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Preface

Volumes discussing the functions and roles of professional staff at higher education
institutions (HEIs) are rare. HEIs are complex and highly specialized organizations
based on performing a variety of tasks within the university or similar institution of
higher learning. Tasks range from clerical activity to high level managerial activity to
student engagement support in regards to learning (co-curricular activities, instruc-
tional online activity, learning support), personal needs, and transactional activities
(e.g. enrolment management, bursar’s office, residence halls) to knowledge creation
support (e.g. research specialists and technicians) to physical plant maintenance and
security. This diversity makes a discussion about professional staff challenging; yet,
as an aggregate group, they are essential to ensure the effective and efficient running
of a campus. The difficulty comes from not being able to talk about them from a
system-level integrative and unified perspective (cf. Bertalanffy 1968). There is
ultimately an autopoietic dimension to these different staff groups that at times
makes a discussion of professional staff perplexing based on difficulties in (a)
understanding the role of nonacademics, (b) legitimizing the function and roles of
nonacademic staff that leads to (c) the treatment of some of these positions as what
Etzioni (1969) termed quasi-professions.

Professional staff as an aggregate cohort represent an important component of
HEIs expenditures. To put the magnitude and breadth of their presence at universities
and similar institutions, the OECD’s (2017) Education at a Glance 2017 indicates
that 64% of expenditures in higher education go to core services. These costs include
expenditures directly related to teaching, which include administration, teaching
salaries, books and teaching materials, and physical plant construction and mainte-
nance. Staff compensation comprises about 67% of current expenditure, with
two-fifths going to nonteaching staff. Of the remainder, about 3% goes to ancillary
services – defined as student welfare, institutional housing, meals, and healthcare –
and the remaining 33% goes to knowledge creation (research and development).
These last categories also represent staffing expenditure commitments to profes-
sional staff serving in these areas.

While Australia, the UK, and USA reflect a higher cost for student-related activities
in the OECD data, staffing numbers from these three countries also provide an example
of the extent to which professional staff populate HEI campuses. In Australia, data from
the Department of Education and Training (https://docs.education.gov.au/node/46141)
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shows that 54% (64,376/123,038) of full-time and fractional full-time staff were
classified as nonacademic positions in 2017. This amount represented a 1.2%
increase in staff from 2016. In the UK, almost 51% of staff had either full- or part-
time nonacademic contracts in 2016–2017 (https://www.hesa.ac.uk/news/18-01-
2018/sfr248-higher-education-staff-statistics). This number was an increase of
1.9% over 2015–2016. In the USA, if one does not count librarians, curators, and
archivists as professional staff (as a number of them hold academic appointments),
professional staff make up just under 50% (1,952,686/3,915,918) of HEI employees
for all institutions in 2015 (https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d16/tables/dt16_
314.30.asp?referrer=report), a 1% increase from 2014 (https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2016/
2016014.pdf). If librarians, curators, and archivists are included in this count, the
percent of professional staff increases to almost 51%. UK and USA databases data
distinguish by occupation type, offering an idea of the breakdown of positions that
can be classified as professional staff. Adding to the confusion in defining profes-
sional staff, positions labeled “Management” may or may not be classified as
academic positions (possibly dependent on linkage to another, “substantive,” aca-
demic position within the HEI). Table 1 provides an example of professional staff
occupations as defined in the UK and USA databases. This table is based on my best
efforts to bring together the different parameters applied to professional staff.
Occupation types in bold suggest occupation types that crossover between databases
while not bold occupation type linkages are at best indirect or incomplete based on
database definition of terms, again suggesting slippage in the type of functions and
roles these staff play within HEIs.

Miles and Snow’s (1978) framework separates organizational functions into three
areas. Firstly, entrepreneurial (leadership and strategic) activities; secondly, admin-
istrative throughput activities that allow for effective and successful student engage-
ment and learning to happen through curricular and learning environment processes.
The third area is the learning and teaching interactions that lead to graduates whose
opportunity for employment is significantly enhanced and who value their university
experience. These functional areas are embedded within the three major concerns of
universities and equivalents: academic affairs, student engagement and support, and
enterprise management. Professional staff work in key roles across the three areas,
which is why the need for professional, quasi-professional, and other skilled work
occupations are needed to ensure the overall performance success. There is an
economy-of-scale argument surrounding the amount of professional staff required
to complete essential tasks. Logically, institutional size and complexity of tasks
surrounding teaching and research affect staffing numbers and type (Coaldrake and
Stedman 2016). The more students enrolled the more staff required to ensure
effective and efficient administration and teaching obligations toward students,
regulators, partners, and other stakeholders.

There are other arguments driving the increasing numbers of professional staff in
HEIs; some are positive, and some are negative. Accountability pressures resulting
from an increased regulatory environment overseeing higher education may be a
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Table 1 Professional staff at higher education institutions in the UK and USA

UK (2016–2017) USA (2015)

Occupation type Number
Percentage
distribution Occupation type Number

Percentage
distribution

Librarians, curators,
and archivists

42,627 1.1%

Professional
occupations

42,840 10.2% Student and
academic affairs and
other education
services

171,551 4.4%

Managers,
directors, and
senior officials

11,190 2.7% Management 256,888 6.6%

Associate
professional and
technical
occupations

47,330 11.3% Business and
financial operations

203,890 5.2%

Computer,
engineering, and
science

231,957 5.9%

Caring, leisure,
and other
service
occupations

7,200 1.7% Community, social
service, legal, arts,
design,
entertainment,
sports, and media

174,694 4.5%

Healthcare
practitioners and
technicians

121,135 3.1%

Elementary
occupations

24,505 5.8% Service occupations 243,833 6.2%

Sales and
customer
service
occupations

2,345 0.6% Sales and related
occupations

13,873 0.4%

Administrative
and secretarial
occupations

69,315 16.5% Office and
administrative
support

441,222 11.3%

Skilled trades
occupations

6,540 1.6% Natural resources,
construction and
maintenance

74,041 1.9%

Process, plant,
and machine
operatives

1,570 0.4% Production,
transportation,
and material
moving

19,602 0.5%

212,835 50.71% Totals 1,995,313 50.95%

Sources: Adapted from https://www.hesa.ac.uk/news/18-01-2018/sfr248-higher-education-staff-sta
tistics for the UK and https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d16/tables/dt16_314.30.asp?referrer=
report for the USA
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contributor, paradoxically one that Evetts (2006) suggests potentially undermines
the trust of professional staff based on the exigencies placed to meet regulations and
standards (implicit and/or explicit) built into regulatory oversight mechanisms.
Accountability practices imply outside interference predicated on governmental
aims at implementing public administration and quality management system prac-
tices (Kai 2009; Padró and Green in press). Questions that come to mind are whose
goals are pursued and who is in charge of this process. Traditional governance places
the burden on academics, but in a corporatized institution, administration oversees
the process, often with the assistance of professional staff. At issue, knowledge and
understanding of what accountability means in higher education. The destabilizing
argument is based around Kai’s (2009) observation that “[analytical] tools for
measuring efficiency and effectiveness and for evaluating performance are, in fact,
inappropriate for the complex and interconnected processes that occur in such
multiobjective organizations as institutions of higher education” (p. 41). The con-
cern, mainly from academics, is the extent of knowledge and understanding of the
knowledge dissemination and creation aspects of performance beyond enterprise
management concerns. The basis of the concern is the arms-length relationship
between traditional academic work and the finance side of HEIs that disassociates
quality and cost, in particular when it comes to teaching (Massy 2016).

Another argument made along similar is lines that professional staff can take the
place of some academic staff in performing some of the knowledge creation and
dissemination activities within an HEI. For example, instructional designers are
harbingers of social change (Schwier et al. 2006). The ensuing blurring of roles
where academic staff are only “but one group of many professional specialists
involved in producing instructional materials” (Rhoades and Slaughter 2004, p.
49) generates concerns that traditional governance is undermined and academic
jobs threatened, especially full-time academic positions (Poritz and Rees 2017;
Rhoades and Stensaker 2017). On the other hand, there is the counterargument
that professional staff are better equipped to handle some administrative tasks and
their presence provides more time for academic to do their teaching and research
roles (Bexley et al. 2011). This is the pattern noted in the European higher education
sector (Sursock et al. 2010). Nonetheless, tangential to the concern over job dis-
placement where academic staff are the losers is the notion of the different interpre-
tations of the meaning of staffing models as it relates to conditions of service, full-
and part-time employment, permanent and fixed-term, flextime and job sharing
employment propositions for all staff (Whitchurch and Gordon 2013).

A fourth argument is that the proliferation of professional staff is an indicator of
increased corporatization and managerialism of universities itself. The negative
perspective of this argument is the devaluation of academic standards (Donoghue
2008) based on the prevalent neoliberal political economic paradigm (Giroux 2002).
Corporate values are deemed noxious to academic matters and the prerogatives of
academics. The argument has been around since at least as far back as 1918 when
Thorstein Veblen wrote that the academic corporation corrupts the pursuit of disin-
terested science and scholarship by preferring utilitarian ends. Nowadays, this
argument manifests itself through a concern over the proliferation of administrators,
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many of whom have no experience as functioning full-time academics or academics
wanting to return to the classroom. This view of managerial bloat sees management
as an end in itself and thus prefer to promote administrative domain to academic
endeavors (Desrochers and Kirshstein 2014; Ginsberg 2011). Conversely, the
counterargument is that the increase of professional staff, managers, and non-
managers makes HEIs more “capable of responding to an increasingly complex
and volatile environment” (Pinheiro and Stensaker 2014, p. 509), with professional
staff increasingly working within multi-professional teams to perform the various
tasks of an HEI (Whitchurch 2012).

In sum, a discussion of professional staff reflects the mixed identity emanating
from new roles to meet new needs, a paradigm shift from roles previously considered
the domain of academics only and shifting boundaries of between specialist and
more specialized functions and roles to ensure institutional and student learning
outcomes are met (Whitchurch 2008a). Table 1 illustrates the extent of mixed
classification types. The table also reflects the identity displacement that occurs
within the embedded social relationship between the professional staff and the
different units within an HEI (cf. Forsyth and Danisiewicz 1985). Legitimacy of
role occurs through the substitution of personal professional identity (based on
skillset or specialization) with the representation of role within functional areas to
meet intended performance outcomes. In other word, acceptance is not based on the
possession of unique and positive characteristics such as relevant higher education
credentials or other forms of specialized recognition (Hoyle 1982; Saks 2012). The
Anglo-Saxon model of professions where an external perception of boundaries
pertaining to power and influence set by professional bodies, regulatory agencies,
or by the generic understanding of the public at large (Evans 2008), in effect, does
not – cannot – directly come into play under these circumstances.

In response to the mixed identity of professional staff within the higher education
sector, Whitchurch (2009) proposed the notion of the blended professional based on
characterizing individuals with identifies from professional and academic domains
and the relationships and legitimacies they construct. Respondents in her study
“working in mixed areas of activity . . . characterised as blended professionals,
demonstrated an ability to capitalise on a sense of ‘belonging’ and ‘not belonging’
entirely to either professional or academic domains, often working in ambiguous
conditions” (p. 408). Her concept expands on the notion of third space between
academic and professional identities. This is consistent with Bhabha’s (1994) notion
of hybridity based on a new identity crafted from the differences between these other
domains. However, as he also noted, “[the] margin of hybridity, where cultural
differences ‘contingently’ and conflictually touch, becomes the moment of panic
which reveals the borderline experience” (p. 296). This sense of identity arguable
situates learning and identify formation as a Luhmann-esque double contingency
proposition where a social relation is established to “create” a professional by
creating sufficient transparency between the profession for the individual and the
profession to learn about each other occurs (Bhabha 1994; Lave and Wenger 1991;
Luhmann 1995; Vanderstraeten 2002). The overall resulting process here, as
Goffman (1959) identified, is predicated on what the participants from both sides
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present about each other and what these identifications do to help predict resulting
future behaviors.

Yet, there are specialist positions either in the form of managers as managerial
professionals or other forms of program specialists. An argument can be made that
managerial types, outside those in legal, accounting and other specialized enterprise
related activities, may tend to fit under Whitchurch’s blended professional model.
However, mainly in the USA, professionals providing student-facing services see
themselves as falling under their own professional umbrella (Carpenter and
Stimpson 2007; UNESCO 2002) based on a descriptive use of the term professional
(Hoyle 1982) such as that provided by Professions Australia (http://www.profes
sions.com.au/about-us/what-is-a-professional):

a disciplined group of individuals who adhere to ethical standards and who hold themselves
out as, and are accepted by the public as possessing special knowledge and skills in a widely
recognised body of learning derived from research, education and training at a high level,
and who are prepared to apply this knowledge and exercise these skills in the interest of
others.

Student personnel or student affairs professionals have an umbrella discipline and
professional associations helping frame ethics and standards (e.g., American College
Personnel Association (ACPA), National Association of Student Personnel Admin-
istrators (NASPA), Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education
(CAS)). “Student affairs programs and services function professionally as a distin-
guishable set of educational and management activities that occur mostly, though not
exclusively, outside the formal classroom” (Creamer et al. 2001, p. 4). As indicated
in the 1949 version of The Student Personnel Point of View, this group of pro-
fessionals provides a cohesive approach that draws together a university’s resources
dedicated to facilitating the student’s efforts to meet the objectives of higher educa-
tion. The shaping of these services depends on institutional context, but in general,
these units tend to function independent of each other without consideration of a
coherent and holistic approach toward student experience (Manning et al. 2006).
Although there is a debate of whether practitioners in the field require a degree
within the field (Reason and Brodio 2016), two key professional associations have
proposed that educators teaching to postgraduate degree programs available within
the profession concentrate on teaching ten competency areas: personal and ethical
foundations; values, philosophy, and history; assessment, evaluation, and research;
law, policy, and governance; organizational and human resources; leadership; social
justice and inclusion; student learning and development; technology; and advising
and supporting (ACPA and NASPA 2015).

There is another developing profession within academia reflecting the vicissitudes
of student personnel practitioners, the academic developers (especially in the online
space), of which this volume deals in some detail. A look at the literature surrounding
the nature of academic development and developers fits Professions Australia’s
definition as well. In common with student personnel services, there are different
perceptions regarding the status of academic developers. Bath and Smith (2004)
suggested that their tasks and identities place them as academics while others suggest
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they are a distinct subgroup representing a more hybrid identity due to role ambi-
guity emanating from localized practice needs (Boud 1999; Di Napoli et al. 2010;
Manathunga 2007). Like in student personnel services, there is no one route to
becoming an academic developer. Both “professions” derive their context from local
institutional practice. The difference is that student personnel services can trace its
roots back to the 1930s, whereas academic development is more recent, from around
the 1970s onward, as an offshoot of quality initiatives introduced at universities
during this period (Hicks 2007). In spite of early concerns that the changing nature of
higher education pedagogy along with different local contexts and needs (Fraser
2001), academic development is now considered a specialized professional role with
a growing body of knowledge that reinforces the self-identity of practitioners
(McDonald and Stockley 2008; Quinn and Vorster 2014). Complicating matters
somewhat is that unlike student personnel service staff, academic developers can be
academic staff as well as professional staff. Much seems to depend on the role
academic developers play, i.e., whether the role is in (1) broader course design and
scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL) activities, (2) course quality assurance
(QA) related duties such as learning analytics or institutional research (e.g., Knox
2017), or (3) supporting academic staff in curricular and/or online organization
related matters. Personal experience suggests course design and SoTL activities
tend to have academic rank while positions focusing on QA related duties can either
be academic or professional and support responsibilities are performed by profes-
sional staff. Oftentimes, institutional contexts in terms of enterprise bargaining
agreements (EBA) between universities and collective bargaining units rather than
role delineation. EBAs can determine status directly through clear statement of role
definition. Indirectly, the EBA negotiation process memorializes the prevailing
institutional climate preferences of role identity as to whether these positions require
academic status as well as or instead of professional staff based on performance
requirements. In either instance, bottom-line costings directly influence role status as
well. In this current financial retrenchment environment faced by higher education
sectors globally, if Australia is a typical example, the preference is for these positions
to be filled by professional staff as these salaries are lower and staff terminations
handled with fewer complications.

The literature within the fields of academic development and student support
services (augmented by personal experience as an administrator and academic in
both) reflect the inequality, marginalization, and competition for status between with
academics and other professionals even within organizations requiring different
specialized functions (Etzioni 1969; Saks 2015). Yet, for those not wanting to
provide professional staff in higher education professional status and in an ironic
contradiction to his original intent regarding this type of discussion, Flexner (1930)
wrote that professions are distinguished by their attitude toward results and this, as
has been already discussed, is a major rationale for their presence in universities.

As has been pointed out throughout this narrative, recognition of role, legitimacy
of role, and trust are critical elements in establishing a professional identity. These
represent the extent of boundary permeability between professions within an orga-
nized entity such as universities. Apparent is Gutiérrez, Baquedano-López, and
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Tejeda’s (1999) polycontextual, multivoiced, and multiscripted context present in
the processes of defining a profession – or at least granting professional status to a
class of employees performing broadly identifiable tasks within the different func-
tional areas existing in institutions of higher learning.

Carving out professional identity and integrity – ethical/moral principles and
practical concerns relating to “misconduct, malpractice and a demand for minimum
standards of good practice in public and professional services” (Banks 2010,
p. 2169) and the concomitant reflection and discernment between personal values,
roles, and ethical systems (Edgar and Pattison 2011) – means creating a “space” for
the profession. As Lefebvre (1984/1974) proposed, space is a social product, with
a reality of its own, yet existing “in a state of uncertainty” (Schmid 2008, p. 29).
He identifies three interconnected dimensions that are individual as well as social:

• Perceived space: The readable/visible daily reality/routines defining individual-
social interaction (such as work) that paradoxically differentiates the personal
from public spheres. Intuitions come from what these routines suggest vis-a-vis
context. The formal university structure thus represents one aspect of this space.
“In a very particular kind of “feedback,” exchanges between knowledge and
power, and between space and the discourse of power, multiply and are regular-
ized” (Lefebvre 1984/1974, p. 282).

• Conceived space: The fonts and production of knowledge that define the instru-
mental representations of habits. This is a realm where abstractions are immanent
drivers of acts. Arguably then, legal norms and obligations affecting in involve-
ment of individuals and groups emanate from the accrual of cumulative experi-
ences that have led to the creation of the existing (and accepted) knowledge in the
form of orthodoxy (from consensus). The orthodoxy thus acts as a filter, if not a
barrier, to actual experience unless the experience shifts the perceptions of the
knowledgebase. Within this aspect are the Bronfenbrenner’s (Bronfenbrenner and
Morris 2006) meso- and macro-system levels as reflected by program, university,
discipline/profession, regulator and stakeholder expectations, and standards of
practice as formally or informally defined by benchmarks, guidelines, and/or
standards. It is here where existing socio-political norms of acceptance exist.
There is a fine line separating these conceptions from what is actually lived.
The overlap potentially occurs when social reality changes conceptions, but as
Lefebvre (1984/1974) pointed out, needs and functions of a social reality are
obscure because of the existence of different perspectives on reality.

• Lived space: The actual, quotidian lived experience of an individual or group that
expressly and/or tacitly shapes perceptions, possibly as a form of Benthamian
(1780/1988) utility to generate advantage and benefits. These experiences provide
the impetus for changing conceptions when new awareness or disconfirmation
comes into being requiring a change in attitudes and ideologies. Lived space does
offer the possibility of resistance (Ronneberger 2008) as a driver for change, but
the opposite can occur because of the different social realities that make up the
conceptual space. “The central, contradictory arena for potentially hegemonic
projects of producing space is everyday life, or, more precisely, the point at which
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dominated aspects of lived space become integrated into the linear-repetitive
rhythms of state, commodity, and technocratic knowledge” (Kipfer 2008,
p. 205). As Lefebvre (1984/1974) indicated, there is a preference to uphold the
“establishment,” but what this does is question the “justification for assigning
priority to what is known or seen over what is lived” (p. 61). More to the point, the
central problem as Dewey (1938) observed is the selection of experiences “that
live fruitfully and creatively in subsequent experiences” (p. 28).

The interactions between Lefebvre’s three spaces can be seen from an ego/alter
ego double contingent perspective of the interaction between a profession trying to
legitimize itself and the existing social reality (cf. Vanderstraeten 2002). Movement
from one space to another mirrors the autopoietic capacity behind the process of
professions integrating themselves into the social reality. The movement itself is
nonlinear based on how change impacts the reproduction of expectations
(Leydesdorff 2008), in this case the shifting of expectations from the lived space
to the conceptual space that redefines the work space and networks. When it works,
the exchange facilitates the conceptual change, but when it does not it creates
resistance because agreement/recognition has not been achieved.

Establishing professional integrity provides a necessary step in the change (rec-
ognition and acceptance) process by creating frontiers that both generate and bounds
identity in social reality (Künzler 1990). Professional integrity places importance to
obligations and duty of care attached to those obligations providing legal consider-
ations to professional practice (Padró et al. 2002). The reason: professions end up
having to establish a legal presence as represented by professional standards and
codes of ethics as a means of assuring the public that what the profession does is to
their benefit. There is a semiotic (meaning making) character in legal considerations
that underscore the formal possibilities of establishing a professional identity
(cf. Balkin 1990).

Echoing Dworkin’s (1986) observations about how obligations come about the
historical development of professional staff indicates the attraction of obligations
rather than merely assuming them when it comes to putting knowledge into action
within universities. In a way, this suggests an ad hoc and potentially unintended
consequence of adopting responsibilities – similar to Dworkin’s (1986) notion of
associative obligations – as means of getting tasks accomplished throughout the
campus. This process of obligation assumption and/or imposition is the aegis of a
duty of care expected from practitioners that, in turn, defines the standard of
practice specific to tasks performed by the different types of professional staff.
Under this type of legal consideration, negligence provides practical reasoning
when standards are not adhered to and damage has been caused (Witting 2007).
The complication here is that there is no one uniform definition of practice
encompassing all professional staff nor should there be, given the varied functions
performed by these staff. Professional integrity is therefore difficult to define and
apply in a sense that supports a case for establishing a profession in a context that
goes beyond Hoyle’s (1982) prescriptive approach that is self-promoting rather
than attributional in scope.
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An advantage of having an easily identifiable professional integrity is that it
projects a deontic reading of demands placed on the profession regarding the
meeting of expectations rather than focusing on intrinsic values held by practitioners
(Eriksen 2015). Professional staff are tasked to fill the different roles within a
university that academics either are not interested in fulfilling or best suited to do
based on expertise and/or time available. With these tasks come a degree of authority –
recognition – to suggest and enact decisions. Following Lefebvre’s (1984/1974)
conception of space creation and his dialectic concepts of contradictions and over-
coming them (Schmid 2008), it is worthwhile to use Hohfeld’s (1913) fundamental
legal relations as a lens to understand how professional integrity and meaning is
shaped. This lens yields a semiotic process by showing the effects from how
professional staff actions navigate through the legal opposites of rights/no-rights,
privilege/duty, power/disability, and immunity/liability as well as the legal correla-
tives of right/duty, privilege/no-right, power/liability, and immunity/disability. Con-
tradictions help construct professional meaning because the interplay between these
relations shape meaning, even if it is from a bounding or constraining perspective.

• Rights/no-rights: Actions and decisions are shaped by the limits of their role that
are defined by traditional understanding of the position or the job descriptions
attached to the role. Job descriptions may contravene traditional views of the role,
but context dictates otherwise and herein one of the contradictions that profes-
sional staff navigate.

• Privilege/duty: Job descriptions define expectations for that position and from
these emanate certain freedom of action to perform tasks required from the role.
On the other hand, while often silent within the job description are the limitations
imposed on the role due to overlapping job responsibilities, status, inherent
limitations of formal and informal networks within a university.

• Power/disability: Power, in terms of capability or the ability to function (Sen
2003) rather than capacity, is variable and dependent on whom the university
environment favors intentionally or not as part of its enacted normative prefer-
ences. Disability as used by Hohfeld (1913) is related to the inability to go beyond
the limitations imposed by the institutional context that defines the roles of
professional staff and their nexus with academic staff. There is also a personal
aspect to go beyond the formal delegation of authority reflective of French and
Raven’s (1959) legitimate power that suggests that personal attributes enhance a
person’s or group’s ability to accomplish desired results. Specifically, the person
or group are acknowledged and accepted as acting on appropriate institutional
(normative) values.

• Immunity/liability: Immunity refers to those responsibilities clearly falling within
the confines of the job description and normative expectations of the role within
the university. Liability refers not only to wrong decisions that lead to a wrong
(students, other staff, the university as a whole), but more critical to this discus-
sion what happens when actions fall outside the accepted role parameters defined
either by the job description or the broader institutional context of acceptable
actions. Lindahl (1977) puts this situation in terms of claims of what is
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permissible and counter-claims of what is not. In other words, this interplay
between the opposing views of what is allowed and what is not reflects the
boundaries of professional staff status referent to identity and obligations that
can assumed.

To summarize, these legal opposites illustrate the bounding elements of self-
identity within professions. Contradictions in this case shape limits. For example,
job descriptions legitimize the existence and need for positions on one hand;
however, on the other hand, they limit the scope of acceptable activity. There are
personal as well as organizational characteristics influencing a person’s or group’s
(network) ability to perform certain tasks or at least be able to claim a role in the
performance of those tasks. These limitations identify the extent of permissible
capabilities to act without generating liabilities from undertaking tasks outside the
spheres of recognized participation and accepted standards of practice.

In contrast, Hohfeld’s (1913) correlates shape professional identity within the
space of where these legal relations intersect. The intersection between these depen-
dencies emanating from these relationships help shape advantageous possibilities
between different groups (Balkin 1990; Singer 1983). The matching interests these
correlates represent provide for semiotic considerations that provide the positive
arguments of how to identify a profession:

• Right/duty: It is tempting to apply the old adage that “possession in nine-tenths of
the law” as an example because this ambiguity in terminology (Hohfeld 1913)
suggests that there is a link between right and duty. There is a relation between the
two in that claiming a right imposes a duty of care directly linked to accepted
standards of practice in the field in which work in performed. Duty in this sense
thus can be a form of competence based on having these various responsibilities
thrust on them by universities (cf. Spaak 2003).

• Privilege/no-right: Privilege relates to permissibility (Lindahl and Reidhav
2017). Permission needs to be grated. More important, privileges can co-exist
with each other (Lazarev 2005). Recognition drives legitimacy and trust from
which status can emanate. As Hohfeld (1913) saw it, permission negates imposed
limitations based on other arrangements and thus acting as an implicit conduit for
a change in recognition. Professional staff recognition can co-exist with the
traditional roles of academic staff. The limitation here is that action on the part
of professional staff are not directly protected from an attempt at changing the
boundaries of what professional staff represent at universities, demonstrating
different notions of what is permissible (Brown 2005; d’Almeida 2016).

• Power/liability: Power, for our purposes, is the ability of individuals or groups
(representing themselves) being able to achieve a result such as changing the
normative positions of others (d’Almeida 2016; Lindahl and Reidhav 2017). This
helps explain some of the dynamics involved in Hoyle’s (1982) second form of
defining professions: when “used by individuals as a token of their own self-
esteem, by occupational elites as these seek to improve pay, status and condi-
tions” (p. 161). It is worth noting how Hoyle’s second form focuses on how
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“governments as they seek to gain an occupation’s acceptance of a particular
policy by appealing to its professional” (p. 161). Thus, the possibility of a
reciprocal ability to shape the definition of the profession from within and without
through the creation of professional associations and broader community inter-
actions (Padró and Hawke 2003).

• Immunity/disability: Immunity as a form of exemption relates to how an
individual or group’s capacity for immunity disables another individual or
group to ensure that the latter does not overpower or countermanded the former
(Lazarev 2005; Singer 1983). Disability in this case thus refers to the lack of
power to override a capability to act, although it is passive due to being outside
the immediate scope of control (Hoebel 1942; Kocourek 1920). Any movement
toward conferring professional staff as a profession in broad terms can occur
without direct conflict or threat to academic staff. In addition, the broader claim
can occur without challenging recognition or status of specialized activities
performed by practitioners of specific professions (e.g., accountants, counsel-
lors, lawyers, medical and nursing staff, psychologists) working within
universities.

In sum, job descriptions provide an avenue for making the claim that the
professional staff’s task is a legitimate one based on credentials that demonstrate
competence and experience in the fulfillment of identified tasks. From the descrip-
tion comes the suggestion of a duty of care that organizational context enacts even if
implicit or tacit in approach. Rather than imposing limitations, the correlates suggest
the ability to expand the claim of being a legitimate player due to the capability to
meet expectations. Expectations met normally lead to comfort with professional staff
performing designed tasks and acceptance results in role legitimacy. With legitimacy
comes the ability to shape identity and enhance status in co-existence with academic
staff and self-determination in terms of professional standing.

Whitchurch (2008a, b) typed professional identities into bounded professionals
(clear, specific functions based on job description), cross-boundary professionals
(strategic use of boundaries to improve capacity building), unbounded professionals
(project-based), and blended professionals (spanning professional and academic
domains). This discussion has touched bases on all of these types in one way or
another, focusing on the challenges that these positions provide not only from a
taxonomic perspective but also from role perspective. Whitchurch (2009) also wrote
about the defining sense of “belonging” that describes professional staff, especially
those she labeled as blended professionals. Her focus was on how blended pro-
fessionals represent a third space based on their networking and abilities to move
beyond traditional norms of acceptable activities. What I have focused on are the
dynamics involved in generating the recognition and acceptance of professional
status and how the claims and identification process navigate through the negotiated
environment that third space represents that often results in a hybrid recreation of
social reality that accommodates prior with current understanding of legitimate roles
and who fill them at universities.
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This theoretical speculation of professions and professionals does not directly
resolve concerns over staffing in terms of who does what based on capabilities and
cost. Policymakers and university administrators are not interested as such on these
issues, but what interests them is the interplay that the dynamics represent in terms of
staffing patterns. The interest is not in the dynamics themselves, rather, in their
results in terms of acceptability. One main reason is to ensure a stable working
environment within a campus through the delegation of tasks considered acceptable
to all. A second reason is that stability in the sense of balancing institutional interests
will lead to effective and efficient performance of tasks.

The volume presents issues and discussions of how professional staff provide
benefits to the university as a whole. Reading through the chapters, one item that
comes through – at least to me – is the role student engagement and experience has in
strengthening the need for professional staff at universities. Universities represent
more than in-class or online class experiences. The university environment itself
supports the course-based experience through co-curricular experiences or through
the encouragement of students pursuing additional learning opportunities, what
Press (2018) terms extra-curricular activities “through which personal and collective
agency influenced and shaped their future practice and who they were becoming”
(pp. 188–189). Consequently, interest in and decisions about professional staff for
policymakers and university administrators should be the capabilities and role these
staff play in making sure that student learning occurs and that graduates are
employable. The focus should not be in simply generating persistence and gradua-
tion rates; instead, the emphasis should be on maximizing student-learning
opportunities.

Fernando F. PadróUniversity of Southern Queensland
Queensland, QLD, Australia
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Abstract
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Introduction

Professions present themselves as providing a social benefit to society. Conse-
quently, it is an expectation of society that the professions contribute to the accom-
plishment of important social goals (Saks 2012). Discussion and debate about the
meaning of what a profession is, and what professionalism entails, have varied over
the years and continue to do so. To further add to the complexity, some professions
face regulatory compliance issues in the form of licensure or other state-defined
requirement(s) to denote the state’s interest in assuring the public of the practitioner’s
qualifications and experience as a safeguard to the common public interest (Adams
2016). Given the attention paid to professionals and the elements of professionalism,
designation of a person as professional carries with it an expectation of knowledge,
skills, and dispositions gained through formal education and experience.

There are different routes toward preparing well-qualified professionals through
tertiary education. These routes are largely determined by decisions academics make
regarding content, curriculum alignment, in-class and out-of-class learning experi-
ences, pedagogical techniques, integration of research with practice, and accrediting
bodies requirements and approaches toward the profession (Adams 2016). Institu-
tions of higher education play a pivotal role in building national – and sometimes
influencing international – workforces and the professionalization of these. Higher
education institutions themselves have a varied workforce that includes a diverse
range of professionals who perform a multitude of tasks (PwC and AHEIA 2016). In
the last three decades or so, changes in the higher education landscape around the
world have impacted on the staff workforce and the nature of their work. In
particular there has been a change in composition of higher education staff cohorts
to include a greater number and more varied skill set of professional staff in addition
to staff employed on academic awards (Graham 2012). These changes have been
impacted by increased government pressures through reduced funding and increases
in accountability, increased number of students participating in higher education, the
advancement of technology that enhances learning and teaching, increased expec-
tations for innovative and work-ready graduates, increased demands of accreditation
and professional bodies, and the list goes on (Graham 2012; Szekeres 2011;
Whitchurch 2009). The above pressures also reflect the fact that recently universities
have been managed much more as corporate organizations. Currently, changes
within the higher education landscape occur continuously and at accelerating rates,
“and higher education institutions will need to develop and nurture the capacities of
their staff if they are to adapt successfully to change” (Graham 2009, p. 175).

This shift in the higher education sector has impacted on the role of professional
and support staff, as they transitioned “from a workforce of low-level clerical
workers, to higher-level professionals” (Szekeres 2011, p. 680). In fact, since
1995, the Australian higher education sector, for example, has experienced a decline
in clerical worker numbers, Higher Education Worker (HEW) levels 1–5, and a raise
in levels 6–9, which are more specialized and skilled levels, such as middle manager
staff (Szekeres 2011). According to Szekeres (2011), this might be due to advance-
ment in technology which has facilitated or even totally eliminated certain tasks, and
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also due to many of the jobs performed by levels 1–5 being “outsourced, particularly
in areas like facilities management” (p. 681). Since then, professional staff HEW
levels 6–9 have continued to grow to reflect and meet the sector’s needs (Szekeres
2011). As a consequence, professional and support staff represent a substantial
proportion of institutions’ budget in Australia, with an average total operating
expenditure of approximately 26% across the sector. Professional and support staff
also outnumber academic staff, representing an average of 57% of total university
employees (Norton and Cakitaki 2016).

Professional and support staff are one of the universities’ most valuable assets, as
they “hold much of the systemic knowledge, intellectual capital, required to ensure
the functioning of the university” (Graham 2012, p. 439). In addition, the increasing
professionalization and qualification of university professional staff has impacted on
the roles they currently perform, as more professionals now occupy senior executive
positions within universities; positions that were previously occupied by senior
academics (Szekeres 2011). Also, the boundaries between some professional and
academic roles have blurred, creating a subcategory: “the para-academic – staff who
specialise in one aspect of academic practice” (Graham 2012, p. 439; Macfarlane
2011). Given the contribution professional and support staff make and the increasing
importance of the roles they perform within their institution and to the society as a
whole, it is surprising that their work, careers, aspirations, conditions, and support
remain largely unexplored in the literature and research. We believe that this book
will make a substantial contribution to this body of knowledge and assist in shedding
some light on the current state of play around the issues related to professional and
support staff in higher education globally.

This co-edited book, Professional and Support Staff in Higher Education, has
been conceived to explore the issues and experiences of professional and support staff
across the higher education sector. It explores a definition of professional and support
staff in higher education applied by the co-editors to guide discussion in this book and
offers readers an overview of the key elements of this book, its purpose and aims, and
the potential audience of this book. Finally, the structure of the book is presented.

Defining Professional and Support Staff

In the past decade or so, many experts have attempted to define the large and diverse
cohort of nonacademic staff working in higher education. Common terms used by
experts, universities, government bodies and the media have included “non-aca-
demic staff, general staff, administrative staff, support staff to name a few” (Graham
2012, p. 438).

In Australian universities, staff are employed under one of two main awards;
academic or professional. The term ‘professional staff’ was recently established in
Australia in 2011, by the Association for Tertiary Education Management (ATEM),
through a sector-wide consultation process (Graham 2012). The professional award,
encompasses a range of roles, from high level managerial and leadership positions,
administrative functions, support for students (including counsellors), support for
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teaching, librarians, laboratory staff, IT and infrastructure roles (Szekeres 2011).
There is no distinction in the award itself for roles that have direct responsibilities in
supporting students and academics, as opposed to those that could be viewed as
more ‘back of house’.

In the UK and South Africa, the term ‘support staff’ has been adopted to be more
inclusive of those university employees that were not engaged as academics or
teaching staff. This term was further expanded in the Dearing (1997) report to
cover ‘administrative and support staff’, not distinguishing particular categories
that contributed to this group (Gornall 2010). In essence, mirroring the professional
staff classification of Australian universities.

The term ‘administrative and support staff’ is also used in the US, to identify
these roles as supporting faculty in delivering their programs. However, there are a
complex array of role classifications within the US context that relate to various
awards under which staff are employed. This includes separation of professional
staff as managerial positions, and those directly involved in the administrative
functions of the university, from support staff, who are more directly involved in
supporting academics. This is further complicated by other jurisdictions who use the
term ‘professional academic staff’ to denote members of professional organisation
who may teach into a program (in other contexts these people may be referred to as
clinical staff, or adjunct/visiting staff).

It is worth noting that both the presence and absence of such support roles has
received attention in the literature. Drawing on experiences from the higher educa-
tion sector in Mexico, Galaz-Fontes, PadiIla- Gonzalez, and Gil-Anton (2007) have
noted tensions when academics are called upon to perform functions that would
cross into the work of other educational professionals (counsellors, learning centre
professionals etc.), rather than employing supporting staff. In other contexts, critique
of roles that were traditionally academic in nature (e.g. curriculum design) being
performed by professional staff (amongst other reasons, for flexibility) points to a
‘breakdown of the traditional teaching/research nexus’ (Kogan and Teichler 2007,
p.11). This latter point is further exacerbated by a faster growth rate in professional
and support staff across a number of sectors, including the UK, Finland and Norway
(Kogan 2007). Another way of distinguishing between roles taken on by these staff
can be where the staff member is located, either within a Faculty or academic
organisation unit or within a central administrative unit, rather than the role alone.
Where there is some nuance between the terms, support staff would be those more
directed to direct, front-acting roles with students or academics/faculty to support the
academic endeavour. That is, those who are more directly involved in the delivery of
university programs, particularly learning and teaching – rather than more behind the
scenes administration (https://www.leeds.ac.uk/educol/ncihe/r4_193.htm). This def-
inition is given with due recognition that the boundaries between actual roles of
administrators, support staff and academics are increasingly blurred in the modern
university. At the end of the day, the distinction may well be one that is primarily
through the award under which one has been employed. The difficulty in classifying
and the intersection between these roles and what have been traditionally viewed as
academic functions, is explored through this volume.
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Despite recognising that there might be contextual differences between the use of
the terms professional and support, for the purpose of this book, except otherwise
specified within individual chapters, the terms professional and support staff are used
interchangeably and represent all staff who are supporting the university endeavour
in roles outside the classification of academics (who are employed with direct
responsibility for teaching and/or research).

Purpose and Aims of the Book

The primary purpose of this book is to expand and contribute to the limited body of
knowledge regarding professional and support staff in higher education, by pre-
senting and exploring key issues facing these professionals today. Another purpose
of this book is to provide insights into a variety of roles professional staff perform
within their institution currently and ultimately provide these professionals a voice.
In addition to bringing scholars and experts in the field together, in developing this
volume, we aimed to give professional and support staff the opportunity to engage in
scholarly writing to present their own experiences and stories on their own terms,
unmediated by the lenses, biases, concerns, and motivations of secondary actors.

To achieve this, an open call for abstracts was put out across multiple local and
international channels (such as professional organizations, listservs, formal and
informal professional networks) for contributions from practitioners, researchers,
and academics concerned with professional and support staff in higher education.
Contributions in a range of forms (including case studies, empirical research,
analyses, literature reviews, and reflective pieces) and topics (ranging from global
trends to specific issues and practices) were encouraged, rather than directed by the
editors. This was a deliberate choice, to allow the organic emergence of themes and
concerns within the broad scope of this volume. The risk of such a strategy is that the
responses may then be limited to those from authors with access to the chosen
recruitment mediums; this process has left gaps (geographic, cultural, institutional,
and professional) in the book that a more targeted approach to recruiting authors may
have filled. Acknowledging these gaps, we believe that this volume does provide
readers with a rich and diverse range of case studies and analyses that contribute to
our understanding of many of the issues and interests of professional and support
staff in higher education today.

Audience and Stakeholders

While the book is mostly focused on professional and support staff in higher
education, the topics explored here could be also relevant to many different groups
of stakeholders and applicable to professional staff in a range of educational settings,
as well as in industry. In addition, this book could also be of interest to researchers in
related fields, doctoral students and their supervisors, research departments, aca-
demic libraries, and institutions in several different countries. Furthermore, issues
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addressed here could be of particular importance to those associated with managing
and preparing higher education professionals, as well as to those in senior manage-
ment positions, policy-makers, and related government agencies. It will be of
significance to academic faculty and higher education training professionals who
are interested in enriching their teaching and students’ learning experiences within
their disciplines. It could also be beneficial to those involved in institutional quality
enhancement related to the professions, such as curriculum developers, accrediting
bodies and policy-makers. Finally, we hope that the examples explored in the book
are insightful and meaningful and that it sheds light on professional staff experiences
in higher education globally, so they can be better supported and continue contrib-
uting to institutional, and most importantly, to students’ success.

The Structure of the Book

This book is part of a multivolume series titled University Development and Admin-
istration Handbook, which addresses a range of international concerns regarding
higher education today. This particular volume is focused on a variety of issues,
concerns, and experiences facing professional and support staff in higher education
globally. These are explored by the authors of the 29 chapters included in this book.
The chapters were peer reviewed and then thematically grouped into four main
sections under the headings of Identities and Third Space; Concepts, Practice, and
Representation; Leadership and Collaboration; and Career Development and Pro-
gression. Each section has an introductory chapter that was written by experts in the
related field. These introductory chapters provide not only an overview of the whole
section, but they also make their individual contribution to the theme being explored.
The book sections are briefly discussed next.

The first section, Identities and Third Space, includes chapters that address issues
related to the professional identities of support staff and their changing roles within
their institutions. These chapters also reflect on issues that have emerged with the
rise of “blended professionals” (Whitchurch 2009, p. 408). In her introductory
chapter, Whitchurch examines some of the key themes that arise in the chapters of
this section. She also summarises key characteristics of the contemporary profes-
sional workforce in higher education and identifies key evolving individual and
collective trends and factors impacting on the roles and identities of professional
and support staff (Whitchurch 2018). After introducing a range of perspectives, she
then explores current thinking regarding the meaning of being a professional and
support staff in higher education today, including the unclear boundaries between
their roles and identities with academic roles, and insights on how such professionals
are successfully conquering other domains (Whitchurch 2018).

Section 2 explores issues related to Concepts, Practice, and Representation in
higher education: concepts of organizational change, best practice in the use of data
and learning technologies, and the inclusion and support of students and underrep-
resented groups. The introductory chapter of this section discusses some of the
current issues driving change in higher education around the world and the impact

6 C. Bossu et al.



of these changes on professional and support staff. The authors, Brown, Bossu, and
Denman, also identify approaches that should be considered to further support
professional and support staff, so that they can cope with and respond to the fast
pace of the current higher education landscape.

The third section, Leadership and Collaboration, contains chapters addressing a
range of case studies and empirical work from authors in several international
contexts. In the introductory chapter for this section, Jones first examines the current
empirical work on leadership in higher education that explores key possibilities to
build collaboration between professional and academics staff, in particular how
leadership for collaboration can be encouraged and supported to better assist the
work of professional and academic staff. Jones then explores the concept of “blended
leadership” and uses this concept to discuss the chapters that follow. The value of a
distributed leadership approach is identified as a powerful tool to building leadership
capacity, as well as to promote further collaboration between professional, support
and academic staff.

The final section of this book explores the Career Development and Progress of
professional and support staff in higher education. The chapters in this section cover
issues related to career progression, professional development, capacity building,
professionalization, different career paths, and retirement. The chapter introducing
this section explores some of the unique issues and opportunities for career progres-
sion and development of professional and support staff in higher education. The
authors, Bossu, Brown, and Warren, briefly discuss the limited existing literature in
this space and present some of the emergent trends and findings in recent publica-
tions regarding professional staff career development and progression. The authors
then summarize the section’s chapters, situating them within a scholarly context,
providing a critical exploration of their contributions to the field, and identifying
some of their implications for higher education institutions around the world today.

Conclusion

This chapter provided a brief introduction to the co-edited book Professional and
Support Staff in Higher Education. It also presented a range of definitions for
professional and support staff in higher education used globally, as well as provided
insights about the aims of the book, its potential audience and how it is structured.
Twenty-nine chapters written by 51 exceptional authors compile the body of work in
this volume.

We truly hope that readers find this book useful and insightful, that it enables
greater and deeper insight among and between professional and support staff and
their institutions, and that it does contribute meaningfully to the growing body of
knowledge and scholarship regarding professional and support staff in higher edu-
cation globally. We also hope that the book assists in raising awareness about the
professions that are part of our educational institutions and the contribution they
make not only to their organizations but to society as a whole.

1 Professional and Support Staff in Higher Education: An Introduction 7
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Identities and Third Space
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Abstract
This section not only provides a snapshot of the contemporary professional
workforce in higher education, but also aims to identify emergent trends and
indicators in relation to roles and identities, collectively and individually. To
introduce the range of perspectives that follow, this chapter reviews current
thinking about what it means to be a professional in higher education today,
including a converging relationship with academic roles and identities, and
illustrates ways in which higher education professionals are pushing the bound-
aries of their domains. Key themes that emerge in the chapters that follow are the
fluidity of identity, a sense of transition and “work-in-progress” as new fields of
practice evolve, and issues around building confidence and recognition, particu-
larly for staff working between professional and academic domains.
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Context

As assumptions and expectations about institutional purposes have become less
settled, working environments have become less contained, externally and inter-
nally. This has resulted from, for instance, increasing pressure on institutions to
make a socio-economic, as well as an intellectual, contribution to society
(Callender and Scott 2013; Krucken et al. 2013; Marginson 2013; UK Department
for Business, Education and Skills 2016; Davis et al. 2016); the development of
knowledge exchange as a critical activity for institutions in global market envi-
ronments (Scott 1995; Etzkowitz 2008; Sharrock 2012; Temple 2012; Marginson
2016); and the loss of a monopoly for higher education institutions, and those
within them, as knowledge providers (Sennett 2004; Cummings and Finkelstein
2012; Scott 2014). These developments have, in turn, affected approaches to
teaching and learning, with a focus on widening participation, the student experi-
ence, and employability, all of which impact on the roles of education developers
who are the focus of this section. Transnational education, as discussed in a later
chapter by Johnson, Wilson et al., can also involve flying faculty from the home
country teaching local students.

As a result of this extension of agendas and activities, there is evidence that the
traditional ‘binary’ between academic and professional roles is breaking down and
that formal employment categories no longer reflect reality. Moreover, terms such as
‘non-academic’ and “support” staff, implying that professional groups are an adjunct
to ‘academic’ colleagues, have become contested (Szekeres 2011; Graham 2012;
Sebalj et al. 2012; Whitchurch 2013). In turn, some academic staff may move, to
a greater or lesser extent, into roles delivering current agendas such as widening
participation and employability, while retaining teaching and research responsibili-
ties. The two groups are likely not only to work side-by-side, but also to be
integrated in mixed teams (Locke et al. 2016; Whitchurch and Gordon 2017). In
educational development units, for instance, some individuals may have similar
qualifications and roles but be distinguished by their formal contracts of employ-
ment. This is seen as anomalous in that those with professional contracts may have
doctorates and be involved in producing pedagogic research and publications.

There is also evidence of pressure on both academic and professional staff
to extend their portfolios, often in the interests of broadly based institutional projects
that are market and community oriented, leaving less time for pure disciplinary or
functionally oriented activity. Groups of “portfolio professionals” (Whitchurch
2013; Whitchurch and Gordon 2017) and “peripheral professionals” (Duncan
2014) have therefore emerged, who do not necessarily see a single, fixed career
ladder. The inclination of younger individuals particularly would appear to be to
extend their reach as far as possible rather than clinging to the boundaries of one
professional area and closing off opportunities, although there may also come a time
when they feel that they need to focus rather than broaden their expertise. This
represents a key tension between keeping up-to-date with new developments in a
specialist area, such as policy legislation or technical advances, and being receptive
to opportunities and interests outside the immediate job description.
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Examples of new roles that have been created around teaching and learning
include:
• Learning development and academic practice in support of the student experi-

ence, such as tutoring, program design, study skills, and academic literacy.
• Community partnership to develop regional links and roles, such as civic and

employer engagement, workplace learning, schools and further education rela-
tionships, outreach, campus visits, and family liaison.

• Online learning to meet demands for distance education and also mixed mode
teaching, such as the design, development, and adaptation of web-based programs
and the use of social media.

Being a Professional in Higher Education

“Ideal” forms of professionalism imply a relatively structured environment, to which
clearly documented bodies of knowledge, procedures, and boundaries relate. These
focus on “a cluster of qualities relating to a degree of personal and communal control
over one’s work, where the work itself requires specialized expertise (and qualifica-
tions) to be used in the service of the community” (Duncan 2014). The concept
derives from major professions such as medicine, usually centered round access to a
predefined body of knowledge via an accreditation process by a self-regulating
professional association. This exclusive knowledge base for professionals, and the
legitimacy associated with it, is highlighted by Eraut (1994):

The power and status of professional workers depends to a significant extent on their claims
to unique forms of expertise, which are not shared with other occupational groups, and the
value placed on that expertise. (Eraut 1994, p. 15)

Upon qualification, and subject to ongoing checks by their peers, the professional
has significant autonomy and discretion over this knowledge, which can be updated
via reflexive and accredited development activity (Eraut 1994; Schon 1995). The
concept also implies norms of behavior, and in consulting a professional, clients are
expected to conform to certain conventions in which, for instance, the judgment of
the professional is not subject to challenge (Eraut 1994, p. 5).

Classic accounts of being a professional generally have five main tenets:

• A predefined body of knowledge
• A professional body which acts as gatekeeper
• Qualifications as an accreditation mechanism
• Adherence to professional codes
• Accredited programs of updating
• Professional autonomy

However, this notion of professionalism implies a controlled, provider-led envi-
ronment, with boundaries that clearly separate those who belong to the professional

2 Being a Higher Education Professional Today: Working in a Third Space 13



group from those who do not. Nevertheless, it continues to influence groups of
workers who seek to legitimize, or re-legitimize, their position in their occupational
sector.

New dimensions to professionalism have been picked up in the wider literature,
particularly in relation to the creation of a more market- and customer-oriented
environment in the public sector. Friedson (2001, p. 12) differentiates between
“bureaucracy,” where the autonomy of professionals is tempered by the state or
organization, and the “market”where the dominant influence is that of the consumer.
Professional staff in higher education might be said to have moved from a situation
where they are not only responding to bureaucratic requirements, such as account-
ability regimes and institutional regulatory processes, but also to the needs of the
student as customer, for instance, via the creation of student service centers and
attention to the student experience as a whole. However, there are indications that
they are doing more than this, in making their own, more active contribution to their
institutions, for instance, by initiating developments such as learning support and
study skills. In this context, Kallenberg (2016) sees a distinctive role for educational
administrators as requiring different types of knowledge:

A distinction can be made between two types of support, namely pure administrative tasks
(human resources; finance and control computerisation and automation, marketing and
communication, facility management, legal affairs) and sector-specific tasks (educational
and research support). (Kallenberg 2016, p. 181)

He goes on to suggest that educational administrators, with their dedicated sector-
specific knowledge, could be referred to as a “fourth power” alongside specialist
professionals, academic managers, and “third space” professionals. However, in the
context of the chapters that follow, there is likely to be an overlap between, for
instance, student support, program design, educational development, and academic
practice, with individuals and teams working together in Third Space environments.
This involves recognizing boundaries, but also opening up and using the space
between discrete functions in productive ways. This space is likely to be character-
ized by a greater discursiveness, but also involve contestation and disruption, as
shown later in this section in Linquist and Hallett’s chapters.

At the same time, the structures framing professional activity, as represented for
instance in organization charts, have been overlaid by team-oriented approaches, as
extended projects such as educational development demand input from different
staff with a range of expertise. This increasing fluidity is further reflected in broader
changes at the boundary between practitioners and clients in that, traditionally,
clients are expected to enter the practitioner’s space to obtain advice. In a higher
education context, this could include “central” space such as a student services
office, as opposed to school or department space. In contemporary environments,
however, the practitioner would be expected increasingly to enter client space,
whether internally or in the community. Thus, on the one hand, the co-location of
education developers in a central unit can help to create a community of practice in
which they can share experience. On the other hand, it can also lead to a sense by
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academic colleagues that they would prefer to have their “own” academic developer
locally in a school or department, in the belief that such an arrangement leads to a
better understanding of disciplinary needs, as shown later in this section by Linquist,
and Johnson, Wilson et al.

Tensions can also arise from the location of professional activity. For instance,
quality assurance, an early example of an activity in which academic and profes-
sional staff work together in mixed teams, can sometimes be located within aca-
demic practice, sometimes within professional development, and sometimes within
student services. Even when individual members of staff are outposted to support a
department or school, this can in turn lead to issues about who “owns” the process:

The assertion that academic staff engage with quality only when forced to do so by the
‘professionals’ in the central quality office of a university or agencies such as the QAA is
contested. . . because the academic is the subject expert, he or she is actually central to the
concept of quality, in partnership with students. (Barnes and Bohrer 2014)

The location of activities can therefore affect their character, ownership, and per-
ceptions of them by staff, students, and external partners. Thus, restructuring alone
may not necessarily legitimize an activity unless synergy is created around it and
individuals are able to navigate, and even modulate, the structures in which they find
themselves, as well as communicating a cohesive identity to outsiders.

Shifts in the nature of being a professional in higher education can therefore give
rise to a number of tensions and challenges. These include the extent of an individ-
ual’s autonomy when developing activities not specified in their original job descrip-
tion, and conversely, the implications for institutions of fewer boundaries on
individuals, and ways in which it can be ensured that extended activities remain in
the institution’s interests. Moreover, generational factors may come into play, in that
younger people are more comfortable in extended roles and that they are likely to
seek to develop a portfolio of activity so as to grow their careers that way. This
in turn has implications for succession planning, for both institutions and line
managers.

In summary, while the classic attributes of individual professions remain as
shown on the left hand side of Table 1 (Whitchurch 2013, p. 105), there has also
been a general movement towards looser, less elitist forms of professionalism, as
shown in the right hand column. Such accounts of being a professional are more
open-ended and likely to involve individuals in pushing the boundaries, adding to a

Table 1 Extending the boundaries of professionalism (Whitchurch 2013, p. 105)

Classic accounts of professionalism Contemporary practice of professionalism

Pre-defined body of knowledge Creating own knowledge base

Professional body as gatekeeper Professional body as network

Qualifications as an accreditation mechanism Qualifications as one aspect of portfolio

Adherence to professional codes Work-based and on-the-job learning

Professional autonomy Client orientation
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portfolio of activity on an ongoing basis, developing new knowledge about their
institution, including knowledge-in-practice, and engaging with clients.

The passage of time has also seen a shift from more procedural forms of activity
by professional staff, traditionally described as “administration,” to a more active
part in decision-making and resource allocation, more accurately described as
“management.” This can be conceptualized in relation to the distinction between
two broad categories of knowledge, “process knowledge” and “propositional knowl-
edge” as articulated by Eraut (1994). The former involves the “deliberative pro-
cesses” of acquiring, assimilating, and interpreting information in ways that are
relevant to the specific organizational locale. In a university context, this could
include case law and precedent in relation to student progress, or the creation and
updating of procedures for the delivery of programs in a school or faculty. Such
knowledge accrues primarily through custom and practice and is associated with
organizational maintenance to meet, for instance, regulatory, legislative, and tech-
nical requirements. There is a sense, therefore, in which it is retrospective and
associated more with the characteristics of “administration” focused on the
documenting of standards, than of management, focused on policy and/or resource
decisions, which may imply change.

“Propositional knowledge,” by contrast, is represented by “discipline-based the-
ories and concepts . . . generalisations and practical principles” that can be applied to
particular decisions and actions (Eraut 1994, p. 103). It is likely to involve the
establishment of an evidence base that will assist with decision-making. As institu-
tional development has assumed greater priority, the shift from administration
towards management can therefore be seen in terms of the replacement of “process
knowledge” by “propositional knowledge.” While the former emphasizes the main-
tenance of processes and standards, the latter is more likely to emphasize a critical
analysis of data in ways that inform choices and decisions. Such knowledge is likely
to include an understanding of market environments and reflect what Eraut (1994)
and Friedson (2001) term an “elite” form of professionalism, going beyond mere
technical competence as represented by “standard” forms. A stronger sense of
agency by the individual, described in a following chapter by Hallett as going
beyond “transactional” practices and relationships, is also associated with this. In
turn, greater agency is likely to result in change, which may be disruptive, and
requires people skills as well as technical skills. This is supported in the case material
presented by Stoltenkamp et al. (2017) in relation to instructional design experts and
more generally by Whitchurch and Gordon (2017).

Dissonance may also occur as a result of sensitivities as to whether or not
individuals are seen as ‘managers,’ and this can lead to the practice of managing
‘without seeming to do so.’ Thus, potential credibility issues can arise for profes-
sional staff when they are effectively in a position of managing academic staff, even
if not formally designated as their ‘manager,’ for instance in relation to educational
design. A situation can also arise when roles are split across sites and even countries,
in which individuals, professional or academic, may be answerable to multiple
managers for different areas of activity, with the potential for identity strain and
even conflict. This is demonstrated in this section by Botterill’s chapter and can lead
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to a process of “splitting” as individuals find themselves working with different
practices, which enables them “to deal with two contradictory things at the same time
without either transcending or repressing that contradiction. . .” (Bhabha quoted in
Mitchell 1995, pp. 5–6). As well as practical issues arising from local custom and
practice, for instance, in relation to informal rewards and incentives, there may also
be professional issues around, for instance, ensuring that different areas of work are
coherent and congruent with overarching agendas.

The Development of Third Space Environments

These changes present a less secure framework than hitherto for institutional activity
and for that of both professional and academic staff. As shown by the contributions
that follow, this has led to developing understandings around the concept of Third
Space, which is gaining currency in describing movements across professional and
academic domains (Whitchurch 2013). Feedback at presentations given by the
author suggests that in some quarters there is a sense that whether formally desig-
nated as professional or academic, as one participant suggested, ‘we are all Third
Space now.’ This reflects the multiple agendas with which institutions are now
involved and the mobility that is expected of both types of staff. Whitchurch
(2013) went on to define three types of Third Space, all of which are represented
in the chapters that follow:

• In integrated space, projects are explicitly recognized by the institution and
embedded within organizational structures. This might be typified by, for
instance, a central educational development unit. In relationships with academic
staff, expectations are clearly established on both sides, and individuals may be
able to use their Third Space status to advantage, working with both academic and
institutional agendas.

• In semi-autonomous space, recognition is accorded by the institution to a specific
project that has a measure of independence and autonomy from the institution, for
instance by being fully or partly self-funded. This may be a transitional stage
before full integration, for instance, an educational design unit.

• Independent space occurs in patches within mainstream structures and arises, at
least initially, out of individual collaborations and networks on a temporary or
one-off basis for a specific purpose, often remaining under the organizational
radar. Such space is only likely to be recognized as being different from main-
stream space by those working in it, and it may or may not become more
established.

When considering issues of agency and recognition, it may therefore be appro-
priate to consider the context of a specific activity. As demonstrated in the following
chapters by Botteril and Bisset, those working in developing fields such as online
learning and educational design, particularly if in small teams at local level, might be
seen as operating for the time being in semi-autonomous or independent space.
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Because their projects are not yet embedded organizationally, they may struggle to
gain recognition and feel valued. There may therefore be a time delay before such
projects, and the individuals involved in them, are brought to maturity, and it may be
helpful to take such contextual factors into account when considering the identities
of Third Space professionals working in areas such as educational development.

Professional Development

Although credentialism is on the rise among educational development staff in
relation to, for instance, the acquisition of higher degrees, there are also pressures
for ‘just-in-time,’ work-based feedback, and development that can be incorporated
as an integral part of day-to-day working. Thus, interventions that are identified
‘bottom-up’ are likely to be received more positively than those ‘required’ by an
institution. This is demonstrated in the demand for peer observation, mentoring, and
support networks discussed in chapters by Johnson, Wilson et al.; Silvey, Pejcinovic
et al.; and Bisset in the following section of this book. This corresponds to the
findings in Locke et al. (2016) and Whitchurch and Gordon (2017) in relation to
academic staff. Similar issues are noted in Veles and Carter (2016), who by extension
suggest that project and research skills in particular could be facilitated by the
establishment of communities of practice, a term which recurs in this section (see
for instance Johnson, Wilson et al.; Silvey, Pejcinovic et al.). As noted by Whitchurch
and Gordon (2017), relationships with local line managers and mentors can have a
disproportionate effect, positively and negatively, in raising awareness of opportu-
nities and providing career direction by, for instance, facilitating conference atten-
dance, promoting activities such as serving on a working group or attachment to a
specific project, and giving encouragement to individuals to be proactive in promot-
ing their skills and potentials. Likewise, the use of social media and online networks
emerged as a supportive mechanism, particularly for early career staff who might
feel isolated within their function or discipline, and where self-help appears to be the
only immediate option. More specifically, a proactive (or in sociological terms,
agentic) approach to the structures and circumstances that individuals find them-
selves in appears to be a critical element of developing a career in higher education
today, again reflected in Hallett’s chapter. Thus, the following extract, written in
relation to young academic staff trying to forge a career, would seem equally relevant
to those on professional contracts:

It becomes critically important for young professionals to obtain relevant research skills,
acquire useful. . . connections, and integrate themselves into international academic
networks. . . It becomes important not only to be bright and productive but also to be fast,
establishing oneself quickly in the field. (Finkelstein et al. 2015, p. 346)

This would appear to be essential for all types of staff if they are to compete
successfully for senior jobs traditionally filled by academic managers (Shepherd
2016). Networks of all types are of increasing significance and support the extension
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of relationships and knowledge (Veles and Carter 2016; Whitchurch and Gordon 2017).
The notion of the “scholar-practitioner,” who engages in institutional research and
practice, also has currency here (Streitwieser and Ogden 2016), and is likely to gain
momentum as educational development professionals continue to acquire higher
academic credentials.

Conclusion

It has been suggested that “new professionalism” implies a closer interaction with
employing organizations, “requiring a shift in previous professional practice towards
accepting organizational identity and change” (Broadbent et al. 1997, pp. 9–10).
Although the emergence of new forms of professionalism has been noted in the
wider literature, this does not fully capture the shifts experienced by higher educa-
tion professionals in increasingly fluid conditions, as they contribute to the devel-
opment of their institutions for the future. Understanding these shifts, and possible
tensions arising, is likely to be critical to the development of rewarding careers for
the future. Furthermore, despite an expanding literature on academic careers (for
instance, McAlpine and Åkerlind 2010; Teichler and Cummings 2015; Yudkevitch
et al. 2015), particularly for early career staff, this has not been replicated to any great
extent for professional staff, or for those that see themselves as working between
academic and professional domains. This monograph represents an important
starting point.

As shown in the chapters that follow, being a professional in higher education
today is likely to involve being able to work with multiple agendas, some of which
may point in different directions, and accommodating the tensions that are likely
to arise. Some contexts will be specific to individuals, but others are likely to be
of general applicability. The location and ownership of professional activities,
especially those bordering what are seen traditionally as academic domains, may
well be subject to ongoing negotiation. Territorial attitudes may constrain team
working, particularly in relation to roles that require specific qualifications and
experience. Conversely, individuals who become too aligned with, for instance, the
aspirations of a school or faculty, may be seen as ‘going native’ by an institution’s
senior management team, and as departing from collective institutional strategy.
Furthermore, the perceptions generated in others may be more significant than
actual allegiances, notwithstanding the fact that individuals are likely to see
themselves as focused on and motivated by their particular activity, as opposed
to being aligned with specific agendas. This is especially the case when profes-
sional staff are portrayed as ‘managers,’ with associated perceptions of power and
influence, and questions may be raised about the extent of individual autonomy.
The way that individuals are able to work with, and find solutions to, multi-
dimensional agendas, promoting institutional development as opposed to the
maintenance of activity, is likely therefore to define the higher education profes-
sional of the future and the outcomes that they are able to achieve in contributing to
their institutions’ profiles.
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Abstract
Academic development has been described as a fragmented enterprise (Rowland
2002; Webb 1992; Lee et al. 2008) as a means of recognizing the messy discursive
terrain navigated by its subjects. These subjects are those persons commonly
referred to as academic or educational developers, and they work under a banner
which is conceived institutionally in response to the change agendas which have
been assigned to the role(s) (Gibbs 2013). Given that academic development roles
are typically associated with change, its fragmented status is a reflection of the
multitude of discursive sites that academic development subjects must navigate in
their everyday practice. I will be using Rowland’s (2002) metaphor “fault lines” to
describe common discursive binaries where academic development subjects are
positioned through interaction with other members of the institution (e.g., teachers,
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management, students, educational development colleagues). I will be arguing that
academic development pedagogy can be reconceptualized as subject’s (individual
academic developer’s) tactical responses to their discursive positioning(s).

The chapter will explore the concept of fragmentation in the form of a com-
posite literature review and auto-ethnographic narrative. The literature review will
be interrupted by a series of auto-ethnographic vignettes (Richardson and St.
Pierre 2005) written from the perspective of an academic development subject
who has worked in a variety of academic development positions at three Austra-
lian higher education institutions. These vignettes will recount instances of every-
day practice performed under the banner of academic development; performed at
various binary fault lines. For the intended readership of academic managers,
academic teaching staff and persons employed as academic/educational devel-
opers; this chapter seeks to provide a perspective of academic development
pedagogy as an identity performed navigating discursive fault lines.

Keywords
Academic development · Educational development

Introduction

Academic development is a term commonly used to categorize professional devel-
opment activities in tertiary environments (Lee et al. 2008). Amundsen and Wilson
(2012) contend that academic development activity relies upon three roles:

(a) academic development staff
(b) members of a faculty
(c) researchers

They emphasize that a mix of these three roles in academic development are often
performed by the one person (Amundsen andWilson 2012; Bath and Smith 2004). This
person is often employed or referred to as an academic developer. It is
a multidisciplinary field (Rowland 2002) and the varying blend of activities performed
under this banner is reflected in the diversity of titles used to institutionally label such
persons, including Learning Designer (Jobslift Australia 2011), Educational Develop-
ment Advisor (Gordon Institute of TAFE 2009), and Educational Advisor (Victoria
University 2012). The literature referenced in this chapter is dominated by two titles
“Academic Developer” and “Educational Developer” (Ling and Council of Australian
Directors of Academic Development 2009), which I will be treating as interchangeable.

Academic Development as Fragmented

Academic development as fragmented infers that there is no definitive field of
academic development and that it is simply an umbrella term to describe persons
working in a myriad of educational support roles (Harland and Staniforth 2008). It is
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more a community and/or an organizational position, than a profession defined by
a codified set of practices. Harland and Staniforth (2008) coined the term “family of
strangers” to illustrate this point, acknowledging that academic development is
characterized by a purpose of responding to individual and institutional concerns.
In light of academic development being considered a fragmented enterprise, it is
problematic for those persons working under this banner to believe that their actions
and words are being interpreted based on an objective “single” static identity as an
academic developer.

As the practices performed under the banner of academic development are driven
by a blend of individual, departmental, and/or institutional goals (Harland and
Staniforth 2008; Ling and Council of Australian Directors of Academic Develop-
ment 2009), there is contention regarding what values are shared across this “family
of strangers.” Despite arguing that the field does not have a common set of values,
Harland and Staniforth (2008) contend that academic developers share a commit-
ment to assisting others. They drew this conclusion after asking a group of 20
academic developers situated across six nations to reply to a position paper they
prepared proposing that academic development is fragmented structurally, opera-
tionally, ontologically, and epistemologically. This commonly shared mission of
wanting to help others positions academic development as being susceptible of
exploitation for personal and institutional interests. The risk is amplified when we
consider it in parallel to a general trend of university management expecting
centralized learning and teaching centers (where academic developers are commonly
employed) to add more strategic value to the provision and delivery of qualifications
(Holt et al. 2011).

In acknowledgment of the apparent disconnect between a history of assisting
others and a growing expectation to provide institutional strategic input, it is timely
to revisit Gosling’s (2003) contention that there needs to be greater analysis of the
underlying values which inform the work of an academic developer.

[Academic Development] literature appears to be relatively undogmatic and apolitical, but if we
scratch the surface we soon find values, ethics and political commitments. (Gosling 2003, p. 75)

Gosling (2003) advocates that adopting a philosophical approach to academic
development would place emphasis on these elements which are particularly elusive,
due to its fragmentary nature. The aim for incorporating such an approach would be
to draw upon established philosophical traditions and theories to firstly accept the
complex contextualized convergence of forces which shape academic development
and secondly to make visible values which inform persons and work done under the
banner of academic development.

Drawing upon Foucauldian poststructural thought, I will be treating identity as
subjectivity where individuals (human subjects) cannot objectively divorce them-
selves from history and the culture they live within (Foucault 1972). The “self is
fluid, understood only across categories” (Parkes et al. 2010, p. 168), where these
categories are otherwise referred to as discourse; a fluid, historically situated series of
written and spoken word acts which constitute subjects and knowledge. Discourse is
relative to time and place (Cherryholmes 1988). One way of articulating the situated
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nonstatic nature of discourse is to acknowledge the inevitable difference between
Foucault’s multiple descriptions of discourse as originally written and that which I am
attempting to articulate. The words put to paper by Foucault were translated and later
re-written by secondary authors which function as an available discourse that I have
drawn upon in a particular cultural context and historical moment before re-writing
into a discourse about Foucauldian conceptions of discourse.

In an attempt to present a timeline of the evolution in the descriptions Foucault
made regarding discourse, Caldwell (2007) has generated four broad descriptors:

1. Discourse as statements bound by rules
2. Discourse as a series of discursive and nondiscursive acts
3. Discourse as power/knowledge
4. Discourse as discourse

These four descriptions of discourse are an attempt to articulate a progression,
commencing with it being referred to as the use of language governed by rules,
broadened from language to include actions, progressed to discourse acting as a
form of power and knowledge and culminating in an understanding where nothing
escapes discourse as it is a prerequisite to inform/construct knowledge. The categori-
zation of knowledge produces inclusions and exclusions, thus producing normalized
understandings, assigning others to being nonexistent (Bleiker 2003). Foucault refers
to this collection of authoritative statements as “the archive” (Parkes et al. 2010).
These are the discourse which is available, those which we exist within (Davies 2000).
This poststructural concept of discourse enables emphasis to be placed on what is
excluded as a means to resist the ways in which we are constituted as subjects within
dominant discourse (Foucault 1991). For academic development subjects, locating
binary fault lines may serve as a tactic to develop new understandings on how they are
being positioned within discourse and to theorize how their pedagogy may be both a
reflection of this positioning and a vehicle in strengthening dominant discourse.

This chapter will explore the concept of fragmentation of academic development
in the form of a composite literature review and auto-ethnographic narrative. The
literature review will be interrupted by a series of auto-ethnographic vignettes
(Richardson and St. Pierre 2005) written from the perspective of an academic
developer who has worked in a variety of academic development positions at three
Australian Higher Education Institutions. These vignettes will recount instances of
everyday practice performed under the banner of academic development. Britzman
(2003, p. 254) describes ethnography practiced within poststructuralist thought as:

. . .not about capturing the real already out there. It is about constructing particular versions
of truth, questioning how regimes of truth become neutralized as knowledge, and thus
pushing the sensibilities of readers in new directions.

These “regimes of truth” that Britzman refers to are the discourse which are accepted as
“true” within a given society (Foucault 1991). In this chapter, I will be producing small
auto-ethnographic vignettes as a means to question how the academic development
subject performs an identity, as a response to accepted norms. This identity as
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“performed”would be commonly described as pedagogic acts or as academic developer
pedagogy. For an intended readership of academic managers, academic teaching staff
and persons engaged in academic development; this chapter seeks to serve as a response
to Gosling’s (2003) call for a philosophical approach to academic development. It will
draw upon a combination of literature and reflexivity to explore academic development
as a fragmented identity which is performed through pedagogic acts.

Academic Development Under Erasure

Academic development expressed as a fragmented identity within the confines of
poststructural thought could also be expressed as a regulatory ideal. Borrowing from
the work of Foucault (1979), Butler (1999, p. 335) describes a “regulatory ideal,” as “a
fiction that operates within discourses and which, discursively and institutionally
sustained, wields enormous power.” A regulatory ideal functions both as a norm and
as a series of regulated practices. I am drawing on this concept to contend that the term is
under erasure. Writing under erasure is a tactic that was adopted by Derrida (1976),
where he would present a word with a line through it, in recognition of the necessity to
retain its use, while in parallel attempting to discourage use of the word to narrow
conceptions of the phenomena being described. Lather (2003, p. 263) succinctly
describes writing under erasure as “keeping something visible but crossed out, to
avoid universalizing or monumentalizing it.”

I am adopting the practice of writing under erasure as Academic Development is
an umbrella term, necessary to provide focus to a myriad of activities (conducted
under the banner). It is a way of responding to Leibowitz’s (2014) rhetorical question
“is there any point in attempting to define the term at all?” that was posed as a means
of acknowledging the contestability of the term “academic development.” Academic
development expressed as a regulatory ideal suggests that it is those pedagogic acts
which are highly repetitious and visible, which serve as the norms that shape
expectations of how academic developers are expected to “perform.” These peda-
gogic norms do not necessarily reflect what individual academic developers actually
do. Instead, they function as a template of “performance” for persons working under
the banner of academic development. Conceptualizing academic development as
a regulatory ideal enables it to be viewed as a performative template, more so than
a representation of a codified set of practices. If academic development is to serve as
a term to describe actions, it can be described as under erasure as there just is not
another accessible term to describe our work. Expressing academic development as
under erasure places attention on its contestability, multiplicity, and capacity to
misrepresent or constrain the actions of persons/subjects employed under its banner.

Academic Development: Does the Past Inform the Future?

Academic Development is a product of its past. Academic developers are viewed
through lenses informed by perceptions of what they have done, have been asked to
do, and so on. Webb (1992, p. 351) draws a link between history, discourse, and
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agency stating that “in Foucauldian terms we are part of an anonymous discourse
which pre-dates our own arrival on the scene, and which moulds and constrains our
agency as individuals.”Agency as a term is typically used to describe an individual’s
(agent) capacity to freely act. Working within a poststructuralist worldview where
subjects are constituted through a multitude of nonstatic historically situated dis-
course, there is an apparent rejection of agency as freedom. However, Davies (2000,
p. 55) explains that a poststructural agency is enacted by the subject through
a “capacity to recognize that constitution and resist, subvert and change the dis-
courses themselves through which one is being constituted.” An available tactic for
academic developers seeking to understand how they may be positioned by dis-
course is through locating dominant sources of history and exploring how these
historical accounts serve and sustain the discourse in which the academic develop-
ment subject is being positioned.

For academic development subjects in Australia seeking to locate an accessible
historical account of where their “family of strangers” (Harland and Staniforth 2008)
has come from, Lee et al. (2008) produced an oral history of academic development
in the Australian higher education context. It is based on interviews with prominent
academic developers, representing a continuum of developers who have worked in
the field since its formative years in the 1950s. Some of these individually presented
oral histories describe early academic development activity as being informal,
performed by a collection of individual academics seeking to develop and extend
their understanding of undergraduate teaching. In parallel, there was an acknowl-
edgment of a post second world war discourse of student wastage, now commonly
described as student attrition. This association between academic development and
student retention (Lee et al. 2008) seemingly aligns with a perspective offered over
two decades earlier by Moses (1985) who stated:

In many cases, it was the concern about teaching standards and failure rates or drop-out rates
which prompted the establishment of (academic development) units and ensured their
continuing support. (Moses 1985, p. 76)

The initial picture of academic development as being an informal activity may seem
paradoxical when it is read in parallel with the aforementioned link with student
wastage/attrition. For example, if we consider the discourse of student attrition
within a contemporary higher education environment that is on the brink of dereg-
ulation, it can engender the painting of a picture that suggests academic development
has always functioned as a centralized institutional enabler.

In the Australian Higher Education environment, academic development became
a “distinctive” profession in the late 1960s (Manathunga 2011), and by the 1980s its
main purpose was to “improve the quality of teaching and learning in a particular
institution through advice, information, courses on teaching methods, evaluation,
sometimes audio-visual services, and often research” (Moses 1985, p. 76). This short
phrase indicates that a series of regulatory ideals had emerged, whereby academic
developers had a series of replicable pedagogic acts, techniques, and spaces to draw
upon. Even though Moses is referring to items such as slides and videos, her
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description of academic development in the 1980s can be read within a contempo-
rary discourse of blended learning which is promoted on grounds that it can facilitate
improved teaching efficiency. Reusable educational resources are now commonly
produced and distributed within the confines of a learning management system
occupying a similar function to that once occupied by these analogue technologies.
It also suggests that academic developers at this time were able to simultaneously
occupy all three roles of academic development as outlined by Amundsen and
Wilson (2012), as there is acknowledgment of informal and formal teaching roles
being combined with research.

In reference to a North American higher education context, Sorcinelli et al. (2006)
have attempted to articulate a five-tiered evolution of academic development. Four
past stages include:

• Scholar – the provision of services to support academics/teachers
scholarly/research competence.

• Teacher – early programs designed to foster teaching as a scholarly endeavor.
• Developer – emergence of centralized academic development units and acknowl-

edgment of the academic/educational developer role.
• Learner – a broader view of teaching enables a shift from a singular focus on the

development of the pedagogical/delivery expertise to incorporate understandings
of how to support student learning (Ouellett 2010).

Despite academic development in North America enjoying a “different historical
trajectory” to that in Australia (Manathunga 2011, p. 348), the five-tiered evolution
of academic development as expressed by Sorcinelli et al. (2006) shows some
parallel to the evolution of the academic development field as expressed through
the aforementioned histories (Lee et al. 2008; Manathunga 2011; Moses 1985). It is
problematic to interpret these stages in a linear manner in respect to an Australian
context, as all of these stages represent different components of roles likely to be
occupied by present academic developers. To complete their five tiered evolution of
academic development, Sorcinelli et al. (2006) declared that academic development
is currently in the age of the “networker.” It is where an academic developer has the
task to “preserve, clarify, and enhance the purposes of faculty development (aca-
demic development), and to network with faculty and institutional leaders to respond
to institutional problems and propose constructive solutions as we meet the chal-
lenges of the new century” (Sorcinelli et al. 2006, p. 28).

This description of academic development could be used to suggest that individ-
uals employed as academic developers have the capacity to chart their own course on
the basis that they build on the history which informs their identity and purpose.
When academic development pedagogy is conceptualized as a suite of regulatory
ideals, the actions of academic developers are written into history through being
visible or operable within a discourse. Academic development pedagogy is not
simply an array of observable techniques or processes, but tactical responses within
discourse. The ways in which academic developers have previously worked (their
pedagogy) will inevitably surface in historical accounts of academic development,
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such as the one from Moses (1985). There is a risk that these accounts of academic
development with their subtle references to pedagogy are blindly accepted and re-
applied in the future when the technique is observed minus consideration of the
discourse(s) which the pedagogic act serves. Acknowledging academic development
as an identity performed, these subtle references to pedagogy can serve to solidify
conceptions of academic development as a singular identity through the eventual
repetition of pedagogy performed on the basis that these “are” the acts an academic
developer is expected to perform.

Academic Development: A Pedagogy of Navigating Fault Lines

Does academic development labeled as a performance infer that an academic devel-
oper rationally performs the identity that he/she seeks to self-author? No. Persons
working under this banner are constrained by a visible history of academic develop-
ment. This history can be presented as a narrative which provides uniformity to an
often messy and contradictory endeavor. It can also be referred to as a discourse of
academic development. This discourse serves as a reference point to assess the work
of individuals employed as academic developers. But “who” assesses the work of
academic developers?

One might say that educational developers (academic developers) need to walk a tightrope
between acquiring or maintaining ‘clout’ and influence on the administration on the one
hand, and being seen as either an advocate of staff concern, or a neutral advising body on the
other hand (Moses 1985, p. 83).

While this three-decade-old description of academic development terrain may reso-
nate with persons employed under this banner, it is also problematic. Locating the
position of the tightrope is difficult when many individuals in the institution are
employed in roles where they act in the interests of both sides of this artificial divide.
The fragmented nature of academic development is a reflection of the multitude of
sites which an academic developer must navigate in their everyday practice. I will be
using Rowland’s (2002) metaphor “fault lines” to describe these sites and to contend
that it is at such binary fault lines where academic developers are positioned in
discourse through interaction with other members of the institution (e.g., teachers,
management, students, academic development colleagues). Davies and Harre (1990,
p. 62) describe positioning as “the way in which the discursive practices constitute
the speakers and hearers in certain ways and yet at the same time is a resource
through which speakers and hearers can negotiate new positions.” Positions are not
static as multiple positions can be simultaneously occupied. They act as starting
points for academic developers to critically reflect on the multiple functions of their
pedagogy, which can be conceived of as a series of responses to discourse which
appear to be functioning along a binary.

30 S. Linquist



Three discursive binary fault lines will be explored in this chapter:

1. Discipline X/Discipline Y – A binary of contrasting subject disciplines
2. Expert/Vanguard – A pedagogy of leading versus responding
3. Centripetally/Centrifugally – A binary of local versus institutional

These three fault lines have been chosen as they are likely to feature in the
working lives of most people working under the title of academic developer or
educational developer. They are intended to serve as a starting point for academic
developers to reconceptualize and/or critically evaluate their practice. For academic
developers who reconceptualize their pedagogy as that of navigating discursive
binary fault lines, it is anticipated that further artificial binaries will materialize.
From this point, the task for the academic developer is to theorize how their
pedagogic responses are a function of the artificial binary and to then determine
how the binary can be flattened through problematizing its apparent on/off function.

Fault Line 1: Discipline X/Discipline Y

There is no direct path into academic development as there is not an established set of
entry qualifications or vocational standards. Persons working the academic develop-
ment sphere come from a range of disciplinary backgrounds (Bath and Smith 2004).
For example, probable disciplinary backgrounds for developers engaged in facilitat-
ing blended learning include primary, secondary, and/or tertiary education, informa-
tion technology, and visual and interactive design (multimedia). The breadth of prior
skills and knowledge which is deemed credible by those in supervisory positions is
indicative of a job without a dominant disciplinary base.

I was recently employed to work in a faculty as an academic developer and I have realized
that my position description is a useless reference point in assisting me to describe what an
academic developer is to faculty staff. A typical visit to the tearoom will play as follows:

Academic – Shakes Hands – “Hi, I’m (insert name), (insert academic level), in (insert
discipline area or school).”

Academic Developer – “Hi, I’m Steve, I’ve just started working in the faculty as an academic
developer.”

Academic – Nods Head – “Great, welcome (insert pause), settling in?”
Academic Developer – “Good thanks, just finding my feet, no complaints so far”
Academic – “I should know, but. . .what will you be doing in your position?”
Academic Developer – “I’m hoping to work with academics, assisting them to create and

review curriculum, assessment tasks. . ..to help them develop blended units that are based
on the needs of the curriculum”

Academic – “Fair enough, sounds good. So what discipline are you from?”
Academic Developer – “I used to teach interactive design and I’m a qualified P-12 school

teacher”
Academic – “Ah. . .(long pause . . . two fingers pressed against mouth)” do you know (insert

person name), they teach in interactive design here at (insert institution name).
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This brief vignette recounts my inability to refer to my discipline as academic
development or the study of higher education, despite working for the past decade in
a range of academic development roles. In parallel, the response I gave could be
viewed as a tactic to resist positioning as an academic developer within an assort-
ment of existing discourse. An academic development subject referencing their
previous discipline (which may also be different to those claimed by colleagues)
may also serve as a tactic to resist positioning based on the disciplinary backgrounds
of the subject’s colleagues in a teaching and learning center.

