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Abstract

This paper examines teaching as social practice, and the implications of this analysis for educational development.  Through a critical use of socio-cultural theory, it proposes an approach to apprehending teaching, learning and assessment in context. It draws on data from semi-structured interviews with eighteen lecturers at seven different HE UK institutions in fifteen different disciplinary fields. Interpretative analysis of these data yielded insights into the way academics conceptualise and approach teaching, learning and assessment, and into how they relate as individuals to the context of practice. This was examined by mapping the distribution of agency and ideology within practice structures.  Most significantly, the conclusions drawn regarding the implications for educational development are conceptualised through a framework that proposes a diversified input for educational development interventions, suggesting that their impact might be enhanced by taking account of the degree of agency available to academics in their context of practice.  
Introduction

This paper examines the different ways in which teaching in higher education has been conceptualised and proposes to illuminate those by its own socio-cultural approach. It suggests that reference to context and analysis of the relationship between agents and structures within that context can yield useful information on teaching, learning and assessment. It also outlines implications for educational development in terms of its role and impact.  Seven conditioning filters to practice have been identified and are examined here. The impact of agency and ideology, as responses to those filters, has been mapped. Three strategic orientations for educational development result from this analysis. They are aimed at different levels of practice, and are responsive agency and ideology; they identify a professional development role, a policy advising role, and an experimental and exploratory role for the educational development function. 
Surveying the literature on teaching in higher education

The body of research on teaching in higher education is substantial. Aspects of it are examined here with a view to establishing the different ways in which teaching, learning and assessment can be framed, and to situate the approach adopted in this study. 

A substantial body of literature on teaching in higher education focuses on processes at work in teaching with specific references to beliefs about teaching (Entwistle et al., 2000; Entwistle & Walker, 2002; Hativa et al., 2001; Hativa & Goodyear, 2002) or conceptions of teaching (Dall'Alba, 1991; Dunkin, 1991; Dunkin, 2002; Prosser & Trigwell, 1999; Ramsden, 1992; Trigwell & Prosser, 1991; Trigwell et al., 1994). This is an influential body of literature which has yielded very useful findings that inform today’s educational development practices. Phenomenographic studies in particular have highlighted the complexity of the teaching-learning nexus and shifted the emphasis from a delivery-focused understanding of teaching to a focus on student learning, and from an emphasis on techniques and methods to one that focuses on experiencing teaching, learning and assessment in situ (Akerlind, 2002; Dall'Alba, 1991; Martin et al., 2002; Marton, 1994; Pratt, 1992; Prosser & Trigwell, 1999; Ramsden, 1992). However, the nature of teaching as captured through these approaches tends to confine teaching to an individualised activity in a highly situated context [Prosser & Trigwell define a teaching context as ‘the teaching and learning situation the teachers find themselves in’ (Prosser & Trigwell, 1999, 159)], therefore very much focused on the micro-level of practice, and yielding a view of teaching as abstracted from the context, understood as the social and political realities of practice (Ashwin & McLean, 2005).
A few relatively dated but still relevant studies have analysed teaching and learning in its relation to the institution, focusing on structural differences between institutions (Clark, 1987; Clark, 2004; Halsey, 1982). Thus Clark and Halsey observe that elite disciplines attach themselves to elite institutions and generate elite practices. Whilst Halsey (in the UK) relates the institutional prestige to class factors (Halsey, 1982, 22), Clark (in the US) emphasises the disciplinary prestige of ‘hard’ (scientific) disciplines and institutional identification with that prestige grounded in research prestige. In ‘lesser’ institutions where ‘lesser’ disciplines predominate, academics tend to identify rather with the department, and focus on their teaching role (Clark, 1987, 111-118). 
The limitations of these approaches are clear. They tend to ignore local differences and (in respect of the United Kingdom) the degree of fragmentation in the institutional landscape. Even recent studies which clearly emphasise the divide between pre- and post-92 institutions in the UK – a convenient way of labelling old established universities and new universities, i.e. former colleges, who were awarded university titles in 1992 – still disregard the tremendous diversity within both groups. Quite apart from mis-representing the realities of the higher education landscape, particularly in the UK, institutionally structuralist approaches to accounting for academic identities, and practices tend to disregard the proteiform nature of culture (Alvesson, 2002, 170) and its semiotic dimension as reified in interpretations, signs and symbols (Alvesson, 2002; Tierney, 1987; Tierney, 1988), and make totalising assumptions about the way academics function within systems. In taking the institution as a unit of analysis and locus for identity, these studies tend to generalise and reduce the institution to a coherent, easily captured and circumscribed identity.
An important and influential body of literature focuses on disciplinary differences (Becher, 1989; Becher & Trowler, 2001; Donald, 1990; Donald, 1995; Henkel, 2000; Neumann, 2001; Neumann et al., 2002). Broadly based on Biglan’s knowledge classification framework (Biglan, 1973), these understandings of academic identities and cultures, and of resulting teaching and assessment approaches focus on disciplinary epistemology and disciplinary groups/cultures. There are different and complex positions within this standpoint. Some approaches focus on knowledge structures and epistemological differences which are seen to affect the way academics in given fields research and teach. Henkel, Newman and Donald’s work is clearly located within this tradition, and some of this work points to examples of ‘signature pedagogies’  (Shulman, 2005) specific to certain fields (Donald, 2005). Becher (1989) is also clearly anchored within this structuralist paradigm although he seeks to emphasize the cultural dimension within this, arriving at a taxonomy of the different disciplines and their ‘tribes’ (Becher, 1989, 150 - 173). The second edition of the book  (Becher & Trowler, 2001) is far more nuanced and brings in a complex view of cultures and a broad apprehension of context, which problematizes the essentialising findings of some of this work.
Post-modern perspectives and social theory approaches bring in their own lens, and respectively analyse the relation of individuals and institutions to broader systems in very different ways with significant implications for the role of the University. Post-modern epistemologies particularly in the wake of Lyotard (Lyotard, 1984) and Gibbons et al (Gibbons et al., 1994) discard essentialist approaches to knowledge and emphasise fragmentation, pluralism and delocalisation. These approaches provide a problematizing space in respect of all the perspectives outlined so far. The issue of the location of knowledge as being as much inside as outside academia (Bloland, 1995; Gibbons et al., 1994), the focus on the blurring and dissolution of disciplinary and institutional boundaries, the emergence of ‘partial epistemologies’ (Giroux, 1997, 125) and the strong foregrounding of localism and plurality (Bauman, 1997, 25) all question the validity of the University, the institution, or the discipline as units of analysis. It is fair to say that the emphasis on distribution of knowledge, fluidity of structures, and the local tends to deflect from the important issues of power and inequalities, and to underestimate the collective and social dimension of practices. The relation of higher education to the economy is, in particular, crucial to the analysis of pedagogical practices (Fanghanel, 2007), and this has been theorised through work that examines the relation of the University to the macro economic societal level and to the micro level of practice (Saunders, 2000), and ideological positionings (Trowler, 1998) which have been shown to also affect interpretations of excellence (Skelton, 2005).
The study

