, have had to accommodate my students as they have had to leave sessions prematurely due to childcare commitments. I, as a student-parent, feel that I accommodate as best as I can as I can empathise with how hard student-parents work throughout their education, but there is a consensus in the field that this is an issue that needs to be addressed institutionally. This is something that the Health and Social care cohort within UWTSD have identified and have adopted a new mode of delivery whereby they hold shorter lectures during school times to accommodate their students. 
Upon reflection, the staff and students that I have had conversations with have all expressed the change in delivery as being successful, commenting that attendance is higher and the students have expressed it is less stressful having to worry about childcare as they can study while their children are in school. It would therefore be beneficial if the action research cycle is continued and an observation on how successful this change has been, and if it would benefit other cohorts following suit. This will be explored in more detail in Chapter Four of this report. 
Learning theory, student engagement, and shorter lectures
As discussed in Chapter One shorter lectures can also align with a number of learning theories such as; Behaviourist, Cognitive and Humanistic learning theory. Harackiewicz, Smith and Priniski (2016) champion shorter lecture times as also aligning with Motivation Theory, as motivation plays a crucial role in learning outcomes, and shorter lectures can help maintain students' interest and attention. Nilson (2016) champions this notion emphasising by keeping lectures concise and focused, educators can capture students' attention more effectively and sustain their motivation throughout the session. Shorter lectures also allow for more frequent feedback and opportunities for success, which can further enhance students' motivation and engagement with the material (DeLozier and Rhodes, 2017). As a result, Reynolds and Kearns (2017) believe incorporating shorter lectures into instructional practices can leverage these learning theories and research findings to promote student engagement, facilitate deeper learning, and optimise overall learning outcomes. By prioritising clarity, relevance, and interactivity, instructors can create more effective and engaging learning experiences for their students which Cundall and Sheepy (2018) believe will enhance learning and achieve best outcomes for students and professionals alike.
Potential barriers to shorter lectures
As shown in Chapter One, the literature reviewed alludes to there being a number of potential barriers that HEI’s may face in implementing shorter lecture times effectively. This section of the report will review each of those potential barriers and discuss potential solutions. 
· Coverage of material: Morriston et al (2019) emphasise implementing successful shorter lectures while ensuring adequate coverage of material requires careful planning and strategic instructional design. Falloon (2020) believes educators can effectively overcome the challenge of covering material in shorter lectures while promoting active engagement by adopting the following strategies; prioritising learning objectives, utilise multimedia and digital technology, provide students with additional resources and focus on depth over breadth. The breadth of literature reviewed also championed the approach of a “flipped classroom” where students engage with course content outside of class through pre-recorded lectures, readings, or online modules, allowing for more active learning and discussion during class time. Studies conducted by Gilboy, Heinerichs and Pazzaglia (2015) and Awidi and Paynter (2019) found the “flipped classroom” approach successful in enhancing engagement and learning. 
· Difficulty in addressing questions: Educators may have difficulty addressing questions in a condensed lecture. This can be addressed with a question forum that the students can access in their own time on Virtual Learning Environment’s (VLE’S) such as MOODLE. Lecturers will then be able to target their response and offer a follow-up in person if needed. 
· Resistance to change: To overcome resistance to change when implementing shorter lecture times in HEI’s Bovill et al (2016) highlight educators and institutions can; engage faculty and staff in the decision-making process, communicate the rationale, share success stories, pilot programs and feedback, and foster a culture of continuous improvement. Gryshova et al (2019) emphasise the importance of this as innovation in the education sector is imperative and Green et al (2020) draw attention to the importance of adaptability and flexibility in response to evolving educational needs and priorities.
When considering these potential barriers to implementing shorter lecture times it would also be crucial for institutions to consider how these barriers can be overcome and review potential solutions. Ultimately, it would be imperative for HEI’s to ensure that they are accommodating the needs of the majority, while still considering the needs of minorities. This will ensure that HEI’s are promoting inclusion and diversity and aligning with professional standards to respond to the wider context in which higher education operates, recognising implications for practice (Advance HE, 2023)
Conclusion
In summary, it is evident from the literature reviewed that student-parents make up a large proportion of the student population and as discussed throughout this report, HEIs can create a supportive and inclusive environment that empowers student parents to succeed academically while fulfilling their parenting responsibilities. As shown in this report, one of the ways in which HEI’s can ensure they are creating a supportive and inclusive environment is to consider their mode of delivery and assess whether it would be beneficial for students with childcare obligations, for lectures to be shorter. The literature reviewed is heavily in favour of a “flipped classroom” approach so it may be beneficial for HEI’s to investigate if this approach will suit the content they deliver and the needs of their students. By HEI’s recognising the unique needs and challenges of student parents and providing targeted support, such as shorter lectures, could contribute to their academic success, retention, and well-being within higher education. This will avoid the likelihood of student burn out and result in higher student satisfaction which will reduce the likelihood of student dropout. 

Chapter Four – Recommendations
In this chapter I will include recommendations for future practice and research. 
· Conduct primary research: To ascertain the effectiveness of the implementation of shorter lectures within the Health and Social Care cohort at UWTSD, I suggest further research needs to be conducted. As discussed throughout this report, action research is a continuous cycle, therefore I would suggest this would be the next step to gather primary data. I would propose this research to take place in the form of focus groups and questionnaires. If given the opportunity to carry out this research myself, I would arrange to interview students on both the health and social care programme (who have shorter lectures) and the PCET full time programme (who have full time lectures) and compare the two. I would then hold focus groups to gather if students with childcare obligations feel shorter lectures would benefit them and collate the data. 
· Pilot shorter lectures and flipped classroom approaches:  I would suggest including faculty in the decision-making process to avoid resistance to change but I would propose potentially piloting one semester of shorter condensed lectures and gather feedback from students to ascertain whether it enhanced or hindered their learning. I would advise in this pilot the incorporation of the “flipped classroom” approach so ensure that educators made further materials and resources available for students to complete in their own time. It would be essential that feedback was gathered from students to ascertain if the flipped classroom approach enhanced engagement and learning and encouraged autonomous learning. 
· Produce an academic poster: I recommend the production of an academic poster to pitch at Education Conferences. The production of an academic poster will bring attention to the issue and potentially encourage other professionals in the field to carry out their own action research on the subject, thus the action research cycle continuing. 
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