As academic development is not a new term, the commonly experienced vignette
may infer that academic development is not being accepted as a discipline. However, it
also may serve as recognition of academic development as being an interdisciplinary
space (Manathunga 2007; Rowland 2003) whereby emphasis is placed not just on a
subject’s previous discipline, but the requirements of the tasks which the academic
development subject is expected to perform. Manathunga (2006, p. 21) describes
academic development as a “liminal space”where it acts as a “threshold between fixed
identities.” This metaphor extends the aforementioned position of academic develop-
ment as a fragmented enterprise, as it not only acknowledges academic development
being a “family of strangers” (Harland and Staniforth 2008) where there is a range of
established disciplinary backgrounds; it also highlights the fluidity of academic
development in relation to the tasks performed by its subjects.

I am using the term fluidity as a means of expressing the nonstatic array of agendas
and tasks which individual academic developers are generally positioned to respond
to. Academic development navigated at the fault line of discipline x/discipline y
becomes uncomfortably necessary when it is viewed as a liminal space, as these
legacy disciplines serve as largely fixed points of reference for academic developers
to shift/cultivate discursive conceptions of their identity.

Fault Line 2: Expert/Vanguard

Webb (1996) originally presented the “expert/vanguard” binary within a context of
discussing potential roles for academic developers in action research projects.
However, this fault line can be applied more widely to explore discourse informing
academic development pedagogy. The “expert” position refers to situations when the
academic developer is requested to work with a teacher (or group) on the basis that
they have specific knowledge or skills to offer. In contrast, the “vanguard” position
refers to situations when the developer is the initiator of the engagement with the
teachers. This binary elicits academic developers to ask “who wants me here?”

A course coordinator who is also the head of school contacted me requesting assistance to
prepare a statement of curriculum philosophy and course learning outcomes for a course
(qualification) the faculty had applied to offer the following year. After agreeing to his initial
request, I was sent a meeting invitation for 25 min. Despite being dismayed at the time
allocated, I located a template I had previously prepared for writing a statement of curric-
ulum philosophy and attached this to a downloaded copy of the generic discipline learning
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outcomes. Both these “templates” would enable me to provide the course coordinator with
working examples accompanied by a process for producing each of these required items.

After presenting each of the templates and explaining how he would be able to use them,
he asked me a series of questions which always started with “How/what do ‘you’want me to
do. . . ?” The production and/or distribution of these templates, used in this meeting as
a response to the limited available time; enabled a shift of positioning of me as the expert
called in to assist the teacher achieve their outcome. The outcome was now shared as success
was now dependent on this teacher’s actions. I was now positioned as the vanguard
attempting to accelerate this teacher’s production of course learning outcomes and
a statement of curriculum philosophy. I called an end to the meeting after 17 min confident
that he now had the tools to produce the products. On him leaving my office, I dryly asked
whether the 17 min was an efficient use of his time.

Academic Developers work within a context of compliance (Rowland 2002) and
managerialism (Land 2001; Manathunga 2007), where it can be difficult to deter-
mine “ownership” of an objective or task as it may have been repeatedly delegated or
exist as a single line statement in an institutional plan. The expert/vanguard fault line
is a discursive location that enables academic developers to explore how their
pedagogic acts of response as “expert” can be quickly shifted toward positioning
as “vanguard” acts of ownership, expressed through leading or demonstration. This
small vignette is an attempt at highlighting how these acts of response (initially
performed through a positioning as expert) in a culture of compliance necessitated an
efficient response (in the form of templates), which subsequently enabled position-
ing of the academic development subject (I) as vanguard. I was now positioned as
owning the process. Moreover, the course learning outcomes and statement of
curriculum philosophy (produced as a result of the interaction) could now be used
to assess the academic development subject’s performance.

Academic developers have been labeled as a community drawn together through
a commonly shared value of assisting others (Harland and Staniforth 2008). The
expert/vanguard binary is one means to assess how academic developer’s pedagogic
acts of assisting others can be dramatically repositioned within institutional dis-
course of compliance and managerialism.

Fault Line 3: Centripetally/Centrifugally

Gillespie et al. (2010) categorize educational development services as being offered
“centripetally” or “centrifugally.” This binary uses “location” as its basis for distinc-
tion. Centripetal activities are those which draw or require teachers to come to
a location which is the domain of the educational developer (e.g., centralized training
center). In contrast, centrifugal activities are those which are undertaken in the
teacher’s domain (e.g., their office, classroom). This distinction has commonality
with “vanguard/expert” (Webb 1996) as the space could be also used to describe
“who” is initiating the activity. This binary can also be used to draw distinction on
grounds such as standardization and customization. Centripetal activities such as
a suite of advertised workshops could represent an institutionally mandated
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standardized approach. For example, a central learning and teaching unit may offer a
suite of workshops demonstrating highly performed tasks such as the authoring of
intended learning outcomes or use of common features in a learning management
system. Meanwhile, centripetal activities could represent a customizable approach as
they are typically those which are just in time, highly contextual and driven by the
teacher’s self-perception of their needs.

I was walking along the corridor to the head of school’s office. I had accepted an invitation for
a 30 min meeting titled “professional development workshops.” The calendar invite did not
contain any other information or background. Once I reached the office, I was directed by the
head of school’s assistant to sit down and wait in a chair. Upon hearing a voice around the
corner say “Steve, you can come in,” I entered the office and exchanged greetings. The head of
school explained to me that an external accreditation had recommended that all academic staff
in the school need to participate in professional development related to assessment. He stated
“they think we run too many exams and some of the staff don’t know how to write rubrics. . .I
need this sorted”. I responded by saying that one option is to suggest that some of the academic
staff complete the assessment related unit in the graduate certificate in higher education.

The head of school dismissed this idea explaining that the staff do not want to work with
academic developers from the central learning and teaching unit. I said “really?” He went
further to argue that the academic staff in the school do not want to have to attend workshops
where they read about assessment. The head of school pointing at me and stated “this is why
we have our own academic developer in the faculty, who understands our context.” I asked
the head of school “how does (me as academic development subject) facilitating a workshop
for all staff in the faculty enable me to demonstrate that I understand their context?”

In this vignette, the “centripetal/centrifugal” binary served as a means for the
faculty-based academic developer to maintain their status as the “go to” academic
developer, despite there being a viable alternate professional development opportu-
nity being facilitated by academic developers in the central learning and teaching
unit. For the faculty based manager (head of school), the faculty-based academic
developer was the only viable person to facilitate the professional development as he
was based in the faculty. Despite arguing that the rationale was based on “under-
standing the discipline context,” it is conceivable that this manager felt that he could
ensure the professional development would occur as intended, if facilitated by the
faculty academic developer. In addition to a managerial tension, use of this binary can
enable emphasis to be placed on pedagogy as opposed to individuals. For example,
the pedagogic site of the workshop as a regulatory ideal was associated with
academic developers in the central learning and teaching unit and subsequently
viewed as a performance expectation for the faculty based academic developer.

Fault Lines and Fragmented Conceptions of Identity for Academic
Developers

Fragmentation is not something which should be viewed as a negative. It is repre-
sentative of a discursive space (academic development) which is continually re-
shaped by partial re-readings of its history, such as the one presented in this chapter.
These re-readings are uncomfortably necessary, as there is a risk that they engender
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conceptions of academic development that may not resonate with the localized
context within which the given academic development subject is situated. If we
acknowledge a poststructural worldview where there is no objective truth (Parkes et
al. 2010), the concepts drawn upon within academic development are inevitably
“contested” (Gosling 2003; Webb 1996). Academic development subjects, who
embrace the freedom of working under a banner that is contested and/or under
erasure, will enjoy greater capacity to navigate/resist a binary discourse of agency.
In such a discourse, pedagogic acts are scrutinized and enacted based on their
capacity to function (or not) as regulatory ideals where the academic development
subject grasps for normalized pedagogy. This dilemma is likely to be similar to that
which solicited Rowland (2002) to argue that a mission for academic development
pedagogy should be to create spaces for contestation to occur.

I have used this chapter to contend that one response to Rowland’s mission is
to consider academic developer pedagogy as a collection of regulatory ideals. The
conceptualization of discursive binary fault lines provides academic development
subjects with a tactic to identify sites which engender normative pedagogy, expressed
as a regulatory ideal. Exploring how these binaries are artificial is one way in which
academic development subjects can re-conceptualize their pedagogy. Academic
developer pedagogy can then be viewed as a tactical response, or as a means of
navigating these discursive fault lines. Three binary fault lines have been briefly
presented in an attempt to articulate the potential for academic developers to be
positioned via discourse which goes beyond dialogue and predates interactions. Each
discourse has been subsequently discussed, in an attempt at locating the multiplicity
which problematizes the status of the discourse as a binary. This breaking apart of the
binary provides opportunities for the academic development subject to develop new
pedagogy and resist blind utilization of normative pedagogies.

I have attempted to reiterate the fragmented nature of academic development by
eluding to “interrelationalities” (Ellsworth 2005) which exist between these three
binaries. In essence, this trio of simple binaries is introductory reference points that an
academic developer may elect to utilize, in order to locate oneself in a messy landscape
of discourse. Reading these fault lines in conjunction with new fault lines will produce
further “interrelationalities.” For example, a fault line expressing tension between
developing the “program” or the “individual” (Ling and Council of Australian Directors
of Academic Development 2009) may elicit a broadening of “location” as discussed in
the “centripetal/centrifugal” binary to include a course or person as a “location.” For
academic developers who are seemingly “watching their backs” (Bath and Smith 2004,
p. 10), the challenge is to locate fault lines and consider how they may be positioned
along these binaries and then consider “interrelationalities” with other fault lines.

Final Words

Academic development can be expressed as a fragmented enterprise to a point where
the banner is under erasure. Academic development pedagogy conceptualized as
a regulatory ideal is made visible through normalized repetitious acts and serves as
a menu that subsequently feeds expectations and their pedagogic responses.
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Alternatively, academic developer pedagogy can be reconceptualized as navigating
discursive binary fault lines. This everyday pedagogy of tactical responses often
“flies under the radar” in a higher education environment dominated by pedagogy
that is highly visible in the form of prestructured workshops and in the highly
accessible work performed by academic staff, such as the production of unit outlines,
learning resources and assessment instruments. Academic development pedagogy
expressed as navigating discursive binary fault lines provides academic development
subjects with an opportunity to reconceptualize their practice and ultimately use this
re-imagining of their pedagogy as a means to embrace the contestability of the
banner that they are employed under.
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Abstract
The position of academic language and learning (ALL) staff varies widely through-
out the higher education sector, with some working within academic areas and
others working in the professional space. As a result of this variation, the role of
ALL staff is often confused and misunderstood within universities, which leads to
devaluation of the role’s legitimacy. As third space professionals, it is imperative
for ALL staff to work with research-led best practice in order to effectively
communicate their role to the sector. Professional development can play a key
part in this process. However, ALL staff frequently face a dilemma of how to
resource professional development in a sector where the fiscal environment is
restrictive. This chapter presents a series of case studies on professional develop-
ment options and strategies for ALL staff at an Australian university. These include
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participation in the university’s Educational Fellowship Scheme (accredited by the
Higher Education Academy) and an internal peer observation project that serves
the joint purpose of training and mentoring new staff as well as providing ongoing
professional development for experienced staff. Within the institution, we collab-
orate with professional and academic units to facilitate ours and others’ profes-
sional development. Further, our collaboration and engagement with external
professional bodies and the broader ALL community enable us to communicate
our role both within our institution and externally. This chapter assesses the scope
of these programs and activities to enable dialogue between third space profes-
sionals and academic staff. It provides recommendations for maintaining and
utilizing sustainable professional development for ALL staff, with lessons for
other professional learning support staff, in a resource-limited context.

Keywords
Academic literacies · Professional development · Third space · Peer observation ·
Educational Fellowship Scheme · Collaboration

Introduction

Universities have historically been divided between academic staff and nonacademic
staff. Those categorized as nonacademic staff have had various labels including
general staff, administrative staff, or, as is currently the trend, professional staff
(Sebalj et al. 2012). Regardless of the label, this often arbitrary binary division has
led to a prevailing “us” and “them” attitude (Whitchurch 2008). Despite this fact,
today there are many staff whose roles cross and complicate the divide. Whitchurch
(2008, 2009, 2010) identifies these as “third space professionals” and highlights that
they often face legitimacy issues when working across the divide (Whitchurch 2009,
p. 409). Professional development can provide opportunities for third space pro-
fessionals to improve practice, enhance their professional skills, and potentially
break down some of the divides within our institutions. However, the reality many
of us face is that opportunities for professional development are constrained by the
current fiscal realities of the higher education sector. In this chapter, we highlight
how we, as a group of academic language and learning (ALL) advisers from the
Academic Skills and Learning Centre (ASLC) at the Australian National University
(ANU), have harnessed professional development (PD) opportunities to communi-
cate legitimacy across third space divides and improve our practice in a sustainable
way. We present and reflect on case studies of PD options that, we propose, offer
strategies for other third space professionals across the sector.

ALL staff epitomize what it means to be a third space professional for two main
reasons. The first is that we primarily focus on students’ skills and literacies
development rather than academic content. ALL staff play a pivotal role in assisting
students to develop academic literacies and skills and collaborate with academic staff
to embed academic development into curricula (AALL 2016). For example, ALL
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staff work with individual students on their written assignments, collaborate with
academics to provide embedded workshops about how to approach and prepare
particular assignments, and offer a range of guidance on academic literacies and
skills such as referencing, time management, essay writing, and so on, delivered
across workshops, drop-ins, and booked appointments with students. The focus of
ALL staff varies across the sector, as some advisers assist with English for academic
purposes, others focus on particular cohorts of students, and a number work in
centralized teams and others are located within specific faculties. Regardless of
our different approaches, ALL teachers’ work with students’ academic literacies
and skills is traditionally viewed as supplementary to academic content knowledge.
This conception places ALL staff on the margins of academia (Chanock 2007,
p. 273).

The second reason ALL staff belong in the third space is that our employment
status varies widely throughout the sector, with some employed as academics and
others categorized as professional or general staff. This variability mirrors
Whitchurch’s subcategory of third space professionals, the “blended professional”
(Whitchurch 2008, pp. 283–284). In Whitchurch’s categorization, such staff often
have academic credentials (MA or PhD), experience in academia or external but
related sectors, though are not “employed on academic terms and conditions”
(Whitchurch 2010, p. 628). ALL staff have progressed from the 1980s and 1990s
where small “teams”were primarily located in counselling centers or dispersed on an
ad hoc basis across faculties (Craswell and Bartlett 2001; Milnes 2005). Their work
was understood to be remedial, generic, individual, and distinctively separate from
the curriculum (Green et al. 2005, p. 92). Most are now located in single adminis-
trative units or in smaller units embedded within faculties. Nevertheless, the issue of
categorization in the organizational structure of institutions is still prominent. Recent
statistics from the Association for Academic Language and Learning (2015) indicate
that from across the Australian higher education sector, 44.9% of full-time equiva-
lent positions, ALL staff are employed as academic staff (for a total of 202.5 staff)
and 55.1% are employed as “general” (including the aforementioned labels, for a
total of 248.1 staff). Despite the number of ALL staff in academic roles, most still
experience misunderstanding of their work among academic staff (Velautham and
Picard 2009, p. A-131).

As blended professionals, ALL staff work in ambiguous conditions and seek to
utilize the advantages and complexities of both the academic and professional spaces
they traverse. Despite their flexibility, blended professionals find they face legiti-
macy issues as they do not “belong” to either realm completely (Whitchurch 2009,
p. 409). They rely muchmore on day-to-day relationship and authority building, rather
than being able to fall back on preconceived and understood legitimacies attached to
their “position in the organisation chart or specialist knowledge” (Whitchurch 2009,
p. 409). The challenge that ALL staff face is to communicate their work in a shared
language and to show that their work contributes to the three roles of “teaching,
research, and service” (Bath and Smith, cited in Velautham and Picard 2009,
p. A-131; Macfarlane 2011). Often this is a challenge because the ALL practice is
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still very much focused on “skills development rather than subject content, [and]
academics in the faculties sometimes find it difficult to understand its theoretical
foundations” (Velautham and Picard 2009, pp. A-130–A-131). ALL professionals
need to establish a way by which we can assert ourselves as “subject experts” in the
context of pedagogy and show how we can contribute to enhancing student success.

Several scholars (Briguglio 2007; Chanock 2007; Craswell and Bartlett 2001;
Green et al. 2005; Milnes 2005;) have engaged with the difficulty of arriving at an
agreed identity for ALL staff. Are we a discipline, a “community of practice,” a
“profession” (Milnes 2005)? Could ALL staff be understood as “para-academics”
who specialize in only one area of the teaching/research/service triad (Macfarlane
2011, p. 59)? The answer to these questions seems to be determined by what kind of
work ALL advisers do. Common across our work is a substantial element of teaching
– whether this is large groups engaging in focused workshops on generic skills such
as essay writing or in one-to-one consultations with students in which we provide
personalized guidance. Most ALL staff also undertake varying amounts of research
and publication, typically concentrating on the scholarship of teaching and learning
(Chanock 2007). Having an ongoing debate about our identity forces ALL staff to
think more carefully about how we are positioned alongside our academic col-
leagues. This in turn influences how we establish a dialogue and connection with
academics to ensure that writing is viewed as “contextualized social practice” which
is embedded “in the context of the particular discipline” (Catterall 2004, p. 38).

A shared language with academic staff is necessary to carry out our teaching
and research roles, and one way to achieve a shared language is through PD. There
is a distinct gap in ALL literature and in literature on PD which addresses what
kind of and how to use PD to achieve this shared language for third space pro-
fessionals such as ALL practitioners. While the importance of PD is well noted
(Graham 2012; Webster-Wright 2009), the literature is significantly focused on
programs and content (Trevitt and Perera 2009; Webster-Wright 2009) and models
of PD (Dall’Alba and Sandberg 2006; Pill 2005) in non-ALL workplaces. Further
complicating the gap in the research is the need for best-practice PD that spans
variations across institutional ALL practices which will improve our ability to
communicate our legitimacy. As outlined above, different ALL staff teach from
different focal points, for instance, from the perspective of English language
teaching, genre development, or cohort-specific teaching. Since the focus of
ALL teaching varies so widely across the sector, there are no uniform formal
qualifications or clear career development paths for ALL professionals. While
some institutions require ALL advisers to have English language teaching quali-
fications such as certificates in teaching English as a second or additional language,
others prefer staff to have qualifications in higher education teaching (e.g., grad-
uate certificate or master of higher education). Some favor degrees in linguistics
and languages, and others select staff based on their tertiary qualifications and
teaching experience (AALL 2010). Given the diversity of ALL staff qualifications,
identifying PD that not only bridges these differences but supports staff in com-
municating across boundaries is all the more crucial.
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An added challenge is to identify sustainable PD in the current higher education
fiscal environment where PD opportunities are increasingly difficult to fund. In order
to engage in PD such as training opportunities, travel to conferences, meetings of the
Association of Academic Language and Learning (AALL), and attending or hosting
local PD events, ALL staff typically have to apply competitively for funding or pay
their own way. Even allowing for the time and resources to accommodate informal
PD can be difficult to justify. Finding alternative ways to fund and sustain good
practice PD in this environment is therefore vital.

This chapter reflects on a range of PD options and strategies for third space
professional ALL staff, using case studies from the ASLC at the ANU. ASLC is a
central ALL support unit that assists students through a combination of one-to-one,
group, and online teaching. For most of our group teaching, ASLC staff collaborate
with academic staff to embed workshops within faculty subjects. ASLC has five full-
time and a pool of casual ALL advisers. ASLC learning advisers hold a variety of
academic qualifications coupled with teaching experience, and each of our advisers
either has completed tertiary qualifications in education or has completed internal
training in tertiary teaching.

Our chapter focuses on three key PD areas that have helped establish a shared
language in our institution. These include participation in our university’s Educa-
tional Fellowship Scheme (EFS), accredited by the UK Higher Education Academy;
an internal peer observation of teaching (POT) project that serves the dual purpose of
providing training for new staff and ongoing PD for experienced staff; and extensive
internal and external collaboration that not only establishes relationships in the
broader ALL community and higher education professional bodies but also furthers
our legitimacy and communicates our alignment with the academic teaching frame-
work. We argue that each of these PD strategies individually and in combination
have improved our ability to work across the divides within our institution. Through
our case studies, we provide examples of ways to provide and maintain sustainable
PD for ALL staff, with lessons for other third space professionals in a resource-
limited context.

Connecting and Learning About Teaching Through Fellowship

The Centre for Higher Education Learning and Teaching (CHELT 2015) at ANU
provides a number of PD courses as well as ongoing workshops around teaching and
learning. In 2014, CHELT adopted the Educational Fellowship Scheme (EFS) as a
way to recognize staff’s teaching skills and experience across ANU. Both professional
and academic staff can access the EFS. The EFS is further detailed in this volume in
Beckmann’s (▶Chap. 18, “Professional Staff, Professional Recognition: Bringing
Learner Support Staff into the Fellowship of University Educators.”) The EFS
formally recognizes experience and contributions in teaching and learning across
four descriptors of the UK Professional Standards Framework (PSF) (HEA 2011).
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These four descriptors encompass Associate Fellow (AFHEA), which recognizes an
initial amount of experience with effective teaching practices and/or supporting
learning; Fellow (FHEA), recognizing a more substantial range of effective teaching
experiences; Senior Fellow (SFHEA), which acknowledges both significant experi-
ence with effective teaching and positive influence on peers’ teaching; and Principal
Fellow (PFHEA), which is awarded to those committed to promoting effective
teaching at a strategic leadership level, typically with a national and international
impact. ANU has an institutional subscription that represents a positive investment, so
staff can engage in the scheme at no cost to themselves or their division. To do so, staff
attend information workshops and then complete a formal application including a
substantial body of reflective writing. The application includes two referee reports,
and applications are assessed by two assessors who are existing EFS members at
Fellow or higher level. Once a staff member is awarded fellowship, they are entitled to
use post-nominal letters as recognition of their teaching and can participate in ongoing
fellowship activities, which CHELT strongly promotes and facilitates across the
university.

ASLC advisers have been early adopters of the EFS. All advisers (including our
casual learning advisers) have participated in the scheme across the range of recog-
nition levels. Engaging in this type of PD entails a number of challenges, particularly
in regard to time commitment. Within the ASLC team, on average it takes two to four
full days to prepare and write the application. For team members who complete the
application in the time between teaching workshops and tutorials, it can take up to a
few weeks or a semester to complete. Despite the substantial time commitment, all
ASLC team members have joined the scheme in the space of two years.

One particular aspect of the EFS that has been of benefit to the whole team is the
emphasis on pedagogy expressed through reflective practice. Specifically, reflective
practice enhances staff understanding of teaching strategies, informed decision-
making, and collaborative practices (Bolton 2010, pp. 5, 183; Brookfield 1995,
p. 22; Ramsden 2003, p. 8). For our team, engaging with the EFS has formalized
our reflective practice at the same time as gaining professional recognition. Encouraging
our newer staff to apply for theAFHEAand towork toward the FHEAhas enabled us to
implement a culture of reflective practice and PD that starts early and is ongoing and as
required by the HEA (HEA 2011, p. 7). As this chapter later examines, the EFS
has prompted us to use the lessons learnt from reflective practice within our peer
observation practices. Consequent to our team’s reflective practice, we have tested
new approaches in one-to-one and group teaching, adjusted methods and protocols on
how we teach students at risk, and organized regular staff meetings to reflect and
collaborate on specific pedagogical challenges.

Concerning the professional and academic staff divide, we have found that using
the university-wide system of professional recognition has enhanced conversations
with our academic colleagues and other teams. One issue that our center faces is the
lack of opportunity to liaise outside of immediate involvement in embedded work. In
our embedded work, we collaborate with academic staff to design and deliver
specific workshops within their courses. Aside from these collaborations, we have
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previously had few opportunities to discuss issues such as course design or student
support with academics in larger forums such as education committees. This lack of
opportunity is due not only to our teaching loads restricting available time (Chanock
2007) but also to our third space position. For example, since we are a central unit of
professional rather than academic staff, we are usually not invited to faculty meet-
ings. One benefit of joining the EFS is that members across the university are
encouraged to attend a variety of events around pedagogy, the challenges we face
in classes, and education policies. In these forums we have the opportunity to meet
staff across the university whom we would not typically meet in other situations.
Whereas typically institutional networking tends to occur in departmental silos, the
EFS provides opportunities to transcend such divisions. These opportunities enable
us to promote our services and to gain standing as teaching staff. For example, within
these contexts we have worked with Academic Deans to discuss ways in which we
can support a diverse range of students, run EFS workshops with professional staff
from other third space areas, and liaise with new teaching staff about embedded
workshops.

Further to this personal interaction with our colleagues across the university,
CHELT encourages EFS Fellows and Senior Fellows to provide referee and assess-
ment reports for both academic and professional staff applications. Through these
verbal and written processes, the EFS enables us to engage in professional conver-
sations with academic staff that build awareness of our shared language. For
example, when preparing reports, we meet with applicants from other areas of the
institution to discuss their teaching experiences and teaching philosophies. Through
this conversation we gain mutual understanding of our approaches to teaching and
learning. In a different manner, assessing applications offers viewpoints into how
various staff envisage their teaching. Whereas typically discipline content is a cause
for division between academic and ALL staff (Velautham and Picard 2009), the EFS
assessments’ focus on pedagogy facilitates a shared language. The assessment
process is anonymized, yet this insight into the different ways people think of and
approach teaching and learning means that we have a better understanding of the
types of language and teaching philosophies that academic staff prefer to use. As
Wright-Neville and Grossi (2015) emphasize, a key component of promoting
embedded teaching is successful management of relationships between ALL and
academic staff. This shared language has not only added to the perceived legitimacy
of our teaching but has also strengthened our collaborations with academic staff.

Learning Through Peer Observation

The practice of peer observation of teaching (POT) is not new in higher education
institutions and for ASLC is a core PD component as it allows us to uphold our
professional responsibility to ensure quality control of our work. The literature vari-
ously refers to POT as peer observation, peer review, peer appraisal, and peer
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development (Bell and Cooper 2013; Harris et al. 2008; Yiend et al. 2014). We use
“observation” to avoid judgmental connotations and to indicate a more formative
approach and informal process. POT has been used in higher education for decades,
in a variety of forms including performance review or appraisal, as a stepping stone in
promotion, and more recently as a process linked to reflective practice (Bell and
Cooper 2013; Harris et al. 2008). It also forms part of the expectation that academics
use the pedagogy of teaching and learning to improve student outcomes (Hutchings
1996). In their Australian Learning and Teaching Council supported handbook on peer
review of teaching, Harris et al. (2008) argue that POT can provide a valid form of
teaching evaluation which can supplement student evaluations. At ASLC, we employ
an optional POT program to stimulate reflection and development of our resources and
practices to meet students’ needs alongside the development of our professional
practice. PD such as POT that is embedded in the professional’s particular academic
context provides an opportunity to share and build on each other’s practices (Boud and
Brew 2013; Knight et al. 2006, p. 320). It is often through the eyes of others that we are
able to “make sense of our own practice in order to improve it” (Hutchings 1996,
p. 225). Drawing on Harris et al.’s (2008) handbook, Table 1 summarizes the core
principles that can be used to guide a higher education POT program.

In 2013 we introduced a peer observation process. The principles in Table 1
underpinned the ASLC POT. It was designed to be self-evaluative, reflective, and “a
collaborative and embedded peer observation process that, informed by the literature,
emphasises the importance of ongoing informal conversations to enhance our knowl-
edge and practice as teachers” (Dalley et al. 2013). In our team’s preparation for the
program, we agreed on a constructive approach to observing each other and to giving
and receiving feedback. As such it was an integral part of ensuring research-led best-
practice teaching as a way to enhance student learning (Lomas and Nicholls 2005).

The process involved paired observation of our one-to-one teaching. This began
with a pre-observation conversation where colleagues discussed what they wanted to
get out of the process, using a template with suggested topics to guide the observa-
tion and feedback (see Tables 2, 3 and 4) . The process was intended to be as open as
possible to allow for self-direction based on the nature of the pairing. Following this
was the observation of a one-to-one consultation with a student, a post-observation
conversation, and a written reflection. We then repeated the process with the roles
reversed, creating a cyclical process (see Fig. 1) . The cyclical nature of the POT is
important due to the expectation that both the observer and observed benefit (Harris
et al. 2008, p. 6). Typically, each staff member would observe and be observed once
each semester.

While staff involved found the POT process to be rewarding and developmental,
the main drawbacks were the considerable time involved in completing a cycle and
its lack of flexibility concerning other teaching forms. Further, whereas the process
was valuable for mid-career staff, we recognized that it required adaptation to suit
both new staff, who need guided observation, and experienced staff, who desire
more efficiency. With these issues in mind, we redesigned our POT program in 2015.
Drawing on more flexible models and guides (Bell 2012; Harris et al. 2008), our
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revised POT program encompasses the idea that while guided observation is valu-
able for new staff, observing in itself is an important learning tool for experienced
staff. This is what Thomson et al. (2015, p. 1061) refer to as “just watching,” which
allows the observer to focus on what they think is important and relevant and can
lead to a range of changes in teaching practice. Another element of our program is
the use of professional conversations in the form of dialogues, which are efficient
and valuable for reflection (Pilkington 2013). Table 5 outlines the elements of our
modified POT program.

Table 1 Harris et al. (2008, p. 6)

Core principles of peer review of teaching

1. Has the enhancement of teaching and learning as its primary purpose

2. Is a fundamental tool for the evaluation and development of teaching, complementing
feedback collected from students

3. Recognizes university teachers’ shared professional responsibilities for monitoring and
enhancing the quality of teaching and learning

4. Acknowledges and capitalizes on the educative expertise and judgment of university
teachers in their fields

5. Provides feedback that affirms good practice as well as suggests areas in which development
might be helpful

Table 2 Template for
teaching activity checklist

Checklist form

Planning/organization/content

Teaching strategies/resources

Presentation/class relationship/class management

Assessment and monitoring of students

Additional comments and suggestions for future development

Table 3 Template for
option to identify particular
topics

Identified topics

Reviewee: Reviewer:

Date: Unit:

Activity type:

Topic:

Topic:

Table 4 Template for free
response – no particular
topic or activity identified

Free response

Reviewee: Reviewer:

Date: Unit:

Activity type:
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This model reflects the importance of recognizing the particular needs of our new
staff involved in this PD. It allows them to become familiar with the content delivery
and encourages them to reflect on pedagogical practices. Encouraging reflective
writing also assists in applying for EFS fellowship. The model’s flexibility can
incorporate all of our teaching activities, such as preparation, generic course deliv-
ery, embedded teaching, one-to-one consultations, and drop-ins. Staff members can
choose the peer observation mode that best suits their own developmental purposes.
It is intended as nonjudgmental and constructive, using the “critical friend” principle
(Bell and Cooper 2013; Lomas and Nicholls 2005). Importantly, the process is
informal; is not linked to any other university processes, i.e., underperformance or
promotion; and is developmental, regardless of career stage.

We have found that the revised POT’s efficiency is sustainable and financially
justifiable, as reflective practice leads to a more self-aware team with a commitment
to a culture of collaboration, improvement, and innovation. Through POT, we learn
to communicate about our teaching and learning in an honest and developmental
manner which has improved our practices by helping to encourage consistency in the
way that we teach. One direct outcome has been the development of single, coherent,
whole-of-practice core curriculum. The curriculum we devised encompasses the
range of support we offer to students including our one-to-one and group teaching.
It was our PD practices that enhanced our ability to undertake the redesign of
learning outcomes, learning activities, workshops, and linked resources. Having

Pre 
observation 
conversation

Observation
Post 

observation 
conversation

Reflective 
writing

Fig. 1 ASLC peer
observation cycle – between
colleagues of similar
experience

Table 5 Adapting a POT model to work with staff at different levels of experience

Flexible approach to POT

1. New staff participate in “guided” observation of an existing staff member’s teaching (one-to-
one or group), followed by a collegial conversation and reflective writing

2. Mid-career staff may choose the existing POT program using the cycle in Fig. 1

3. Later career staff may choose a less formal approach relying on “just watching” and a
conversational feedback mechanism
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a core curriculum directly contribute to the ease with which we can communicate our
role to those elsewhere in the university.

Developing Collaborative Practices

Having discussed our internal PD practices, we now turn our attention to the
importance of PD in fostering engagement and collaboration with the wider com-
munity both within our institution and across the sector. These collaborations are
important in enhancing our practice but also through helping us to communicate our
roles to our community.

Crossing the Divide with Academic Colleagues

An essential element of our work is communicating the value of embedded ALL
teaching within disciplinary settings. As discussed earlier, the level of ALL staff
engagement with academics differs between faculties. Engagement might include
inviting an ALL adviser being invited to conduct a guest lecture or workshop or
working collaboratively to design and scaffold activities that enhance students’
learning of academic skills. In order for ALL practitioners to develop strong and
productive relationships with academic colleagues, we need to be able to commu-
nicate our purpose, our academic contribution, and the services we offer to our
academic colleagues in the broader university (Briguglio 2007; Catterall 2004). The
PD outlined above, EFS and POT, sets each staff member up with these communi-
cation approaches and effective teaching strategies which can be adapted to the wide
variety of academic disciplines across the university. Our embedded practice
requires us to be open about our teaching and constantly observed by our academic
colleagues. Our POT program has enabled our team to improve the culture of
openness regarding our teaching practices and has provided a language in which
to receive and give constructive feedback. It has helped us to develop a single
“voice,” anchored in a core curriculum, through which we can communicate with
academics.

We have had positive outcomes as a result of our enhanced communication and
collaborations with academic colleagues. One significant and quantifiable outcome
has been a marked increase in the number of embedded workshops we provide. In
2015 there was a 31% increase in number of embedded workshops from the previous
year, followed by an 18% increase in 2016. Figure 2 below shows the marked
increase in the number of attendees we reached at these embedded workshops.
This increase is particularly apparent in Business where ASLC had previously had
little collaboration. This partnership with Business led to the ASLC being awarded a
Deputy Vice-Chancellor’s recognition award at the end of 2015. The PD discussed
in this chapter likely influenced these positive outcomes. The center was able to meet
increased demand and exceed expectations, while presenting a uniform purpose that
communicated our legitimacy.
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Fig. 2 Increase in numbers of attendees at embedded academic skills workshops in three main
disciplinary areas between 2014 and 2016

Crossing the Divide with Collaborative Projects

Collaborative short term on ongoing project work provides a number of opportuni-
ties for staff to communicate with colleagues and develop professionally. This type
of work has been recognized in the literature as a key characteristic of the third space
(Whitchurch 2008; Veles and Carter 2016). It is common in the sector to have teams
which bring together different professional staff who might also be considered third
space professionals and who share common issues in gaining legitimacy across the
institution (Whitchurch 2008). Working together on a common goal enables the
sharing of practice and enhanced opportunities for peer learning across areas of
expertise. For ASLC one such example is ASLC’s collaboration with professional
units who support and develop online educational resources. This is an area of prime
importance, as collaboration between teaching staff and designers will contribute to
the quality of resources. We have developed a close working relationship with ANU
Online which has provided us the opportunity to create educational resources
together. In particular we cocreated a Moodle site on how to use Turnitin to write
with academic integrity that has institution-wide reach. The mutual sharing of
knowledge and skills not only led to an excellent educational outcome, it also
increased our awareness of each other’s institutional roles.

Collaborative projects also provide the opportunity for professional staff to work
closely in multidisciplinary teams including academics. At ASLC we have developed
a close relationship with the ANU academic development unit, CHELT, with whom
we share a common interest and concern in pedagogy. Forging a close tie between
these two units has brought PD benefits to ASLC staff involved, many of which were
described earlier in this chapter. The close relationship around the EFS has opened up
areas of opportunity in terms of visiting other institutions and providing workshops.
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Crossing the Divide Through Collaboration Across the Sector

Just as it is important to work across disciplines and areas of expertise within the
university, it is also important to collaborate with the sector by participating in
professional associations and conducting research. Professionalism in the university
sector has had an associated rise in membership with professional associations
(Kolsaker 2013; Veles and Carter 2016). Whereas professional associations do not
usually serve to provide accreditation, for professional staff they provide the oppor-
tunity to develop communities of practice (Chalmers and Keown 2006; Veles and
Carter 2016). Additionally, they can provide the opportunity to provide communities
of research (Veles and Carter 2016) which brings with it the opportunities to partic-
ipate in conferences and publish papers, two important components of ongoing PD.
Within the sector there are numerous opportunities to do this on an ongoing basis.

At ASLC we have gained a number of significant benefits from our involvement
with two associations: our professional association, AALL, and the Higher Educa-
tion Research and Development Society of Australasia (HERDSA). As ALL prac-
titioners, AALL has offered us the opportunity to participate in national conferences,
workshops, and symposiums, as well as conduct research and publish papers. More
importantly, AALL has fostered the development of a support network through our
local branch where we meet with colleagues and share pedagogical practice and
knowledge. Likewise, HERDSA also has local branches that provide similar oppor-
tunities for networking. HERDSA has the added advantage of including a wider
range of academic and professional staff. At ASLC we have participated in our local
HERDSA branch by attending and hosting meetings and workshops. Both these
associations have provided opportunities for us to visit other institutions, learn from
other colleagues, and participate in workshops on a variety of professionally oriented
topics. Local branch meetings have provided excellent PD opportunities that involve
very little cost or resourcing.

Conclusion

Throughout this chapter we have outlined a range of PD activities that ASLC staff
undertake both formally and informally within a restrictive fiscal environment.
These activities require the institution’s support, both in recognizing the time
required and in supporting institutional recognition and training opportunities.
While this cost is not insignificant, we argue that the day-to-day resourcing of the
majority of the activities we perform is manageable and provides a range of benefits,
such as improved practice and legitimacy. PD activities that recognize the impor-
tance of collegial networks, be they within the team or across the divides, provide
many opportunities for staff. In particular, they can be helpful for third space staff
who have to cross disciplinary and expertise divides as part of their daily work.

A number of the activities that we have discussed in this chapter can be applied to
a variety of workplace environments. POT, for example, is flexible enough to suit
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staff in different career stages and involved in different teaching and learning areas in
higher education. Finding opportunities to collaborate across teams in developing
projects or working on areas of interest can be encouraged and supported with the
mutual benefit of the teams involved. While not all universities currently participate
in schemes such as the EFS, institutions are increasingly moving toward recognition
schemes of some kind which give opportunities for staff members to reflect on and
be recognized for their teaching experience and, more importantly, to share their
practice with others. Crossing divides within universities can be a challenging task
for third space staff. However, commitment to ongoing PD aids us in our collabo-
rations with academic and professional staff, as it builds legitimacy and brings
recognition to the value of our work.
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Abstract
The role of educational developers (or academic developers) has become increas-
ingly important in national and transnational contexts, in parallel with efforts to
elevate the status of learning and teaching in higher education. In this chapter, the
role of educational developers in driving institutional learning and teaching
agendas is explored, with a specific focus on a transnational and interdisciplinary
context in China. The case study will be drawn from experiences at Xi’an
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Jiaotong-Liverpool University (XJTLU). The status of educational developers as
professional staff is analyzed, as well as its consequent impact on their ability to
drive learning and teaching strategies in a transnational context with high levels
of diversity among staff backgrounds and a high turnover of academic staff. The
data for the case study is drawn from interviews with educational developers and
a survey with a range of academic staff at XJTLU. Based on the analysis, a set of
recommendations that are transferable is provided and will benefit educational
developers working in transnational contexts.

Keywords
Educational developers · Academic developers · Professional staff ·
Transnational education · Chinese higher education · Learning and teaching in
higher education · Teaching assistants · UK Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) ·
Certificate of Professional Studies · Postgraduate Research Skills Development

Introduction

The role of educational developers has become increasingly important in national and
transnational contexts, running parallel with efforts to elevate the status of learning
and teaching in higher education (Gardner 2016). In China, this is reflected in a long-
standing concern with improving the “quality” of education (Seah 2011). Within the
university focus on research, teaching, and professional service, research has long
trumped the other two in terms of status and still does in many cases. This is to some
extent historically and structurally embedded in universities and therefore difficult to
change. Evidently, career advancement as an academic is directly tied to research
output and ability to attract research income, and teaching has long been a poor second
cousin in this process (Nunn and Pillay 2014). Whereas concerted efforts have been
made in recent years to change this, driven to an important extent by educational
developers, especially in the British and Australasian contexts (Kek and Hammer
2015), there appears to be scant investigation into the identity of educational devel-
opers in China and their impact on learning and teaching enhancement.

In this chapter, the role of educational developers in driving institutional learning
and teaching agendas is explored, as well as the complexities involved in that
mission, with a specific focus on a transnational and interdisciplinary context in
China. The chapter starts with a discussion of relevant literature, followed by an
overview of the institutional context, and the factors that impact on it. This includes
the various organizations or professional bodies, both Chinese- and UK-based,
which frame the policy environment and the everyday practice at Xi’an Jiaotong-
Liverpool University (XJTLU).

XJTLU is a joint venture between Xi’an Jiaotong University in China and
Liverpool University in the UK. The university is based in Suzhou, Jiangsu Prov-
ince, and was founded in 2006. It is relatively unique in China, in that it merges two
different higher education systems. This means that XJTLU is an international
collaborative Chinese University (rather than a satellite campus of a UK university)
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and is the only university in China with dual degree awarding powers: from the
Chinese Ministry of Education and from the University of Liverpool. As such, upon
completion of their studies, students will be awarded a University of Liverpool
degree and an XJTLU degree (from the Chinese Ministry of Education). While
this creates exciting opportunities, it also creates potential challenges, especially as
they relate to culture and differences in educational traditions. XJTLU, as an English
Medium of Instruction (EMI) Institution in China, offers a degree which is partly
UK-designed and needs to comply with UK Quality Assurance Agency (QAA)
requirements, and partly contextualized, making it distinguishable from the
“home” degrees in terms of format and content (Eland and King 2015).

After framing the theoretical and overall context, the practice of educational
development in the XJTLU context is explored, by presenting two sets of data that
are drawn from the authors’ experiences. An analysis, based on interview data, follows
the status of academic developers and its impact on their ability to drive learning and
teaching strategies in this transnational context, which is characterized by high levels
of diversity among staff, specifically in terms of cultural and educational backgrounds,
and a relatively high turnover of academic staff. At XJTLU, educational developers
are currently “professional staff,” according to their contracts, rather than academic
staff, while teaching assistants are on casual academic contracts (as PhD and master’s
students). In this chapter, the implications are discussed of perceptions of educational
developers as professional staff by academic staff, and resulting implications for their
own sense of identity, both of which gain an added urgency in a Chinese context.

In terms of learning and teaching, people at XJTLU come together from very
different pedagogical backgrounds in a higher education institution that strives to be
unique and needs to strike the right balance between two educational systems. Based
on this analysis, a set of recommendations is provided that are transferable and will
benefit academic developers working in transnational contexts.

Educational Development: Academic Discipline? Service Delivery?
or Both?

Before exploring the role of educational developers in the XJTLU context, it is
important to establish the terminology used, as educational developers have different
titles and different job descriptions in different higher education contexts. For example,
they are sometimes called “academic developers,” sometimes “staff developers,” some-
times “curriculum developers,” and sometimes “professional developers” (Clegg 2009;
Kek and Hammer 2015). This diversity in terminology is important, as it not only
reflects the ways in which educational developers are viewed in particular contexts, and
thus their status, but also their effectiveness in driving institutional learning and teaching
agendas, i.e., what they do. The latter is indeed their primary role: the enhancement of
learning and teaching across universities, which involves assisting academic staff in
improving their teaching practice. Rowland (2007, p. 9) refers to educational develop-
ment as “a site of creative doubt and contestation.” Similarly, Grant (2007) argues that
“[educational] developers work in zones marked by uncertainty and ambiguity. One
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response to the uncertainties about who we are and our place in the academy is to assert
and defend a particular identity” (p. 35). This identity as “educational developers” is in
itself not straightforward, as there is much variety between different institutions in where
educational developers are positioned. For example, are they generally seen as “aca-
demics”? Or are they “service providers” or “professional staff” in an administrative
role? Or a combination of these? In each case, this raises questions about skills and
qualifications and indeed about disciplinary backgrounds (Carew et al. 2008). Moreover,
it has a serious impact on the way educational developers see themselves and on the way
they perceive their own effectiveness. According to Little and Green (2012), educational
developers often occupy a “betwixt and between” space in the university environment,
sometimes on the margins, sometimes in the center, and anywhere in between, both in
terms of their identity and in terms of their location in the university structure. This
ambiguous identity of educational developers will be further explored in this chapter.

Many educational developers come from specific disciplinary backgrounds and do
not have qualifications in educational development, since such qualifications currently
do not exist. Rather they have morphed into the role from a disciplinary base and have
degrees in history, media studies, social science, and education and specializations
therein, but not a degree in educational development. Some would argue that this is
now changing, and that educational development can be seen as a discipline in itself,
or indeed should be seen as a discipline in itself. For example, Carew et al. (2008,
p. 52) note that during the past 15 years, educational development has emerged as:

. . .a fledgling academic discipline from its practice-based past. A new discipline is initially
characterised by confusion and diversity; next comes paradigmatic agreement where adherents
to the field discuss shared foci, problems and practices to negotiate a loose but recognisable
Community of Practice (Lave and Wenger 1991). Finally, the discipline emerges as a
recognisable academic field with clarity of intentions, terminology, goals and practices.

There is considerable evidence to suggest that educational development is an
emerging discipline, particularly in the UK, Australia, and New Zealand (Hicks
2005; Knewstubb et al. 2015), through organizations such as the Higher Education
Academy (HEA), the Staff and Educational Development Association (SEDA), and
the Higher Education Research and Development Society of Australasia (HERDSA)
or at the very least a community of practice (Wenger 1999). However, even if there is
now a recognizable community of practice of educational developers who recognize
each other as performing similar roles and having similar (academic?) identities,
there is still a very wide variety of ways in which educational developers are
positioned within different universities. For example, while they are in some uni-
versities part of centralized learning and teaching enhancement centers, in others
they are part of a range of other administrative units, for example, academic quality
units or human resources departments. In yet other university contexts, educational
developers are embedded in faculties. Similarly, some are on academic contracts,
while others are on administrative contracts. The latter is a particularly pressing issue
if, as an educational developer, you see yourself as a change agent among academics
(Hick 2005), because in that context it matters for your status (and thus your
effectiveness) whether you are seen as a fellow academic (or peer) or as an
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administrator (or “enforcer of policy”). This can become an even more urgent issue
in cross-cultural contexts such as XJTLU.

Shifting Boundaries

In a transnational university such as XJTLU, one key characteristic is that academic
staff (and to a lesser extent professional staff) come from a wide variety of educa-
tional and cultural backgrounds, as noted above. However, in an increasingly
globalized higher education environment, it could be argued that such diversity
has increasingly become the norm. Killick (2016), for example, argues that “the
internationalisation of the learning and teaching landscape is now so prevalent, so
varied, and so important that we need to professionalise the international academic”
(p. 5). Of course this immediately raises questions of who “we” are and who the
“international academic” is, and indeed it raises the question of what “professional”
means in different cultural contexts, as even that is often contested. This is what
Stefani (2015) alludes to in her discussion of educational development in a Saudi
Arabian context: “the most challenging aspect of working in Saudi Arabia is not in
sharing [educational] development practices, but rather in understanding culturally
different conceptions of leadership” (p. 14). Jin and Cortazzi (2006) talk about
“cultures of learning” in this respect, with specific reference to a Chinese context.
This is relevant to our case here, as it raises the question (again) of whether
educational developers are “leaders” in learning and teaching or “enforcers” of
learning and teaching policy and ensuring compliance, which may be a culturally
based perception. If the former is the case, then the status of those who are meant to
be leading becomes very important, especially in cultural contexts where status
equals currency, so whether educational developers are seen as academics or as
professional staff gains saliency. Of course this is the case in all university settings to
some extent, but it becomes more salient in some cultural contexts than in others.
Perhaps “enablers” would be a more appropriate term than “leaders” in this respect.
So how does this play out in the Chinese higher education environment and in
particular in an explicitly transnational university such as XJTLU? Furthermore,
how do different regulatory requirements (e.g., UK Quality Assurance Agency
(QAA), Chinese Ministry of Education, Jiangsu Province Ministry of Education)
relate to each other in a transnational university? These interactions can be poten-
tially contradictory, so they are often dependent on highly complex negotiations to
bring two distinct systems into some degree of alignment. At XJTLU, educational
developers play a crucial part in managing this complexity, as they work across the
institution, and help academic staff to negotiate variations in different systems.

Educational Development in a Chinese Context

There is limited existing literature on the role of educational developers in the Chinese
context. However, there is some potential confusion around the terminology in this
respect. For example, “educational developers” at XJTLU, who focus on the
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Postgraduate Research (PGR) Skills Development Program, are equivalent to
“researcher developers” at its British partnership institution, the University of Liverpool;
its Chinese equivalence is not commonly used in China. The PGR Program is an
interesting example, as it provides teaching skills training (for teaching assistants) as
well as research skills training. Thus, there is a level of overlap between “educational
development” and “researcher development” in this context. In general, the role of
“educational developer” is not a stand-alone position in Chinese universities, but is
rather embedded in a variety of roles within institutions, for example, an officer based in
a Unit of Teaching Affairs, a trainer working in a Center for Teacher Development, and a
manager who has staff training responsibilities but is based in a Human Resources
Office (Teacher Excellence Center, Jiangnan University 2015). Moreover, many full-
time academics, especially those in social science subjects, also act as educational
developers taking up the responsibility for educational service among their peers (Harris
et al. 2008). In other words, if situated in a Department of Education at a Chinese
university, “educational development” could be regarded as an academic discipline; but
if viewed as a job responsibility, “educational development” may be embedded across
the university and fragmented as different aspects of professional service delivery. The
downside of this ambiguity is that “education” is viewed as an academic discipline, and
educational developers situated in education faculties are therefore seen as “academics,”
while those outside of academic faculties and working in central units (e.g., the
Academic Enhancement Center at XJTLU) are often classed as “administrative staff”
or “professional staff.” This will likely have a significant impact on the professional
identities of educational developers or those who are tasked with “educational develop-
ment” duties as part of their administrative roles (Cortazzi and Jin 2002). It will also
have a significant impact on how educational developers are perceived in universities in
China or, in this case, at a transnational university (XJTLU).

Institutional Context at Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool University

Before discussing this study in detail, it is important to explain the specific context of
Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool University (XJTLU), in particular the specific factors that
impact on the role of educational developers. As mentioned, XJTLU is a new
pioneering international university based in the city of Suzhou on China’s east
coast. XJTLU was founded in 1996 by Xi’an Jiaotong University China and the
University of Liverpool UK as a joint venture. As an independent Sino-Foreign
cooperative university, it aims to capture the essence of both its prestigious parent
universities, and it is the first and only one of its kind approved by the Ministry of
Education in China.

XJTLU’s aspires “to become a research-led international university in China and
a Chinese university recognized internationally for its uniqueness” (XJTLU website
n.d.). XJTLU makes it its mission “to cultivate technical and managerial profes-
sionals with international perspectives and competitive capabilities, contribute its
expertise in business and technology to economic and social development, undertake
research in areas where humanity faces severe challenges and explore new models
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for higher education that will exert influence on the development of education in
China and the world” (XJTLU website n.d.). The university’s mission statements
include a strong focus on international research as well as a variety of global
educational issues. This internationalized approach is demonstrated in that around
70% of the university’s teaching staff are non-Chinese.

In this context, the key document from an academic development perspective is
the university’s academic strategy (2011–2016), which highlights as one of its key
objectives the enhancement of learning and teaching. This is supported by the
Institutional Principles and Regulations document which clearly identifies the “qual-
ity of teaching” (B4, p. 8) as a primary focus and one that shall be maintained,
reviewed, and, where possible, enhanced. The institutional vehicle to ensure this
quality is adherence to the UK QAA framework.

XJTLU has a clear value-driven commitment to the Continuing Professional Devel-
opment for all staff involved in teaching and the support of learning at the institution.
The UK Professional Standards Framework (UKPSF) (Higher Education Academy
2015) has become central to this commitment and has provided a clear framework for
the development of XJTLU’s Certificate in Professional Studies in Learning and
Teaching in Higher Education (CPS) Program. The UKPSF provides a benchmark of
learning and teaching-related professional skills against which the quality of learning
and teaching is measured at XJTLU. It is seen as fundamental in the future development
and implementation of an overall institution-wide Professional Standards Framework
(PSF) scheme that will meet the needs of all teaching staff at XJTLU, including its
Postgraduate Research (PGR) students whowork as teaching assistants (TAs) . The TAs
are a mixture of international and Chinese PhD and master’s students. Also, non-
academic professional support staff who play an important role in the enhancement of
learning and teaching across the institution fall under this category.

XJTLU’s educational developers are based in a central unit called the Academic
Enhancement Center (AEC), which is responsible for both the CPS Program and the
PGR Program, as well as a whole range of other learning- and teaching-related
initiatives and training, including technology-enhanced learning. The AEC’s Programs
are closely aligned with their equivalents at the University of Liverpool (UoL), in
particular the PGR Program, as XJTLU’s PGR students are in effect UoL students
because XJTLU does not currently have postgraduate degree awarding powers in China.

Faculty staff from different educational systems bring with them diverse perspectives
of learning and teaching and a range of learning and teaching styles that are challenging
for educational developers (Mellors-Bourne et al. 2015; O’Mahony 2014). At XJTLU a
critically reflective approach towards teaching is encouraged as it is believed that
teachers will discover the worth of their teaching in this way. The CPS Program and
Continuing Professional Development (CPD) workshops continually expose teaching
staff to these dimensions with a view that they will adopt them in their own teaching
environments. Educational developers at XJTLU use the critically reflective assessments
that are part of the CPS Program and peer review of teaching as important measures of
evidence that is being implemented. Brookfield (1995, pp. 46–47) has identified that
critically reflective teachers are “excellent teachers who continually hone their
personalised” authentic voice. “[. . .] Vigilant critical reflection delivers several boons:
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inspirational self-assuredness, the regular achievement of teaching goals, and motivated,
critically reflective students.” This is the reason why critical reflection is a crucial part of
the assessment in the CPS Program at XJTLU.

However, within the XJTLU context, this brings with it a number of issues that
we need to account for when encouraging this approach. Firstly, Chinese students are
typically responsive to a rote learning style as one of the key features of the
Confucian learning approach, and memorization begins in kindergarten (Starr
2012, p. 17). As such reflective practice is often very new to them, and not
necessarily a style of learning they easily engage with, even if it is part of a
traditional Confucian learning tradition (Jin and Cortazzi 2006). This then makes it
hard to firstly engage Chinese colleagues in workshops and secondly for them to
then transfer these new teaching skills to their own classrooms when their students
only want to be told what to do and are reluctant to be independent learners
themselves. Secondly, as noted, XJTLU employs diverse faculty staff from all
over the world who bring with them differing perspectives and understandings of
teaching and learning. They are also primarily research-driven as XJTLU promotes
itself as a research-led international university in China, and as such, an emphasis on
research over learning and teaching tends to be predominant across the institution.
Thirdly, many faculty staff have never taken a pedagogically focused course with the
exception of language teachers, and as such, engaging them in reflective practice is
challenging for many of them. Fourthly, teaching staff who attend AEC’s workshops
sometimes explicitly ask to be “spoon fed” in terms of what they need to do to pass
the assessments, and engaging them in an interactive, facilitated workshop can be
challenging. Fifthly, as the CPS Program is mandatory at XJTLU for new academic
staff, they sometimes view the workshops as wasting their important time and
irrelevant to their actual contracted duties. On the other hand, many faculty staff
are young academics in the early part of their careers, and some are very keen to
enroll in the CPS Program and to become a Higher Education Academy (HEA)
fellow. Nevertheless, many faculty staff have never worked in a UK higher education
environment or equivalent, that is, they have not encountered the stringent quality
assurance systems that are required and, as such, they tend to find it difficult to grasp
and understand the ideologies of Continuing Professional Development from a
learning and teaching perspective.

Challenging as it may seem, the aim is to encourage colleagues to continuingly
reflect on their practice, and educational developers as facilitators must lead by
example, and building professional respect is thus a key part of that role. In a cultural
context in which professional status and titles are very important, the status of
educational developers as either academic or professional administrative staff matters.

One way of gaining respect is “by association,” and one of the key strategies that
educational developers employ at XJTLU is to involve and invite faculty teaching
staff to discuss their own learning and teaching practice as exemplars. The motto
here is that learning from peers is most effective (Boud et al. 2001), rather than all
learning and teaching related professional development emanating from a central
place. A community of practice approach is therefore central to the philosophy and
practice of educational developers at XJTLU.
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An example of innovative practice, by a faculty member who subsequently presented
to peers as part of a CPS Program workshop, was one in which she developed a strategy
to ensure that formative feedback became more effective in improving student perfor-
mance and developing independent learning skills by encouraging student self-evalua-
tion and reflection. Initially informed by the concept of “feedforward” (Duncan 2007),
she designed a new initiative requiring students to read feedback in class and use the
resulting action points to set goals for their next essay. A further exercise to encourage
students to review their goals and state whether they had achieved them was intended to
close the “feedback loop.” In this way, formative evaluation became assessment for
learning, rather than assessment of learning (Boud and Falchikov 2006). Thus, in order
to facilitate the approach, a feed-forward form was designed specifically focusing on
language errors. When students received their feedback, students were required to
identify their most common errors, using the error codes, and write them on their
feed-forward form. When they received the first draft of the assessed essay without
feedback, they then used the feed-forward form to review their common errors and try to
find examples of similar errors.

This is just one example demonstrating the use of best practice exemplars as a
central element of AEC’s educational development strategy, as it firstly draws on
peer learning principles and secondly builds trust and professional respect across
disciplines. Specific events and initiatives at XJTLU, such as the Annual Learning
and Teaching Colloquium and the Teaching Development Fund, are based on the
same principles.

Methodology

The data for the case studies are drawn from interviews with educational developers,
including educational technologists, and selected academic staff from faculties and a
survey with a range of academic staff at XJTLU, including a sample of master’s and
PhD students who are teaching assistants.

In order to get a sense of the success of this approach, two anonymous surveys
were conducted with open-ended questions about the role of educational developers
at XJTLU. One of the surveys was targeted at academic staff enrolled in the CPS
Program, while the other was targeted at PGR students/teaching assistants.

The CPS Program-focused questionnaire was sent out by email to 50 academic
teaching staff at XJTLU and was open for 1 month. Anonymity and confidentiality
were assured. Questions used can be found in Appendix 2. Fifteen respondents filled
in the survey, and 12 of these were valid responses. The response rate was roughly
25% which is on the low side, but this may be explained by the fact that the survey
was sent out during an intensive period of assessment, marking, and moderation
processes. However, it is an eternal challenge to find a “right” time for surveys.

The PGR Program-focused questionnaire (see Appendix 1) was sent out by email
to 53 teaching assistants (TAs) at XJTLU and was open for 1 month. Anonymity and
confidentiality were assured. Eleven respondents filled in the survey and 10 of these
were valid responses. The response rate was roughly 20%. The full reasons for this
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somewhat low response rate are unknown, but it may be partly explained by the fact
that the survey was distributed 1 week before the Chinese New Year. Bearing in
mind that about two thirds of our TAs are Chinese postgraduates, we actually sent a
follow-up email reminder to all respondents during the Chinese New Year (16 days
after the survey had been distributed the first time) in order to increase the response
rate. This may seem culturally inappropriate at first sight, but it is in fact quite
common for Chinese academic staff to continue working for some periods over the
Chinese New Year holiday period, especially for research-active staff, which
explains our rationale behind the timing of the survey.

Survey Analysis: Perceptions of the Role of Educational
Developers at XJTLU

The analysis of questionnaires completed by participants produced some interesting,
if somewhat predictable, results.

CPS Program Participants

The survey questions targeted at those enrolled in the CPS Program (see Appendix 2)
asked how participants perceived the support they received from educational devel-
opers in their teaching. Many respondents cited the CPS Program itself as the most
effective way of driving learning and teaching strategies within the institution, but a
small number referred to initiatives to support learning and teaching more generally
delivered specifically at departmental level. General comments included:

The CPS workshops are really useful. It helps me to think quite a lot about the teaching
practice. For some aspects, it opened my eyes. I think they are great, especially for the new
teaching staff without much teaching experience.

Having educational developers around is, of course, useful in any teaching context. Some-
one should be there to guide and assist with the professional development of academic staff.

Learning technologies and in particular the use of XJTLU’s virtual learning envi-
ronment (VLE) called ICE (integrated communication environment) were men-
tioned by several respondents. This is interesting because it is the learning
technologists in AEC who seemed to be perceived as most directly relevant and of
practical use to staff’s immediate teaching context, as in the following example:

Yes. They provide a source external to the department that helps us improve our approach to
teaching and learning, keep up with new developments, find out and stay consistent with
what’s going on in the rest of the uni’s teaching practices etc. The educational technology
support is especially relevant and helpful.
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This may be partly due to the fact that the general educational developers are mostly
concerned with broader approaches to learning and teaching approaches, while the
learning technologists can support staff with specific learning technology applications.

There were some interesting responses to the question of whether educational
developers’ support was considered appropriate and useful for the Chinese context.
In response, there was a request from several academics to run mandatory workshops
intended to explicitly explain what is expected of a “UK-led university.” This is an
interesting point since the university is a partnership between a Chinese university
(Xi’an Jiaotong) and a UK university (UoL). Clearly the perception of this partner-
ship has been interpreted in this case as being somewhat one sided. This perception
may also be substantiated in a clear message from the questionnaire of a need for
AEC to deliver more workshops focusing on “working in a Chinese context.” This is
explicitly reflected in the following responses:

The theory is universal, however, more input from Chinese teachers and Chinese students
into how their education system works and effects their learning would be helpful.

Whatever ‘the Chinese context’means is very subjective, but yes. With staff and students from all
over the world and from a variety of academic cultural backgrounds it’s important to have the
AEC as a kind of lightly guiding centre. The makeup of the AEC staff also reflects this diversity.

I think that the university as a whole is still struggling with the concept of the Chinese
context. This is probably because the question of how to train ‘critical thinking’ is a puzzle
world wide.

It would seem crucial within this particular context to know about not only the nature
of the educational experience of our students but also the quality of that experience. A
key challenge emerging from the interviews involves how a greater emphasis can be
developed on understanding how quality can be enhanced and assured, while testing
the success of this in relation to the student experience. Some of the respondents
mentioned in this respect that the AEC had a part to play in working with students at
XJTLU. This is currently not the case, except of course for postgraduate students, who
are simultaneously employed as teaching assistants. The next section addresses their
perceptions of the educational developers at XJTLU.

PGR Program Participants

Overall, the TAs had positive perceptions of, and attitudes towards, the role that the
educational developers play in supporting TAs’ teaching and research practice.
General examples include:

I believe that the AEC has a crucial role to play in developing professional skills for the
teaching assistants.

They provide good TA training for us and let us know what the important things are for TA
jobs and some useful skills for TA tasks.
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It is worth noting that the participating TAs identified a need for receiving more
pedagogical training directly related to their own majors (subjects/disciplines).
Surprisingly, the majority of the respondents also considered the teacher training
that the educational developers delivered relevant to their own research (i.e., their
PhD projects). However, one respondent wrote:

Some practices are not really relevant, it depends on the major so it would be better to
provide major-related practices in future.

This shows that this respondent answered the question from the discipline (subject)
point of view, but at the same time, s/he may have misunderstood the broader
influence of the teaching training and that of research training provided by educa-
tional developers, the impact of which on their practice is likely to be more subtle.

Given the TAs including both local (Chinese) and international master’s and
doctoral students, the authors had predicted that the respondents may come up
with very diverse opinions about whether the educational developers’ support fits
the Chinese context. The responses turned out to be mixed. On the one hand, half of
the respondents agreed that the XJTLU educational developers had provided them
with support appropriate for a Chinese context (i.e., the XJTLU setting) because,
e.g., “in our school more than half numbers of students are Chinese, our TAs have to
understand their Chinese students”; on the other hand, some did not consider it
suitable mainly because of, unexpectedly, the learning styles of Chinese students
whom the TAs have taught:

No. Not really, as Chinese Students are not interactive at all. Some support on how to make
classes more interactive would be very useful.

Regarding what the educational developers can do in the future to enhance TAs’
future practice, the respondents largely focused on suggestions at the practical level,
which related mostly to TA training policies at the university and departmental
levels, and to administrative, legitimate and procedural matters. In other words,
such suggestions focused on the nonacademic matters more than those relating to the
academic and research improvement that educational developers could facilitate for
them in the future. This may be partly due to the participants not being particularly
clear on what the potential support that educational developers could offer them
would consist of. Again, this is partly related to the position of educational devel-
opers as professional staff in a central unit and thus relatively removed from
teachers’ immediate faculty-based teaching context. Nonetheless, some participants
mentioned the professional (teaching) guidance they wanted to receive in the future,
for instance, “weekly feedback between AEC and TAs might be helpful for enhanc-
ing practices and solve random problems encountered.”

Arguably, the main outcome from these questionnaires is, in fact, a series of
further questions. Transnational education in general establishes new teaching and
learning environments and new roles for academics. This diversity tends to create
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a need to embrace more flexible and more culturally relevant teaching approaches,
underpinned by varied pedagogies.

In sum, the analysis of the survey shows a complex transnational environment,
which is characterized by diverse needs, both in terms of skills, knowledge, and
educational backgrounds and in terms of cultural backgrounds. Add to that a context
in which there is a high turnover of particularly international academic staff, and it
becomes clear that the roles of educational developers are considerably varied.

Recommendations and Suggestions

Based on the above discussion of the context and the analysis of the surveys, the
following key recommendations and points have emerged for educational develop-
ment in a transnational context (in this case with a focus on China). The central
theme is captured by the terms peer learning and communities of practice.

Firstly, it is important to carefully consider the institutional positioning of edu-
cational developers – i.e., central unit, faculty-embedded, or a combination of the
two – and their subsequent potential to influence change in learning and teaching and
the promotion and encouragement of good practice. Related to the first point, it is
important to recognize that educational developers are essentially “change agents”
and have particular relevance and importance in a rapidly changing higher education
landscape in China. Secondly, it is recommended to integrate faculty-based teachers
into the educational development process – i.e., as exemplars, guest spots in
workshops, and learning and teaching champions. This process can be stimulated
by establishing and implementing communities of practice to facilitate more direct
linkages between educational developers and faculty-based teaching staff. Special
events can then draw attention to good learning and teaching practice – e.g., the
Annual Learning and Teaching Colloquium. Furthermore, it is crucial that at an
institutional level, innovative practice is seen to be explicitly supported in the form
of funding – i.e., Teaching Development Fund and Teaching Conference Fund.
Thirdly, raising the status and reward for “teaching” as opposed to “research,” by
engaging with and embedding the UKPSF and rewarding them with a Higher
Education Academy Fellowship upon completion of the CPS Program, is suggested
as a promising way to engage academic staff. Finally, it is important to raise the
profile of educational development and what support educational developers can
offer, with a specific emphasis on the academic nature of their role. Importantly, this
should happen internally and externally with fellow practitioners across Asia,
thereby nurturing a cross-institutional practice-based community of practice.

Conclusion

As discussed in this chapter, the role of educational developers is crucial in the support
and enhancement of learning and teaching pedagogy across the university. Whether
the title of educational developer is appropriate and whether the role of educational
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developers within an institution is seen as professional and administrative, or aca-
demic, are a continuing debate across the wider community of “educational devel-
opers” and the “field” of educational development. What stands out from our
perspective as educational developers in a transnational university is that they play a
crucial role as change agents through our facilitation, consultation, and championing
of both the practice and the scholarship of learning and teaching. However, at XJTLU
there is an additional need to seriously consider the Chinese context in which they
work and develop programs that allow for reflection on this context so that interna-
tional staff are supported to engage with and understand the underlying philosophies
and complexities of learning and teaching styles in China. This is a message that may
apply to educational developers in other transnational settings as well.

Appendix 1

Questionnaire about AEC (Academic Enhancement Center) educational developers’
support at XJTLU – PGR (Postgraduate Research) Skills Development Program/TA
(teaching assistant) Program:

1. How do you think the role of AEC educational developers, who run the PGR
Program, supports you in developing your professional skills (in particular in the
form of TA training)?

2. Do you think the support is relevant to your research or profession, in particular
your work as a TA?

3. Do you think the support is appropriate for a Chinese context, and is it useful?
Why? Or why not?

What other support could the AEC educational development team give you that
would help you enhance your practice at XJTLU (in particular your work as a TA)?

Appendix 2

Questionnaire about AEC educational developers’ support at XJTLU – CPS (Cer-
tificate of Professional Practice in Learning and Teaching in Higher Education) and
CPD (Continuing Professional Development) Program:

1. How do you think the role of AEC educational developers, who run the CPS and
CPD Program, supports you in developing your professional skills?

2. Do you think the support is relevant to your research or profession, in particular
your work as a lecturer?

3. Do you think the support is appropriate for a Chinese context, and is it useful?
Why? Or why not?
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What other support could the AEC educational development team give you that
would help you enhance your practice at XJTLU (in particular your work as a lecturer)?
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curriculum design, the role of an educational designer is evolving. In past, more
content-focused approaches to curriculum development, many universities
employed dedicated production teams, and many designers operated in prescrip-
tive production and technology support positions that resulted in a mediated
experience for academic staff with teaching technologies. The role of educational
designers in the new environment is changing to support a more sustainable
practice, with a focus on building capacity in academic staff to navigate their
own relationship with technology. It calls for designers, in many cases, to
surrender their expertise and to work with academic staff, modeling their
approaches and processes for adopting technologies. The transition of educational
designers is further evident in how they work around the blurred boundaries of
“classic” curriculum expertise and in their increased strategic agency within the
institution. This chapter explores how interactions, the adoption of new peda-
gogies, technologies, and curriculum renewal strategies, give rise to the tension
between academic and professional identities and suggests a third space in which
educational designers now practice.

Keywords
Educational design · Instructional design · Cross-boundary professional ·
Collaborative adoption · Academic developer

Introduction

Much has been written about the political, technical, pedagogical, and transdisci-
plinary changes affecting universities. Ray Land describes the opportunities in the
sector for emergent roles for academic developers and professionals, “as new
academic identities and roles have grown in response to the spaces opened up”
(Land 2004, p. 3) by the changes. Barnett suggests that “all universities have, in a
sense become corporate universities – run as businesses and engaging – so far as they
can – with the business world” (Barnett 2014, p. 147). For Barnett the fluidity in the
postmodern university facilitates a “dissolution of identity structures” (Barnett 2014,
p. 150). This chapter explores how interactions, the adoption of new pedagogies,
technologies, and curriculum renewal strategies, give rise to the tension between
academic and professional identities and suggests a third space in which educational
designers now practice.

Australian universities now operate in an environment of massification and
globalization as the sector moves from an elite system of higher education to a
model of mass access. In response to the Bradley Review of Australian Higher
Education (Bradley et al. 2008), recommending major reforms to the “financing and
regulatory frameworks for higher education” (Bradley et al. 2008, p. xi), the Australian
government has set participation targets for low socioeconomic status students. This
has increased the number of students attending universities, who would not previ-
ously have attended higher education institutions, to produce more graduates to meet
the “demands of a rapidly moving global economy” (Bradley et al. 2008, p. xi). Along
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with this increasingly heterogeneous student population, the “pervasive influence of
technologies and pressure to produce work-ready graduates” (Gosper and Ifenthaler
2014, p. 2) has propelled a pedagogical shift and comprehensive curriculum change.
With many universities undertaking rapid curriculum development, and the rapid
development of the technology underpinning new, more strongly student-centered
curriculum design, the role of an educational designer is evolving.

Literature Review

Studies in Australia in both the mid-1990s and 2000s have discussed educational
design, primarily as instructional design (Allen 1996; Bird 2004; Campbell et al.
2005; Morgan et al. 2007; Roberts et al. 1994). Yet there is little in the recent
literature. It is, therefore, timely to revisit the literature and the role and identity of
the educational designer, with an explicit focus on how the role is developing and the
factors shaping this change.

Educational design is defined variously from institution to institution. A review of
position descriptions indicates, in most institutions, the role is associated with the
integration of technology to support curriculum design. It traverses the technical and
pedagogical, with many educational designers arriving at their profession from
varied educational and professional pathways, including teaching, technology-
related roles in web and multimedia design, and library and academic positions. In
turn this has influenced the nature of the role, its function, and description.

Educational design could be viewed as operating at the intersection of research,
theories, and practice in instructional design and academic development, yet these
professional orientations are themselves also fluid and evolving. As Campbell,
Schwier, and Kenny argue, “instructional design has long debated the nature of
instructional design practice” (Campbell et al. 2005, p. 242). Further, while some
universities have recognized the convergent nature of roles in educational design and
academic development, acknowledging the “common theoretical foundations in
student learning theory” (Morgan et al. 2007, p. 156), designers and developers
mostly constitute an ill-defined professional group that nonetheless have a vital role
to play in strategic initiatives (Bird 2004, p. 123).

It is difficult to align previous research without making some arbitrary decisions.
In this chapter the role of instructional designer is viewed as part of the evolutionary
history that may describe the functional role of an educational designer but does not
necessarily describe the path many educational designers have taken to arrive at their
position or account for other influences that affect the realization of the role. The
identity of the instructional designer is itself also constructed from background,
experience, and research, as designers “draw on institutional culture, professional
literature, professional organisations and reflection to understand their boundaries of
practice” (Shwier et al. 2004, p. 77). The role of the academic developer is consid-
ered where the role of the educational designer may be informed by similar organi-
zational pressures, requirements, and interactions and where historically there have
been recognized common functions of both roles.
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Currently educational design is performed under a number of occupational titles
including, but not restricted to, instructional designer, educational designer, educa-
tional developer, e-learning designer, e-learning developer, online learning designer,
online learning developer, educational technologist, and academic developer. These
various descriptions reflect the varied “orientations, approaches and theoretical
frameworks” (Bird 2004, p. 123). For Morgan et al. (2007), education design is
interchangeable with instructional design (p. 21).

Instructional design is founded in the disciplines of psychology and media and
communications, although Reigeluth (1983) indicates the lack of any well-articu-
lated media and communication models or theories (p. 27). The behaviorist learning
theories of Skinner and Thorndike (Campbell et al. 2005, p. 245), together with the
cognitive orientations developed by Bruner and Ausubel (Reigeluth 1983, p. 27), see
instructional design as “concerned with understanding, improving and applying
methods of creating instruction” (Reigeluth 1983, p. 8). Gravemeijer and Cobb
extend this description with the inclusion of “tools” where instructional design can
be seen as a practice that “focuses on the instructional tasks and tools as potential
means of support” (Gravemeijer and Cobb 2006, p. 22).

Rapid growth in the development and use of digital technologies to support and
deliver instruction in the 1990s lead to change in the nature of work of instructional
designers (Reiser 200, p. 63). McKenney, Nieven, and van der Akker suggest that in
educational design, at this point, emerges the “technical-professional perspective
concerned with methods of the curriculum development process” (McKenney et al.
2006, p. 68). Simultaneously the 1990s saw a cultural shift from a more systematic
practice toward social constructivism, where an educational designer can “reflect his
or her values and belief structures, understandings, prior experiences, and construc-
tion of new knowledge through social interaction and negotiation” (Campbell et al.
2005, p. 246). The new personal efficacy of the designer (Reiser 2001, p. 63) suggests
a more transformative role emerging as they become “agents of social change at the
personal, relational and institutional level” (Campbell et al. 2005, p. 242).

This transformative role could be seen to correspond with Whitchurch’s cross-
boundary professional, where the individual uses “boundaries to build strategic
advantage and institutional capacity, using rules and resources of more than one
type of space to construct their identity” (Whitchurch 2008a, p. 377). The cross-
boundary professional at an institutional level provides a complementary context for
the transdisciplinary nature of the role at an academic level. The working context of
transdisciplinary partnerships for the educational designer connects “the coordina-
tion of disciplines and interdisciplines with a set of common goals towards a
common system purpose” (O’Reilly 2004, p. 725). In these partnerships, knowledge
is constructed through temporary networks created for a specific purpose, reflecting
the project-based approach to curriculum development increasingly employed at
universities.

Whitchurch identifies this as a third space “characterised by mixed teams of staff
who work on short-term projects, such as bids for external funding and quality
initiatives” (Whitchurch 2008b, p. 386). It is the emergent territory between the
professional and academic where mixed identities operate in a place for
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experimentation, embracing a certain “organizational messiness” (Whitchurch
2008b, p. 388). For others it is a “postcolonial space of contestation and trans-
culturation” where staff engage in critical and creative conversations (Manathunga
2007, p. 31). Little and Green suggest rather than seeing this as a transitioning state,
it is a state of permanence “that denotes a cultural hybridity” (Little and Green 2012,
p. 214). This cultural hybridity is also expressed in a tension between the profes-
sional and the academic aspects of the role of the educational designer. It is where the
designer may be operating as an “unbounded professional” (Whitchurch 2008b,
p. 383), extending their roles beyond their position descriptions.

Table 1 presents a comparison of definitions of educational/instructional designers
and developers, organized in chronological and professional order, to provide some
reference points that may demarcate and connect design and development practice.

The comparison suggests staff development, curriculum design, creating teaching
and learning resources, research, and evaluation may be the common ground of
designers and developers, while the outlying activities of policy development, or
participation in the development of the Graduate Certificate, are less well articulated.
Academic development, in the representations in the table, is more commonly

Table 1 Educational/instructional designer/developer responsibilities

Roles Activities, responsibilities, and orientations

7 (+4) Roles of the instructional designer
(Source: Roberts et al. 1994, p. 81)

Professional developmenta

Curriculum designa

Pedagogical advice

A “critical eye”

Assessment strategy advisor

An evaluator

Editor (advisor on writing)

Advisor on media use

A surrogate student

Researcha

Consultationa

Activities of instructional designers
(Source: Allen 1996, p. 22)

Staff development

Developing curriculum

Conducting task and skill analysis

Determining instructional strategies

Defining instructional goals

Writing performance criteria

Piloting instructional materials

Designing CBL materials

Desktop publishing of learning materials

Editing

Conducting instructional design research

Project managing

Information mapping

(continued)
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Table 1 (continued)

Roles Activities, responsibilities, and orientations

Frequency of core activities of design and
development (Source: Bird 2004, p. 129b)

Staff development

Curriculum design

Designing teaching and learning activities

Designing individual units, programs, and courses

Designing objectives/learning outcomes,
assessment tasks

Designing for online, print, CD-ROM

Production

Academic: research

Academic: teaching

Project management

Role of educational designers/developers
(Source: Morgan et al. 2007, p. 157)

Designing T & L resources (Ed)

Curriculum development (Ed)

Staff development resources (Ed&Ad)

Unit and course reviews (Ed&Ad)

Foundation program (Ed&Ad)

Graduate certificate (Ed&Ad)

Seminars (Ed&Ad)

Policy development (Ed&Ad)

Peer review teaching (Ad)

Staff development programs (Ad)

(Ed = educational design Ad = academic
developer)

Roles of an academic developer (Source:
Fraser 2001, p. 58c)

A resource linker

A process consultant

A catalyst

An information provider

An evaluator

A module writer

A critical friend

A researcher

A collaborative researcher

Publicist

Committee member

A lobbyist

Orientations of an academic developer
(Source: Land 2001, p. 6d)

Professional competence (professional
development)

Entrepreneurial (fosters innovative practice)

Romantic: ecological humanist (concerned with
the personal development and well-being)

Interpretive hermeneutic (engages through
“intelligent conversation” with colleagues)

Internal consultant (observational/evaluative/
advisory)

(continued)
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denoted in terms of the developers’ relationship to the institution and interactions.
While the orientations of an academic developer, described in the last row of the
table, align least with the other studies, they may be a better way of understanding
educational design, to imagine a way of “making sense of a given situation or set of
tasks that subsequently informs and influences action” (Land 2001, p. 4). The
orientations allow for a more flexible response to the complexity or, to return to
Barnett (2014) briefly, the “supercomplexity” (p. 146) that universities, and by
implication designers and developers, operate within.

Boud (2006) describes academic development as operating within corporate
policy, where human capital theory informs the role as part of the corporate agenda,
through activities like quality assurance (p. 4). Others see academic development as
a fault line or a state of “unhomeliness” between disciplines, where “academic
developers are particularly vulnerable to being colonised by neoliberal discourses”
(Manathunga 2007, p. 29) of university managerial agendas. Educational designers,
especially those located in central units, can be perceived to be advocates of
institutional policy and strategies. It would, however, be simplistic to describe the
role of the educational designer as one colonized by management imperatives, as
they are not “journeymen workers directed by management, but act in purposeful,
value based ways with ethical knowledge, in social relationships and contexts”
(Campbell et al. 2005, p. 243).

Table 1 (continued)

Roles Activities, responsibilities, and orientations

Managerial (concerned with achievement of
institutional goals and missions)

Discipline specific (development as “situated
learning” within a disciplinary community of
practice)

Modeler-broker (working alongside colleagues
to demonstrate innovation)

Vigilant opportunist (takes advantage of topical
developments and opportunities)

Researcher (uses compelling educational
research evidence)

Political strategist: investor (aligns development
with agencies most likely to yield dividends)

Reflective practitioner (fosters culture of self-or-
peer evaluative, critical reflection)

Table 1 has been reorganized into core themes/roles/tasks and does not necessarily reflect the order
or order of importance of the initial lists
aRoberts et al. (1994) saw the list as primarily applying to production of instructional materials and
omitted other roles of research, consultation curriculum design, and staff development (p. 82)
included here
bCollapsed from original source into core categories
cCollapsed from original source
dDescriptions condensed
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Methodology

This study employs an ethnographic methodology to explore the shared sociocul-
tural contexts, perceptions, and behaviors of a group of educational designers within
a central department of a large metropolitan university. Each of the designers
interviewed is the focus of a case study. Although there is overlap recognized
between ethnographic and case study methodologies, the ethnographic approach
here is used to explore the way in which the structure and culture are shared by the
group, which Creswell notes “may or may not be present in a case study” (Creswell
1998, p. 66). For the purpose of this research, the cases are considered as the object
which “situates the case within its setting” (Creswell 1998, p. 61).

The sequential methods used to collect data for the studies include:

• Unstructured participant observations over a period of one year and reflection of a
participant-researcher to inform the research question, questionnaire, and interviews

• Structured questionnaire to determine how background, current position, day-to-
day interactions with colleagues and networks, university strategy, and technol-
ogy influence performance of the role (Appendix A)

• Semi-structured, open-ended interview to follow up on responses in the question-
naire and explore the richer context of how the participants construct meaning.

The case studies have been constructed to “preserve the meaningful relations that
the respective person deals with in the topic of the study” (Flick 2015, p. 184) and to
express the distribution of perspectives of the participants. Quotes have been
selected where they are most poignant of the change or tension in the role.

The Role of the Researcher

As an educational designer, and manager of an educational design team, I have observed
the changing nature of practice within a new organizational structure, new strategic
imperatives accelerating pace of curriculum (re)design, and a sectoral focus on enhanced
usability of technology. I have reflected on what this might mean for educational design,
and how it might describe new capabilities required for the role, and how designers are
navigating this transition. Boud et al. suggest that productive reflection in professional
practice can bring “changes in work practice to enhance productivity together with
changes to enhance personal engagement andmeaning in work” (Boud et al. 2006, p. 5).
Further, reflection has been useful in this research as a way of understanding “one’s own
position and the position of others in the research” (Costly et al. 2010, p. 30).

Limitations

There is a certain amount of subjectivity of the participant-researcher as my partic-
ular interest “in what and how the project is researched and developed will influence
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what is studied and emphasised, and the way it is evaluated” (Costly et al. 2010,
p. 33). It is also true that “people in the same situations construct reality in differing
ways” (Costly et al. 2010, p. 33), and I have tried to present these differing
narratives, allowing participants to read and veto their case studies as a true reflection
of their own alternative constructions.