Building on these perspectives, the present paper focuses on context, and on the dynamics between individuals and structures in this context. It is based on a fine-grain study of academics’ ‘pedagogical constructs’. This term is used with reference to Kelly’s notion of ‘personal constructs’ (Kelly, 1955) and defines the ways in which academics create meaning systems for themselves about teaching, learning and assessment. It encapsulates the ways in which academics conceptualise (their understanding of what teaching, learning and assessment is about), approach (how they perceive they go about it in practice, and why they go about it in this way), and how they relate (position themselves) to the cultural/structural elements of practice that impact on those conceptions and approaches.
Research design and methodology

Data were collected amongst eighteen lecturers at seven HE institutions in the UK. The sample profile was as follows:
	Name
	Gender
	Institution
	Discipline

	
	
	Old 
	Post-Robbins

Charter
	New
	

	Mary 
	F
	X
	
	
	Geography

	Lorraine 
	F
	
	
	X
	Health Psychology

	Robert 
	M
	
	
	X
	Sports Science

	Maria 
	F
	
	X
	
	Foreign Languages

	Liz 
	F
	
	
	X
	(Nurse) Education

	Jenny 
	F
	
	
	X
	HRM

	Isabel 
	F
	
	
	X
	Nursing

	Gary 
	M
	X
	
	
	Psychology

	Alice 
	F
	
	X
	
	Information Science

	Katie 
	F
	X
	
	
	Mental Health

	Mo 
	F
	
	
	X
	Multimedia

	Christian 
	M
	
	
	X
	Digital Art

	Ken 
	M
	X
	
	
	Applied Mathematics

	Catani 
	M
	
	X
	
	Civil Engineering

	Lester 
	M
	X
	
	
	Classics

	Sheila 
	F
	
	X
	
	Econometrics

	William 
	M
	
	X
	
	Chemistry

	Pablo 
	M
	X
	
	
	Chemistry


Table 1: Sample characteristics
Note: Post-Robbins institutions were established in the wake of the Robbins Report (1963) which recommended a major expansion strategy for UK higher education
Broadly, the purposive sample for this study was chosen to provide a rich mix of subject cultures and teaching and curricular environments. It was selected to take into account factors which were deemed important in conditioning pedagogical constructs: discipline, curricular cultures and context of work. Respondents originating from contrasting institutions - eleven interviews were carried out in pre-92 institutions – including a proportion of pre- and post-Robbins institutions – and seven in post-92 institutions. Male and female lecturers were included for more comprehensive representation, although gender differences were not examined in this study. It also sought to be representative in terms of levels of seniority, and experience, so as to provide a broad perspective on life experience and worldview patterns.  

The interviews were carried out in a dialogical framework understood as a collaborative enterprise in which both researcher and respondents interact in ways that are less hierarchical than might be the case in other interview contexts. Dialogic interviewing emphasises the interaction between the shared meanings of any given culture and the role of individual agency within these in constructing meaning (Knight & Saunders, 1999, 146), and the task of the interviewer is to capture the dynamics between the two by foregrounding the respondents’ voices. It doesn’t simply ‘document spontaneous accounts’ (Knight & Saunders, 1999, 155), it seeks to produce knowledge by ‘engaging in challenge, clarification and counter-argument’ (Knight & Saunders, 1999, 149). This framework was chosen with reference to the philosophical stance taken in this study, in which reality, and ways of apprehending it and of validating those apprehensions, was perceived as ‘constructed’ rather than ‘objective’. In this perspective, it seemed crucial that voices be captured through a dialogic encounter (in the original sense given to dialogical by Bakhtin (Bakhtin, 1981) whereby meaning is produced through the emergence of respondents’ voices. Data were collected about respondents’ teaching and assessment activities, their pedagogical beliefs, their academic roles, their institution, department, discipline, their intentions and approaches, their ‘lived’ practice, and the broader frames for HE. Within this, discreet questions relating to what they perceived as the main influences on their views/approaches to teaching, and questions on the exact nature of the dynamics between them and the context, were also included.

The data were analysed through verbatim interview transcription and a data reduction process that included coding, clustering, selection of citations and thematic synthesis. This process was deductive in the first instance, i.e. data were coded with reference to the theoretical and literature frameworks described above, and inductive in the second instance, as themes and patterns also emerged from the data. A framework was derived from this analysis that encapsulated these themes and patterns, and the relationships between them (in terms of preferences, affordances, dissonances, positioning, etc). 
In the socio-cultural theory (SCT) perspective chosen in this study, actions and cognition are examined through the social and cultural context in which they occur. The theoretical framework combines the strengths of different strands of SCT, and can be summarised in the following table, with reference to the different levels of practice analysed in this study:
	Level of analysis
	Theory/method

	Institutional/external level (structures)/meso level (department) 
	Activity Systems Theory (AST)
(Engeström, 1987; Engeström, 2001; Engeström, 2004; Engeström & Miettinen, 1999)

	Relation between macro/meso and micro - to account for structures as ‘structural properties’, and to capture agency
	Giddens’ theory of structuration 

(Giddens, 1984)

	Lived experienced of individuals  - to capture respondents’ phenomenological experience of structures and communities
	Phenomenology 

Community of Practice Theory (CoPT)

(Lave, 1993; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998; Wenger et al., 2002)



Table 2 – Theoretical framework for this study

AST which considers activity as mediated in practice through the tools or instruments of a community with reference to the broader historicist context, was used to circumscribe the level of analysis, and to focus on the dynamics of practice, in particular the department, teaching team, students involved in the process (community), the way practice is organised and regulated (division of labour), and the conventions relating to the discipline, the curriculum, teaching, learning and assessment, and so on (rules/conventions).  
Within this, the interaction between individuals and structures was examined through Giddens’ notion of structuration (Giddens, 1984) in which structures are conceived as ‘structural properties’ that is, as an underlying virtual framework of rules and resources from which practices are produced by individuals who exert their free choice towards them. Structuration implies that individuals/actors influence structures and are also modelled by them. Understood in this way structures are at the same time constraining and enabling; the role of actors within them, and of agency, is emphasised. Structure and action (agency) are interdependent, and provide a transformative vehicle for practice. 
Communities, and issues of socialisation, power and inter-subjectivity were examined through a critical interrogation of the notions of ‘mutual engagement’, ‘shared repertoires’ and ‘joint enterprise’ inherent in (CoPT) (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). The communities within which academics in this study operated came across as much more conflictual and fragmented than CoPT implies.
A socio-cultural understanding of university teaching
Looking at teaching, learning and assessment through the socio-cultural lens yields a complex view of the way academics operate and understand/conceptualize their practice. Their conceptions and approaches are conditioned by context while at the same time academics respond agentically to this context:
[image: image1.emf] 

Ways of  conceptualising and  approaching T & L  

Departments   Departmental  structures   Epistemic communities   Individual positionings   Power in/of  depart ments   Academic leadership   Departmental status  

Pedagogical beliefs   Students: diversity, motivation,  attributes, expectations   The curriculum   Learning: practical vs.  abstract; student - centredness;  enabling learning   Teaching: pedagogical focus   Technology    

Te aching - research nexus   Institutional/departmental  stance   Research vs. pedagogical  relation to the discipline   Career and work patterns   The status of pedagogical  research   Link to institution mission    

Academic labour   Working conditions: staff time, workloads,  lack of resources   Division of labour: invisible labour,  casualisation   Academic careers: promotion routes,  academic status   Relation to admini strative and  management functions    

External  i nfluences   National agendas   Professional bodies   Indu stry   HE regulatory frameworks   Wider teaching community    

Discipline   Disciplinary epistemology   Disciplinary socialisation   Back - staging of discipline   Ideo logical discipline beliefs   Discipline  status  and  locus   Discipline constructions  

  Institutional  contexts   Institutional ideologies   Institutional cultures      

Ideology  

A gency  

Ways  of  relating  

Ways  of  relating    


Figure 1: Conceptual framework for pedagogical constructs showing filters and dynamics
The discipline 

This filter showed that disciplines were open to constructions, and characterisations given to disciplines by respondents were rich and often imbued with ideological content:

The social sciences are not neutral, to me - if I use a kind of negative example - a student that I find very difficult to teach is one that has an attitude that is not about engaging with possible, whole series of possible ways of looking at the world (Mary, Geography)
Two chemists in this study demonstrated radically different apprehensions of Chemistry. For William, ‘Chemistry involves everything. Everything we touch, everything we wear, everything we feel, breathe, everything is a chemical process and it is fascinating’. He expressed a totalising view of his discipline as endowed with universal scope and inherent beauty and harmony. This  was very different from Pablo’s perception of it as a critical, almost political, discipline, which didn’t necessarily breed Chemists, but rather critical individuals:
I believe that chemistry has a role in educating people to understand the predicament inherent in the city. So it has a role but in terms of education, I think you’ve got to stress that it’s a good education for whatever you want to do afterwards.  (Pablo, Chemistry)
For some respondents, the ideological dimension in teaching and learning can supersede disciplinary allegiance:


I don’t have a particular tie for my discipline. I don’t think that my duty is to turn out good geographers […] I don’t think that’s my role at all. (Mary, Geography)

Mary indicated that she was interested in ‘how people learn and how paradigms get overturned, what happens in HE, how the students transform, how their worldviews get sort of shifted around’.
Vocational disciplines or multi-disciplinary fields where epistemological ambiguity remained unresolved were shown to be liable to disciplinary erosion, with lecturers focusing on learning processes rather than content or having to reconcile sometimes contradictory paradigms (in multi-media or digital arts for example). The case of practice-based curricula (as in Nursing for example) also challenged the notion of ‘discipline’ where tutors saw themselves simply as vehicles to facilitate transfer from an academic context to a practice context. Finally, the locus of a specific curriculum, and the related status of a discipline within that curriculum was shown to impact greatly on how this discipline was taught. A case in point in this study was that of two psychologists teaching ‘soft’ skills on a medical curriculum. Their input was perceived as a ‘service’ to the department which left them isolated, both physically and structurally for the rest of the department, and having to deal with a lessened disciplinary status, in which they simply ‘facilitate’ the learning process. 
The departmental unit
The importance of ‘systems and communities that lie ‘between’ the organisational and the individual level of analysis (Trowler & Knight, 2000, 28) has been foregrounded in a few studies (Trowler & Cooper, 2002; Trowler et al., 2005). This level of practice was found to significantly influence approaches to and understandings of teaching and learning in this study. Although the term ‘department’ is used for the sake of clarity, this is not an unproblematic term, as the departmental entity was in some places polymorphous and ill-defined.  In what could be called ‘post-modern’ departments, structural and epistemic hybridity prevailed, and respondents were able to self-actualize and navigate the context as they wished, constructing their own identity, shaping the curriculum, their own perceptions of the discipline and ways of teaching it. In some respondents, this freedom also generated a sense of isolation and anomie. By contrast, in strong ‘traditional’ departments, a sense of collegiality was expressed, sometimes as demarcating this locus of practice from the institutional locus. A few respondents clearly identified a sense of collective direction for teaching, learning and assessment, a degree of cohesion, and even a sense of strategic ‘togetherness’ that led to complementary inputs and behaviours. However even within those, strong divisions existed, and oppositional or divergent positionings were identified.
The departmental filter was a highly agentic filter. Individuals within this community identified both enabling and disabling factors that impacted on teaching, learning and assessment; those included lack of clarity concerning the direction of the department, an overpowering grip by the Head of Department, managerialist approaches, and, substantively, the status of teaching in its relation to research in the department. Dialogue, a sense of collectivity, and coherence were perceived a providing scope for quality engagement and innovation. 
The institution

Asking respondents to reflect on the culture of their institution, its stance and mission confirmed findings by Silver (Silver, 2003) that academics did not have a strong sense of the culture of their institution, understood as shared norms, assumptions or values (Silver, 2003, 162). Their main focus was the institution’s stance on teaching and research. Respondents from pre-92 institutions tended to identify with their institution’s research stance while those in new universities were more inclined to relating to their institution’s social mission (often linked to the employability agenda). Through emphasizing this dimension, respondents described their environment as one that fostered creativity and innovation in teaching, learning and assessment, in which they were able to use active pedagogies. The most single factor identified in this study as enabling teaching, learning and assessment practices was the status of the institution, either in terms of its research reputation, its ability to support students, or its employment record. In this study, the most research-intensive universities were able to derive the best sense of comfort and control in pedagogical matters, relying for that on their status as a research institution. 
The institutional filter does not provide scope for much agency. Constraining factors were many and weighted heavier than enabling factors. The institution was perceived as the locus for structural disturbances and constraints. Those constraints translated mainly in prescriptive approaches to teaching, learning and assessment, contestable approaches to the support of learning, an  uncompromising relation to research, and what were perceived as constant agenda u-turns that forced academics in and out of the teaching and research agendas. In addition to these soft cultural and ideological influences, institutions were shown to have direct influence on curriculum practices and models for teaching, learning and assessment. Certain methods were favoured (PBL for example), others were discouraged (group work for example). Regulation of practice through allocation of resources and of workloads, surveillance and reporting procedures were felt to have an important impact.
Pedagogical beliefs

Beliefs about teaching, learning and assessment include academics’ views about the student body (and its relation to student abilities and expectations), about the most effective ways of learning, the most effective curriculum, and the best ways to apprehend teaching, learning and assessment. Many aspects of teaching, learning and assessment were explored in this study. In this section, I choose to focus more specifically on beliefs that relate to assessment practices and their relation to teaching and learning, although beliefs about students’ attributes, including their innate abilities, views of intelligence, of motivation, were also crucially important.
The managerialism inherent in assessment practices, the ‘tyranny’ of learning outcomes, and of quality procedures were perceived as detrimental to effective learning. Students’ instrumentalism towards assessment, and their expectations of higher education as far more focused on immediate success than those of their tutors, were perceived by many respondents as having a disabling effect on practice:

The thing is, the students come here because they want to get their degree, they are not always parallel with us in terms of the thinking that we might have in terms of why they are here. We might in their mind think students are here because they want an all-round education’ (Robert, Sport Science)

Views of students being ‘content-driven’, and only interested in the grades they would get were not uncommon, and respondents explained how they sought to counteract the mismatched expectations by ‘educating’ students through introducing ‘academic modules’ (Jenny in HMR) or including critiques in their assessment strategies (Christian, Digital Arts). Lost opportunities for unpredicted outcomes, for improvisation, and the focus on teaching and assessment as mechanistic processes led to a truncated dialogue between students and their tutors, and a sense of loss for academics. A majority of respondents in this study understood their roles as including supporting students in connecting content to practice and real life and developing and assessing applied skills, self-knowledge and meta-cognitive skills. This emphasis reveals a strong ‘performative’ (Skelton, 2005, 29) apprehension of higher education as a vehicle to increase a student’s professional potential. A few respondents however were strongly anchored in a more ‘traditionalist’ ideology of learning for its own sake, with particular emphasis on the beauty of discovery and of ‘pure’ knowledge.
Pedagogical beliefs are very susceptible to ideological positionings. The way academics conceptualise of teaching, learning and assessment was directly related to their ideological beliefs concerning the purpose of higher education, and its relation to the economy. Their beliefs about teaching and assessment approaches as needing to engage students in action, reflection and critique were perceived as enabling learning; the latitude they felt in being able to engage in such approaches (adopting or contesting them as they saw fit) also contributed to their feeling that these could enhance learning. Beliefs about methods, policies and procedures perceived as hindering learning included divorce from the flaw of learning, passive attendance, paucity of feedback, lack of student engagement and structurally engineered factors such as institutional regulations on group work, presentations, or the use of VLEs.
Academic Labour
This study yielded narratives about the working conditions of academics which emphasised perceptions of inadequate resources, of extensive use of part-time staff, and of inadequate workloads. There were many reports of stress and over-work, and of being unable to deliver satisfactorily, as a consequence. Feelings of helplessness were encapsulated in one of the respondents’ comments that ‘it is only sustainable because people are just completely exhausted’ (Mary). In order to be functional, staff indicated that they had to cut corners, focusing on certain aspects of their role only, reducing the amount of activities they offered students, or limiting the time they invested in teaching preparation. The degradation of academic working conditions (Dearlove, 1997) and the effect of role diversification on teaching (McInnis, 2000) were identified in this study. Some departments represented in this study relied heavily on visiting staff. Many respondents indicated that this affected the quality of the learning experience and created extra work for module leaders as these colleagues needed to be trained, mentored and managed. This could create quite disparate teams where visiting staff were not entirely assimilated to the main team, with unequal access to training and other resources. 
Collective and individual coping strategies were devised as responses to structural factors inherent in the way academic work is thought of and operationalised, but the filter of academic labour was highly structural in nature. Tensions between teaching and research were exacerbated at this level; a lack of understanding of the nature of innovation was also emphasised. A very limited degree of agency existed in terms of an individual’s priorities.

The teaching and research nexus

The relation between teaching and research has been recognised as problematic, particularly in the UK since the integration of former colleges, with little history of research amongst its staff, into the university sector. Funding policies have greatly impacted on this nexus. Research funding had become increasingly competitive, and funding for teaching has increased in ways which were not predictable in the 1997 White Paper (NCIHE, 1997), which set in motion teaching enhancement initiatives across the sector. While the impact of these initiatives on teaching is visible in many aspects of academic life, and has impacted on teaching, learning and assessment practices, and on wealth distribution within and across universities, for most academics in this study, including those working in teaching-oriented institutions, teaching was perceived as a poor relative to research. Research was seen as the ‘holy grail’ for promotion, prestige, and career advancement, even in institutions that had developed ‘teaching-only’ promotion routes. Implications of this perception for teaching were significant. Respondents indicated that they were not able to spend so much time on teaching as they would wish, that their interest in teaching was being curbed by the department, and that its practice was denied any real intellectual weight. Teaching was perceived as less valued, and less worthy of intellectual debate, being confined in what Rowland calls an ‘atheoretical perspective’ (Rowland, 2003, 15).
In this study, respondents emphasised the split between teaching and research, the assumed synergy was not often highlighted, confirming findings by Hattie and Marsh in their now dated – but still current – analysis (Hattie & Marsh, 1996),  and their conclusion that the connection was difficult to establish.  From a socio-cultural perspective, and in terms of the impact on teaching, learning and assessment practices, two main issues need to be brought to the fore. First, this filter was shown to pervade all aspects of practice, and to impact on other filters identified in this study, particularly in respect of how academics perceived their discipline (as teacher or as researcher?), how the perceived institutional direction on research impacted on pedagogical practice (in terms of distribution of funds, workloads, and of value attached to teaching), and on how this was mediated and operationalised through the department. Second, there is a movement towards developing research on teaching amongst staff who are not able to pursue research in their own disciplinary field. This has implication for the status of educational research, its coherence and credibility as different paradigms emerge and some approaches are marginalised. Finally, academics’ own ideologies, their own emphasis on the purpose of higher education impacted on their position towards research and teaching.
The research-teaching nexus is highly structural in nature and bears on the way communities operate and individuals within them relate to each other. Adequate support and distribution of workloads were perceived as enabling, while the ways in which the two functions were operationalised were perceived as disabling. Some ideological tensions existed in terms of how an institution might enable or disable the teaching function.