It is also recognized that there is an imbalance in the relationship between the
researcher and the participants. To this end, participation in the research was on a
volunteer basis with some members of the team participating and others electing not
to. Ethical implications of this aspect of the project were considered, and ethics approval
was sought and approved through the University Human Ethics Committee (UHEC).

It could also be argued that the case studies themselves, while highly illustrative of
this particular institutional context, may not necessarily describe culture and behavior
at other institutions. Although the case studies are “bounded by time and place”
(Creswell 1998, p. 61), the context is broadly applicable in the way in which the
external environment is influencing a sector-wide response to change, which, in turn,
is influencing the nature of the role of educational designers. It is also expected that the
reader will determine what is applicable to their own context (Reis n.d., para. 3).

Case Studies

The four educational designers interviewed for this study are part of a centralized
learning and teaching unit. As a result of a recent restructure, two of the designers
migrated from faculty-based positions, one designer was located within the previous
central learning and teaching center, and the fourth was newly recruited to the
university sector. Educational design is supported through the central unit, although
there are two college-based educational technology support teams. The educational
designers support consultations; large-scale strategic curriculum redevelopment pro-
jects supporting blended learning, student success, and retention; and fully online
course development across the university. They work alongside academic devel-
opers with roles distinguished along a professional/academic divide. Developers are
academic appointments, while designers are professional appointments. The teach-
ing of the Graduate Certificate and research, as the defined responsibility of devel-
opers, mainly separates the designers’ and developers’ remit. There is, however,
much shared ground in professional development, curriculum design, and evalua-
tion, although each brings a different focus.

The strategies, and the recent restructure, are seen as major initiatives to change
the culture and processes of the institution to respond to the sectoral pressures
defined in the introduction of this chapter. It is the lived experience of the recent
restructure, implementation of new strategies, and the attempt to define prescriptive
design and development positions that give these case studies a timely relevance.
The changing context of the interactions the designers undertake helps to understand
how that defines the role, as Boud and Hager note “as the practice evolves, so does
the professional identity of the practitioner” (Boud and Hager 2012, p. 23).
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Case Studies

Case Study 1

With a Bachelor of Applied Science, the educational designer, who informs the first
case study, originally worked as a photographer in a university and moved into a
multimedia development role supporting academic staff and coordinating a multi-
media production team involved in diverse technology-assisted educational pro-
grams. Most recently he has been employed as an educational designer, a position
held at this university for the past six years. During this time, he notes the transition
of the role from a technological to a pedagogical focus.

When does one call oneself an educational designer? Learning technologist, learning
designer what is the difference? I suppose my role and attitude shifted when the pedagogy
and learning outcomes were seen as more critical than the process and technology. This shift
in my role occurred about six years ago.

Although having held the position of educational designer for the past six years, it
has in fact been two iterations, with the current role commencing in 2015, within the
restructured central learning and teaching unit. The change has resulted in a more
consultative approach for the educational design team with less focus on providing
production services and more capacity building to promote self-efficacy.

With the current model I am conscious of building in a design that builds capacity within the
academic and handing them onto Ed Tech Support for future support. This is different to my
previous role whereby there was no backup support team, and I contributed to most of the build.

In this role the designer works closely with academic developers on curriculum
projects and determines as need requires the extent to which he might “stray” into
academic development territory. While the designer attends and presents at confer-
ences, he does not feel that research is an expectation of a professional role. The
designer works within the strategic goals of the university; however, he interprets
them for academic staff to align to common goals.

The designer collaborates with colleagues and professional organizations to
maintain their understanding of technology development and leverages this
networked knowledge of educational technologies at the curriculum level.

In this space you can’t really claim to be an expert because it’s continually changing, so what
worked in the past doesn’t necessarily work now. The environment is changing, cohorts are
changing. In that sort of collaboration, there’s no expert in the room we learn together.

Case Study 2

The designer who informs the second case study holds a Bachelor of Arts, majoring in
professional writing with two vocational educational and training (VET) diplomas in
vocational education and training design and development. He has a rich professional
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background, having been employed as an instructional/educational designer for
seven years in the VET sector. Prior to that he held positions in industry including
broadcasting, radio, telecommunications, and as an editor and content producer.

The transition for this designer, having only been recently employed at this
university, has been one associated with the move from the VET to the university
sector. Like the designer in our first case study, he is required to work closely with the
academic development team and respond to the capabilities of the academic developer
in design projects, informally moving between design and development as required.

Sometimes you have to take the lead or at least be prepared to take the lead. Other times this
can be quite a nice process where you bounce off each other. Almost like dancing. It works
really well when the developer is open to sharing and when they don’t get too overly
concerned about barriers or boundaries.

Research in this case is also an informal process, particularly where technology is
concerned, and he perceives that this may not be as highly valued as traditional
research.

I guess you could say it is informal research. Whether this is seen as important or not I don’t
really know. I know how important it can be.

Broad strategic learning and teaching goals of the university guide fulfillment of
the role. The designer, however, seeks a balance when working with academic
colleagues, separating themselves from the strategies and policies of the institution,
while simultaneously driving strategic outcomes.

You also have to nurture and protect the academic from a lot of the background ‘noise’ that
happens with projects so that they don’t become part of the internal issues that you are trying
to solve.

Personal networks are an extremely important buffer and extend the expertise of
this designer not only with educational technologies but also the broader context of
the institution.

They have a huge influence. Their expertise is varied and complements my skills and
knowledge. I have learned a lot from other educational designers particularly within this
context. The sharing of past experiences, old courseware issues and habits of academics is
extremely helpful.

Case Study 3

The educational designer in case study three holds tertiary qualifications in Science
and Engineering and has previously worked in a faculty-based role as a multimedia
designer for five years, moving to the central learning and teaching unit in 2015.

He perceives the central role requires more diverse expertise and is less personal.
For this designer the move has a resultant loss of disciplinary context for the
environment in which he operates.
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We deal with a larger cohort of staff from multiple disciplines. There is more overarching
project management/coordination. School and department level activities were simpler as
the subjects were from the same discipline and smaller cohort of staff, so there were many
similarities. My new role includes a broader range of disciplines without as much tacit
knowledge of the discipline providing the ability for more context when providing educa-
tional design advice specific to a subject or course.

He now regularly collaborates with the team to draw on their collective expertise.

Our team has come from roles in various disciplines so I’m regularly drawing on the
knowledge of my colleagues when I don’t have experience in their previous school, faculty
or discipline.

The designer also comments on the more scheduled nature of the work with less
informal drop-ins. This is accompanied by a shift in the requirements of the role,
blurring the boundaries between academic development and educational design.

There’s definitely areas where we cross over and need to collaborate. At the same time there
is a handover point. The edges are blurry.

He has participated in joint research projects in the past, mostly in the role of
technical advisor, and finds research is not intensively encouraged but certainly not
discouraged.

This designer works in a position that is directly funded by a strategic initiative and
is more keenly focused on direct outcomes of the strategy than other designers in these
case studies, citing most of their work as directly attributed to one or more goals.

He employs a just-in-time strategy to guide the adoption of technology, upskilling
on an as-needed basis.

I’m involved with too many technologies for it to be feasible to be at the forefront of all of
them. As my role makes me focus on each technology I upskill ‘just-in-time’ to deliver the
outcome and iteratively increase foundational and specialist knowledge of each technology
and its applications.

Case Study 4

The designer who informs case study four has an Honors Degree in English and is
currently undertaking study in the Graduate Certificate of Higher Education. Within
the sector he has been employed in a central unit in varied positions including as a
faculty-based e-learning administrator and from 2015 as an educational designer in
the central learning and teaching unit.

In my previous role, there was more of an assumption that what I did was toward the support
of teaching academics and (indirectly) their students. This could be aligned with larger
strategic goals – where those existed. In my current role the fulfilment of my role seems
much more about fulfilling the needs of individuals in management.
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This designer feels the move from a faculty-based to central unit has an associated
loss of agency to support academic staff. Yet they also note an evolution of their role
moving from support to peer and from designer to developer.

Where I have been able to interact in a more collaborative and ‘development’way of practice
– in developing subjects and ways of investigating course content – I’ve felt more of a
colleague than I have previously perhaps.

He notes the challenges of working in a team that has defined academic devel-
opers and educational designer roles, where designers may be seen as functional
rather than pedagogical experts.

There is a real discomfort amongst some about straying from a purely functional view of our
role with technology – as if an expertise in tools could exist apart from the contexts in which
they are to be used.

There is a challenge with how the role of ed designer and ed developer has been
conceived – as if there is a clear natural distinction between the two roles.

This division is also seen to be played out for this designer in research, where
participation and mentorship are self-determining exercises.

While internal networks are important for the designer, in keeping up with
technological developments, notable too are personal efficacy and experience
using technology, as well as understanding what is happening in other universities
and educational bodies and institutions.

The best example, or the best method for spreading practice and the culture or using
technology is to create and be able to explore different examples and contexts. That is, it
involves volition and agency – and connects with people’s interests and gives them some
degree of control or mastery.

Reflections on Case Studies

Although only a small sample, the case studies represent the distinct voices of four
practitioners in similar roles within one kind of institutional conception of educa-
tional design. While there is “absence of shared professional identity, professional
career path, or theoretical underpinnings” (Bird et al. 2007, p. 23), some key themes
are emerging:

1. There is a clear transition from embedded disciplinary to “generalist” or trans-
disciplinary practitioner.

2. There are shared functions of the role of academic development in institutional
agency.

3. There is a transition away from exclusive technical expertise to collaborative
expertise.
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Educational background in the case studies is shared equally across science and
arts disciplines although there is less disciplinary alignment through educational
background. Context may have an effect on disciplinary identification with one
designer reporting their loss of disciplinary context in migrating to a central unit.
Bird et al. (2007) warn of the dangers of embedded designers becoming siloed within
one discipline but also note there are critics of the central generalist model of the role
(p. 31). For Klein (2004) though, the centralized model supports design which can be
described in its “complexity, hybridity, non-linearity, reflexivity, heterogeneity and
transdisciplinarity” (cited in Bird et al. 2007, p. 32). In these case studies, we see
evidence of a more collegial, transdisciplinary connection evolving.

Background in multimedia and media production is a common thread in these
studies, and it may be here that we see the most likely foundations of the designer.
However, it could also be the historical legacy of instructional design and an
institutional demand that may be less likely to play out in the future. In more
content-focused approaches to the development of online and blended teaching
models, many universities employed dedicated production teams, and many
designers operated in prescriptive production and technology support positions
that resulted in a mediated experience for academic staff with teaching technologies.
It is a structure which many universities, including the one in which these designers
are employed, are now shifting away from, with the development of curriculum that
supports active learning for students.

While the literature may make less of a distinction between instructional and
educational design, the case studies indicate a shift in practice from what would have
been described as more traditional instructional design. There is application of a
more sustainable approach that focusses on building capacity in academic staff to
navigate their own relationship with technology, allowing them to make the con-
nections with technology and bring their disciplinary knowledge to the design of the
online learning experience.

Along with the requirements to have more of the curriculum in the blended
and online modes, developments in technology itself call for us to review the
way we consider technical expertise as part of the role of an educational
designer. Online curriculum is now easier to develop without the need for specialist
multimedia or coding skills. Paradoxically it is harder to navigate the technology
options and identify the multiplicity of technologies to match pedagogical need. It
calls for designers, in many cases, to surrender their expertise and to work with
academic staff, modeling their approaches and processes for adopting and using
technologies.

There has been a reliance on the “early adopter” (Rogers 2003, p. 22) in the
adoption of technologies within higher education institutions. The just-in-time nature
of adoption identified in the case studies could be explainedmore by the collaborative
adopter rather than the early adopter. Kozma (1985) identified the collaborative
adopter as one who identifies the need as an individual in the organization or group
and “supports the need for a balance between faculty autonomy and organisational
considerations” (Kozma 1985, p. 317). The case studies also suggest that networking
is an extremely important strategy for the designers and a foundation for collaborative
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adoption, leveraging and building the shared knowledge of the team and creating an
environment where innovation is more transferable and sustainable.

The transition of the designers in this study is further evident in how they work
around the blurred boundaries of “classic” curriculum expertise and in their
increased strategic agency within the institution. While some designers felt restricted
by the arbitrary institutional division of role, other responded according to the need
of the situation and efficacy of themselves and of the developers.

The transitions identified can be seen in the context of Whitchurch’s third space
between the academic and professional. The educational designers in this study are
operating in a domain “colonised primarily by less bounded form of professional”
(Whitchurch 2008b, p. 377). Here the individual pursuit of the unbounded profes-
sional eclipses the cross-boundary professional concerned with building strategic
advantage and institutional capacity. As unbounded professionals, the designers are
operating beyond their position descriptions and historical fulfillment of the role. So
although these case studies are bounded, the individuals are not.

Conclusion

While no one theory or historical perspective provides a definitive description of an
educational designer, in these case studies, it is the institutional response to change
that could be seen to be driving the transition to a cross-boundary professional.
Although there is also evidence of the unbounded professional in the educational
designer with “less regard for organisation structures and boundaries” (Whitchurch
2008b, p. 381). Whereas Barnet sees the Habermasian framework for communica-
tion action (Barnett 2014, p. 146) “losing ground to the postmoderns and post-
historians” in the university, Whitchurch offers in the unbounded professional an
approach that “might be said to reflect Habermasian communicative actions”
(Whitchurch 2008b, p. 381) where the individual is “oriented to reaching an
understanding.” Here we return to the idea of the orientations of Land where, in
different contexts, the practitioner assumes different dimensions (Land 2001, p. 4).
Bird et al. (2005) argue against “grand narratives” (p. 22) in favor of accommodating
the heterogeneity of the educational designer. There is however something of a fixed
understanding in institutions of the educational designer as technical-professional.
This research supports the findings in the literature that educational designers are
professionals with a personal capacity and efficacy for operating in ambiguous,
collaborative, and transdisciplinary contexts. Further this research provides the
foundation for an argument that there is less need for technical expertise as a
foundation for the role. Lastly the research extends Whitchurch’s third space and,
for educational designers, suggests that it is not just a tension between academic and
professional identities, but within each of those identities, there are tensions and
transitions. It is the space rather than any particular occupational title that best
informs educational design practice.

This has implications for the way educational designers are recruited and how
selection criteria are designed which demonstrate capabilities that look beyond the
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technical foundations and experience often implied in the role. Educational
designers themselves need support and professional development to identify and
articulate the way in which their professional interactions at the personal, relational,
and institutional level bring different dimensions to the role.
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Appendix A: Questionnaire

Background

What is your educational background?
Can you give a brief overview of your work experience? (How long have you been
and educational designer, where have you worked, and what other positions have
you held.)

Current Position and Recent Restructure

Has your title changed as a result of the new structure?
Where were you based before?
How is the fulfillment of your role different from where you were?
How have you found the transition? Are there any challenges?
Do academic staff perceive your role in the same way in current role compared to
previous?

Interactions

How much do other education designers influence how you work or perceive your
role?
How do you negotiate that working relationship with academic developers on
curriculum projects and workshops?
How do your interactions with academic influence your role?

Research

What research are you interested in? What informs your practice and what areas are
you interested in contributing to?
Do you get a chance to produce papers, articles, or conference presentations?
Do you feel research for educational designers is encouraged?
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University Strategy and Policy

How important is the university strategy to your work?
Do you feel pressure to fulfill strategic goals or are you comfortable with the
strategies you are working on?
How important are the key initiatives of, e.g., student retention, students’ success,
and graduate employability, and how much do they affect your work?
What is your relationship to policy? Are you involved in policy development?

Technology

What technologies do you work with?
How do you keep up with the technological changes?
Do you feel pressure to constantly be at the forefront of latest developments?
How do you work with academic staff to introduce new technology use in teaching
and learning?

Other Institutions, Professional Bodies, and Influencers

Are you a member of any professional organizations associated with your role?
How much do you take note of practice in other universities, advice of professional
bodies, and other influencers?
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Abstract
Universities are large and complex organizations that comprise many groups. Tradi-
tionally, these groups account for academic and professional staff. However, the
changing nature of work in universities has seen new roles, identities, groups, and
relationships emerge, including a new group, third space professionals (Whitchurch,
Reconstructing identities in higher education: the rise of Third Space professionals.
Routledge, Oxon, 2013). These staff span organizational boundaries and work in
blended capacities with academic colleagues.

Due to the rise in blended and online learning environments, many online
resource development projects are interdisciplinary collaborations between third
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space professional and academic staff. This chapter explores how discourses, as
artifacts of group boundaries, power relations, affective patterns, and parallel
processes, affect visibility in a university and how these systemically privilege
some groups and marginalize others. This makes it difficult for professional staff
working with academics in the third space project domain to receive appropriate
recognition and kudos for their work, including their contributions to student
learning outcomes. Overall, the professional and vocational staff in the research
felt that their discourses were undervalued and lacked status and visibility
compared to those of their academic colleagues.

This chapter draws on a qualitative research study conducted at an Australian
university that explored interdisciplinary collaboration between professional and
academic staff working in the third space project domain. Understanding the
changing nature of group relationships in universities, including in interdisciplin-
ary project-based teams, can help to provide insights into enhancing collaboration
and improving organizational and student educational outcomes.

Keywords
Intergroup collaboration in universities · Embedded Intergroup Relations
Theory · Third space professionals · Interdisciplinary project based teams ·
Universities as workplaces

Introduction

The changing nature of work in knowledge intensive organizations, such as univer-
sities, has given rise to new roles, identities, groups, and relationships. Traditionally,
the two dominant groups in universities have been academic and professional staff,
and at times, relationships between these groups have been problematic (McInnis
1998; Coaldrake 2000; Whitchurch 2008). However, the recent rise in blended and
online learning environments, which has transformed the design and delivery of
tertiary education (Kirkwood and Price 2005; Gértrudix Barrio et al. 2007), has also
resulted in substantial increases in specialist para-academic and professional support
services (Blackmore et al. 2010; Macfarlane 2011). For example, many universities
now have central or faculty-based specialist groups or services, such as learning
design units or academic development groups. These groups comprise new or
reconceptualized disciplines, such as educational design, web design, communica-
tion/graphic design, multimedia development, and audio/video development (Botterill
and de la Harpe 2010). These services increasingly work in interdisciplinary project-
based teams, defined here as “a group of people from different disciplines who
consciously try to co-ordinate and integrate their expertise in the pursuit of a common
goal” (Botterill and de la Harpe 2010, p. 79). These services collaborate with teaching
staff colleagues on specific projects to create online learning resources and experiences
for students, for example, websites, interactive, and multimedia resources.

Project-based work is now common in many organizations, as is the increasing
use of project-based teams to undertake specific projects that span organizational
boundaries (Prencipe and Tell 2001; Whitchurch 2006). Projects are designed
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around time-based, short-term, fluid activities (Prencipe and Tell 2001) to produce
one-time outputs, such as a new product or service, and therefore they are separate
from the normal ongoing operational, repetitive aspects of daily business life and
practices. Within universities, Celia Whitchurch (2006) argues that this new project
domain has encouraged boundary crossing and therefore has created a new group of
professional staff which she calls third space professionals (Whitchurch 2008, 2009,
2013). These staff increasingly have academic qualifications at master’s and PhD
levels and specific areas of specialization. Third space professionals span organiza-
tional boundaries and often work in interdisciplinary or multidisciplinary project
teams, on broad-based, long- and/or short-term projects (Whitchurch 2013).

This chapter draws on empirical research from a much larger qualitative PhD study
that explored what helped, hindered, and facilitated collaboration in three university-
based, online resource development projects (Botterill 2013). Using an organizational
development theory, embedded intergroup relations theory (EIRT) (Alderfer 1987), as
the central theoretical and analytical framework, the research explored teammembers’
experiences of working on the projects and how group boundaries, power differences,
affective patterns, cognitive formations, (discourses) and leadership behaviors affected
interdisciplinary collaboration within the context of a university as a workplace.
Overall it is found that the permeability of both psychological and physical group
boundaries, that is, how open or closed the boundaries were to being crossed, had a
significant impact on the success (or not) of the projects. In universities, there are
many physical and psychological group boundaries, such as campuses, organizational
structures, and employment awards, and these implicitly – and on occasions explicitly
– affect group legitimacy and visibility as some groups are privileged over others.

This chapter explores how discourses affect visibility in a university and how they
systemically privilege some groups and marginalize others. This makes it difficult for
professional staff working with academics in the third space project domain to receive
appropriate recognition and kudos for their work, including their contributions to student
learning outcomes. This chapter presents a brief overview of embedded intergroup
relations theory (Alderfer 1987), followed by an exploration of universities as intergroup
domains. It then provides an overview of current research on third space professionals.
Finally, it draws on the three online learning resource development case studies
described in the research, to explore projects, discourses, and visibility in the third
space project domain. Understanding the changing nature of group relationships in
universities, including in interdisciplinary project-based teams, can help to provide
insights into enhancing collaboration and improving organizational relationships and
student educational outcomes.

Understanding Organizational Groups in Context

This section presents a brief overview of the key theoretical constructs that underpin
this chapter to better understand projects, complexity, and visibility in the third space
project domain. It discusses groups in organizations, groups, and discourses, embed-
ded intergroup relations theory, parallel processes, universities as intergroup
domains, and third space professionals.
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Groups in Organizations

Interdisciplinary project-based teams comprise individuals from different organiza-
tional groups with different areas of specialization and expertise who collaborate to
achieve a common goal. This section gives an overview of the different types of
groups found in organizations.

It is widely acknowledged that universities are large and complex organizations
(Hoare et al. 1995; Bess and Dee 2008), with large numbers of groups (and sub-
groups) embedded in their contexts. According to Clayton Alderfer, the two main
groups in organizations are identity and organizational groups, and people represent
multiple groups in their interactions with others. Alderfer states:

In any transaction with others, each individual – whether intending to or not – represents
multiple identity (i.e., gender, race, family, sexual orientation, ethnicity, etc.) and organiza-
tion (i.e. program, work group, hierarchy, profession, etc.) groups. Which groups a person
represents depends on which people representing which other specific groups are present and
on the relationships among those groups. (2011, p. 173)

As indicated above, identity groups are those into which people are born and over
which they have little control. However, organizational group membership, on the
other hand, is generally voluntary, such as through employment, and it comprises
both task and hierarchical group memberships. Task group membership is a function
of a person’s primary work activities, and these people tend to develop common
organizational views across time. Hierarchical group membership is based on
position, authority, decision-making autonomy, and so forth and determines who
has access to privileges, status, and power (Alderfer 1987).

Research on hierarchy in contemporary knowledge-based organizations has iden-
tified that authority relations exist on a number of formal and informal levels
(Lundholm et al. 2012). Formal authority relations – verticalization – exist through
vertical organizational hierarchy, as depicted in organizational structures, charts, and
reporting lines and reflect hierarchical group membership. However, there are also
more informal horizontal authority relations – horizontalization –which are based on
knowledge and expertise reflecting task group membership, thus leading to expert
authority (Barley 1996; Olsen 2006; Lundholm et al. 2012). While hierarchical
groups represent verticalization, task group membership is likely to produce
horizontalization and expert authority. In interdisciplinary project-based teams,
there are likely to be mixes of identity, task, and hierarchical groups producing
both verticalization and horizontalization in terms of power and authority relations.

Groups and Discourses

Discourses encompass ways of knowing, thinking, and doing that reflect people’s
inherent views, values, and orientations. In organizations, discourses underpin group
memberships and who has access to power, privilege, visibility, and rewards.
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Discourses are the manifestation of group membership, and they mediate relation-
ships with other groups, as well as with existing social structures, such as class or
organizational structures (Botterill and de la Harpe 2010). According to James (Jim)
Gee (1992, p. 3), “‘Discourses’ [. . .(with a capital ‘D’). . .] are ways in which people
coordinate and are coordinated by language, other people, objects, times, and places
so as to take on particular socially recognizable identities.” They are inextricably
linked with our notions of self and identity, and they play a major part in what we
view as normal and natural, such as ideologies, and they are thoroughly value-laden
(Gee 2001). Just as Alderfer differentiates between identity and organizational group
membership, Gee distinguishes between primary and secondary discourses.
According to Gee (1992), primary discourses are acquired through identity group
membership, such as in the family’s natural sociocultural setting, and they determine
who we view as “people like us,” while secondary discourses are those into which
people are apprenticed outside the home, e.g., through schooling, and they are the
basis of organizational group memberships. Exploring discourses and relationships
between and among groups embedded in organizations, and in interdisciplinary
project-based teams, can help to understand the dynamics that operate between the
whole and its parts.

Embedded Intergroup Relations Theory

Embedded intergroup relations theory (EIRT) (Alderfer 1987, 2011) is the central
theoretical and analytical framework used in the research. It is an open systems
theory that explores how natural – or real – groups interact in context, with a primary
focus on groups in organizations (Alderfer 1987, 2011). In this chapter, it provides a
theoretical framework to explore the dynamics that operate in interdisciplinary
project-based teams between third space professional staff and academic and voca-
tional teaching staff.

Within EIRT, intergroup relations refers to “activities between and among
groups” (Alderfer 1987, p. 190, original emphasis), and it asserts that groups are
never isolated but are always embedded in social systems. EIRT posits that there are
five interdependent properties, or lenses, that are “characteristic of intergroup rela-
tions regardless of the particular groups or the specific setting where the relationship
occurs” (Alderfer 1987, p. 203). These lenses are group boundaries, power relations,
affective patterns, cognitive formations – Alderfer’s equivalent of discourses – and
leadership behaviors. EIRT has been used to explore many complex organizational
issues and settings, including improving race relations, gender, and diversity in
organizations (see Alderfer 1994; Alderfer and Tucker 1996).

Group boundaries is the first property of EIRT. Group boundaries can be both
psychological and physical, and they regulate interactions between groups. Boundary
permeability is important as it determines what gets into and what is excluded from
systems (Alderfer 1980, 1987; Transportation Research Board 2005). Alderfer iden-
tifies three states of boundary permeability: overbounded in which the boundaries are
too tight often leading to elitism and group think (Janis 1972), underbounded in
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which the boundaries are too loose often leading to turmoil and chaos, and optimally
bounded where groups thrive in relation to the environments and vitality is high
(Alderfer 1980, 2011). However, groups are never isolated, and group boundaries can
exist on many levels in organizations, and they can have both positive and negative
effects on collaboration in project-based teams.

Parallel Processes: A Fractal Theory of Relationships

As groups and systems interact with each other, the views, values, and orientations,
including behaviors and cognitions, of the broad organization can be unconsciously
absorbed and replicated at a team level. This can affect interdisciplinary project-
based teams as they are embedded within normative organizational structures.

As groups are ubiquitous in all social systems, including universities, relation-
ships between and among groups at an organizational level can be unconsciously
replicated at a subgroup – or team – level through what is termed group-level parallel
processes. Parallel processes is an unconscious phenomenon whereby the dynamics
found in any system reflect those of the suprasystem above, as well as the sub-
systems below, including broader systemic, environmental, and intergroup relation-
ships (Alderfer 1987, 2011). For example, research is afforded more privilege than
(academic) teaching in terms of broader political and socioeconomic agendas and
suprasystems, such as governments, and this dynamic is reproduced in subsystems,
such as in universities, as research is afforded more status than academic teaching.
Thus, “a system can face reinforcing or conflictual pressures as the outside affects
the inside, and the inside, in turn, affects the outside” (Alderfer 1987, p. 210).

Parallel processes occur among and between groups in organizations, and “group
level parallel processes. . .are likely to have intrapersonal and interpersonal effects”
(Alderfer and Simon 2002, p. 420). This can therefore impact on interpersonal
relationships between different team members, and this has particular significance
for interdisciplinary project-based teams, as by their nature, they comprise people
from different organizational groups.

Universities as Intergroup Domains

Universities, like all complex systems, contain large numbers of groups embedded in
their contexts. The two dominant organizational groups in universities are academic
and professional staff, and both contain many subgroups. However, new identities
and ways of working have challenged strong and fiercely contested academic and
disciplinary group boundaries (Becher and Trowler 2001) that have historical power
relations and affective patterns between ingroups and outgroups.

The economic rationalist reforms of the higher education (HE) sector in Australia
from the late 1980s onward have irrevocably changed the nature of universities as
organizations (Marginson and Considine 2000). Universities, as medieval-based
institutions, had once been autonomous domains, but the reforms have reshaped
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“the political economy of the universities, university government relations, internal
governance and political culture, and academic work” (Marginson and Considine
2000, p. 113). This has resulted in substantial increases in professional staff in
universities and increased academic workloads. Academic staff have been required
to do more administrative work, for example, to comply with external compliance
and quality assurance requirements, and they do not feel they receive enough support
(McInnis 1998; Coaldrake 2000; Larkins 2012).

The growth in professional staff in universities reflects the increasing complexity of
universities as businesses. Professional staff now account for more than 50% of the
Australian university workforce (Larkins 2012; Graham 2013), and they are found in
areas such as IT, marketing, financial and asset management, compliance, quality
assurance, research support, and fund-raising services (Marginson and Considine
2000; Larkins 2012). These roles represent areas of specialization which are required
to keep universities functioning (and financial) behind the scenes. However, these
roles are often considered to be ancillary to the core business of education.

Relationships between academic and professional staff groups have been problem-
atic, and there has been a recognized and, at times, a bitter divide between academic and
professional staff in Australian universities and universities more broadly (McInnis
1998; Coaldrake 2000; Marginson and Considine 2000; Whitchurch 2008). Academic
groups do not feel they receive enough support, even though there have been large
increases in professional staff and administrative roles in universities. On the other hand,
professional staff often feel that their work is invisible and that they are only perceived as
working in administration or management (Dobson 2000; Dobson and Conway 2003;
Szekeres 2004, 2006). This has created “fear and loathing” (Dobson and Conway 2003)
between professional and academic staff and a “them and us”mentality (Dobson 2000).

Traditionally academic and professional staff identities have been premised on
how they relate to three domains: knowledge domains, institutional domains, and
sector domains (Whitchurch 2006). However, with the increasing use of teams and
project-based work in universities, Whitchurch (2006) argues that there is now a new
domain – the project domain. This domain comprises hybrid or multi-professionals
who work in cross-functional areas and seek to “facilitate organisational learning and
development, to generate an atmosphere in which academic colleagues feel more
empowered to do things differently” (Whitchurch 2006, p. 168). This new domain
can promote collaboration between academic and professional staff working in
interdisciplinary project-based teams, but it also challenges the permeability of
traditional group boundaries, power relations, and affective patterns.

Third Space Professionals

Third space professionals regularly cross group and organizational boundaries. How-
ever, recognition and visibility of their inputs in interdisciplinary project-based teams
can be problematic. However, as discourses emerge and change, there are opportu-
nities to acknowledge and legitimize third space professionals' contributions to
student learning outcomes.
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The changing nature and increasing complexity of work in universities has
created new roles, identities, and relationships and resulted in a blurring of the
boundaries between academic and professional staff. Whitchurch (2008, 2009,
2010, 2012, 2013) contends that there are now four professional staff identities:

• Bounded professionals who work within clear structural boundaries (such as function,
job description)

• Cross-boundary professionals who actively use boundaries for strategic advantage and
institutional capacity building

• Unbounded professionals who disregard boundaries to focus on broadly based projects
and institutional development

• Blended professionals who are dedicated appointments spanning professional and aca-
demic domains. (Whitchurch 2009, p. 408)

Whitchurch also argues that the increased fluidity resulting from crossing orga-
nizational boundaries, combined with the new project domain, has given rise to a
new group of professional staff, third space professionals. These staff increasingly
have academic qualifications at master’s and PhD levels and specific areas of
specialization. Third space professionals span organizational boundaries and often
work in interdisciplinary or multidisciplinary project teams, on broad-based, long-
and/or short-term projects (Whitchurch 2013).

So far, Whitchurch’s research has focused on senior executive roles in UK, US,
and Australian universities. In Australia, Carroll Graham (2010, 2012, 2013) has
applied the third space framework to professional staff working in more junior roles,
such as HEW 6–9, including in new learning spaces, both physical and virtual.
She argues that those positions that traditionally would have been thought of as
bounded, such as IT support officers, are moving toward the third space, while
blended positions, such as educational designers, now occupy the third space, and
she concludes:

That the changes to professional identity. . .are concurrent with changes to the technology
used in our institutions, is not coincidental. The use of technology to facilitate student
learning requires staff with new skill sets and with higher levels of formal qualifications.
As well as the technical skills to implement and support technology-enabled learning
environments, professional staff need to have a solid understanding of the values and
mission of their institution, and of pedagogical imperatives, to maximise the effectiveness
of their support for student learning. (2013, p. 69)

The increasing use of interdisciplinary project-based teams to develop online
student learning resources enhances opportunities for academic and professional
staff to work collaboratively in the third space project domain. However, there is a
need to better understand and acknowledge the contributions professional staff make
to student learning outcomes (Graham 2013). And this is nothing new. In 1995, the
Higher Education Management Review found:

It is also the case that, in a number of areas of university activity, the boundary lines between
academic and general staff are becoming increasingly blurred. This is occurring in both
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directions, as academic staff perform a range of administrative duties and general staff –
through their areas of expertise – play a key role in “academic” areas such as the use
of multimedia in course delivery and design. This blurring of boundary lines underlines
the importance of teamwork between academic and non-academic staff. However,
the development of such teamwork is not likely to be assisted if the non-academic staff
do not perceive their role as being valued as highly as that of their academic colleagues.
(Hoare et al. 1995, p. 76)

So what is hindering an ability to recognize and value professional staff’s
expertise in interdisciplinary project-based teams when developing digital learning
resources and thus their contributions to student learning outcomes? The following
section presents research of staff reflections of working on three online resource
development projects undertaken at an Australian university.

Projects, Discourses, and Visibility in the Third Space

This section explores the ways in which parallel processes and discourses – as
artifacts of group boundaries, affective patterns, and power differences – affected
third space professional staff working in interdisciplinary project-based teams. It
highlights issues surrounding status, validity, visibility, and recognition of third
space professionals’ work along with their areas of expertise and along with their
contributions to student learning outcomes.

This chapter is based on a qualitative, collective case study of three online
resource development projects that explored what helped, hindered, and facilitated
collaboration in interdisciplinary project-based teams in developing online learning
resources (for a full account, see Botterill 2013). The research was conducted at an
Australian university, fictitiously called public university (PU), which like most
universities, offers a range of courses at undergraduate, postgraduate and research
degree levels, as well as some certificate courses that fall within the Vocational
Education and Training (VET) sector. The three projects were selected based on a set
of criteria that required them to be funded by the university’s Learning and Teaching
Grant Program, to have a web-based finished online learning resources, and to use a
university online development service, and there had to be a mix of teaching staff
and professional staff. In all, there were 17 semi-structured interviews conducted
with the academic, professional, and in one project the vocational staff, who all
worked on the projects. The participants were asked questions about their experi-
ences of working on the projects specifically relating to group boundaries, power
differences, affective patterns, discourses, and leadership behaviors, to determine
how these were experienced and affected collaboration in the teams.

Table 1 provides the participants’ pseudonyms, identity, and organizational group
memberships and the projects on which they worked. In all there were four academic
staff, seven professional staff and three vocational staff. The academic staff were
from different faculties and on academic awards; the professional staff were all
members of the same educational multimedia and design service, Service X (SX),
employed on Higher Education Worker (HEW) awards; and the three vocational
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staff, known as V-group, were located in the Students Division and were on
appropriate vocational awards (VA), but they were an anomaly as the rest of the
Students Division were professional staff.

The following discussion focuses on Alderfer’s fourth lens, cognitive formations,
or discourses, to see how a university as a workplace values different discourses as a
reflection of group boundaries, power differences, affective patterns, and leadership
behaviors. In doing so, it highlights issues surrounding the recognition of profes-
sional staff contributions in the third space project domain and how these staff
contribute to the values and mission of their institutions.

Discourses, Parallel Processes, and Visibility in the Third Space

This discussion explores how the different academic, professional, and vocational
teaching staff felt that their discourses were viewed and valued within the university
and within the project teams. Overall, the professional and vocational staff felt that
their discourses were undervalued and lacked status and visibility compared to their
academic colleagues.

Discourses are ideological and affect and reflect group memberships and under-
pin affective patterns, and they have inherent power relations, based on power
differences due to access to scarce resources. These power differences extend across
all levels and functions in universities, and they are generally determined by
organizational group memberships – both task and hierarchical. They help to create
ingroups and outgroups, including those who have access to scarce resources and
those that don’t. Discourses are extremely powerful, and within universities, they are

Table 1 Participants’ identity and organizational group membership details

Name Title Award
Age
group

Years at
PU

Andrew Senior lecturer (Project A) Academic 45–54 11–15

Emma Lecturer (Project B) Academic 45–54 0–5

Shirley Senior lecturer (Project B) Academic 55–64 16–20

Robyn Lecturer (Project C) Academic 45–54 0–5

Lauren Senior graphic designer (Project A and B) HEW 35–44 5–10

Ben Senior web developer (Project A and B) HEW 45–54 0–5

Cate Senior graphic designer (Project C) HEW 35–44 11–15

Jack Web developer (Project A and C) HEW 35–44 0–5

Helen Graphic designer (Project B) HEW 25–34 6–10

Peter Senior multimedia coordinator (Project C) HEW 55–64 21+

Gavin Multimedia coordinator (Project B) HEW 45–54 16–20

Karen Educational designer (team leader)
(Project C)

VA 45–54 11–15

Michelle Educational designer (Project C) VA 55–64 11–15

Diana Web and multimedia developer (Project C) VA 45–54 6–10
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also affected by parallel processes that give tacit status and hierarchy to some
discourses, while others are marginalized; for example, the status given to hard
sciences as opposed to soft sciences, research activities as opposed to teaching
activities, and academic staff as opposed to professional staff and, in PU’s case,
vocational staff.

In response to questions around power differences and discourses, all participants
identified status as a scarce resource in universities, and status is important as it helps
to determine both the visibility of groups and the legitimacy of their discourses.
Research was seen as having the highest status, followed by academic, professional,
and finally vocational roles. According to Emma (academic, Project B):

I think the academic role is more highly valued than the service role in this particular case.
But I think there’s another sub-category within that, the research role is valued more highly
than the teaching role.

This privileging of research over academic teaching results in parallel processes.
Over the past 20 years or so, government funding policies have decoupled research
and teaching funding in universities with increases in dedicated funding for research
and decreases for teaching on a per student basis (Coaldrake and Stedman 1999).
However, while there was a divide noted between the status afforded to research
activities and academic teaching, there was consensus that academics (and their
associated discourses) are viewed and valued more highly in the university than
those of their professional and vocational staff colleagues. For example, “I think in
the university, the academics are the ones that are viewed highly. People like myself
are probably lower down on the scale of things” (Diana, web and multimedia
developer, Project C).

In general, the professional and vocational staff in the study felt that there was
little recognition and institutional respect shown for their professional skills, exper-
tise, and associated discourses, and the following discussion highlights:

• The status and acknowledgment of professional staff’s areas of specialization and
expertise

• The invisibility of professional staff’s work and their contributions to student
(learning) outcomes

• The status and legitimacy of different types of knowledge in universities

The Status and Acknowledgment of Professional Staff’s Areas of
Specialization and Expertise
Within universities, parallel processes ensure that academic staff’s discourses and
areas of expertise and specializations are acknowledged externally through publica-
tions and research outputs which are valuable for university rankings. However, as
there were no imperatives for professional staff to produce research outputs at PU,
they did not feel that their areas of expertise had status, nor were acknowledged or
respected, at an organizational level, although they did feel that they were respected
within the project-based teams. For example, in SX they felt that their high levels
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of technical and professional expertise in complex programing and visual commu-
nication design were respected, and this gave them high levels of expert authority in
the projects.

In this research, SX felt that their professional discourses and practices were
lower in status than those of their academic colleagues. Firstly, there was consensus
among the participants that support/service roles were regarded as “very low
status. . .and that’s what you fight with all the time. . .I think all the people in the
non-academic and [vocational] teaching areas fight overall for everything” (Karen,
team leader and educational designer, Project C). Cate (senior graphic designer,
Project C) similarly described these sentiments:

I think any support service in the university gets treated as a bit – not as a second rate citizen,
but very much you know, I don’t think an academic would regard them as equal.

It was also highlighted that support services lacked status even though they have
significant areas of specialization. As Ben stated (web developer, Projects A and B),
“technical roles are not viewed – not respected – to the extent that they should be,
and this group [SX] has people who have very high technical skills.” Andrew
(academic, Project A) saw that there is a paradoxical relationship in terms of
power and status in relation to the role of the technician, which he described in
terms of actor network theory (ANT):

It is interesting what Latour says about the technician and the role of the technical within the
socio-technical processes and how it’s generally regarded as lesser.

Historically, technical roles have been relegated subordinate status because tech-
nicians have been seen as operators at “empirical interfaces,” that is, they transform
routine inputs into standardized representations (outputs) using sophisticated technol-
ogies, techniques, and bodies of knowledge (Barley 1996). However, while it is
acknowledged that they often have high levels of professional expertise, they are
not seen as “artisan[s] involved in the design of things. . .[they merely provide]. . .
standardized solutions to a finite set of puzzles” (Nespor 2012, p. 5). Thus, this
produces ambivalence as to whether technicians are servants or experts (Barley 1996).

However, websites are recognized as complex systems (Smith and Newell 2004),
and in both projects (A and B), SX were responsible for the design and development of
technically complex online learning resources, which had complex backend database,
design, and interactivity requirements. In these projects, both Andrew and Emma, the
academic leads, had previously tried to develop the online learning resources them-
selves, but they acknowledged they lacked the required capabilities, with Emma stating
her attempt was “somewhat crude and amateurish from a design perspective and a little
bit clunky. And it was a lot of work to put all that content together.” This is why both
Andrew and Emma applied for LTG funding to develop the online learning resources to
enhance and support their students’ learning opportunities.

This leads to the second point, the lack of visibility that service/support staff have
in universities, including in having their contributions to student learning outcomes,
for example, as third space professionals, acknowledged.
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The Invisibility of Professional Staff’s Work and Their Contributions to
Student (Learning) Outcomes
The divide between academic and professional staff and the invisibility of professional
staff’s work in relation to university outcomes did arise in the study. As previously
mentioned, professional staff often feel that their work is invisible, and they are only
perceived as working in administration or management (Dobson 2000; Dobson and
Conway 2003; Szekeres 2004, 2006). In this research, Cate (Project C) commented that
professional support services are “invisible in the sense of – in terms of outcomes,
particularly positive outcomes.” Support services, like SX, often work in the third space
in unbounded and blended capacities, creating online learning objects and resources for
students in interdisciplinary project-based teams with academic colleagues. However, it
is often the case that academics do not feel the need to acknowledge or attribute work
done by professional staff, nor give kudos for it. Once again, according to Cate:

And that’s happened on multiple times where someone has been openly opened-mouthed
that we would deserve to get kudos. You know, even though, we had to build something for
them that was actually very, very complicated and there’s no way they could’ve done it
themselves. But their attitude was well – yeah, but if I had an afternoon with the software, I
could. Well, like no you couldn’t.

Power in professional areas is based on hierarchy, recognition, and kudos, and these
are particularly important as professional staff more readily align their identities with
the institution in which they work (McInnis 1998; Coaldrake and Stedman 1999;
Whitchurch 2008). However, as Cate highlights above, there is little acknowledgment
of ownership and attribution from academic staff, and this makes it difficult for
professional staff contributions to student learning outcomes – especially when work-
ing in third space interdisciplinary collaborations – to be recognized or acknowledged.

While this may be a reflection of the status afforded to technical roles and their
associated discourses and disciplinary practices in universities, it may also reflect the
ambivalence as to whether “technicians” are servants or experts (Barley 1996). How-
ever, while these roles do have high levels of technical specialization, they also have
high levels of professional skills, and these types of projects are still third space
interdisciplinary collaborations. Moreover, with the continuing investment in blended
learning, eLearning systems, and the need for online learning resources, these types of
projects will continue to rise. This supports Graham’s contention (2012, 2013) that there
needs to be greater acknowledgment of the positive contributions third space profes-
sional staff make to student learning outcomes. However, this is unlikely to happen
unless there is greater institutional respect for the discourses, skills, and professional
practices of these staff. This therefore leads to the third factor, the status and legitimacy
of different types of knowledge, and their associated discourses, in university contexts.

The Status and Legitimacy of Different Types of Knowledge in
Universities
The discourses (and discourse practices) of academic groups were seen as having higher
status in the university, and this was particularly evident in Project C. This was the only
project that contained all three organizational groups – professional, vocational, and
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academic – and it was plagued by levels of organizational complexity. Michelle
(educational designer, Project C) commented on the importance of the Robyn’s (aca-
demic, Project C) role in the team, as her discourses and organizational group member-
ships gave “her some authority that perhaps we wouldn’t have, because we are only shit-
kickers from the Students’ Division”. Along with V-group’s status as “shit-kickers,”
Michelle commented on the status afforded to Robyn’s theoretical/academic discourses
in the university compared to V-group’s, and thus her role on the team was:

Michelle: To bring an academic presence and knowledge – her knowledge, her expert
knowledge – which she does have in this area. Because she’s done years of research in
this area so it was useful. . .But we knew the stuff from our own experience, the same stuff in
a different way.

Interviewer: Which one do you think the university values more?

Michelle: Hers. That’s why we needed her.

In universities, discourses that produce (and reproduce) theoretical knowledge –
and publish (and republish) it as research outputs – are privileged over those that are
based on applied knowledge, which is often produced in the context of application,
often referred to as Mode 2 knowledge (see Gibbons et al. 1994). However, while
Mode 2 knowledge production may be the basis for transdisciplinary industry
ventures (as revenue-generating partnerships), this has not trickled down within
universities to recognize other types of knowledge produced in the context of
application, for example, in the process of working with students.

Both the professional and the vocational staff groups in this research felt that their
discourses, and related discourse practices, were not viewed and valued as highly as
those of their academic colleagues, even though they were working in interdisci-
plinary project-based teams to develop online learning resources for students.
Overall, they felt there was very little recognition of the positive contributions
they make to student learning outcomes.

In these projects, people felt their disciplines and associated discourses were all
highly valued in the teams. However, this was not always the case in the broader
organizational environment, particularly for professional and vocational staff.
Returning to the Higher Education Review which identified:

This blurring of boundary lines underlines the importance of teamwork between academic
and non-academic staff. However, the development of such teamwork is not likely to be
assisted if the non-academic staff do not perceive their role as being valued as highly as that
of their academic colleagues. (Hoare et al. 1995, p. 76)

Thus, from an organizational perspective, there needs to be greater recognition
and support for skills and the areas of expertise third space professional staff have
and of the ways in which these staff contribute to successful student learning out-
comes (Graham 2012, 2013). This will be hard to achieve unless there is greater
institutional recognition and respect for the discourses, skills, and professional
practices these staff contribute.
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Conclusions

Universities are complex knowledge-intensive organizations that comprise many
groups embedded in their contexts. The move to blended and online learning
environments has seen a rise in interdisciplinary collaboration in the third space
project domain between professional and academic staff. However as this chapter
has shown, there are issues surrounding the status, visibility, and legitimacy of
different types of knowledge and discourse in universities.

Discourses, as artifacts of group boundaries, power relations, affective patterns,
and parallel processes, affect visibility in a university, and this was evident in the
research. Overall, the professional and vocational staff felt that their discourses were
undervalued and lacked status and visibility compared to their academic colleagues.
This makes it difficult for professional staff working with academics in the third
space project domain to receive appropriate recognition and kudos for their work,
including the ways in which they contribute to student learning outcomes.

Failure to acknowledge the positive contributions third space professional staff
make to institutions and twenty-first-century student experiences and educational
outcomes can hinder effective collaboration, especially if different types of knowl-
edge and discourses are privileged over others. Different discourses and areas of
specialization need to be respected, not only within a team but also within the
broader organizational contexts in which they are embedded. This provides legiti-
macy for the work of all groups, not just those who represent higher status groups.
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Abstract
This chapter examines the work practices of educational designers and developers
in a large-scale strategic curriculum renewal project at an Australian university in
2015. As in other institutions within Australia and internationally, this large-scale
project required the input of designers – variously described as “instructional
designers,” “educational designers,” and “learning designers.” In the project
under study, designers worked in close proximity with developers to achieve the
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redesign of 130 subjects in the first year of a 3-year strategy. The work practices of
designers represented a disruption to “traditional” development practices, as this
work entailed engagement with learning theories and pedagogy – areas tradition-
ally associated with educational development work in that context. Alternatively,
the work of developers in the project entailed engagement with design principles
and the use of educational technologies – areas at the core of educational design. In
either scenario, there appeared to be encroachments into both fields of practice: by
educational designers into educational development practices, and by developers
into educational design practices. These sites of encroachment – or “blur” points –
were the analytic focus of educational development and design work practices in
the project. The outcomes are reported with reference to notions of agential practice
in both practice domains as a means of mapping current trends in work practices of
educational developers and designers.

Keywords
Educational designers · Academic developers · Project management · Large-scale
strategic projects · Bounded · Un bounded · Cross bounded · Third space

Introduction

This chapter reports an analysis of the work practices of educational developers and
designers in a large-scale strategic curriculum renewal project in an Australian
university. The analysis aimed to uncover current trends in the work practices of
educational designers, an emergent group of professionals in higher education, in
relation to educational developers whose work practices are relatively more stabilized.

The interest in educational design practice arises from its connection to the
critical role it now plays in the success of strategic initiatives in higher education
aimed at “digitizing” academic programs of study, and by association, academic
work practices influencing the formation of academic identities (Henkel 2005;
Harris 2005; Archer 2008; Trede et al. 2012). The emergence of this group can be
read as a manifestation of the “third space” phenomenon identified by Whitchurch
(2008, 2009, 2012), which describes the emergence of professionals in higher
education who work in a space between traditional academic and administrator
roles. Though not initially studied by Whitchurch (2008) educational designers
appear to occupy this space in the context of their work to “digitize” curriculum.
More specifically, in centrally located teaching and learning centers where they are
increasingly located to participate in strategic projects, educational designers
typically occupy a “third space” between academics and professional staff. In the
context of the study described here, educational designers held nonacademic
positions, while educational developers occupied academic positions as lecturers
and senior lecturers. This emerged as an issue for educational designers whose
work in the project did not include project management undertaken by the project
team nor educational development undertaken by academics: they occupied an
ambiguous space between these roles.
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This chapter takes up Whitchurch’s (2012) idea of the “third space” to investigate
the work practices of educational designers working on large-scale strategic projects
in centrally located teaching and learning centers. In doing this, it responds to a call
in the emerging literature about design practice in relation to teaching and learning.
This is in relation to more nuanced investigations into varied roles undertaken by
designers in different institutions (Gray et al. 2015). The location and intent of this
work is of interest to the field as it has potential to build current understandings about
educational designer work in large-scale strategic projects which are increasingly the
focus of their work. As such, it has applicability to other institutional contexts.

Educational Designers in Higher Education

A brief review of the available literature describing the work of educational designers
identifies and maps the emergence of an occupational group seeking professional status
through codification of knowledge used in practice. Most recently, Gray et al. (2015)
provide an outline of attempts since the early 1990s to identify and define “what is
actually done” by educational designers in practice, and by doing this, trace the emer-
gence of this occupational grouping. These attempts, they observe, fall into two catego-
ries. The first category starts with models of instructional design and attempt to map
knowledge and skills used to enact these. However, a number of studies identify that
these are lineal models that do not capture the complexity of work undertaken by
designers who are required to adapt and engage in problem solving “on the ground”
(Verstegen et al. 2006; Schwier et al. 2007; Branch andKopcha 2014). A relatively recent
study by Reigeluth (2013), for example, is typical of recent observations that designers’
work was less lineal and more unpredictable than instructional design models suggest.
The second category of studies investigates conceptual frameworks rather than instruc-
tional designmodels. In these, notions of the novice–expert continuum are discussed with
reference to conceptual frameworks. Studies by Ertmer et al. (2008, 2009a, b), Cross
(2011), Robinson (2012), quoted by Gray et al. (Ibid.), and Ritzhaupt and Kumar (2015)
can be read as explorations of what expertise as a designer means in practice. The study
by Ertmer et al. (2008, 2009b), for example, provides details about attempts to establish
threshold professional standards for novices in the field through investigations into what
designers bring to their roles and how they can be prepared for them.

A key theme in this work is the emergence of professional identities. A seminal
work in 2004 identified that educational design is a “profession that knows itself, but
is struggling for identity and acceptance in the larger educational community”
(Schwier et al. 2004, p. 96). A follow-up study investigating agentic action among
20 Canadian educational designers in higher education over a 3-year period
(2004–2007) concluded that although practice was enacted in a “zone of moral
coherence” between these domains, a “technical discourse” that effectively “deskills”
work persisted in shaping identities (Schwier et al. 2007, p. 8).

This trend towards “moral coherence” in practice was confirmed in a more recent
study of designers in higher education (Moskal 2012). However, it also identified that
though leadership and change agency was a feature of work among educational
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designers, these aspects are typically unrecognized in institutional roles, irrespective of
their location in the organization (Ibid., p. 104). This lack of recognition of their
identities as change agents and leaders suggests that the observation made by Schwier
et al. (2004) earlier still holds: “that instructional designers recognise that they have a
role to play in the changes currently underway in education, but less understanding of
how to express that role forcefully and demonstrate leadership” (p. 97). Agential practice
and its link to identity positions as leaders and change agents framed the investigation of
the “third space” occupied by educational designers in the strategic project under study.

Academic Developers in Higher Education

A brief review of academic development literature in higher education identifies the
evolution of work as an academic practice over the last 30 years, with developers working
as academics focused on the teaching aspect of academic work. In this literature, the term
“academic development” is most commonly applied to academics with these roles.

A key theme in this literature is teaching development as a legitimate field of
academic practice, and by extension, of developers as “real” academics. There is
broad agreement that its epistemological foundations are in learning and teaching
theories, and it is supported by a broadly agreed set of related theories that frame
academic learning in context (Boud and Brew 2013). However, the literature also
identifies evolution of practice over a long term, with it described over the past
15 years in particular as diverse (Land 2004), increasingly strategic to institutional
goals (Blackmore and Blackwell 2006), and fragmented (Carew et al. 2008). Work
practices have undergone a significant shift in this period, with a movement towards
practice underpinned by theoretical frameworks away from transactional service-focused
practices (Carew et al. 2008). This has amounted to the disruption of traditional practices
in the field (Martensson 2015). These newer work practices include moral and ethical
dimensions (Peseta and Grant 2011; Peseta 2014), and working more with academics as
partners (Debowski 2014). Recent thinking about academic development which argues
for the incorporation of organisational and work-based learning theories into practice,
suggests a shift in the epistemological foundations of the field (Boud and Brew 2013). .

Ontologies underpinned by these emergent epistemologies continue to evolve.
Though arguably “unhomely” (Manathunga 2007) and “betwixt and between”
the disciplines (Little and Green 2012), agency in academic development practice
now defines developers and their work as academics working with other academics
(Di Napoli and Clement 2014). Though debate continues about identity positions
as academic developers (Kinash and Wood 2013), these identities are increasingly
shaped by professional values and ethical positions adopted in new more fluid practices
needed to support academics to respond to demands for change (Donnelly 2015).

Educational Development in Higher Education

An issue related to the theme identified in the literature above concerns the use of
“educational development” to also describe development of teaching in higher
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education. The term in this literature is used interchangeably with “academic
development” to describe activity in the field. For example, a recent review of
progress in the field over the past 13 years uses the term “educational development”
in relation to work aimed at changing teaching in higher education during that period
(Knapper 2016). Similarly, a study investigating diversity of the field, and in
particular the diversity of roles in it, identified that the term “academic development”
is used interchangeably with “educational development” and “faculty development,”
depending on the international context (Fraser and Ling 2014). In that study, Fraser
and Ling argued for development to be an academic role on the grounds that it is
easier to engage with academics as peers in the process of supporting change.
Further, they argued that scholarship inherent in academic work is essential to the
ongoing development of the field (Ibid., p. 240). However, the study highlights the
growing diversity of roles and particularly the growth of non-academic appoint-
ments, suggesting that the descriptive terms of “educational developer” and “aca-
demic developer” are being used to describe work practices undertaken by non-
academics. This is confirmed in ongoing discussions about the “definitional quag-
mire” (Leibowitz 2014, p. 359, quoted by Linder and Felten 2015) that the term
“academic development” represents in contemporary work practices in the field.

The term “educational development” described work undertaken by academic
appointments in the project described in this paper, while “educational design”
described work undertaken by nonacademic appointments. However, the “blur
points” emerging in the work of these two groups in the strategic project prompted
the investigation described below. These points suggest more fluid work practices
“on the ground” than formal role descriptors indicate. A working hypothesis
informing the investigation related “blurred” working practices to professional
identity formation and maintenance for developers and designers in the project and
beyond. Further, it was hypothesized that these “blur” points locate the emergence of
hybridized identities among educational designers who drew on skills and knowl-
edge and ways of working as an academic to enact their roles in the project.

Method

Approach and Framework

A framework focusing on practice after Schatzki (2001) was developed to explore
the proposition that educational designers in the project were hybridizing practice,
and by extension, their identities. This followed an analysis of studies in the
literature above revealing two broad approaches into the work of designers. The
first is broadly described as “sociological” and aims to investigate broad trends as a
way of describing the emerging nature of work. A study by Wakefield et al. (2012),
for example, investigates newspaper advertisements and draws generalizations from
these about the nature of work required of designers. The second approach has roots
in psychological research and is focused on individual accounts of practice, and
generalizing from these about the nature of work. Case studies were, for example,
generated in studies by Schwier et al. (2004), and Moskal (2012), and are examples
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of this approach. The unit of analysis in these studies is knowledge and skills, and the
aim is to identify professional standards for this occupational grouping.

As indicated above, the unit of analysis in this investigation is practice. This
approach accepts that individual experiences are located within broader processes,
and as such avoids dichotomizing the focus of investigations on either the individual
or the broader process as is the case in existing studies quoted above. Recently
proposed as a means of reconceptualizing academic development practice informed
by investigations into “the social and cultural practices of academics themselves”
(Boud and Brew 2013, p. 209), the approach also offers a means of rethinking design
practices by offering insights into the cultural practices of designers. As a framework
for the study, it represents a movement away from a focus on personal attributes
(including discrete knowledge and skills) to a focus on relationships between
material aspects in a situated activity comprising practice (Schatzki 2001). For
example, how educational designers resolve problems that require nonlineal and
formulaic responses is the focus, not skills per se. As such the framework locates this
investigation as a workplace study which takes account of social and cultural
practices of occupational groups, in this case, designers in higher education.

Four categories of “Boundedness” across a spectrum comprising the “Third
Space” between traditional academic and professional work identified and described
by Whitchurch (2008) are incorporated in the study framework. These range from
“Bounded” practices at one end of a spectrum to “blended professionals” at the other,
and are related to professional identities structured by boundaries and rules where
agential practices are limited in “Bounded” practices, to identities characterized by
agential practices drawing on academic and nonacademic practices in “Blended”
practices. Between these, “Cross-Boundary” and “Unbounded” professional identi-
ties were identified, the former characterized by the active use of boundaries for
strategic advantage and institutional capacity-building, and the latter by a disregard
for boundaries so that broadly based projects and institutional development could be
achieved. These practice/identity characteristics were used in the analysis of
designer practices adopted in the large-scale strategic project.

From within this framework, the practices of educational designers were inves-
tigated in the context of the strategic project and, specifically, their work in close
proximity with educational developers in the redesign of subjects. The key question
in this investigation was:

• How “Bounded” were instructional designer practices/identities in the strategic
process irrespective of assigned roles?

Related questions were

• What were the boundaries of practice between instructional designers and
educational developers during the process of subject redesign?

• Where and how did practices overlap?
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Context, Data Collection, and Analysis

Overview
The large-scale strategic project at an Australian university delivered 130 subject
redesigns in blended mode over a 7-month period from July to December 2015.
The project team comprised eight educational developers with academic level
appointments as lecturers or senior lecturers, and five educational designers.
Owing to compressed timeframes and a need to upscale rapidly, additional educa-
tional design support was obtained from a large-scale external provider who was
contracted to deliver content production, design development, and skills develop-
ment in the use of educational technologies used in the design process. Later in the
project, additional education design support was also obtained from two externally
located individuals and three small-scale companies. Coordinated from a central
unit, educational design work was allocated to external providers in 110 subjects,
with the remaining 20 subjects allocated to educational designers in the centrally
located unit.

Project work was arranged so that educational developers provided continuity for
up to 15 subject teams who were given buy-out of their time for 150 hours, while
also working in close partnership with designers on individual subjects. Developers
oversaw design implementation, in addition to providing broader curriculum and
professional development-related advice and support. Professional development was
broad-ranging and included developing understandings of learning theories, teach-
ing practices, and pedagogically relevant educational technology selection for the
design. This last part, the identification of pedagogically relevant educational tech-
nologies for context, was undertaken in collaboration with educational designers.
Developers also supported the implementation of strategies aimed at evaluating the
impact of the project as a whole.

Educational designers, whether located in the central unit or subcontracted,
worked with multiple educational developers on subject redesigns rather than the
same educational developer throughout the process. The work of educational
designers located in the central unit was differentiated from the external providers
by work on “crisis” subjects during the life of the project, where design was
incomplete, unsatisfactory, or requiring local knowledge. This team also undertook
follow-up of subjects when the project was formally completed in December 2015.
Comprising diverse yet complimentary skill sets such as production expertise and
expertise in the use of tools enabling the production of e-portfolios, this team filled
“gaps” in provision and ensured consistency of design approach across the whole
suite of subjects.

Project Work Flows
A five-stage process framed this work (See Fig. 1). Project management of
subject redesigns was not explicitly identified in the work of either designers or
developers, but was formally located in the work of project coordinators
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supporting the redesign process. It was, however, closely related to the work of
educational developers who engaged with academics in all but the first stage of
the process (the “on-boarding”) where administrative aspects of their participa-
tion was dealt with. Educational designers had most intensive engagement in
Stage 3 when two cycles of student activities (arranged by week or topic) were

Fig. 1 Curriculum design intensive process

116 R. Hallett



exemplified in a “build” as an exercise in skills-building for academics. This
stage aimed to ensure that academics could continue the build in their own time.
Educational developers facilitated engagement of educational designers in sup-
port for academics needing further skills development in Stage 4 as needed.
Educational developers were also responsible for Stage 5, “checking in” during
the first teaching period following redesign and facilitating educational design
support to resolve implementation issues as required. In both of these stages,
educational developers and designers worked closely together. As a consequence,
there was “blurring” in terms of knowledge and skills about design and the
broader educational process.

“Blur” Points
Though there was some “blurring” in terms of skills and knowledge between
educational designers and developers in Stages 4 and 5, it was most intense in
Stage 2 when the design concept was developed in consultation with academics. In
this stage, conceptual framing of the design was allocated to external providers
identified in the process in educational designer roles working alongside educa-
tional developers who facilitated and supported the process. However, these
external providers identified as “learning designers” with responsibility for devel-
oping the design concept, rather than educational designers who could advise
about the practicability of the design in terms of the educational technologies
identified, and the capacity to bring them into the design. This had an impact on
the roles and responsibilities of both educational developers and designers in the
process.

• First, it repositioned educational developers as facilitating and supporting the
engagement of academics and thus towards project management.

• Second, it positioned educational designers as implementing designs which they
had no input into: in short, towards a more traditional “techie” instructional
design role.

These “blur” points in the process are key sites for investigation of “bounded-
ness” in practices of educational developers and designers in this study. As identified
above, it was hypothesized that these sites would reveal “blurring” of roles and
practices as well as identities.

Data Collection

The findings are based on analysis of project documentation developed before,
during, and after the conduct of the project. This documentation includes: notes of
fortnightly meetings held with the center-based educational development and
instructional designer team, weekly meetings with external contractors and individ-
ual contractors, fortnightly meetings with project coordinators and formal reports
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prepared for the Project Steering Committee, as well as key documents outlining
roles and responsibilities of educational developers, instructional designers, and
project coordinators. Project tracking resources such as spreadsheets developed by
project coordinators, similar tools developed by educational developers and educa-
tional designers (if available), and records of activities in each subject redesign
recorded in a central site were also gathered and included in the data collection.

All of this documentation excluding some of the spread sheets developed by
educational developers or educational designers was accessible to the researcher
who was the Project Leader. All documentation was anonymized.

Analysis

The analysis focused on identifying roles and responsibilities adopted by educational
designers in practice, as opposed to formally ascribed roles. These were viewed in
relation to roles and responsibilities adopted by educational developers and project
coordinators in the project. Drawing on the work of Moskal (2012) the data sources
were interrogated for evidence of agentic practice and leadership across five
domains: flexibility, moral purpose, relationship building, time and project manage-
ment, and ongoing professional development. Aspects of each of these dimensions
were identified based on Moskal’s work to facilitate analysis not only of educational
design work but the work of educational developers and project coordinators.
Though developed to judge leadership and agentic practice in educational design
work, these descriptors were also used to analyze the work of others engaged in
subject redesigns. The same descriptors enabled analysis of “blurring” between
educational designers’ work and the work of educational developers in the project.

Notions of “boundedness” identified by Whitchurch (2008) were then consid-
ered in relation to this evidence of agentic practice and leadership. The fourth
descriptor in Whitchurch’s rubric – Blended professionals – was removed from
consideration as this describes dedicated roles and appointments aimed at bridging
the academic/professional boundaries within institutional settings. The only role in
the project that was considered to be in this category – and is out-of-scope of the
investigation –was the role of ProgramManager of the University’s Digital Learning
Strategy (DLS) of which the subject redesigns were an element.

A key aim of the analysis was to discern interpretation of formal roles into
practice “on the ground” by educational designers in relation to others engaged in
the project. Two levels of analysis were conducted as outlined below:

Levels of Analysis
Level 1: “Boundedness”

1. Extent of “Boundedness” for designers at key stage of the project identified
(Whitchurch 2008)

2. Designer project roles as per project RACI (who was responsible, accountable,
consulted, and informed) mapped against aspects of leadership and agentic
practice (Moskal 2012)
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3. Dimensions of leadership and agentic practice mapped to types of “Bounded-
ness” for designer roles

Level 2: “Blurring”
4. Extent of blurring at “blur” points (especially stage 2)
5. Analysis of dimensions of leadership (Moskal 2012) evident in designer

practices “on the ground”

Findings and Discussion

First Level Analysis: “Boundedness”

As indicated in Table 1 below, the analysis of project documentation and reporting
identified evidence of “Bounded” and “Cross-bounded” practices among designers
as a group, with the most concentrated into a “Bounded” practice. Bounded practices
among external designers were more prominent where leadership and agentic
practice was either not required or confined to the specific requirements of the
prescribed role. In the case of center-based designers, there was evidence of move-
ment beyond a Bounded practice, in the aspects of relationship building, profes-
sional development, and flexibility. This part of the analysis identified more variation
in “Bounded” practice than previously described by Whitchurch (2008), and a more
porous practice between “Bounded” and “Cross-bounded” descriptors than previ-
ously described (identified in the table by dotted lines). In terms of Whitchurch’s
description of “Cross-bounded” practice, the analysis suggests that this too is a
continuum, with the practices identified among centrally- located designers at the
lower end of the “Cross-boundary” spectrum.

In terms of leadership, the overall pattern for designers in both categories was
variable. Not unexpectedly externally located designers had limited opportunities to
exert leadership in the context of the subject redesigns. On the other hand, there is

Table 1 Extent of “Boundedness” in educational design practices

Leadership and agentic practice

Flexibility
Moral
purpose

Relationship
building

Project
management Ongoing PD

Bounded – Designer (E)
Learning
designer (E)
Designer (C)
Developer (S)

Designer (E)
Learning
designer (E)

Designer (E)
Learning
designer (E)
Designer (C)

Developer (S)

Cross-
bounded

Designer (C)
Developer (C)

Developer (C) Designer (C)
Developer (S)
Developer (C)
Coordinator (C)

Developer (S)
Developer (C)
Coordinator

Designer (C)
Developer (C)

Unbounded

Key: C center based, E external, S secondment
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evidence of some leadership among centrally located designers, but it is uneven.
This reverberates with findings by Schwier et al. (2004), suggesting that this group is
still not sure how to exert leadership beyond the immediate context of a subject
redesign, though it is beginning to do this.

Turning briefly now to developers, analysis of the aspects of design practice across
the five dimensions identified limited evidence against the “Flexibility” descriptor, but
a movement towards “Cross-bounded” practice in the other dimensions. However,
there was variability in this pattern with respect to secondments, with more bounded
practices in relation to time management, flexibility, and ongoing professional devel-
opment. With regard to project coordination, there was only evidence of practice
against these dimensions in relation to time management and relationship building,
where they appeared to be closer to “Cross-bounded” practices. Overall, despite this
being an area outside of the core expertise of developers and project coordinators, the
analysis suggests that there was agentic practice and leadership in design practice by
others than designers themselves in those areas that are now identified as indicators of
a more mature practice in educational design (Campbell et al. 2007; Moskal 2012).
However, these areas also resonate with the proposed aspects of educational develop-
ment work as it is emerging in response to the changing conditions of academic work
and the growing awareness of the need for supporting digital academic identities
(Decuypere and Simons 2014). So, though the analysis identified leadership by
designers in these areas of practice focused on the use of educational technologies,
it also identified emergent leadership by others engaged in the design process in this
area of practice. None of the analysis pointed towards “Unbounded” practices or
related identities for any group involved in the subject redesigns.

Second Level Analysis: “Blurring”

The second level analysis revealed “blurring” of educational design practices in work
undertaken by developers, project coordinators, and learning designers at each stage of
the five-step project process. As indicated in Table 2 below, the five domains of
flexibility, moral purpose, relationship building, time and project management, and

Table 2 Extent of blurring: Aspects of design practices

Stage Learning designer Coordinator Designer Developer

1 R

2 M, R T F, R, T M, R, T, O

3 R, T T F, T, O, R T, R, M, O, R

4 T T, R, F T, R, M, O

5 T T T, R, M

Key: F flexibility (technical skills development), M moral purpose (intent to improve student
learning), R relationship building (persuading academics to change practice), T time and project
management (managing high demand for design as specific times), O ongoing PD (keeping abreast
of emerging technologies)
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ongoing professional development related to leadership and agentic practices identified
by Moskal (2012) were varyingly concentrated at different stages in different roles.

As anticipated, overlapping occurred in Stage 2, between designers, developers,
learning designers and coordinators, with time management, relationship building
and moral purpose common practices across the roles. In Stages 3 and 4, overlapping
practices between designers and developers focused on time management and
relationship building. However, as indicated in the table, developers sustained
more practices associated with other aspects of leadership and agentic practice into
Stages 3 and 4. These patterns identify that the full range of leadership and agentic
practices were not adopted by designers, suggesting that narrow ‘techie’ definitions
defined practices and identities (Campbell et al. 2007; Moskal 2012).

The patterns also suggest that “on the ground” practices for designers in this project
were fragmented, with leadership of design dispersed across developer and to a lesser
extent, coordinator and learning designer roles in project stages. As indicated by the
shading in Table 2, the relative depth of leadership exerted by designers, developers,
coordinators, and learning designers varied at each stage of the project. Though
designers were engaged in leading aspects of design at all stages, it was less intense
and integrated in their work than the work of developers and to a lesser extent, learning
designers and coordinators. As the leadership aspects are interrelated (Moskal 2012),
the dispersal of leadership across these aspects appears to have had highest impact on
designers, where there was less evidence of all aspects in their work.

The analysis also identified leadership of skills development in the use of
educational technologies (the flexibility aspect) and assisting academics to meet
deadlines (the management aspect) as prominent features of designer practice. As
outlined in Table 2, the flexibility aspect was exclusive to designer work practices.
However, leadership of other aspects, including the leadership of design as a moral
purpose and building relationships with academics (beyond building technical
skills), was undertaken by developers in Stages 3 and 4. For example, developers
initiated meetings with academic leads to rethink issues as they arose, or suggested
alternative solutions when projects encountered “blockers” in Stages 3 and 4 three
times more frequently than designers. This lack of some aspects suggests that work
“on the ground” for designers did not entail decision-making and other activities
associated with the emergence of designer expertise (Gray et al. 2015).

Discussion

Continuities and Divergence in Practice

When the findings of both levels of analysis were considered, patterns of agentic
practice and leadership in relation to “boundedness” identified divergent epistemo-
logical and ontological aspects of educational development and educational design
practice as well as areas of convergence. Divergence was identified in the episte-
mological foundations of both practices, where these were broadly distinguished by
different foci identified in literature relating to both occupational groupings:
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educational development on learning theories (Boud and Brew 2013) and educa-
tional design on design theory (Moskal 2012). However, convergence was identified
in the combined focus of educational developers and designers on key aspects of the
design process, moral purpose, and relationship building with academics. Continu-
ities and divergences in educational development and educational design are iden-
tified in these common and overlapping aspects of practice.

Continuities and divergences in educational development focus on the moral
purpose and relationship building aspects of leadership as expressed in the project.
On one hand, continuities are found in the connection between leadership in
relationship building with academics for a moral purpose (to improve student
learning) in the project and working as a change agent to support professionalism
in teaching and scholarship (Di Napoli and Clement 2014). This focus on profes-
sionalism is a key aspect defining educational developers as academics (Ling and
Fraser 2014). On the other hand, divergences are found in the narrowed focus on the
project goals and the less explicit promotion of change towards professionalism and
scholarship. Opportunities for locating and relating the subject redesign process to
issues of scholarship and professional practice in relation to teaching were limited
because of time and operational constraints. In Stages 3 and 4, for example, the focus
of developer agentic action was on enabling academics’ access to skills development
by designers in the use of the institution’s Learning Management System (LMS) and
related technologies rather than broader issues relating to professional practices in
teaching. Developers expressed frustration with this aspect of the project, and
through various means (mainly additional meetings) attempted to open up spaces
for academics to engage in discussions about their development as academics during
the project. This lack of opportunity to engage in dialogue with academics about
their broader practice represented discontinuities with educational development
practice which is broadly focused on using dialogue to stimulate reflection as a
means of changing practice (Ibid.).

Change Agency and Leadership

Patterns of agentic practice and leadership by designers also identify change agency
focused on skills development in the content of the project in Stages 3 and 4 where
there was cross over with educational development roles in relation to the relation-
ship, skills-building, and moral purpose aspects. However, opportunities for engage-
ment with academics beyond purely “transactional” purposes was limited. There was
evidence of attempts to use stages 3 and 4 as opportunities to engage in dialogue
about practice by educational developers, but these were limited because of the need
to keep to project schedules. There was less evidence of these attempts amongst
educational designers. This pattern identifies a focus on “transactional” practice in
the project overall, with a particularly strong focus on ‘transational’ activities
amongst designers in paticular. This pattern of activity between developers and
designers suggests that the project processes positioned designers to adopt ‘trans-
atctional’ practices underpinned by ‘techie’ discourses observed in earlier studies
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despite efforts to change these practices (Schwier et al. 2004; Lynch 2006; Kenny
et al. 2005). This was especially where designers have limited context knowledge
and limited scope as in the case of externally located designers whose work was
restricted to Stage 3 where roles were identiified as “Bounded”. In the case of
centrally- located designers, overlapping relationship building and moral purpose
aspects of leadership with developers in Stages 3 and a lesser extent in Stage 4,
suggests orientations to change agency and a broadening interest in the role.

These patterns suggest that awareness of and confidence in the role as change
agents among designers is growing, despite earlier observations that it is largely
unrecognized either by institutions or designers themselves (Schwier et al. 2004).
Further, it confirms more recent studies that, identify leadership and change agency
as a feature of work among designers (Moskal 2012). The findings suggest that these
aspects of work mark a divergence from more traditional “techie”-focused educa-
tional design work, and a convergence towards aspects of traditional educational
development work.

Conclusion

This chapter explored the proposition that the intersecting work practices of devel-
opers and designers in a large-scale curriculum reform project in an Australian
university would uncover current trends in the work of these groups in higher
education. In particular, it was proposed that this investigation would identify
evidence of markers of professionalism – such as agency and leadership – among
designers who are an emergent professional grouping in higher education. This focus
on designers and design work is important as this professional grouping is increas-
ingly identified as critical to the success of strategic initiatives in higher education
aimed at “digitizing” academic programs of study, and by association, academic
work practices.

The changing role and identity of this group can be read as a manifestation of the
“third space” phenomenon identified by Whitchurch (2012), which describes the
emergence of professionals in higher education who work in a space between
traditional academic and administrator roles. Though not initially studied by
Whitchurch, educational designers appear to occupy spaces between academic and
nonacademic roles. In the context of their work to “digitize” curriculum, they often
occupy a “third space” between these roles. More specifically, in centrally located
teaching and learning centers where they are increasingly located to participate in
strategic projects, they typically occupy a “third space” between academic devel-
opers and professional staff, including project managers. The findings of this study
shed light on the space this occupational grouping is located in relation to these
academics, and the work they have traditionally done. Three broad conclusions can
be drawn from this study.

First, the findings suggest that designers are occupying a “third space” in
universities, between academic roles and professional staff. Further the first level
of analysis identifies that there is a higher likelihood of designers moving from
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“Bounded” practices into “Cross-boundary” roles if they are located in a central
unit where there is collective effort and opportunities for form communities of
practice as predicted by Gray et al. (2015). Although there were few instances of
Unbounded practice identified among designers in the study, it is likely that
Unbounded practices would be adopted in this context if support mechanisms
were developed to enable this.

Second, the findings identify that the “third space” occupied by designers is
located between academic developers and professional staff in the broad area of
teaching and learning rather than design per se. This confirms the broad trend
identified in recent studies towards a wider focus for educational design (Moskal
2012). The analysis of the overlapping roles suggests that this process of encultur-
ation to teaching and learning theories and practices is enhanced for designers if
they are working in close proximity with developers. The findings suggested that
designers, though interested in expressing leadership, were still unsure about how
to go about it, confirming the observation of Schwier et al. (2004) that there is still
uncertainty about the role and what it entails. It is worth noting that designers also
occupy a “third space” in relation to academics in general. This is unlike academic
developers, who identify themselves as academics. The data suggests that prox-
imity to developers whose identities are consolidated around their knowledge of
broader educational processes (and who locate curriculum development in wider
frameworks) supports designers in establishing their practice dimensions and
identities. This, however, does not suggest that designers “become” developers
or adopt similar roles. The mapping of intersecting practices suggests as yet
unfulfilled potential to develop practices in each of the five domains identified by
Moskal (2012).

Third, in relation to overlapping roles in the context of strategic projects (and
the consolidation of educational design practice above), the findings suggests that
some educational design practices are widely adopted, especially in a large-scale
strategic initiative with compressed time scales as in the case discussed here. The
intersecting practices mapped, for example, identified designers, developers, and
project managers engaged in what could be widely described as “design” work.
Indeed, it could be argued that in large-scale projects, knowledge of basic design
theory and practices is essential for everyone engaged in the process. However, the
mapping also identified the “build” stage (Stage 3) was the sole domain of
designers whether located in the center or externally. This suggests that they
key area of specialization in design practice is located in this function and that
this is potentially the site for further development of epistemological and
ontological understandings. This suggests strong alignment with evolution of the
field and ongoing efforts to establish standards for professional practice (Ertmer
et al. 2008, 2009a; Kenny 2006).

To conclude, the study confirms the emergence of designers as “third space”
professionals in higher education, with the work of this group consolidated through
active engagement in large-scale strategic institutional projects that bring them into
close working relationships with educational developers.
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Abstract
This chapter discusses some of the contemporary challenges and driving forces
for change in the higher education sector globally. Five unique case studies are
introduced to illustrate how individual universities are capitalising on their
professional staff to address and respond to a fast changing higher education
system. These cases, from five different universities, are explored within a
scholarly context providing a critical exploration of the professional staff and
the contexts in which they work. The chapters provide some key implications for
higher education in the current climate of change.
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Introduction

The origins of modern universities as institutions of higher education can be traced
back to medieval Europe when they emerged as permanent, autonomous, and
organized communities of students and teachers recognized for scholarly expertise
(Perkin 2007). Since that time, there has been a growth of the sector across the world
with current figures of over 18,500 universities and other institutions of higher
education identified worldwide (World Higher Education Database 2018). Even
though there has been substantial change since universities were first established,
much of this has been evolutionary with many of the characteristics and traditions of
early universities surviving into the modern day (Yale University 2018). It has been
argued by many that some of the biggest changes to the sector have been in the late
twentieth and early twenty-first century (Keller 1983; Boud 2013). These disruptions
have had a direct impact on university staff and the roles in which they undertake.

A major factor impacting on universities is growth. More equitable access to higher
education together with the changing workforce requirements have seen a phenomenal
increase not only in numbers but also in diversity of the student cohort. Across the
globe, universities have moved from educating the “elite,” which included only 4–6%
of the population (Robertson 2010), to aim for increasing participation in higher
education to up to 40–50% of the general population (Bradley et al. 2008). In more
recent times, this has been described as “massification” of the sector (Tight 2017).
However, the phenomenon of growth is not new. In 1973, Martin Trow outlined the
high rate of growth in higher education particularly acrossWestern Europe in the 1960s
and 1970s (Trow 1973). His essay discussed many of the issues arising through growth
that remain familiar to universities today; provision of infrastructure, catering for a
diversity of students and ensuring high-quality staff and staff-student interactions with
increasing scale (Tight 2017). A corresponding increase in university staffing has also
been noted, with a slightly higher proportion of this increased staffing being profes-
sional staff, at least in the Australian context (Larkins 2012). Professional staff are
employed across the growing higher education sector, with major growth in the areas of
information technology (IT), marketing and recruitment, and other roles that would be
ancillary to learning and teaching. Approximately one third of these staff work in
academic organizational units to support the academic enterprise broadly. A significant
growth in employment in the student services area has also been noted; however, this is
in relative terms and from a proportionally smaller cohort of staff (Larkins 2012).

Becoming larger as a sector has also resulted in increased need for funding (public
and from industry) flowing to higher education institutions. The accountability
agenda that goes hand in hand with public funding has also led to a proliferation
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of quality assurance agencies that promote standards at national, institutional, and
disciplinary levels and an expectation that data is collected, used and drawn upon
to evidence achievement against performance indicators set by outside bodies.
Accountability is also keenly sought within universities, particularly against key
performance indicators and for efficiency gains (Lewis et al. 2005; Robertson 2010).
Correspondingly this requires not only support for the development and delivery of
quality education but increasing demands to collect, analyze, and use data for both
reporting, quality improvement and efficiency.

Growth is not only restricted to local or even domestic students, with universities
now being seen as major contributors to the economy through international educa-
tion. In 2016 Universities Australia has put education export earnings at $21.8
billion AUD (Universities Australia 2017b). Universities UK have put a figure of
£10.8 gross income from international students in 2014–2015 and a creation of
206, 600 jobs across cities and towns in the UK (Universities UK 2017).

As well as being significant as “service exporters,” universities are therefore also
important contributors for local communities by “providing local employment
opportunities, research, industry collaboration, [and] building vital infrastructure”
(Universities Australia 2017a, para 1). Indeed, as publicly funded institutions, there
is an increasing expectation of universities to contribute to local economies and
regional development. This can be through linking industry with research and
innovation (Lawton-Smith 2003), creation of human capital through learning and
teaching and research transfer (Goldstein and Renault 2004), and job creation. Public
universities have moved from working in a tight knit community of scholars to
embracing a wide range of stakeholders and moving from a teaching and research
focus to having a role in “economic expansion, social development, better forms of
political organization and governance, plus providing education for more students, and
developing and transferring technology to industry” (Goransson et al. 2009, p. 83).

Another factor affecting contemporary higher education institutions is globaliza-
tion. Globalization and cross-border higher education has indeed pressured higher
education institutions to shift from domestic and national education to more inter-
national, globalized, competitive, diversified approaches for higher education (Dan-
iel et al. 2007). Cross-border higher education, which is “clearly a manifestation of
globalisation” (Daniel et al. 2005, p. 2), has been encouraged by the General
Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) embraced by the World Trade Organization
(WTO) in 1995, which openly defined higher education as a service whose policies
should be opened and established by international trade rules (Daniel et al. 2007;
Knight 2006). Indeed, cross-border higher education has reached dimensions not
previously imagined in the educational landscape, both in developed and developing
countries. This shift has impacted the higher education system in multiple ways, from
the need to develop stratified quality assurance systems that incorporate a diverse range
of degrees offered in multiples sites and possibly in different languages to academic
mobility and the employment of a different professional staff workforce capable to
provide support to this an increasingly diverse academic and student cohort.

Even though technology-enhanced learning and teaching (TELT) is relatively new
to the long history of traditional university learning, it has already impacted on the way
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universities operate today. In many universities around the world, TELT plays a key
role in how learning and teaching is designed, developed, and delivered. Also, the
increased adoption of these technologies, to deliver a whole range of courses, through
the media of radio, correspondence, TV and more recently online courses, have had
considerable impact across the sector. This has not only opened university study for
students who were previously excluded through disability, caring responsibilities,
isolation, or needing to work or travel long distances, but has also given students an
unprecedented choice of university without needing to relocate (Rajasingham 2011).
However, critics argue that TELT in general, and online and distance learning in
particular, has also opened up the market for shadow education, as well as ghost writers
and novel ways to cheat, plagiarize, and mimic scholarly works (Bray et al. 2007).

With opportunity to build student load so too has come increased competition
between universities, both within countries and across international boundaries
putting the spotlight on quality of offerings. This is coupled with rising student
expectations of quality, especially where fees are increasing (Mercer 2018). The rise
of Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) has also captured the attention of the
media and broader public and has forced a rethink by many universities on their
models of curriculum, and how they might compete with high quality, openly
accessible courses (Yuan and Powell 2013). As well as increasing accessibility to
education, MOOCs by nature of their public profile have sharpened up design and
quality of online offerings. Flexible, well-designed courses accessible anywhere,
anytime, and from any device are now becoming the expectation (Brown et al.
2013). Whether or not the forecast disruption has resulted from MOOCs, the open
education moment has arguably provided an impetus for unprecedented innovation
in learning and teaching and opened the way for greater use of personalized learning
and learning analytics (Yuan and Powell 2013; Brown 2017).

TELT, online and distance education have also influenced the way other sectors of
the university perform their jobs. Today, most universities have a dedicated infor-
mation technology (IT) department responsible for managing, acquiring,
maintaining, and supporting students and academic and professional staff across
the institutions in the use of TELT. The affordances and disruptions brought by these
technologies can be evident on the daily tasks performed by professional and support
staff in higher education today. Still, many professional staff do not have the digital
literacy skills required to take full advantage of the technology available to them.
The latest NMC Horizon Report (Adams Becker et al. 2017) argues that being
digitally literate is more than obtaining isolated technological skills. It is about
“generating a deeper understanding of the digital environment,” which can then be
adapted and adopted to new context and learnings (Adams Becker et al. 2017, p. 22).
“Due to the multitude of elements comprising digital literacy, higher education
leaders are challenged to obtain institution-wide buy-in and to support all stake-
holders in developing these competencies” (Adams Becker et al. 2017, p. 22). An
institution-wide approach to digital literacy would be of great benefit to professional
staff, so that they can better perform their jobs and support students and academics.

This chapter introduces five unique case studies that illustrate how individual
universities are capitalizing on their professional staff to address and respond to a
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fast changing higher education system. These five cases are the following chapters
within the Professional and Support Staff in Higher Education book. They are
explored within a scholarly context, providing a critical exploration of their contri-
butions to higher education research and identifying some of their implications for
higher education institutions in the current climate of change.

Fostering Collaboration for Quality Online Learning

Universities have been pressured to keep pace with changes in technology as well as
meet current students’ demand, and employees’ expectations. With more higher
education providers within the sector, and the emergence of fully online universities,
increased competition has seen rising expectations of students in terms of student
experience, quality teaching, and the use of current and innovative technology
(Mercer 2018). This has resulted in transformational changes in the way tertiary
knowledge is delivered and advanced and a consequent need to examine the ways in
which universities, and more particularly their staff, respond to these changes. In
order to meet these demands, it is no longer possible to assign teaching only to those
who are known to have formal qualifications in that field of study or discipline. The
boundaries between some professional and academic roles have become increas-
ingly blurred, creating subcategories of professionals performing academic duties
and academics performing nonacademic duties (Whitchurch 2008). Ensuring both
professional and academic staff to stay in contact with new and innovative devel-
opments in designing and delivering courses is an imperative if institutions are to rise
to the challenge of meeting technological changes in the industry.

This changing nature of teaching, in particular the rise of technology-enhanced
learning and teaching, has seen new positions that support teaching. McCluskey and
Lane use a case study of a relationship between an academic and a digital media
specialist to explore the challenges and opportunities of these types of collaborative
working relationships through the lens of cultural history activity theory. Their work
also raises issues around different types of professional development – to both
support collaboration – but also to retain currency in their own area of practice,
which might fall outside what is traditionally considered for university staff. The
case study allows identification and reflection on some assumptions that have been
traditionally made around the higher education workforce, especially those that
involve a binary classification of professional and academic.

Providing a High-Quality Student Experience

The issue of quality of educational life on campus cannot be underestimated.
Researching positive and negative impacts of residential life, campus life, extracur-
ricular activities, and the university’s relationship with the community-at-large may
affect one’s sense of community and have potential for either increasing or
diminishing student ability to experience academic success. With graduate attributes
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and employability increasingly impacting on curriculum development and conse-
quently on graduates, universities should provide both curricular and cocurricular
support to students so that they can be better informed and prepared. Opportunities
for students to participate in volunteer or paid positions that will enhance their
experience and add to their employability are increasingly being offered by univer-
sities. In addition, the use of peer learning and mentoring programs in higher
education have been established as an effective learning strategy, with students
gaining confidence in their own ability and taking control of their own learning
(Ramsden 2003; Biggs 2003). Besides being designed to support student learning,
these programs also assist to improve students’ overall experience, “their capacities
to succeed and continue on to complete their chosen degree, and the development of
student’s generic graduate attributes” (Skalicky and Brown 2009, p. 1).

The chapter by Fuglsang, Pedersen, Skalicky, and Preston specifically addresses
the employment of students in the higher education sector. In response to a growing
emphasis on employability of students, the authors describe a coherent approach to
employment as an important component of the student experience that includes
volunteering, work placements, and on-campus employment. While there are very
well-identified benefits for students who are employed on campus (and for the
universities that employ them), the focus is on developing an approach to employ-
ment that is consistent and high quality from recruitment through to support and
continuing development of the student employees. The case study example that is
examined in depth is one where student employees are working in peer-to-peer
programs. Underpinning the peer programs is a well-developed framework, called
Developing and Supporting Student Leadership (DaSSL) Framework, to guide
design, implementation, and evaluation of the programs. The authors raise the
critical importance of training for student employees, in particular first aid and
mental first aid training, and professional learning in dealing with challenging
behaviors. This framework also aims at assisting students in identifying and recog-
nizing the development and refinement of employability skills.

Providing Employment Opportunities for Underrepresented
Groups

As discussed above, universities have expanded to meet increasing participation in
higher education by a growing diversity of students. However, higher education has
still a long way to go, as there are still minority groups that are underrepresented
within the higher education globally (Bradley et al. 2008). The chapter by Andersen
addresses employment and career pathways for Indigenous Australian professional
and support staff in the higher education sector. In her chapter, Andersen exposes the
reality that Indigenous Australians are underrepresented both as students and as
employees of higher education. Using the University of Tasmania as a case study,
she highlights the need for Indigenous employment to encourage and support
students and the effectiveness of programs where there have been Indigenous staff
in supportive roles. Andersen has identified the shortcomings of contract positions
dependent on funding arrangements for providing pathways and career options
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especially for Indigenous Australian employed in professional staff roles, which is
exacerbated due to the kinds of responsibilities they have, encouraging and
supporting students. Nevertheless there has been some success in the adoption of
traineeship and cadetship programs for Indigenous staff within the university envi-
ronment. This is particularly successful when paired with Tasmania’s Indigenous
employment strategy for strong leadership.

Effective Organizational Structures and Support

A university functions through its personnel. Organizational achievement and effec-
tiveness are a function of the professional maturity of its staff, and by means of
effective communication and consultation, a direct relationship between professional
maturity and quality exists. University management must analyze the specific nature
of its quality need, reject any temptation to apply recipes proven in other educational
systems or environments, and plan an appropriate strategy to which both academic
and professional staff are willing to commit to important decisions and develop-
ments that occur in their workplace and the university as a whole. Important topics
for university employees to consider include attention to increasing transparency in
aligning the university’s budget with its strategic plan, including the devolving
structures that are currently in place. Re-structuring ‘cost centre silos’ (Wenger
2000) can allow for greater opportunities for cross-disciplinary inquiry and collab-
oration to occur. New organisational structures that create efficiencies and effective-
ness, whilst enhancing collaboration, succession planning and transparency, will
potentially make greater contributions to an institution’s success in the current
climate of rapid change in the higher education sector.

The chapter by Flutey, Smith, and Marshall explores different ways in which
professional staff who support university functions can work differently. The Virtual
Central Support Unit at Victoria University of Wellington (VUW) aims to provide a
seamless support service that overcomes issues of isolated and disconnected organi-
zational structures. The benefits of the structure are not only to those who are
receiving the services; the model also promotes collaboration and sharing of expertise
more easily across the whole institution. The model has required staff to develop new
skills, and this professional development has enabled staff to gain a broader perspec-
tive of the institution’s function. The model has been reviewed against the seminal
work of Johnson and Johnson (1994) who identified conditions for effective collab-
oration. The authors have also considered contemporary organizational structures,
such as that employed by Spotify and the supply chain model devised by Gattorna
(2010). These models are useful comparisons as the model is continually refined.

Using Data

Internationally, there is a demand for increased transparency in institutional oper-
ations and emphasis on quality standards, quality assurance, and assessment. This
has resulted in greater attention being paid to data to drive all aspects of university
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planning and evaluation in addition to analyze performance at the level of student
and institution. While the promise of rich data sets is immense, purposeful use very
much depends on data literate consumers and users of the data (Adams Becker
et al. 2017).

Laskovsky and O’Donnell have examined the increased prevalence and use of
data in universities, and the specific professional development needs that accompany
this trend. This is both for those (predominantly) professional staff who gather the
data and those who use the data (both professional and academic). Using an
established framework, they identify key understandings and skills necessary to
collect, engage with, analyze, and use data to drive decision-making and practice.
Their work underlines the importance of professional development for those profes-
sional staff engaging with data, so that they can better understand the purpose of
what they do, are able to visually interpreted the data, and realize effective ways in
which data could be used. For those using the data, understanding the visualizations
and critical engagement with data – including identification of shortcomings – also
needs to be addressed in professional development. This chapter provides an excel-
lent example of the continuing professional learning that is required by professional
and support staff and how new ways of working (such as the present emphasis on
data) will continue to raise new professional learning needs that must be responded
to for an effective and efficient workforce.

Conclusion

This chapter began by outlining the historical beginnings of the higher education
systems in place today. It discusses some of the contemporary challenges and the
forces that are driving rapid change in higher education sectors globally. The
pressures facing universities currently involve increasing student diversity, higher
targets for participation in higher education, globalisation and the impact of the
use of technologies for learning, teaching together with the need to provide
professional development to build capacity in the use of these technologies. The
authors have explored five cases that comprise this section to provide insights into
the diverse range and importance of the roles that professional and support staff
play within their organisations and how they can contribute to address and respond
to a constantly changing higher education landscape. It has been noted that staff
are a university’s greatest resource, and their sense of ownership on important
decisions and consultation are critical to their well-being and performance. Their
contribution must be further recognized by the university community as a whole.
Demiray (2012) argued that stronger leadership within universities is required so
that the roles of a range of people not previously seen are recognized and better
connected to educational practices – including administrators, marketing, finance,
and IT staff.

The chapters in this section of the Professional and Support Staff in Higher
Education book by no means address all the challenges and changes occurring
across the higher education systems. Rather, they open a dialogue and extend

136 N. Brown et al.



conversation in an emergent scholarly space. By rigorously documenting and crit-
ically examining both original research and personal experiences within a broader
scholarly framework, these chapters extend our knowledge and contribute to a
growing evidence base for the expansion of theory and practice.
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Abstract
Recently, there has been greater emphasis by higher education institutions on
graduate employability, recruitment, and retention and the professionalization of
students through work experience (Dumbrigue et al., Keeping students in higher
education: successful practices and strategies for retention. Routledge, London,
2013; Mourshed et al., Education to employment: designing a system that works.
McKinsey Center for Government. http://www.compromisorse.com/upload/estu
dios/000/222/Education-to-Employment_FINAL.pdf. Accessed 13 Jan 2017,
2012). Institutions are developing strategies to address these priorities and chal-
lenges, with a particular focus on the provision of a holistic student experience
that involves opportunities such as volunteering, work experience, and on-cam-
pus student employment. This chapter focuses on a strategic approach to
employing students as support staff in higher education in ways that meet the
needs of the institution from a human resources perspective, as well as the needs
of students in terms of their developing graduate employability.
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On-campus employment provides benefits to students and institutions, includ-
ing making links between employment and curricular experiences and embedding
the articulation of employability skills into the student experience. The focus of
this chapter is on the development of a consistent and quality approach to student
employee recruitment and support to ensure on-campus student employment
extends beyond a traditional recruitment and training support process to include
a specified and holistically supported professional learning process from adver-
tisement through to exiting of student staff in higher education.

Employing a critically reflexive framework to staff experiences and evalua-
tions of a suite of peer programs employing students in on-campus support roles,
the authors outline a number of processes and identified challenges and opportu-
nities. A number of lessons are discussed that highlight the ways career devel-
opment and learning can remain at the heart of on-campus employment.

Keywords
On-campus employment · Peer programs · Graduate employability · Student
staff · Professional identity · Careers education · Student employment

Introduction

In the last decade, students have increasingly been playing a role as support staff
across a range of functions in the higher education sector. There has been particular
emphasis on the inclusion of peer leadership positions for students to contribute to
priorities around increasing retention and the success of fellow students. This has
been in response to a number of priorities including the less inspiring reality of
tightening budgets and the more positive benefit that students can act as partners in
the co-creation of learning spaces (Shook and Keup 2012). Students can provide
insights into the living culture of a higher education institution and act as ambassa-
dors for the university in which they work. In addition, contemporary sector-wide
priorities in higher education include emphasis on graduate employability and the
professionalization of students through work experience (Mourshed et al. 2012;
Dumbrigue et al. 2013). This has enabled students taking on support roles as staff
in higher education to effectively allow universities to provide work experiences that
both value add to the student experience and the organization.

Critical to enabling students to be effective support staff in higher education
requires the provision of opportunities for these students to develop more than a
broad base of discipline-specific skills but also to identify, demonstrate, and effec-
tively transfer a broader range of skills and competencies relevant to any workplace.
Traditionally this has been provided through the opportunities seen to support a
holistic student experience that might include volunteering, involvement in clubs
and societies, or contributions to the broader institutional community through on-
campus employment opportunities (Shook and Keup 2012). Recent years have seen
an increased emphasis around the provision of on-campus student employment to
enhance the overall student experience, develop graduate employability, offer
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supplementary income while studying, provide cost-effective support across the
institution, and contribute to student retention and academic success (Kuh et al.
2011; Mitchell and Kay 2012).

Students who are employed on-campus can become more connected and familiar
with their fellow students, as well as university staff and systems. Such connections
allow them to build, strengthen, and extend meaningful social and professional
networks, in effect creating mutual benefit to themselves and the reputation of the
institution (Shook and Keup 2012). Development of professional networks through
on-campus employment teaches students to more readily identify professional
opportunities for change and progression within an organization – a skill which is
increasingly essential in a rapidly changing workplace (Lipsky and Kapadia 2015).
Additionally, research has shown that network building through on-campus employ-
ment can also provide a strong sense of belonging and self-efficacy, which are key
drivers of student motivation and persistence and enable positive academic outcomes
(Freudenberg et al. 2010; Tinto 2015).

This chapter explores the experience of one higher education institution in
Australia, the University of Tasmania (UTAS), which has recently strengthened
its focus on the provision of on-campus employment opportunities to enhance the
student experience. The range of on-campus employment opportunities for students
will be explored; however, a particular focus will be on the employment of staff in
peer-led programs, as it is these roles that best situate the student staff member in a
support role for learning and teaching. Moving beyond description of these oppor-
tunities, the authors draw on the work of Brookfield (1998) and Skalicky et al.
(2016), as they apply a critically reflective framework to evaluate and plan strate-
gies and activities associated with supporting students in on-campus roles.
Brookfield’s four lenses of critical reflection guided the authors to consider their
collective personal experiences, stakeholder and peer feedback through formal
evaluation of services, and relevant literature. This critically reflective process
was then grounded in the Developing and Supporting Student Leadership
(DaSSL) framework. The DaSSL framework was developed by Skalicky et al.
(2016) as part of an international learning and teaching project aimed to build the
capacity of higher education institutions to support the development of student
leaders employed in on-campus roles. The DaSSL framework provides a set of
Good Practice Principles and Guidelines based around five integrated domains of
good program design – purpose, people, positioning, practice, and progress. The
framework guides users through a self-assessment to identify strengths and areas for
improvement in each of the five domains. Those areas identified for improvement
are then provided with resources and a step-by-step tool for planning actions to
develop those areas in an integrated way. The Good Practice Principles and
Guidelines provide a standard to which the self-assessment can be benchmarked.
The open education resource used to access the DaSSL framework was used to
guide the critical reflection and self-assessment of the on-campus employment
opportunities offered at UTAS. This chapter identifies and discusses a series of
opportunities and challenges to supporting on-campus student employment in
support roles highlighting a number of lessons learned.
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Employment of Students at the University of Tasmania

UTAS is considered a midsized, regional higher education provider, offering under-
graduate, postgraduate, and research-focused educative experiences to almost
34,000 students in campus-based, online, and blended modes of study. As the only
higher education provider in the island state of Tasmania, the institution is commit-
ted to providing high-quality teaching and research programs across a broad range of
degree areas. Currently, Tasmania has an unemployment rate of 6.3% which is above
the national rate (6.1%) with a much higher rate of 15.1% in the 15–24-year-old
bracket (Department of Employment 2016). The Tasmanian population between 22
and 34 years that hold a bachelor degree or higher is 22% which is 10% lower than
the national rate (Department of Employment 2013).The realization of these statis-
tics has led to state-wide strategies and collaborations to increase the articulation of
students from senior secondary to university as well as providing pathways for
nontraditional students developed by the university and supported by all tiers of
government.

With a state population of just over half a million, UTAS is Tasmania’s third
largest employer (University of Tasmania 2014). The University employs almost
6,000 staff, and over half of those are employed on a casual, contract basis. A basic
survey of individual service departments across the University in 2015 revealed that
of those casual staff, around 1,400 were also enrolled as students at the time of their
employment. A follow-up survey conducted midyear in 2016 revealed that over
2,000 staff members were currently enrolled as students. It is noted that this number
includes staff members who had chosen to enroll in further education simultaneous
to their employment. Those employees identified primarily as students (i.e., more
than a 50% student load) fulfil a broad spectrum of roles from sessional tutors,
laboratory assistants, administrative roles, through to baristas at the campus cafes. A
number of specifically designed student roles are also offered as degree-enhancing
experiences. These include peer mentoring roles, student union representatives, and
student ambassadors.

The University’s Student Experience Strategy (2016–2020) affirms the positive
impact employment has on student learning and graduate outcomes (Hall 2013;
Coates 2015). The Strategy (2016–2020) articulates a number of actions the Uni-
versity will take to enhance the student experience, including highlighting “the value
of participation in the holistic student experience through volunteering, overseas
experiences, employment, and work-integrated learning” and the graduate experi-
ence through “supporting the student to transition to employment and work-based
opportunities” (University of Tasmania 2016, pp. 5–6). In 2016, the University
committed to increasing opportunities for student on-campus employment across
the institution, with the aim of ensuring a significant amount of UTAS students
would have access to employment that would enhance both their individual UTAS
experience and the broader culture of the institution. The commitment to this goal
was articulated in each letter of offer to new students in 2016. As part of this
commitment, 32 of the most prestigious scholarship offers made to new students
in 2016 were accompanied by an on-campus job opportunity. This offer recognizes
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the role that part-time employment can play in enhancing a student’s university
experience, specifically in supporting the development of graduate capabilities
(Muldoon 2009).

To support an increase of student employment opportunities in 2015, UTAS
strategically expanded its career service to target efforts increasing on-campus
student employment. The incorporation of a new student employment team raised
the profile of on-campus employment opportunities while ensuring career develop-
ment education was recognized as a key aspect and responsibility of the institution.
The new student employment team are responsible for coordinating the recruitment,
training, and support for student employees across a wide variety of on-campus
positions. The student employment team consists of one manager with extensive
experience in coordinating and supporting peer-led programs, along with two staff
members with broad human resources experience both internal and external to the
University. A strategic alliance was formed with the Human Resources (HR) depart-
ment of the University to ensure consistent and equitable student recruitment
processes across the institution. In addition to streamlining and quality assuring
the paperwork associated with recruitment to include identified opportunities for
student employees, the student employment team also now cross-lists positions
advertised through HR on the UTAS online jobs’ portal for students. This connection
has allowed the student employment team to engage in conversations regarding
resource development, such as position descriptions for peer and graduate recruit-
ment positions. This relationship is also driving conversations about student employ-
ment conditions as part of the Enterprise Bargaining Agreement, which is currently
under negotiation.

An important distinction between the function of the student employment team
and HR is the educative function the team is able to provide in the student employ-
ment process through their being situated within central career services. Through the
provision of career education services for all students, the University provides
targeted support to students applying for, and evidencing, experience in part-time
work in on-campus roles. These supports include online modules, workshops about
job readiness and evidencing skills in resume and job application presentation, peer
review of job application packages, and career conversations to help guide students
into pathways as their awareness of their skills, interests, and motivations is discov-
ered. An important addition to the existing suite of educative supports was the
establishment of a student leadership development program and recognition scheme
in 2016 that rewarded the contributions of student leaders in on-campus peer
leadership roles. In the UTAS context, HR services continue to provide student
employees with a platform through which they are recognized as employees, and the
addition of the student employment team linked to a central careers service has
prioritized the needs of these staff members as students who are learning and gaining
experience as part of their full educational package.

There are also critical points of complement allowed by the relationship between
the University’s HR team and the student employment team. For example, HR
addresses engagement and participation rates with specific cohorts through a number
of programs and initiatives designed to promote and support diversity in the
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workplace. These include promotion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff
and students through close collaboration with the University’s Riawunna Centre for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Higher Education and the University’s Aborig-
inal Leadership Group. This is supported by the University being a signatory of the
Racism Stops with Me campaign and the Recognise Charter. The University also
promotes gender equity through the Ally Network and the Athena SWAN Charter.
The student employment team adheres to and complements these university com-
mitments. The University has a diverse student population, and the employment of
students in on-campus positions enables this to be reflected in the staff population. In
2016, of the 120 students employed as peer leaders within centrally funded peer
programs, 33.64% were from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds,
which is in line with that of the general university staff population. The University’s
central careers service delivers work-ready preparation programs, designed to
engage minority student cohorts, to support engagement in employment on-campus
and beyond. These programs are open to all students studying at the University.
Shook and Keup (2012) found that programs that specifically further cultural
connections through peer interactions, leadership, and mentorship, such as the
UTAS work-ready program for international students, have a positive influence on
the perseverance of students from minority groups. To ensure on-campus student
employment continues to have diversity as a core value, the team uses the Good
Practice Principles and Guidelines of the DaSSL framework (Skalicky et al. 2016) to
guide the recruitment and training processes of all on-campus student employment it
is responsible for, with particular attention to the centrally coordinated peer-led
programs.

UTAS Peer Programs

UTAS has had a purposeful focus on peer-led programs to promote student leader-
ship opportunities across a broad range of support roles in higher education. Over the
last decade, UTAS has established and grown peer-led roles for students with an
intentional structure of support for the students taking up these roles. This has
included attention to the organizational design of central support services to include,
develop, and support peer programs and their coordinators to ensure professional
learning, support, and recognition for students are provided at every level of
involvement of peer-led programs. The establishment of the Peer Learning Frame-
work (Skalicky and Brown 2009) as an organizing principle led to the institution
being recognized as a leader in the peer-led space, eventually leading to the DaSSL
framework that now organizes the full suite of peer-led programs at UTAS around
the Good Practice Principles and Guidelines. The DaSSL framework has enabled
peer-led program coordinators at UTAS to adhere to principles of good program
design and explicitly plan for and evaluate student leadership development and
diversity as core components of supporting the development of student leaders
through on-campus employment.

At UTAS, students are employed to support their peers in a range of ways,
including academic development, enrolment assistance, building social networks,
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and assisting with identification and articulation of employability skills through job
application support. These broad roles recognize the positive influence of “near
peers” – those with experience of the institution – on fellow students throughout
their university careers (Arendale 2014). Importantly, UTAS offers a suite of peer-
led programs that have been designed to complement each other, provide holistic
support to students, and enhance their university experience. With peer programs
providing services across the areas of student learning, student administration,
retention and transition, student engagement, and career education, student staff
and coordinators of those programs are invited to work more closely with colleagues
in existing peer-led programs. Shared information and training sessions promote
further cross fertilization of the programs, and the streamlined recruitment practices
between the programs allow the student employment team to identify and recom-
mend pathways for students to engage in on-campus roles across the range of
programs on offer.

Peer programs at UTAS began in 2007 when the internationally accredited Peer
Assisted Study Session (PASS) program was introduced. This program identifies
units, predominantly first year units, that are challenging for students, through high
attrition and failure rates, and trains students that have been successful in that unit to
deliver supplemental instruction study sessions for all students enrolled in the
specific unit. These collaborative learning opportunities enable the consolidation
of unit content and the development of discipline-specific study skills. This was
followed in 2009 with the establishment of the Student Learning Drop In (Drop In)
peer program, a generic academic and study skill service, to complement the
discipline-specific nature of PASS. Drop In mentors are successful students who
are trained to work with their peers to develop their academic and study skills.

Two new programs were developed and implemented in 2013 (Student Success
and Community Friends and Networks): one in 2015 (Roving Information Officers)
and two more in 2016 (Career Peers and International Peer Leaders). Student
Success Leaders are trained in communication skills and basic well-being strategies
and are aware of referral services and University programs and procedures. They
contact students at specific times during their university calendar, for example
welcome calls prior to commencement, to engage with students and refer them on
to appropriate service teams within the University. The Community Friends and
Network’s Student Engagement Leaders provide a diverse range of social activities
on campus that are designed to build connections between international and domes-
tic students and a sense of belonging across the University community. The Roving
Information Officers are employed in the lead up to orientation and the first few
weeks of semester to work with fellow students to resolve basic enrolment and
administrative issues. Career Peers provide mentoring sessions to develop students’
articulation of employability skills, assist in job searches, and guide their peers
through the employment process. The latest addition to the suite of peer program
roles, the International Peer Leaders, is faculty based and provides a drop in referral
service as well as organizing events to enable greater social interaction between
domestic and international students and liaise with staff to provide specific skill
workshops. While all the individual programs have specific purposes, they all aim to
assist with student transition, develop student leadership, build self-efficacy, foster
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social networks, and cultivate a greater sense of belonging to the University and the
wider Tasmanian community.

The authors recognize there are a number of other peer-led roles available on
campus including tutoring and sessional teaching; however, the focus of this chapter
is on centrally coordinated peer programs that apply the DaSSL framework to their
design and evaluation. The value of the DaSSL framework as an organizing principle
for these programs is in ensuring support of student staff working as professional
support staff in higher education. UTAS peer programs are intended to provide
students, who are employed as professional staff, with a number of opportunities
including financial income, ability to make links to the curriculum, building social
and professional networks, understanding of the tertiary education as a workplace,
and the opportunity to develop employability skills. To ensure a clear and consistent
approach to the development, delivery, and evaluation of peer programs at UTAS, in
2015 the recruitment and quality assurance of all centrally funded peer programs was
supported by the establishment of the peer program manager role.

The peer program manager, with the assistance from the student employment
team, works to ensure better consistency of responsibilities and pay scales across all
peer program employment opportunities at the institution. One of the first tasks
undertaken by this manager was a focused analysis of the paid roles occupied by
students in the central portfolio. It was observed that often, pay scales were deter-
mined not by the level of duties required of a role but instead by the budget allocated
to peer roles in each individual budget center. Additional factors included the type
and length of the contract required for an individual to fill a particular role. An added
challenge identified were the inequities in how much training and support was
provided to different roles and the differing extent to which student employees on
casual contracts were paid to attend trainings and professional development activi-
ties related to their roles. The risk of not having properly trained student employees
is quite high when placing them in situations where they are asked to work with a
diverse range of peers who may present a range of challenges. Training in mental
health first aid and dealing with difficult behaviors are of key importance to all staff
in the higher education sector, and if student employees are not provided with
professional learning in these areas, the risk to those employees and the students
they work with can increase.

Prior to the introduction of the peer program manager, individual peer program
coordinators were responsible for the recruitment, induction, and exiting of student
staff. This was in addition to their responsibilities in the coordination of the program
and required a knowledge about HR processes that was often outside of the incum-
bent’s skill set. The centralization of recruitment to the student employment team has
allowed for the development of a process that meets the needs of all stakeholders that
is transparent and equitable. The coordinators, who have specific program knowl-
edge, are still part of the selection process, but from advertisement to offer, the
process is overseen by a dedicated student employment team member with human
resource management experience. An appreciation of the student life cycle ensures
that the timing of the recruitment process is, where possible, flexible and considerate
in expectations of student staff. Importantly, a centralized recruitment process has
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allowed the identification of pathways for student staff to engage with a broad
range of applicable peer professional support roles. Students are made aware of
opportunities in other programs, and program coordinators can be notified of skills
developed by student staff in complementary programs, which can and does shape
subsequent recruitment processes.

To date, evaluations of peer programs have been conducted on an individual basis.
These evaluations have identified a number of benefits for stakeholders of on-campus
employment of students. Among those is recognition of the links that can be made
between on-campus employment and curriculum, which can authenticate and allow
for the development of employability skills and leadership skills as transferable
learning from the curriculum to the workplace. Student staff members have identified
their own development of academic skills and consolidation of content from their
degree, as well as network building, belonging, and self-efficacy through their on-
campus employment experience. Programs such as PASS, which at UTAS is centrally
coordinated, are purposely designed to align with curriculum and deliver faculty and
discipline outcomes. The programs develop and validate employability skills through
curriculum-situated support roles with an academic enrichment focus. PASS tutors are
required to revise and consolidate understanding of their discipline as well as relevant
study skills. This can lead to heightened engagement with their studies through a
deeper understanding of their own learning and the growth of skills such as critical
thinking and communication (Skalicky and Caney 2010). Similarly, Drop In mentors
engage with learning theories and share learning skills and strategies and have
commented in reflections on how the heightened self-awareness of this activity has
enhanced their own engagement with their studies leading to improved academic
outcomes (Fuglsang and Newman 2012). These results are supported by studies of
similar programs in the United States (Lipsky and Kapadia 2015). The peer program
manager will next be focusing on centralizing the evaluation of these programs and
their impact on employability of graduates. This integrated approach will help to
ensure consistent and comparable data is collected to inform the ongoing development
of both individual and pathway-related planning between the programs.

Lessons Learnt: Opportunities from Challenges

The introduction of a consistent and quality student recruitment process through the
student employment team has led to an increasing interest to provide more on
campus student employment opportunities across the institution. The University
had not anticipated the level of interest for support in recruiting students for on-
campus employment; this increase in opportunities has identified a need for institu-
tion-wide policies and professional development for the staff who are involved in
employing students. The centralization of student employment has enabled the
breadth of expertise within the team to work together to develop and embed
resources and services into each phase of the employment process for students.
However, the team recognizes the need to develop resources for staff, such as a
recruitment pack, which would guide them through the process of recruitment, on-
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boarding and ongoing professional development for students as staff. Such a
resource pack would provide for a consistent and transparent process where students
and supervising staff are informed and supported through every stage of the recruit-
ment process. In addition to the HR-related support for staff hiring students, the
student employment team has also developed a set of online modules to enhance
application preparation for students applying for roles. These resources are
complemented by information sessions, drop-in services, and workshops to support
the application process further.

Following a high level of activity in supporting the recruitment of students to on-
campus employment, the authors were able to critically reflect on and analyze the
impediments and factors for success in this space. The key challenges identified in
the provision of on-campus student employment relate to the consistency and equity
of recruitment, roles, and remuneration practices, addressing the perceptions of
nonstudent staff about the inclusion of student staff in the workplace, the profes-
sional development and supervision of a revolving cohort of student employees, and
ensuring the identification and transferability of employability outcomes for students
in staff roles. The authors recognize that these challenges may be unique to the
UTAS context; however, it is likely that other higher education institutions would
face similar challenges, and it is the purpose of this discussion to unpack these for the
potential value within the sector. Importantly, this section is drafted to not only
highlight the challenges identified but to also draw out the opportunities that these
challenges present in progressing support for student staff in higher education.

As outlined above, the student employment team in its inaugural year has led the
establishment and rollout of a consistent recruitment process across the peer pro-
grams at UTAS. However, historical interpretations of the individual roles have
presented challenges to providing consistent pay scales and employment benefits to
students occupying different roles on campus. Student employees at UTAS are
primarily employed on a casual, or temporary, basis through short- to medium-
term contracts. Often casual contracts require student employees to log and claim
pay for the number of hours worked, with a set number of hours prenegotiated for
particular tasks. As a large organization, UTAS operations and key functions occur
out of a number of separate administrative units, each one organizing their own
casual workforce and identifying roles to fulfill the needs of that workforce. As a
result, student employee roles, responsibilities, pay scales, and benefits can vary
significantly. This reality is a driving motivation for negotiating a student staff clause
in the Enterprise Bargaining Agreement.

The economic driver for hiring students presents a potentially significant chal-
lenge if student employees are wrongly perceived as the cheaper option, both in
terms of their rate of pay and the comparable time commitment a budget center must
make for the long-term employment of a student versus a traditional employee.
Research has demonstrated that students provide a high-quality and cost-effective
form of labor (Shook and Keup 2012). This perspective has dominated the sessional
teaching domain, with PhD students frequently being hired as sessional tutors,
markers, and lecturers on a casual basis and at a significantly lesser rate than a
contracted or permanent academic staff member would attract. The inequities in the
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casualization of the academic workforce has notably impacted more than student
employees; however, without the full recognition of student employees as a partic-
ular type of employee in things like institutional Enterprise Bargaining Agreements,
this cohort can become more vulnerable to exploitation.

The objectives of a higher education institution to hire student employees must be
clearly articulated and understood by staff across the institution. Statements sur-
rounding the University’s purpose of offering entry-level employment opportunities
to students (including internships and work-integrated learning opportunities) will
not only protect student staff but may also alleviate some of the fears associated
with job security that are felt among professional staff on casual tenure. As a regional
institution in a state that has the second highest unemployment rate in the country
(ABS 2016), the hiring of student employees for less hours and at a lesser rate than
similar duties had once attracted can often attract ill will from existent, nonstudent
staff. This experience has been of particular challenge to UTAS in recent years, as
the institution has undergone a chain of workplace restructures that have resulted in a
workforce reduction particularly to administrative and support positions. As a result,
the positive goal of hiring student employees to enhance job readiness skills and
work experience opportunities has met with some tension.

Addressing the challenge of the perception of why higher education institutions are
hiring students as professional staff must be recognized and mitigated through clear
communication about the rationale and benefits to graduate employability provided by
on-campus student employment opportunities. Yorke (2004) defines employability
skills as “a set of achievements – skills, understandings, and personal attributes – that
make graduates more likely to gain employment and be successful in their chosen
occupations, which benefits themselves, the workforce, the community and the
economy” (p. 8). While academically supported work experiences offer opportunities
for students to demonstrate application of employability skills, examples derived from
real employment arguably have greater impact. The “real-world” experience gained
through actual employment is seen to set a student apart from other graduates who
have focused only on their degree (Skalicky and Caney 2010). Through the provision
of a holistic student experience that involves on-campus employment, higher educa-
tion institutions are increasingly recognizing graduate employability as a whole-of-
institution responsibility and accepting accountability and social responsibility as an
employer engaged in developing work-ready graduates.

UTAS strives to act as a model employer and offer an educative aspect to the
employment process. As an educational service provider and employer, the University
respects a duty of care to its students who are engaged in on-campus employment. The
student employment team promotes and supports engagement with educational oppor-
tunities, while ensuring the student life cycle is considered through timing of recruitment
and rostering. A number of studies (Astin 1984; Rochford et al. 2009; Tinto 2015)
suggest full-time study with up to 30 h per week can be achievable but is not ideal for the
student’s academic success, and there is potential for disengagement with studies.
Research has suggested that up to 15 h of employment can lead to improved engage-
ment and academic achievement, through application of improved time management
and organizational skills developed through experience in the workplace (Astin 1984).
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Kulm and Cramer (2006) suggest on-campus employment may alleviate stressors of off-
campus employment and note that students employed on-campus achieved higher levels
of academic success. In contrast to the potentially limiting impacts of an additional time
burden on study performance, Mitchell and Kay (2012) report that 89% of students
employed on-campus during their degree “felt more engaged” with their institution. As
discussed, stronger engagement between the student and their institution has a positive
impact on retention and graduate success. On-campus employment has the added
advantages of students being supported by an employer who is aware of the require-
ments of student study loads, is more flexible, and can match work to the study load
cycles of student life. Centralized opportunities for employment on-campus at UTAS
allow students to work around their study loads, enable them to enhance their experience
at the university, as well as heighten their employability through applying their content
knowledge with experience in a workplace.

The DaSSL reflection tool requires consideration of how elements of good
program design work together. Critical reflection on the recruitment processes of
students on campus at UTAS alongside consideration of the purpose of on-campus
employment revealed the tendency (albeit well intentioned) for student employees
identified as top performers to be rehired into positions as they become available.
This approach is not unlike other recruitment and hiring practices in other organi-
zations in the “real world,” where top performers are identified and placed in new
positions within an organization. However, if the aim of the higher education
institution in hiring student employees is to build student experience and capacity
to develop graduate attributes, providing these opportunities to as broad a range of
students as possible would arguably be the best approach. In addition, all student
employees are dividing their time between work tasks and study, which can result in
either a large number of students sharing small sections of workload hours or a high
staff turnover rate indicative of short-term contracts to accommodate semester long
roles. One of the challenges of a high turnover workforce worth considering is the
potentially significant amount of support that is required to supervise student
employees. This challenge can be overcome if the workload for supervising staff
is considered and adjusted according to the needs of those undertaking supervisory
tasks, and training for supervising staff is also offered.

An additional consideration highlighted through the critical reflection process was
the realization that student staff were often unaware of the importance of the devel-
opment and articulation of a professional identity achieved through their on-campus
role. In particular, student staff were not always aware of, or found it hard to articulate,
the benefits and skills they gained through their on-campus employment experiences.
Arendale and Hane (2016) suggest that students do not always value the opportunity
or see the relevance and transferability of skills acquired through on-campus employ-
ment. Through the introduction of a recognition program that is now clearly articu-
lated through the ongoing professional development and exit interviews with student
staff, the student employment team at UTAS is hopeful that they are enhancing job
satisfaction and performance and even increasing their overall satisfaction with their
undergraduate experience (Lipsky and Kapadia 2015; Skalicky and Caney 2010).

To address this challenge the student employment team has redeveloped the
Position Descriptions and templates for recruiting student staff to highlight the
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learning outcomes of each role. In addition to clearly articulating these potential
outcomes for incumbents, this process also recognizes that in many roles we are
seeking the potential to develop a skill, rather than it needing to be fully present in
the applicant. Referral of unsuccessful applicants to resources, both human and
online, has also encouraged students to build their skills and, on occasion, realize
their development through subsequent successful application. The development of a
comprehensive induction and training program for successful applicants, with ses-
sions focusing on articulation of experience, skills, and qualifications into their
resume on completion of a role, has further highlighted to students the value of
evidencing and articulating their developing skills in their on-campus roles.

Conclusion

This chapter has discussed one university’s experience with growing and strategi-
cally supporting the development of graduate employability through the provision of
on-campus employment for students as support staff in higher education. Using a
self-guided critical reflection framework, the authors have explored the key chal-
lenges and opportunities in providing on-campus employment through peer program
roles at the University of Tasmania. The formation of a designated student employ-
ment team has been instrumental in ensuring the success of on-campus student
employment as an educative experience for all involved. The development of
consistent, transparent, and equitable recruitment practices, supported by well-
informed and developed educative resources, has ensured that on-campus employ-
ment is more than a financial benefit. The authors have recognized the value of clear
articulation about the rationale and function of student staff roles in institutional
policies and processes, including Enterprise Bargaining Agreements. They have
described the approaches taken to ensure professional learning is existent in the
recruitment processes for student staff and their supervisors. Consideration was also
given to ways to best assist student employees to articulate the benefits and profes-
sional learning they achieve through on-campus employment. Importantly, this
chapter has highlighted the role that student staff can play in supporting learning
and teaching in higher education with particular attention to the value of the student
staff population who are in the unique position of viewing the institution through a
service recipient lens as well as an employee lens. When these opinions are sought
and valued, it enables the institution, and programs within, to be more informed,
agile, and responsive to the broader student population.
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Abstract
This chapter provides advice on using data to guide decisions within Higher
Education settings. It discusses the current debate around research data collection
and use in universities and draws upon the Leiden Manifesto to provide advice
pertaining to these issues.

It discusses why administrative staff need to understand data usage in their
institutions. It defines data usage broadly, as covering all major tasks that staff
engage in when handling spreadsheets. It argues that without a broad understand-
ing of how to collate and handle data, staff are at risk of not fully understanding
the data that they are working with.

It argues that data must be presented well for people to be able to make full use
of it. To do this, it presents several examples, as well as points toward resources
where readers can investigate data visualization further.
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Finally, it explores the consequent requirement for universities to provide
better training for staff in all aspects of data use. It looks at Research Bazaar as
a novel and compelling model for providing face-to-face technical training in an
engaging and supportive way.

Keywords
Data · Higher education · Data visualization · Training · Excel · Professional
development · Data-driven decisions · The Metric Tide · Leiden Manifesto for
Research Metrics

Introduction

There is a serious debate in the Higher Education sector at the moment concerning
the level of scrutiny and expectation placed on academics (Pitt and Mewburn 2016;
Maclean 2016). As the main gatekeepers of data in universities, administrators need
to be cognizant of this debate. In particular, they should understand how the
collection and use of data to measure performance can have profound implications
for academics’ careers. This issue is pertinent to the authors who are both research
administrators and whose experience within the sector frames this chapter.

The two major works that underpin this debate are the Leiden Manifesto for
Research Metrics (Hicks et al. 2015) and The Metric Tide (Wilsdon et al. 2015), the
Higher Education Funding Council for England’s (HEFCE) report on the role of
metrics in research assessment and management. While these documents both refer
to research data, the underlying principles discussed in this chapter apply to all the
data that universities collect and use.

As The Metric Tide (Wilsdon et al. 2015) points out, one of the characteristics of
modern universities is the volume and variety of data that they collect. As well as
discussing qualitative (descriptive) data and quantitative (numerical) data, this
chapter addresses both the systematic and the ad hoc use of data. Systematic data
is generally collected at the request of external agencies via regular structured
processes. Ad hoc data (also referred to as “administrative by-product data”) refers
to data collected on a day-to-day basis as part of administrative processes. This kind
of data is usually ephemeral and may have meaning only for the person(s) working
with it. These different types of data represent the different ends of the data spectrum.
Administrators often find that systematic, policy-level data is not directly useful to
their day-to-day work, while the data that they collect themselves is often too
idiosyncratic to be useful to anyone else (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011).

Professional and academic staff are sometimes reluctant to engage with this
disparate data. Barriers to data use include perceived difficulties in accessing appro-
priate data, the additional time required to source appropriate data, and a lack of
training in correct data usage (Choo et al. 2008; Bergeron et al. 2013).

This chapter calls for the considered use of quantitative data complemented by
qualitative and expert reading of that data, so that all evidence can be considered
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with an informed, in-depth understanding of the issues at hand. Perceived barriers
aside, using data to drive decision-making can eliminate bias, increase transparency,
and improve the quality of decisions. Greater engagement with data means that staff
are more likely to:

• Find the right data for any given problem.
• Understand the complexities of that data and how it should (and should not) be

used.

This leads to two interrelated issues:

• Understanding data usage
• Understanding data visualization

Both of these issues relate to a lack of suitable staff training and development.
Engagement with data assumes a level of competence in data skills that is often lacking.
Most universities have basic online tutorials, but there is often very little formal training
which is surprising given the prevalence of spreadsheet work within professional staff
duties. The importance placed on collecting and analyzing data in Higher Education
administration makes the lack of development in this area all the more concerning.

The second issue, data visualization (DataViz), is important because it enables
staff to take data and present it in ways that are clear (Moore 2017). This is critical
when data is used to make decisions under significant time pressures. The discussion
below outlines why professional staff should be aware of DataViz principles that can
be incorporated into working habits. This will enable them to present data in ways
that illuminate, rather than obfuscate, the discussion.

Using Data

As research administrators, the authors have access to research data on what every
academic at their university has published, the students they have supervised, the
grants they have applied for, the funding they have won, and how they have spent
those funds. This data is available for every individual, school, department, college,
faculty, research center, and group. This research data is just a tiny fraction of all the
data collected by the university. Student data, finance data, staff data, and library data
– we are drenched in data.

At the same time that sector-wide systems are gathering increasing quantities of
data to drive policy decisions, decision-makers (such as university senior managers)
and administrators often ignore it in their day-to-day decision-making. The pressure
of short deadlines, the perception that it is difficult to access data, and a desire to
avoid complex negotiations often drive ad hoc decision-making based on qualitative
data or no data at all. Hunches, past experience, and advice from colleagues are all
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examples of qualitative data that can be powerful but can also be biased and arbitrary
and lack transparency. Too many day-to-day decisions are made this way, and it will
require strong action to break these habits (Ghoshal 2005; Kroll and Forsman 2010).

Both qualitative and quantitative data should be used to drive rational, evidence-
based decision-making at universities. Recently the authors have found that tools are
emerging that allow all staff to gain appropriate access to policy-level data. The
authors’ university has recently introduced web-based tools that provide a dashboard
view of university-wide data. At the same time, techniques allowing ephemeral data
to be shared more widely are also beginning to appear. Cloud-based data storage
systems (e.g., Google Drive) allow ephemeral data to be shared across administrative
silos in ways that were not previously possible. It also allows administrators to link
these two types of data together and use them to guide decisions.

This higher level of sophistication of data usage is available, but cannot be
capitalized on unless staff have a correspondingly higher level of training. The
proliferation of data allows for new possibilities but also makes it more difficult to
understand what kinds of data are available, how they can be used, and what they
mean. Administrators have a key role to play in changing data practices. As both
custodians and consumers of data, they need to be willing to say, “I’ll check the data
and get back to you on that.” In our experience, most administrative staff are not
afraid that working with data means they will need to work harder; they are
concerned that the process of gathering the data, analyzing the data, and presenting
the data will take longer.

The Leiden Manifesto as a Guide to Best Practice

The Leiden Manifesto for Research Metrics was developed in 2015 by a group of
bibliometric scholars who were concerned that “easy-to-use and potentially mislead-
ing metrics for evaluative purposes have become a routine part of academic life.”
Through a consultative process, they developed ten principles for collecting, ana-
lyzing, and using data to evaluate research in universities (De Rijcke 2014; Hicks
et al. 2015).

1. Quantitative evaluation should support qualitative, expert assessment.
2. Measure performance against the research missions of the institution, group, or

researcher.
3. Protect excellence in locally relevant research.
4. Keep data collection and analytical processes open, transparent, and simple.
5. Allow those evaluated to verify data and analysis.
6. Account for variation by field in publication and citation practices.
7. Base assessment of individual researchers on a qualitative judgment of their

portfolio.
8. Avoid misplaced concreteness and false precision.
9. Recognize the systemic effects of assessment and indicators.

10. Scrutinize indicators regularly and update them (Hicks et al. 2015).
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These ten principles provide an excellent framework to discuss the best use of data
in Higher Education administration generally, not just in research administration.

Present Both Qualitative and Quantitative Data: Principles 1, 2, and 7
Administrators should manage the decision-making process in a humanistic and
equitable way. To do this they should understand what data is available so that they
can present both qualitative and quantitative data.

Quantitative data is attractive because it provides an illusion of certainty. Qualita-
tive data is attractive because it provides a sense of “the personal.” In both cases,
reliance on one type of data alone can give a false sense of understanding (Petticrew
and Roberts 2003). In research, for example, the main measure of quality is the clarity
and astuteness of the ideas presented. This is an extremely difficult judgment to make
through quantitative data and a surprisingly easy one to make through qualitative data
(Bornmann and Hans-Dieter 2008; Bornmann 2011). Despite this, universities con-
tinue to try to judge research performance through quantitative measures.

When a decision-maker says “Prof. Example is doing quite well this year,” they
are making a qualitative, expert assessment. However, the basis of the judgment is
not transparent and may be biased. If the qualitative judgment is supplemented by a
review of quantitative performance data, then it is a much more informed and
transparent decision. This does not mean that the decision-maker should cede
responsibility to the data. Professor Example cannot be reduced to a series of
numerical indicators (student satisfaction scores, publication metrics, etc.), espe-
cially not for the purposes of comparison with other academics. There needs to be a
balance of qualitative and quantitative judgment (Bonnell 2016).

This applies at a structural level as well. If the aim of a data collection process is
to understand the relative performance of academic departments, the mission or
objectives of each department should be considered when defining what “perfor-
mance” means. A School of Art will have very different measures of success to a
School of Education, even though they may be located in the same faculty or college
of a university. Those differences should inform the selection of data and the criteria
used to compare different departments.

Administrators should clearly understand the purpose of the data and that data
needs to fit the purpose for which it is intended. It should be collected for a specific
purpose, and that purpose should be defined before the collection or consideration of
the data. When data is drawn from material that is regularly collected (e.g., for
government reporting), it should be considered in that light. Is it the right data for the
current purpose? It should be supplemented by data collected for the specific purpose
of this task. Otherwise there is a strong temptation to shape the decision-making
process to match the type of data that is readily available, rather than collecting the
right data for that decision.

Retain for Review: Principles 4, 5, and 8
While the rationale for decision-making may be clear to all participants at the time,
the data that sits behind those decisions often isn’t transparent to all. To maintain
open, transparent, and simple processes, administrators should archive the material
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that sits behind the final decision: the background to the decision-making process,
the description of the data, and how it was gathered and analyzed. Transparent
decision-making requires transparency around the development of the rationale,
through the process of data collection and decision-making to the dissemination of
results. Mechanisms for collecting, combining, filtering, and evaluating data need to
be clear enough for all participants to understand and critique. Otherwise the work
put into making the process open and transparent is wasted. Documenting and
publishing the rationale and the data along with final decisions assist in making
the process transparent. It has the added advantage of providing future administrators
with a worked example of how particular decisions have been made in the past.

All data contains errors or is not perfectly aligned to the decision-making process
for which it is being used (Messner and Garrison 2006). The best way to protect
against errors and inaccuracy in data is to allow people to review their own data and
the associated analysis. This strengthens openness and transparency of the processes
that use that data. This is particularly true when data sets are combined. Small
differences in definitions for each data element will decrease the comparative
value or precision of the total data. For the most part, well-informed decision-makers
can cope with the differences as long as they know and understand them. Otherwise,
there is a strong chance they will have a false sense of the level of precision or
completeness of the data.

For example, “staff member” can be defined as an actual person (head count) or
the equivalent of a person (effective full-time staff unit). It can be restricted to those
employees who are on continuing contracts (permanent or tenured staff) or to also
include those who are on limited term contracts or those who are paid by the hour
(sessional, casual, or adjunct staff). All of these differences matter, particularly when
you are combining data sets about staff members.

Administrators should understand the limits of their data and be able to inform
decision-makers of the potential dangers of combining data sets.

In the experience of the authors, one of the main barriers to allowing staff to
verify data and analysis is a fear that it will make the decision-making process more
complex and take longer. The counterargument is that using unverified – possibly
incorrect – data risks making the decision quicker but wrong. When presented in
these terms, most decision-makers see the value of verification. To do this well,
administrators should provide a clear plan and timeline that shows how staff will be
provided with access to the data and the analysis for verification purposes.

Account for Culture: Principles 3, 6 and 9
Indicators change the system through the incentives they establish. These effects should be
anticipated. This means that a suite of indicators is always preferable – a single one will
invite gaming and goal displacement (in which the measurement becomes the goal). (Hicks
et al. 2015, p. 431)

Administrators and decision-makers should think carefully about the implications
of the indicators that they choose. Some perverse effects can be anticipated and
avoided. For example, a metric that only counts the number of research outputs,
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without any qualitative judgment about quality, encourages staff to produce outputs
as quickly as possible, without any regard for quality. Others may not be anticipated
so easily. One of the unintended consequences of a complex set of indicators may be
that nobody can actually understand how a decision has been made.

Decision-making can often be quite siloed. For example, while there is often a lot
of discussion of the interplay between research and teaching, most decisions related
to research or teaching happen quite separately. It is important to understand the
differences between these domains (Hattie and Marsh 2004). It is also important to
understand that the people involved are both teachers and researchers and tailor
decision-making accordingly. It is worth understanding the different variations in the
people, groups, or structures that you are evaluating and building that understanding
into your evaluations processes, data selection, and analysis.

In particular, administrators should be aware of, and open to, the possibilities of
data in other languages. More and more universities are becoming international
organizations with campuses in multiple countries or operate across multiple lan-
guages. These languages encode cultural and regional differences. Most data will be
produced in the predominant official languages of the country that funds the
university. For example, there are significant biases in English-language data about
research, to the distinct disadvantage of research undertaken in other languages
(Salager-Meyer 2008; Fitzgerald 2013).

One way to account for culture is to take a pluralistic approach to data collection
and actively seek both quantitative and qualitative data prepared in different lan-
guages. Though this makes the decision-making process more onerous, it will result
in richer, more robust decisions. It may require, for example, an administrative
network that spans the various regions and groups and a willingness to take the
time to understand the nuances of different data practices.

Update as Required: Principle 10
Administrators should provide advice on the implications of new data-driven pro-
cesses, as well as critically reviewing past and existing processes for unintended
consequences.

Research missions and the goals of assessment shift and the research system itself co-
evolves. Once-useful metrics become inadequate; new ones emerge. Indicator systems
have to be reviewed and perhaps modified. (Hicks et al. 2015, p. 431)

Administrators should be cognizant of changes in the data landscape and the wider
requirements that drive their need for good quality data. In the research area, for
example, most universities are under pressure to demonstrate public value for their
funding. Alternative metrics (altmetrics) have emerged to supplement traditional
metrics such as citations. Altmetrics seek to provide a measure of outreach and
public communication through mapping the sharing of research papers through
social media and other nontraditional forums. While they are unreliable indicators
for comparing performance, they provide valuable insights into the audiences for
research (Finch 2016).
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This section has given an overview of issues surrounding using data to drive decision-
making. Using data to move away from snap decisions based on gut instinct toward
more informed, measured strategies is a commendable idea, yet it is underpinned by an
assumption that data presented to inform decisions is presented to staff in ways that can
be easily understood. Lurking underneath this assumption are two interrelated issues
within the Higher Education sector: understanding data usage and data visualization.

Using and Presenting Data

Data usage is important because a balanced use of data requires an element of
criticality which (in turn) requires an understanding of how data works. DataViz is
important because it takes the data used to drive those decisions and presents it in
ways that can be quickly and accurately understood (Moore 2017). These two issues
are at the core of this discussion in part because they relate to a wider discussion of
training (which will be addressed later on), but mostly because the distinction
between the two is often ignored, to the detriment of the sector.

Data Usage

Skills in data usage – like many administrative skills within academia – are often
assumed or taken as a given. Frequently the position descriptions of Higher Educa-
tion professional staff make no direct reference to data, yet it would be difficult to
find a professional Higher Education job that does not require a basic understanding
of Excel. (Excel is used here and throughout as a proxy for spreadsheets as it is the
most common spreadsheet software used within the sector.)

In part, the issue is systemic. There are very few formal Excel qualifications or
frameworks associated with professional staff jobs, and although there are often
references to a “relevant undergraduate or postgraduate degree,” there is very rarely
formal certification required. However the issue is also semantic. Data skills are
often an assumed skill set. Sometimes, they are contained within other language such
as “analytical thinking” or “critical analysis,” which assumes that skills in data are
subsumed by these terms (Chen and Zhang 2017).

The “hard skill” of manipulating figures compliments the “soft” analytic skill of
understanding what those figures represent, so assuming data skills are covered by
broader terms like critical analysis is, in part, correct. Both skills are complementary
and should be combined to create a well-rounded data skill set. In an interview,
Ronnie Ellen Kramer and Tim Hill argue that there needs to be a balance; “Currently
there is a movement in higher education to develop the whole person – complete with
both hard and soft skills” (Parker 2011, p. 16). This is commendable. Quantitative and
qualitative skills are both important, but combining these skills within position
descriptions or overemphasizing the “soft” skill side can be problematic because it
masks varying levels of competency in the “hard” skill that exist among professional
staff. This informality of language and lack of specific qualifications in data mean that
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the Higher Education workforce in Australia does not have formal training in an area
that increasingly is fundamental to the sector. The pervasive nature of data means that
the sector can no longer rely upon such a casual approach to data usage. Staff may not
need to write complex formula, but most professional staff would benefit from
increased training in this area. Moreira (2010, p. 3) makes the point that:

(w)e need to be more competent than we were in previous decades in order to use and take
ownership of information and digital technology. This training or, if you will, literacy of
individuals in the multiple languages and codes. . . that information employs, should be a
recurring, continuing goal throughout the education system.

Moreira’s article may emphasize this point with respect to training students, but it
applies equally to professional staff. The rise of data (both in terms of volume and
pervasiveness) warrants a genuine discussion about whether the basics are sufficient
anymore. As Laurie N. DiPadova-Stocks (2015) says: “A virtual tsunami of false
information and fabrications quickly turns into an ocean of data, requiring critical
thinking skills and attention to the legitimacy of information.”

This discussion is, of course, not limited to Excel. The increase in data collection
has resulted in a proliferation of databases. The Leiden Manifesto reminds us that the
data stored in these systems is always slightly different. Often the data exists but not
always in forms that are available to decision-makers in an organized manner. Staff
that lament the lack of data available to drive decisions are often unaware that much
of this data is available to them (Guan et al. 2002). In order to increase the
compatibility and usefulness of different data sets, management information pro-
grams (e.g., Business Objects, SciVal, or Pure) combine different data sets in a “data
warehouse.”With training, staff can access a set of data that compiles individual staff
employment histories, the number of students they taught (and in which units), how
much money those students pay to study those units, which rooms they are taught in,
and so on (Guan et al. 2002). Being able to unite multiple data sets together makes
management information programs incredibly powerful.

This development only emphasizes the need for a better understanding of data as
a key skill. All of these examples are not only predicated on access to and use of that
data, but that the staff know how to read, manipulate, and present data in meaningful
ways. If they cannot do so, much of their work is wasted. Despite this, data
visualization is largely ignored in universities.

Data Visualization

DataViz seeks to make the message of the data clearer, easier to read and, therefore,
more meaningful to the reader. As the name suggests, it relies on the visual to
communicate messages about the data, tapping into the high level of attention that
humans give to the visual (Munzner 2014; Evergreen 2014). By presenting data in a
visual way, good DataViz enables the reader to grasp the message being conveyed
quickly and easily. It also allows the viewer to find patterns and even “analyze data
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when they don’t know exactly what questions they need to ask in advance” (Munzner
2014). This makes DataViz a key skill for presenting data to inform decisions.

DataViz is less likely to be found on a professional staff member CV, yet it is an
absolutely crucial part of a good data skill set. Even Excel has a skills base and
common understanding that towers over the lack of training and development in
DataViz. To effectively visualize data, there are a few key principles (see Evergreen
2014 (esp pp. 9–19)):

1. Knowing the desired message
2. Deciding the best format to convey that message
3. Applying solid design principles of color, accessibility, and clarity to data, to

achieve the above

Message
The message is important because it is extremely rare that data will simply be
presented in abstraction. When data is presented to managers or a committee, this
is often in the context of driving a decision or conclusion about the issue that data
represents. If good DataViz principles are applied, the message will be clear, and the
discussion can focus on the merits of the decision, instead of the foundation of that
decision (including error margins, etc.; see Munzner 2014, p. 43).

Format
Once the message is clear, deciding which format will best convey that message is
key. Excel provides a large number of charts and infographics that could potentially
be used. Each format is best used for a particular purpose, but their different uses and
strengths are often not adequately explained. This is not completely Excel’s fault –
improved skills training in this area would go some way to address this, and there are
a number of online resources available to assist with this decision. See, for example,
Fig. 1 – a screenshot of Juice Analytics’ incredibly helpful Chart Chooser page:
or the example from the authors of the Extreme Presentation blog who have a page
about how to choose your relevant DataViz (Fig. 2):

Unfortunately, standard Excel charts provide pitfalls for any unwary user. Some
examples highlighted by John Peltier (2011) include:

• Three-dimensional (3D) charts that complicate without adding clarity
• Too many options without any real guide about their effectiveness
• Standard formats and colors that frustrate the reader or obfuscate rather than

illuminate

As Peltier explains, 3D charts (for example) rarely clarify and often distract from
the central point of the information being presented. Likewise, the option to choose
between cones, cylinders, and pyramids to represent a column graph does not help to
clarify the data being presented. These are ways to make the data appear more
interesting, when what is really needed is to make the data clearer. Choosing the
right format for the right data is a huge step toward clarity.
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Fig. 1 Chart Chooser from Juice Analytics (Juicy Analytics n.d.; Hilburn 2012 – published with
permission)

Fig. 2 Chart Chooser from Advanced Presentations by Design (Abela 2008, p. 99 – published with
permission)
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Design
Perhaps staff are reluctant to engage with DataViz because of a perceived engagement
with “mere” aesthetics, as though data can only be presented at either end of a spectrum
– with dry numbers that don’t engage the reader at one end or confusing charts or
meaningless data art on the other. Whatever the reason, there are a number of simple
principles that can (and should) be followed to ensure that DataViz is engaging, clear,
and arresting. One such principle is to visually emphasize what matters. Once the
message is clear, what needs to be emphasized can be made bigger, bolder, and
brighter; detail that is less relevant can be de-emphasized (Steele and Iliinsky 2010).
Another principle ismove away from default formats. Take your visualization away
from default chart settings and color pallets (Evergreen 2014) to more nuanced
aesthetics or beauty designed to visually arrest (Munzner 2014).

The Results
DataViz focuses on clarity rather than style. These principles aid the reader to
understand the message being conveyed, and any visualization that sacrifices clarity
for aesthetics has clearly not fulfilled its function. When DataViz is used well, the
results are often incredibly richer than tabular information. Consider the following
“before and after” examples of the financial report from the Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation. Figure 3 is the standard presentation of information as a table of figures.

Bill & MELINDA GATES FOUNDATION

Consolidated Statements of Financial Position

December 31, 2014 and 2013

(In thousands)

Assets

Cash
Prepaid expenses and other assets
Beneficial interest in the net assets of Bill & Melinda Gates
      Foundation Trust (notes 3 and 4)
Program-related investment assets, net (note 5)
Property and equipment, net (note 6)

Total assets

Liabilities and Net Assets

Liabilities:
Accounts payable
Accured and other liabilities
Grants payable, net (note 8)
Program-related investment liabilities (note 5)

Total liabilities

Total liabilities and net assets

See accompanying notes to the consolidatied financial statements.

Net assets – unrestricted

2014

S

S

S

S

85,220
53,393

5,757,160
37,757

5,933,530 5,348,823

35,961,38538,387,332

44,320,862 41,310,208

82,105
47,097

5,143,677
75,944

26,867 18,085
15,668

43,440,032

44,320,862 41,310,208

149,639
688,656

40,472,654
114,840
692,646

11,983

2013

Fig. 3 Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation “before” (Image courtesy of Stephanie Evergreen)
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Figure 4 provides the same information. However, by visualizing the data, trends
immediately become apparent.

There is a danger that data and charts are perceived to hold absolute truth (c.f. Leiden
Manifesto #8). This simply emphasizes the need for a better understanding across the
sector of how data is used and how it can or should be represented. These are powerful
tools, but they require knowledge development and training to be used well and widely.

Training

Roberts (2008) warns us that “[i]t has been proposed that the key to the continued
viability of institutions of higher education in light of increased competition in the
global marketplace will be their adoption of learning technologies that increase
flexibility, access and convenience (Smith and Oliver 2000)” (Roberts 2008, p. 2).
However, in the experience of the authors, training in relation to information
technology (IT) packages in the Higher Education sector is often done poorly, if at
all. Most universities provide basic online tutorials rather than formal Excel training,
and when training is provided, it is often difficult for staff to find the time to attend.
This is a major concern, given the frequency with which most professional staff use

Fig. 4 Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation “after” (Image courtesy of Stephanie Evergreen). The
improvement in clarity and ease of interpretation here is clear
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the program. Interactions with data are so commonplace within modern Higher
Education administration; the lack of development in this area is concerning.

As a result, Excel skills are often built up over time through on-the-job experience
and exposure to a variety of data sets and usage. This is a useful way to learn as it is
much easier to see the importance and implications of data when there is some real-
world significance for your day-to-day occupation. In other words, applicability and
relevance create better learning outcomes. As Towler et al. (2014, p. 221) write,
“trainees learn best when they are actively engaged and motivated to learn (Colquitt
et al. 2000).” This can be achieved through establishing an effective training
environment that ensures instruction is relevant, enjoyable, and seen as useful.

Barriers
There are a number of impediments or barriers to training: time, access, feelings of guilt
about the work left undone, or impending deadlines being neglected. Likewise, the
quality and relevance of previous training affects staffwillingness to attend future training
(Facteau et al. 1995). These are just some of the common reasons training often gets
pushed back – left to a time when professional staff think they will not be busy.

Meanwhile, training has also fundamentally changed within the Higher Educa-
tion sector. Previously, the trainer held all of the knowledge, and the attendee left a
session trying to remember everything that had been discussed, usually accompanied
by a large handbook – almost immediately rendered out of date. Now, with the
pervasiveness of the Internet, there are entire YouTube channels devoted to most
software packages. The question “how to use Excel” returned over 200 million hits
from Google (27 April 2016). Resources and forums like MrExcel (www.MrExcel.
com) have pages of data, guides, and forums devoted to almost any Excel-related
issue. So where, then, does this leave the question of training staff?

Higher Education institutions can build upon these resources by providing a
context-specific dimension to standard “in the room” training. By augmenting
standard training to specific examples in areas that staff work with, the training
becomes more relevant and more easily retained, and staff are more likely to see the
practical application. This means moving away from tired examples of monthly sales
quarters when staff are really interested in student numbers. It is not that professional
staff cannot transpose that example to a relevant context, but rather that thinking
about questions and related issues is harder to do out of context.

Technology is being adapted in student curriculum, but often not in staff training
(both professional and academic). Training in a digital age is obviously a difficult
issue. Technology moves quickly, and institutions (Higher Education and otherwise)
are often structurally unable to react as quickly. As Juan de Pablos-Pons tells us
(2010, p. 8), “the impact of technologies on traditional universities has not been
revolutionary because the usual structures have not disappeared.” Despite structural
resistance, DataViz training should be prioritized because while IT packages may
change rapidly, the principles guiding DataViz do not; they are just as easily applied
to Excel as they are to Google Sheets, Numbers, Gephi, or any other data presen-
tation software and thus represent a significant long-term innovation.
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The Future
Adapting learning to the constantly shifting landscape of IT is an incredibly challenging
task, and some headway is being made. For example, online tutorials are an attempt to
bring training andworkshops into the digital age. However, universities should also look
for inspiration at the innovative work being done in digital learning. With the number of
data science MOOCs on the rise (e.g., Analyzing and Visualizing Data with Excel,
offered by Microsoft on EdX; Analyze Text, Discover Patterns, Visualize Data, offered
by Illinois Urbana-Champaign on Coursera; Data Science Orientation, offered by
Microsoft on EdX), the number of potential avenues for competency training is now
greater than ever. Alongside this, forums such as Research Bazaar (ResBaz) provide
grassroots-driven movements focused on training and development in the area of
research technology and data (Research Bazaar 2016). At ResBaz, participants train
one another in new research technologies. It is an example of an innovative data-focused
conference that recognizes the need for meaningful, engaging development. Data
Carpentry (http://www.datacarpentry.org/) runs on a similar principle of grassroots-
driven training, albeit aimed at staff with little computational experience. All of the
above indicates that while the current situation relating to training of data-related
competencies within Higher Education is less than ideal, there are a number of compli-
mentary approaches. The success of programs like ResBaz shows that (1) staff are
willing to engage in training in data and, given the right circumstances, even be
enthusiastic about it and (2) innovation in learning is rewarded.

Software evolves quickly, but the underlying principles of data usage and
DataViz transcend software packages and updates. This means that a more serious
engagement with data and DataViz skills training are not only required but also
immensely valuable to universities and their staff. Not everyone is a fan of Excel, but
professional staff are being tasked with using data more and more. Therefore training
staff in data usage and manipulation is essential and should be a fundamental part of
workplace planning. It is also clear that Higher Education institutions should seek to
augment rather than replicate current training offerings. Online modules are a good
start, though these should be complemented either by highly relevant formal training
or innovative ways of learning (such as ResBaz).

Senior managers need to know what they are being shown, what it means, the
data behind it, and how to read it quickly and efficiently. This is precisely the
function of DataViz, and Higher Education institutions have a clear imperative to
train professional staff in this area.

Conclusion

Higher Education administrators have access tomore data than ever before and are producing
more data than ever before. Each university produces a large amount of strategic, well-
constructed data. In the course of daily tasks, administrators are often collecting and collating
ephemeral task-related data. Administrators should strive to use all this data to improve their
own decisions and the recommendations that they make to others.

11 Professional and Support Staff in Higher Education: Data and Decisions 169

http://www.datacarpentry.org/)


In doing so, they should follow best practice by understanding and adhering to the
Leiden Manifesto. In particular, they should seek to define goals before collecting
data (rather than letting the existing data shape decisions) and combine both qual-
itative and quantitative data in making decisions or recommendations.

If data is going to influence decisions, the real challenge is to present it in a way
that can be quickly and accurately understood by all who read it. Both data literacy
and DataViz are required because they enable staff to take the raw data and present it
in a way that is clear and convincing. Ultimately, professional staff need to find better
ways to work and communicate with data. This means training staff in its use,
showing them the impact that good DataViz principles can have, and then using
that clean, well-presented data to drive informed decision-making.

Training for professional staff should at least include some basic DataViz princi-
ples that they can incorporate into their daily duties. When staff are asked to run a
report, the data they present in that report should be able to speak for itself and
illuminate rather than obfuscate the discussion.

If data is to be the backbone of our decision-making, then Higher Education
institutions need to provide training that is both comprehensive and engaging, so that
they can quickly and easily manipulate and present that data in the most effective
way possible. If staff are expected to swim rather than sink in this ocean of data, then
a more professional understanding of data usage as part of core Higher Education
business operations is required.
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Abstract
This chapter addresses the role and participation of Australian Indigenous support
staff at the University of Tasmania and more broadly in Australian universities.
The inclusion and support of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff, their
professional advancement, and career opportunities, along with their contribution
to both Indigenous and non-Indigenous student outcomes, are discussed. The
importance of strong Indigenous leadership is affirmed; as well as Aboriginal
Employment Strategies to drive change, enhance outcomes for Indigenous Aus-
tralians and break the cycle of disadvantage, by developing culturally inclusive
courses and learning environments.
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Definition of Terms

Access or enabling programs Provide a pathway for people wishing to gain entry
to higher education (typically at the bachelor’s
degree level), by providing one or more courses
focused on foundation and/or preparatory skills.

Bridging education Are short and/or intensive courses that assist stu-
dents to meet course entry requirements and/or are
offered as remedial courses to help address skill
gaps.

Mabo Day (3 June) Commemorates the High Court of Australia’s land-
mark Mabo decision in 1992, which legally recog-
nized that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
peoples have a special relationship to the land –
that existed prior to colonization and still exists
today. This recognition paved the way for land rights
or native title.

National NAIDOC Week NAIDOC stands for National Aborigines and
Islanders Day Observance Committee. Predomi-
nately, NAIDOC Week is held in the first week (a
Sunday to Sunday) of July. It is a time to celebrate
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander history, cul-
ture, and achievements and is an opportunity to
recognize the contributions that Indigenous Aus-
tralians make to our country and society.

National Reconciliation Week Is celebrated across Australia each year between
27 May and 3 June. The dates commemorate
two significant milestones in the reconciliation
journey – the anniversaries of the successful
1967 referendum and the High Court Mabo
decision.

National Sorry Day Is an Australia-wide observance held on 26 May
each year. This day brings people together to share
steps toward healing for the Stolen Generations,
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their families, and communities. Stolen Generations
refer to Indigenous Australians who were forcibly
removed from their families and communities.
This was carried out under federal, state, and
territory laws and policies from the 1800s to the
1970s.

Special or alternative entry The two main pathways into university are applica-
tions through a tertiary admission center (state-
centralized) or applications direct to the university.
Special or alternative entry is used by students who
do not transition directly from high school and/or
who lack an Australian Tertiary Admission Rank
(ATAR) score.

Introduction

Australia’s First Peoples, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders (herein Indige-
nous Australians), have occupied Australia for more than 50,000 years (http://www.
australia.gov.au/about-australia/australian-story/austn-indigenous-cultural-heritage).
However, in 1788 Britain assumed Australia’s First Peoples did not claim ownership
of the land and designated the continent as terra nullius, as an empty un-owned land.
This was incorrect, as there were hundreds of nations, each with their own lan-
guages, laws, and governance, and each knew their own country and its boundaries
(AIATSIS 1996). This ownership was finally recognized in 1992, by the Mabo
decision, which rejected the idea of terra nullius (AIATSIS n.d.). Current Australian
laws now recognize that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples occupied and
possessed areas of land and sea, which were inherited and passed on to subsequent
generations.

Even so, the consequences of more than 200 years of British colonization have
caused Indigenous Australians much pain, as they have faced dispossession of their
lands, removal of their children, and language and culture loss and currently have the
poorest health and education outcomes in the nation (Council for Aboriginal Rec-
onciliation 1999; COAG 2008; Australian Government Department of Prime Min-
ister and Cabinet 2015; ABS 2016; AIHW 2017). However, as resilient people, they
are actively working toward rebuilding their lives and reviving and maintaining their
languages, cultures, and communities. They are seeking “A LIFE of opportunity and
dignity, free from discrimination and disadvantage, a basic human right” (HREOC
2003 p. 1), which the Australian Human Rights Commission works toward
progressing.

According to the 2011 Census, which reported on Estimates of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander Australians, there are approximately 669,900 Indigenous
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Australians or 3% of the total Australian population (Australian Bureau of Statistics
2013). These populations are not homogeneous and have significant demographic,
social, and cultural differences (Australian Demographics Statistics 2011). In con-
trast to the wider Australian population, the Indigenous population is a young and
growing one. Almost 40% of Indigenous people are aged below 15 years, compared
with around 20% of the non-Indigenous population within the same age bracket
(ABS 2013).

Despite the fact that the numbers of young Indigenous Australians are increasing,
they are underrepresented in universities across the nation (Bradley et al. 2008;
Wilks and Wilson 2015). The Review of Higher Education Access and Outcomes for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People (Behrendt 2012) indicates that in 2010,
only 1.4% of the total students enrolled in universities in Australia were Indigenous
Australians. As Dreise et al. (2016) have argued “targeted programs and co-
ordinated efforts at local levels” (p. 2) are effective for improving school attendance;
the same focused effort needs to apply in higher education, and Indigenous staff are
essential to undertake this work. Indigenous Australians are, however, also under-
represented among staff in higher education, comprising 0.8% of all full-time
equivalent academic staff and 1.2% of general university staff (UA 2014). The
Behrendt Review also reported low levels of participation in university governance
and management by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, along with signif-
icant underrepresentation in higher degree research completions (DIISRTE 2012).
The underrepresentation of Indigenous Australians in higher education, as both
students and staff, continues to contribute to high levels of social and economic
disadvantage (Andersen and Walter 2014).

While it is very important to strongly encourage Australian Indigenous students
to enroll into university degrees and pathway programs, the focus should also be on
improving their retention and completion rates and the quality of their engagement
and experiences at university during their higher education journey (Andersen et al.
2008, 2016). An access and equity focus alone will not lead to social justice for
Indigenous Australians within the higher education system, as universities in Aus-
tralia continue to be places of white habitus where race capital ensures reproduction
of white privilege. The only way to change this scenario is to have more Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people involved at all levels of university business. The
IHEAC Report (2007, p. 53) highlights the importance of increased representation of
Indigenous staff in all roles across higher education institutions:

Indigenous students are more likely to succeed where there is a visible and thriving
Indigenous community on campus with a critical mass of Indigenous academics, researchers
and professional staff. This provides cultural security, academic relevance and role models
and promotes community engagement and identity.

Also, according to Miller et al.’s (2008) report, universities that had a visible
Indigenous presence on campus, involved the Indigenous community in governance,
colocated Indigenous academics and Indigenous support services, engaged
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Indigenous staff in professional development, and had the support of their Vice-
Chancellors to develop Indigenous leadership and actively support their Indigenous
staff to complete postgraduate qualifications were more likely to have strong Indig-
enous leadership and higher levels of Indigenous employment within the university,
produce greater awareness of Indigenous perspectives, impact more positively on
their students, and have better student outcomes overall.

This chapter will outline the roles of Australian Indigenous support staff within
Australian universities in general and in particular at the University of Tasmania. It
will highlight the importance of these professionals in improving the participation
and success of Australian Indigenous students in higher education, including their
future perspectives and employment. Future actions and recommendations to
increase and further support the Indigenous professional workforce within higher
education in Australia will also be discussed.

Indigenous Australian Professional Staff in Higher Education

This section focuses specifically on Indigenous professional staff in support roles.
These roles may include Support Staff, Indigenous Higher Education Officers, Student
Services Officers, and Indigenous Liaison Officers and other similar positions and
titles. Staff in these positions are key to attracting, retaining, and supporting Australian
Indigenous students throughout their higher education studies (DET 2012).

The work of these professionals includes running high school outreach programs,
involvement in arranging school visits to campus, staff and student visits to schools,
discovery days, science camps, university application, enrollment, and scholarship
sessions as well as student leadership seminars and residential camps. These activ-
ities are important to build relationships with potential students and to introduce
them to the university campus, as well as to meet current students and staff, to create
an interest in and learn about university life (CSIRO 2015). An example of such
activities is the Year 12 Leadership Seminar at the University of Western Australia,
which help facilitate a smooth student transition into university degrees, providing
knowledge of facilities and services, so students are familiar with the campus and
have the opportunity to meet fellow students before coming to university.

This transitional work has been well received by Year 12 students and their teachers,
as it is vital to provide a sense of cultural capital in students as highlighted by Bourdieu
(1984), who urged that “all means have to be used to give all children the experience that
children from well-off social groups have” (cited in Grenfell 2004, p. 90).

In addition to this outreach and engagement with school students, Indigenous
Australian professional staff contribute significantly to positive student outcomes by
providing welcoming and enabling environments within universities (DEEWR
2011). Indigenous support staff provide student support services, assist with
accessing alternative entry pathways, and promote enabling courses (Fredericks
et al. 2015). Staff are also actively involved in mentoring, governance, and commu-
nity engagement roles (DET 2012; Devlin 2009; Kinnane et al. 2014). Some
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outcomes of these activities include improving participation and academic success
for Indigenous students (Graham 2012, 2013).

Indigenous staff also play an important role in bringing non-Indigenous and
Indigenous students together though social and cultural events on campus. These
events help to enrich students’ understanding of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples through film evenings, seminars, guest lectures, workshops, and
community lunches. They also include marking and celebrating important Indige-
nous national events such as National Sorry Day (26 May), Mabo Day (3 June),
National Reconciliation Week (27 May to 3 June), and National NAIDOC Week
(first week of July), which are vital to counter the whiteness of universities
(Moreton-Robinson 2000, p. 240). Cultural awareness sessions and workshops
have also been delivered to university academic and professional staff. These
sessions have proven to be a “powerful, enjoyable and very moving [experience]
and is a must for all University staff and students, and all members of
the. . .community in general” (UTAS staff member, personal communication).

To promote a positive sense of cultural identity in education settings, Indigenous
students require respect for and affirmation of Indigenous’ culture (Dockery 2013).
As a way to improve their sense of identity further, the case can be made that
resources and activities to support this should be incorporated into curricula wher-
ever possible. This points to an important contribution Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander staff can make within universities. It must also be noted that the responsi-
bility for creating and supporting respectful cultural environments should not be the
task of Indigenous staff alone. In fact, the Behrendt Review (2012) argues that in
order to promote and encourage Indigenous students’ well-being and identities,
universities should involve all staff, including Indigenous and non-Indigenous
professional and academic staff, in the process of building respect and understanding
across the organizations, instead of relying on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
staff to do this work.

Strong Indigenous leadership in the coordination of programs, commitment and
stability of staff involved, continuous assessment and evaluation of existing pro-
grams, partnerships with key stakeholders, mentorship of students, and role model-
ling are all key ingredients to reach and support Indigenous students successfully.
Kinnane et al. (2014) affirm there is significant scope for increasing and strength-
ening Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students’ transitions into higher educa-
tion by building on the programs and services within the university Indigenous
Education Units who are leading this work.

Growing the Australian Indigenous Professional Workforce

Professional staff in universities usually do not have the clearly defined paths for
career advancement that are available to academics (Harvey and Stiff 1985; LH
Martin Institute 2012; Universities -Public Service Association 2012). In addition to
this factor, Indigenous professional staff have faced many other challenges within
the university workplace. Some of these challenges include taking on responsibilities
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outside their job description (Group of Eight, Submission 16, p. 8) and facing
personal and structural racism (According to the National Tertiary Education
Union (NTEU). As indicated by an Indigenous member survey, 71.5% of respon-
dents had experienced direct racist attitudes, and 55.3% had experienced discrimi-
nation and racist attitudes from colleagues (NTEU 2011, p. 4). Additionally, while
the work of Indigenous professional staff plays a key role in attracting and
supporting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students to study at university,
their employment is generally precarious, consisting mostly of short-term contracts
(6–12 months), renewed annually, with few permanent ongoing appointments
(NTEU 2016). These workplace conditions contribute to high turnover of staff,
which impact on the ability of Indigenous professional staff and universities to
bring about sustainable and significant changes within the higher education sector
in Australia. Universities need to focus on retaining and recruiting Indigenous staff
through the provision of stable employment opportunities.

At this time when more Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students are
studying at university with an increase of 20.8% from 2001 to 2011 (CreativeSpirits.
Info 2017), we are in a good position to encourage current students to consider future
employment in the sector. The National Indigenous Higher Education Workforce
Strategy (NIHEWS), drafted by this author in consultation with the Indigenous
Higher Education Advisory Council (IHEAC) and Universities Australia (UA),
provides a guide for universities to develop employment strategies and targets and
highlights the key role that traineeships, cadetships, and graduate placements can
play in attracting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to work in universities
(IHEAC 2011).

Examples of traineeship include a program developed by Charles Sturt Uni-
versity, which recruited 26 Indigenous trainees, who completed Certificate III or
IV as part of a 3–4 year traineeship. Also, the Riawunna Centre for Aboriginal
Education at the University of Tasmania recruited two trainees each year during
2009–2013, who completed a traineeship and went on to employment in several
areas of the university. During a similar period, the University of Western Sydney
recruited 14 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander trainees and cadets in a range of
positions including business administration and human resources. A further ten
cadetships, six traineeships, and five jobs were filled in 2011, increasing the
Indigenous staff employed from 15 in 2007 to 40 in 2011 at this university
(Andersen 2013). Traineeships and cadetships are important pathways for
attracting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to work in universities
and assist in breaking down barriers, as they allow the appointees to become
familiar with the university environment and culture which is often seen as an
alien, unwelcoming white space.