External influences
Much of what academics do in their role as teachers is dictated by external influences. Three main elements were identified in this study: the ideological directions for the curriculum as instrumentalised by government policies, the impact of accreditors and regulatory bodies, and the broader academic community. I focus here specifically on the first and second aspects which affect the curriculum directly.
Many respondents in this study indicated that the way they taught and assessed students was much influenced by the employability agenda. Contacts with industry, and the input of employers into the curriculum were generally perceived as a bonus. Nearly all perceived the link between work and the curriculum as being advantageous to their students, and congruent with their institution’s mission, their discipline, or their own ideology. This may show the degree of normalisation of the economic mission for higher education, but it is worth stressing that there is was a strong degree of criticality in the stances expressed by even the most vocationally-minded respondents. A few indicated that they sought to develop new forms of critical apprenticeship that included politically critical knowledge, and critical approaches to information. For example, a chemist amongst them indicated that he wanted to develop critical chemists who would become critical citizens who would not take what they were ‘dished out’ at face value, and read through the gloss of propaganda in the information they came across. This was reflected in the teaching and assessment activities these lecturers proposed to their students, which included critical and intellectually challenging activities, and regard for sustainability, fairness in resource distribution, scientific scepticism, and respect for diversity. Lecturers whose discipline was more directly related to the public good (nursing and engineering in particular) tended to be more focused on maintaining and improving standards and had integrated the modelling of professional behaviours in the curriculum (e.g. by penalising students for late submission of a project, or through self-assessment of contribution to groupwork). There were also more nuanced approaches to this agenda, particularly from respondents in the Humanities and Social Sciences who objected to the utilitarian ideology of the employability agenda.
The regulatory frameworks for UK higher education impact on the way the curriculum is delivered and assessed, through a set of learning outcomes aligning with content and assessment strategies. It also affects the way academics report on their practice, with an increasing focus on ‘joined-up’ approaches which bring together different stake-holders, and on the ‘student experience’. A few respondents in this study indicated that these frameworks fostered ultra-managerialist approaches to teaching and learning, and to the control of performance that could have detrimental effects on the quality of student learning, deflecting from ‘what’ was being taught to ‘how’ it was being taught. But these were generally perceived as necessary hurdles, ensuring that students experienced some kind of coherence in a framework where comparisons need to be made.
Discussion and evaluation of the socio-cultural framework

The socio-cultural framework

The theoretical premise in this study was that teaching was better analysed as a collective activity taking place within given structures and communities, and with reference to the tools of practice, rather than simply as a cognitive process captured through a ‘psychologizing’ lens as an individual transaction between students and teacher.  Activity systems theory enabled an almost 360̊ capture of the context of practice, thus providing a framework for the analysis of relations and tensions within the systems in which respondents were operating. The analysis showed that filters operated at different levels of practice - some at the macro level of practice (institutions, external influences, the discipline in respect of its epistemological dimension, teaching/research equation, academic labour), some at the meso level (department/teaching team), and some at the micro level of individuals (pedagogical beliefs, disciplinary beliefs). There is however some overlap and a degree of hybridity in these filters; they operate in a relatively fluid fashion. There are for example generic ways of understanding academic labour but this is very much related to specific institutional contexts, and to an institution’s stance on teaching and research. In the same way, there may be some structural epistemological properties inherent in a discipline, but constructions of the discipline by individuals can have an equal (and in some cases more potent) weight in accounting for discipline understandings.
The main areas of weakness in the socio-cultural framework chosen for this study relate to the apprehension of agency, power and ideology, and a crucial finding concerns the role of ideologies and agency in determining academics’ apprehension of these filters. AST emphasises structures and conceives of practice as ‘object-oriented’, i.e. focusing on a socio-historically situated, context-dependent activity tends to account for agency (action) in its relation to the structure and context (activity) as instantiated in failures, disruptions, and therefore strictly ‘goal-oriented’ in terms of what may not be rational in human behaviour (Engeström & Miettinen, 1999, 11). CoPT does not explore structures or structural dynamics in this way; it focuses instead on inter-subjectivities participating in practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991), assuming functionality of the whole. It does not pay attention to individuals within those communities, or to issues of power, as suggested by Engeström and Miettinen  (Engeström & Miettinen, 1999, 12). Or as pointed out by Knight and Trowler (Knight & Trowler, 2001, 67) these issues are addressed rather ‘rhetorically’. 
Giddens’ understanding of structures as a ‘virtual order’ of transformative relations (Giddens, 1984, 17) provides scope for exploring the ways in which individuals relate to structures, and in turn influence these structures. As indicated throughout this paper, agency and ideology (as a manifestation of agency) were shown to play a significant role within the structural framework for the practice of teaching, learning and assessment. 
Distribution of agency and ideology
This study has shown that while the relation to the department was highly engaged and agentic, the institution was perceived more distantly, and as a web of structures. The ideological stance of institutions was shown to impact on practice through policy input, types of students, and stance on research for example. While a limited level of agency was possible at this level of practice – agency was mediated through the curriculum or approaches to teaching – very little scope existed to position oneself agentically towards the institutional research stance. Disciplines were much more constructed (and therefore permeable to agency and ideological responses) than disciplinary epistemology perspectives suggest. Pedagogical beliefs in this study were amenable to agentic and ideological interpretations, while at the same time responding to macro level ideologies (e.g. student-centeredness, employability). The academic labour and research-teaching nexus filters were imbued with ideology but agentic behaviours within those were extremely limited. Structural external influences (regulatory and accreditation frameworks, employability agendas) were able to accommodate moderate agentic responses in terms of industry inputs into the curriculum; regulatory and accreditation frameworks were normalised, although agentic responses pointing to the deprofessionalisation of academics through managerialist regulation of practice, were present; external teaching communities were shown to have only a marginal, emergent impact on pedagogical practice. The mapping of agentic and ideological scope is summarised in the table below:

	Filter
	Agency
	Ideology

	Discipline
	Disciplines are constructed as much as structurally determined.
Interdisciplinary curricula allow for agentic emphasis on one aspect or another. Diminished agency in ‘minority’ subjects resulting in anomie or non-problematized model-following.
Pedagogic back-staging of the discipline.
	Ideology inherent in disciplines –not just structural epistemology. 
Employability agenda generally accepted.
Complex ideology in vocational curriculum –taken-for-granted, but critical apprenticeship and ‘academic’ or ‘abstract’ dimensions are introduced. Also academic ‘credentialisation’ in service/ professional curricula.
Fluid ideologies: traditionalist / progressivist ideologies coexist.
Pedagogic back-staging of discipline through which ideological intentions are foregrounded.


	
	
	

	Institution
	Local agentic interpretations of institutional missions.
Limited agentic responses to history and structures.
On the whole, limited agency as structures such as profitability, research vs. teaching priorities, and allocation of resources are difficult to inflect.
Department used as a collective agentic entity responding to the institution.
	Institutional mission can be seen as aligned with own ideology – not always, sometimes a very diaphanous idea of what mission is about. 
Stronghold of Humboldian ideology (research primacy) on academics, even in ‘teaching-oriented’ institutions. 

	
	
	

	Department
	Pragmatic fluid positionings in post-modern departments, also anomie/isolation.
Stability of departmental, and collegiate ethos facilitates cohesion and also agentic behaviours as individuals are less subjected to rapid change and overpowering regulations.
Adopting the role of facilitator where departmental curricula force academics beyond their domain of expertise.
No agency: Lack of control over teaching methods + surveillance of practice through technicist managerialist understanding of pedagogic practice.
	Ideological positionings lead to alliances/factions within departments.
Department as a site of ideological identification /a site of protection from ideology.

	
	
	

	Pedagogical beliefs
	Agentic interventions in the curriculum to remedy issues based on pedagogical beliefs can result in deleterious practices rather than collective dialogue.
Reduced agency in teaching practice as managerialist approaches are blamed for lack of scope to improvise and lack of dialogue with students.
Sense control (or lack of) over curriculum and possible interpretations of assessment criteria.
In addition to perceived latitude and control, coherence with agentic beliefs about teaching and learning accounts for a curriculum being perceived as enabling.
	Apparent ideological capture (absorption of the ‘student-centred’ agenda has led to reframe academic practice to include attention to support of learning) cohabiting with contradictory ideological positions (expert/transmissive views of teaching).

Focus on processes (learning) /methods rather than on content.
Academic ideological intentions conflict with students’ expectations.
Relation to industry is problematized - ‘academic’ & ‘critical’ inclusions in vocational curricula.
‘Post-modernisation’ of curriculum.
Ideological curricula beliefs (e.g. PBL, the benefits of art school approaches, interactive vs. independent learning).

	
	
	

	Academic labour
	Limited agency, weight of structures – collective and individual coping strategies.
Control by administration/management functions collide with academic beliefs about effective teaching and learning. Limited agentic responses include lip-service and strategic alliances.
	Intransiency of Humboldian ideology as innovative academic career path focusing on teaching excellence are not perceived as as prestigious as main stream promotions.

	
	
	

	Research-teaching nexus
	No or little scope for agentic responses.
	Humboldian ideology: teaching is secondary, and research on teaching is something done ‘in addition’ to main stream research.

	
	
	

	External influences
	Little scope/desire for agentic behaviours.