Once appointed, further effort is required to retain these employees, and this can
be achieved through professional development, mentoring support, and career plan-
ning. Craig Sams (2012) affirms that Indigenous talent management and career
development are paramount to retaining Indigenous staff and that more attention is
needed on retention than recruitment in organizations. Also, the appointment of full-
time senior Indigenous staff, either professionals or academics, could assist with
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mentoring and career development of junior Indigenous staff. These positions and
additional collaboration with non-Indigenous professional and academic staff must
be institutionally supported in order to retain staff and avoid Indigenous staff being
overloaded.

Another mechanism to enhance professional development are the Indigenous
Staff Scholarships. The scholarships are part of the Australian government’s plan
to improve education outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in
higher education (Australian Government 2013). Since 2004 the Indigenous Staff
Scholarships program has awarded 33 scholarships for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people already employed in universities to take a period of 12-month study
leave (DEEWR 2011, p. 34). This opportunity has enabled staff to complete degrees
and participate in postgraduate studies. Unfortunately, only five scholarships are
offered each year, which limits the opportunities and access to this particular
program. Trudgett et al. (2016) also affirm the need for greater opportunities for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait staff working in universities to complete doctoral
studies, in order to reach equity and enable increased Indigenous academic engage-
ment and contribution.

Graham (2013) suggests that the work of professional staff in general is key to
assist students to meet their learning outcomes. He recommends that managers and
supervisors should recognize and value the contributions of professional staff to the
core business of learning and teaching, as it is the combined effort of both profes-
sional and academic staff that is required (Graham 2013). Also, a more flexible
approach to workload distribution and career progression is needed, and by recog-
nizing the importance of their contribution, “professional staff gain prosocial and
intrinsic motivation, leading to significant job satisfaction and improved perfor-
mance” (Graham 2013). These recommendations if implemented would similarly
improve the working lives of Indigenous professional staff, as many feel unvalued
and unwelcome in their institutions.

Graham (2013) also indicates job satisfaction impacts on retaining staff, so
providing conditions in which professional staff gain satisfaction from their work
is important as they contribute to improved student outcomes and well-being.
Through contributing to the inclusion of Australian Indigenous content in teaching
programs and within the orientation programs for university staff, Indigenous staff
have the opportunity to share their knowledge, to see it valued and recognized
within the sector to enrich learning for all, and also to enhance their own job
satisfaction.

Despite the attempts to recruit and retain increased numbers of Indigenous
Australian professionals within the higher education workforce, data from the
Federal Government’s university staffing (DET 2015) for 2015 (see Table 1) indi-
cates that the number of Indigenous staff has fallen for the first time since 2006
(NTEU 2016). The main loss was in the professional staff, which dropped from 819
to 796 between 2014 and 2015. The large drop in 2008 and 2009 was due to changes
in government and funding, while recent mainstreaming agendas at a number of
universities have seen Aboriginal Education Centers absorbed into the other areas of
the university that has resulted in reduced Indigenous staff numbers. This is true for
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the Riawunna Centre at the University of Tasmania, which had eight staff (seven
professional and one academic), compared to 16 before the restructure (UTAS, IHES
2012). This loss of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff offers universities the
opportunity to revisit the many restructuring programs currently underway and
investigate how these are impacting on Indigenous staff numbers at their
universities.

The next section is a case study of the University of Tasmania to examine in detail
the work of its Indigenous center, efforts to increase Indigenous employment, and
the development of mechanisms to enhance participation and success of Indigenous
students at the university, all of which reflect the broader activity across the sector in
Australia, and highlights the future work required.

Indigenous Australian Professional Staff at the University of
Tasmania (UTAS)

The University of Tasmania (UTAS) is the only university in the state of Tasmania,
with over 2500 academic and professional staff, approximately 28,000 students,
along with over 1200 honorary staff and volunteers (UTAS Annual Report 2015).
According to the 2011 Census, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population
in Tasmania represented 4% of the total population, an increase of 05% since 2006.
At UTAS, however, the number of Indigenous Australians employed by the univer-
sity decreased during the same period, following also a national trend explored
above. In 2009, there were a total of 27 Indigenous staff (5 academics and 22

Table 1 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff – full-time equivalent and number
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professional staff positions) employed at UTAS in a diverse range of areas, including
Accommodation Services, Asset Management Services, Australian Maritime Col-
lege, Riawunna Centre, Central Science Laboratory, Cradle Coast Campus, Rural
Health, Sociology and Social Work, Human Resources, Financial Services, Archi-
tecture and Design, Geography and Environmental Studies, Menzies Research
Institute, Morris Miller Library, and International Services. By 2012, this number
had fallen to 18 Indigenous staff (4 academics and 14 professional staff positions).
This reduction in numbers was largely due to the lack of ongoing appointments at the
university as a result of funding constraints causing staff to seek more secure
employment outside the university, in place of short-term contracts.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are significantly underrepresented as
employees at UTAS, and an increase in Aboriginal employment is needed to reach
parity with the state’s total population (NIHEWS 2011). As the only university in the
state of Tasmania, UTAS is in a unique position to capitalize on the ability to mentor,
provide career advice, and manage the progress of Aboriginal students throughout
their studies to transition into employment within UTAS upon graduation.

The majority of Aboriginal staff at UTAS have historically been located in the
Riawunna Centre for Aboriginal Education. The Centre is situated in the two main
campuses of the university: in Hobart and Launceston. In addition, there are Indig-
enous support staff located at the Cradle Coast Campus in Burnie. In the past, the
Riawunna Centre operated across the university providing policy and academic
input to disciplines as well as student support. The Centre has also been active in
growing the number of Indigenous Australian employees at UTAS through the
development and implementation of Aboriginal Employment Strategies.

Professional Staff Recruitment, Retention, and Staff Capacity
Building at UTAS

Past UTAS Aboriginal Employment Strategies (AES) 2003–2006, 2008–2010, and
2011–2013 had some success in recruiting, retaining, and developing professional
staff members within the operational structure of the Riawunna Centre. A revised
Aboriginal Employment Strategy is awaiting endorsement, and there is scope in the
next Enterprise Bargaining (EB) Agreement to ensure alignment with the Aboriginal
Employment Strategy. Both need achievable and realistic targets for professional
staff, including traineeships and cadetships which are an important pathway into
ongoing employment at the university, along with commitment by UTAS to allow
growth and an increase in the overall capacity of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander professional staff members. The part-time Indigenous Employment Coor-
dinator based in the HR has some capacity to do this through maintaining regular
contact with Indigenous staff members. However, the position requires appropriate
resourcing to support professional development and training opportunities for Indig-
enous employees at UTAS.
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In terms of capacity building, a number of past Riawunna trainees progressed into
other professional fields at UTAS, based on their experience and skills gained in the
Centre. All Riawunna staff were encouraged to take advantage of UTAS professional
development opportunities, including studying a Higher Education Contribution
Scheme (HECS) free subject each semester. Staff undertaking further studies were
entitled to study and exam leave time. There were also other professional develop-
ment and training opportunities offered to Indigenous staff that were tailored spe-
cifically to each individual (e.g., Intensive Summer School). There is also a general
willingness among the university’s units and faculties to take on Indigenous trainees
and cadets. However, this goodwill needs to be nurtured and supported centrally.
Also, currently there is no mechanism in place to retain Indigenous graduates as
UTAS employees, but there have been conversations about exploring the possibility
of graduate placements to address this annual loss of expertise.

The current UTAS Staff Agreement (2013–2016) outlines key areas for improv-
ing retention and to lift the representation of Aboriginal staff at the university to
parity with the Tasmania’s population. One of the areas is to increase Aboriginal staff
appointments at all position levels, including growing their involvement in univer-
sity governance and management. Another strategy to retain existing and attract new
Indigenous staff to the university would be to include specific and appropriate Key
Performance Indicators (KPIs) in faculties, schools, and business unit performance
agreements so that individual employees would have the chance to excel at their
levels and that university units would have the opportunity to contribute to the
university’s aim to attract Indigenous staff.

Changes to Improve Indigenous Student Experiences at UTAS

During 2012 and 2013, the Faculty of Arts was restructured, providing an
opportunity to relocate the Riawunna Centre in the Division of Students and
Education to enable broader cross university reach of its programs and services.
There was some apprehension about this change and a fear that the Centre would
lose its autonomy and Indigenous leadership. To address these concerns and as a
consequence of the National Review of Indigenous Higher Education (Behrendt
2012), it was timely to explore how other universities were responding to the
Review’s recommendations. To do this, visits to ten Indigenous Higher Educa-
tion Centers or institutes were undertaken by the Director of Riawunna to inform
future developments at UTAS.

Two sites were visited in 2012 to provide insights for the proposed changes at
UTAS. These were Murrup Barak, Melbourne Institute for Indigenous Development
at Melbourne University, and the Badanami Centre for Indigenous Education at
University of Western Sydney. In 2013, visits to the following eight universities
were undertaken:
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1. Latrobe University, Bundoora Campus, Melbourne, Victoria
2. Institute for Koori Education (IKE), Deakin University, Melbourne, Victoria
3. Wollotuka Institute, Newcastle University, New South Wales
4. Tjabal Indigenous Higher Education Centre, Australian National University,

Canberra, ACT
5. School of Indigenous Australian Studies (SIAS), James Cook University, Towns-

ville, Qld
6. Australian Centre for Indigenous Knowledges & Education (ACIKE), Charles

Darwin University, NT
7. David Unaipon College of indigenous Education and Research (DUCIER),

University of South Australia, Adelaide, South Australia
8. Wilto Yerlo now Wirltu Yarlu Aboriginal Education, University of Adelaide,

South Australia

Across all ten universities, Indigenous services and programs were coordinated
from an Indigenous-run central place; all had made senior Indigenous appointments
(at Associate Professor or Professor level); all had Indigenous Employment Strate-
gies and Coordinators, and all had Aboriginal Education strategic plans.

A report was developed outlining some of the arrangements in place at each site
visited (Andersen 2013). It also suggested strategies to improve the engagement of
Indigenous staff and students at UTAS. Some of the recommendations were that
Indigenous issues should have university-wide approach, that there is a need to
increase the number of Indigenous staff at the universities to provide support for
each other as well as for students, and that a central one-stop center coordinating
services and programs across the university is a working and perhaps a desirable
model to implement. The report also suggested that staff should be physically
located together to prevent isolation, foster enthusiasm for their work, and forge
strong bonds and relationships and a sense of community. Also, an Aboriginal
Education Strategic Plan and Operational Plan with KPIs for all schools and
divisions linked to the Aboriginal Employment Strategy would be essential to
establish a balanced workplace and raise moral for Indigenous staff. As for students,
the report recommended that more student scholarships and cadetships are needed to
provide real-life work experience as well as an income to support students while
studying.

In addition, this report suggested seven actions to enhance the experience and
participation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students at UTAS and made
eight recommendations which are outlined in Table 2 along with progress to date.

In 2013, the restructure of the Riawunna Centre was implemented, largely
ignoring the recommendations contained in the report, and in a manner disrespectful
to the right of Indigenous people, preventing them from being heard and involved in
the decision-making processes related to the restructure. This was certainly a missed
opportunity that can affect the university and its entire community, in particular its
Indigenous community. As Altman’s (2013) research on the Northern Territory
National Emergency Response highlights, “top-down” approaches are
disempowering to Aboriginal people, and this was certainly experienced at UTAS.
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Table 2 Actions and recommendations for UTAS

Actions Progress Recommendations Progress

Educate and inspire our
students and staff to
focus their energies on
creating a better future
for Indigenous peoples

Ongoing Colocation of senior
appointment with
Executive Officer and
Indigenous Student
Services

Implemented in Feb
2016

The development and
delivery of a core
breadth unit for all
UTAS students

Developed in
2015

Display of three flags in
the foyer on each
campus, Aboriginal,
Torres Strait Islander,
and state

Aboriginal flag in
Hobart and Burnie
Aboriginal and
Torres Strait
Islander flags in
Launceston

Additional
unit being
developed in
2016

The development and
delivery of a core
Murina Aboriginal
pathway unit for all
university preparation
program students

Unit being
developed in
2016

Creation of an
Indigenous Hall of
Fame on each campus
with photos to
showcase graduates

To be actioned

The appointment of a
person to coordinate
student exchange
opportunities,
conference
participation,
postgraduate study
opportunities, and
Riawunna graduation
events

Casual
research
assistants
assist with this
work

Inclusion of
Acknowledgement of
Country for each
campus on the back of
UTAS business cards

To be actioned

The appointment of
faculty-based
Indigenous
Engagement Officers to
assist in creating a
greater Indigenous
presence across the
university and students
and staff in the
respective faculty
would have a local
contact person to focus
on specific goals and
outcomes

Faculty-based
officers
appointed in
Health

Introduction of a
requirement that all
academic programs
include Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander
content

Commenced 2015
with appointment of
an Aboriginal
Higher Education
Advisor

Indigenous
involvement in
decision-making at
UTAS through the
UTAS Internal
Indigenous Advisory
Group and external

An Aboriginal
Policy
Working
Group was
established in
2015

Postgraduate
supervision workshops
for supervisors of non-
Indigenous students
with an Indigenous
research topic and
Indigenous students

Ongoing

(continued)
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Restructure of Riawunna Centre

According to the 2013 UTAS Higher Education Statement, the role of the Riawunna
Centre is to:

• Support schools across the university to have an awareness of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander students study and teaching and learning needs.

• Ensure all students have access to the Riawunna Centre as a culturally safe space.
• Ensure all students who are eligible have access to ITAS tutoring.
• Provide study spaces and access to technology including computers.

The restructure of the Centre diminished its role to focus on student support only,
creating low morale and a decline in services and programs. UTAS stated their
actions were in response to the Behrendt Review (2012) though staff perceived them
to be a direct contradiction. At that time, UTAS had a total of sixteen (16) Indigenous
staff members (12 professional and 4 academics). This number included the
Riawunna Centre staff of nine, comprising three professional, two trainees, two
cadets, and two academics.

Riawunna staff (including the trainees and cadets employed under the AES)
provided the support mechanisms for Indigenous people studying at the university
and also carried out the wider community engagement activities and strategies to
attract students to study at UTAS. These staff numbers are small when compared
with another similar regional Australian university, Newcastle University, which had

Table 2 (continued)

Actions Progress Recommendations Progress

advice from the broader
Aboriginal community

Senior Indigenous
Leadership
appointments

PVC
Leadership
and Research
appointed in
2015

Development of an
Indigenous Health
Support Unit within the
Faculty of Health
Science

To be actioned

Head of
Service for
Riawunna
appointed in
2016

Accepting the invitation
from the Director of the
Tjabal Centre at ANU
for UTAS Senior
Management
representatives to visit

To be actioned

Source: Andersen 2013. Looking at Models for Indigenous Higher Education
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two support teams with ten staff focused on outreach to prospective students and
nine staff focused on student engagement, experience, tutorial support, and leader-
ship with one person responsible for student exchange, conferences, postgraduate
study opportunities, and graduation events (Andersen 2013).

During the unsettled time of the restructure, UTAS Senior Management asked the
Riawunna Director to explore senior Indigenous appointment models to assist with
future appointments at UTAS. Subsequently the positions of Aboriginal Higher
Education Advisor and PVC Indigenous Leadership and Research were established.
With these appointments along with a new Head of Service for Riawunna, an
Aboriginal Leadership Group (ALG) was formed to focus on addressing overall
commitment and achievement of increased Indigenous education and employment
outcomes at UTAS. The ALG have progressed the initiatives in Table 2.

Conclusion

This chapter outlines some key strategies and recommendations for successful
recruitment and retention of Indigenous professional staff in higher education in
Australia. It also highlights some challenges and barriers that still need to be
overcome. However, further research and work are required to fully address the
many issues impacting on Indigenous staff at Australian universities so that they can
better support and facilitate the success of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
students. As discussed before, the work of Indigenous professional staff is vital to
enhance the learning experiences not only of Indigenous students but also for all
students across the university through developing culturally inclusive courses and
learning environments.

As Aboriginal people working within the university we have the ability to empower Indige-
nous peoples. Problems of poverty, racism, poor health and suicides are the lived realities of
our people and will continue. These are the reasons to write, teach and research, to make
scholarship useful to do otherwise “is self-serving and purposeful only to the academic who
needs a job, promotions and book contracts.” (Mihesuah and Wilson 2004, p. xi)

This is a key message for Indigenous professional and academic staff to reflect on,
as they are the role models for future students and the driving force for universities to
provide appropriate support and encouragement to facilitate the career development
of their Indigenous colleagues.

The Closing the Gap Report (2015) indicates progress is ahead of schedule to
meet the target of halving the gap for Indigenous people aged 20–24 with Year 12 or
equivalent attainment rates by 2020, which is a positive indicator for more Aborig-
inal and Torres Strait Islander people attending university. It is also further motiva-
tion to enhance Indigenous employment within the sector so that future students will
have access to Indigenous role models as leaders, academics, and professionals in
their respective universities across the nation. However to achieve this, strong
Indigenous leadership among Indigenous professional staff is essential across all
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areas of the university, including student engagement, learning and teaching,
research, and workforce development. This leadership has the potential to be the
catalyst in creating culturally affirming environments for Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander staff and students in Australian universities. As argued by Dreise
et al. (2016), “targeted programs and co-ordinated efforts at local levels” (p. 2) are
effective for improving school attendance. The same focused effort is needed in
higher education, and Indigenous staff are essential to undertake this work in
partnership with their respective communities and universities.
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Abstract
With the recent interest and adoption of the concept of the flipped classroom and
recognition of the power of video to reinvent education (Khan 2011), video has
made a resurgence as a transformative tool to enhance learning and teaching.
Most experts in the design and development of multimedia resources in Higher
Education are employed as professional staff, and one of their challenges is to
work collaboratively with academic staff to interpret and translate traditional
lecture based content into digestible, engaging audio-visual artifacts. This inter-
action and process is often akin to working with someone from another country
who speaks a different language and observes different cultural customs. It
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requires multiple forms of communication and signals. This chapter will explore
the competing discourses of making and sharing meaning in higher education
from the perspective of a professional video producer and a senior academic in
learning and teaching, who have both had enduring and successful careers in
Higher Education. Having survived the “Kodak Moment” (Scott 2016) and
numerous other disruptive innovations, they will reflect on the multiple literacies,
engagement strategies, and work practices that are essential to ensure success and
survival in a rapidly changing higher education environment. It will also reflect
on the challenges of engaging academic staff in the language and discourse of
digital media design and development.

Keywords
Cultural Historical Activity Theory · CHAT · Digital Literacy · Multi-media ·
Video production · Professional Staff · Third space professionals · Learning
Design in Higher Education · Multiple literacies · Cross team collaboration ·
Storyboards · Curriculum design · Multiple literacies · Educational Discourse

Introduction

Over the last two decades, there has been an increased focus on student learning in
the digital era (Lea 2013) as many aspects of modern lives are transformed by digital
media. Digital technology is being used to produce innovative resources and authen-
tic learning opportunities for students. Work, study, and self-expression are being
transformed via the affordances of digital media (Littlejohn et al. 2011), and there is
an increasing recognition of the significant pedagogical benefits of using video and
other technology to create authentic learning opportunities for students. There is an
expectation that creative, engaging, and media rich video resources will be available
for students to explore and learn from. Kelly (2008) claims that we are experiencing
a paradigm shift similar to the introduction of the printing press and we are moving
“from book fluency to screen fluency, from literacy to visuality.” Video is seen as the
“new vernacular” which extends beyond words and where audio-visual artifacts will
be easily navigated and searchable just like text (Kaufman and Mohan 2009).
However, there are also concerns that the screen literacy and digital capital that
students bring with them into the classroom are not adequately being serviced by
universities, and there is a conspicuous difference in the ways in which students
access, create and distribute entertainment media in their personal lives compared
to their life as a university student (Tapscott 1998; Oblinger 2003). With the recent
interest in and adoption of the concept of the flipped classroom and recognition
of the power of video to reinvent education (Khan 2011), video has again made
a resurgence as a transformative tool to enhance learning and teaching.

Most specialist staff who are engaged in the design and development of digital
media resources for learning in Higher Education are employed as professional or
general staff and are generally viewed as belonging to a service sector, specifically
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focused on supporting academic staff. However, in the author’s experience, many of
these staff are disciplinary experts in their own right, often with tertiary level
qualifications and many years’ experience in an associated work environment. One
of the many challenges they face is how to engage and work collaboratively with
academic staff to interpret and translate traditional lecture-based content into digest-
ible, engaging audio-visual artifacts suitable for the contemporary university learn-
ing environment. Professional staff in higher education learning support roles are
expected to maintain currency in their own professional practice as well as navigate
and interpret academic culture and discourse (Graham 2009). This interaction and
process can be likened to working with someone from another country, who speaks
a different language and observes different cultural customs. It requires multiple
forms of reciprocal translation, communication, and signals.

This chapter explores the challenges and opportunities of working collaboratively
across professional and discipline boundaries in a progressive Australian university
and examines the complex nature of these multiple perspectives using a Cultural
Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) framework.

The Changing Higher Education Environment

Higher education, like many other major institutions such as media, banking, retail,
and travel, is undergoing significant change or what some term a “disruption”
(Christensen et al. 2011) in their model of delivery. Universities are having to adapt
and respond to a rapidly changing environment by redesigning their course offerings
and developing workforce capability to ensure students are appropriately engaged in
new digitally mediated learning environments. Kalantzis and Cope (2012) tell us that
literacy is changing and is no longer only the domain of the written text “meaning is
made in ways that are increasingly multimodal – in which written-linguistic modes of
meaning interface with oral, visual, audio, gestural, tactile, and spatial patterns of
meaning.” The ubiquity of digital technology is a contributing driver of this change,
and traditional modes of learning and teaching such as lectures are gradually being
replaced by interactive, media-enhanced learning experiences that are not confined to
lecture theatres and classrooms. Siemens et al. (2015) describe this as the “thinning of
classroom walls” where learners can now use a variety of tools to interact with other
learners, experts, and content from around the world.

The use of film and video is not as new as some of the more recent digital tools and
indeed have long been an integral element of flexible and online education. They are
recognized as valued resources to create a stimulating learning environment through
aural and visual channels (Willis 2009). What is new, however, is the technological
developments that are enabling students to access video content on multiple wireless
devices and platforms with increased speed and quality of digital interfaces. Students
can now access and create multimedia artifacts any time and any place.

Rosenblum (2015) reminds us that telling stories through themedium of video is more
complicated than “just hitting the record button and hoping for the best.” It requires
creative, iterative design and planning, and this is best conducted within a collaborative
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team with a clear focus on the ultimate aim of student learning. A collaborative team
conjures up images of a cohesive group who are all on the same page and enjoy
reciprocal respect and regard for each other. However, this is not always the case,
particularly in higher education where the workforce has become an increasingly dispa-
rate conglomerate of multifaceted professional and discipline groups.

Traditionally university courses were designed and developed by individual aca-
demic experts and focused on transmitting specific disciplinary knowledge and
discourse, usually through campus-based lectures. However, designing and develop-
ing courses of study in contemporary higher education requires a much broader range
of knowledge and skills such as digital media production, instructional design, and
web development to produce high quality, sustainable, and scalable learning resources
that students can access when and where they choose. Today, collaboration on
curriculum design and development entails various experts engaging in new collegial
ways of working in what Whitchurch (2008) has termed “Third Space” environments
where both the academic and professional identities undergo “a continuous process of
construction, deconstruction and reconstruction” (Henkel 2010). To engage and move
forward in this new collaborative working space necessitates clear reciprocal commu-
nication between each participant, mutual respect, and a rudimentary understanding of
the culture and vernacular of the other participants.

In the experience of the authors, many academic staff have already made this shift
and enthusiastically incorporate digital media into their courses and units of study;
however, there are also many who resist doing so or lack the skills and confidence to
teach effectively using these tools. Some academics do not see developing digital
media resources as part of their job and therefore discount such activity or do not
prioritize it in curriculum development.

It is not unusual for digital production staff to get a request from an academic to
“Just make me a video” and to be handed a folder of lecture notes without any
appreciation for the design requirements of this very specialist genre. The transfor-
mation of learning resources from traditional lecture-based materials to digital
artifacts can be a daunting proposition for many academic staff. It is a situation
that can generate anxiety because engaging students in each medium requires
different knowledge and skill sets. This often requires letting go of pre-existing
resources that have significant emotional attachment as they are often built up over
time and have previously been successful in a lecture-based teaching environment.

The authors of this chapter work in an Australian university that has embraced
and strongly promotes a flexible and cloud-based learning environment. Academics
in this university are expected to provide students with a range of platforms, tools,
and activities to engage with their learning, both “on campus” and “in the cloud.”
There has been a concerted, strategic effort to reconceptualize and re-purpose
learning resources to create “Cloud concepts” that students can access “anytime,
anywhere, anyhow.” A critical requirement of these “Cloud concepts” is that they
actively engage students. However, this can sometimes create tensions for academic
staff who may interpret this to mean “bells and whistles” akin to an “infotainment”
genre which is often considered to be somewhat trivial or less academically rigorous.
Initial discussions with academic staff about translating their lecture-based resources
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into Cloud concepts often result in the replication of long passages of text or “talking
head” videos which are less than engaging for students.

The authors, who between them have logged over 60 years of service in the
tertiary education sector, across a variety of academic and professional roles, have a
keen interest in the dynamics and tensions involved in navigating what Whitchurch
(2012) describes as an interstitial space. A Cultural Historical Activity Theory
framework was employed as an analytical lens to reflect on the author’s experience
of working with multiple historical, cultural, and social perspectives within an
interprofessional curriculum design team.

Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT)

Engeström (1987) describes Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) as “a sys-
tematic way to understand the complex human activity within a social community.”
CHAT can facilitate the exploration of competing tensions inherent in any given
activity system as it provides a mechanism to explore a range of critical interactions
and distributed experience within the system. CHAT also enables reflection on
participant’s assumptions about the dominant discourse in the activity system and
stimulates debate and development of solutions. It is described by Kuutti (1996) as
“a philosophical and cross-disciplinary framework for studying different forms of
human practices as development processes, with both individual and social levels
interlinked at the same time.”

The theory originates in the work of Lev Vygotsky (1978) and A.N. Leont’ev
(1978). Yrjö Engeström (1987) has expanded on this to develop what is now referred
to as third generation activity theory. The various components of CHAT are concep-
tualized by Engeström (1987) in Fig. 1.

CHAT is specifically concerned with how instruments/tools, which represent the
accumulation and transmission of socio cultural knowledge, mediate activity. The
earlier generations of this theory were represented in the top level of the triangle in
Fig. 1 and only focused on the interaction between the individual subject and object
and how this was mediated through an instrument (tool or artifact). Engeström
(1987) however expanded the subject-object interaction in recognition of the wider
collective activity and social context in which they were situated. By introducing
community, he thereby created a three-way interaction among subject, object, and
community. In addition other means of mediation within the system include rules for
the subject-community interaction and division of labor for the object-community
interaction (Kaptelinin and Nardi 2006).

Put simply, an activity system focuses attention on who (subject) is doing what
(object) and why (outcome), using what tools or symbols (instruments), within what
context (community), governed by what regulations (rules), and with what support
(division of labor).

The focus of CHAT is not just on the mediating tools, rules, and divisions of labor
for the activity under examination but also focuses on the multiplicity of intercon-
nections and tensions mediated by those tools in the activity system over time. Nardi
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(1996) states that “all human experience is shaped by the tools and sign systems we
use” and applying the CHAT framework can assist us to view more explicitly those
tools that we often implicitly use. This is a useful way to unpack the dynamics and
interactions within a contemporary higher education workforce environment.

Mwanza’s (2002) eight step model, outlined in Fig. 2, is a useful instrument to
capture and outline the essential components of an activity system.

By way of illustration, Fig. 3 depicts an activity system based on the traditional
model of learning resource development prior to the digital era. Academics traditionally
worked autonomously and often in isolation, focused primarily on their scholarly work
and relied on their own resources in the design and delivery of their lectures and
supplementary resources. If required they sought additional support from graphic
designers or administrative staff to edit or enhance the formatting and visual appeal of
their resources.

The Eight-Step-Model
Identify the:- Question to Ask

Step 1 Activity of interest What sort of Activity am I interested in?
Step 2 Objective Why is the activity taking place?
Step 3 Subjects Who is involved in carrying out this activity?
Step 4 Tools By what means are the subjects performing this activity?
Step 5 Rules and Regulations Are there any cultural norms, rules or regulations governing the 

performance of activity?
Step 6 Division of labour Who is responsible for what, when carrying out activity and how 

are the roles organised?
Step 7 Community What is the environment in which this activity is carried out?
Step 8 Outcome What is the desired Outcome from carrying out this activity?

Fig. 2 The eight step model (Mwanza 2002)

DIVISION OF LABOUR

OUTCOMEOBJECT

COMMUNITY

INSTRUMENTS

SUBJECT

RULES

Fig. 1 Engeström’s (1987) activity system model
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However, this model is no longer sustainable in the contemporary university as
the focus of learning design moves away from classroom located, content delivery to
active student engagement and inquiry-based learning that is accessible any time,
any place, and on any device.

Another factor contributing to this paradigm shift is the rapidly expanding higher
education sector, driven by the imperatives of marketization, digital technology, and
wider participation has resulted in increasing regulation and quality standards being
applied to the design and delivery of university products. Thus, there are also
corresponding impacts on the activity system as more stakeholders participate and
more complex rules of engagement are applied.

Figure 4 reflects these developments and outlines a more complex activity system
comprising more participants and rules of engagement.

Case Study

The above model will be elaborated further through reflection on a recent activity
involving the authors.

An academic colleague requests support to build a digital media resource to
reinforce a threshold learning concept that students are struggling to grasp, despite
having attended classes dedicated to the topic. A meeting is arranged between the
academic and the resource development team to discuss the design and development

Academic
Discourse
Written texts

INSTRUMENTS

Learning resource

OBJECT OUTCOME

Student
Learning

DIVISION OF LABOUR

• Academic

RULES

SUBJECT

Academic

COMMUNITY

• Academic language
• Lecture based
• Copyright
• Hard copy

• Faculty
• Discipline
• Students

• Administrative
  Support staff

Fig. 3 Activity system based on the traditional model of learning resource development
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of a digital resource to make the threshold learning concept clearer and more
accessible to the student.

As part of the exploratory planning discussion, the academic is invited to explain
the concept of astigmatism to the others in the team. The academic moves to the
white board and starts drawing a complex diagram while confidently explaining the
concept of astigmatism. The learning design team listen intently, but at the end of the
presentation they reluctantly admit that they struggled to understand what was
presented. The academic clarifies that students also struggle when the concept is
presented in this two dimensional format which is why a more interactive and
dynamic format to communicate the concept is being sought.

We can explore this challenge using the CHAT lens.

Subject

In this case study, the subject in the activity system is the team involved in the design
and development of a digital learning resource on the concept of astigmatism for an
undergraduate optometry course. The team included a video producer/designer, an

SUBJECT

INSTRUMENTS

OBJECT

Digital Media
Learning resource

Student
Learning

•      Academic Discourse

•      Digital Media Discourse

•      Curriculum Design Discourse

•      Course Governance •      Faculty •      Academic

•      Administrative

•      Designer
•      Producer
•      Support staff

•      Discipline/profession

•      Media team
•      I.T.

•      Students

•      LMS requirements
•      Design rules
•      Accessibility

•      Sustainability

•      Industrial Agreements
•      Less is more

Learning
Design team

DIVISION OF LABOURRULES
COMMUNITY

OUTCOME

Fig. 4 Activity system based on a contemporary collaborative model of digital learning resource
development
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instructional designer, a project coordinator, and an academic from the optometry
course who had requested support to reconceptualize previous lecture-based content
into a digital format.

Object

The object (the goal or motive of the activity system) is the design and development
of a digital media resource outlining a difficult threshold learning concept (astigma-
tism) in optometry which will in turn enable the student to achieve the outcome of
learning.

Instruments/Tools

For the activity system to become activated, instruments or tools are required to
mediate the activity and enable the subject to act on developing the object. In this
case, the mediating tool is the discourse and language used by those in the team to
articulate the essence of the object and work together to construct it in order to
achieve the outcome.

This is the point where things become challenging, as the tools (language,
literacies, and discourses) commonly used by the subjects involved in the project
are quite different and prove to be quite ineffective in this cross boundary commu-
nication. These tools are grounded within the respective socio-cultural communities
from which each of the subjects originates, and have fundamental differences that
will require navigation and negotiation skills.

CHAT views instruments/tools as being “culturally defined” and used as a way of
“transmitting cultural knowledge” (Kaptelinin and Nardi 2006). They emphasize the
context and background of those using them and “carry within them successful
adaptations of an earlier time” (Cole 1996).

The tool being employed in this case study to mediate the subject acting on the
object is disciplinary language and discourse. This discourse is what is used by the
subjects to articulate the action in order to create the object. Gee (1990) defines
discourses as “ways of being in the world,” and as such, can involve “words, acts,
gestures, attitudes, beliefs.” A discourse also incorporates an individual’s profes-
sional identity and by actively engaging in that discourse, they are recognized as
“members of socially meaningful groups or networks” (Gee 1990).

Many academic staff have spent much of their working lives writing in an
academic genre (with its associated conventions) and sometimes use a similar
style when communicating verbally. However, communicating in this genre is
inappropriate when writing a script in order to create a cloud concept or digital
media resource. Academics need to be able to write for the spoken word, as
presented via a video presentation which is significantly different. Such writing
needs to be less formal and more conversational, and colloquial. This is a style
that is akin to communicating directly with students, just as if they were sitting
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right in front of them so needs to be tailored accordingly. Although the message is
much the same, it now needs to be communicated in a manner that is clear, easily
understood, and if possible, dynamic and engaging. A scriptwriting rule goes
something like this. “Don’t use a $5 word when a $2 words works just as well.” In
other words, less is more so keep it simple. Feedback from academic staff suggests
they have concerns that diluting and shortening key concepts trivializes their impor-
tance and need for academic rigor, which is perhaps a reflection on how they
mastered the topic, predominantly through intense reading and analyzing.

The video producer in the team explained that a 3–5 minute cloud concept is
similar to a movie trailer. One does not watch a movie trailer and conclude that they
do not need to watch the full-length film. It is more likely that they will watch the
trailer and think, I must now go and see that film. In the same way, a cloud concept/
digital resource should engage and inspire a student to watch, listen, read, and
explore more on a given topic.

So the plan for this team to collaborate in the activity of developing a relevant and
useful digital resource presents a challenge in terms of discourse and tools of their
respective trades.

For the academic participating in this activity system, this discourse is firmly
contextualized within the disciplinary community and similar concepts have prob-
ably been communicated previously without difficulty to colleagues who operate
within their long established optometry discipline, community, and activity system.
However, the individuals involved may also belong to other communities and
engage in other activity systems which is evidenced in this situation by the use of
the term Threshold Learning concept. This term is a sign or symbol that they are also
engaged in the discourse of education or academia which is a separate community
and activity system to optometry. Threshold learning concepts are described by
Meyer and Land (2003) as “akin to a portal, opening up a new and previously
inaccessible way of thinking about something.” To clarify, they are disciplinary
concepts where students often get stuck; however, they need to be able to master
such concepts before they can progress to the next stage of their learning.

The video producer, however, belongs to yet a different activity system and the
discourse and language employed to mediate activity in this system involves terms
such as story boards, narrative, production values, scripts, editing flow, picture/
sound syncing, and green screens all of which may be new concepts to academics
and initially troublesome terms to understand.

Video production discourse is informed by the work of Hansch et al. (2015) who
identified a range of video types and affordances including nine key features that
include: building rapport, field trips, manipulating time and space, telling stories,
motivating learners, historical footage, demonstrations, visual juxtaposition, and
multimedia presentation.

Jack Koumi (2006) has also impacted the discourse of effective educational video
design by stressing that “teaching intentions” underpin the design process and
“words and pictures need to be carefully interwoven, in order to create synergy of
meaning, ensure clear exposition and facilitate a receptive frame of mind.” He
promotes a pedagogically effective video design framework and suggests an “open
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structure that enables and encourages sustained attention and constructive learning.”
This framework is designed to be used flexibly, rather than prescriptively; however,
it does inform the practice of the video producers in the case study being explored.

Figure 5 indicates that the video producer/designer is already conversant and
engaged in the context and process of pedagogy and learning design.

If the video producer/designer was asked to initiate the design activity, it would
probably go as follows:

• Who and where is the audience – in the cloud, campus based, community,
language, etc.?

• What is the objective of the resource? To hook, signpost, motivate, tell a story, or
demonstrate?

• What is the context – professional, clinical, technical, instructional, documentary,
role play, etc.?

• What are the key concepts to be communicated?
• What is the product – video, animation, interactive?

The instructional designer and project coordinator may have yet another set of
tools/discourses to mediate the activity, however to expand on this would extend
beyond the scope of this chapter. A brief synopsis of their concerns however would
include the following:

• Is there constructive alignment between the unit learning outcomes and course
learning outcomes?

• What graduate capabilities will be addressed?

Fig. 5 A pedagogic screenwriting framework (Koumi 2006)
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• How will the learning be assessed?
• Has this concept been scaffolded in earlier units?
• Will it require a structural change to the course?
• What is the project timeline?
• What is the availability of the academic staff to work on the project?

All of the above perspectives and voices are critical and integral to the success of
the project and need to be heard and explored.

To progress this project, the team (subject group) needed to find a workable,
mutually agreeable, mediation tool or language to enact the proposed digital concept.

What we have described above is the basic unit of activity; however, as outlined
previously, activity systems do not occur in isolation and need to be contextualized
within a broader social environment or community.

Community

In this case study, the community is made up of the broader academic course team,
the curriculum support team, the faculty staff, the technology support staff, the
governance team, the professional accreditation body, and probably many more
stakeholders who have an interest in the student learning journey. Each of these
has a defined history, culture, and practice base which has been built up over time
and determines/guides their practice and participation. The mediating factor between
the design team (subject) and their sociocultural context (community) are the
parameters and guidelines (rules) that dictate and moderate their activity.

The Rules of Engagement

The rules that mediate the collective design activity are generally governed by the
university curriculum approval policy and processes and require constructive align-
ment between the learning activities/content, assessment activities, and course
learning outcomes. Whatever is produced will also need to meet the technical,
procedural, and administrative requirements of the institution’s Learning Manage-
ment System which will enable students to actively engage with the resulting
artifacts. That will require the artifact to meet strict size, accessibility, and engage-
ment requirements across a range of desktop and mobile platforms.

More broadly though there is an expectation that any activity complies with the
various industrial agreements in terms of tasks and expectations of workload hours
and work engaged in. This is where contradictions can often arise, as such rules are
often influenced by socio-historical power structures and patterns of relations both
within the community and between a community and the larger culture/society of
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which it is part. For example, an academic staff member is required to engage in not
just teaching but also research and service. There is a pervasive perception in higher
education that research has a much higher value than teaching and academic staff
often feel pressured to “publish or perish.” This places undue stress on them to
commit time to research which can significantly impact the time available to
collaborate on developing digital learning resources.

Professional staff on the other hand work under a different award structure and
have tighter constraints on their work-plan and performance. They are expected to
define clear outputs followed by demonstrable impact of such outputs in order to
achieve their annual performance bonus. This is an important point to note as
equivalent career progression opportunities are not available to professional staff
as are to academic staff. The activity of professional staff is usually “project
managed” within the tight constraints of time, cost, and quality parameters, and
they are expected to move onto the next project within a specified and tracked
timeframe. This can prove problematic if the academic partner in the project is too
busy researching, marking, or presenting at conferences to actively contribute to the
activity.

Division of Labor

Even though there are only a handful of staff involved in the top level activity system
to design the digital learning resource, there are many other personnel in the commu-
nity who will be impacted and involved indirectly in the ongoing project work.

• Course team: to ensure the changes align with and compliment the rest of the
course, the course team will need to be briefed about the project. It is imperative
that the academic staff involved continue to contribute to the activity team as
often progress depends on them providing feedback or additional information to
allow the remainder of the team’s work to continue.

• Digital resource team: to extrapolate and create the technical side of the design
requirements which can often require significant planning, time commitment and
specialist resources. This team is again dependent on the ongoing engagement of
the academic staff member and the iterative development of the digital artifacts
can be held up if feedback or information is not forthcoming. It is the experience
of the authors that projects can be delayed significantly because there has not been
sufficient engagement from the academic content expert.

• Curriculum design team: to ensure the alignment of the new resource within the
course and unit learning outcomes and to check that assessment tasks are also
appropriately aligned.

• Governance team: to ensure that any changes to the course/unit are communi-
cated to the most recent course/unit descriptor and published in handbooks and
course guides accordingly
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Although it is the individual directly engaged in the activity system who experi-
ences the tensions and contradictions, solutions can only be arrived at collectively;
therefore, the team faced with this challenge needs to explore new ways of engaging
in a collaborative and distributed paradigm and embrace each other’s ways of
knowing, doing, and being.

Case Study Continued

The academic who initiated the request for support had a clear vision of the threshold
learning concept but needed to find a way to translate that into language that could be
understood by those external to the discipline and academic discourse.

The digital media producer/designer referred to his previously outlined toolkit in
an effort to further frame the artifact.

There was clarity on the first two points regarding the objective of the resource and
the context; however, the concept and nature of the product were still not clear. After
much discussion, and wrangling with the complexity of the threshold learning con-
cept, the academic staff member came up with a novel way to communicate it to the
rest of the team and expand on what the digital learning resource needed to convey.

The academic devised a contraption (See Fig. 6) comprising stings, discs, and
clips that kinesthetically demonstrated the concept, while clarifying the complex
discipline vernacular. This transferred the complexity of the concept away from the
limitations of language and the one dimensional graphics on the white board to a 3D,
tangible model that communicated movement, and dynamism that enabled others in
the team to understand the concept.

The project was ready to progress now that everyone in the group could integrate
their respective thoughts and it subsequently opened up a whole new range of design
possibilities.

So now that everyone had a fundamental understanding of the threshold learning
concept under investigation; it was time to move onto the next phase of the design
which was capturing the sequence of the concept through a storyboard.

Fig. 6 String contraption
demonstrating the
astigmatism threshold
learning concept
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Storyboarding

A key tool in any video-based design/production is a storyboard (Garrison 1999).
The storyboard is invaluable to ensure ideas are organized in the right order and are
used as a reference check regarding the intentions of the academic or owner of the
project. The storyboard will also be used in the recording and editing stages to ensure
the product adheres to what has been discussed. Storyboards are powerful tools that
allow the team to previsualize and check ideas. This is especially important if the
project is being passed on to others to film and edit. From the author’s experience,
there is no substitute for getting to the point with exceptional planning in the
preproduction stage. This sets the project up for a much more efficient and effective
outcome.

And so the CHAT dance continued and a variety of video designs and animations
were explored. The academic staff engaged further in the discourse of the media
production staff and provided feedback as the string contraption evolved and
materialized into a 3D animated video (Fig. 7).

The astigmatism digital artifact was delivered on time and exceeded all expecta-
tions. It is continuing to evolve and there is interest internationally in developing the
resource further.

Conclusion

The case study presented in this chapter highlights just one example of how a
multifaceted team with a willingness to collaborate across workforce boundaries
collectively and creatively approached the design and development of a digital
resource to support student learning. Analyzing the interactions, discourses and
contributing external factors using a CHAT framework enabled us to make explicit
the many tacit tensions and ways of knowing inherent in the multiple perspectives of
curriculum design in a contemporary university.

Fig. 7 A screenshot from the
3D animated video
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CHAT presents a mechanism for us to unpack, make explicit, and reflect on some
of these tensions and indeed on the dominant assumptions about the binary nature of
the higher education workforce.

Today’s higher education workforce has “expanded and diversified” and “rigidly
defined boundaries between functions and categories of staff have loosened”
(Henkel 2010). There has been a blurring of academic and professional staff roles,
and their relative status has progressed from a service/support relationship to one of
mutual dependence and respect (Winchester 2005). A collaborative and cohesive
network of professional and academic staff is the new norm to design and facilitate a
positive learning experience for students. An interrogation of the realities, multiple
discourses, and rules of engagement of other co-workers in this continuously
evolving workforce is essential to help us make sense of the inherent contradictions
and therefore open up further possibilities for collaboration and contribution.

Higher education is struggling to keep pace with the ubiquitous expansions in
digital technology and organizations will need to develop responsive and agile
strategies to leverage the collective capability and wisdom of its most powerful
resource: Staff.
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Abstract
The Virtual Central Support Unit (CSU) is a model of organizational develop-
ment and support created by Victoria University of Wellington in response to
strategic drivers for change in the way Victoria engages in administration,
teaching, and research. A collaborative approach encompassing professional
support staff based in several different CSUs working on strategic and operational
projects in virtual teams lies at the heart of this model. A key feature of this
approach is that the Virtual CSU can be seen as a collection of inter-related virtual
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organizations focused on specific priorities, rather than as a single alternative
hierarchy in an otherwise traditionally structured organization. This chapter
highlights the important components of the Virtual CSU approach and presents
examples of key successes that have helped the University work towards its wider
strategic and operational goals. This new organizational model has also unified
the strategic needs of professional development at Victoria to create new services
and initiatives that raise the awareness and accessibility of training for all staff
across the University. The framework illustrates how universities can incremen-
tally address the wasteful and rigid structures of traditional siloed groups and
achieve similar positive changes to their organizations.

Keywords
Organizational development · Collaboration · Knowledge sharing · Virtual
teams · Shared responsibility · Strategic support

Introduction

Since 2012 Victoria University of Wellington has been on a journey of strategic
change focused on moving the institution into the digital age. Core digital strategies
have been articulated that include actions aimed at assessing Victoria’s learning,
teaching, research, and administrative environments and building the digital capa-
bility of professional and academic staff aligned to the wider academic and opera-
tional vision of the University.

Due to the cross-disciplinary nature of the challenges posed by these strategies,
delivery of strategic action points has been distributed across multiple Central
Support Units (CSUs) responsible for their own area of disciplinary focus and
expertise. Working in partnership across the organization to support professional
development and strategic outcomes has created a new cultural model of support at
Victoria University of Wellington now named “The Virtual CSU.”

The Virtual CSU is a response to the complex relationships that occur within
universities. The most obvious of these is that between academics and professional
staff responsible for a variety of operational activities, including many that directly
influence learning and teaching. Whitchurch (2008) has described the evolution of a
“third space” in universities, situated between activities that are purely the domain of
professional staff and those that are academic functions. Whitchurch characterizes
this space as the province primarily of a group of professional staff operating as
bounded, cross-boundary, unbounded, and blended depending on the nature of their
role and portfolio and the extent to which they operated with regard to organizational
boundaries and reporting lines (Whitchurch 2009a).

New Zealand shares many of the features of Australian higher education with
regard to the demarcation of the roles of academic and professional staff (Whitchurch
2009b). The major difference is the level of funding, which is significantly lower in
New Zealand (Universities New Zealand 2017), and consequently there is far greater
incentive to adopt more efficient models of activity wherever possible.
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The Virtual CSU model at Victoria is an explicit organizational strategy aimed at
supporting academic and professional staff operating in the third space. Although the
initial development of the model was an attempt by individual staff to make sense of
their role and sustain the relationships needed to achieve their immediate operational
objectives, it has grown into a formally recognized approach to ongoing work in a
wide range of contexts.

A key feature of the approach underlying the Virtual CSU is the recognition of
the value of genuine collaboration, as opposed to simple cooperation. Collaboration
implies that working with others results in a synergistic shift not only in the
volume of work achieved, but also in the qualities of the work (McClellan 2016).
The value of collaboration by groups of people with common values and objectives
has seen the creation of many communities of practice (Wenger 1998). The Virtual
CSU is similar in conception, but also incorporates an explicitly organizational focus
on its design and operation, rather than reflecting only the needs of the participants. It
sustains a range of operational activities, not merely a means of enabling projects
with a range of participants, and is now very much a part of the ongoing capability of
the University to sustain its activities.

This chapter explores the key elements of the Virtual CSU model. This includes
the drivers for cultural change contextualized by success stories of encouraging
university support staff and organizational units to work outside of their traditional
roles and responsibilities. The chapter also highlights the new skill sets and expertise
required to encourage ongoing focused organizational change.

The Victoria University of Wellington Context

Organizational development and support at Victoria University of Wellington has in
recent years been a large and distributed task. The University has 2300 staff
members all with individual learning pathways and support requirements. Ten
Central Support Units (CSUs) work to deliver different aspects of professional
development across the organization. A particular challenge for those providing
professional development is the devolved and siloed nature of the University with
the majority of management decisions, including staff development funding and
planning, being allocated to the level of Heads of Schools or CSUs.

As a result of a devolved management structure, each CSU has a small budget for
staff, support, and training facilitation related to their primary area of focus, e.g.,
Finance, HR, Technology, or Academic Development. This model has seen the
delivery of organizational development through towers of isolation where strategy
through to delivery is focused purely on the area of disciplinary focus and opera-
tional needs of the CSU. Another simple constraint supporting these towers was the
lack of opportunities and initiatives enabling staff involved in organizational devel-
opment to collaborate and share ideas and expertise. This was recently highlighted in
the Victoria University Your Voice staff survey, where “working across the organi-
zation” was identified as a key issue in staff responses (Victoria University of
Wellington internal report 2016).
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Over the last 5 years, Victoria University of Wellington has made a comprehen-
sive effort to remove these siloed support towers including the work to develop and
sustain the Virtual CSU. An important feature of this activity has been the focus
on delivering value holistically to the University as the first priority, rather than on
reorganizing units and restructuring functions in the hope that the desired outcomes
will emerge from a new organizational model. This has allowed the University to
focus scarce resources on aligning organizational development with core strategies
and supporting staff to work across the organization to dramatically increase pro-
fessional development awareness and opportunities. To achieve this degree of
organizational change, the adoption of an Agile methodology has been introduced
(Beck et al. 2001). The nature of the Agile approach is to encourage a culture
of improvement cycles which include an allowance for informed failure and cross-
institutional experimentation by staff, rather than a hierarchical control model that
requires adherence to a formally developed plan.

The journey Victoria is on is driven by a strong collegial approach to change and
the recognition that technology provides opportunities to reinforce aspects of the
University’s culture while also reinventing and reframing others. The Virtual CSU
model has emerged in response to number of drivers and priorities, common to many
universities, which are explored in the next section.

Drivers for Change

In 2012 a wave of strategic change signaled the need to increase professional
development opportunities for staff at Victoria University of Wellington. Two
organizational strategies were released and accepted for implementation:

• The Vision and Strategy for Digital Learning and Teaching at Victoria 2012–2017
- The Digital Vision (Victoria University 2012)

• Victoria University of Wellington Capability Strategy, Te Rautauki Kaiaka,
2013–2017 (Victoria University 2013).

At the same time, a complementary working group developed the “eResearch at
Victoria: Building Our Research With ICT” report (Hine et al. 2014) that planned a
pathway for increasing Victoria’s support and capability for digital research. This
engagement with a mix of strategic and operational priorities reflected a crystalliza-
tion within the University of the need to actively drive change informed and
stimulated by the potential offered by technology (Marshall and Flutey 2014).

These documents identified key strategic action points to increase and fundamen-
tally change the support and professional development offered at Victoria. The
strategic action points that recognized the need for scaled-up and sustainable pro-
fessional development for university staff included:

• The Digital Vision:
– Training and support in ICT use provided and ongoing development encour-

aged for all staff engaged in learning and teaching
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– Faculty support staff employed to help staff engage with technology for
learning and teaching

• Victoria Capability Strategy:
– Improve the University’s coordination of organizational and professional

development opportunities and initiatives to meet future capability needs
– Develop, pilot, and evaluate an integrated “career pathways program” for

professional staff
– Complete a needs analysis to identify key areas that require skills development

to advance university performance; and develop effective approaches to pro-
viding skill development opportunities

• eResearch Capability Report:
– That the structure and processes of Information Technology Services evolve to

enhance the service and support of eResearch at Victoria University including
the addition of software development capability

– A strategy be developed to guide the development and integration of various
university processes that support research

– The Director of eResearch raise academic and support awareness of eResearch
at Victoria University.

A common theme identified across the strategic action points was the objective
that staff needed to feel confident in their ability to engage with technology before
they could be expected to be imaginative and able to lead the University’s ongoing
activities in this space (Victoria University 2012).

As the organizational response to these action points was planned, it quickly
became evident that just building the digital capability of our academic staff was not
enough. There were wider implications flowing from academic decisions affecting
the work of professional staff and the operational activities of the University. These
included the decision to offer programs of study to students using specific technol-
ogies such as video conferencing and the use of online tools for assessment
activities.

The overall capability of the organization had to be raised to keep pace with the
increasing digital shift. This included increasing the focus on developing the
digital capability of professional staff, organizational support processes, and profes-
sional development offerings. Due to the siloed CSU structure at Victoria, the
responsibility to deliver this was shared across multiple units. While this could
have been a roadblock to the delivery of these strategies, a cross-disciplinary
group of staff working on the action points realized that strategic success was bigger
than the responses of each individual unit.

The Virtual Central Support Unit Model

To work around limitations of resources and to transcend the silos that normally
define operational activities, members of the University’s Centre for Academic
Development (CAD), Information Technology Services (ITS), Library, Research
Office, and Human Resources group have established a support model that ensures
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the right people from across the organization are engaged at the right time to deliver
the best results. The term “The Virtual CSU”was coined to describe this new support
model at Victoria.

The organizational relationships comprising the Virtual CSU model at Victoria is
shown in Fig. 1. This diagram identifies key features including the removal of hard
organizational boundaries between teaching, research, and administrative support
which are shown instead as a blend of points of focus, rather than as responsibilities
held by specific organizational groups. An ongoing need for specialist expertise in
these areas is respected (and maintained in each case by multiple service units), but
staff operate with a dynamically changing group of colleagues across the various
University campuses. Other key features are the use of a single point of contact
through a university-wide service desk and the grouping of teams of support staff on
the three campus locations operated by the University (Kelburn, Pipitea and Vivian
St.). This figure can be understood as encompassing the third space at Victoria.

The support contexts are indicated on the left and make the point that support
issues vary in complexity. The intention is to provide a model that primarily
distinguishes between transactional support and direct one-on-one support. For
anything other than transactional issues, a single staff member is the primary contact
point and they draw indirectly and directly on the skills and knowledge of other
support colleagues as needed. In more complex cases, a temporary and flexible team
of support staff may be established to engage with the support need and ensure its
resolution. By mixing professional and academic staff, the model also provides an
opportunity for less experienced staff to learn from experts and ultimately develop
their own capabilities towards expertise in specific areas. This cross disciplinary

Fig. 1 Virtual CSU support model
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movement away from traditional capabilities is evident as administrative, and
professional support staff have seen their roles gradually shift to incorporate a
stronger element of direct student support and involvement in learning and teaching
(Macfarlane 2011).

The Virtual CSU model focuses on working across the organization to develop
cross-disciplinary skills, knowledge and opportunities. Experts with specialist
knowledge provide support, both to professional and academic staff needing exten-
sive in-depth assistance, but also to the other professional support staff with whom
they have a mentoring responsibility as partners in the Virtual CSU community.

AVirtual CSU involves staff from across a variety of organizational units. They
routinely work with colleagues from different groups without the need for direct
managerial involvement and with outcomes valued by all CSUs. Staff may start with
transactional roles, but evolve through experience and training to ultimately take up
positions as experts themselves.

By removing functional silos from the Virtual CSU and instead focusing on the
core organizational outcomes, the Virtual CSU model allows for:

• Professional development and support to be planned around organizational needs,
not support unit responsibilities

• Increased opportunities for serendipitous change and recognition of synergies as
they arise through the awareness of a greater range of organizational context and
drivers

• More efficient allocation of resources, with decisions tested by a wider range of
perspectives and with less risk of “groupthink” developing

• A less hierarchical model of decision making, with greater opportunities for less
senior staff to actively participate in planning and decision making processes
learning from more experienced colleagues

• Greater cohesion in organizational planning across the different CSUs, with
Virtual CSU activities informing and stimulating changes in specific CSU
functions

Whitchurch’s identification of the third space has provided a compelling narrative
for professional staff to articulate the construction of their professional identities in
the evolving university (Whitchurch 2010). It does not, however, describe how such
an environment can be enabled and sustained explicitly by the university. The need
to enable professional collaboration is not unique to universities, and the Virtual
CSU reflects awareness of models drawn from other complex IT (Kniberg and
Ivarsson 2012) and supply chain contexts (Gattorna 2010).

The tribes, squads, chapters, and guilds model of Kniberg and Ivarsson (2012)
was implemented by music streaming site Spotify who developed an agile culture to
scale their organizational outcomes and staff professional development. Spotify’s
model defines a shift from hierarchical organizational units to focused delivery teams
that also enable staff to learn and function outside of their traditional roles (Kniberg
and Ivarsson 2012). In this model, people are organized in a range of clusters aimed
at encouraging greater collaboration (Fig. 2):
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• Tribes: Groups of staff working towards a common goal (e.g., Information
Technology Services)

• Squads: People in a tribe working towards a tribal goal (e.g., Application Training
Group)

• Chapters: A group of staff in a tribe who create a community of practice (e.g., All
Technology Trainers)

• Guilds: A collection of staff from across the organization who have expertise or
who want to know more about an area of the organization (e.g., Digital Literacy at
Victoria)

Spotify’s collaborative team-based model strongly reflects the cultural shift in
support and focus driven by the Virtual CSU concept. A Guild approach to collective
decision making and distributed responsibilities has been core to the development of
cross-unit roles, organizational level shared projects (such as MOOC delivery), and
major professional development programs. Not only has this normalized work in
cross-disciplinary teams but also encouraged academic and professional staff to
mentor and transfer skills to other staff outside of their traditional disciplines and
roles. This includes ITS staff developing pedagogical knowledge and formal qual-
ifications, while Academic Development staff are engaging more in the design and
decision making process around technology.

John Gattorna’s supply chain model (2010) is one of dynamic alignment that
allows for optimization of product supply for dynamic customers by creating
organizational “speed clusters.” These clusters pull staff from across an organization
to fulfill a task, project, or outcome in the quickest time possible and ensuring
alignment to the end customer’s needs (Gattorna 2010). While not a manufacturing
production line preparing products for a competitive edge, professional development
for staff within a large institution has similarities to these delivery needs. For

Fig. 2 Spotify model for organization teams (Kniberg and Ivarsson 2012) (Image courtesy of
HenrikKniberg, Spotify)
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example, most universities have staff who require professional development (cus-
tomers); professional development programs are driven by strategic needs and the
individual requirements of staff (products); strategies and requirements for training
are constantly shifting (speed to delivery of product); and professional staff must
work together to complete organizational professional development programs
that match the rapidly changing needs of staff (supply chain management).

In the speed cluster model, cluster staff meet and then move back to their individual
units once the piece of work is completed to ensure a disciplinary focus is maintained.
This is also core to the Virtual CSU ideal, which involves creating temporary virtual
teams as needed. While staff are based in individual units, the focus of their work
should be on supporting common strategic outcomes. To ensure this is successful,
different areas of expertise are required at the right time and in the right place to
achieve the best results. As an example, this might involve drawing together a lead
support contact, a librarian, pedagogical design expert, and digital media specialist
with academics (disciplinary and cross-disciplinary) to create the design and assist in
the creation of content for a revision of an existing course or unit.

Virtual CSU Successes

Johnson and Johnson (1994) identify the following elements as conditions for
effective collaboration:

1. Clearly perceived positive interdependence.
2. Considerable promotive (face-to-face) interaction.
3. Clearly perceived individual accountability and personal responsibility to achieve

the group’s goals.
4. Frequent use of the relevant interpersonal and small-group skills.
5. Frequent and regular group processing of current functioning to improve the

group’s future effectiveness.

These features are all present under the Virtual CSU model and have been
developed and reinforced through a series of successful initiatives that are framed
by important university priorities for development. A key feature of this approach is
that a Virtual CSU can thus be seen as a collection of inter-related virtual organiza-
tions focused on these priorities, rather than as a single alternative hierarchy in an
otherwise traditionally structured organization.

Fundamental to the success of the Virtual CSU model is the absence of silos and
departmental barriers separating the areas of administration, learning and teaching,
and research support. It is important to note that the conceptual focus of the Virtual
CSU is on enabling and sustaining a collaborative culture at the University building
a resilient culture capable of coping with continual change. The intention was not to
run a cross-unit project and declare success, but to establish the conditions for
continual improvement and development.
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In the 2 years that the Virtual CSU has been in practice, collaborative work has
included: the creation of new roles for professional staff to support building digital
capability and engagement; visibility of and governance over university wide staff
professional development activities; and practical solutions for shared resources. The
ability to make budget cases for new roles with explicit support from multiple organi-
zational units has meant that a much stronger justification for funding new professional
staff roles to support the organization can be made to senior leaders. The strength of the
model is acknowledged repeatedly by the senior leadership of the University. These
activities have built a level of momentum and visibility for ongoing effective collabo-
ration. The sections below explore these areas of work and discuss the way that the
Virtual CSU model has influenced the resulting pattern of work.

Organizational Development Activities

To support the Victoria Digital Vision and the key action point on increasing staff
digital capability, an initial stocktake of training and professional development
activities was undertaken by several different units with a role to play in facilitating
and delivering professional development. This included Information Technology
Services, the Library, Human Resources, the Faculty for Graduate Research, the
Research Office, the Centre for Lifelong Learning, and the Centre for Academic
Development.

The range of unit names conveys the scale and diversity of the different training
and development activities that were identified in this process. These ranged from
core business knowledge of health and safety training for all staff; specific training of
software programs for finance management, grant application, and student records
management; professional development in softer skills such as leadership, produc-
tivity, and cultural inclusion; and research and library resource skills, through to
learning design and academic support for teaching practice. Each area was operating
on its own to define, facilitate, and deliver training to the same staff.

The need to evolve university support models has been characterized by Holt
et al. (2010) as requiring an extensive array of organizational systems and culture
changes that seem unrealistic in their scope.

The Virtual CSU at Victoria has provided a means of achieving these ends
without putting in place many of the affordances of a traditional full service
academic development unit as described by Holt et al. (2010). In contrast with the
Australian exemplars of that report, Victoria has achieved many of these elements
through a model of distributed and collaborative engagement. Active engagement in
planning, reflecting multiple views, and flexibly responding to the diversity of roles
the University plays follows naturally from a model of support which is “built-in”
and intrinsic to the functions of a growing proportion of the University operational
functions through the participation of staff in collective activities on a daily basis.

In practice, this includes development programs delivered by staff drawn from
multiple CSUs and academic groups. These are coordinated through regular meet-
ings of all staff involved in the Virtual CSU professional development activities.
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Depending on the nature of the staff development needed, one support staff person
leads the activity with the support of colleagues drawn from throughout the Virtual
CSU as needed. An important feature of this is the autonomy staff have within the
Virtual CSU to engage in these shared activities without explicit confirmation and
permission from their managers.

Having oversight across the whole University in terms of professional develop-
ment offerings allows a more strategic approach to defining the needs of staff for
building capabilities in areas of strategic relevance and organizational value. To
provide focus for university professional development providers, the Virtual CSU
defined the themes of learning and teaching, research, workplace, leadership, and
TeHāpai (the New Zealand Māori word for induction and mentoring) to provide
cohesive relevance and values across the organization. Other outputs from the work
of this community can be seen in the combined training calendar and development of
staff training facilities discussed below.

Coordinating Training Planning and Delivery Through a Common
Calendar

AVirtual CSU is more than the people and processes they use to collaborate; it also is
reflected in the tools used to support the work of the CSU and its engagement with
the rest of the organization.

A common issue for professional development staff across the University has
been the lack of uptake and difficulty in “marketing” the training offered. A typical
concern raised by professional and academic staff was that they did not know which
University unit offered training or how to access information about training and
registration. The diversity of channels being used by the University to communicate
with staff (i.e., newsletters, Yammer, Facebook, email) rather than improving com-
munication fractured the University’s professional development program and many
staff simply never heard about opportunities for training.

A significant challenge also arose from the practice of each support unit arranging
their training activities in isolation from each other. This lack of coordination often
led to clashes where training or seminars and sessions overlapped with regard to
topic/audience. In one 2-week period, three separate workshops were organized
aimed at improving academic writing, all run by different groups with different
speakers. Arguably, even if there was a significant demand for a range of sessions,
they would have been more effective if they had been coordinated. The planning of
these training sessions by service units often had no consideration for the standard
activities of the University’s Academic calendar, resulting in key seminars
and training sessions being planned during busy administrative periods for all
professional staff.

A solution has been developed by applying the Virtual CSU approach to collec-
tive decision making and as a group, selecting and implementing a common
calendaring system to manage all such events. The advantage of this is the ability
to ensure that accurate information about university dates is shared consistently. The
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system also implicitly promotes collaboration and coordination between the support
groups. Session planning can now take the plans of other groups into account and
ensure that a sensible balance of choice and intensity of training is encouraged. This
is a significant improvement for the staff being supported as they can easily find out
what is on offer through calendars embedded in variety of websites throughout the
University. This also provides a means for staff to discover unexpected opportunities
offered by different support groups that they may not regularly engage with, for
example, disability support.

A key feature of this initiative has been the way that it promotes effective
collaboration and coordination without imposing a management structure or bureau-
cracy on staff and support units. Due to the success of developing the organizational
training calendar, a new project has instigated to investigate and implement a staff
learning management system to enable the University to deliver online learning
experiences developed for and delivered by professional staff.

Spaces for Development and Teaching

A key feature of the University’s Digital Vision is the value that is placed on campus
spaces as enablers of collaboration (Victoria 2012). The spaces universities use for
learning and teaching have a profound effect on the experience of students and staff.
The term “lecturer” immediately conveys ideas of the role of the academic staff
member, their pedagogical strategy, the involvement of students, and the space
where education occurs. In reality, the range of experiences students have in their
study at Victoria goes well beyond the stereotypical lecture. Consequently, Victoria
has invested in a range of spaces able to support this educational diversity and is
continuing to evolve the campus facilities to do so in the future.

This conception of a blend of spaces, contexts, and technologies enabled by a
variety of organizational units through the Virtual CSU is illustrated in Fig. 3. This
diagram shows the range of virtual and physical contexts used by staff, students, and
the wider community to engage with the University and the way that these combine
to provide a rich environment.

Existing professional development facilities for staff had little in common with
the new active learning and collaborative spaces being created in the University. The
furniture, technology, layout, and setup reflected older models of teaching delivery.
Rooms allocated to staff training provided little opportunity for staff to directly
experience modern flexible approaches to using face to face time that focused on
engagement, motivation, and the exploration of complex and challenging ideas. Staff
training more often was allocated inflexible computer labs, even if computer-based
training was not required for the session.

The response to this challenge has involved the Virtual CSU gaining funding and
creating staff training spaces that provide a “safe” experience for trainers to progres-
sively shift their training of professional staff into a more active and interactive
model. These spaces have a built-in ability to support familiar modes of delivery as
well, ensuring that staff feel confident they can fall back to a tried and true approach
if a new idea fails to work as expected.
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Contacts for Academic Technologies (CATs)

In 1967 Herbert Simon identified that the changing university environment had
generated the need for what he called “learning engineers” (Simon 1967). He
described this new role as having several responsibilities:

• Working in collaboration with faculty to excite interest in the opportunities for
change

• Sharing expertise widely across the organization
• Creating professional development experiences for other staff
• Supporting the development of a more effective campus environment
• Sharing and supporting effective uses of technology for academic work

The success of the Virtual CSU model has been greatly enabled by the creation of
a new role that bears a startling resemblance to the learning engineer – the Contact
for Academic Technology (CAT). The CATs are an example of Whitchurch’s
blended professional (Whitchurch 2009a), able to work across the entire organiza-
tion without the constraint of formal boundaries. Investment in this type of role
allows the University to explicitly refocus resources in line with the Virtual CSU
approach rather than just depending on professional staff initiative and autonomy.

The CAT role was developed over 4 years, starting in 2012 with the employment
of eight part-time CATs by the Centre for Academic Development. These CATs were
recruited from existing part-time professional staff and postgraduate students of
the University. They were then distributed across CSUs and faculties based on
their disciplinary knowledge and relationship.

This initial deployment was very successful. Feedback from staff (n = 109)
showed that the highest utilization of CAT support based on the 7.5 hours per
week they were hired to be in their role (71%) was in the Faculty of Humanities
and Social Sciences. The most commonly cited reason for seeking CAT help (77%)
across all Faculties was to answer “how-to” questions about technologies and tools.
Professional and academic staff also approached CATs for technology troubleshoot-
ing, to discuss ideas related to working with technology and to request targeted
training. Staff reported that the CATs most commonly provided assistance with
Blackboard (64%), followed by video recording and delivery. Support was also
offered with Microsoft Office, social media, YouTube, and unit-specific software
such as NVivo. Across the University, 50% of the respondents felt that as well as
resolving the specific problem they faced, they also better understood the implica-
tions of digital tools for their work as a result of their interactions with the CAT.

Over the last 2 years, the CAT support model has transitioned from part-time
student roles to Faculty-embedded full-time professional staff focused on increasing
the digital capability of the University. At the same time, these roles were trans-
itioned into the newly created Learning and Research Technology team with the
central ITS group. This was done primarily in response to the challenge of sustaining
a part-time workforce and in recognition of the need for a far more extensive level of
support.
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To ensure the CATs are a blend of academic development and educational
technologist, staff hired in these roles receive their own professional development
pathways that include both technology and pedagogically focused opportunities
including the PGCert Higher Education Learning and Teaching qualification.

In 2016, over 2050 professional and academic staff attended training sessions
managed by the CATs, equating to more than 5200 hours of training contact time
delivered across the University. This was a substantial increase in formal technology
training provided previously solely by the ITS group where in 2014, 204 was the
years combined total. As well as training, the CATs have been able to expand on their
original scope and provide valuable instructional design, technology adoption, and
research expertise across multiple projects including the development of online
courses and strengthening the capability of the University to respond to major
disruptions such as earthquakes.

The success of the CAT model is leading to an increased uptake of existing
technologies for administration, research, learning, and teaching. This has been most
evident in a 500% increase in staff and student utilization of technology tools such as
educational video capture and streaming services.

Failures

Learning, both for individuals and organizations, inevitably includes failures or
experiences that fail to deliver on the full extent of possible outcomes. Every
engagement with a professional development need or technology implementation
includes the risk of failing to deliver specific outcomes on time and for the cost (both
time and financial) planned.

An example of this is in the complex area of space development and maintenance.
Ongoing development of physical spaces in universities is challenging with the need
to balance competing priorities for space with limited funding and the realities of
the construction and maintenance of buildings. The failures of some of these space
investments to deliver on the range of outcomes described in the Digital Vision
reflect ongoing challenges for the Virtual CSU. Not all managers and operational
units are yet fully engaged with the Virtual CSU model, and the imposition of
hierarchical decision making has yet to be overcome in all cases.

Another example that illustrates the complexity of aligning aspirations for flex-
ibility and agility in an organization with existing hierarchical systems is the
challenge of funding new roles. The success of the Virtual CSU and the CATs has
been widely recognized as being strategically important in the University and
specifically by senior management. This lead to the proposal in 2016 to add three
new CAT roles:

• A CAT role with a focus on the professional staff and administrative functions of
the University

• A CAT role with a focus on postgraduate teaching and students including those in
teaching roles such as tutors
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• A CAT role to provide coverage that complements the existing positions in terms
of discipline coverage and/or hours of operation

This last role reflects the consequence of success in professional development and
support – invariably it generates more work. Unfortunately, these roles were not
funded for a variety of reasons, exacerbated by the sense that they transcended
organizational boundaries and so lacked a clear owner at senior management level.
Changes at senior management level over the last year suggest that this lesson has
been learnt and ongoing investment is anticipated in the future.

Such failures have long been recognized as opportunities to learn and build more
resilient organizations (Sitkin 1992; Weick and Sutcliffe 2007). These are opportu-
nities for reflection and often represent an incentive to more actively engage with the
Virtual CSU rather than a failure of the model itself.

Conclusion and Future Directions

One of the major benefits of this shift to a more integrated and collaborative model of
support has been the opportunities it provides the organization to bring together
multiple viewpoints and perspectives across technology, administration, learning,
teaching, and research professional development. The increased communication
between support staff is complemented by a growing culture of relationship based
support that is building a high degree of trust between professional and academic
staff. In many ways, this parallels the expectations being made of academics to
prepare students for a world requiring the ability to cope with change and adapt to a
diversity of contexts (Araujo et al. 2015).

The value of the Virtual CSU is that it provides a more sustainable model for
responding to growing demand, where resources (including funding for staff roles)
can be incrementally and systematically deployed in a flexible way, rather than
depending on disruptive, unnecessary, and ultimately unproductive structural
changes. One measure of the success of the model has been the recent inclusion of
explicit goals relating to the ongoing operation and development of the Virtual CSU
in the performance expectations for CSU managers including the senior leadership
role responsible for all learning and teaching at the University.

Our experiences at Victoria thus far have also shown us that there are many more
opportunities for additional initiatives building on the successes and using experi-
ence from the failures to stimulate thinking towards alternative solutions. Stories of
progress in adopting new ideas and approaches are now regularly shared with all
staff within the institution through Victoria’s staff newsletter. These case studies are
being collected into a growing repository of experience that will soon be published
online via Victoria’s new Digital Learning Hub website. The Hub will also provide a
common resource bank for all training materials across professional development
programs.

Universities are rapidly changing places responding to a growing diversity of
professional staff as learners and teachers. The Virtual CSU creates an environment
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where we can safely fail in ways that do not comprise the business of the University.
The modern slogan of agility “fail fast, fail often” is criticized for its lack of respect
for the costs that failure can bring, but it does express an important need to try new
things in order to learn and improve.

The concept of the third space is widely recognized as providing a rationale for re-
examining the roles professional staff in particular play in the evolving university.
Whitchurch (2010) has observed that universities need to consider the structure
implications, including the impact on career progression and the ways that success
is identified and celebrated. The Virtual CSU is one example of a university
engaging in this space; many more examples are needed to understand the critical
success factors for this type of model.

Enacting similar models in other universities is potentially challenging. Our
experience suggests that the early stages require considerable trust on the part of
senior managers. Mid-level staff with the personal characteristics that define third
space professionals (including academics) most likely already exist but need to be
supported and validated in their efforts to work across the organization. Strong and
confident leadership is needed, able to define measurable goals for the university that
can be supported by Virtual CSU-like activities. This requires considerable flexibil-
ity on the part of the management and an ability to define outcomes rather than
mechanisms. The necessary shift away from formalized structures and operational
procedures may well prove too difficult for some. One option is to start with
activities that represent green-field or clearly failing needs where the benefit of a
new approach is more apparent and less threatening to established interests.

The final advice is to recognize the length of time it takes to change established
cultures and to help staff evolve their own and other’s sense of their professional
identities and roles. Change is always discomforting for individuals and organiza-
tions alike, but it remains an intrinsic aspect of life.
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Abstract
This chapter has a dual purpose; first, to present recent research findings on
leadership in the higher education sector that provides the best opportunity to
build collaboration between professional staff and academics and, second, to
introduce the six following chapters that provide case studies of how leadership
for collaboration between administrative and professional staff and academics in
universities can be built. The chapter first identifies the changing context of
universities that is resulting in increasingly complex and more diverse work
carried out by a more divergent group of administrative and professional staff
and academics. It then presents a summary of some of the recent research into
leadership in higher education, relying primarily on recent Australian empirical
research into how to build leadership capacity for learning and teaching in
Australian universities. This research identifies the value of a distributed leader-
ship approach in not only building leadership capacity but also in encouraging
collaboration between administrative and professional staff and academics in
a “third space” where the expertise of all is shared.

S. Jones (*)
School of Management, RMIT, Melbourne, VIC, Australia
e-mail: sandra.jones@rmit.edu.au

# Springer Nature Singapore Pte Ltd. 2018
C. Bossu, N. Brown (eds.), Professional and Support Staff in Higher Education,
University Development and Administration,
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-6858-4_33

229

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-981-10-6858-4_33&domain=pdf
mailto:sandra.jones@rmit.edu.au


Keywords
Leadership · Higher education · Collaboration · Faculty

Introduction: The Impact of Changing Context on Universities

The work of universities is changing as the context changes. Externally, governments
in many countries are placing increased reliance on higher education to contribute to
national economies. At the same time, the industry, government, and community are
requiring graduates with greater knowledge and cognitive skills. In the UK, for
example, university education has been described as “the tool for realising personal
gain and national economic development; it is above all else charged with providing
the skills base and knowledge required to drive the economy, creating better
performing public service and enhanced private enterprise” (Browne and Rayner
2015, p. 291). Simultaneously, external stakeholders are calling for new partnerships
with universities to “build significantly deeper relationships with industry in the
decade ahead – to differentiate teaching and learning programs, support the funding
and application of research and reinforce the role of universities as drivers of innova-
tion and growth” (Ernst and Young 2014, p. 4). The addition of new digital technology
that enables more distanced education has further changed the nature of education as
well as expanded global competition between universities. This has led to an increas-
ingly complex structure of universities. In Australia, for example, the higher education
sector includes not only universities but “over 185 higher education providers enroll-
ing over 1.2 million students” (James et al. 2015, p. 1). The outcome is that universities
are increasingly being driven by corporate goals and objectives focused on the global
marketplace that treats students as customers and sees work in higher education as
focused on institutional brands, markets, and performance (Bolden et al. 2012).

As the external context changes the work of universities, so the work in univer-
sities changes (Davis and Jones 2014). The initial change saw the introduction of an
administrative management approach to operate alongside the traditional academic
collegial approach. Termed new managerialism, described as “a new discourse of
management derived from the for-profit sector and introduced by governments into
public sector institutions to reduce public spending costs” (Deem 1998, p. 8), this
change is regarded as challenging the “deeply rooted cultural, structural and power
differences in the source of authority . . . as well as differences in perceptions about
working” (Jones, Harvey, Lefoe, and Ryland 2012b, p. 68). The outcome, claims
Bolden et al. (2012), is a complex mix of conflicting aims, differences in approach to
management and leadership, and confusion of formal roles (associated with aca-
demic management) and informal roles (associated with academic leadership).
Depicted as a “sinking ship,” these authors go on to claim that the result has been
an increasing rift between administrative and professional staff and academics that
threatens the development of a partnership approach underpinned by common sense
of purpose, goals, and objective.
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Over the same period, work in universities has been changing in response to the
emergence of new resources for education that place the student at the center of
learning environments, be they in traditional university face-to-face environments or
online of situated in business. Places and spaces for learning have expanded as
student are located in practice placements with external stakeholders, online learning
opportunities are provided, and transnational student learning, exchange, and mobil-
ity are encouraged. These advances have resulted in not only change in the compo-
nents of what constitutes an educational experience but in who is involved in the
design and delivery of education. While academics are still the focus of direct
student learning engagement, there has been an increase in other staff engagement
in direct support for students and in assisting academics with new technology
for learning design. This has resulted in recognition that the traditional division of
work in universities, between academics and nonacademic or administrative roles
(Dobson 2000), does not fit with the spread of functions in which “nonacademics”
are engaged. In turn this has led to the emergence of a new category of professional
staff (Dobson 2000), described by Marshall (2006) as staff who:

do not hold academic appointments but who are actively involved in the planning and
decision-making processes associated with the development of the organisational context in
which learning and teaching occurs. . ..[and provide]. . . expert advice and support in their
area of specialist expertise to enable others with more specific responsibilities for learning
and teaching . . .to make informed decisions. (p. 9)

Included under this category are service providers, such as student learning
services, professionals, librarians, information technology specialists, facilities’
managers, laboratory managers/technicians, and administrators. While this new
category of professional staff has been recognized as blurring traditional role
demarcations between academics, administrative, and professional staff, it has not
led to a significant change in the nature of the interactions between these groups of
employees. Indeed what has been created is a complexity of parallel lines of
authority (for academic and administrative and professional staff) with little change
in position descriptions or wages and working conditions despite an increase in
qualification requirements of both administrative and professional staff. In turn this
has resulted in lack of collaboration between these two groups of employees and
ongoing debate about the relative contribution of each (Conway 1995; McInnis
1998; Dobson 2000; Szekeres 2004).

Several suggestions of how to incorporate these changes into work in universities
have been proposed. In the UK, based on her research into the emergence of a significant
group of employees who combine academic and professional tasks (such as information
technology and instructional design), Whitchurch (2008a, b, 2009, 2012) suggests the
need to recognize the existence of a “third space” occupied by academic professionals or
blended professionals. In Australia James et al. (2015) identified a group of what they
termed “para professionals. . ..who ‘ride the boundaries’” (p. 18).
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What these various research findings suggest is the need to encourage a change
from the competitive culture that is associated with new managerialism to a more
collaborative culture, particularly between administrative and professional staff and
academics (Jones et al. 2012b). In addition the growth in the number of senior
executives, appointed to undertake roles that have more to do with managing
employees than traditional research and teaching roles, is encouraging the need for
partnerships between formal leaders, such as administrators, and academic managers
(McMaster 2011). Before this can be explored, there is a need to explore the nature of
leadership in universities.

Leadership in Universities

Academic culture has traditionally blended the individual and the collective to create
a complex collegiality of collaboration and competition. Academics, traditionally
focused on knowledge development and transfer research, have tended to eschew
managerial tasks (Jones et al. 2014b). The advent of a more corporate approach
associated with new managerialism and its increased focus on management and
control has added a new and often totally separate linear structure of academic and
professional in formal leader positions. This has led to the need to try to more
concisely define what constitutes leadership in universities.

In Australia, in 2005, the then Australian Learning and Teaching Council (ALTC)
established a national Leadership Grants Scheme Program (LGSP) to fund empirical
projects within higher education institutions designed to identify and develop oppor-
tunities for leadership capacity building. The LGSP established two streams of
research – first, to identify how to develop the skills of structural/positional leaders
and, second, to explore how a distributed leadership approach could build leadership
capacity more broadly. Between 2005 and 2010, 76 empirical research projects
were funded, 52 of which were framed by a structural/positional approach and
24 by a distributed leadership approach (ALTC 2011). Several of these projects
involved sector-wide research that is relevant for this discussion.

The first project involved a survey of academic leaders in formal positions of
responsibility in 20 Australian universities (Scott et al. 2008). This survey identified
three types of capabilities required of leaders – personal, interpersonal, and cognitive –
and two types of competency, role-specific and generic. In addition, survey respondents
identified the need to establish a context in which many people could be engaged:

in the process of personal and institutional change and improvement. . .. [and acknowledged
the importance of formulating and implementing desired change not as]. . ..an event but
a complex learning and unlearning process. . .because if something new has to be
implemented, those who deliver it. . .have to do something. . ..[that] requires them to learn
a ‘gap’ in their expertise. (Scott et al. 2008, p. xiv)

This survey was later adapted by the Association for Tertiary EducationManagement
to identify what capabilities and competencies were required of professional leaders
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in formal positions of authority. This second survey included professional leaders in
universities in 39Australian and 32New Zealand institutions. The survey adapted the
original survey to incorporate questions specifically related to the Tertiary Education
Professional Leadership Capability Framework that used a more prescriptive descrip-
tion of competencies and capabilities. The Framework described competency as
“delivering of a specific task in relatively predictable circumstances. . .[and]. . .
capability. . .[as]. . .more about responsiveness, creativity, contingent thinking and
growth in relatively uncertain ones” (Scott and McKellar 2012, p. 7). This resulted
in a more descriptive list of specific competencies for professional staff than had
the initial academic survey. However, this survey also acknowledged the importance
of establishing a context that encourages ongoing change and adaptability of
employees. The conclusion reaches was the “first priority for institutional and
leadership development in higher education in the current context should be on
building the capacity of our institutions to be more change capable, implementation
savvy and resilient” (Scott and McKellar 2012, p. 30).

The second (series of three) projects were designed as action research empirical
projects framed by a distributed leadership approach. A distributed leadership
approach had been identified by Gronn (2000, 2002) as a new architecture of
leadership that involves a complex interplay between people and artifacts (agency),
structures, and action. Building on this, research in the UK into distributed leader-
ship identified the need to move from a focus on positions of leaders to actions that
encourage different leaders to emerge as time and circumstances change (Day et al.
2004). This led Woods et al. (2004) to describe distributed leadership as an extension
of collegiality often associated with academia that was characterized by three
elements: concertive action, movable boundaries, and a broader spread of expertise.
They concluded that a distributed leadership approach consists of five dimensions –
a context (internal and external), a culture (of academic autonomy), change and
development from many sources (top-down and bottom-up), activity that is collab-
orative, multiple and complementary by teams of people sharing responsibility for
a successful outcome, and conflict resolution processes that are effective (to assist
the multiple people contributing across a broad arena of activity). From these
findings they characterized distributed leadership as “analytical dualism” in which
“both structure and agency have distinct effects” (Woods et al. 2004, p. 448). They
described structure as encompassing institutional, cultural, and social elements
(including the duties and role of, and the distribution of power between, the
participants), systems and patterns of knowledge ideas and values in the institution,
and patterns of relationships and interactions between the parties. While agency
places emphasis upon the action of people and includes self-consciousness that
enables people to evaluate their social context, envisage alternatives creatively
collaborate with others to bring about change. In summary they described the kernel
of distributed leadership as “the idea that leadership is a property of groups of
people, not of an individual” (Woods et al. 2004, p. 449).

While this research focused on academics rather than professional staff, research
being undertaken at a similar time by Whitchurch (2008a, b) had identified the
need when looking at the structure and agency of changing university environments,
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to pay more attention to the contribution of professional staff. However, it took
empirical research in Australia to highlight how a distributed leadership approach
could bring academics and professional staff together into more collaborative
partnerships.

The Australian empirical research is built on these UK findings to unpack
the elements of context, culture readiness for change, and action, needed to enable
a distributed leadership approach. The first step was through national funding (by the
then Australian Learning and Teaching Council) of four single institution-based
projects that used a distributed leadership approach to enhance learning and teaching
(see Fraser and Harvey 2008; Chesterton et al. 2008; Barber et al. 2009; Parrish and
Lefoe 2008). The second step was a multi-institution project aimed at identifying
synergies between the initial single university projects. This revealed commonality
of four dimensions (with associated values) to enable a distributed leadership
approach – a context of trust in the expertise of all staff; a culture of respect based
in encouraging individuals from all levels and functions to participate in collective
approaches to decision making; preparedness to change from reliance on linear,
hierarchical decision making characteristic of managerialism; and an action that
encourages relationships and partnerships (Jones et al. 2012a). In addition, the
research identified four criteria for distributed leadership – people, processes, pro-
fessional development, and resources. Through analysis of interaction between
the dimensions and criteria, 32 detailed activities required to enable distributed
leadership were identified (Jones et al. 2012a, p. 17). The third step involved
a national survey of Australian higher education institutions (HEIs) that had adopted
a distributed leadership approach. This survey attracted 110 completed responses
from 47 Australian HEIs. This identified good practice benchmarks against which
HEIs could evaluate the effectiveness of action they had taken to enable a distributed
leadership approach (Jones et al. 2014a).

Further analysis of these projects expanded on the initial findings to identify
actions required to support a distributed leadership approach. This resulted in the
development of a conceptual model of distributed leadership – termed the 6E con-
ceptual model of distributed leadership because of its identification of six basic tenets
of distributed leadership. The six tenets of the 6E conceptual model of distributed
leadership were the engagement of all experts; the context (trust), culture (respect),
and change (from structures to relationships) that enable distributed leadership;
people, processes, and support systems of support that enact distributed leadership;
collaboration and partnerships that encourages distributed leadership; demonstration
of impact through which distributed leadership can be evaluated; and sustainability of
distributed leadership through emergent change (Jones et al. 2014a). The action
arising from these tenets placed emphasis on relationships and on an action research
approach in which reflection provides the impetus for ongoing cycles of change.

Of particular importance for the focus of this section is the response from
a majority of respondents that a broad cross section of functional and discipline
experts had been involved in the learning and teaching initiative from design through
to successful implementation and outcome. This included academics and profes-
sional staff responsible for learning and teaching delivery. A majority (64%) of

234 S. Jones



respondents agreed that “professional staff with learning and teaching expertise were
involved through the distributed leadership approach and that their initiative or
project had involved academics or professional staff responsible for learning and
teaching delivery (73 per cent)” (Jones et al. 2014a, p. 422). There was also evidence
that collaboration went beyond direct involvement in project planning and working
groups to include collaborative engagement of learning and teaching units in work-
shops and other professional leadership development opportunities. This was illus-
trated qualitatively in comments such as:

The planning group consisted of academic staff and general staff from different departments
within the university. The task had the support of senior management but was led and
undertaken by staff who did not have formal responsibilities in the university, but had
knowledge and experience of eportfolios. (Jones et al. 2014a, p. 20)

These research findings provided more contemporary confirmation of Ramsden
(1998) earlier claim that the work of leadership in higher education involves many
positions, roles, and functions “everyone from the Vice Chancellor to the casual car
parking attendant, leadership is to do with how people relate to each other” (p. 4).
This has since been reiterated in Randall’s (2012) description of the operation of
higher education institutions as the integration of many functions, levels, and bodies:

Although the president of an institution can make a final decision, many top administrators
understand that major decisions made without buy-in by the major university governing
bodies and participants many not achieve successful implementation or sustainability. (p. 3)

This finding resulted in the identification of a conceptual approach to leadership that
blends professional staff and academics in collaborative relationships.

Conceptualizing Blended Leadership

As indicated above, Australian research into both a structural/positional and
a distributed approach to leadership in higher education has identified the importance
of engaging all experts in collaboration. Although this research had its focus on
academics directly engaged in learning and teaching, it identified the importance of
engaging both academics and professional staff with functional responsibilities
related to learning and teaching. Research into a distributed leadership approach
has been more useful in identifying detailed actions required. However, there is also
a need to recognize that there are different cultures that influence academics and
professional staff:

In the administrative management space, professionals focus on issues of accountability and
strategy and are more likely to adopt an administrative management approach. In the
academic leadership space, academics focus on issues of learning and teaching and research,
adopting a more distributed leadership approach. (Jones et al. 2014b, p. 425)
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Consequently, a blended approach to leadership that enables choice of components
that make up a distributed leadership and administrative management approach is
recommended (Jones et al. 2014b) to ensure that “participants in any change process
can design an approach that offers the best fit for their context, an approach that they
are both comfortable with that will encourage collaboration between them” (Jones
et al. 2014, p. 425). Using the six tenets that underpin a distributed leadership
approach, the components from which a blended approach to leadership can be
designed are summarized in Table 1.

This enables a different interpretation of the “third space” as not simply occupied
solely by professional staff with expanded activities and roles associated with
student learning, but rather as a space in which a blending of expertise of profes-
sional staff and academics occurs through collaborative partnerships.

In summary, recent research into leadership in universities has identified the need
for a new approach to leadership that encourages collaboration. This requires three
elements – a context of trust in the expertise of many, a culture of respect that
encourages engagement of all experts, and an action that encourages relationships
and partnerships rather than hierarchies and control. A distributed leadership
approach was identified as providing the basis for these elements, integrated by six
tenets. While much of the research on leadership in universities approach has focused
on academic leaders, the findings from research into a distributed leadership
approach highlight the importance of a more collaborative approach between admin-
istrative and professional staff and academics. This finding led to the conceptualiza-
tion of blended approach to leadership (Jones et al. 2014b). The next section
introduces the six case examples presented in this section in terms of how they
illustrate elements of a blended approach to leadership for collaboration between
professional staff and academics.

Practicing Blended Leadership

The first chapter (▶Chap. 16, “Faculty Managers: A Constantly Changing Role”) in
this section, by Judy Szekeres, provides a good introduction of why a blended
leadership approach is needed. The case example she presents is that of faculty
managers who occupy senior administrative positions with responsibility for

Table 1 Blended Approach to Leadership in Higher Education

Leadership Administrative Distributed

Engages Formal leaders Formal and informal experts

Enables through Regulation and control Autonomy and trust

Enacts via Top-down, individual decisions Interdependency and collectivity

Encourages by Focus on linear structures Focus on activity

Evaluates through Measurement of output Benchmarking of process

Emergent through Conformance to rigid systems Focused on flexibility

Adapted from Jones et al. (2014b, p. 424)
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overseeing a diverse portfolio of administrative functions. This description outlines
the emergence of administrative management roles as universities adopted more
business-like practices in response to declining government financial support. The
case highlights the many and diverse changes that have occurred to this role over the
last 25 years. This demonstrates the increased responsibility of faculty managers for
activities related to governance, strategy, and quality. From a survey of faculty
managers, she identifies the many tasks associated with general management that
include strategic planning, human resources, and finance. The challenges for those
who occupy these positions are both the increased tasks and the increased qualifica-
tions required to perform these tasks. In addition, given the role of the faculty
manager described as the interface between academic staff and the university central
administration, she identifies the challenge for these managers as academics respond
negatively to the appearance, at least, of reduced academic autonomy, particularly
given the almost continuous organizational change that universities engage. One of
the solutions to developing a more collaborative culture she suggests is that univer-
sities could make more use of the expertise of academic staff in the field of change
management.

The second chapter (▶Chap. 17, “Connecting the Dots for Professional Practice
in Higher Education: Leadership, Energy Management, and Motivation”) in this
section, by Davis, presents the argument for a different approach to leadership, away
from managing people to managing energy in order to respond to the volatile,
uncertain, complex, and ambiguous context facing higher education. She bases her
proposal on the findings from a survey into what motivates professional staff.
Responses to the survey let her to identify the importance of leaders focusing on
the cognitive as well as physical factors needed to encourage professional staff to
share their creative energy. She argues that this is especially necessary in knowledge-
intensive enterprises such as universities, where their purpose is dependent on the
willingness of employees to share their knowledge. In so doing she argues the case
for leadership in universities to move beyond the “heroic,” from leadership as
control agent, to leading in order to open the space for collaboration. In recognizing
the criticism that has been made of the narrowness of Maslow’s (1943) four-level
hierarchy of needs, she adds four further levels – a cognitive, aesthetic, self-
actualization, and transcendence level. She states that it is necessary for leaders to
recognize these levels if they are going to move beyond what she terms a deficit
approach focused on simply developing the skills of professional staff to fill deficits
to a more growth approach that encourages personal growth beyond what currently
exists. Adopting this expanded approach to leadership, she concludes, requires a
fundamental change to leadership in higher education from the traditional focus on
hierarchical, linear structures led by individual leaders to leadership focused on the
collective that maximizes energy management.

The third chapter in this section (▶Chap. 18, “Professional Staff, Professional
Recognition: Bringing Learner Support Staff into the Fellowship of University
Educators”), by Beckmann, presents the case for how professional staff can be
recognized for the contribution they make. She argues that this will lead to
a greater collaboration between professional staff and academics. Building on
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Whitchurch’s (2009) identification of the “blended professional,” Beckmann dis-
cusses how the contribution of professional staff to academic departments and
individual academics in teaching and learning has not traditionally been recognized.
Based on the Professional Standards Framework identified by the UK Higher
Education Academy (HEA), Beckmann demonstrates how professional staff can
be recognized for the broader contribution they make in contemporary universities.
Referring to a case study from an Australian university, Beckmann describes the
motivations and outcomes for professional staff who applied successfully for HEA
Fellowships through an Australian HEA-accredited scheme. She identifies the ben-
efits for both individuals and institutions as accredited staff become part of a broader
recognition process and relationships between academics and professional staff
increase. She concludes that the professional recognition scheme demonstrates
both an inclusive and distributed approach to leadership that, supported by the
right strategic infrastructure, can become the center of an institution-wide collabo-
rative community of practice that focuses on peer engagement and continual pro-
fessional development.

The fourth chapter in this section (▶Chap. 19, “Pedagogical Partnerships: Col-
laborations for Positive Student Outcomes”), by Graham, presents a case of how
universities need to link structural and cultural change if collaboration is to be
achieved. To illustrate this Graham presents a case study of collaboration between
professional staff and academics in what she terms a pedagogical partnership. In
order to explore the nature of collaboration between professional staff and academics
in contributing to positive student outcomes, she broadens the conceptualizations of
pedagogy to include how learning and teaching are embedded in activities and
relationships not formally designated as educational. This enables inclusion of a
broader spectrum of activities performed by professional staff such as academic
librarians, information technology experts, and student counselors. Placing her case
study in a large modern university in an Australian capital city, Graham identifies the
broad range of activities that require academics and professional staff to work in
partnerships to support student positive outcomes. While focused upon how to
develop pedagogical partnerships between professional staff and academics, Graham
recognizes broad leadership challenges for the university. First is the need for
structural change from a linear model to a matrix structure. Second is the human
resource and industrial relation challenges for workforce planning, career design,
and remuneration as traditional job and work classifications come under scrutiny.

The fifth chapter in this section (▶Chap. 20, “Building a Successful Partnership
Between Professional Staff and Academics to Improve Student Employability”), by
Hobson, Knuiman, Haaxman, and Foster, presents an example of the importance of
fostering a culture of respect for expertise of both professional staff and academics
leading to mutual trust. This is illustrated in a case study of a highly successful
15-year partnership between academics in a teaching and learning center and
professional staff in a career center who worked together to develop, teach, and
coordinate a course designed to bridge the gap between university and work life by
developing student skills for employability. In presenting this case, the authors
identify a complex interplay of factors, structural and cultural, that have to be

238 S. Jones



navigated, on a continuous basis, to ensure that such partnerships are, first,
established and then, sustained. The authors refer to structural challenges to existing
prescribed hierarchies, university administrative systems that don’t recognize the
contribution of professional staff to learning and teaching, and budgetary surveil-
lance. In addition are cultural challenges, with professional staff often seeing
academics as living in an “ivory tower bubble,” while academics often see profes-
sional staff as living in world of outputs and priorities peripheral to the main business
of the university. The key to the successful partnership that is the subject of this case
is identified as an agreed focus on the shared value of contributing to student-
centered learning. In this case, this enabled academics and professional staff to
identify a common purpose, which in turn led to the development of mutual trust
and respect for the skills that each participant bought to the shared value. In so
saying, the paper does identify the need for individuals to work as “boundary
spanners” rather than entering into political debate about who and what is each
individual contributing.

The last chapter in this section (▶Chap. 21, “The Role of Professional Staff in
Assessing Students: A Case Study of the Objective Structured Clinical Exam”), by
Taylor, outlines the benefits of a shared leadership approach in fostering collabora-
tion. The author of this case first outlines the complexity involved in conducting an
objective structured clinical exam that assesses student clinical competency. This
requires an intricate partnership in which academic input is complemented by
logistical and technical expertise of professional staff. During the actual examina-
tion, students are required to undertake the same clinical task over the same time and
using the same marking scheme. To ensure that this occurs in a manner that
maximizes the positive learning experience for students, professional staff often
assume leadership as significant planning, organization, and oversight over the day
are required as students move through the assessment activities. This requires a
shared leadership approach in order to foster a collaboration between all staff such
that a partnership association is created.

In summary, the chapters in this section demonstrate different ways that the
components of a blended leadership approach between professional staff and aca-
demics can lead to collaboration. The example of faculty managers by Szekeres
identifies the stress that a traditional structural context of an administrative manage-
ment places on individual managers as they attempt to lead change in consistently
changing contexts. She highlights the fact that such a focus on structural context
results in the lack of clarity which in turn places constraints on the ability of
professional and academic staff to collaborate. The proposal for faculty managers
to more effectively use the expertise of academics in change management is
suggested as one way to build such collaboration. In seeking to reconceptualize
this relationship, Davis suggests a change in perception from people management to
energy management. This changed focus can assist the move from a focus on
structural contexts to relational cultures. The chapter by Beckmann presents a case
study of action taken to support professional recognition of the contribution of both
academic and professional staff. This can assist the growth of a collaborative
approach as professional staff and academics blend their expertise in design and
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development of learning and teaching and student support in universities, knowing that
their contribution will be recognized. The chapter by Graham further highlights the
complexity that underpins what appears to be a simple move to partnerships. In
suggesting a broader conceptualization of pedagogy to include activities and relation-
ships not traditionally identified as educational, she identifies a complex need for change
in both structural context and cultures before such partnerships can be successful. The
chapter by Hobson, Knuiman, Haaxman, and Foster highlights the complex relationship
building that is needed for professional staff and academics to develop partnerships. This
requires recognizing both structural and cultural challenges to partnerships built on
mutual trust and respect developed through the identification of shared values. Finally,
the chapter by Taylor highlights the need for activities and seamless integration through a
collaborative partnership between academics and professional staff that requires a shared
leadership approach. This requires both a removal of traditional structural boundaries and
the development of a culture of mutual respect.

Conclusion

That the work of higher education is changing in response to the challenges it faces in
the increasingly globally competitive education “marketplace” is axiomatic. What is less
openly discussed is how work in higher education is changing the nature of interactions
between professional staff and academics. This chapter and the six chapters that follow
in this section illustrate what is needed for a more blended collaborative leadership
approach to this engagement. While championing a distributed leadership approach, the
author acknowledges the need for a blend of the components that are characteristic of
professional and academic contexts, cultures, and actions. Choosing the appropriate mix
of these components will differ depending on institutional characteristics, external and
internal climate, and time period. The next six chapters illustrate different ways that such
a blended approach can be implemented.
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Abstract
This chapter discusses the role of Faculty Manager that is typically the most
senior professional staff role in the largest academic units in universities. It is a
continuously developing role and is a crucial lynchpin for the successful man-
agement of academic units which are at the heart of delivering the core raison
d’etre of a university. To explore these roles in more detail, Faculty Managers in
Australian and New Zealand universities were surveyed in 2004, 2012, and most
recently 2016. These three surveys are discussed in this chapter, identifying what
it is these people do, who inhabits these roles, how their roles have developed,
what challenges they face in the higher education climate of the early twenty-first
century, and what skills they need and might need into the future.

Keywords
Faculty management · General management · Skills required · Administrative
salaries

Introduction

One of the crucial roles in academic units (faculties, divisions, colleges, schools,
departments) is the senior administrative role – frequently titled as Faculty/College/
Division Manager/Director/Administrator. This role is in general the most senior
professional staff member in the academic unit and will normally have a generalist
management role overseeing a diverse portfolio of administrative functions.

These roles have undergone great change over the last 25 years, often depending on
how large or small the academic unit becomes and the level of centralization or
decentralization within the university. When universities restructure and choose to
change the mix of administration either away from or to the academic units, these
Manager roles can grow or decline in terms of their level of responsibility and their
oversight of staff and operations.

There is very little published literature about these specific roles, although they
are often the topic of papers at conferences. In Australia the Faculty Managers
operate as a loose collegiate group with their own irregular conference. These are
the least specialized of roles in the university’s senior professional staff but the
closest to the real life of the institution – the academic units. It is often the Faculty
Manager who negotiates the administrative minefield for academic staff while at the
same time ensuring the academic unit operates within the bounds of university
policy and rules.

This chapter looks at three iterations of the same survey of Faculty Managers
considering the profiles of the staff that fill these positions, as well as their
functional responsibilities, the academic unit they work within, and their percep-
tions of their role and its challenges. It analyzes some of the changes taking place
in academic units and in particular how these changes affect and have evolved
these managerial roles.
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Methodology

The original survey was devised in 2004 by a Faculty Manager and a senior member
of the Association for Tertiary Education Management (ATEM). The impetus for the
first survey was to scope Faculty Managers as a target audience prior to considering
potential ATEM professional development and networking activities for that group.
The survey was designed to capture demographic information about Faculty Man-
agers in Australia and New Zealand, the structure of their organizational areas, and
some qualitative data about their day-to-day experiences and their connection to
their institutions. The three surveys undertaken in 2004, 2012, and 2016 used the
same basic questions, with some changes at each iteration, depending on the issues at
the time. For instance, in the most recent iteration, a number of questions about
change management were added in as this was an issue common in the sector as
many universities were restructuring faculty administration. The surveys were all
distributed in the same way. An email list of staff in Faculty Manager or similar roles
had been collated and continuously updated, and the online survey was sent to this
email list of over 200 recipients across Australia and New Zealand. Added to this a
general call was sent to the ATEM list through the weekly email that goes out to all
members and affiliates. The survey was left open for 3–4 weeks and results collated
using freely available survey software. Data gathered enabled the researchers to
identify gaps and common patterns in the data and literature through percentage
calculations and comparisons.

Nomenclature

While the nomenclature chosen for this study is Faculty Manager, in fact this role
has an array of titles, depending on subdivisions and the prevailing naming conven-
tions within the particular university. In some universities, there are no “faculties,”
and the large academic units may be called “divisions,” “schools,” or “colleges.”
In some universities there is a level of confusion as they use a mixture of naming
conventions, particularly around disciplines such as Business, Law, and Medicine,
so while the rest of the university is divided into faculties, the Business or Law
disciplines might be a “business school” or a “law college.” Other institutions have a
small number of very large “colleges,” with still relatively large “faculties” as
subunits. These nomenclatures will affect how the senior professional staff role is
named.

Added to this, each institution has its own prevailing naming conventions for
senior staff roles – so some are “Managers,” some are “Directors,” others are
“Executive Managers,” and some are even “Registrars” or “Secretaries.” Add these
two sets of differences together and we have a large array of titles. In the latest
survey of people in these roles, this stretched to over 30 different titles. However,
Faculty (College/School) Manager (or General Manager) was by far the most common
(46%). The title “Director” has increased in prominence over time as has the title
“Business Manager.” Since the turn of the century, Whitchurch (2004, p. 282) was
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able to point to these changing nomenclatures, and the name changes have continued
to evolve over time.

It should be noted that throughout this chapter, the authors use the terms
“Faculty” and “Faculty Manager” as the generic terms to refer to these larger
academic units and the people in the most senior administrative roles, irrespective
of the nomenclature used by various institutions.

Previous Studies of This Role

There is very little in the prevailing literature about the Faculty Manager role as a
particular cohort within university administrations. They are captured in a number of
previous studies which generally look at university administrative and professional
staff (Gornitszka and Larsen 2004; McInnis 1998; Middlehurst 2004; Rosser 2004;
Szekeres 2010; Whitchurch 2004). However, other than a study by McMaster (2002)
examining the relationship between Deans and their Faculty Managers, and
Heywood’s (2004, 2012) previous surveys of this group, there is precious little
literature about the role itself or the people who inhabit it. This might be said
about most professional staff roles within universities (Szekeres 2004), but this
role in particular plays a crucial part in the successful management of academic
units. As a senior role, it is worthy of some consideration to provide a model for staff
who are aspiring to progress their careers in higher education.

As will be seen from survey results, the roles can vary in their level of respon-
sibility and the span of their control. In some institutions, this role is seen as a
lynchpin which maintains and manages all administrative functions for large aca-
demic units. In others, the role harks back to previous incarnations where the
responsibility is primarily for student management within the faculty. In yet others,
the role mostly has a resource function.

The Role of the Faculty as an Organizational Unit

A key administrative entity in any university is the Faculty or its equivalent, as the
entity which binds related discipline groups together. It allows certain administrative
functions to be undertaken at a position close enough to the delivery of academic
outcomes to take account of the needs of different discipline groups. But it is
conglomerate enough to provide an efficient and cost-effective administrative func-
tion to those discipline groups. In many cases, its key role is as a bridge between the
central university administration with all its demands and bureaucracy and those
smaller groups designed around all important academic disciplines.

If one accepts the premise that the Faculty-level organization has a key role in
providing the link between the demands of the central administration and the needs of
the academic disciplines, then there can be no question that a key administrative role is
that of the senior Faculty Administrator. As Rosser (2000) points out, “Midlevel
administrators are an essential component of higher educational organizations” (p. 7).
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Evolution of the Title/Role

In Australia the title “Faculty Manager” emerged in the late 1990s and quickly was
adopted across many universities through the early 2000s. The 2004 Faculty Manager
Survey (Heywood 2004) saw 35% of respondents indicating that “Manager” was part
of their position title. Prior to this period, the titles more commonly found were Faculty
Administrator, Faculty Secretary, or Faculty Registrar. The incumbents of these pre-
decessor roles were also viewed as the most senior administrative person within the
Faculty, usually managing many of the support functions and providing a single point
of contact for communications with the various central administrative units with the
university. Often the incumbent would provide committee support to the main Faculty
committees, with a particular focus on organizing meetings and taking minutes.

The emergence of the “Manager” designation within the title came at a time when
universities and faculties were adopting more businesslike practices in their opera-
tions as the sector’s funding basis evolved from primarily government-supported to a
more self-determined business model (Bessant 2002; Deem and Brehony 2005;
Dixon et al. 1998; Considine 1995; Deem 1998; Stewart 1997). A stronger focus
on strategic planning, marketing, budgets, and process improvement was typical of
activities that were expected of academic units, and consequently having a profes-
sional manager was seen as a means to provide the skills and abilities to meet these
expectations. Faculty Managers evolved to become part of the Faculty’s manage-
ment team rather than simply supporting that team. Already in 2004, 92% of survey
respondents agreed that they were part of the management team in their faculty, and
this level has not changed over time.

These broader changes were not without challenges. Many academic staff were
(and remain) uneasy with themanagerialist culture that was unwelcome in the sector
(Bessant 2002; Deem and Brehony 2005; Meyer 2002; Tourish 2000). While this
disquiet was primarily with the new activities undertaken by Faculty Managers,
others saw the change in the nature of the role as inappropriate. This was a period
where the sector saw stronger reactions to the perceived relationships and the
“divide” between academic and professional staff (Conway 2000; Szekeres 2004).

Universities, government, and enterprise agreements commonly used the terms
“nonacademic staff,” “support staff,” and “general staff” as designators of the range of
positions in these roles – titles which are often viewed as “negative” terminology
(Dobson 2012). More recently, the term “professional staff” has been embraced and is
widely used across the higher education sector inAustralia andglobally (Szekeres 2011).

The Faculty Manager Surveys

Three comprehensive surveys of Faculty Managers across Australia and New
Zealand have been undertaken – one in 2004, 2012, and 2016. Together, the out-
comes of these surveys provide an insight into how the role has changed over time
and how the universities themselves have changed. The outcomes also provide an
insight into what the role focuses on, where it fits in the salary scales in universities
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and therefore, where it fits in career plans for professional staff, as well as the skills
and training which are needed by people moving into these roles. The 2004 and 2016
surveys both received over 100 responses, while the 2012 one had a smaller response
group. Given there are 43 universities in Australia and 8 universities in New Zealand
and, assuming on average, each university has around 5 faculties or equivalent, this
suggests that over 100 responses provide around a 40% response rate. However, it
should be noted that in 2016 only 83 of these respondents filled out the survey
completely. It is unclear why this occurred.

Faculty Manager Demography

The results of the survey consistently indicate that the Faculty Manager role is inhabited
by women (65–70% over the survey period) who are aged between 46 and 55 years
(43%). It is an interesting question why this role is such an attraction for women, while
Directors of central units such as finance, facilities, and ICTare more likely to be men. It
could be that this role is more a middle to upper management role rather than a senior
management role or that it is closer to a “helping” professional within the institution,
being the most senior role which is situated close to students. This would be an
interesting topic to examine further, but was not investigated by these authors.

People in these roles have usually been working in higher education for a number
of years, across the surveys over 40% being involved in HE for over 20 years. While
they have usually been in higher education for a long time, over 50% of respondents
in all three surveys had been in their current role for less than 10 years. In 2016 only
43% had been in the role less than 5 years, less than in the previous surveys. This
suggests the advancement opportunities from this role have reduced over time as the
tenure of incumbents had increased.

Increasingly, people in the Faculty Manager role have been in the workforce for
over 20 years (60–88% over time). This suggests a substantial slowing of younger
workers moving into these roles and suggests that once people get into them, there is
little incentive, opportunity, or impetus to move.

Increasingly, people have come to the role from the private sector (30–45% over
time) and less and less from the public sector other than education (40–20% over time).
These trends suggest that universities are now less keen to take public sector workers
and more interested in those who come with business or commercial skills. It may also
reflect the increase in the number of private higher education providers, which could
form another pathway into such roles. This also accords with the changing title to
include the word “Business” in the title. There is a small group of people in these roles
who have only ever worked in universities. There is a similar cohort who has had
previous experience in education, as well as the community and nonprofit sectors.

The highest qualification for most people in these roles remains themaster’s degree,
with 49% in 2016 having this qualification up from 30% previously. The Bachelor
qualification as the highest qualification has declined, with only 18% in 2016 against
30% in the previous surveys. There is a very small group with doctorates, and those
without formal qualifications beyond school have all but disappeared. The latest
survey results reflect the trend since 2004 for higher credentialed Faculty Managers,

248 J. Szekeres and T. Heywood



which is indicative of a requirement for a higher level of professional learning expected
in candidates for this role. As Whitchurch (2004, p. 285) identifies, “Generalists
typically enter an institution with a degree but no specialist training, except perhaps
a few years’ experience in a comparable sector” (Fig. 1).

The Role Itself

Salaries and Classifications

In Australia, professional staff roles in universities are largely classified into higher
education worker (HEW) levels, with HEW10 being the highest and HEW1 being the
lowest. In the 2012 and 2016 surveys, the Faculty Managers were largely HEW10 and
above (which is usually considered Senior Executive) by quite some margin, with over
62% in both surveys. In the previous surveys, there were a number of people spread
through the 7, 8, and 9 levels, but in 2016, most of themwere at level 9, a few at level 8,
and virtually none lower. This suggests a marked change from 1995 as suggested by
Moodie (1995, p. 22), where “departments’ full-time administrative staff remain pre-
dominantly junior appointments” (Moodie 1995, p. 22). A number of FacultyManagers
clearly hold what is considered Senior Management or Executive-level positions. In
terms of salaries, this means that over 90% are being paid AUD$ 100,000 or more (well
over the Australian average salary), with 23% being paid over $180,000 (generally
considered top 10% of salaries). This has increased substantially over the surveys, with
67% being paid over $100,000 in 2012 and only 7% achieving this salary in 2004.
While consumer price index (CPI) rises will automatically result in people moving to a
higher salary range over time, this salary shift has clearly outstripped CPI which is only
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24% over this period (ABS 2016). This reflects the increasing professionalism and
standing of the role over the period and the need to offer substantial salaries to attract the
right candidate.

The one thing that has not changed over time, however, is the inequality of male and
female salaries. In the 2016 survey, there were 30 males and 68 females who were
willing to reveal their salary range. Forty percent of the males but only 15% of the
females had salaries over $180,000. At the lower end, only one male had a salary under
$100,000, but 10% of females had salaries at this level. In fact, this is a worse picture
than what occurred in 2012 when the inequalities were clear, but not quite so stark.
Given it is the same or equivalent job being done, it really begs the question why this
inequality persists. It is also relevant that below HEW10, salaries are mandated, so they
would be equivalent for men and women, but above this level the rate of pay becomes a
function of agreement between the Faculty Manager and their supervisor. It is likely that
men will negotiate strongly for a higher salary or maybe supervisors are more inclined to
pay men more. Irrespective, the continued inequity is difficult to defend.

Management of Staff

In all three surveys, almost all respondents supervised professional staff, around a third to
half managed technical staff, smaller numbers managed lab and field staff and research
staff, and a reducing number (from6%down to 2%)managed academic staff. In 2016 the
majority (around 50%) directly supervise 5–9 staff, with the next largest percentage
supervising 10–14 staff in 2016. In previous surveys, the next largest percentage
managed only one to four staff, so this suggests there has been a shift to expect managers
to take on more staff and responsibility. Indirect reports have also grown steadily with
over 50% now having more than 30 staff reporting (up from 41% in 2012 and 25% in
2004). Budgets of the typical academic unit were over AUD $80 million, and 81% of
respondents had direct responsibility for a budget, up from earlier surveys. The authority
limit for Faculty Managers has clearly increased with 15% being able to sign off on
expenditures over AUD$ 150,000 (previously only around 5%) and the majority being
able to sign off on over $50,000, whereas in earlier surveys, the majority of respondents
could only sign off on less than $20,000. Again, while increases in CPI would automat-
ically result in general increases for budgets and sign-offs, these changes are greater than
CPI and in line with increased responsibilities and a shift to a more managerial style.

To summarize, the Faculty Manager role continues to attract people who have been
in higher education for a large number of years and in the workforce for over 20 years.
There is a stabilization into this role, with a more experienced demographic and a
definite shift to previous private sector experience. There is a clear shift to master’s
degree graduates, and the increase in salaries to over $140,000 has outstripped CPI and
shows the most dramatic change in the demographics of this group. These increased
salaries reflect the skillset required for a generalist manager who can operate at a
strategic level and commands a good salary in the marketplace. However, salary
outcomes for men and women remain unequal. It is evident the Faculty Manager
role has evolved from a “good administrator” to a “General Manager.”
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Organizational Units and Structures

The title “Faculty” to describe the main and largest academic unit of the university
continues with between 60% and 80% using this title in all three surveys. The terms
“College” and “School” have been the next most steadily used, with 11% and 15%,
respectively, in each survey and “Division” wavering around the 8–10% mark.
These descriptors fluctuate due to the seemingly constant restructures that are
happening in the sector, depending on the vision of the relevant university senior
management. Faculty Managers report to the “Dean” in 45% of all three surveys.
However, the title Executive Dean has increased steadily, from 12% to 29%. In the
same way that the term “Business” has increasingly appeared in the Faculty Manager
title, the word “Executive” has increasingly entered the Dean’s title. This reflects an
inexorable shift to the language of commerce in the management of universities.

The question of whether the Faculty Manager is the most senior professional staff
role in the academic unit has increased over time to 91% in 2016, and the position is
clearly part of the senior management group of the faculty with over 90% of
respondents indicating this. In 2016, the size of the student body in the academic
unit varies widely from less than 500 to more than 10,000 students, with the most
common size being between 2000 and 5000. The size of these academic organiza-
tions has increased over time as in previous surveys there were many more faculties
at the lower end of this range. Linked to this increase is a corresponding increase
in academic staff with 38% having over 180 academic staff (similar to 2012 but
a clear increase on 2004). It is at the lower end that there is a greater change, with
less than 60 academic staff being almost 40% in 2004 but only 12% in 2016.
Figures 2, 3, and 4 show the percentage of respondents indicating the size of their
Faculty over the survey periods.
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Over this period there has been a great deal of structural change in Australian
universities, with a number of amalgamations of large academic units in a move to
reduce the cost of administration. Therefore, it should be no surprise that the numbers
of students and staff in these academic units have shown a substantial increase. At the
same time, the number of professional staff has also grown, but at the lower end, it has
stayed remarkably steady with just over 60% of respondents having less than 60
professional staff in each survey. At the top end, less than 10% of faculties had more
than 180 professional staff in the earlier surveys, but in 2016 over 13% had over 180.
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Fig. 3 Number of professional staff (FTE) in faculties, 2004, 2012, and 2016
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Tasks and Roles

In the surveys, respondents were asked to identify their major tasks, including identifying
their four key responsibilities. Themakeup of these tasks has changed over time. In 2004
a major part of Faculty Managers’ roles revolved around finance, human resources,
student, general administration, and some strategic planning. In 2012, strategic planning
had increased in importance, as did quality and compliance (which hardly featured in
2004). In 2016 quality and compliance had marginally reduced in the percentage of
managers’ responsibility, and it had all but disappeared from being one of the four key
responsibilities. This is possibly due to changes to the compliance regime, which is less
onerous under the Tertiary Education Quality Standards Agency (TEQSA) than it had
been under the previous regulator, the Australian Universities Quality Agency (AUQA).
However, strategic planning remains a key responsibility as does human resources and
finance.

Facilities management, committee servicing, marketing, and Occupational
Health, Safety and Wellbeing (OHSW) have all shifted into greater importance.
Sadly, student administration, which featured strongly in both the previous surveys,
has all but disappeared as a major responsibility in 2016. This suggests that the
Faculty Manager role has lost its key link to the major customer of the university and
has become much more about general management than needing to understand the
specific needs of students. It is also indicative of the shared service models of
operation being broadly embraced throughout the sector, with student administration
one of the key areas targeted by this approach to service provision.

Respondents were asked to describe in a couple of sentences what their role
entailed. In summarizing the terminology used by respondents, typical descriptors of
responsibilities have changed from Coordinate. . . in 2004 toManage. . . in 2012 and
to Lead and manage. . . in 2016. The responses also emphasized the breadth of the
role, as exemplified by the following response:

A huge range of responsibilities, including management of administration staff, strategic
planning, governance, business development, providing high level advice to Exec Dean and
Heads of School, Faculty liaison with central administration, management of marketing for
student recruitment (domestic, international, HDR) and management of offshore teaching.
(Female, HEW 10þ, NSW, 2016)

This role description is typical of most of the responses, identifying the mix of
strategy and operations and the breadth of responsibilities. However, there are some
more unusual responses which in some cases also reflect how people feel about their
roles. For example:

I say that I orchestrate chaos to make it as harmonious as possible. (Female, HEW 9, 2016)

My role requires me to manage the business of the Faculty and provide air traffic control. I spend
most of my time problem-solving, managing what I have responsibility for and influencing in
other areas for the benefit of the Faculty and institution. (Female, HEW 10þ, NSW, 2016)

These roles require a breadth of understanding of management functions. Most of
these people have to understand HR principles; how information technology works;
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how to manage facilities; how to support teaching including technical subjects;
principles of student and course administration; marketing; budgets and forecasting;
strategic planning; governance; management of offshore activities; and the needs of
different cohorts of students, including research students, and they have to be
consummate negotiators, facilitators, and mediators and act as consultants to a varied
group of senior staff. They have to understand university policy intimately and often
have to be willing and able to find creative ways of managing within these policies to
achieve required outcomes or in some cases to find ways around restrictions. Perhaps
most importantly, they provide an interface between academic staff and the univer-
sity central administration and interpret the needs of each to the other.

What Faculty Managers Feel About Their Roles

Well over two thirds of respondents felt they had significant autonomy, played a key
leadership role in their academic unit, and were involved in both strategic and
operational decision making. A slightly lesser percentage felt they were able to
influence the strategic directions of their faculty and less again felt their input was
valued as much as academic staff or was, at least, recognized. Only 50% felt their
ideas were implemented and that they got credit for them.

While two thirds of the group said they were satisfied with their roles, three
quarters were still looking to change their jobs. Almost half found the work
challenging, and more than half could not identify a career path from their current
roles, while only 13% felt trapped with little opportunity for advancement. Most
respondents thought their role was classified correctly, although less than half
thought their remuneration was appropriate. While these results seem somewhat
contradictory, it is not unusual in universities for administrative roles to have unclear
career paths or for staff to be keen to move to the next step (and therefore a different
role). Unlike academic roles, there is little chance for advancement or promotion
within the same role for administrators, especially from a position that has a
generalist rather than specialist scope.

Only half of the respondents thought that accountability demands had increased their
workload since the last survey, probably reflecting that these demandswere already fairly
high in 2012. Two thirds of respondents indicated there had been significant restructuring
in their university over the last 3 years and just over half had seen significant restructuring
in their faculty. Only one tenth of respondents thought morale in their faculty was good.
Worse, over 40% thought it was very poor, and the majority were noncommittal about
how well people got on with each other in their workplace. These outcomes may be
understandable within the context of recent significant change; however they present a
clear challenge for the management of faculties across the sector.

Only 10% of respondents found their jobs to be a source of personal stress, and
even less thought that their work dominated their lives or that their work commit-
ments got in the way of their personal activities. This is in stark contrast to similar
surveys of academic staff who usually respond very negatively on similar questions
(Coaldrake and Stedman 1999; Currie and Vidovich 1997; McInnis 1998).
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Respondents to this survey were generally satisfied with their jobs and their institu-
tions, although only 40% said they would choose to work at their current institution
again. This may also be a reflection upon the experience of recent significant change.

Challenges and Changes to the Role Over Time

Respondents were asked to identify major changes to their roles over the last 3 years.
A number of them indicated the increased need to take a lead in change management
in their faculty as well as taking on activities such as research administration,
facilities management, alumni, new campuses, international activities, risk manage-
ment, development of academic workload processes, marketing, and transnational
education. A large number of participants mentioned that frequent and significant
restructuring have impacted their roles within the faculty.

A further question asked respondents to identify the sources of the greatest stress
in their work, with the most common responses being:

• Bureaucratic administration
• Managing staff including workloads, capabilities, attraction and retention, and

performance management
• Change management
• Working with static or decreasing budgets
• Juggling multiple projects
• Amount of work and demands on time

Many of these stresses would not be specific to Faculty Managers, but would be
common to many staff in universities and, indeed, other organizations (Dahl 2011;
Devenport et al. 2008; Pignata and Winefield 2015; Smollon 2015).

The biggest challenge for the future for these roles was identified as organiza-
tional change (particularly the revolving door of centralization and decentralization).
This was by far the most frequent issue raised by respondents and is clearly top of
mind for many of them. These results from 2016 were in contrast to the findings in
2004 and 2012, where the most common response for the biggest challenge revolved
around interactions with people, whether they be staff, colleagues, or supervisors.
Over 80% identified that there had been university-wide restructuring over the last
3 years that had affected their faculty. Over 40% of these said the main focus had
been efficiency and cost savings, while 27% said the main focus was centralization
of control. Some of the Faculty Managers are concerned about their own jobs in the
face of restructuring, and a number of universities have already dismantled this role
as a general management role as they have centralized most services. This is likely to
be the trend over the next period, which suggests the Faculty Manager role might be
in some jeopardy, reducing further the career paths for generalist administrators.

Very little restructuring seems to focus on service improvement to either students
or staff or academic realignment. When asked about the effect of restructuring on
their role, one respondent commented that they had seen “Implementation of new
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systems by central units without clear understanding of delegations and workflows at
business unit level” (Female, HEW 9, NSW, 2016). Others responded “centralisation
to people who don’t understand our business” (Female, HEW 10þ, ACT, 2016) and
“less direct control over shared services”(Male, HEW 10þ, TAS, 2016) and “reduc-
tion in scope of responsibility, loss of staff, reduction in staff morale and pro-
ductivity”(Female, HEW 10þ, QLD, 2016). Another respondent described
themselves as the “meat in the sandwich” (Male, HEW 10þ, VIC, 2016).

Most Australian universities have undertaken this type of change management
over the last 8 years, and most have done it poorly as described by the respondents to
this survey. Yet universities have academic staff who are the experts in this field and
could help guide them through the difficult task of restructuring to achieve happier
and more productive outcomes, but they are rarely if ever sourced to help with this
task (Watson 2000). The last word on this is to two respondents who described a
typical example of poorly done change management: “Restructuring has affected
many academic and administrative units. Morale is low university-wide. Institutional
knowledge has been lost. [I’ve] had to take on more work to cover gaps” (Male,
HEW 8 equivalent, NZ, 2016). . .[which] “increased management stress and dimin-
ished accountability”(Female, HEW 10þ, VIC, 2016).

Trying to increase resources and student numbers were the next most common
challenges for faculties in the future, and the two are often deeply connected. In
many cases, it is the Faculty Manager who is responsible for student load manage-
ment and for budget management, so they have a deep understanding about the
connection between these two problems.

Skills Required for the Role

The final structured question put to respondents (included for the first time in 2016)
was what three skills they saw as key to the Faculty Manager role. This points to the
sort of professional development someone might undertake if they wanted to move
into this role. The most common answers in 2016 were:

• Ability to communicate and build relationships
• People management
• Financial and business acumen
• Ability to lead
• Strategic thinking

These skills are primarily those which are broadly described as generic skills
rather than those which relate to specific expertise and reinforce the concept of the
General Manager. While any senior management role should possess such skills
(Cesare and Thornton 1993; Storey and Salaman 2005), specialist managers would
also be likely to have content expertise or specific prior experience that would be
necessary for them to perform their role (e.g., the senior finance managers would
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require expertise in accounting standards; senior facilities managers would need to
know the relevant building codes).

There were also an identified number of skills/qualities that are less obvious,
some of which reflect the type of environment universities are, with groups of highly
professional and well-educated staff. According to participants, these skills are
resilience, problem-solving, organizational skills/time management, negotiation,
and adaptability/flexibility.

It could be argued that resilience and adaptability are linked. Certainly, resilience
is a quality which generally has emerged in the workplace as increasingly important
in times of great stress and change.

Identified only by small groups of respondents were:

• Calmness
• Diplomacy and discretion
• Change management skills
• Emotional intelligence

It is of some concern that given the amount of change management going on in
universities, the 2016 respondents placed such little value on skills to manage these
processes, particularly as the respondents themselves identified change management
as one of their greatest stressors.

For anyone aspiring to the Faculty Manager role, gaining an understanding of
general skills in HR management, financial management, strategic planning, change
management, and the teaching and learning environment would all be helpful.
Spending time on building resilience, negotiation skills, and problem-solving
would also be beneficial, according to the survey respondents.

Conclusion

The three Faculty Manager surveys provide a valuable snapshot of the evolution of a
key leadership role within university administration, as well as an insider’s perspec-
tive into broader changes that have occurred within higher education. The sectoral
change of nomenclature from “nonacademic staff” to “professional staff” is reflected
in this role transforming from serving the table to sitting at the table. “Where once
administrative staff were considered powerless functionaries, they now increasingly
assume high-profile technical and specialist roles that impinge directly on academic
autonomy and control over the core activities of teaching and research” (McInnis
1998, p. 70). The data demonstrates the creation of a role at a time when the sector
adopted a stronger businesslike mode of operation. It has evolved subsequently into
a more senior, more professional position that is recognized for those attributes
which contribute to the successful management of the largest academic units in the
university.

The prerequisite skills and abilities required for success as well as the titles,
portfolio of responsibilities, and salary packages all indicate the need for an agile
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General Manager leading a broad range of administrative functions to support
faculties that have become larger academic and, if one accepts the nomenclature,
business units.

The challenges for the role that incumbents identified are indicative of the times –
quality and compliance in the AUQA era and restructuring challenges now – and
future surveys will undoubtedly reflect the broader issues being managed within the
sector at that time. The generalist nature of the Faculty Manager role is such that the
skillset necessary to be effective in the role will equip those staff to be well placed to
manage these challenges as they arise.
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Abstract
This chapter considers the contexts for leadership and work in higher education at
a time described as volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA). It does
so by connecting the dots between leadership, energy management, and motiva-
tion to call for the creative energies of all who work in higher education to be
called upon to meet these challenges. It is also a time where leader and follower
distinctions are increasingly moot given that all involved in knowledge work have
responsibilities for both leading and following well, no matter the formal respon-
sibilities held.

This chapter discusses “energy management” as is a useful throughline for
contemporary leadership studies and professional practice in higher education.
Today professional staff repertoires include soft skills and behaviors which rely
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heavily on knowing the self well. Here the idea of the T-shaped professional is a
term that elevates the many tangible and intangible strands necessary for higher
education management work in knowledge-intensive institutions.

The chapter also explores these ideas through a case study of motivational and
other energy-related drivers elicited from the lived experiences of work and leader-
ship shared by 226 professional staff members working in Australian universities.

Keywords
Leadership · Energy management · Motivation · T-shaped professional ·
Knowledge Era · Professional staff · Higher education

Introduction

This chapter considers the contexts for leadership and work in higher education at a
time described as volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA). This is a
time where the creative energies of all who work in knowledge-intensive enterprises
like universities will be called upon to meet these challenges. It is also a time where
separation of leader and follower distinctions is increasingly moot given that all
involved in knowledge work have responsibilities for both leading and following
well, no matter the formal role held.

Professional staff leadership development imperatives for these times are usefully
captured by the idea that “leaders are in the business of energy management” (Kets
de Vries and Manfred 2003, p. 111). This focuses attention upon ways to work with
the complex, turbulent, and fast-moving contexts that underpin and challenge work
today and considers leadership as professional practice rather than traits residing on
the “heroic” leader, as Raelin (2016b) makes clear:

The foundation of the leadership-as-practice approach is its underlying belief that leadership
occurs as a practice rather than from the traits or behaviours of individuals. A practice is a
coordinative effort among participants who choose through their own rules to achieve a
distinctive outcome. Accordingly, leadership-as-practice is less about what one person
thinks or does and more about what people may accomplish together [and]. . .how leadership
emerges through day-to-day experience. (p. 3)

The idea that energy management is now a key leadership responsibility may be
novel still, yet it provides a useful lens for reflection by professional staff, as well as
the higher education sector more generally, to consider preparedness for significant
changes ahead. However, there are concerns about high levels of staff disengage-
ment in higher education (Bolden et al. 2015). In Australia, for example, it is
estimated that engagement levels across the sector are as low as 24% (O’Boyle
and Harter 2013). Given these concerns, ignoring motivations and energy manage-
ment – of ourselves, our staff, and our institutions – works against business objec-
tives too, as Raelin (2016a, p. 124) notes:
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What’s wrong with our leaders? With no measurable change in the vital statistics compiled
by the Gallup organisation for over a decade that some 70% of our employees are either not
engaged or actively disengaged at work, why haven’t they done more?

Taking up challenges to reroute leadership and leadership development (Bolden
et al. 2016; Ladkin 2010), this chapter positions leadership studies and practice for
professional staff within a turn toward post-heroic leadership studies and away from
“the ‘leader’ as control agent, to ‘leading’ which opens up spaces to consider more
creative, shared and collaborative approaches in the field” (Davis and Jones 2014,
p. 367). These shifts are already taking place and can be further encouraged through
shared language for more expansive understandings of leading as action and prac-
tice. Thinking about leadership for professional staff in this way signifies the
inherent link between leadership and responsibility that knowledge workers are
already innately aware of, whether in formal leadership positions or not. Raelin
(2016a) encapsulates this shift:

Employees aren’t necessarily looking to be taken care of. Most of them, given the chance
and the time to get their confidence back, wish to participate in the enterprise through their
own collective practices. When engaged this way, the practice of leadership becomes less
about what’s residing in the hearts and minds of named leaders and more about how to
facilitate the dedicated activities of those doing the work. (p. 124)

Key to what motivates professional staff for knowledge work in these contexts is
crucial – as this is also the space occupied by professional staff in higher education.
The higher education sector is not impervious to disruptive change and needs to
effectively harness the knowledge, ideas, and creativity to support the necessary and
ongoing service innovation and improvement agenda. This line of enquiry naturally
leads to consideration of what may be contained within minds of knowledge
workers, where intangible factors like soft skills are increasingly acknowledged as
important for knowledge work. Indeed, the time has well passed, if it ever existed,
where professional staff employed as managers, leaders, and specialists in the sector
can get by on technical ability alone. In other words, while hard-won technical
abilities in chosen professions or niche knowledge areas in higher education are
necessary, they are not likely sufficient.

Today professional staff repertoires are enhanced by these softer skills and
behaviors which rely heavily on knowing the self well. Here the idea of the T-shaped
professional connects and defines the many strands necessary to undertake and lead
knowledge work. It adds to the professional vocabulary, so it is possible to mean-
ingfully reflect upon and discuss this kind of work. Soft skills are part of broad
boundary crossing skills located within the horizontal part of the letter “T,” while
technical requirements of roles are captured in the vertical (Hansen and von Oetinger
2001). Further, Demirkan and Spohrer (2015) point to the organizational imperative
to engage with hearts as well as minds in order to recruit and retain people with these
specialized skills and attributes:
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T-shaped people are in great demand. Winning – and keeping – them requires a concerted
effort to build the kind of values, beliefs, skills and behaviours to support them. Companies
need to think about how they can tune up their talent engines to find and foster the right
talents to sustain innovation. (p. 14)

In turn, this standpoint encourages conversations about how to best harness the
creative energies of all to “not merely produce the reliable result [but rather] reliably
produce the desired result” (Martin 2009, p. 156). The next section of this chapter
drills a little deeper into elements of the often invisible soft skills, namely, energy
management and motivations for knowledge work.

Energy Management

The connections between the ideas of energy management and motivation as
leadership responsibilities are not new, as Kets de Vries and Manfred (2003) argue
that “leaders are in the business of energy management” (p. 111) and Loehr and
Schwartz (2003) posit that “leaders are the stewards of organizational energy . . .
[where] the skilful management of energy, individually and organizationally, makes
full engagement possible” (p. 5).

Indeed, the connection between energy management and leadership can be traced
to the work of Mary Parker Follett almost 100 years ago. Follett’s views on the
significance of purpose, energies, and leadership were recorded on at least three
occasions: leaders “release energy, unite energies, and all with the object not only of
carrying out a purpose, but of creating further and larger purposes” (Follett 1927,
p. 268); “there is energy, passion, unawakened life in us – those who call it forth are
our leaders” (Follett 1928, p. 293); and that a great leader “develop power wherever he
can among those who work with him, then . . . gathers all this power and uses it as the
energising force of a progressing enterprise” (Follett 1933, p. 173). Follett was also
instrumental in the human relations movement of the 1930s (e.g., see Barnard 1938,
1948; Mayo 1919). The revival of energy management as a leadership consideration
has gained momentum since the turn of the twenty-first century after remaining
unprivileged, as soft skillsmore generallywere, for the last part of the twentieth century.
Humane ideals were out of favor during this period because they were out of kilter with
dominant rationalist mindsets of the second half of the twentieth century, which in turn
underpinned economic, political, science, and management discourse and practice in
theWest during this period. Asmindsets more amenable to understanding and working
with contexts for the Knowledge Era emerge, so does the reawakening of the ideas
grounded in the work from the human relations movement.

Schwartz (2007) also argued that human energies come from “four main well-
springs in human beings: the body, emotions, mind, and spirit” (p. 64). This
conception provides a useful lens for otherwise invisible soft skills and motivations
now considered part of contemporary leadership development and practice in higher
education. It brings together ideas such as knowledge workers bringing their “whole
selves” to work (HBR 2008), leadership and followership as embodied experiences
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(Ladkin 2012; Sinclair 2007), and that energies are entwined with the central and
unifying role that “purpose” plays within knowledge-intensive institutions (Bennis
1988; Chaleff 2009; Follett 1933; Greenleaf 1977). It follows therefore that leader-
ship as practice (Carroll et al. 2008; Crevani et al. 2010; Kennedy et al. 2013; Raelin
2016a, b) is a complex, shared, and relational endeavor (e.g., see Bolden et al. 2015;
Davis 2015; Fletcher and Kaeufer 2003; Gronn 2011; Uhl-Bien 2006). Energy
management is also of continuing interest to social psychologists, where there is
ongoing work in the field to inform contemporary leadership studies. For example,
Ryan and Deci (2008) find that:

The depletion of human energy and vitality has long been a focus of interest in psychology,
and recent works in social psychology has reinforced the idea that social and motivational
variables can affect the depletion process. Less well understood is how people catalyze or
gain energy. (p. 713)

Motivating Factors for Knowledge Work

Given that motivations are directly connected to the wellsprings of energy that
Schwartz (2007) described and that motivations for work have been connected to
management theory from at least the time of McGregor’s (1960) Theory X and Y, it
is timely to explore needs and motivational drivers for professional staff work in
higher education today.

Expanding Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs

This chapter is informed by a framework from a study that investigated leadership
and knowledge work in higher education (Davis 2012). The framework shown in
Fig. 1 brings Maslow’s original hierarchy of needs (Maslow 1943, 1970) into
conversation with later works of Martin and Joomis (2007) and Koltko-Rivera
(2006) to produce an expanded hierarchy of needs and motivations for the twenty-
first century. Here Maslow’s original pyramid has been expanded by the addition of
three extra levels and the delineation between deficiency and growth needs. Martin
and Joomis (2007) added two levels congruent with knowledge work as mentioned
by Raelin (2016b) which make sense of their contexts and environments and
“choose through their own rules to achieve a distinctive outcome” (p. 3) that of
cognitive and aesthetic needs, as well as the line to identify where motivations shift
from deficiency needs to energizing growth needs. The four levels noted as defi-
ciency needs in Fig. 1 are named because their lack produces the necessary motiva-
tion to meet them, often by depleting our energies in the process. The four levels
noted as growth needs, on the other hand, tend to energize people when they are
pursued. Koltko-Rivera’s (2006) contribution reacquaints readers to Maslow’s orig-
inal, albeit often omitted, level of self-transcendence as the highest order at the top of
the pyramid.
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While acknowledging some disagreement between scholars who see Maslow’s
theory as relying on needs being met in strict order from the lowest to the highest
levels, Maslow himself is recorded as being less dogmatic about the order:

The weight of evidence now available seems to me to indicate that the only sound and
fundamental basis on which any classification of motivational life may be constructed is that
of the fundamental goals or needs, rather than on any listing of drives in the ordinary sense of
instigation. (Maslow 1970, p. 26)

The elements themselves remain generally accepted in many disciplines and are
widely known in management practice (e.g., see Beck and Cowan 1996; Hall and
Thompson 1980; Harris 2005; Wilber 2008). Further, given that “work motivation is
one of the major topics in organizational behavior, not many work motivation
surveys exist” (Gagné et al. 2010, p. 628); this is a useful concept to explore
professional staff motivations in the case study to follow.

Illustrative Case: Professional Staff Energies and Motivations

This case draws upon the contexts for professional staff work as outlined so far in
the chapter and brings these into conversation with findings about motivating

Fig. 1 Expanded hierarchy of needs
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factors for professional staff work. These findings were part of a wider qualitative
study that explored challenges of higher education leadership and management for
professional staff in universities (Davis 2012). This interpretive inquiry built five
themes which emerged from a critical review of the contextual literatures relevant
for leadership for knowledge-intensive work in the early twenty-first century and
named these as worldly, sustaining, leadingful, relational, and learningful leader-
ship literacies for the Knowledge Era. These were positioned as a “speculative
typology” (Thrift 2008, p. 2) and empirically tested for their signs of theorization
and experience in the field. The inquiry used a “between-methods” version of a
multi-method triangulation strategy (Denzin 1977, p. 302) in that the two methods
used were both analyzed qualitatively. The first method was a thematic analysis
seeking signs of theorization of the five leaderships within extant data relating to
Australian higher education published in the period 2008–2011. The second
method, and where the case study for this chapter is drawn, was a qualitative
survey of 226 professional staff working in Australian universities which served
to explore whether signs of these five leadership literacies could be seen as being
experienced in practice.

The case given in this chapter is drawn from data only regarding the “sustaining”
leadership literacy gathered as part of the second method, from professional staff
working in universities in Australia. A brief sketch of respondents as shown in Table 1
provides detail about this cohort.

These details show that respondents were largely heterogeneous in that some held
formal leadership positions and some had informal leadership roles and most managed
staff. All would likely fit knowledge worker descriptors. Some held executive leader-
ship roles, and many were situated in the spaces where engagement with students and
other stakeholders occurred and where policy, leadership, management, and
resourcing decisions were sharply felt. Such heterogeneity secured a data set from a
diverse range of staff, which allowed the findings to build a broad picture of experi-
ences of leadership and work of professional staff in Australian universities.

Motivations for Work by Professional Staff in Australia

Of specific interest for this chapter are the findings from the key motivating drivers
bringing respondents to work part of the study. Respondents chose one answer that
best captured their motivation for work from options that included regular and
secure employment, pay and conditions, social relationships, and professional
communities of practice; self-esteem/status; meaning-making and learning oppor-
tunities; to make a difference in the world; for self-fulfillment/personal growth; or to
help others reach their potential.

These responses were then mapped against the particular motivational driver as
shown in Fig. 1 of motivational needs that could reasonably be addressed within the
workplace (the first deficiency need, biological and physiological shown in Fig. 1,
was not included in the analysis as it was assumed that such “survival” needs were a
reasonable precondition for work). Figure 2 shows the results with the theorized
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need in brackets next to the results and the line drawn at the point where the needs
turn from deficiency to growth needs.

The findings show that more than half of the responses fell into the “deficiency
needs” and that the majority of those were at the lowest order “safety needs” (i.e.,
regular and secure employment and pay and conditions). When analyzed further, the
choice for safety needs did not vary much when viewed by role level, gender, age
range, or university grouping. Martha, for example, cited regular and secure
employment as her key motivation for coming to work and succinctly articulated
the pressures and likely consequences:

We seem to be working longer and longer hours – I regularly work a 50þ week and also
work on the weekend. Most of my colleagues are in similar positions, this situation will
increasingly take a toll on our health, work productivity and organizational sustainability.
However, what can we do about it? (Martha, Baby Boomer, Go8 Manager)

As the responses tagged as deficiency needs account for 53% of all responses for this
question, it does raise concerns about the capacity and appetite for necessary depth
of learning needed to fuel a service innovation agenda needed to work with complex,
turbulent, and fast-moving contexts of higher education management work today.

Table 1 Profile of professional staff participants of the study

Invitations to participate were sent to professional staff and members of the Association of
Tertiary Education Management (ATEM). Of the 800 invitations extended, 226 respondents
completed the survey

Gender breakdown shows that 75% of respondents were female which corresponded with
ATEM’s membership gender profile and is also indicative of the broader distribution of
professional staff in the sector, where 65% of the 52,850 staff were female (DEEWR 2010, Table
1.7). Despite only contributing at the rate of 25% of overall respondents, males nevertheless
accounted for 61% of the executive level participants, which is indicative of gender
representations at senior leadership levels in Australian universities (Blackmore 2009, p. 73)

The respondents were well credentialed, with 90% completing an undergraduate degree level, and
of these 4% held doctorates and 35% Masters degrees

When considered by role and level, executive staff accounted for 10% of respondents and general
managers 20% of the total. Managers were the largest representative grouping, contributing 47%,
followed by administrators at 22%, and “other” at 1%

Ages were classified according to generational periods by birth year range, the largest grouping
identifying as baby boomers (1944–1965); Gen X (1966–1980) were 34% of respondents. A very
small numbers of Gen Y (1981–2000) at 2% took part, and one respondent identified as part of the
“Builder” generation (1922–1943)

Respondents were employed in all of the university type groupings as defined by the Australian
Education Network classification which includes Australian Technology Network (ATN) at 17%
of respondents; Group of Eight (Go8) at 27%; Innovative Research Universities (IRU) at 14%;
New Generation Universities (NGU) at 17%; and 25% of respondents worked in universities
unaligned (UU) with these groupings at the time of the study

In order to ensure anonymity of participants, ranges rather than specific data given for age, role
levels, and university names were collected. Further, where direct quotes are provided,
pseudonyms are used to reflect the gender and role level of the respondent (e.g., Ann is an
administrator, Greg is a general manager)
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These are serious concerns for the sector because motivations associated with
growth needs are the ones that positively motivate and energize staff in ways to
drive creativity and innovation.

As well as the motivating factors specifically addressed at Fig. 2, two questions
related to lived experiences of work and leadership are indicators for sustainable
levels of energy management, and therefore useful to this discussion. Both directly
relate to Schwartz’s (2007) indicators of body and emotions as wellsprings of energy
management and may serve to illustrate why the majority of needs shown in Fig. 2
were shown in the deficiency needs:

• First, while the majority of respondents were also long-serving higher education
sector staff (37% of respondents reporting their length of service in the sector as
between 11 and 20 years, 26% having 6–10 years of service, and 16% having
more than 20 years in the sector), they also reported their time in current roles to
be relatively short. Twenty percent of respondents reported being in their current
role for less than 12 months, 34% between 1 and 2 years, and 25% for between 3
and 5 years. This means that half of the respondents had been in their present role
for 2 years or less and 75% of staff in their role for 5 years or less.

• Second, when asked how many hours did you work last week?Ninety-one percent
of respondents indicated that they worked more than the hours they were paid. Of
these, 35% of respondents indicated that they had worked moderately more, 18%

Fig. 2 Motivational drivers that brought respondents to work
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many more, and 7% significantly more (in the survey, these distinctions were
given as slightly more (1–10%), moderately more (11–20%), many more
(21–35%), and significantly more (þ35%)). These results did not change signif-
icantly when further analyzed by administrative, manager, general manager, or
executive level roles or when sliced by gender, age group, or university grouping.

There was a strong sense from respondents that working more than hours paid was
culturally accepted and normalized within their institution. For example, general
managers Gary (Gen X, Go8) reported “too much to do but that is what happens at
the top,” Glenda (baby boomer Jones, NGU) described this as “a cultural expectation
that you work long hours to get the job done,” andGlenn (baby boomer, IRU General
Manager) felt that “too many competing demands; impossible deadlines and requests
to satisfy bureaucratic accountability” resulted in many more hours work every week
than he was paid for. Michael, a manager, who reported working significantly more
than the hours he was paid for, epitomizes the complexities underlying these issues:

It is not unreasonable to expect that staff in senior positions to work more than the standard
working day – indeed it is necessary for the health of divisions and the overall institution. The
workload at senior level, however, has extended beyond that which might be reasonably
expected, and there is a tendency for this to also ‘trickle down’ to less senior levels. Staff are
paid relatively well (particularly at the lower end of the HEW scale at entry level) however there
are increasing stresses that may limit our ability to retain key staff. (Michael, Gen X, Go8
Manager)

Although only 9% of respondents did work their normal allocation of hours, others
reported that they were content to work more than the normal hour allocation in
exchange for more flexible work arrangements. Annette (baby boomer, Go8 adminis-
trator) who worked moderately more hours than she was paid for reflected that she
“worked flexi-time which enables me to work longer hours to keep up with myworkload
and take time off when needed.”Miriam (baby boomer, UU manager) reported that she
worked slightly more hours than she was paid yet “workload is not an issue for me
currently as I have a high degree of autonomy and with this comes flexibility so if I put in
a few extra hours I am happy to do this in exchange for this work option.”

These work patterns are a concern for long-term sustainability of individuals and
indeed the sector given that knowledge workers are not fungible labor. Indeed, the
“dots” discussed in this chapter are elements that reside inside the head – soft skills,
relationships, networks, etc. – and important, if invisible, components of knowledge
work. Further, professional staff are not as easy to replace as workers seen as a “pair
of hands” may have been on the factory floor in the industrial era. So if energies and
motivations continue to show at largely deficiency level motivations, we are likely to
lose experienced and connected knowledge workers due to burnout and to other
sectors that are more attuned to supporting this kind of work.

This case brings these often invisible issues into focus. The challenge remains for
the Australian higher education sector, institutions, and leaders to do more to align
with “skilful management of energy individually and organizationally” as argued for
by Loehr and Schwartz (2003, p. 5).
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Connecting the Dots Between Motivation, Energy Management,
and Contemporary Leadership Studies

Encouraging conversations about mindsets rather than just skillsets will connect the
dots between otherwise hard to identify (and measure) elements such as motivation
and energy management and the socially complex fields of leadership and manage-
ment. More expansive and holistic mindsets amenable to working with complexity
and uncertainty are needed, but these are incommensurate with the mindsets that
served so well in the industrial era. Knowledge Era mindsets are attuned to frames of
mind that can realistically and humanely address complexities of work undertaken
by professional staff in higher education.

Further to the case shown in this chapter, a focus on motivations for knowledge work
in higher education has been addressed more recently: as part of the annual Times
Higher Education’s Workplace Survey (Grove 2016) and through the Leadership
Foundation for Higher Education’s Motivating and Developing Leaders’ report (Peters
and Ryan 2015). Both reports found that intrinsic factors (which can be mapped to
growth needs in Fig. 1) were important for motivating higher education staff:

. . .a number of key factors that are important for motivating staff in their day-to-day jobs;
many of the same factors play an important role in motivating individuals to take on
leadership responsibilities. A central theme to emerge is the importance of intrinsic motiva-
tion, and in particular having opportunities to learn and grow (in many cases through
challenging and interesting work). (Peters and Ryan 2015, p. 18)

From a theoretical perspective, self-determination theory (SDT) (Gagné and Deci
2005; Gagné et al. 2010) is emerging as a useful metatheory for the study of human
motivation and learning, which in turn illuminates the critical role that soft skills play
in knowledge work. SDT focuses on three basic psychological needs: autonomy,
competence, and relatedness. Indeed, Gagne and Deci (2005) argue that work
climates that attend to these three areas are likely to enhance intrinsic motivation
for employees that may yield these six important work outcomes:

1. Persistence and maintained behavior change
2. Effective performance (particularly for creativity, cognitive flexibility, and con-

ceptual understanding)
3. Job satisfaction
4. Positive work-related attitudes
5. Organizational citizenship behaviors
6. Psychological adjustment and well-being (337)

Therefore, attention toward staff motivations and work-related psychological
needs provide opportunities to learn and grow and resonate with Raelin’s (2016a)
earlier stated premise that “given the chance and the time to get their confidence
back, [employees] wish to participate in the enterprise through their own collective
practices” (p. 124).
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In consideration of leadership and management development for professional
staff in higher education, attention to “thriving” as well as the “T-shaped profes-
sional practice” draws just all of the elements discussed in this chapter together;
both address key markers of vitality and learning, in particular, as areas to pay
attention to. Both concepts align well with and surface the mostly invisible
elements of self-determination theory (SDT), in order to develop the necessary
mindsets and skillsets needed to work with uncertain and turbulent conditions that
underpin higher education management work today. Thriving at work, as argued
by Spreitzer et al. (2012), is where vitality and learning are gauges and the key
markers:

like a thermometer, this thriving gauge can help individuals understand if they are over-
heating (with a propensity for burning out) or too cold (indicating stagnation and depletion).
By paying attention to one’s sense of vitality and learning, individuals have a mechanism to
assess the sustainability of their work. (p. 155)

Learning and connecting to one’s vitality play their part in earlier mentioned T-
shaped professional skills that pay attention to both deep disciplinary, professional,
and technical knowledge (the vertical part of the T) and our boundary crossing
capacities variously described as soft skills, enterprise skills, and boundary crossing
expertise (the horizontal part of the T).

Conclusion

The challenge remains in preparing ourselves, our staff, and our institutions for
the likely disruptions and significant changes the sector is facing. Connecting
dots between leadership, energy management, and motivation are worthy of
attention now. This chapter outlined the benefits when considering the elements
that were the “dots” and the contexts that make it necessary to connect them in
this way.

Looking forward then, attention to the art, practice, and research for leadership by
and for professional staff in higher education requires a shift in development focus
“from the ‘self’ to taking responsibility for the ‘self-in-relation’ to others” (Bolden
et al. 2015, p. 31), and one achievable way to do this is encourage a critical reflective
profession practice (Davis and Moon 2013).

Looking back as we eye the future, it is also possible to see that Mary Parker
Follett considered these ideas nearly a century ago. Join me to marvel at her grasp of
ways to engage with the kinds of challenges we are now facing. It appears that she
was a person ahead of her time – is she ahead of ours?

Whoever connects me with the hidden springs of all life, whoever increases the sense of life
in me is my leader. (Follett 1928, p. 294)
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Abstract
This chapter considers how professional recognition opportunities that do not
differentiate between academics and professional staff have the capacity to
engage and support the “blended professionals” who contribute to teaching and
learning in higher education. Using participant observation and survey data from
an Australian case study, this chapter reports the outcomes for professional staff
who applied alongside academics for professional recognition of their university
teaching and learner support experience through a fellowship scheme endorsed
by the Higher Education Academy (HEA). This kind of inclusive approach to
professional recognition is shown to be an important developmental pathway for

E. A. Beckmann (*)
The Australian National University, Canberra, ACT, Australia
e-mail: elizabeth.beckmann@anu.edu.au

# Springer Nature Singapore Pte Ltd. 2018
C. Bossu, N. Brown (eds.), Professional and Support Staff in Higher Education,
University Development and Administration,
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-6858-4_16

277

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-981-10-6858-4_16&domain=pdf
mailto:elizabeth.beckmann@anu.edu.au


professional staff, able to strengthen links between academic and professional
staff in their shared activities around enhancing teaching quality and student
learning outcomes in university education.

Keywords
Professional recognition · Professional staff · University teaching · Higher
Education Academy · Fellowships · Teaching quality

Introduction: The Blended Professional in the Context of
University Teaching

Strong political and social pressures are creating university workforces that are more
accountable across diverse dimensions, with an emphasis on research outputs,
teaching quality, and overall impact (Buckley et al. 2015; James et al. 2015). Student
feedback on their satisfaction with teaching is being intensively used by universities
as an accountability proxy for quality teaching, even at the level of the individual
teacher, despite concerns about its validity for such a role (Darwin 2015). Despite the
traditional view of the Ph.D. as a licence to teach, and an emphasis on research
competence rather than teaching effectiveness in academic recruitment at some
institutions, students are making clear their preference for staff qualified to teach
rather than research (Buckley et al. 2015). Nationally and internationally mobile
academics are thus increasingly needing to demonstrate their experience in teaching
as well as research, through relevant teaching qualifications, transnational experi-
ence, and professional recognition (Bauder 2015; Korhonen and Weil 2015; Probert
2014; Smith 2009).

However, it is not only academics who support learners and learning in higher
education institutions. This role is also played by those officially labeled as general,
nonacademic, or professional (services) staff, such as librarians, academic skills
advisers, learning advisers, educational designers, educational technologists, and
staff working in student access, equity, and inclusion. In addition, the tensions
between teaching and research competence, and government measures of research
output per academic, have led to many teaching-focused or learner support staff in
the United Kingdom (UK) and Australia being reclassified as professional (services/
general) staff in recent years (Fung and Gordon 2016; James et al. 2015; Probert
2014). These “blended,” “hybrid,” or “unbounded” staff (Berman and Pitman 2010;
Szekeres 2011; Graham 2013) span a “third space” (Whitchurch 2006, 2009, 2013)
that includes both professional and academic spheres of activity. Third space
professional staff may support academic departments and individual academics by
providing resources and services related to teaching and learning, such as in fields
related to technology, or by delivering specialist individual or small-group teaching
to students directly, for example, in academic or careers-focused skills. Often these
professional staff work in cutting-edge areas of educational development, for exam-
ple, related to independent learning, academic integrity, enacting change around the
adoption of technologies, or student guidance around physical and mental health as

278 E. A. Beckmann



factors impacting on study and student attrition (Browne and Beetham 2010; Inten-
tional Futures 2016; James et al. 2015, p. 18). These activities have become more
important with the increasing diversification in both institutional missions and the
student cohorts they serve that has ensued from imperatives for increasing partici-
pation and internationalization (Shah et al. 2016; Universities Australia 2013).

For these reasons, blended professionals are playing increasingly important roles in
learners’ outcomes in higher education, for example by having significant impact in the
design and implementation of effective learning spaces and learning environments
(Graham 2012; Intentional Futures 2016). Moreover, student interactions with profes-
sional staff appear to influence student engagement and retention outcomes just as much
as interactions with academic staff (Parkes et al. 2014; Thomas 2012). Examining why
UK students nominated academic or professional staff for teaching and learning awards,
Thompson and Zaitseva (2012, p. 3) found that professional staff encouraged “a sense of
belonging”; were “often considered by students like friends or family, providing . . .
emotional support, life related advice and practical help”; and acted as important
“intermediaries between students and academics.” The extent of this impact of profes-
sional staff on the educational roles of universities may not be widely understood. Even
when professional staff are included within a university’s formal and informal commu-
nities of practice around teaching and learning (e.g., through membership or observer
status on committees and working groups, and participation in development programs),
they – and others –may be unaware of the depth of their contributions to organizational
culture and outcomes (Regan et al. 2014).

Tensions around professional standards and qualifications for professional staff
contribute to difficulties in measuring their productivity related to teaching and
learning in higher education. Graham (2013, p. 14) argues that universities should
“recognise the contributions of professional staff to the core business of learning
and teaching, and ... explicitly value these contributions.” The latter, however, are
rarely tied to anything tangible. Despite the ubiquitous name change in Australia from
“general staff” to “professional staff,” those involved in learning support are still often
seen as having generic administrative skills rather than professional skills highly
developed to a specific purpose. Recognizing and labeling these more specialized
skills seems fundamental to good practice. In her in-depth study of Australian
professional staff, Szekeres (2011, p. 689) noted that an environment of truly effective
respect and cooperation between academics and professional staff may require a “shift
into a new space where professional staff become increasingly more credentialed”.

However, while credentials in finance or people management, for example, may
be relatively easy for professional staff to access, institutional barriers often severely
restrict opportunities for professional staff to gain credentials relevant to university
teaching and learning. Certainly, many universities in Australasia and the UK
provide formal professional teaching development programs for their academics,
such as degree-based Graduate Certificates of Higher Education or the equivalent,
supplemented by one-off workshops and nonaward Foundations of University
Teaching programs or similar (Gibbs et al. 2000; Norton et al. 2013). Academic
staff are generally supported in gaining these qualifications through research/study
leave or fee relief/bursaries, especially if required as part of recruitment or probation
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requirements. Nevertheless, in 2010 just 12 per cent of Australian academic staff had
a general education qualification, and only 15 per cent held a degree in university
teaching (Bexley et al. 2011). Almost three quarters of academic staff thus had no
qualifications related to teaching, despite this often being a significant component of
workload. With pressures for research outcomes vying with the time needed to gain
degree-based teaching qualifications, and some researchers raising doubts as to the
actual impact of such programs on teaching quality (Gibbs and Coffey 2004),
universities have increasingly been replacing degree-based qualifications with con-
tinuing professional development programs that accentuate experience, skills, and/or
communities of practice (Gibbs 2013; Beckmann 2016a).

Professional staff, however, often fall through the cracks, in that they are neither
required nor encouraged by their institution to acquire this kind of development and
recognition, even when it is directly related to their work with students or other ways of
supporting learning, such as educational design or technology support. Unlike aca-
demics, professional staff are often able to enrol in award programs, such as Graduate
Certificates, only by incurring significant financial and leave costs and may even find it
difficult to access the free workshop-based professional development programs on offer
to academics. Whitchurch (2009, p. 412) argues that this kind of institutional barrier to
academically organized activities appears to be particularly inflexible in Australia: it has
been reported that fewer than one in four Australian universities include professional
staff in their teaching development activities (Ling and Council of Australian Directors
of Academic Development 2009). As a result, Australian blended professionals often
have to develop personal career paths that are relatively uncharted in terms of profes-
sional development, qualification, and recognition (Whitchurch 2009; James et al. 2015,
p. 18). Moreover, in a higher education environment where short-term academic
contracts are increasingly dominant (Harvey 2013, p. 1), many professional staff in
blended roles are truly blended themselves, as academics who have transitioned from
traditional teaching roles into professional staff positions that support learning more
indirectly. Drivers for such shifts include not only the lack of academic positions,
but also potentially more life-friendly working circumstances (clearer working hours
or more part-time options as professional staff), and staff classification decisions by
institutions. For example, in Australia and the UK, many of those involved in
delivering professional development award programs in higher education teaching,
such as Graduate Certificates, have themselves been reclassified from academic to
professional staff (I. Solomonides, 2015, Council of Australian Directors of Aca-
demic Development, personal communication; Fung and Gordon 2016).

The outcome is a cohort of highly qualified and skilled professional staff who,
in spanning multiple spheres of influence within a university, may often experience an
“identity stretch” as they find their backgrounds and activities overlapping more and
more with those of academics, yet without the same recognition or
reward (Whitchurch 2009, p. 410). Any deliberate or inadvertent emphasis on accen-
tuating differences, rather than similarities, in professional identities can lead not only
to individuals frustrated at the lack of institutional recognition, but also to structural
failures in effective collaboration toward shared institutional goals to enhance teaching
quality, student engagement, and learning outcomes in university education.
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A key question arising from the above discussion, therefore, is what benefits
might accrue – to individuals and institutions – by more open and explicit acknowl-
edgment of the contributions that professional staff make to the institutional core
business of learning and teaching. This chapter addresses this question by consider-
ing some empirical research in the context of an Australian university that has
created inclusive approaches to professional development and professional recogni-
tion opportunities related to university teaching and learning.

Recognizing Professionals in Higher Education Teaching and
Learning: The UK Professional Standards Framework

The UK-based Higher Education Academy (HEA) sponsors a pathway for profes-
sional recognition specifically related to higher education teaching and learning.
Four categories of professional recognition (HEA fellowships) are identified in
relation to the three Dimensions of Practice and four Descriptors in the 2011 UK
Professional Standards Framework for Teaching and Supporting Learning in
Higher Education. Descriptor 1 leads to the career entry level of Associate Fellow-
ship (AFHEA), while sound experience across the full set of standards, Descriptor 2,
leads to Fellowship (FHEA). Descriptor 3 denotes Senior Fellowship (SFHEA), for
those with a thorough understanding of teaching and learning in higher education
and a record of effective peer engagement and support. Descriptor 4 leads to
Principal Fellowship (PFHEA) for those who have sustained records of impact in
strategic leadership of teaching and learning at institutional level and beyond.
Recognition in one of these categories is accessible either through taught programs,
such as Graduate Certificates, or through the so-called “experiential” route, whereby
individuals describe and reflect on their experiences in relation to teaching and
learning in ways that evidence the relevant Descriptor.

While the experiential route is accessible by direct application to, and assessment
by, the HEA, most higher education institutions instead seek quality-assured accred-
itation by HEA to deliver fellowship recognition themselves, in forms that suit
their staff (see, for example, Thornton 2014; Beckmann 2016a; HEA 2016a). This
accreditation may include diverse ways of assessing evidence of “experience” as
well as taught (and assessed) professional development award or nonaward courses.
Thus most university teaching development programs in the UK that lead to relevant
awards (e.g., postgraduate certificates of higher education teaching and learning)
are now accredited and quality assured by the HEA (Higher Education Academy
2016a, b). The HEA approach falls into the category of “more intense accreditation
process” described by Freeman and Evans (2016, p. 65) as it involves “the interroga-
tion of documented evidence . . . [by] peers and professionals,” annual reporting, and
requirements for continuing professional development. Many UK universities have
set targets for the proportion of staff who should attain recognition as HEA fellows,
some as high as 100% of teaching staff (Thornton 2014).

Although developed and “owned” by the UK higher education sector, the UK
Professional Standards Framework (PSF) describes generic elements universally
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applicable not only to most higher education sectors worldwide but also potentially
to all staff – whether academic or professional – involved in teaching and learning in
those sectors. In the PSF’s four Descriptors, and in its underpinning three Dimen-
sions of Practice (Areas of Activity, Core Knowledge and Professional Values), the
crucial phrase that opens up recognition opportunities to professional staff is “sup-
port learners.” This phrasing was not accidental, nor has it gone unnoticed by
institutions and individuals. Rather it provides scope for recognition through
HEA-accredited schemes of all those associated with the diverse aspects of univer-
sity teaching, including professional staff (Sargeant 2016). The range of activities
and breadth of recognition categories in the PSF provides scope for inclusiveness, in
marked contrast to the exclusiveness more common in professional membership
programs. Together with the diversity of experience valued through the PSF itself,
the outcome is recognition that is not restricted to academic staff who teach but
instead easily extended to professional and technical staff involved in supporting
learners. In an increasingly competitive market, professional staff can use recogni-
tion through HEA fellowships to demonstrate that they have “the knowledge and
skills to operate in our modern educational environment [and] be a part of the drive
towards standards and professionalism” (Bowman 2015).

Whitchurch (2009, p. 417) recommended that, in both the UK and Australia,
institutions need to encourage “blended” professional staff to “extend their profiles
. . . by contributing to an applied professional knowledge base and disseminating their
research and practice.” Veles and Carter (2016) have advocated for a “university
professional shared identity.” Throughout the UK, HEA-accredited schemes are
seen as pathways through which nonacademic staff who support learners can gain
professional recognition on a par with academics (S. Bradley, K, Hustler, HEA, 2015,
personal communication). The following case study from an Australian university
specifically describes the motivations and outcomes for professional staff who applied
successfully for HEA fellowships through an Australian HEA-accredited scheme.

Research Methodology

This chapter is informed by a mixed methods approach (approved by ANU Human
Research Ethics Protocol 2014/146) to collecting qualitative and quantitative data
in 2015 and 2016 from professional staff participating in a specific professional
recognition scheme (the ANU Educational Fellowship Scheme, EFS) for those
involved in teaching and supporting learning. The author’s leadership role in the
recognition scheme allowed access to multiple informal sources of data – including
group discussions, direct observation of participants’ engagement, and emails – as a
participant observer (Kawulich 2005). More formal data was collected in early 2016
via an online survey completed anonymously by 156 EFS fellows (from ANU and
other Australian universities who had utilized the EFS route). An employment status
question allowed responses to open-ended questions (on motivations, aspects of the
application process, self-efficacy beliefs, and postrecognition outcomes) to be ana-
lyzed separately for the 17 professional staff respondents (from ANU and one other
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university). In addition, a targeted email survey later in 2016 collected feedback
from 10 professional staff at ANU.