Normalisation of skills/citizenry agenda.
Professional bodies and employers taken-for-granted and accepted as positive (or at least unobtrusive) factors.
Regulatory frameworks generally accepted.
	Moderate scope for ideological manifestations.
Professional bodies and employers taken-for-granted and accepted as positive (or at least unobtrusive) factor.
Regulatory frameworks generally accepted.
Normalisation of skills agenda but also ideological modulation (e.g. critical apprenticeship, counter-weights to the skills agenda)




Table 3 Distribution of agency and ideology in the context of practice, with reference to the seven filters 

Key:
 
[image: image2]
Implications for educational development
By focusing on filters that affect pedagogical constructs, this study has examined teaching as social practice. It has shown that the dynamics between filters and constructs is at the same time fluid and complex, and resulting practices are less predictable than might be implied by studies that focus solely on processes involved in the action of teaching, or analyses of knowledge structures or of institutional structures. Focusing on the context of practice, and problematizing teaching, learning and assessment with reference to the three levels of practice, and the degree of agency available to individuals within them allows for theorising of the articulation between educational development and practice, and between it and broader teaching, learning and assessment enhancement initiatives.
If, as this study has shown, some filters are more amenable to agentic responses and the deployment of ideological stances than others, there are methodological implications for educational development. The configuration of agentic and ideological positioning, and the multiple levels of practice suggest that educational development interventions aimed at levels of practice that provide scope for the expression of agency (even limited) and /or of individual ideological stances are more likely to be effective than interventions in areas where there is not such scope. Individuals are more likely to adopt principles and ideas if they feel they are able to use them agentically in practice. At levels of practice not amenable to agentic or ideological responses, it is likely that strategic input in policy-making would be more useful. It is argued that there is also scope within this for interventions of a collective nature, to question the status quo, bring about a debate on practice, and explore new ways of practising. Thus, three strategic orientations have been identified that relate to the degree of agency available to individuals, and the levels of practice as identified in this study. 
Direct interventions with individuals and groups are likely to be effective at the departmental level, which was shown to be a highly agentic locus, and a space for collaborative and competitive ventures that could both benefit and impede pedagogical practice. Intervening at this level also engages with the discipline which was shown to be a fluid and ideologically-laden construct. Interventions on pedagogical beliefs will also be very effective as this filter was shown to be highly agentic and ideologically rich. Critical interventions on external influences, particularly in terms of interpreting and applying regulatory frameworks, can also be useful in helping academics frame or reframe their approaches, as can acquaintance with educational research.
Some areas of practice are likely to be impermeable to educational development in the short or medium term as individuals have very little agentic scope within them. Educational development input can however usefully complement the policy-making dimension outlined below, by contributing to a critical debate on teaching, learning and assessment, and by exploring new ways of practising. Such input will be beneficial in respect of aspects of the discipline filter, academics’ beliefs about teaching, learning and assessment for example. There is also scope, within this orientation, for exploring new definitions of academic labour, and the nature of the link between research and teaching.
Finally, this study has identified areas of practice which are not amenable to agentic or ideologically driven behaviours. In these areas, it is likely that input in policies to inform and advance practices is likely to be the most effective strategy for the educational development function. The institutional filter is an important locus for this kind of input, as are of course the very structural filters of research-teaching nexus and academic labour.
The table below illustrates how these strategic orientations might translate in practice:
	Practice filter affected
	Examples of direct interventions
	Examples of exploratory interventions
	Broader policy-oriented areas of input

	Discipline


	Exploring disciplinary constructions, surfacing understandings of the discipline, exploring cross-disciplinary fertilization, location and status of disciplines
	Problematizing the notion of disciplinary knowledge base with the emergence of secondary and interdisciplinary fields
	

	Department
	Consultancy programmes taking account of dynamics of departments, promoting dialogue about teaching (and research on teaching) in departments, exploring management and leadership styles, problematizing managerialist approaches
	
	

	Pedagogical beliefs
	Problematizing and exploring implications of dominant concepts (student-centredness, student ability, motivation, best practice, use of technology, etc), and curricular interventions, exploring strategies to enhance communications with students, respective expectations, etc.
	Working on perceptions of teaching as a set of techniques and the related remedial approaches to teaching, learning and assessment, emphasizing the complexity of teaching practice
	

	Institution
	
	Promoting debate and research on the link between teaching & research
	Linking institutional structures and policies and beliefs about teaching, learning and assessment to generate more coherent practices

	External influences
	Critical analysis of and implementation issues in respect of regulation and employability agenda 
	
	Inter-institutional initiatives, and debate about teaching

	Academic Labour
	
	Exploring the impact of different stake-holders on student learning, including the role of hitherto satellite services (student services, administrators, etc…), and exploring ways of minimizing the effect of managerialist approaches; collaborating with other functions to work on ways of defining and acknowledging academic labour.
	Redefining and accounting for academic labour; minimizing structural inequities in universities, including the right to choose or not to choose between teaching and research

	Teaching-Research nexus
	Bringing academics in contact with educational research, exploring the link between teaching and research, supporting research on teaching
	Impact on student learning of teaching and research strategies, exploring relation to student learning of linking teaching and research
	Disambiguating agendas, remedying the detrimental effects of research agendas on teaching practices

Bringing educational research on a par with discipline based research within academia – not marginalised


Table 4: Examples of diversified input for educational development
The role outlined in this paper for educational development goes beyond the service and normative functions that it is often allocated. It proposes an intellectual critical input into policy-making, and a function for debate, reflection and experimentation in a perspective where teaching is apprehended as social practice. This points to a more integrated function for educational development in universities with a role that is no longer confined to that of an add-on remedial function, but find a fitting space alongside the administrative and research functions of universities.
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