Given the relatively small number of responses from professional staff involved
(not more than 25 overall, given overlap in data sources), this chapter focuses on the
qualitative data that represents the majority views of the professional staff infor-
mants on the basis of simple thematic analysis. Other aspects of the research have
been reported by Beckmann (2016a, b). All survey quotes below are from profes-
sional staff who were recognized as Associate Fellows, Fellows, or Senior Fellows
of the HEA by the ANU EFS from 2014 to 2016: minimal labeling has been used to
avoid possible identification of individuals.

Background: The ANU Educational Fellowship Scheme

In 2013, the Australian National University (ANU) became the first institution
outside the UK accredited to award HEA fellowships. In January 2014, the HEA-
accredited ANU Educational Fellowship Scheme (EFS) was launched, open to all
staff who either teach directly or who support learners in other ways. The EFS route
to recognition involves individuals writing reflective narratives that evidence their
experience related to the appropriate Descriptor in the PSF. These narratives are then
judged by more experienced peers (already recognized fellows in the EFS) against
the criteria of that Descriptor, as accredited by HEA for quality assurance. The EFS
has adopted a developmental approach to supporting applicants, so that the process
of writing an application itself takes on the nature of a professional development
activity. By mid-2017, more than 350 ANU staff, and more than 200 staff from many
other Australasian universities, had submitted successful HEA fellowship applica-
tions through the EFS (Beckmann 2016a, and unpublished data).

Given the novelty of HEA recognition in Australasia, most “early adopter”
applicants were academic staff, often institutional educational leaders or national
teaching award winners. Nonetheless, as information about the scheme spread, it
quickly became evident that would-be applicants for professional recognition as
university educators represented all groups of staff – tenured, contract, and sessional;
senior and junior; teaching-intensive and research-intensive; discipline specialists
and skills specialists; overseas-trained and Australian-trained; highly experienced
and relatively inexperienced; and, especially relevant in this context, both academic
and professional staff. This inclusiveness of recognition was specifically fostered in
the ANU scheme and is considered one of its major strengths (Beckmann 2016a).

Findings from the Case Study

At ANU, as elsewhere, there are many third space professional staff whose qualifi-
cations, experience, and backgrounds are very similar, even identical, to those of
academics, and who contribute significantly to the teaching and learning sphere of
influence:
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My role at the university is categorised as professional staff, but it requires a higher degree
by research as it is a specialist role . . . I and many of my [professional staff] colleagues have
PhDs or MAs by research . . .we have [previously] been involved in academia [as] . . . tutors,
lecturers, course convenors . . . (Professional Staff, 2016, survey).

Nevertheless, when the recognition scheme for educators was launched at ANU,
professional staff were initially reluctant to believe it had anything to offer them.
Despite good relationships between academics and professional staff with student
support roles at the University, underlying perceptions of “them and us” were still
evident: “There are many like me in higher education – like, but not of, the academic
staff. We are part of the university’s scholarly community, but the ways in which we
participate are different from those of our academic colleagues” (Professional Staff,
2016, survey). Frustration related to a perceived lack of acknowledgment were also
evident: “. . .certain professional staff have a very active and direct role in either
teaching or supporting teaching that goes largely unnoticed and unrecognised
because they are not categorised under the well-understood ‘academic’ label”
(Professional Staff, 2016, survey).

However, as the first professional staff were mentored to write their experientially
informed narratives, then publicly recognized through the EFS, there was an
increasing enthusiasm among professional staff to take up the opportunity for
recognition alongside academics. This was especially true among academic lan-
guage and learning advisors and educational technologists, who were not only
deeply engaged in the practices of teaching and learning, but also identified recog-
nition as a direct path to engagement with academics. The quote below evidences
this enthusiasm:

As academic language and learning staff, our role is almost universally misunderstood,
especially amongst ‘academics’. Having a recognition program like the EFS means . . .
overcoming the barriers faced by academic language and learning staff in professional
staff roles. . . . it allows us to highlight and showcase our varied teaching and learning
experience in traditional . . . areas as well as our academic language and learning [work], and
to explain . . . the way [discipline and skills teaching] . . . interconnect and rely on each other
to ensure that students [acquire] . . . the necessary graduate attributes (Professional Staff,
2016, survey).

Why Did Professional Staff Apply for Fellowships?

James et al. (2015, p. 17) note the expectation in Australian universities that “academic
and professional staff will increasingly work together.” It is not surprising, therefore,
that professional staff reported that they applied for recognition for reasons similar to
those given by academics, especially focused on the cross-institutional and interna-
tional nature of the recognition, and the collegial nature of the scheme. Many
professional staff applicants, however, also reported being motivated to apply
specifically to facilitate and improve their working relationships with academics, a
view exemplified in the response below:
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As a Fellow of the HEA, I went through the same process [the academics] did to gain my
recognition, all in line with a Professional Standards Framework that governs the work we
all do. Hopefully this will allow academics to take our work more seriously and to think
about and embrace what we have to offer their students (Professional Staff, 2016, survey).

Professional staff were more likely than academics to have been encouraged to apply
by a colleague. One group of early adopter fellows became very enthusiastic in spreading
the concept to other professional staff working in their sphere, and became in-house
mentors to their colleagues, almost all of whom have now applied successfully. Another
reason why professional staff applied for the fellowship was the relative dearth of esteem
indicators and qualifications around their work in teaching and learning. Professional staff
survey respondents were much more likely than academics to report interest in this kind
of recognition in connection with future job prospects, as this response exemplifies:
“[Offers] CV improvement in a widely recognised way i.e. not just at ANU but at
multiple and international universities” (Professional Staff, 2016, survey).

The Process of Applying

Although there are different pathways at different universities, applying for recog-
nition within the ANU scheme mirrors direct application to the HEA itself, by
requiring a written first-person reflective narrative that presents an applicant’s
experiences related to teaching and supporting learners in higher education. Reflec-
tive practice is often considered the hallmark of professionals (Barnett 1997, p. 132).
For this reason, there is a deliberate focus on mentored, guided, and written
reflection throughout the EFS application process. Like academic applicants, pro-
fessional staff welcome this structured approach, as exemplified by this feedback:

The nature of the reflective narratives . . .means that you are able to really consider what has
worked in your different roles and what has not, the reasons why and how you learnt from
this. It helps to ensure that you remain critical of your practices and aware of your strengths
and weaknesses (Professional Staff, 2016, survey).

Applicants are supported by experienced EFS mentors and by discipline-based
referees. The mentors help the applicants first to engage with the Professional
Standards Framework (which is new to almost all), including the Descriptor for
the relevant category of fellowship in the context of the applicant’s experience. The
EFS mentors then contribute customized professional development in the form of
reflective coaching as the applicant writes his or her narrative (from 2000 words for
Associate Fellowship to 7000 words for Principal Fellowship). Like academic staff,
professional staff have reported satisfaction and engagement with this mentored,
collegial, and supportive environment, as typified in this example of feedback:

The most exciting part [of my application] was writing my narrative. [My EFS mentor] was
very kind and patient while commenting on my drafts. Her constructive feedback not only
improved my writing, but also made me think and reflect on specific elements of my teaching
experience (Professional Staff, 2016, survey).
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Perceptions of the Reflective Writing Process

Professional staff respondents echoed academics in reporting the mentoring as
extremely valuable: “I found the support behind the application process thorough
and helpful . . . the [writing] workshops certainly made the expectations clear”
(Professional Staff, 2016, survey). Again like their academic counterparts, profes-
sional staff applicants found it powerful to focus on reflective, not just descriptive,
writing as the form of the narrative:

In the frenzy of university life time for reflection on and articulation of the learning and
teaching principles and values that underline one’s practice can be overlooked. The process
of applying for a fellowship offered a clear structured framework for reflection, evidencing
practice with a clear end goal (Professional Staff, 2016, survey).

Both academic and professional staff reported that the process of application
became a form of professional development in its own right, as exemplified by this
feedback about the application process:

. . . [it] was an amazing opportunity to reflect on our practices and contribute to our ongoing
professional development. There are not many opportunities for professional development
for professional staff, especially around teaching (Professional Staff, 2016, survey).

Moreover, it appeared that the experience of the fellowship application process
convinced some applicants of the utility of reflective writing as an ongoing contri-
bution to their practice, as illustrated by the following quote:

[Our professional staff team now sees] reflective writing as a way to improve our teaching
and our communication about teaching, both communication within the team and with other
staff (Professional Staff 2016, survey).

Indeed, professional staff appeared almost more likely than academic staff to have
found the reflective process powerful in revealing just how much they had actually done
in the context of teaching and learning. Often this revelation was related to career
progress: “. . . it was nice to have an opportunity to examine how far I’ve come in my
career in this field” (Professional Staff, 2016, survey). Perhaps because of the
“unplanned” career trajectories of professional staff (Whitchurch 2009; James et al.
2015, p. 18), the reflective overview was sometimes eye-opening. For example, one
successful applicant reported that the most enriching part of the application was “Going
back and rediscovering projects that I had been involved with, and reflecting on the
learnings . . . Realising that, when put together, I had a substantial body of work”
(Professional Staff, 2016, survey).

One required feature of every fellowship application narrative is a statement of the
applicant’s personal teaching philosophy, which essentially identifies applicants’ moti-
vations (usually values-driven) for being involved in higher education. Being required to
make these motivations and values explicit was seen as beneficial, as illustrated by this
quote: “. . . for the first time, [I] wrote down my teaching philosophy. I think I have
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always had my philosophy on mymind, but having it in writing made a big difference. I
could see my values and beliefs as an educator and what made me passionate about
teaching” (Professional Staff, 2016, survey). Increasingly, academic staff may find
themselves appointed to new roles, or reclassified, as professional staff. One such
applicant reported on the benefits of reflection for self-perception:

I had a chance to assess my teaching experience and myself as a former [academic] educator
. . . For the first time I could see [my current] teaching and assessing responsibilities with so
many students: that was the thing I almost forgot in my recent professional [staff] roles
(Professional Staff, 2016, survey).

Impacts of Success on Individuals

Successful fellowship applicants are sent a congratulatory email with positive, often
extensive, assessor feedback on their strengths as educators. Like the academics, most
professional staff canvassed in the survey reported that this feedback was “very
affirming,” and increased the sense of achievement. Professional staff respondents
often also reported that the capacity of the PSF criteria to accept their experience
provided additional encouragement: “I was . . . pleased that, as a professional staff
member, the assessors were very supportive of the range of experience that I had been
able to demonstrate” (Professional Staff, 2016, survey). Professional staff often showed
concern that their activities would not be considered worthy of recognition: “I was very
excited that my teaching experience and skills were recognized with such positive and
rewarding feedback from the [assessors]” (Professional Staff, 2016, survey). Like many
academics accepted as fellows, professional staff told of their real pleasure, even
surprise, at being successful in their applications. One applicant noted “The day I
received an email that my application was awarded with [fellowship] I felt very
privileged and appreciated” (Professional Staff, 2016, survey), while another showed
the extent of doubt that professional staff could actually achieve parity of recognition: “I
was so surprised to be accepted as a Senior Fellow that I barely took it in at first. I had to
go back and look at it more than once!” (Professional Staff, 2016, survey).

Postrecognition Outcomes

The feedback from successful professional staff about the application process shows that
inclusion and recognition were of value in their own right to the individuals concerned:
“It has definitely raised my confidence knowing that [our educational] leaders . . . are
routinely and explicitly showcasing professional staff, as well as academic staff, [who
have] fellowship” (Professional Staff, 2016, survey). The intended outcome is for the
impact of recognition to spread. Even though some professional staff respondents had
not had their fellowships for long, many reported institutional recognition and a greater
willingness for collaboration by academic staff colleagues:
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Academic staff who know that I am a Senior Fellow have demonstrated a greater openness to
working with me. This is the sort of endorsement which makes my work partnering with
academics easier (Professional Staff, 2016, survey).

Events run for fellows postrecognition provide an inclusive milieu in which discus-
sions about teaching and learning can be held without barriers: “a way to meet people
across the university . . . so that the silos are traversed” (Professional Staff, 2016,
survey). Given that the EFS has a focus on communities of practice (Beckmann
2016b) and distributed leadership (Beckmann 2017), professional staff who attain
Senior Fellowship or Fellowship are just like their academic counterparts, offered
opportunities to mentor and assess future applicants. Assigning fellowship applications
from professional staff to both professional and academic staff mentors and assessors,
and vice versa, facilitates third space engagement and developmental processes (V.
Silvey, 2016, personal communication; T. Snowball, 2016, personal communication).
The feedback from professional staff who take on such roles is positive:

[Doing] assessments [has been] a way to gain knowledge of the university’s diverse
operations and the variety of ways in which people teach and support students. . . . [I see]
assessments across institutions [as a] a way to build networks and collaborative capacity
between different Australian universities (Professional Staff, 2016, survey).

The nested developmental hierarchy among the HEA Associate Fellowship,
Fellowship, and Senior Fellowship categories means that achievement of one cate-
gory can provide individuals with a scaffolded approach and impetus for their future
experiential and professional development as educators. One successful applicant
described this perception in this way: “currently working on my [next category of
fellowship] application . . . clearly I think that the program is worthwhile” (Profes-
sional Staff, 2016, survey).

Overall, the capacity for this kind of recognition to boost self-efficacy (Bandura
1997) and personal motivation among professional staff is captured in this feedback
from an Associate Fellow (the entry category):

The EFS application process and receiving the [fellowship] title [as a member of profes-
sional staff] gave me . . . confidence and empowered me to take up more responsibilities
related to teaching or writing about teaching. It encouraged me so much that I even started
thinking about pursuing a PhD degree to become a lecturer in education studies. . . (Profes-
sional Staff, 2016, survey).

Conclusion

Professional staff in Australian universities increasingly include many who directly
support the institutional core business of learning and teaching, yet these contribu-
tions are not often explicitly and formally recognized and valued (James et al. 2015,
p. 18). There is a need for both a “more explicit conception of the paraprofessionals . . .
those who ride the boundaries,” and a “more sophisticated and nuanced conception
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of academic work that recognises the unique contribution of academic staff, together
with those paraprofessionals or ‘blended professionals’ who are pivotal to
supporting academic staff” (James et al. 2015, p. 18). In a detailed consideration
of the need to take university teaching “seriously,” based on significant empirical
research in Australian universities, Norton et al. (2013, p. 55) concluded that “policy
pressures to improve teaching are necessary, but professionalisation should be the
long-term goal.” Agreeing with this suggestion, but without access to an Australian
recognition scheme for university teaching (James et al. 2015), many Australian
universities are reaching out to the fellowship scheme accredited by the UK-based
Higher Education Academy against the UK Professional Standards Framework,
through which more than 98,000 fellows have already been recognized worldwide
(HEA International, November 2017, personal communication).

As this chapter has explicitly shown, one of the strengths of this approach is its
focus on recognizing and rewarding experience in supporting teaching and learning,
rather than positional status, and its inclusiveness across staff designations. The latter
is especially important when institutions are either reclassifying teaching staff as
professional services staff (as has happened in the UK; Fung and Gordon 2016),
reclassifying teaching development staff as professional staff (as has happened in
Australia), or expecting professional staff to have major inputs into significant
educational initiatives (as is happening in both countries). Whitchurch (2013), in
an in-depth analysis related to professional staff in Australia, the UK, and the United
States of America, identifies relationship building as one of many facets of the “rise
of the third space professional” that are prerequisites for future success. Understand-
ing that both professional development and professional recognition are crucial to
enabling individuals to become “increasingly engaged and effective through their
career” (Fung and Gordon 2016, p. 53), one can only expect a win-win outcome from
an approach that supports both academic and professional staff in their contributions
to the teaching mission of a university.

This chapter has described some of the positive outcomes for professional staff
who have been encouraged to join their academic colleagues in applying for
internationally accredited recognition of their experience and commitment to teach-
ing and supporting learners. Including all staff in a new approach to professional
recognition of university educators has already proved successful for the case-study
institution, not only in giving individuals appropriate recognition, but also in helping
to “establish a crucial shared language between academics and the professional wing
of university life” (Professional Staff, 2016, survey). By demonstrating the capabil-
ity of appropriate professional recognition to create shared, instead of divergent,
pathways for academic and professional staff, this chapter has indicated the potential
for the third space to be one of inclusion, not exclusion. With the right strategic
infrastructure involving a solid base in inclusiveness and distributed leadership, a
professional recognition scheme for university educators can become the center of
an institution-wide community of practice that focuses on peer engagement and
continuing professional development, regardless of the staff’s designation or status
within an institution’s bureaucracy.
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Abstract
This chapter reports on a case study that explored the contributions of professional
staff to student outcomes at one Australian university. This case study examined the
practices of professional staff in their day-to-day work and analyzed their behaviors
in relation to student outcomes. The research design used a two-stage process
involving the development of a framework for analysis, followed by an in-depth
exploration of self-reported behaviors for a range of professional staff roles. From the
second stage interview data, a conceptualization, professional staff pedagogical
partnerships, was developed to describe and analyze the work of professional staff
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in relation to student outcomes. Four domains were identified as enablers or inhibitors
to the formation of pedagogical partnerships. Pedagogical partnerships provides a
theorization of the working lives of professional staff, the changing and increasing
complexity of their roles, and the contributions professional staff make to student
outcomes. Finally, recommendations for changes to the structure of professional and
academic positions are discussed, which represent a revolutionary change towards a
twenty-first-century model that could liberate the potential of all university staff.

Keywords
Professional staff · Student outcomes · Student retention and success · Student
experience · Collaborative working · Institutional behaviors · Networking

Introduction

Since the late 1980s, professional staff in Australian universities have comprised
more than half the higher education workforce (aggregated data from Department of
Education 2012; Department of Education and Training 2016b), yet little has been
known about their contributions to the core purposes of their institutions, namely,
education and research. This chapter examines the practices of professional staff in
their day-to-day work and analyzes their behaviors in relation to student outcomes.
Based on case study research at one Australian university into the work of profes-
sional staff, as viewed from their own perspectives (Graham 2013b), a clear picture
has emerged of the contributions that professional staff make to positive student
outcomes in terms of retention, persistence, and achievement of students.

This research used a two-stage process: Stage 1 investigated and developed a
framework for the enquiry, which was used in Stage 2 to inform the coding and analysis
of interview data. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 14 professional staff
in a wide range of roles. From the interview data, a conceptualization of the work of
professional staff in relation to student outcomes was derived. This conceptualization –
as professional staff pedagogical partnerships – provides a theorization of the working
lives of professional staff, the changing and increasing complexity of their roles, and the
contributions professional staff make to student outcomes.

In the latter part of this chapter, it is argued that the changing identities and roles of
professional staff in the twenty-first century require a shift from the industrial era
human resource structures currently used, to a model that is more relevant to the
volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) knowledge era in which we are
now working. For example, during the 1960s university structures were likened to an
“academic civil service” (Sloman quoted in Whitchurch 2006, p. 160), and such
analogies have persisted well into the current century (Gill 2009). Indeed, the Aus-
tralian government continues to enshrine such notions through its use of terminology
such as academic staff and nonacademic staff or academic staff and other (Department
of Education and Training 2016b). However, such terminology and the associated
models are no longer relevant to the relationship between highly qualified and
experienced professionals, whether they be working in academic-focused or
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management-focused roles. For example, the Vice-Chancellor of the University of
Melbourne, Professor Glyn Davis, questioned the accuracy and usefulness of existing
classifications for professional staff (Davis cited in Matchett 2016). To address this
paradigm shift, a matrix model (Graham 2014) and an associated single pay spine
model are discussed, which represent a revolutionary approach to a model for twenty-
first-century industrial relations that could tap the potential of all university staff.

The Context of Australian Higher Education

Conditions in higher education changed dramatically during the quarter century span-
ning the turn of the twenty-first century, both in Australia and overseas, as external
pressures from global transformations impacted on universities. Such changes may be
classified as two types: broad change forces, which has created wider changes within
and beyond universities, and higher education related, which has created changes more
directly associated with universities (Fullan and Scott 2009; Scott et al. 2008). Specif-
ically, the last decade of the twentieth century saw rapid growth in higher education
participation, changes in higher education funding and accountability, increasing
demand for new disciplines and transdisciplinary approaches, and changes to industri-
alization and industrial relations policy (Coaldrake and Stedman 1999). Additional and
accelerating global drivers for change include the rapid growth and diversification of
information technology and changing student expectations of their higher education
experience (Bradley et al. 2008; Scott et al. 2008; Wilen-Daugenti 2009).

It has long been recognized that “the key resource for universities is their staff,
academic and general [professional]” (Hoare 1995, p. 10). At the same time, staff
costs are a significant expense in Australian universities, accounting for more than
half the total continuing operations costs (Department of Education and Training
2015). As a key resource and a major expense, staff must be appropriately developed
and their potentials fostered if universities are to continue to achieve their missions
and strategic goals in the current VUCA environment. Yet in order to more compre-
hensively understand this issue, we need to understand the roles that professional
staff play in contributing to the core purposes of these institutions.

As noted above, professional staff have comprised more than half the workforce in
Australian universities since the late 1980s; furthermore, they hold much of the systemic
knowledge underpinning the functioning of the university. However, until recently, there
has been little research into the work of professional staff and into the effective use of
this pool of talent. Conway (2000) asserted that university administrators were ignored
by government, by their universities, and by academics. It is not surprising that academic
staff have written little about the work and identities of professional staff, since
academics tend to “focus on the areas that concern them the most” (Pitman 2000,
p. 166). At the time of writing this chapter, little has changed. Thus, the small yet
growing body of literature about the work and identities of professional staff has been
written typically by professional staff (Graham 2012). This chapter derives from my
research, as a higher education professional, into the contributions that professional staff
make to the core purpose of education, through the achievement of student outcomes.
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Student Expectations and Massification

Changing student expectations have been affected significantly by changing demo-
graphics of the student population, with different types of students having different
needs and expectations of their higher education experience (Bradley et al. 2008).
Generational changes can be seen, with millennial students expecting continuous
connectivity, remote access to learning environments, immediate personal returns
from their higher education and for their expenditure, and expecting to be consulted
and catered for (Correia and Watson 2013; Nimon 2007; Sharabi 2013). Notably, the
proportion of international students in Australian higher education grew from 5.5%
to 27% of the total student population in the 20 years between 1991 and 2011
(aggregated data from DEEWR 2012), and it is generally recognized that interna-
tional students have greater needs for student support services than domestic stu-
dents (Bradley et al. 2008). While the proportion of international students has
remained relatively stable since 2007, the Australian student population has gener-
ally become more diversified over the last 5 years, with the proportion of students
from disadvantaged groups increasing slowly but steadily (aggregated data from
Department of Education and Training 2016a).

Along with increasing diversity of the student population has been a growth in
overall student numbers. Between 1989 and 2014, student numbers in higher
education rose from 441,074 to 1,373,230 (aggregated data from DEEWR 2012;
Department of Education and Training 2016a), representing an increase in the
proportion of the total Australian population from 2.6% in 1989 to 5.9% in 2014
(Australian Bureau of Statistics 2008, 2011, 2015). This substantial growth, or
massification, led to changes in funding sources, with proportionally less govern-
ment funding (Norton and Cherastidtham 2014), increased student to academic staff
ratios, and overall higher workloads for all university staff (Dobson 2005). Similarly,
professional staff numbers increased by only 58% between 1991 and 2014, in
contrast to an increase in student numbers of almost 160% (aggregated data
DEEWR 2012; Department of Education and Training 2016a, b). Yet this diluted
group of professional staff is crucial to effective operations of universities.

Student Outcomes: The Core Purpose

Although universities have developed a broader agenda during the twenty-first
century, becoming multifaceted and multiproduct organizations, education, and
research remain their core purposes; as such, these purposes remain fundamental
to the success and strategic goals of their institutions (Shattock 2010). While
contributions of professional staff to research, through research management and
administration, have been studied by various practitioners (e.g., Allen-Collinson
2007; Sebalj and Holbrook 2009; Shelley 2010), prior to my case study there had
been little research into the contributions that professional staff make to learning and
teaching (Graham 2013a). Yet, of the three areas that comprise the core purpose of
universities – education, research, and university engagement and service – Fullan
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and Scott (2009) argue that learning and teaching should be placed centrally and
should become the integrator for all three core purposes. Furthermore, an earlier
study determined that “it is students’ total experience of university – not just what
happens in the traditional classroom – that shapes their judgments of quality, pro-
motes retention and engages them in productive learning” (Scott 2006, p. vii).
Consequently, when taken in the context of the proportion of professional staff in
Australian universities and the centrality of education, it is clear that a better
understanding of the work of professional staff in relation to achievement of positive
student outcomes is essential.

The Case

The University of Technology Sydney (UTS) was chosen as the site for this case
study for both representative (Yin 2009) and logistical reasons (Daymon and
Holloway 2002). UTS is a large modern Australian university located in Sydney,
New South Wales, and has several characteristics that make it representative of many
Australian universities (Graham 2013a). Furthermore, as UTS was my workplace
during this study, it was both convenient for me and of benefit to UTS for UTS to be
the case study site. The aim of the case study was to investigate how professional
staff contribute to student outcomes, from the perspectives of the staff themselves,
using a pragmatic constructivist approach (Morgan 2007; Patton 2002).

Methodology

Due to the lack of previous research considering the work of professional staff in relation
to student outcomes, a two-stage research design was developed. The first stage resulted
in a framework that could be used in the case study analysis. Such a framework was also
needed to explore any link between professional staff behaviors and positive student
outcomes. The overall research design is shown schematically in Fig. 1.

Stage 1: Development of the Professional Staff—Student Outcomes
Framework
Stage 1 of this research project investigated and developed a framework for analysis,
which was subsequently used in Stage 2 to inform the coding and analysis of
interview data. This Stage 1 study addressed the research question: How can the
contributions of professional staff to student outcomes be investigated? Develop-
ment of this framework – the Professional Staff–Student Outcomes (PSSO) Frame-
work – involved a nine-step process: an in-depth literature search and analysis (Steps
1–4) and a Delphi study (Steps 5–9), which used a series of questionnaires inter-
spersed with feedback to achieve consensus on the ranking of key propositions by a
group of expert professional staff (Graham 2010, 2013c), as outlined below.

During the literature search and analysis phase (Fig. 1), a meta-study was located
that reviewed 146 international studies into the effects of institutional support practices
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Fig. 1 Research design
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on student outcomes (Prebble et al. 2004). This meta-study derived 13 propositions for
student support (henceforth referred to as Prebble Propositions) for enhancement of
student outcomes in terms of retention, persistence, and achievement. Despite the
focus on student services, almost no mention was made of professional staff who
manage and are at the front line of these services. Nevertheless, it became clear that an
understanding of how professional staff might contribute to key behaviors identified in
the Prebble Propositions could provide insight into how professional staff contribute
to student outcomes. Accordingly, the following sub-questions were explored using a
modified Schmidt Delphi method (Schmidt 1997):

• According to professional staff, to which of the Prebble Propositions for student
support (Prebble et al. 2004) do professional staff contribute?

• What is the order of significance of this contribution, as viewed by professional staff?
• What other activities do professional staff undertake that support positive student

outcomes?

This study established that 10 of 13 Prebble Propositions were relevant to
professional staff (Graham 2010), leading to the development of the PSSO Frame-
work (Graham 2013c) and its subsequent use for analysis in stage 2.

Stage 2: The Case Study
Findings from Stage 1 (Graham 2010) confirmed that there would be value in
conducting in-depth interviews with range of professional staff. Purposive and
snowball sampling were used to identify a variety of professional staff who had at
least 3 years’ experience in higher education. Theoretical saturation – the point at
which no new themes are observed – may occur after 12 interviews for a relatively
homogeneous purposive sample (Guest et al. 2006). In line with this finding, 14
semi-structured interviews were conducted.

Participants

Professional staff were recruited from 12 different work units within the case study site.
Of the 14 participants, 64% were women, which corresponded to the overall proportion
of women professional staff at UTS during the period of the study. As can be seen in
Table 1, participants’ length of experience in higher education ranged from 3 to 24 years,
averaging almost 10 years, while the length of service at UTS across different age
groups reflected the pattern for the total UTS professional staff population. Half the
participants had worked only at UTS, whereas the other half had worked at one other
university. Participants worked in positions ranging from Higher Education Worker
(HEW) level 5 to above level 10, with the median being level 7. In Australian
universities, HEW levels refer to the classification structure for professional staff. The
classification ranges from HEW 1, which is the lowest level and is generally rarely used,
to HEW10þ, which includes directors and managers. At the time of the study, HEW 5
and 6 were the most common levels at UTS, representing 40% of all professional staff in
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the period 2009–2011. Six of the 14 participants had completed a postgraduate
coursework program, while four staff were studying at the time of this research study.

The interviews were conducted in neutral spaces and lasted 45–90 minutes, apart
from one interview that was 30 minutes long. The average length of the interviews,
including the outlier, was 64 minutes. The interviews were digitally recorded and
then professionally transcribed. Analysis of the data was informed by the PSSO
framework and used first cycle descriptive coding as well as structural coding
(Saldaña 2009). This permitted identification of key themes and subsequent second
cycle coding provided elaboration of these themes, identifying subthemes. The
online software application, Dedoose (SocioCultural Research Consultants n.d.),
was used to assist with coding and the associated analysis. This facilitated efficient
generation of initial codes and testing of emergent themes and patterns. Importantly,
Dedoose facilitated the identification of co-occurrence – the application of two or
more codes to the same piece of text (Namey et al. 2008) – which led to insights into
connections between different themes.

Findings and Discussion

Welcoming, Efficient and Comprehensive

I think it’s important to ensure that staff understand how much of an impact they have on the
students and their lives, and how important some of these small processes are, and that they
know how important it is to the students. (Participant 2)

Applying the PSSO Framework in the analysis of the case study, the contributions
of professional staff to student outcomes were found to be most significant in
ensuring that behaviors, environments, and processes are welcoming and efficient

Table 1 Demographic
characteristics of case study
participants

Characteristic Measure

Total number of participants 14

Female participants (%) 64

Minimum experience working in higher (years) 3.0

Maximum experience working in higher (years) 24

Average experience working in higher (years) 9.9

Average experience at case study university (years) 8.1

Participants with other higher education experience
(%)

50

Number of different work units 12

Minimum HEW level 5

Maximum HEW level >10

Median HEW level 7

Number participants with Bachelor’s degree 9

Number participants with postgrad qualifications 6

Number participants with at least a Master’s degree 4
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(Prebble Proposition 1, PP1) and in providing a comprehensive range of services and
facilities (Prebble Proposition 8, PP8) (Graham 2012, 2013a, d). Furthermore, there
was a high level of co-occurrence between these two propositions, suggesting that in
providing these services and facilities, staff need to ensure that environments and
behaviors are welcoming and that processes are efficient, in order to make a positive
contribution to student outcomes. Although it is perhaps predictable that PP1 would
be clearly identifiable in the interview data, the contributions by professional staff
are often overlooked:

I guess in the overall way that the University sees things, I think that the small encounters
that a lot of the professional staff have with students – it’s not picked up how much of a
difference they really make. I hear from students that a small thing a person in the student
centre has said, which stopped them from pulling out of the course, just gave them that little
bit of something to think about, like ‘I will keep going’. (Participant 8)

In particular, Fowler and Boylan (2010) discuss the importance of having clear
guidelines for the institution’s policies and procedures, and they suggest that an
‘improved understanding of institutional policies, procedures, and consequences of
noncompliance may impact the attrition rate for students in developmental educa-
tion’ (p. 3). Data from this case suggest that expertise in this area lies primarily with
professional staff, and this is recognized by the staff themselves:

I think being informed about policies and procedures of the university is important; things
that you deal with intimately in your role, to things overall . . . . I might not be at the counter
[directly answering student enquiries] but I still see that knowledge, and having up to date
knowledge about those things, as beneficial to this role because I can then make a positive
contribution that is effective and efficient. [It’s] not just only worrying about your little
corner here but knowing how this might then have implications for students because of the
other frameworks that you all have to fit into. (Participant 5)

The role that a comprehensive range of facilities and services play in supporting
student retention (PP8) has been extensively explored (e.g., Fowler and Boylan
2010; Tinto 2004). Yet the professional staff who provide these services are often
invisible in these discussions, such services being referred to as ‘institutional
services’ (Prebble et al. 2004, p. 71). Furthermore, the academic staff are typically
‘not aware of the types of support services that are available to students nor do some
see it as their responsibility to lead students to these services’ (Hinton 2007, p. 22).
Nevertheless, the participants in this case study recognized the importance of the
facilities and services provided by professional staff to the retention of students:

Education is becoming a very, very competitive market. It’s becoming even more compet-
itive by the year. UTS’s greatest challenge is to attract new students, but after having
attracted the students it also needs to retain them. That directly correlates to the quality of
the academics that are involved in education as well as quality of facilities that are available
to accommodate the needs of teaching and learning . . . . My involvement, not in all projects
but in a considerable percentage of those [building] projects, directly impacts on the
environment that’s provided to students. (Participant 12)
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We get feedback from students that if counselling and special needs and financial
assistance [staff] weren’t here, for some students they wouldn’t be here because there is
just no way they could do their course without having access to those kinds of services.
(Participant 8)

It was clear from the data that professional staff contribute to the Prebble
Propositions mainly through their interactions with others: other professional staff,
academic colleagues, external contacts, and, of course, students. The ability of
professional staff to work with a diverse range of other stakeholders is therefore
essential for their contribution to be effective in supporting positive student out-
comes. In exploring the Prebble Proposition themes in the data, four core subthemes
emerged, which elaborate these findings: changing and increasing use of technology
for learning and learning environments, importance of knowledge of the participant
and of colleagues, significance of helpful colleagues and supportive supervisors or
managers, and the associated job satisfaction (Graham 2013d). Analysis and theo-
rizing of the themes and subthemes led to the conceptualization of pedagogical
partnerships.

Professional Staff Pedagogical Partnerships

Pedagogy is recognized as a contested term, and while traditionally English
language conceptualizations of pedagogy have focused on the teaching of children,
European cultures have used a broader definition (Watkins and Mortimore 1999).
Nevertheless, even in English-speaking cultures, the conceptualization of peda-
gogy has become more complex over time and has developed to include “any
conscious activity by one person designed to enhance learning in another”
(Watkins and Mortimore 1999, p. 3). Indeed, conceptualizations of pedagogy
have developed further to include “how learning and teaching are often embedded
in activities and relationships not formally designated as educational” (Lee et al.
2012, p. 268). This framing of the term pedagogy allows the work of professional
staff, in relation to the achievement of positive student outcomes, to be conceptu-
alized as being in pedagogical partnerships with others. In this context, learning
and teaching occur through activities and relationships that contribute to student
retention, persistence, and achievement and may be skills-based and process-based
rather than content-based.

The term pedagogical partnership has been used across a broad spectrum of
activities, for example, academic librarians working with faculty-based academics
(Simmons 2005; Techataweewan et al. 2009); families, schools, and communities
working together at pre-tertiary education levels (Ravn 2005); and between aca-
demics (Cochrane and Bateman 2010). However, prior to this case study, the concept
had not been applied to the work of professional staff in universities, and a satisfac-
tory definition of pedagogical partnership was not readily available. Nevertheless,
the case study data revealed clearly that professional staff interact with others in their
support of positive student outcomes. In this context of a diverse range of
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relationships, a partnership may be defined as a relationship between individuals or
groups that is characterized by mutual cooperation and responsibility (“Partnership
[Def. 3]” n.d.). When this interpretation is considered in combination with the above
conceptualization of pedagogy (Lee et al. 2012, p. 268), a working definition for
pedagogical partnerships for professional staff was developed:

Professional staff form relationships – for the achievement of positive student outcomes –
with a range of different individuals and groups including other professional staff, academic
staff, students and, at times, external stakeholders. In these pedagogical partnerships,
learning and teaching occur through activities, undertaken by professional staff in co-
operation with these partners, which contribute to student retention, persistence and achieve-
ment. (Graham 2013b, p. 38)

Embodied in this definition is pedagogical work, occurring implicitly or explicitly
between participants in service partnerships, which develop new practices, disposi-
tions, and capacities for action (Lee and Dunston 2010). The subthemes (or domains)
identified – technology, staff knowledge, colleagues and supervisors, and job satis-
faction – were recognized as being enablers (or inhibitors) of professional staff
working effectively with others, in their contributions to the propositions for suc-
cessful student outcomes (Graham 2013d). Thus these domains mediate the interac-
tions of professional staff with others, either positively or negatively, enabling or
inhibiting the formation of pedagogical partnerships that contribute to positive
student outcomes, as illustrated in Fig. 2.

The case study data revealed numerous examples of such pedagogical partner-
ships operating within and between these domains. For example, the pedagogical
partnership between two librarians, quoted below, illustrates the intersection of staff
knowledge and colleagues and supervisors, as one librarian provides support to
colleagues to answer students’ questions:

Fig. 2 Formation of pedagogical partnerships (Adapted from Graham 2013b)
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Sometimes when I’m on the desk, I overhear the other librarian having trouble helping a
student. If I think I might know something, then I don’t mind popping over and saying
‘what's the problem?’ and suggesting they could try this and that. Everyone has different
experience and awareness of different things. So it’s not that they’ve handled the situation
badly, but just that they don’t have the experience of a certain database or certain technology
that I might know about. I guess that’s the benefit of teamwork and working together is that
you can draw on each other’s strengths that way. (Participant 11)

Crossing the domains of technology and staff knowledge is the pedagogical partner-
ship formed by special needs counselors working with library staff to systemically
provide learning materials in alternative formats to accommodate students’ learning
needs:

The alternative format service was set up through a partnership between us and the library. A
person in the library had a brilliant idea that those students who need alternative formats
should have their own website, so they could log on and see all their materials in an
accessible format just in the one place so they wouldn’t have to come in and pick up CDs
and go back and forward doing all of that. So that’s a really great service compared to what a
lot of other universities are doing. (Participant 8)

Another example was IT support staff, who not only fixed technical problems but
also supported students with advice on navigating university processes:

But yeah, [it’s important] to retain staff that have been here a while, that know about the
whole university, we can provide a more in depth support for students. Not just fix the
technical problem, but also [advise the student to] . . . ‘get the lecturer to call me to confirm
that your story’s true. That way they know that you’ve really had a technical problem and it
really affected your ability to send that email’. Whereas, someone who’s only been here six
months can fix the email problem, but might not know what the ramifications are, or what to
do to make things okay. (Participant 4)

The more complex understanding of the work of professional staff in relation to their
contributions to student outcomes presented in this chapter, enabled by the concept
of pedagogical partnerships, has significant implications for these staff, the people
they work with, the institutions who employ them, and for governments and their
regulatory agencies.

Professionalization

The other key finding from this case study, as shown in Fig. 1, was that there is
growing professionalization of higher education professional staff (Graham 2013b).
While this finding is outside the scope for this chapter, suffice it to say that the
growing professionalization was illustrated by changing identities of professional
staff, with staff at relatively low HEW levels demonstrating capacity to work across
and beyond boundaries, and redefining the character of their work (Graham 2013a).
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It was found that professional staff need to have a solid understanding of the values
and mission of their institution, and of pedagogical imperatives, to maximize the
effectiveness of their support for student learning. Furthermore, it was clear from this
study that the changing identities and growing professionalization act as an enabler
(how) and a driver (why) for the formation of pedagogical partnerships (Graham
2013b).

Implications and Recommendations

Imagining more productive relationships in higher education, in ways that do not look
nostalgically backwards to an older, more elitist system, may be part of the first steps
towards realising universities as more humane places in which to practice. (Clegg and
McAuley 2005, p. 31)

From the turn of the millennium and well into its first decade, much was written
about the tension between professional and academic staff and their roles (Conway
2008; Dobson 2000; Dobson and Conway 2003; Gill 2009; Wallace and Marchant
2011). However as Clegg and McAuley suggest, there are considerable gains to be
had from productive working relationships in our universities. While there may be a
perception among academic staff that professional staff are not interested in, or are
remote from academic activities (Wallace and Marchant 2011), this case study has
demonstrated that a wide range of professional staff are interested in and engaged
with supporting positive student learning outcomes. The improved understanding of
the complexity of the roles of professional staff that this study has revealed, through
the conceptualization and illustration of professional staff pedagogical partnerships,
provides the basis for opportunities for major changes to our institutions, as well as
for changes to policies and practices in higher education.

Emerging from discourse on the “binary divide” between academic and profes-
sional staff (Dobson 2000, p. 203), a more nuanced understanding has developed of
the roles and identities of professional staff and their relationships with academic
staff (Allen-Collinson 2009; Graham 2013a; Sebalj et al. 2012; Small 2008;
Whitchurch 2006, 2009). While Whitchurch devised a typology of professional
identities, from “bounded” through to “blended” professionals (Whitchurch 2008,
p. 379), and Schneijderber and Merkator have proposed an “overlap model” to
describe the changes to traditional administrative and academic roles, functions,
and tasks (2013, pp. 79–82), these models describe a linear continuum of profes-
sional identities from routine professionals to traditional academics.

The findings in this case study, however, have led to the development of a model that
extends beyond these linear models to a matrix structure that transcends the binary
divide between professional and academic staff and even transcends a continuum from
professional to academic roles, as illustrated in Fig. 3 (Graham 2014). Such a matrix
structure would have three key benefits (Graham 2014), for both institutions and their
staff: enhanced workforce planning through an improved understanding of staff
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capabilities and capacities, improved career progression through more novel pathways,
and an understanding of the equivalent value of different roles, thereby leading to greater
equity in remuneration through the introduction of a single pay spine, with lines
connecting roles of equal pay (“iso-pay”) (Fig. 4).

The introduction of a matrix model and the associated single pay spine would have
significant human resource and industrial relations implications for government, our
institutions, unions, and professional associations. For example, at the very least, the
Australian government would need to develop a more nuanced approach to the data
collection and reporting on higher education staff, removing the binary divide between
academic classifications and “nonacademic” (Department of Education and Training
2016b). Universities would need to develop more effective and efficacious human
resources policies, procedures, and systems. Enterprise agreements would need to
provide not only equitable salaries for work of equivalent value but also equitable
non-salary benefits and conditions, such as flexible working arrangements and career
progression procedures for all roles. These proposed conceptualizations, the roles matrix
and the single pay spine, should be of particular interest to the National Tertiary

Fig. 3 Roles matrix: A two-dimensional model for university roles (Reproduced with permission
of the Australian Universities’ Review from Graham 2014)
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Education Union (NTEU) and the Association for Tertiary Education Management
(ATEM), for the benefits that could be gained by all their members.

Limitations and Further Research

Limitations of this study are inherent due to the epistemological approach and the
associated methodology. It is not generalizable, nor was it intended to be. Rather the
intention was to explore the issue of the contributions that professional staff make to
the key core purpose of higher education, namely, education. Subsequent studies are
needed to explore the questions discussed here in other contexts. Indeed, this has
started: the methodology described in this chapter has been used already at one
university in the UK. This comparative study shows a large degree of similarity in
the findings from both case study institutions, and the analytical model presented in
this chapter, pedagogical partnerships, was found to be largely applicable to the UK
case (Graham and Regan 2016). Further comparative studies could now be devel-
oped by studying other institutions, ideally from countries with less similarity in
higher education systems and cultural background.

Fig. 4 Single pay spine showing lines of “iso-pay” (Reproduced with permission of the Australian
Universities’ Review from Graham 2014)
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Conclusion

I read somewhere that everybody on this planet is separated by only six other people . . . I
find it extremely comforting that we’re so close. I also find it like Chinese water torture, that
we’re so close because you have to find the right six people to make the right connection . . . .
Ouisa Kitteridge in Six degrees of separation. (IMDb n.d., p. 1)

The case study discussed in this chapter has clearly demonstrated that knowing the right
people with whom to make the right connection is essential for facilitating positive
student outcomes in higher education. These connections, conceptualized as pedagogical
partnerships, demonstrate links between the work of professional staff, even those
without direct student contact, and student outcomes. Furthermore, the concept of
pedagogical partnerships identifies and names the symbiotic nature of the roles of
professional and academic staff in the twenty-first century. Importantly, this study
indicates that the work of all staff is essential to students achieving their learning
outcomes, and that all staff need to work together, supportively, valuing the work of
their colleagues, “to serve The University and its students” (Sharafizad et al. 2011, p. 47).
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Abstract
This chapter explores the unusual history of a 15-year partnership between
academics in a Teaching and Learning Centre and professionals in a Careers
Centre who together developed, taught, and coordinated a credit-bearing elective
unit “From University to the Workplace” that explicitly taught career develop-
ment learning (CDL) as an attempt to meet increased demands from employers
for flexible, collaborative graduates who are committed to lifelong professional
development. In part, the success of this partnership was due to a high level of
mutual trust and respect. We suggest that the experience of teaching into the unit
gave the career advisors a different identity which positioned them as “third space
professionals” an identity which they then transferred into their other work across
the university. Further, we suggest that opportunities for open dialogue among
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professionals and academics across different work subcultures should be created
within a university and these could be key for an effective higher education sector.
With the demise of the unit (due to a university-wide curriculum restructure), our
final act of partnership is to claim authority in this space by authoring, together,
this chapter.

Keywords
Collaboration · Employability · Career Counseling · “Third Space”

Introduction

With increased demands from employers for flexible, collaborative graduates who
are committed to lifelong professional development, it is essential that these skills
and capacities are explicitly addressed by universities. This is especially the case in
“the face of an insecure, complex, individualised labour climate where emotional
competence is increasingly necessary for both personal and professional reasons”
(Lengelle and Ashby 2016, p. 1). Career development learning (CDL) addresses these
competencies to foster employability and student engagement and has become more
central to the Australian university experience. Research has shown that without
explicit and specific assistance to develop career planning skills, graduates often
struggle to position themselves successfully in the workforce (Whiston 2011).

In response to the challenge of equipping graduates with CDL, the centralized
Teaching and Learning Centre at Murdoch University initiated an elective credit-
bearing unit “From University to Workplace” as part of the curriculum. The unit was
unusual because it moved the qualities of employability that are often developed as
generic graduate attributes (Barrie 2012; Trede et al. 2012) in a university degree –
usually taught implicitly by disciplinary academics – into a specific unit. This was
first offered in 2000 and was one of the first units of its kind to recognize that
students need assistance to transition out of university as much as they need
assistance to transition into the academic culture. At the time Murdoch University
in Western Australia was the only university to offer such a unit. For the 15 years that
it ran (2000–2015), the unit was coordinated and run by academics from the TLC in
collaboration with the professional staff of the Careers Centre.

Over this period the unit morphed and changed but the constant thread was the
close working relationship between academics and professional staff. This
included: group discussions on the curriculum content each semester, the choice
and sourcing of invited speakers, and developing creative assessment processes
that mirrored real-life practices. The decision to use class time to explicitly practice
skills such as networking, job interviews, and informational interviewing, and to
devise assessments linked to these skills, was because of the creative space that
opened up in our group discussions. Students benefitted greatly from this creativ-
ity, for example, they repeatedly stated that the experience of sitting on an
interview panel and playing the role of a potential employer assessing candidates
for a job was extremely useful.

314 J. Hobson et al.



The lively exchange between professional staff and academics ensured that
students in the unit gained up-to-date content, a range of inputs from across different
industries and sectors, and an opportunity to network in multiple ways. The success
of the unit was measured over this period both with the usual metrics of teaching
quality surveys and by the numbers of students who stayed in touch and shared
stories on the progression of their careers to inspire the next year’s cohort. Com-
ments from students given at end of semester teaching surveys included:

“Workshopping selection criteria and going through the mock job interview process has
really given me confidence”; “This unit is great as it makes us put into practice what we
learn”; “I really liked the organised practical activities we perform in class. They relate to
everyday life and were fun!”

The partnership was also unusual because it involved academics working in a
professional space and professionals working in an academic space, collegially.
While this partnership has become more commonplace among Australian universi-
ties (Veles and Carter 2016), 15 years ago it was an unusual occurrence.

The success of this long collaboration was based on the acknowledgment of the
quality of facilitators’ skills and expertise and the recognition that all staff were
committed to delivering a student-centered learning experience. This acknowl-
edgment was the basis on which mutual trust and respect developed; it was the
frame within which a different form of professional identity was created – not
reducible to the dichotomy of academic or professional but, we argue, is an
example of what Whitchurch (2008a, 2013) refers to as the “rise of third space
professionals” in higher education. Despite its success, based on students’ feed-
back and the positive experience of professionals and academics involved, the unit
was cancelled due to the reorganization of the university curriculum and the
introduction of “capstone experiences” in all degrees. Capstone experiences are
final year units that bring together all the knowledge and skills learned during
the degree. It is an opportunity for students to integrate and synthesize knowledge,
demonstrate skills to prospective employers, and prepare for professional work.
Although capstone units have been widely used for a long time in American
degrees (Berheide 2007), they are a relatively new approach in Australian higher
education (Butler et al. 2017).

In this chapter, we attempt to illustrate to readers how we have worked as “third
space professionals” (Whitchurch 2008a, 2013). We begin by describing the meth-
odology adopted to frame the study. We then identify the issues we had to overcome
to work across and with the different identities fostered by the roles of professional
and of academic staff. We use vignettes to illustrate some of the barriers we faced as
professional staff and some of the creative ways we used to overcome these hurdles.
In all of this our experience of working inside the curriculum as teachers in a unit
transferred across to all our work and impacted on our relationships with academic
staff across the university. Finally, we discuss ways to forge positive and fruitful
partnerships across the university and end with a set of recommendations that may
assist to support similar partnerships across the sector.
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Methodology

We chose a methodology that would support the weaving of multiple voices and
points of view, as this is a central element to our project, and have thus built our
argument around personal narratives. A narrative style that uses qualitative data
through storytelling is within some disciplines – such as anthropology and philos-
ophy – an accepted method to grasp lived experience (Scutt and Hobson 2013).
Utilizing a phenomenological method, we draw in equal measure upon our personal
experiences and reflections presented as stories interspersed with literature review.
This approach allowed us to examine conscious experience with an emphasis on our
individual’s views, feelings, and emotions (Harvey 2009). This is a method that
assumes all knowing is interpretation; that interpretation is improved through a circle
of open peer inquiry and discussion; that methods of inquiry must take great care
over close, attentive observations; and that those observations must not be limited by
preconceptions as to what should or should not be included. By generating detailed,
careful descriptions of everyday encountered “things” – such as relationships
between subcultures in a university – it is possible to see afresh the taken for granted
and to raise to awareness the tacit and often silenced dimensions of our experience
(Lopez and Willis 2004). Such a methodology is especially relevant to researching
relationships between colleagues working in higher education, “as higher education
research is largely practised by those immersed within the university, the questions
we ask, and the stories we tell, over time co-create the university itself” (Scutt and
Hobson 2013, p. 17).

Working Across the Professional-Academic Divide

It is not uncommon at universities to experience a lack of collegiality and sometimes
an almost adversarial relationship between professional and academic staff, who
seem to live in two separate worlds designed to frustrate each other (Gray 2015).
It appears that academic staff feel professional staff do not understand their world
and priorities and academics can be impatient, critical, and sometimes contemptuous
of the work undertaken by professional staff (Conway and Dobson 2003; Dobson
2000; Szekeres 2004). Likewise, professional staff often seem to feel that academic
staff live in an “ivory tower bubble” and may offer little respect or understanding
in return. Each retreats to their silo and works at the same institution, for the
same constituents, for the same goals but in parallel, rather than in collaboration
(Szekeres 2011).

Being a professional or an academic are both a role within a university, and an
entrenched identity. These roles are also linked to strongly delineated and prescribed
hierarchical relationships. Generally speaking, professional female university staff
are often viewed as subservient to male academic staff. This is a historically
entrenched and unbalanced gender relationship (Wallace and Marchant 2011) that
often mirrors the imbalance between the status of the professional-academic roles
(Simpson and Fitzgerald 2014). Academic culture often positions professional staff
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as peripheral to the main business of the university and this viewpoint is still present
in twenty-first-century Australian universities. Indeed the change in job title from
being designated as a nonacademic to being a professional has only occurred within
the recent past at Australian universities (Sebalj et al. 2012). Szekeres (2011, p. 689)
found that:

Despite some changes to professional staff over the last 10 years, some things have not
shifted. There is still an uneasy relationship between academic and professional staff and
there are still a number of professional staff who see their work as being “invisible” in the
university.

As shown in the following vignette from the Manager of the Careers Centre, it is still
extremely difficult to have a substantive conversation around the issue of career
development learning between professional and academic staff.

“Nobody Answers the Door” (Suzanne’s story, 1)

In 2015, my team from the Careers Centre were involved in the organisation of
a major on-campus student activity. A primary component of this activity was
practice job interview sessions for students with real recruiters in their indus-
try. We were struggling to find interviewers in a particular discipline so we
approached the arts school to see if their connections with industry would be of
assistance. After numerous requests were ignored, we managed to find a few
participants on our own. Not wanting to give up on engagement with these
academic staff, I approached the school after the event to see if we could work
together more collaboratively for future events.

This time my communication was not ignored, and unleashed a flurry of
heated emails from academic staff asking me why didn’t I invite this organi-
sation or that one and essentially couldn’t I do my job properly at all? I saw this
as an opportunity rather than a threat and asked if I could address each of the
discipline groups in the school to talk about engagement with my area.
Meetings were scheduled, and with some trepidation I prepared a short
presentation to give to academic staff.

The first presentation was a disaster. The committee chair forgot I was coming
and left me off the agenda. With a heavy sigh he agreed to slot me in. 50 faces of
disinterested academics were before me. The dean was asleep. I began my
presentation and halfway through was interrupted by the chair to see if I was
almost finished. At that stage I wrapped up quickly, issued a request to work
together and exited the room as quickly as possible. Two more sessions to go.

Values are central to identity, and academic identity is often enmeshed with a
belief in the intrinsic public “good” of higher education (Churchman and King
2009). The impact of massification of higher education and the ongoing transfor-
mation of the university (Barnett 2011) on academics’ identity have been much
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discussed in the literature (Hornibrook 2012; Macfarlane 2011) particularly in
relation to their roles becoming more managerial and bureaucratic (Rayner et al.
2010). However, many professional staff chose to work in the higher education
sector because of their core values and beliefs in the university system. Professional
staff often view their commitment to university and to students as wider and deeper
than the operational procedures (Gibbs 2010). The neoliberal, enterprise university
(Marginson and Considine 2000) language of “‘quality assurance’, ‘performance
indicators’, ‘standards’ and ‘efficiency’. . . shifts professionals away from the former
values-driven behaviour where what was done was couched in a framework of what
should be done” (Lewis 2014, p. 45). The styles of generic human resource formats –
often imported from a business or government model that has nothing to do with the
normative aims and goals of a higher education institution (Bolden et al. 2013) – can
sometimes be as frustrating for professional staff as for academics. These values of
the “public good” of a university education often drive professional staff to contrib-
ute above and beyond their designated role. This is a rich source of quality expertise
that the university could draw on.

By revisiting the values of “public goods” and engaging in dialogues around joint
contributions to student-centered learning, the professional staff in the Careers
Centre and the academics from the Teaching and Learning Centre built a collabora-
tion that was enjoyable, respectful, and truly collegial. Each played their roles,
together for a common purpose and the students were the beneficiaries. We avoided
the misunderstandings that can occur when a different style of working – the more
autonomous style of academics versus the more collaborative style of professional
staff (Jones et al. 2012) – is interpreted as denoting a conflicting set of values.
Instead, we listened respectfully to each other and always put the “good” of the
student first. Through our conversations around the values and goals of higher
education we recognized more commonalities in our experiences, than might at
first sight be perceived. Some recent work has suggested that a “third space”
(Whitchurch 2008a, 2013) has emerged in higher education of blended roles –
both professional and academic – and that this has led to new types of identity in
universities. We suggest that our joint teaching into the unit, “From University to
Workplace” is an example of working in the “third space” and that this 15 years of
collaborative teaching impacted the way that the career advisors went about other
aspects of their work.

Working in the “Third Space”

While there have always been academics who have held managerial and leadership
positions within their institutions, professional staff performing academic tasks (e.g.,
learning design, learning support, and career development) have been less common
in higher education until recently. Recognizing the existence and importance of these
roles moves the discussion to a complementary rather than a binary – or even
oppositional – framework (Gray 2015). This is a space where traditional roles within
the university have become blurred and where “. . .the building of communicative
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relationships and networks is more significant than the observance of organizational
boundaries, so much so that third space workmay occur in spite of, rather than because
of, formal structures” (Whitchurch 2008a, p. 386). This was the experience of the
authors when, for example, the formal administrative structures of the university
would not accommodate a professional-academic coteaching the unit “From Univer-
sity to Workplace.” When we tried to put staff from both areas as coordinators of the
unit, the university’s administrative systems would only recognize the academics from
the Teaching and Learning Centre. At times, it felt that the teaching work of the three
professional staff from the Careers Centre was rendered invisible for the university.

The confidence to work together so closely and collaboratively was supported by
the recognition of shared skills in research and teaching among academics and
professionals within the team, and that career advice includes: “interpretive, narra-
tive approaches, grounded in social constructionism” (Reid andWest 2016, p. 11). This
opened up an opportunity for academics and professional staff to discuss paradigms
and methodologies, epistemological and ontological assumptions, all of which built
confidence in each other’s skills sets.

“Reconceptualising the Curriculum” (Julia’s Story)

To run the same unit over a 15 year period and to have that time to build
collegial relationships; to share, to laugh, to reflect, to stay in touch with past
students, to build and develop a transformative curriculum was only possible
because the unit was not “mainstream”. When we began the unit in 2000 there
was a focus on the sociology of work, but this transmogrified into allowing
students to work through transformative experiences about the nature of work.
We created multi-disciplinary groups of students who created reflective port-
folios that tracked where and how they gained graduate attributes in their
degrees. We integrated Australian and international students into working
groups, where they explored how work is socially constructed in each other’s
cultures. We built blogs with students in different countries-back when this
was a new thing to have cross-cultural conversations around critical thinking
and the nature of work (Hobson 2009). We built students’ networking skills
and got them to do informational interviews with a range of people working in
industry. We pushed the curriculum to be as responsive as possible to who was
enrolled that year. We avoided submitting curriculum plans to the administra-
tive system and often “made things up” on the go. Sometimes it was messy but
it was always creative!

To some extent the unit survived over this extended period because we
“outsourced” support through our collaborative relationship. With relatively small
numbers of students in the unit, 60–80 per semester, we did the teaching without
casual tutors and so escaped budgetary surveillance. While the “third space” allows
the exercise of autonomy and creativity because it falls outside of the usual frame-
work, it is “. . .risky because without a visible framework to work within, resist or
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negotiate, there is the possibility of isolation, foreclosure, frustration and lack of
access to resources and decision-making” (Bennett et al. 2016, p. 218). Collaborating
with the Careers Centre colleagues and drawing on that pedagogical resource made
this situation sustainable for 15 years.

Cross-Boundary Professionals

The experience of teaching into a unit gave the professional career advisors the
confidence to approach other academics across the university in a different manner,
as cross-boundary professionals (Whitchurch 2008b). While being aware of the
necessity of structures and set roles in a university, cross-boundary professionals
according to Whitchurch (2008b, p. 380) “. . .do not necessarily regard the space at
either side of them as being mutually exclusive, and actively use boundaries to
achieve superordinate goals.” One of the career advisors went beyond the boundary
of advising only students and extended her work to advising casual early career
academics in their search for permanent employment and assisting them with their
applications, this built a two-way flow of learning.

“The Two Way Flow of Learning” (Alexandra’s Story)

What works for me is a genuine willingness to be a resource to academics. It is a
two-way flow as I learn more about their relevant disciplines and build my own
knowledge base amongst the disciplines. I have designed industry/discipline-
relevant job search workshops (CV, selection criteria, interviews) for marine
science, chiropractic, exercise physiology, public relations, international aid and
development, nursing and veterinary science to name a few. I have also assisted
by way of job applications for early career academics in law, sociology, English
and public relations – all of whom have continued to benefit from our services in
order to deliver career development initiatives in their respective units. Late
2016 our team commenced writing and publishing “careers in. . .” information
sheets for our students, launching with “careers in academia”.

Being of assistance, combined with building friendships based on knowl-
edge acquisition and interest is the principle approach that I use to bridge the
divide between me as a professional staff member and my new friends who
were once early-career academics finding their place within the tertiary sector.

Working as a cross-boundary professional – and keeping in touch with the
superordinate goal of promoting and enhancing learning –Alexandra invited aca-
demics to join in a learning practice. Her focus on the sharing of skills, resources,
and learning experiences built mutual respect across the professional-academic
boundary.
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The role of career advisor within universities has moved from individual consul-
tations often using the DOTS model that identifies four tasks of: decision learning,
opportunity awareness, transition learning, and self-awareness (Law and Watts
2003) to a more narrative-driven approach of “life designing” (Lengelle and Meijers
2014). There has also been a move to develop university-wide strategies to assist
graduates to develop employability skills (Bridgstock 2009; Kinash et al. 2016).
However, there can be a mismatch between the intention of high-level strategies and
the actions of “on the ground” academics. A mismatch that may be best addressed by
a cross-boundary professional opening up a dialogue.

“Opening Up a Dialogue Space” (Jane’s Story)

When I first started at Murdoch University I felt that a few (not all) of the
psychology academics questioned the credibility of our service, suggesting
that as practitioners our career counselling approach/tools were lacking empir-
ical evidence and validity and were nothing more than “hocus pocus”. I was
somewhat affronted by this, particularly since I was a past psychology student
at the university.

After my initial reaction and the settling of emotions, I decided that perhaps
we could improve the relationship with the School of Psychology by engaging
their “expertise”. I saw an opportunity to reach out for assistance with the
recruitment phase of a new co-curricular leadership program we were develop-
ing. I approached a psychology lecturer (whom I suspected held the above view)
seeking an organisational psychology student to guide us with this process. I
was hoping to secure a masters final year student keen to develop and lead us in
facilitating a formal assessment Centre as part of their practicum placement.

This was a success on multiple fronts. As the student:
(1) added real value and validity to the effective recruitment of suitable

students for the leadership program.
(2) indicated to his supervisor (and to us) that he had had a highly valuable

and enriching placement experience in a real-life setting, which helped to
enhance our standing with the school. (The lecturer subsequently referred me
to a colleague, who agreed to be a guest presenter within the leadership
program in its second year).

(3) subsequently received a high level of in-going support in his job search
and career development post-program (i.e., engagement with our service).

On reflection, this experience has also made me more conscious of our need
to continuously review our methods of practice/resources etc. and ensure that
we offer more evidence based career development support to students.

A defining feature of cross-boundary professionals is that they “are able to hold
together multiple identity components, seeing boundaries as opportunities rather
than as constraints. . .” (Whitchurch 2008b, p. 380). By refusing to stay with her initial
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reaction and by bringing the attention of the academic disciplinary staff to the
intersections between disciplinary expertise and CDL expertise, this career advisor
opened up a “third space.” Drawing on her dual identity as a career advisor and a
psychology graduate, this author brought together her understanding of both spaces
and found a leverage point to open dialogue with recalcitrant academics. However,
the key leverage point was the student; as Jane’s vignette illustrates academics will
often listen more closely to the stories that students tell about an encounter with a
professional than they will listen to the professionals themselves.

Working as an “Unbounded Professional”

The “third space” involves both crossing boundaries within the institution and also
sometimes actively disrupting those boundaries to create change (Whitchurch
2008b). After her experience of a Dean of Environmental Science who fell asleep
in front of her, and the Art Schools’ academics ignoring her approaches, the Manager
of the Careers Centre decided that she would try a different tack.

“Do You Want Fries with That?” (Suzanne’s Story, 2)

In 2015, I was approached by the School of Arts to participate in a series of
workshops for arts students to improve their employability. I was excited by
the prospect and was keen to work collaboratively with the school on this
important topic as we had very little collaboration to date. So, I made sure that
my entire team were available and prepared for this valuable exercise. Due to
factors in the school at the last minute the event was cancelled. We were
disappointed and decided that as all of the groundwork was completed, we
would host the event ourselves.

Arts students are a challenging group to work with, as their studies are not
designed to be vocational and many graduates struggle to articulate their
transferable skills in the market. There is considerable mythology around the
job prospects for generalists and we decided to use the mythology as a
marketing tool for the event.

When we titled the careers event “do you want fries with that? Debunking the
myths and discovering your career with an arts degree” we could never have
anticipated the furor that would ensue. Complaints were made about the title and
academic staff refused to promote the event. Eventually, I agreed to another
working title for the school to use and the event was a huge success. The year
after that, we also worked collaboratively with academic staff in the school on a
number of presentations and are looking forward to an ongoing working
relationship with this school. Sometimes you need to light a fire to get a result!

Sometimes it is necessary to actively find ways to disrupt assumptions in order to
get academics to give time, attention, and priority for CDL. Staying in the role of
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subservient professional “handmaiden” to school deans does not achieve results.
This author decided that she had politely knocked too often on doors that no one
bothered to open. It was time to work as an “unbounded professional” and “rather
than entering a political debate, . . .work in an exploratory way with tension, and
even conflict, seeking a common basis for understanding by, if necessary,
re-conceptualising the space . . . [and being] prepared to enter messy, or even
dangerous, space. . .” (Whitchurch 2008b, p. 381).

Bringing It Together: Forging Fruitful Partnerships Across
the University

Roles and identity in learning and teaching are closely tied to the collective vision
and purpose of higher education. The framework in which a conversation occurs
impinges upon and changes the qualities of the discourse (Clegg and McAuley 2005;
Lillis 2007), and academic and professional staff identity will always be linked to
wider debates about the nature and purpose of higher education, to “the idea of the
university” (Neary and Saunders 2011, p. 334). Higher education is both a liberating
and a conservative force in society (Freire 1973; Sullinan and Rosin 2008) and
likewise our experiences of working at universities have been – at different times –
both creative and controlled. In working together we have built confidence to resist
control and to stay in a creative “third space.” In part, we found courage to move into
these risky spaces because of our shared long-term commitment to a particular
university and the relationships built over that time. In part, our capacity to enter
messy spaces may also be due to being tired of being marginalized as “only”
professional staff. Most importantly, our willingness to take risks is largely due to
a desire to act on our authentic commitment to higher education – the act of being
open to learning – which is where we consider our final accountability and
responsibility lies.

If we take the mandate of universities to be to facilitate the development of
engaged, critical, and creative learners capable of negotiating change and uncertainty
and carving out a career path for themselves in the twenty-first century, then it would
seem necessary that experts in CDL should be collegially involved in core curricu-
lum development. Explicitly teaching students to negotiate the uncertainty of future
employment is a responsibility of the university, a shared “third space” where
multiple experts need to come together in a collegial manner.

As “cross boundary” and “unbounded professionals” drawing on our experience,
we recommend to other “third space professionals” to work by:

• Brokering academic – professional partnerships around shared pedagogical
values

• Finding time to explicitly state how such a value based partnership assists in the
delivery of a quality learning experience for students

• Facilitating trust and respect through explicit and direct acknowledgment of the
expertise and skills that each brings to the partnership
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To return to the question of the nature and purpose of higher education – “the idea
of the university” – we wish our partnership between professionals and academics to
be acknowledged as central to enhancing learning and teaching in higher education,
and to include professional voices as authorial, as in having authority. This was a
story worth telling because in the telling – in this last project of academic authoring –
we are thus authorized.
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Abstract
Conducting an objective structured clinical exam (OSCE) to assess a student’s
clinical competency is a complex and dynamic process that requires more than
just academic input due to the intricate logistical and technical requirements.
Such complexity necessitates the involvement of professional staff, who work
collaboratively with academic staff in planning and conducting the OSCE itself –
often having direct contact with students leading up to and during the exam. This
chapter presents a case study to highlight the integral role of professional staff in
the assessment of students undertaking an OSCE at an Australian university. The
OSCE process involves a multiplicity of roles and skills, blurring the lines
between traditional academic and professional staff boundaries, creating a part-
nership that arguably promotes mutual respect for the expertise of both roles in
higher education. The technical, curriculum, and administrative expertise of
professional staff is vital to running an effective OSCE, with professional staff
often assuming leadership responsibilities during an OSCE to ensure a positive
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experience for the student. This level of expertise is often unrecognised by those
outside the OSCE process, yet is essential to the quality and integrity of the OSCE
and to the professional identity of the staff involved. This chapter unpacks the
nature of the work and expertise involved in designing, developing, and deliver-
ing an OSCE and the range of qualities and skills required to ensure a successful
experience for students.

Keywords
Objective structured clinical exam · OSCE · Professional staff · Academic staff ·
Assessment · Working relationships · Student outcomes · Logistics · Third
space · Invisibility

Introduction

We can no longer conceptualise the higher education workforce as consisting solely
of traditional academic and non-academic roles. The traditional binary divide is
becoming less relevant and indeed unhelpful in understanding the human resourcing
requirements of universities capable of meeting diverse needs of the twenty-first
century (Whitchurch 2009). These needs are driven by reduced government funding,
massification, new information technologies, and increased governance and
accountability pressures that have resulted in rapid changes to the higher education
(HE) landscape (Australian Higher Education Industrial Association [AHEIA] 2016;
Rowlands 2013).

One area in which increased accountability impacts is assessment. Academics are
increasingly shouldering responsibility for student outcomes (Blackmore 2009),
including being able to justify to external accrediting bodies assessment decisions
around competency (Koenen et al. 2015) as HE moves toward standards-based
regulatory frameworks (Bosco and Ferns 2014). At the same time, there is an
increasing expectation to provide opportunities for students to demonstrate compe-
tency through assessment that resembles the real world of the professional, that is,
authentic (Gulikers et al. 2008).

The objective structured clinical exam or OSCE can be considered one such
authentic assessment activity. In an OSCE, students move through a number of timed
stations where they demonstrate their clinical competence under simulated condi-
tions (Khan et al. 2013b). Students are commonly scored by examiners (usually
clinicians) using criterion-referenced score sheets. In many health disciplines, the
OSCE is considered a valid and reliable assessment of clinical competency
(Rushforth 2007), often situated at key checkpoints in a course to determine a
student’s eligibility to progress to the next stage, or graduate, thus present a high-
stakes assessment activity.

Conducting an OSCE is a complex and dynamic process that requires more than
just academic input due to the intricate logistical and technical requirements needed
to ensure rigor of the assessment process. Such complexity necessitates the involve-
ment of non-academic or professional staff (PS), who take a leadership role in
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planning and conducting the OSCE itself, often having direct contact with students
leading up to and during the exam. The OSCE thus presents a situation where the
traditional boundaries between academic staff (AS) and PS must be loosened and the
binary divide crossed for the philosophy of the OSCE to be realised. However, the
importance of the PS role is hidden within the broader OSCE literature.

It is within this context that this case study highlights the integral role PS play in
all aspects of the organisation and implementation of an OSCE. Further, it moves
beyond viewing the work of PS in the OSCE as being primarily supportive,
generalist and task focussed. Instead it explores the changing relationship between
academic and professional staff that has resulted in a shared leadership approach to
organising and implementing a successful OSCE, the specialist expertise and skill
set that PS bring to the OSCE, and the impact that PS have on student outcomes
through the student assessment experience.

OSCEs at Our Institution

The OSCE was developed by Harden in the early 1970s (Khan et al. 2013a) and has
become one of the most widely used methods of assessing clinical competency in
healthcare education (Gormley 2011). The philosophy behind the OSCE is that as all
students are presented with the same clinical task, completed in the same time, using
the same marking scheme (Gormley 2011), it therefore provides equity, reliability,
and validity to the assessment process. The structure of an OSCE at our institution
sees students move through a circuit of ten active “stations” in individual rooms.
Students will stand at the door of the station, read the task instructions, enter the
room, and complete the task (which usually involves a trained actor, i.e., a
standardised patient (SP)) while being assessed. Students are kept to time as they
move through the circuit by a series of coordinated bells and whistles.

The biggest OSCE at our institution examines approximately 135 students across
four circuits simultaneously, over three sessions. This entails recruiting 65 exam-
iners, 40 SPs, and 25 personnel to assist. As you can envisage, it involves significant
planning, organisation, and oversight on the day in order to ensure the OSCE runs
smoothly. Much of which is undertaken by PS, yet this fact is not reflected in the
OSCE literature.

The Invisibility of Professional Staff in the OSCE Literature

Approximately half of the staff working in Australian universities are classified as
non-academic (Australian Government Department of Education and Training
2015), yet historically they have been largely invisible in the HE discourse, often
being recognised in terms of what they are not (i.e., non-academic), rather than what
they are (Conway and Dobson 2003; Dobson 2000). The academic/non-academic
classifications have led to HE institutions being descried as binary, with an associ-
ated them and us culture (Dobson 2000; Whitchurch 2012).
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I was first exposed to OSCEs in 2013, when I took up a middle management PS
position at an Australian university. Part of my role was to support the OSCE
academic lead through coordinating and leading the PS support team. I was over-
whelmed by my first OSCE experience: the work AS required of my team to develop
stations, the intricate organisation and planning required by PS, and the roller coaster
of emotions and physicality of the day itself.

In a quest to improve my team’s part in the OSCE (and having had previous roles
in academia), I turned to the scholarly literature for guidance. Here I found a wealth
of information regarding the psychometric properties of OSCEs and good practice
guidelines. For example, OSCE stations should be well written and workshopped, an
appropriate method of standard setting selected (Friedman Ben-David 2000), mark-
ing checklists and global rating scales constructed (Gormley 2011), and the impor-
tance of having well-trained examiners and actors (SPs) (Collins and Harden 1998;
Kachur et al. 2013; Khan et al. 2013a, b).

While such considerations are paramount to ensuring the reliability and validity
of the OSCE, through my experience, they were not the only aspects of an OSCE that
were worthy of attention. Missing were details around the tasks PS were responsible
for and an acknowledgment of the specialist knowledge and skill set required to
organise and implement a successful OSCE. For example, the intricate logistics
around the movement of students and SPs, effective relationship management of
examiners and SPs, structure of the circuit and coordination on the day were frommy
perspective also vital to a successful OSCE. Not to mention the collaboration,
leadership and problem solving that occurred on a minute-by-minute basis on
OSCE day.

Even with a more thorough search of the literature, I discovered a paucity of
discussion around such PS considerations. While Harden (1990) emphasises that
careful organisation and planning is needed for the potential of the OSCE to be
realised, there were few current articles that had these considerations as their primary
focus. Indeed where the non-academic aspects of an OSCE were referred to, the
main focus was on cost analysis; organisation was considered secondary to the
importance of the exam content, or the text gave the impression that these were
overseen by the academic lead.

For example, Carpenter (1995, p. 832) includes secretarial and support needs as
part of the personnel costs in his OSCE cost analysis and concludes with the sentence
“Finally, enthusiastic support of the school’s administrative team is crucial to the
success of such a program.” And more recently Kachur et al.’s (2013, p. 7) chapter
on organising OSCEs in ten steps does provide a comprehensive breakdown of the
logistical requirements of an OSCE and identifies the individual staffing needs; it
also falls short of acknowledging the expertise of professional staff, “For those
involved in the actual OSCE implementation the most basic job requirements are
availability, interest in the project, and stamina.” Both of these imply that PS OSCE
expertise is unnecessary and by extension not viewed as an important skill set of
those PS whose primary responsibility is to provide such support.
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Khan et al.’s (2013a) article on OSCE organisation and administration goes some
way to acknowledge the amount of administrative work an OSCE requires, “. . .and
by ensuring there is adequate administrative support to meet these needs, the OSCE
lead will have more time to address academic considerations [emphasis added]”
(p. 1448) and goes on to provide a list of “Common administrative tasks for OSCE”
(p. 1456). However, this serves to put clear boundaries around the type of role
the administrator plays, i.e., supportive, and the types of tasks they are responsible
for, i.e., administrative.

And finally, in Sudan et al.’s (2015) paper that reviewed the costs and logistics of
implementing a formative surgical OSCE, the authors reported administrative costs
(44 h, total $2200) as the second most expensive item behind the cost of experts who
developed stations and examined students. In this study, stations were supplied
externally; thus, Sudan et al. underestimate the significant amount of administrative
support required if new stations are developed – which was the case at our institu-
tion. In addition, as it uses a monetary value to define cost, it further hides the
contribution of PS due to differences in wages between PS and AS.

A New Way of Conceptualizing the HE Workforce

Rather than the contemporary HE workforce being conceived in binary terms,
Whitchurch (2008a) conceptualises it as more complex, with managerial-level
roles existing in-between this dichotomy, in what Whitchurch terms the “third
space” (p. 378). The third space is characterised by partnerships between academic
and professional staff, not hierarchies, and those working in this space often have
both professional and academic backgrounds, leading to new typologies of profes-
sional identities not reflected in current position descriptions. For instance, the
blended professional, with both academic credentials and other types of experience,
may interpret their non-academic/professional role more academically (Whitchurch
2012). Graham (2014) builds on Whitchurch’s concept, suggesting that the third
space is not restricted to management-level professionals, but junior-level roles also
exist in this space, and that roles within HE should be envisaged in terms of a two-
dimensional academic/management matrix rather than dichotomy or continuum of
professional-academic.

This has implications for the identity of PS as the boundaries between traditional
roles in HE become blurred (Whitchurch 2008a). Reconceptualising the academic-
professional staff relationship as a partnership within this third space was a useful
lens through which to examine my OSCE experience, as it allowed for a more
balanced view of the contribution that all staff make to the OSCE to be described.

It became apparent that the contemporary role of the PS member was not reflected
in the current OSCE literature; indeed PS were being undervalued and their invis-
ibility reinforced by it. The PS involved in OSCEs needed a voice within this
literature – hence the inspiration for this study.

21 The Role of Professional Staff in Assessing Students: A Case Study of. . . 331



The Case Study

The role of PS in OSCEs was explored through a case study analysing the opinions
of PS (n = 7) and AS (n = 17) involved in running OSCEs at an Australian
university from 2013 to 2015. The research was approved by the institution’s ethics
committee, with qualitative comments collected via online anonymous question-
naire. A thematic analysis was then conducted (following Braun and Clarke 2006),
with themes relevant to the research questions developed and combined with the
author’s autobiographical reflections of her OSCE experience from the perspective
of a middle management PS member. The disadvantages associated with being an
insider in this research are acknowledged (c.f Mercer 2007), and potential bias in the
author’s own account was countered by the inclusion of other’s viewpoints (Birds
2015); however, being an insider has allowed for the invisible role of PS to be
brought to light.

The Contemporary Role of Professional Staff in OSCEs

PS key responsibilities. Figure 1 shows the key areas of responsibility when
organising an OSCE at our institution and the subtasks within these that were the
responsibility of either PS, AS, or both. As is evident, PS play a role in all aspects of
the OSCE, and while some areas of the OSCE show overlap of both AS and PS
responsibility, in a majority of areas, PS play a predominant role.

Some of these areas were identified by participants as being crucial to a successful
OSCE. For example, AS identified the quality of the station content, in terms of
having high content validity, authenticity, and well-constructed marking rubrics. PS
noted the importance of having adequate personnel, role clarity, and clear timelines.
Both staff groups identified as crucial, engagement with external stakeholders
(examiners and SPs) and exam logistics:

Adequate staff ie examiners, actors, support staff. (PS)

1. Longer-term planning 2. Well organised before the event 3. Cases peer reviewed at least
twice (preferably at least three times). 4. Clear instructions for candidates, examiners,
[standardised] patients and support staff. 5. Agreed, emergency, back-up strategies. (AS)

From my perspective, one of the crucial factors contributing to a successful
OSCE was the ability to have robust pedagogical discussions. Consistent with
Whitchurch’s (2008b, 2012) suggestion around role interpretation in the third
space, I interpreted my non-academic role more academically than it was formally
defined, and as such I was particularly interested in contributing to these discussions.
For example, in relation to new courses adopting OSCEs, I contributed to deliber-
ations around the appropriate time within the curriculum to schedule the OSCE, the
consideration of appropriate marking scales and cut scores, the number of stations to
ensure a reliable exam, and the structures needed to be in place to ensure consistency
and objectivity of the exam.
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Although this contribution was not explicitly referred to by the staff in this study
(which may have been a result of the questions asked, or participants not being privy
to such discussions), one AS member did describe the importance of the PS input
into critiquing the OSCE:

A concerted effort between admin and academic staff to use their respective skills to produce
a quality product. Attention to detail, a willingness to critique and accept critical input. (AS)

Figure 2 illustrates the expertise and skill sets participants identified as those they
brought to the OSCE. These can be viewed as complementary to achieving a success-
ful OSCE; however, it is the commonalities that highlight the importance of both PS

Fig. 1 A comparison of key areas of responsibility of PS and AS in the OSCE (bold italics denotes
shared tasks)
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and AS OSCE expertise. For example, although the OSCE day needs to be organised
down to the finest detail, flexibility in both attitudes and schedule are paramount in the
event that problems arise on the day, and solutions result in changes being made.

The problem solving and subsequent solutions require a holistic understanding of
the OSCE process; this specialist knowledge is shared by both AS and PS. Further,
implementing these solutions requires high-level communication skills so that changes
can be efficiently and effectively communicated to those affected so that the OSCE can
proceed. Thus it is clear that PS have skills and expertise above those required to
complete 'traditional' administrative tasks as suggested by the OSCE literature.

Surprisingly PS didn’t identify leadership as part of their skill set, although
coordination and teamwork were reported. This may be due to those PS in formal
leadership positions (such as myself) not participating in the questionnaire or PS not
viewing teamwork and coordination as forms of leadership. In my experience,
leadership was a key skill possessed by PS involved in the OSCE as they usually
led the planning and organisation process and partnered in the leadership on OSCE
day. It is to the idea of partnership that I now turn.

Working relationships. Participants were asked to comment on the nature and
change in the working relationship between PS and AS leading up to and on OSCE
day. Regarding the nature of the relationship with PS, AS described it as positive,
collegial, and cooperative, which allowed issues to be identified and addressed quickly
without impacting on the OSCE itself. They believed the most important aspect of the
relationship was ongoing and effective communication, particularly on OSCE day:

Daily emails, phone calls and the odd lunch became the norm in the weeks before the exams.
Again, we kept in close communication [on OSCE day] and we kept each other informed. (AS)

Fig. 2 Expertise and skills that AS and PS bring to the OSCE, overlap showing commonalities
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PS commented that the relationship with AS leading up to the OSCE was strong,
again characterised by extensive communication and trust:

I need to have a very strong working relationship with the academics involved in the OSCE
as they are entrusting our team to run their clinical examination. (PS)

Across 2013–2015, the number of OSCEs in the school doubled as new courses
were implemented and OSCEs adopted as part of their assessment regime. During
this time, PS set a schedule of timelines, facilitated relationships between AS from
different disciplines, and drew on previous OSCE expertise to ensure best practice
OSCE processes that they had established and refined were implemented:

Despite being an experienced examiner, this was the first OSCE that I have organised. I was
most impressed and appreciative of the relationship and support between the academic and
administrative staff. (AS)

I am far more dependent on the knowledge and experience of the professional staff than the
other way around in conducting a successful OSCE. (AS)

Such expertise will be increasingly important as more effective OSCE processes,
which still ensure rigor, will need to be developed to cater for the growth in OSCE use
and massification of HE. It is therefore important that managers undertake appropriate
succession planning with staff who hold OSCE expertise (both professional and
academic), so that OSCEs run smoothly as it is known that small errors in organisation
can have dramatic and cascading effects on OSCE day (Abdulghani et al. 2014).

The additional OSCE workload also puts pressure on working relationships.
Although the quality of the relationship was described as overwhelming positive,
sources of tension around PS setting deadlines and AS adhering to these were
identified, as was a perceived lack of recognition of the impact last minute changes
AS made to the exam:

Deadlines are often resented by academic staff by they do recognise the need for them and
respect the right of the professional staff in setting these. (AS)

Generally ok – again small changes on the day can have a huge impact. I am not sure there is
an awareness of the work that goes on for both sides. (PS)

At times this can be uncomfortable. There is an obvious level of anticipation and anxiety
associated with an increase in workload. (AS)

I become as mad as a cut snake – terrible fear of a disaster or major omission. (AS)

It is imperative that they [AS] are forthcoming with the information in a timely manner thus
creating pressure to adhere to guidelines set...Constant badgering is sometimes (always)
required!! (PS)

It appeared that stress and anxiety associated with OSCEs impacted working
relationships, and the well-being of some staff. Having appropriate support for staff
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during these potentially stressful times is essential. Birds (2015) suggests that as role
boundaries in the third space become blurred, staff may find it uncomfortable and
challenging as clear distinctions around task responsibilities become unclear. This
blurring may have been a contributing factor to feelings of unease in this study;
however, we know that OSCEs are highly stressful for students (Brand and
Schoonheim-Klein 2009; Brannick 2013), and this study suggests that they are
also highly stressful events for staff. With an increased use of OSCEs in allied health
disciplines, the impact this assessment type has on staff is worthy of further
exploration, particularly if multiple OSCEs are concurrently managed by certain
staff members.

In order to ensure a sustainable OSCE program within our expanding school, it
became necessary to blur the traditional boundaries between academic and profes-
sional staff, and a 'whole of school' strategic approach was initiated that directed all
staff, regardless of classification, to be involved in some capacity in the OSCE
program. This effectively authorised PS to recruit AS into roles within the OSCE
that would traditionally be considered non-academic (e.g., examiner check-in and
timing).

This directive reflected a recognition that a successful OSCE required a collabora-
tive approach, and fostered a culture of partnership between all staff, a culture of “both
and also” rather than us and them (Zeichner 2008 as cited in Birds 2015). It is
suggested that conceptualising a third space is necessary to effectively manage the
complexities of conducting an OSCE in the contemporary HE environment. Indeed
the AHEIAs (2016) most recent report proposes that the future workforce will need to
be more collaborative, requiring a changing dynamic between AS and PS such that
everyone works towards a common goal. Such an attitude was reflected in this study:

There is a real feeling of the whole faculty pulling together to get the students through the
day successfully. (AS)

The whole team supports [the students] on OSCE days and it is a great feeling. (PS)

The AHEIA report also predicts the need for greater engagement of HE institu-
tions with the broader community and industry. The OSCE is a situation where these
can occur, as community members (SPs) and industry (clinicians/examiners) become
involved in a core university function – assessment. The OSCE provides AS and PS
an opportunity to facilitate this engagement and promote the value propositions of
the university. Harvey and Radomski (2011) advocate that it is essential to nurture
relationships with SPs if OSCEs are to be sustainable in regional areas. It is easy to
see how this could equally extend to clinicians, given the large number required to
examine a single cohort of students.

For instance, when asked about their role in facilitating relationships with exter-
nals, although the majority of AS reported minimal involvement, those that did
engage believed positive relationships made it easier to recruit examiners:

I drew from my network of colleagues to recruit the most suitable examiners. (AS)
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While PS who had contact with external stakeholders believed it was important to
ensure that the relationship was positive, and staff made an effort to build rapport with
SPs and clinicians, encouraging them to provide feedback on the OSCE process:

It is very important that we display the School in the best light. . . I try to develop a rapport
with external/casual staff members by learning their names and encouraging feedback. (PS)

. . .I am acutely aware that if they [externals] have a bad experience with me it may have
negative implications in their future involvement with the school, including OSCEs. (PS)

As part of the OSCE organisation, PS also fostered relationships with other key
internal stakeholders. Figure 3 illustrates the range of PS interactions and demon-
strates the central role PS play in internal and external relationship management.

When reflecting on how working relationship between academic and professional
staff had changed over the last few years, the majority of both staff groups stated that PS
had a greater degree of involvement in the OSCE, with the development of higher levels
of collaboration and appreciation of each others' skill sets. This change was viewed by
both groups as beneficial, with trust andmutual respect being features of the relationship:

[W]e have been guided by general staff in order to streamline the process and provide a more
controlled and organ[ised] environment. (AS)

I do feel the relationship is one now where the academic staff fully appreciate the efforts of the
general staff in preparation for the day and during the day for their organisational skills. (AS)

The general staff do the majority of the planning and in about 15 minutes worth of
interaction let me know what I need to do and how I need to do it” (AS)

There is a lot of trust involved. . .a lot of the responsibility for running an OSCE is put onto
the general staff. (PS)

The culmination of this collaboration was clearly demonstrated on OSCE day,
when both AS and PS shared leadership roles. There was a general consensus that
strong leadership from both AS and PS members was required and that the leader-
ship on the day was viewed as a partnership:

Both academic and administrative leadership on the day is well coordinated; the two sides of
the process work seamlessly together to ensure the best outcome for all involved. (AS)

People are clear about their roles and I feel that leadership on the day is provided by those
that have organised it. (AS)

In contrast to the supporting role of PS that the OSCE literature implies, AS
commented that they were happy for PS to take the lead on OSCE day:

I rely on general staff to drive the PROCESS and concentrate on watching student perfor-
mance and adhering to rubrics. (AS)

Happy to be managed by general staff provided instructions are clear. Work as peers as much
as anything, each recognising the other‘s strengths. (AS)
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This demonstrates a recognition of the expertise of PS and the importance of both
academic and professional roles to the implementation of a successful OSCE. It also
suggests that the partnership between staff impacts positively on the student experience.

The impact of PS on the student experience. Student experience includes aspects
of teaching, engagement, representation, complaints and appeals, academic support,
feedback, and experience of the assessment process (Kandiko 2013). While most
students view OSCEs as an authentic and fair method of assessment (Yap et al.
2012), OSCEs also elicit greater amounts of test anxiety compared to other tradi-
tional forms of assessment (Brand and Schoonheim-Klein 2009; Brannick 2013).

While test anxiety shows a general negative relationship to performance
(O’Carroll and Fisher 2013), Brannick (2013) claims the relationship between test
anxiety and OSCE performance shows mixed results. He suggests that anxiety may
dissipate after the OSCE begins and that a certain level of test anxiety actually increases
the authenticity of the OSCE, as emotional arousal is likely to be present under real-life
situations when the task is performed (Brannick 2013). Nonetheless it may be argued
that if a student’s performance is overly influenced by test anxiety, the OSCE may
become an unreliable method of assessing the true competency of the student.

Fig. 3 Relationships with internal and external stakeholders that PS manage as part of the OSCE
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Students’ perceptions of the factors that increase their anxiety and reduce perfor-
mance during an OSCE relate to their preparation, examiners, and the environment
(Nicholson and Forrest 2009). PS have a central role in impacting the OSCE
environment through the organisation and management of logistics and their inter-
actions with students on OSCE day.

Regarding the management of logistics, AS viewed the contribution that PS made
to the student experience as significant, although perhaps largely unnoticed. They
described the organisation and planning leading up to, and on the day of the exam as
essential to ensuring a smoothly run and fair exam, as it allowed examiners and
students to focus solely on the examination:

[V]ery significant. A well organised OSCE with friendly faces makes the assessment less
daunting and more academically sound. (AS)

They are key to ensuring that the environment is as relaxed as possible, while maintaining
maximum time efficiency. (AS)

PS also saw their contribution resulting in students being given the best oppor-
tunity to pass, as they did not have to worry about complicated logistics:

. . .enabl[ing] the students to feel a sense of calm and support on the day and unaware of any
hassles behind the scenes. To the students it should feel [seam]less and organised. (PS)

Recognising that the OSCE is a highly stressful event, both AS and PS reported
trying to keep students calm, here again the organisation of the OSCE was seen as
having a positive influence:

If everything is planned well and runs smoothly then this should reduce student stress and
anxiety and students can just concentrate on the OSCE assessment. (AS)

The big impact comes in the days leading up to the OSCE. The familiarity of familiar faces
I’m sure adds value to their experience. Having the comfort and support of a familiar face
walking between stations, waiting before and after the rotation through the stations (AS)

They are the conduit of information and the overseers of the day. They provide calmness. (AS)

My role is to ensure students know where they need to go, abide by the rules and if possible
help keep them calm. (PS)

This case study adds to the growing body of evidence that PS play a considerable
role in student learning outcomes (Graham 2013), and of an alignment between
professional and academic values, that is, of wanting students to achieve. This study
did not seek students’ opinions on the impact of PS on their OSCE experience;
however, investigating this may be warranted as even the smallest influence on
performance in such a high-stakes exam is worthy of attention.

It also adds to the literature around PS perceptions of their impact on student
outcomes. In a study looking at PS perceptions of their contribution to student
outcomes in relation to institutional behaviour propositions, Regan et al. (2014)
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found a lack of consensus between PS at both the faculty and central level. However,
Regan et al. (2014) suggested that PS may consider their contribution more signif-
icant if practical propositions and/or personal contributions were used as a reference
point rather than those related to organisational culture or to the PS body as a whole.
This study supports this proposition, as PS perceived they had a direct impact on the
experience of students in positive ways when referenced to their individual contri-
bution to a practical task, i.e., the OSCE.

Implications for the Future

This case study has proposed that PS play an integral role in the OSCE, a role that
has been largely invisible in the broader OSCE discourse. It has not only explored
the types of tasks that PS take responsibility for in the planning, organisation, and
implementation of the OSCE but has explored the expertise, skills, and nature of the
relationship between AS and PS involved in OSCEs.

It proposes that rather than the OSCE reinforcing the traditional binary divide
between AS and PS, it provides an example of where the divide is bridged. A
successful and sustainable OSCE program requires an approach where staff value
each other’s strengths, maintain consistent and effective communication, and seek to
proactively break down the traditional binary divide establishing culture of 'both and
also', rather than 'us and them'. The OSCE illustrates a niche in which the notion of a
third space is useful in describing the nature of the working environment and human
resourcing requirements needed to effectively manage OSCEs in contemporary HE
institutions.

Moreover, it has highlighted the role PS have on fostering positive relationships
with internal and external stakeholders, and the valuable contribution they make to
student outcomes through the student OSCE experience. These contributions should
not be understated in the context of a PS member’s identity.

All participants regarded PS as having a positive influence on student outcomes
through their expertise in OSCE organisation and implementation, resulting in a
smooth exam experience for students. They believed that PS brought a sense of
calmness to the OSCE environment which allowed students to better concentrate on
the exam, aiding in student performance.

Student perceptions regarding the impact PS have on their OSCE experience are
worthy of further exploration. As test anxiety impacts exam performance, exploring
ways in which anxiety can be reduced should be beneficial to performance. In
addition, when students are reconceptualised as customers, it is important the HE
institutions explore the ways in which students’ overall experience can be enhanced.
Further to this point, as OSCEs are known to evoke high levels of anxiety and stress
in students, it is important that staff have the necessary skills to interact with students
under stressful situations and is an area that may require targeted professional
development.

While this case study has described an overwhelmingly positive experience
resulting from the partnership between AS and PS, this relationship was not without
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strain. Tensions centered on timelines and adherence to deadlines, managing
increased anxiety and stress associated with the organisation of the OSCE, and
perhaps at times uncertainty around responsibilities as boundaries became blurred.
Notably, not only do students find the OSCE highly stressful but so do staff.
Supporting staff well-being during the lead up to an OSCE should be a priority.
This can be aided by strategic support to establish a culture of collaboration and the
adoption of strategies that facilitate communication around competing priorities and
information sharing.

The limitations of this study relate to the focus on OSCEs as run by one
Australian institution. In addition AS and PS groups were conceptualised as homog-
enous, with themes identified by individuals, with potentially varied roles, general-
ised across each group. Nonetheless, this case study has implications for other
universities that utilise OSCEs in that it offers insights into the skills and expertise
required by the team responsible for organising and implementing a successful and
sustainable OSCE program.

It suggests that in the contemporary higher education context, in order for the
philosophy of the OSCE to be realised as a fair and valid assessment of clinical
competency, both professional and academic staff are equally important partners in
the process. Envisaging this work within a third space may allow for this partnership
to be realised.
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Abstract
This chapter explores some of the unique issues and opportunities for career
progression and development of professional staff in higher education, providing
a broad overview of the existing literature in this space and discussing some of the
key issues and findings that have emerged in recent publications. It then introduces
the career-focused chapters of this book, Professional and Support Staff in Higher
Education, situating them within a scholarly context, providing a critical explo-
ration of their contributions to this burgeoning field, and identifying some of their
implications for higher education institutions in the current climate of change.
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Introduction

Career development represents a deliberate and progressive engagement with work
that has the potential to reach beyond economic imperatives and social status and
into well-being, life satisfaction, and identity (Abele et al. 2016; Law et al. 2002).
The vast scale of this topic, and the complexity contained within it, saw numerous
theories of career development emerge in the twentieth century. The “big five” of
these theories still dominate discourse today (Leung 2008): Theory of Work-
Adjustment (Dawis and Lofquist 1984); Theory of Vocational Personalities in
Work Environment (Holland 1997); Self-concept Theory of Career Development
(Super 1963); Theory of Circumscription and Compromise (Gottfredson 1981), and
Social Cognitive Career Theory (Lent et al. 2002). Each of these theories attempt to
explain the sense-making and decision-making processes of individuals over the
span of their careers by exploring the complex interplay of both individual traits and
motivations and extrinsic factors, such as the institutional environment.

The stages of career development identified by Super (1990), growth, explora-
tion, establishment, maintenance, and decline, broadly align with the stages of the
employee life cycle – recruitment, development, retention, and separation (Lavelle
2007). While both of these models appear to assume an inherent linearity in career
trajectories, they can also be applied in more fragmented and complex working
environments, lending themselves to iterative application in periods of transition and
mobility. Many examples of specific career models can be found for defined pro-
fessions such as architects, engineers, and teachers, as well as for professionals in
areas such as marketing and sales. There has also been work on the development of
academic careers (Mortensen 1983); little has been published, however, about the
career trajectories of professional staff in higher education, who have been described
as the “forgotten” or “invisible” workforce (Castleman and Allen 1995; Szekeres
2004).

Within higher education, professional staff are not comprised of one unified body
of workers, but a loose association of diverse staff whose main defining character-
istic (from an organizational perspective) was, until recently, simply that they were
“nonacademic” staff – literally defined in the negative (Sebalj et al. 2012). The
enormous range of professional norms and workplace cultures encountered within
the broad body of professional staff (both within and across institutions) poses a
number of challenges to researchers in this space, for example, the risk of missing
significant nuance by treating this diverse body as a singular group or focusing
instead on a small subset and thus risk missing larger trends. Other challenges
researchers might face include the comparison and overlaps that the literature
makes (or fails to make) between the career experiences of professional staff to
their academic colleagues within higher education institutions, or even the compar-
isons with professional counterparts within commercial or governmental sectors.

This chapter explores some of the unique issues and opportunities for career
progress and development of professional staff in higher education, providing a
broad overview of the existing literature in this space and discussing some of the key
issues that have emerged in recent publications. It then introduces the career-focused
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chapters of this book, Professional and Support Staff in Higher Education, situating
them within a scholarly context by providing a critical exploration of their contri-
butions to this field and identifying some of their implications for higher education
institutions.

Careers of Professional and Support Staff in Higher Education

It has been mentioned in other chapters of this book that the literature and research
addressing professional and support staff in higher education is limited. The lack of
literature becomes even more evident when the focus of the investigation is
narrowed down to the career progression and development of professional staff.
In contrast, there is an extensive body of work regarding career progression and
development of academic staff in higher education, as well as of professionals of
other sectors. In fact, the literature on career development alone is extensive. A
search on ERIC for the term “career development” yields 17,073 results, ranging
from those concentrating on child career development (e.g., the overview of litera-
ture by Watson et al. 2015); career development of specific underrepresented groups,
including women (Loyola and Corazon 2016), women of color in STEM (Mack
et al. 2013), and American Indian secondary students (Flynn et al. 2013); career
advising for college students (Tull and Miller 2009); and so forth. Much of this work
has applications in informing career counselling, particularly during compulsory and
vocational education. Such is the level of importance of this field that Australia has a
National Career Development Strategy (Australian Government n.d.) to support and
guide young people, mostly young adults, through their career options and
opportunities.

Similarly, there is a large body of knowledge that covers issues related to career
development of academic staff, including dedicated journals, published book series,
and specific associations and communities of practice. Academic staff development
is a distinct field of study within higher education (Webb 1996). However, when
narrowing the search on “career development” in ERIC to “career development” and
“professional staff” and “college” or “university” or “higher education,” the result
shows only nine valid resources. Likewise, the search for the term “career progres-
sion” yields 219 results in the ERIC database. But, when used in combination with
“professional staff” and “college” or “university” or “higher education,” the results
are nil. Interestingly, when combining this search with “academics,” the number of
valid resources increases to 23. These results provide clear evidence that there is
limited literature and research that looks at career development and progression as it
pertains to professional staff in universities.

Some of this disparity may be accounted for in the fact that research and
publication is generally not core business for most staff in professional roles in
higher education, and even where there is interest in doing so, the incentives and
opportunities to publish are not as prevalent for professional staff as they are in
academia. Further, the diversity of roles encompassed within the broad identifier
“professional staff” – both within institutions and across them – makes it difficult to
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treat the group as a unified or coherent whole. The careers of professional staff are
therefore generally explored either in the broadest sense (e.g., shifts in demo-
graphics) or by focusing on the specific experiences of subsets of professional
staff in role/s with distinct activities, attributes, and job titles in common. The
following chapters in this section include examples of both approaches.

The challenges of the contemporary higher education environment – competitive
funding models, performance agendas, globalization and internationalization,
massification, and technological developments to name but a few – have seen the
rapid evolution of many of the norms, practices, and activities of universities and
colleges worldwide (Hogan 2011; Lewis 2014; Lo and Yat 2017; Marginson and
van der Wende 2007). The changes brought by these technological, sociopolitical,
and market forces on the careers and workplace experiences of academic staff are
well documented; less closely examined is their impact upon the opportunities and
experiences of professional and support staff.

Of the existing literature in this space, it is clear that the pressures that are
transforming the academic spaces of universities have also triggered a cascade of
changes in their professional operations at both macro and micro levels, including
the career trajectories and experiences of professional staff. Some of these changes
may mirror those felt in the academy or develop in response to changes in the
academic space, while others have emerged specifically within the realm of profes-
sional staff. Some of the shared changes experienced by both academic and profes-
sional staff reflect broader shifts in employment patterns that are not unique to higher
education settings, such as increased employment uncertainty and the casualization
of workforces (Tytherleigh et al. 2005). Other shared challenges, such as workload
complexity and the increasing priority of performance-driven activity (Lewis 2014;
Ricketts and Pringle 2014), have changed, and are changing, the nature of existing
roles in higher education as well as leading to the creation of new professional roles
(Marginson and van der Wende 2007).

This environment of change brings both challenge and opportunity for profes-
sional staff and their careers. Staff in professional roles report both the seemingly
contradictory freedoms afforded by role ambiguity and relative invisibility and the
challenges presented by these very same qualities, such as perceived authority and
status, control over decision-making, and a clearly defined purpose (Ryttberg and
Geschwind 2017; Ricketts and Pringle 2014). While their status as “backroom
actors” allows professional staff to focus more on collaborative activities and out-
comes rather than formal status (Smerek and Peterson 2007; Whitchurch 2008), this
can be coupled with an uneasy tension and a sense of “us and them” in terms of
priority, reward, and recognition.

Working within institutions dominated by academic norms (even when these
norms are in flux) can engender a feeling of institutional indifference, misunder-
standing, and even hostility, which can have significant repercussions on staff
performance and retention (Ricketts and Pringle 2014). One clear example is the
perception of opportunities for advancement (or lack thereof), which has been shown
to be the biggest difference in career satisfaction between academic and professional
staff (Ricketts and Pringle 2014). Most universities provide guidelines and support
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for promotion for academic staff at different stages of their careers (Graham 2009);
tenured academic staff generally have the opportunity to advance their careers within
clearly articulated pathways that usually do not ask them to move outside their
existing discipline area. In contrast, opportunities for career progression and promo-
tion for professional staff are generally limited and/or self-directed in the case where
staff take a strategic approach to managing their career. Professional staff must
usually (though not always) leave their current jobs to advance their career, rather
than find promotion within their existing role (Ricketts and Pringle 2014; Warren
2011).

Furthermore, the increased complexity and responsibilities of a new role are not
always adequately supported by professional development, which tends to be ad hoc
and on the job, feeding into the reported perceptions of indifference and feeling
unsupported, and of adding pressure to staff who may already feel their intellectual
legitimacy and professional authority are undermined or undervalued due to their
“nonacademic” status (Olson 2005; Ricketts and Pringle 2014). While on-the-job
learning is not necessarily problematic in itself, it must also be properly supported
and recognized.

The cumulative effect of loosely defined roles, perceived invisibility and second-
class status, informal development structures, and inconsistent opportunities for
progression, coupled with the impact of increasingly complex workplace stresses,
poses risks to professional staff satisfaction and retention in universities (Smerek and
Peterson 2007; Tytherleigh et al. 2005). Institutions must consider and address the
career needs and experiences of their professional staff to best meet the challenges of
the competitive and complex global higher education sector.

How and Why This Theme Emerged for This Book

As discussed in chapter one, the editors of this volume did not set specific themes or
subsections for authors to write to; the themes emerged in response to the sub-
missions received from authors across institutions and indeed across the world.
Issues surrounding career progression and development emerged quickly and
strongly as one of the major theme areas in the research, experiences, and discus-
sions of professional and support staff.

We are interested and delighted to find that the submitted articles pertaining to this
theme have such a positive focus, acknowledging some challenges and concerns, but
primarily focusing on opportunities for change, development, and improvement.
They also reflect on opportunities at different stages of professional staff careers, as
well as alternative pathways and possible options professional staff could consider.
We were pleased to see that the chapters in this section were mostly written by
professional and support staff in higher education and clearly demonstrate their
important problem solving skills and pragmatic approaches. This section aims to
contribute to a growing body of knowledge and positions the career experiences of
professional staff within a scholarly context that has so far been largely
underrepresented.
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The Chapters

Six chapters were included in this section that is primarily focused on career
progression and development of professional staff in higher education mostly in
Australia, Canada, the United States, and the United Kingdom. However, the breadth
and depth of the issues explored in these chapters could be generalized more broadly
to other higher education systems.

In the first chapter in this section, Michelle Gander has provided an overview of
key career theories, moving from a consideration of the factors evident in traditional
trajectories to those seen in more contemporary careers. Using this foundation, she
has moved to examine the careers of professional staff in higher education through
engaging with the literature and conducting her own survey. The survey, conducted
in both Australia and the United Kingdom, sheds light on career factors, adding to a
thus far limited literature on professional staff career progression. The findings
identify implications and practical actions for both individuals and organizations.

In the following chapter, Rania Sanford applies a developmental framework that
explores three dimensions of professional staff career trajectory in higher education.
She focused her chapter on the stories (narratives) of three female professional staff
who have different managerial roles within a higher educational institution in the
United States. Based on the participants’ narratives about their career trajectory,
professional experiences, and how they are currently situated, the author develops a
three-stage development framework, comprising insight/commitment, growth/skills,
and competence/contribution. Such a framework could assist individuals and insti-
tutions to further understand and support professional staff during the different
stages of career progression.

The next chapter by Sheffield, McSweeney, and Joudrey used a collaborative
autoethnographic inquiry to draw upon their own lived experiences as educational
developers. The narratives explored their career paths in the Graduate Teaching
Associate (GTA) as postgraduate students. The GTA program is an opportunity
available to some postgraduate students from a diverse range of disciplines at their
university (Dalhousie University in Canada). According to the authors, the GTA
program provides an important pathway into the educational development profes-
sion. In their narratives, the authors explored how their journeys also reflected the
changing nature of the GTA program and revealed the evolving role of educational
developers over time and the need to mentor such students into the profession. The
outcomes of their analysis provide key recommendations to those managing learning
and teaching centers and those mentoring GTAs or earlier career educational devel-
opers. The recommendations can be adopted not only by Canadian universities but
also by any university wanting to better prepare and support their current and future
educational developers.

Furthermore, the chapter by Abbot and Gravett examines the implications of
requiring a PhD qualification in educational development-related jobs in American
higher education. The authors explored the context and rationale that led to this
requirement, which seems to be increasingly common in this field. They also share
their own narratives as a way to provide further insights to readers and potential
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educational developers about their journeys and experiences as they enter the field of
educational development. The investigation of the authors’ personal reflections
underpinned by existing literature provides some alternative career pathways to
graduate students, young professionals, and others interested in educational
development.

In their chapter, Westhuizen, Verrill, Gamble, and Limpens have explored the
design and development of a professional development program (named Learning
Support Professional Development, or LSProf, for learning support staff for the
University of Portsmouth, UK). After discussing the rationale, challenges, and
opportunities of the program, the authors explained the pedagogical approach,
which focused mostly on participants’ engagement through discussion, dialogue,
and critical reflections on their practice. The authors also explored the impact of the
program through the eyes of participants, as they used reflections from two former
participants in the program. The analysis of these reflections supported by the
literature revealed a set of recommendations to be considered by individuals and
institutions while developing, designing, and running such development programs
for student support professionals across higher education. They concluded by stating
that such programs could have a positive impact on the career development of these
professionals, which could in turn have positive implications on academic settings
across the institution, including learning and teaching.

We conclude this section with the chapter by Seth Fishman on retirement
transition for professional staff in higher education. This chapter is part of a larger
study conducted for his PhD, which investigated retirement of academic staff.
However, for this book he adapted and applied his own three-phase retirement
model to professional staff and outlined ways in which institutions and retiring
professional staff could remain connected in mutually beneficial ways.

Implications for Institutions and Further Research

This chapter began by outlining the historical emphasis on the career lifecycle of the
academic workforce despite professional staff representing a large proportion of the
higher education workforce globally and more than 50% in Australia (Graham
2009). In particular there is a scarcity of research literature that can inform institu-
tions on how best to support and develop their professional staff.

The chapters in this section of Professional and Support Staff in Higher Educa-
tion by no means address all the challenges, issues, and opportunities in career
development for professional staff; they are not intended to. Rather, they open a
dialogue and extend conversation in an emergent scholarly space. By rigorously
documenting and critically examining both original research and personal experi-
ences within a broader scholarly framework, these chapters extend our knowledge
and contribute to a growing evidence base for the expansion of theory.

The broader dissemination of this work is highly timely. There are some prom-
ising signs that institutions are increasingly recognizing professional staff as a key
component of the workforce, as evidenced by strategic plans and workforce
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development strategies that are both inclusive and targeted at professional
employees. This recognition that professional staff are key enablers of delivering
broader university strategy and as such need to be explicitly supported through
recruitment, orientation, career progression, and leadership development is gaining
momentum. The University of Melbourne launched its Engagement at Melbourne
2015–2020 document (University of Melbourne 2015), where both professional and
academic staff were included in the enabling strategy. For example, their objective to
“Develop the capabilities of academic and professional staff to realise the potential
of engagement” (p. 17) is supported by a program of internal professional develop-
ment for all staff in communications, innovations, and entrepreneurship.

The University of Sydney, in its strategic plan, has been explicit about the
essential nature of “[H]igh-calibre professional staff, technically able and personally
committed to both the work of the University in education and research and to
its institutional values” (University of Sydney 2016, p. 13). As one of its core
initiatives, the University has identified creating career pathways for professional
staff, with a particular emphasis on encouraging mobility across the different
organizational units of the university. They have also proposed a “University-wide
shadowing program for staff to assist them both in understanding other parts of the
institution and in assessing opportunities for career advancement within the Univer-
sity” (p. 48).

At a sector level, the UK Higher Education Academy has designed their fellow-
ship scheme to be inclusive of those who both “teach and support learning in Higher
Education” (HEA 2011). The framework on which the fellowships are based reflects
the diversity of staff involved in the higher education enterprise and includes
guidance documents specifically targeted at supporting professional staff to meet
the criteria in the framework.

With indications of a growing recognition of the importance of career pathways
for valuing and retaining high-performing professional staff, the insights of
researchers allow institutions to better plan effective initiatives and evaluate their
efficacy.
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Abstract
This chapter provides an overview of the importance of applying career theory to
professional staff working in universities to create a greater understanding of the
types of career enacted and the implications for individuals in managing their
careers and for organizations supporting employees’ careers. This chapter out-
lines the results of a study into the career attitudes of professional staff in higher
education in Australia and the UK and uses the theory of traditional and contem-
porary careers to explain the outcomes. An online survey was provided to
members of the professional bodies in each country. The findings suggest that
professional staff create a hybrid career orientation incorporating aspects of
traditional organizational and contemporary careers. Traditional career factors
such as the requirement for job security, loyalty, a career, and promotion
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opportunities are integrated with more contemporary attitudes including self-
directed career management attitudes, psychological mobility, and the need for
job satisfaction, meaningful work, and skill utilization. Implications for higher
education institutions include the need to recognize this hybrid career orientation
and provide a high-performing work system to create a culture where individuals
can enact career-enabling strategies to ensure job satisfaction. Institutions could,
for example, provide additional vocational guidance to help professional staff
proactively manage their careers. For individuals, five career-enabling strategies
are highlighted: high performance, continuing professional development, job
rotation, networking, and mentoring.

Keywords
Career theory · Traditional career · Hybrid career · Contemporary career · Career
management · Learning and organizational design · Continuing professional
development · Career enablers · Career success

Introduction

Universities are large employers with considerable numbers of nonacademic staff.
For example, in Australia in 2015 there were 65,739 nonacademic staff or 55.4% of
the total staff complement; in the UK, the figure for 2014/2015 was 205,500 or 51%
of the total population (Department of Education and Training 2016; Higher Edu-
cation Statistics Agency [HESA] 2017). Professional staff can be categorized as a
separate cohort of staff within the nonacademic cohort. They are typically graduate
entry and on an equivalent salary level as academic staff. In 2014/2015, these staff
numbered 95,870 or 23.7% of the total staff population in the UK (Higher Education
Statistics Agency 2017; there is no number for this cohort of staff from Australia).
Considering the numbers of staff in this category, there has been limited empirical
research carried out on the careers of these staff as it is suggested they are “unseen
and unsung” (Eveline 2004, p. 138). This is a significant oversight, as research has
shown that staff who are engaged, are satisfied with their job, and embedded in their
organization are more committed to their organization (Yousef 2017).

A career can be defined as the totality of a person’s work experience over time – a
career becomes more than just a sum of its parts. Career success can be defined as
“positive psychological or work-related outcomes or achievements one accumulates
as a result of work experiences” (Seibert et al. 1999, p. 417). Career success has been
investigated for many years with a number of enabling factors, such as learning
agility, proactive career management (self-efficacy), moving roles (job rotation),
mentoring, and networking found to be important (Bozionelos 2004; Colakoglu
2011). It is only relatively recently, however, that career theory has started to be
applied to professional staff working in universities.

There are two reasons why this topic is important. Firstly, it directly affects
individuals in the decisions they may make when managing their careers, and
secondly, it allows universities to have a better understanding of their staff and
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therefore how to better support their careers. For individuals, the literature states that
professional staff are motivated by intrinsic factors such as meaningful work,
ongoing learning, and challenging work assignments (LFHE 2010; Strachan et al.
2012). Additionally, extrinsic factors such as job security and promotion opportuni-
ties are valued (Bozionelos 1996; Nabi 1999). For universities and specifically for
human resource departments, staff who are engaged and satisfied with their job are
more committed and productive, with the positive effect of reduced staff turnover
(Yousef 2017). However, many professional staff feel that their careers are
undervalued, unsupported, and misunderstood (Whitchurch 2009).

This chapter explores how career theory can be used to achieve a greater
understanding of professional staffs’ careers. It highlights the fact that professional
staff enact a hybrid career orientation and what this may mean for individuals, in
terms of what can be proactively undertaken to enhance one’s career, and organiza-
tions, for example, in providing greater vocational guidance.

Professional Staff and Careers

A report by Strachan et al. (2012), which surveyed 10,683 general staff in 18 higher
education institutions (HEIs) in Australia, showed that 75% of respondents “strongly
or somewhat agreed” that they were satisfied with their job. Fifty percent of
respondents reported that they had no intention to leave their job in the next
12 months, whereas only 20% reported that it was likely they would. Sixty-three
percent were satisfied with career opportunities at either their own university or in
the sector, and 54% said that within the next 5 years, they would like to be in a
higher-level role. A Leadership Foundation for Higher Education (LFHE 2010)
study of 7560 self-declared professional staff in 26 HEIs in the UK found that
professional staff were attracted to the sector by the “opportunity to use skills/
experience,” “a friendly work environment,” “career security,” and “salary.” Once
recruited, they were committed to staying within their organization and “agreed” or
“strongly agreed” that higher education offered a worthwhile career. However, they
reported that a number of factors could persuade them to move jobs such as salary,
opportunities to further their careers, job descriptions that more closely matched
their skills/experience, personal/professional development, work variety/challenge,
recognition, and job security. These two reports indicated there was some integration
of extrinsic and intrinsic desires, from promotion needs to skill development and
utilization; they also highlighted high levels of job satisfaction.

The practitioner and academic literature show that although staff have high levels
of job satisfaction and little intention to leave their jobs in the short-term, many wish
to improve their salary and/or organizational position. For example, Bozionelos
(1996) found that the number of promotions achieved significantly contributed to
career satisfaction, and Nabi (1999) found that organizational size and structured
career progression were positively related to objective career success; advancement
opportunities were highlighted as a barrier when limited (Gardner Jr. et al. 2014;
Tessens et al. 2011). Lack of senior opportunities has been noted as an issue in
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universities with a study by Wild and Wooldridge (2009) reporting that most staff
felt there were limited advancement opportunities apart from when reorganizations
took place. Five years after that report, which concluded with recommendations for
actions universities should take, Duncan (2014) reported that the issue of promotion
was one that still concerned many staff in UK HE.

These perspectives on the factors that are important for professional staff and their
careers are somewhat contradictory when applied to the career theory literature. As
noted from the literature above, professional staff desire challenging work, the ability
to use their skills and experience, personal and professional development, promotion,
and increased salary. How does this integratewith current contemporary career theory?

Career Theory

Traditional organizational career theory was based on stability in the labor market, a
secure employment relationship with deferred rewards, such as pensions, vacation
time, social acceptance, and vertical promotion with employees moving through an
orderly vertically organized career ladder (Clarke 2013). This was possible due to
the continued growth that organizations were party to. Organizations assumed a
paternalistic approach to the career management of their employees with career
success measured according to hierarchical position, salary, status, and responsibility
(Hall 1976, p. 202). As organizations responded to the rapidly changing economic
environment starting in the 1970s, there was an argument made that as organizations
moved to leaner and flatter structures, there was limited upward mobility and
advancement (Lent and Brown 2006). The impact was that traditional theories of
career development did not now “fit” this new altered state or necessarily represent
individuals’ contemporary careers, and two major new models were developed: the
protean and boundaryless career (Arthur 1994; Hall and Moss 1998). These new
career theories argued that values, motivation, and needs were the most important
aspect of contemporary careers (see Table 1).

The protean career focuses on success through self-directed vocational behavior;
it centers on the idea of psychological success resulting from individual career
management rather than organizational career development. The protean career
involves a whole-life perspective, development as progression, lifelong learning,
autonomy, flexibility, and self-fulfillment. It contains two distinct attitudes to career
management: values-driven, i.e., the requirement to do what is best for one’s own
career, and a self-directed attitude, that is, being proactive and taking responsibility
(Briscoe et al. 2006). The boundaryless career viewed people as not tied to one
organizational career – moving easily between organizations and between careers
(Arthur and Rousseau 1996, pp. 3–20). Individuals orientated in this way focused on
crossing both objective and subjective dimensions of careers, that is, they were
primarily motivated by psychological success but also by hierarchical success often
with more than one employer. Characteristics of this career type include intra- and
interorganizational mobility, flexibility, meaningful work, skill utilization, work-life
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balance, and fulfilling relationships across organizations and at the same time not
giving importance to (a specific) organizational promotions and career paths
(Briscoe et al. 2006; Forrier et al. 2005). Later empirical work showed that there
were two distinct aspects to the issue of mobility: physical mobility (from this point
called locational mobility), the ability to geographically move organizations or
location, and psychological mobility, which although has a number of definitions
can be thought of as the employees’ capacity to perceive a number of different career
options (Sullivan and Arthur 2006).

Recently, there has been a call to review the extent to which individual careers
have followed these contemporary theories, with an argument that theory has pulled
ahead of real life (Dries and Pepermans 2007). For example, traditional careers offer
many benefits to employees, such as reduced uncertainty about career investments,
that is, reducing the distractions of having to continually maintain one’s personal
resources for possible reentry into the external labor market, and they offer linked
jobs where previous organizational experience is important (Hirsch and Shanley
1996, p. 227).

In light of the calls for more nuance in contemporary career theory (Briscoe and
Hall 2006), the idea of the hybrid career has emerged from research findings that
show that many employees welcome aspects of both traditional and contemporary
careers (Clarke 2009). For example, public sector workers in Australia, recognizing
that the sector had undergone significant shifts toward a new public management
paradigm, had embraced protean career attitudes; nonetheless aspects of traditional

Table 1 A comparison of the attributes incorporated in traditional, protean, and boundaryless
career theory

Attribute Traditional Boundaryless Protean

Labor market
autonomy

Low:
employer-
dependent

High: employer-independent High: employer-
independent

Employment
relationship

Performance
for job security

Performance for
marketability

Performance for
satisfaction

Responsibility
for career

Organization Individual Individual

Key attitudes Organizational
commitment

Skill utilization,
relationships within and
between organizations,
flexibility, work-life balance

Work satisfaction, work-
life balance, value match,
developmental
progression, learning
opportunities, professional
commitment

Core values Hierarchical
advancement

Meaningful work,
organizational position

Meaningful work,
freedom, growth

Degrees of
mobility

Low High High

Success
criteria

Status, salary Psychological meaningful
work and status

Psychological meaningful
work
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careers such as long-term tenure and external definitions of success were still important
(McDonald et al. 2005). Other empirical evidence has also established that employees
still value traditional, organizational careers especially the aspects of job security and
career development and that although there have been changes to organizational careers,
for example, the elimination of the idea of lifetime employment, there has not been a
complete restructuring (Gerber et al. 2009; King 2003; Ribeiro 2015).

What career orientations do professional staff show then? This question is key, as
there is a need to understand the career orientations of professional staff to ensure
that organizations provide a supportive environment for individuals’ careers and a
greater understanding at an individual level on what can be done to maximize career
success. The results outlined below are part of a larger study into the careers of
professional staff working in HEIs. To gather data an online survey was open
between August 2015 and February 2016, and the initial results of the data analysis
and how this may fit with the extant career theory literature are presented below.

Method

An online instrument was created from previously validated scale items for protean
(self-directed and values-driven) and boundaryless (locational and psychological)
career attitudes (Briscoe et al. 2006) and for psychological contract factors (Raeder
et al. 2009). The professional organizations, the Association for Tertiary Education
Management (ATEM) in Australia and the Association of University Administrators
(AUA) in the UK, facilitated the data collection process by sending out an invitation
to members to participate in the study if they were employees in Australia on the
higher education worker contract at level 7 and above (Fair Work Ombudsman 2010)
and in the UK on salary spinal point 30 and above (University and College Union
2001). Data was analyzed in SPSS v.22.

Results

There were 226 usable responses, 90 from Australia and 136 from the UK which
corresponded to approximately a 5.6% response rate from ATEM members in
Australia and a 3.4% response rate from AUA members in the UK.

Maximum likelihood estimation was carried out which showed that the variables
of self-directed, values-driven, locational, and psychological mobility were inter-
nally valid (Cronbach’s alpha (α) all greater than 0.7). A traditional career variable
was created using questions from the psychological contract section and included “I
expect loyalty,” “I expect job security,” “I expect a career,” and “I expect opportu-
nities for promotion from my university” and was internally valid (α 0.7). Analysis
was then carried out using the simple descriptive statistics function to find the means
and standard deviations of the career theory variables (see Table 2).
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The results (Table 2) show that professional staff enact aspects protean, bound-
aryless, and traditional career orientations. Under the protean orientation, they show
both a self-directed attitude (x̄ = 4.03) and a values-driven attitude (x̄ = 3.63),
although participants show a more significant self-directed attitude compared with
values-driven ( p= <0.001). Under the boundaryless career orientation, participants
show a psychological mobility attitude (x̄ = 4.11). However, the locational mobility
attitude was significantly lower (x̄ = 2.49, p = <0.001).

There was only one significant difference ( p = 0.05) between Australian and UK
staff, and this was that UK staff (x̄ = 2.38) were less locationally mobile compared
with their Australian (x̄ = 2.65) counterparts.

Discussion

Contemporary career theory argues that employees do not value an organizational-
type career and, as part of taking responsibility for their own careers, are not
bounded to one organization, are highly mobile, and value work-life balance (Briscoe
and Hall 2006; Forrier et al. 2005). However, other research has indicated that
organizational careers and aspects of contemporary careers are complementary or
that individuals take hybrid approaches to their careers (Baruch 2014; Çakmak-
Otluoğlu 2012; Clarke 2013; Dries and Pepermans 2007; Sullivan and Baruch 2009).

This research shows that professional staff enact a hybrid attitude to their careers,
valuing aspects of traditional, protean (especially self-directed attitudes), and bound-
aryless (in terms of psychological mobility) careers. This highlights that staff are
protean in their outlook, aware that they need to take responsibility for their own
careers and career development activities and that they are likely to be more
concerned with following their own path to success than that defined by their
university. Professional staff are also highly psychologically mobile, being open to
new opportunities for skill development and utilization, for example; however, they
are not locationally mobile. Additionally, staff are also motivated by more psycho-
logical success factors such as meaningful and interesting work, with the need for
developmental learning opportunities. Table 3 highlights how professional staff
create a hybrid career orientation emphasizing the positive aspects of a traditional
organizational career such as the need for job security, with the positive aspects from
contemporary career orientations, such as meaningful work.

Table 2 Mean, minimum, maximum, and standard deviation of career factors (n = 226)

Minimum Maximum Mean Std. deviation

Self-directed 1.5 5 4.03 0.56

Values-driven 1.25 5 3.63 0.72

Psychological mobility 2.17 5 4.11 0.66

Locational mobility 1 5 2.49 0.84

Traditional 2.17 5 3.66 0.51
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Implications for Practice

Figure 1 shows a categorization framework which highlights the characteristics and
activities that organizations and individuals can take to enable successful profes-
sional staffs’ careers. If career management is defined as “a process for enabling
employees to better understand and develop their career skills and interests, and to
use those skills and interests most effectively” (Dessler 2005, p. 350), do universities
support this? There is an argument that universities have been slow in realizing that
an increasing business-focused agenda has “brought in highly professional and
expert . . . staff” (Eveline 2004, p. 34). Eveline (2004, p. 148) argued that in Australian
universities the skills and development needs of professional staff were relatively
unrecognized, and from a UK perspective, Michael Shattock (2003, p. 179) reasoned
that as management is a major component of university success and professional
staff were critical to the process, then the training of this category of staff was
critically important. Indeed it became apparent that workforce development was an
enabling factor for universities to deliver their multiple agendas globally (Gordon
and Whitchurch 2007).

Implications for Individuals

In contemporary organizations responsibility for career development falls on the
individual; there is no longer the perceived expectation that the organization will
manage an employee’s career; individuals need to be self-directed in their career
management attitudes. The academic literature shows that there are several enablers
that individuals can embrace that have been shown to impact positively on career
success, and these enablers can be utilized for professional staff to integrate into their
own career management plans. For example, Laud and Johnson (2012) in their

Table 3 Attributes incorporated in the hybrid career theory of professional staff

Attributes Professional staff’s hybrid orientation

Labor market
autonomy

Low: institution/sector dependent

Employment
relationship

Performance for job security and satisfaction

Responsibility for
career

Individual

Key attitudes Organizational commitment and skill utilization, flexibility, work-life
balance and value match, developmental progression, learning
opportunities, interesting work

Core values Meaningful work and organizational position and growth

Degrees of
mobility

Low geographical mobility but high psychological mobility

Success criteria Psychological meaningful work and hierarchical level
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multi-sector, multi-organization study of executives found that four meta-competen-
cies were identified for career success: foundation (interpersonal, motivation, plan-
ning, style), building self-brand (training/education, networking, reputation/
integrity, politics, confidence), performance (risk-taking, balance, communication,
work quality), and opportunistic (luck, opportunities). Campion et al. (1994) and
Dries et al. (2012) found that job rotation was key to success, and Nabi (1999), on
her study of professional staff, reported that extended work involvement and net-
working were factors that enable career success as measured by promotion. Research
by Gander et al. (2014) on professional staff in higher education showed that seven
factors were important for career success: understanding the role, understanding the
wider context, understanding the challenge of management, mentoring, networking,
learning development, and career proactivity. The above literature can be distilled to
the following five key career enablers.

Competencies
A number of behavioral competencies have been found to be positively associated
with career success. Katz (2000) argued that executives needed three competencies
to be successful: technical, people, and conceptual competencies. Won et al. (2013)
in their study on sports administrators at universities in the USA argued that people’s
skills and cooperativeness were the most critical attributes to succeed professionally.
Hancock and Hums (2016) found that women in intercollegiate athletics enhanced
their competencies to overcome a perceived “lack of experience” to be promoted to
senior levels. They did spend less time on the skills of finance, fundraising, and

Fig. 1 Categorization of organizational and individual level career enablers
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budget management, which previous work had shown to be important skills for
senior staff working in athletic administration.

Research by O’Boyle et al. (2011) showed that emotional intelligence correlated
with job performance although cognitive ability was still the greatest attributable
factor. Emotional intelligence may be an important factor for professional staff due
to the requirement both to understand the traditional academic endeavor – or have an
“academic empathy” (Lewis 2014) – and to understand the requirement to manage the
business with limited resources effectively and efficiently, appropriate in a new public
management culture. As Whitchurch (2004, p. 295) noted, “in practice, they [profes-
sional staff] must hold on to both sets of values while pursuing institutional goals.”

Performance
There has been considerable research showing there to be a significant correlation
between job performance and cognitive abilities (O’Boyle et al. 2011; and see Ree
and Carretta 2001 for a review). General cognitive ability (what we normally think of
as intelligence) has been shown to directly predict job knowledge, and job knowl-
edge predicted job performance, and supervisor ratings. The more complex the job,
the more valid the cognitive ability with performance correlation was (Hunter 1986;
Ree and Carretta 2001, p. 176). Ree and Carretta (2001, p. 179), however, reported
that job experience influenced job knowledge and job performance (which directly
influenced supervisor ratings) but that the causal impact of cognitive ability was
indirect. Cerasoli et al. (2014), in their meta-analysis of job performance and
motivation, found that intrinsic motivation (psychological feelings of success) was
a predictor for quality of performance.

Continuing Professional Development
There is empirical evidence that supports the idea that employee development is an
effective means to enhance performance (Maurer and Chapman 2013). There is also a
growing body of evidence to link employee development with long-term career
success. For example, Hogan et al. (2013) in their review showed a moderate to low
correlation between human capital development and extrinsic success. Recently,
Maurer and Chapman (2013) found that early organizational support for development
10 years prior to their study contributed directly to current salary, job, and career
satisfaction. Additionally, they found that aggregating development over time also
further contributed to job and career satisfaction, beyond the early career support; they
found that this effect was not accounted for by human capital theory but suggested that
cumulative advantage was taking place. This theory suggests that high performance in
the early career stages of professional staff could attract more resources and rewards,
which would produce positive gains that may become greater with time.

It could be argued that continuing professional development is one way of increasing
learning agility – “the willingness and ability to learn from experience, and subsequently
apply that learning to perform successfully under new or first-time conditions” (De
Muse et al. 2010, p. 120). Eichinger and Lombardo (2004) found that learning agility
ratings were unrelated to who received a promotion but that those employees with high
learning agility ratings performed better once promoted, which may impact further
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promotion opportunities. Therefore, the ability to learn from experiences and training,
and apply learning to new events, may prove to be the critical factor. Dries et al. (2012)
found that learning agility was a strong predictor of being identified as high potential,
although the direct effect of learning agility was only marginally significant.

Job Rotation
Career development opportunities within organizations may include rotations,
defined as lateral movement of employees in an organization, to provide employees
with varied work experiences (Campion et al. 1994). The argument is that
people who spend most of their career in one job or organization have limited
knowledge and sets of competencies and that having a variety of experiences allows
employees to be able to extract general principles and transfer these to new situations
(Dries et al. 2012). Karaevli and Tim (2006) argued that managers’ variety of career
experiences of functional areas, plus a breadth of institutional contextual under-
standing, was positively associated with promotion, salary, and skill acquisition.
Campion et al. (1994) found that there were modest positive correlations between
rotation and promotion and salary increase. Interestingly, Dries et al. (2012) found
that people who had more varied careers were also higher in learning agility.

Networking
Networks, defined as building, maintaining, and using personal relationships, are
really all about opportunities, creating them and then making the most of them
(Wolff and Moser 2009). They should not be seen just for individual gain; they
should benefit both parties equally. In higher education, networking is key, working
in the collaborative environment both within and often between institutions. Col-
laboration creates social capital, defined as “any aspect of social structure that creates
value and facilitates the actions of individuals within that social structure” (Seibert
et al. 2001, p. 220). Halpern (2005, p. 2) suggests that “everyday networks, including
many of the social customs and bonds that define them and keep them together, are
what we mean by social capital.”

There have been some studies on the importance of networking and career success,
although many of them were backward-looking in design. However, Wolff and Moser
(2009) showed that networking was related to current salary and to the growth of salary
over time; it was also related to current career satisfaction. Nabi (2003) showed that
networking for professional staff in universities was correlated with intrinsic career
success. This may be due to the fact that people with strong relationships are likely to
provide help, advice, and guidance. Seibert et al. (2001) suggested that it would be
worthwhile to invest in the development of many weak ties to increase the level of social
capital and then work toward strengthening the ties.

Mentoring
Mentoring has been shown to be an important career enabler, although there is
conflicting evidence on the benefits of mentoring. Kram’s (1983) seminal research
reported that mentors could provide both career development and psychosocial
development benefits. Career development functions included sponsorship, coaching,
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protection, exposure and visibility, and challenging work assignments. Psychosocial
functions included role modeling, acceptance and confirmation, counselling, and
friendship. The impact of career development functions often relies on the mentors’
position and power, whereas the psychosocial functions depend on the interpersonal
relationship. The evidence suggests that informal relationships, those that are set up on
an ad hoc basis, are more effective than formal organizational ones (Chao et al. 1992;
Ragins et al. 2000). Nabi (1999) found that mentoring was not significantly related to
either objective or subjective career success for professional staff, but research by
Bozionelos (2004) on professional staff found that the amount of mentoring individ-
uals provided was positively related with both objective and subjective career success
and with the amount of mentoring that they had received.

Implications for Institutions

This evidence suggests that organizations need to be aware that professional staff are
concerned with managing their career within their institution and that although they
show high levels of psychological mobility, they are not particularly locationally
mobile. Organizations may be moving ahead of their staff in terms of desired
employment contracts. Professional staff still value long-term job security and an
organizational career, but the change in the numbers of temporary employment
contracts highlights the disconnect between employer and employee. As Baruch
and Vardi (2016) discuss, research into contemporary career orientations tend to
highlight the positive aspects for staff but obfuscate the “dark side,” such as the lack
of job security. In HEIs this dark side of the new careers plays out in the increasing
number of temporary contracts used, the lack of organizational support for career
progression to the most senior level, and the erosion of employer loyalty.

Organizations can provide a more supportive culture for employees to effectively
manage their careers for the benefits of both sides. Organizations which offer job
security, development opportunities, and career opportunities create an organiza-
tional environment conducive to career success as employees undertake more career-
enhancing strategies. Career-enhancing strategies have been shown to be related to
greater levels of satisfaction (Nabi 1999), which has a number of positive organiza-
tional effects such as reduced absenteeism, low staff turnover, increased organiza-
tional commitment, and increased productivity (Yousef 2017). Therefore,
universities could provide an appropriate culture by the provision of good learning
and organizational development opportunities, good job design such as rotational
opportunities, job security, and increased career advice and guidance.

Conclusion

Universities’ professional staff, although valuing factors relevant to traditional
organizational careers such as job security and promotion opportunities, also show
contemporary career orientations especially self-directed career management
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attitudes and psychological mobility attitudes, creating a hybrid career orientation.
Universities, therefore, have an opportunity to provide a high-performing work
system which includes opportunity practices such as job rotation and autonomy;
ability practices such as development of skills, knowledge, and abilities; and moti-
vational practices such as job security, mentoring, and internal promotion opportu-
nities (Boselie 2010, p. 134). There is also scope to increase advice and guidance to
support proactive career management activities, a concept known as career planning.
This can be defined as “the deliberate process through which someone becomes
aware of personal skills, interests, knowledge, motivations, and other characteristics;
acquires information about opportunities and choices; identifies career-related goals;
and establishes action plans to attain specific goals” (Dessler 2005, p. 350). Careers
of professional staff are often reported to be “ad hoc,”with people following paths of
interest and only after some time taking a more strategic approach to managing their
career. Universities could, for example, offer the use of vocational guidance tools to
help identify career-related skills and other development needs and to take advantage
of this psychological mobility and desire for continuous learning and skill
utilization.
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Abstract
This chapter is a discussion of personal and behavioral dispositions that are
foundational elements for conceptualizing a framework of career development
for professional staff at a US research-intensive university. Using narrative
inquiry to draw meaning from the stories told by three advanced-degreed
professional women staff, their experiences are analyzed using career compe-
tencies proposed by Kuijpers et al. (2006). The analysis examines the narrators’
use of reflection on personal capacities and motives, exploration of career
possibilities, orientation to plan and act, and self-presentation. In exploring
the ways in which those professional staff carry out their work, six shared
attributes that shaped their career trajectories and success emerged: issue/
cause-oriented effort, motivation for broad impact, adaptability to new

R. Sanford (*)
Stanford University, Stanford, USA
e-mail: raniasanford@stanford.edu

# Springer Nature Singapore Pte Ltd. 2018
C. Bossu, N. Brown (eds.), Professional and Support Staff in Higher Education,
University Development and Administration,
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-6858-4_13

373

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-981-10-6858-4_13&domain=pdf
mailto:raniasanford@stanford.edu


environments, orientation to learn, deliberate professional presence, and bias
for collaborative thought and action. The findings propose a framework of three
developmental stages of the professional staffer: gaining insight and building
commitment, growth and skills refinement, and competence and contribution.
The framework is discussed against Kegan’s order of consciousness theory
(1982 and 1994). The study suggests further examination of the implications
of gender and ethnic identity in the careers of professional staff at universities in
the United States.

Keywords
Management staff · Higher education · Research intensive · Competencies ·
Professional development · Attitudes · Behaviors · Career · Life space

Introduction

This chapter is a discussion of personal and behavioral dispositions that are foun-
dational elements for conceptualizing a framework of career development for pro-
fessional staff at a US research-intensive university. It has long been supported that
our understanding of career success cannot be solely perceived in terms of occupa-
tional capacity or aspirations or even individual characteristics. Krumboltz (1996)
argues that a static view of the individual characteristics is limited as workplaces
move away from “stable occupations to team-performed tasks.”Yet, doing so should
not be bifurcated from the “trajectories of development which make up the texture of
lives over the life span” (Richardson 1993, pp. 20–21 in Krumboltz 1993, p. 148).
Kuijpers et al. (2006) further advances this view, arguing that career competencies
ought to be understood in light of workplace variables that can “be controlled and
influenced” such as mobility, dynamic environments, and career support (p. 306).

A growing literature presents views of a career for professional staff at universi-
ties that present a case of evolution of this group as a distinct new class of staff in
light of significant shifts in the higher education landscape. The literature has aimed
to understand their experience from multiple vantage points. Studies have examined
the roles and responsibilities of this new class of staff within the academic spheres,
such as teaching, advising, and research (Kane 2007), while others focus on their
work with students, where correlations are drawn between emotional well-being, job
stress, organizational support and vision, contrasting faculty and professional staff
experiences in student affairs (Violanti 2007). Professional staff who are women and
advanced degree holders were found to have high levels of career motivation,
occupational, home, and community salience while the recognition of the individual
skills as well as good relationships with management were key to a positive career
attitude (Ricketts and Pringle 2014).

While the university work increasingly depends on the business skills and
expertise in essential areas that these staff bring to their institutions beyond teaching
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and research, researchers argue that there is a continued lack of recognition for
professional staff (Johnsrud 2004; Kane 2007) and point to the necessity for delib-
erate efforts by institutions to provide opportunities for career satisfaction and
growth (Mader 2012). The findings by Ricketts and Pringle (2014) in their study
of professional women staff at universities in New Zealand make a case for retention,
where the perceived lack of career opportunity at one’s university was found to
significantly reduce the importance they placed on work, and where 40% of their
study participants indicated plans to leave the university within 5 years.

With respect to career advancement, studies have identified areas where universi-
ties could create programs by assessing the expressed motivations of managers to
pursue leadership and management training, networking opportunities, and career
planning resources and advancement (Francis 2000; Sofranko 2004; Kane 2007).
Other studies explored conditions of job engagement and satisfaction, such as work-
life, the presence or absence of a shared understanding of organizational norms,
positive interpersonal relationships (Ricketts and Pringle 2014), role definitions, and
job fit (Johnsrud 2004; Hermsen 2008). Valued dualism, coined by Love and Estanek
(2004), describes how universities that recognize and create space for connectedness
among distinct roles and functions are able to engage with their professional staff
better, because in the process of creating connections, the institutions become open
with information and feedback and ultimately benefit from self-renewal (Mader 2012).

There is a dearth of research, however, that examines the developmental charac-
teristics and attributes that contribute to the success of professional staff, particularly
in the context of a career life-span.

Over the last decade, in the UK and Australia, nonteaching personnel at univer-
sities moved away from “invisibility” to positions within the organizational ladders
that reach the upper ranks of administration and leadership (Szekeres 2004, 2011).
The case in the United States is no different; a longstanding trend of rapid growth of
staff compared to faculty has been noticed for over two decades. According to the
US Department of Education (2016), full-time executive, administrative, and man-
agerial staff at US institutions grew by 66.5% compared to 42% growth of full-time
faculty in a 20-year period between 1991 and 2011. Private as well as public 4-year
institutions reported a faculty to professional staff ratio of 1:1.5. Women occupy
more than half these staff roles (US Department of Education 2016).

This growth in professional roles is arguably in response to the increased com-
plexity of running a university enterprise. The evolution of technology, changing
student demographics, and competition for institutional reputation, improving stu-
dent outcomes and fundraising are new pressing realities. The nature of these
realities may have led to a subsequent shift in the identity of professional
administrators and staff as they adopt more project-oriented roles crossing functional
and organization boundaries. (Whitchurch 2004, 2007). For the purposes of this
discussion, I define “professional staff” as individuals who provide student services,
academic, or professional support or management of business, financial, human
resources, student, or legal affairs and that generally require an advanced degree.
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The US Context

The composition of professional staff at American universities includes PhD grad-
uates as well as individuals with advanced preparation in professional fields of
practice holding degrees such as MBA, JD, or MD. A recent study by the American
Institutes of Research Delta Cost Project (2014) points to the growth of professional
roles at universities at rates that have outpaced all other job groups on campuses in
the last 20 years, including those of executives. The study points to increased
investments by universities in the creation of new roles with responsibilities such
as reviewing admissions applications, counseling students, dealing with legal and
human resources, providing business analysis and technology infrastructure devel-
opment and support (Desrochers and Kirshstein 2014). These roles are frequently
filled by PhD graduates but many are also occupied by holders of advanced degrees
and certifications in professional fields.

Alongside the increased need for professional roles to run an increasingly com-
plex university came a decline in the availability of new faculty jobs in the United
States. Congress enacted a law in 1994 that prohibited a mandatory retirement age in
the United States (American Council on Education 2011). The new law has arguably
led to existing faculty working more years than previous generations (National
Research Council 1991), representing a longer-term financial obligation for institu-
tions. The new law took effect as higher education as a sector was experiencing
significant growth in increased enrollments. Within two decades of its enactment,
economic downturns contributed to a shift in hiring practices away from permanent
faculty positions, known as “tenure track,” in favor of hiring adjunct and part-time
faculty who are employed on term-based less expensive contracts that carry no long-
term financial burden to the institutions (Halcrow and Olson 2008). Those circum-
stances slowly, and surely, led institutions as well as individuals to recognize that
faculty careers will become harder to pursue for their graduates and led to efforts that
revisited the nature of advanced academic preparation and its desired outcomes.
National effort, such as the PhD Career Pathways project, a collaboration between
the Council of Graduate Schools, the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, and the
National Science Foundation, builds on findings from the 2014 feasibility study by
the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, the AndrewW. Mellon Foundation, and the National
Science Foundation which dispelled earlier assumptions that PhD graduates are to
advance into faculty positions. These national studies began to document, if not
validate, the diversity of alternative, non-faculty, career aspirations, and outcomes
(Council on Graduate Schools 2015; Austin 2002).

One of the career path possibilities post-PhD, however, continued to lie within the
walls of universities. Known as Alternative Academic Careers, or Alt-Ac, universi-
ties have been embracing a crop of newly minted advanced graduates who took on
staff roles that are secondary, or parallel, to faculty. In doing so, I argue that
universities have been creating an emergent new class of professional staff who
fulfill new functions within institutions in response to new demands around teaching
and learning, and in many cases, in order to alleviate the increased workload on
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faculty in areas such as student advising, residential education, and research activity.
Many of these staff bring advanced academic assets as relevant to their professional
work, such as disciplinary preparation and an understanding of the dynamics of
university environments – knowledge that garners credibility among faculty and
afford them tacit knowledge to perform. Similarly, professionals with advanced
degrees in business administration or law found their professional training to be
relevant in a landscape that is laden with increased regulations, legal action, financial
challenges, and innovations in technology.

Notwithstanding the advanced educational attainment of the individuals who
come with advanced academic or professional training, many are hired with little
or no formal training in the nature of responsibilities of their roles in academic
institutions. The dearth of professional training described earlier presents key foun-
dational questions: What are the ways in which these professional staff carry out
their work? And, how can we understand the characteristics of their career success?

The Method

In order to shed light on the approaches that this new class of professionals follows
in order to perform in their roles, I identified three successful career women in
professional roles at a top-ranked research-intensive university in the United States.
They work in the areas of teaching, human resources, and academic program
administration. All three held advanced degrees and had been hired within the past
5 years at the university. I followed a narrative inquiry conceptual framework in
order to explore the characteristics that shape their success and the ways in which
they carry out their work. The narrative inquiry framework offers a qualitative
interpretation of phenomenon or events by bringing meaning through reflection on
experiences, through individual story telling. Stories represent knowledge in this
framework (Trahar 2009), and they subsequently offered a lens to discern the
orientation, attitudes, and behaviors that the three carried out towards work, career,
and roles within an academic institution.

Narrative inquiry requires particular attention to the ways in which the stories are
constructed (Riessman and Speedy 2007). Accordingly, the analysis paid attention to
how those three successful women told their stories along certain dimensions of
career competence: (1) Reflection on personal capacities and motives regarding a
career (Meijers 2002), (2) Exploration: Willingness to explore and understand the
specific campus work environment and move/change jobs (Ball 1997), (3) Control:
Orientation to plan and act on one’s own learning and working processes (Nabi
1999), and (4) Self-presentation: What were the capacities and values regarding
work at the University (Kuijpers et al. 2006). As will be seen in the next section, each
of these dimensions was salient to varying degrees in their stories. Each narrator
agreed to be interviewed for the purpose of this study and only their names were
withheld for confidentiality and anonymity. Each occupied distinctly different units
on campus serving faculty, staff, and students.
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Three Stories

H., Associate Director, Teaching and Learning, Early Career

H. joined the university as associate director in the center for teaching and learning.
She has a PhD in biology. She is a woman of color who grew up in a middle class
educated family in the American rural south. She went to a selective undergraduate
institution where she became fascinated with how science is communicated to
nonscientists. A federal fellowship that teamed her with a high school teacher
introduced her to notions of pedagogy and teaching science and piqued her interest
in teaching biology to university students. After being told that she needed a PhD to
do so, she went on to pursue a PhD degree in biology. Having not lost her interest in
teaching, she sought advice from faculty who worked in science education, who
connected her to others in the field, to journals, and added her to email listservs.
Through a listserv, she found a postdoctoral fellowship that had both teaching and
research responsibilities, where she taught at a tribal (i.e., rural) college and
implemented a new program for biology education there. She then pursued a second
postdoctoral fellowship at an urban state institution, under the mentorship of a well-
known figure in biology education. She co-taught a pedagogy course, got involved
in program management, ran course development workshops, and planned imple-
mentation of various activities related to biology education.

H. joined the university last year as professional staff instead of accepting an offer
of a tenure-track assistant professorship at a different institution. She describes her
motivation to take up a nonfaculty role in relation to the opportunity for making an
impact across all university departments, affecting all students, in contrast to a
limited impact she would have had as a faculty member confined to one academic
department. In the past year, she met notable faculty at the university in science
education who now seek her input on their ideas and invite her to join campus-wide
task forces on curriculum development. She feels she is respected by them and by
other colleagues whom she holds in high regard.

H. reflected back on two elements of her success: her professional demeanor and
her readiness to learn and adapt in new environments, both at work and socially. She
talks about how she carries herself professionally, chooses a business wardrobe, and
articulates her ideas and thoughts clearly and confidently. She is by far the youngest
and least professionally experienced among her peers at her unit. But their confi-
dence in her abilities reinforces her own. She also describes herself as a “social
chameleon” who is acutely aware of the vibe of a place and willing to adapt to its
norms and eager to learn from others. She says that having grown up in a multicul-
tural family and graduated from elite institutions gives her the background to do
so well.

H.’s journey is marked by personal characteristics that served her well. During her
undergraduate and graduate school years, she sought new knowledge by reaching
out to experts without hesitation. She set out to explore her interest in science
teaching, which is not the norm for her peers whose inclination was strongest
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towards research. She went to where the opportunities presented themselves and
happily took on tasks that were administrative in nature, which gave her skills that
later made her successful in her professional role (an example of her orientation to
act on her learning). She describes her primary motivations in terms of breaking
down barriers, whether they are learning barriers or social class barriers. She is
ambitious about the impact that her work could bring to the field. She has a strong
disposition to learn new organizational norms and seeks out the expertise and advise
of more senior colleagues in her unit as she tackles ideas and projects. H. has also
been deliberate about presenting herself; she would reach out and introduce herself
to others in meetings or professional gatherings.

D., Director, Human Resources, Mid-Career

Like H., D. joined the university a year ago in a management role in a human
resources unit that is charged with staff, i.e., administrative nonfaculty/non-
instructional, development. She runs the management development programs for
new supervisors. D. has an interdisciplinary PhD and has worked for over a decade
in a business consulting practice that benefited from her disciplinary preparation. She
recruited into her role through a former colleague who had joined the university
earlier.

D.’s previous career in business consulting required extensive trips and long
periods away from her young family; expectations that are no longer present in her
current job. She describes how that was a motivation for moving to work at the
university. D. talks about her work at the university as a journey of “exploration.”
She feels significant differences between the work culture in her past business
experience and that of the university. She describes the negative feedback she
received at the university when she took initiative on a task that belonged in someone
else’s role; she underestimated the importance of role boundaries in her unit and how
they are linked to individual “classifications” and salaries. She feels that the leader-
ship transition in her unit has hindered her ability to demonstrate her value to the
university and has perhaps slowed down her adjustment to the university culture.
These reflections are leading her to feel uncertain about how others in the unit
perceive her or the value of her contributions. She is putting together ideas and
resources that she could present to her new boss.

D. recognizes the culture at the university as relationship-based and how she is
spending her initial months on the job meeting colleagues from around the campus
and learning the roles and functions of different units. She describes change at the
university as slow-moving, and there isn’t a top-down directive as would be in a
business environment. She compares her previous work where she consulted with
senior chief executives at companies and how her advice to them and their decisions
would be immediately executed. That is not how things work at the university,
according to her, and she is adjusting to a role where she doesn’t have the same
extent of direct influence.
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T., Executive Director of Academic Programs, Mid-to-Late Career

T. joined the university 5 years ago after a career of consulting in the high-tech
industry. She has an advanced professional degree in business. She is a highly
educated Indian immigrant who stepped out of her marketing job and into consulting
and community work while her two daughters were in school. Her youngest
daughter was in high school when T. sought work at the university. Her older
daughter had been admitted as a first year student that year at the same university.
T. reflects back on her background as the first in her family to go to college and how
the college experience was one that distanced her from her parents. She was
motivated to understand and be near her daughter’s coming of age as an American
young woman.

T.’s journey at the university started by her accepting an administrative support
job in student affairs where she helped two married faculty members oversee one
of the undergraduate student dormitories. Overqualified for the role, and recog-
nizing that she could take on some of the tasks the couple did in order to alleviate
their workload, she quickly persuaded them to expand her responsibilities.
Through that entry point, she actively asked them to introduce her to professional
staff within the institution, which they did. She also began to reach out and meet
colleagues within the larger unit. She developed her professional persona as a
resourceful, flexible, and agile staffer who is the right fit to take on a new initiative
without a permanent commitment of a job. Within a year’s time, T. had moved on
from her initial administrative job and managed the launch of a campus-wide
initiative in student affairs. She continued to seek out the heads of various campus
units asking if they would be available for informational interviews in order to
learn about their areas of work. Today, T. is an executive director of three new
academic programs and is a frequent speaker and a resource for women students in
particular.

T.’s orientation stood out in a number of ways: she was articulate and comfortable
with senior professional staff. She was project-oriented in her approach to her work
and presented herself with energy as an independent contributor without the inhibi-
tions or concern for organizational boundaries. In fact, she presented herself as
capable of getting things done across those boundaries. She was consistent in
projecting the value added if she were to join a particular unit – an approach that
was open-ended and left it up to the unit head to identify opportunities if they wished
to engage her. These attitudes stood her apart from most university staff whose work
is defined in a rather bureaucratic structure that is predicated on boundaries of roles,
responsibilities, and authority and for whom job security was essential. T., on the
other hand, presented herself as a citizen of the campus community by virtue of her
daughter’s affiliation and residential proximity and as a resourceful addition. She
expressed a motivation based on personal values rather than career or financial
ambitions. Within 5 years of T.’s joining the university, she had launched one
successful student affairs program and three stand-alone academic degree programs
with faculty leadership. In addition, her network of sponsors includes some well-
regarded senior staff and faculty.
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T.’s describes how important it is for her to work with faculty who are seeking
“thought partners.” She emphasizes that many faculty seek staff who would do
maintenance tasks for them and that she declines such offers. She describes how
deliberate she is in approaching certain individual faculty in whose ideas she sees
potential for implementation that she can assume, and she makes the case for them to
hire her in order to make those ideas a reality. She is proud of her particular skill and
leverages her now wide campus network for that purpose. She described the
importance of a community of like-minded women professional staff, whom she
joins in group meetings on a regular monthly basis. She also describes how her
approach in taking on a new job always entails growth in her responsibilities, and she
secures the commitment from her faculty supervisors that such growth would
materialize, which she ensures happen quickly.

Discussion

The literature of career development for professional and support staff identifies
domains of personal skill and technical knowledge such as leadership, fiscal man-
agement, personnel management, communication, professional development,
research and evaluation, student conduct, legal issues, technology, and diversity
(Kane 1982; Roberts 2003; Fishbeck 2006; Lewis 2011). These skills are important
to manage an increasingly complex university enterprise that not only provides
teaching, learning, and research but also in response to increased regulations, legal
requirements for compliance, complex finances, evolving technology, and various
social shifts in the demographics of students and faculty.

Whereas performance in the above domains for a university professional is an
essential part of success, the stories described here illustrate the common influences
that shape these professional staff’s career choices and daily work behaviors. In their
narratives, the narrators reflectively talked about those characteristics as motives for
their actions. Six common attributes come to light:

1. Issue/cause-oriented effort: The adoption of an issue or a challenge that is
relevant to the institution, faculty, or students and creating work around it that
advances that issue or address the challenge. This approach is in contrast to acting
in a supportive capacity, managing processes, maintaining steady flow of tasks, or
seeking authority by position or title.

2. Motivation for broad impact: Refers to the capacity to envision one’s career
trajectory, understand the nature and constraints of one’s life stage, set a higher
goal, and seek out ways to reach that goal, often without a predefined paths or the
presence of others with a similar mix of background and motivation.

3. Adaptability to new environments: The capacity to diagnose and behave in
light of new social and organizational forces, constraints, values, and norms. This
includes ability to recognize one’s own experiences and how they may differ, or
not, from the experiences in one’s new environment and respond positively to that
change.
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4. Orientation to learn: Self-awareness of the extent to which one’s previous
experiences or skills are useful in a new situation and leveraging such experience
and skills selectively and carefully in order to advance one’s efforts for a
particular cause, to make impact or to adapt. This also refers to the ability to
seek guidance from colleagues aggressively and often.

5. Deliberate professional presence: One’s ability to develop and represent one’s
professional persona visibly and gain professional respect within a new environ-
ment or in a new network of peers or superiors. This is illustrated in choice of
dress, language, and means of communication with colleagues, students, and
faculty.

6. Bias for collaborative thought and action: The disposition to work with others
across boundaries as resources and partners in thought and in action. This is also
illustrated in taking on new assignments that may fall outside of the formal role
definitions, initiating ideas with others and working towards implementation
without a formal chain of command.

By their narrative accounts, those six attributes enabled the narrators to transcend
organizational unit boundaries and to craft professional presence that reflects a newly
added value to the university, whether in administrative improvements or contribu-
tions of new academic and professional programs. In each case, the narrator lever-
aged their tacit knowledge of academic cultures and disciplines combined with their
personal background (age, experience in prior careers, family history) in order to
take on a project or initiative-oriented work. They moved fluidly to advance their
work across boundaries while forging new relationships with others on campus who
served as sponsors, thought partners and/or partners in action.

Considerations of Career-Life Span

Those three stories point to personal motivations, commitment to issues, and capac-
ity for action. It is important, however, to recognize that our understanding of the six
attributes that their stories illustrate is incomplete without an interpretation that takes
into account career and life stage or, as described by Richardson (1993), the
“trajectories of development which make up the texture of lives over the life span.”

To frame these attributes along a developmental continuum, I argue that three
stages of career development emerge. Conceptualizing those stages is influenced by
the work of Robert Kegan (1982, 1994) on adult orientations to knowledge and
learning. Kegan’s order of consciousness theory suggests that an adult moves from
(1) an instrumental stage through (2) a socializing stage and ends with (3) a self-
authoring stage (1982, 1994). In the first instrumental stage, the individual is
oriented to learn from existing knowledge, gain skills, and perform in accordance
to rules in order to gain acceptance. Through the subsequent stage of socialization,
the individual is able to identify and fulfill broader expectations, set one’s own goals
and standards, and clarify one’s values. In the later stage of self-authorship, the
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individual takes initiative, is more self-aware, and develops his or her own standards
and may further grow to realize the ideological nature of one’s own assumptions
(Kegan 1982, 1994; Taylor 2006).

Building on Kegan’s work and using the narratives as examples, a three-stage
developmental framework can be illustrated, combining a scaffold of personal and
professional dimensions that represent the stages that our narrators have undergone
and continue to undergo towards the final, self-authoring, presence as professional
staff.

1. Gaining Insight and Building Commitment characterize the entry/early career
stage where the individual’s social and cultural identity initiates a set of motiva-
tions and interests to pursue a certain question or issue. These motivations and
interests often lead to exploration of types of work and roles to pursue, for
example. This stage aligns with Kegan’s instrumental stage where the individual
is starting to accumulate knowledge and works towards gaining acceptance. This
is seen in H.’s completing a doctoral degree in a science field and specializing her
postdoctoral training around teaching, in D.’s career in industry consulting which
gave her the knowledge and legitimacy later as a professional at the university,
and in T.’s “go-getter” attitude where she demonstrated abilities to execute on
difficult projects.

2. Growth and Skill Refinement refer to how identity, motivation and interests
further drive the individual into a mid-career stage of growth, where one acquires
not only technical knowledge about his/her domain to enable action but also
develops awareness of the professional space that they are in, and clarify their
own priorities and values related to their role. The individual then begins to plan
and act on one’s learning and cultivating his or her own persona as a professional.
Success in this intermediate stage sets the individual onto a path of competence
and contribution. This second stage aligns with Kegan’s socialization stage where
the individual begins to set personal and professional goals and identify expec-
tations from one’s self and also from their workplace. In our narrator’s stories, we
saw examples of this stage in how H. made the decision to pursue a career in
advancing science education rather than accept an offer of assistant professorship
because she felt her impact would be limited and in how she was focused at this
time on getting to cultivate her network and gain professional standing in the
field. In T.’s story, we find her success in persuading her two faculty supervisors
to expand her responsibilities and appoint her as executive director. At the time I
interviewed D., she was acutely aware of the differences she is experiencing in
her new university workplace culture in contrast to the business culture that she
had been accustomed to. She was contemplating her interests and professional
motivations as well as personal circumstances against a new organizational
context that was too rigid and hierarchical for her. About 10 months after the
interview, D. had left the university.
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3. Competence and Contribution follow as a result of growth and skill acquisition
and refinement where individual capacity for sophisticated levels of environmen-
tal awareness enable the individual go beyond recognizing their environment
towards shaping it (whether an organizational, or related to family or work-life).
This brings into focus clarity of personal and professional values which one can
deploy for a larger institutional purpose, for example. Doing so requires not only
introspective considerations related to one’s interests and motivations but also an
increased capacity for social and emotional engagement, and in some instances,
risk-taking. Leadership and influence in an organization are indicative of this
stage, where along with expertise in subject matter, the individual is capable of
contribution to the broader organization, across organizational units and to a
wider professional community outside of the organization. This stage corre-
sponds to Kegan’s self-authoring stage where there is initiative, increased self-
awareness, and development of one’s standards for work and life. In reference to
our three narrators, H., who was the most junior, had not yet arrived to a point in
her journey that corresponds to this stage. D. had departed the university after
recognition that her initiative and desire to influence were incongruent with the
role that the institution had defined and with the values of her personal life. Our
third narrator, T. was finding satisfaction in where she had arrived professionally
and was “self-authoring” her commitment and contribution to the campus com-
munity which she saw through engagements as speaker and a resource on gender
to students.

Conclusion

Two main conclusions develop out of exploring the narratives of those three
university professionals. First, professional staff at universities cannot truly
advance without institutions providing the support for their pursuits through an
organization that is sufficiently open, flexible, and accepting of innovation. D.’s
experience and subsequent departure, and T.’s fast career advancement, are cases
in point. Mobility and dynamic environments, as Krumboltz (1993, 1996) and
Kuijpers et al. (2006) had argued, were evident in the successes of the three
narrators. Universities stand to benefit from the full potential of professional staff
through a lens with which the staff’s position vis-à-vis the institutional landscape is
understood beyond boundaries, limitations, hierarchies, and roles. The connections
between individuals and units, the networks, and the possibilities within an
institution create the worth and potential for professional staff to add value to
their work and to the institution.

Second, this institutional context is inseparable from a personal and professional
intentionality to act on a career trajectory rather than meet expectations dictated by
the institution. The stories described earlier give an example of a path less traveled
and illustrate six attributes that their narrators hold: orientation to work on an issue(s)
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or tackle a certain cause(s), motivation for broad impact, adaptability, orientation to
learn, deliberate professional presence, and bias for collaborative thought and action.
These common attributes are, arguably, common foundations that may further
inform the efforts to prepare future university professionals and to evaluate individ-
ual potential for long-term success. They further suggest that satisfaction, engage-
ment, and ultimately retention, rest to a great extent on the ability of universities to
create roles and opportunities that give space for their professional staff to advance
through stages of career development and to create professional development oppor-
tunities that align with each of these stages in order to help advance their staff along a
satisfying career life-span. The implications for practice range widely from hiring
practices and selection criteria, to the creation of organizational structures and
processes that would enhance the performance and contributions of professional
staff.

The stories described in this chapter are examples that highlight the relevance of
personal identity and motivation. Our narrator’s community and familial affiliations
played a role that shaped their insights and commitments for their chosen careers.
Their narratives and the analysis presented here did not address the role that their
gender played in their experiences. However, future research could explore the
personal attributes found in this study and the proposed framework in relation to
gender identity and against backdrops of social class and of ethnic affiliations.
Gender issues in American higher education are salient. A study in the American
context and with a larger representation of professional staff could shed further light
in our understanding the nature of workplace characteristics vis-à-vis identity as it
shapes the experiences and success trajectories of professional university staff.
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As the field of American educational development in higher education continues
to grow and diversify, increasing numbers of graduate and undergraduate students
may find themselves involved in the field – by producing scholarship of teaching
and learning, partnering with instructors and educational developers in innovative
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ways, or even practicing educational development themselves. These students
may thus discover an interest in the profession of educational development long
before completing or even entering a doctoral program; yet, in the United States,
most educational developers have doctorates, and most job advertisements
require them. In this chapter, we query the implications of such requirements.
We review various ways young professionals can and have come into contact
with educational development before attaining advanced degrees, and we ask:
What is next? Ultimately, we suggest new paths need to be forged for those who
realize they want to enter this field before earning a doctoral degree.

Keywords
Educational development · Academic development · Degree requirements ·
Doctoral degree · Ph.D. · Undergraduate students · Graduate students · Faculty

Introduction

While the field variously called “academic development,” “faculty development,” or
“educational development” in higher education in the United States (and across the
globe) is “hard to pin down,” we agree with former editor of the International
Journal of Academic Development Brenda Leibowitz (2014) who understands it to
be “about the creation of conditions supportive of teaching and learning, in the
broadest sense” (p. 3). Of the three, we have chosen to use the term “educational
development” as the most inclusive description of this profession, as Felten et al.
(2007) have argued. Some scholars (like Lewis 1996) estimate that educational
development in the United States is over 150 years old, with the Harvard faculty
sabbatical, begun in 1810, cited as its beginning. Since then, educational develop-
ment professionals have focused their support at the individual level, through one-
on-one “consultations” (or conversations) with individual instructors about their
teaching, as well as, in more recent years, organizational development efforts that
aim to shift the culture of a higher education institution to be better supportive of the
conditions that allow teachers to thrive (e.g., valuing excellent teaching in the
promotion process) (Ouellett 2010).

As educational development continues to grow in American higher education
(and as more institutions open or expand centers for learning and teaching), increas-
ing numbers of graduate and undergraduate students may find themselves involved in
educational development – producing scholarship of teaching and learning,
partnering with instructors and educational developers in innovative ways, or even
practicing educational development themselves. These students may thus discover an
interest in the profession of educational development long before completing or even
entering a doctoral program. Yet, in the United States, most educational developers
have doctorates, and most job advertisements in this field require them. Currently,
there is no doctoral degree in educational development in the United States.

In this chapter, we first briefly summarize current data about the academic
background of American educational developers as well as the requirements listed
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in recent job postings. We then query the implications of such requirements for the
field. Next we review various ways young professionals can and have come into
contact with the field before attaining advanced degrees. To provide a more nuanced
understanding of these trajectories, we share our personal reflections about our entries
into and experiences in the field of educational development. Our paths lead us to ask:
What is next? What options exist for recent college graduates who are interested in
pursuing careers in this field? We suggest several rather imperfect possibilities, which
highlight the problematic state of the field for new professionals. The chapter con-
cludeswith some recommendations for remedying this problem.Ultimately, we intend
to critically examine the advanced degree requirements of educational development
positions in the United States and to suggest that new paths need to be forged for those
who realize they want to enter this field before (or if) they seek faculty positions – the
primary reason people earn doctorates in the United States (Kelly 2016).

The Prevalence of the Ph.D. in American Educational
Development

Recent membership data from the 2010 Membership Survey of the Professional and
Organizational Development (POD) network, the premiere association for educa-
tional developers in higher education in the United States, show that the majority
(76%) of American educational developers hold doctorate degrees (POD Network
Research Committee 2011). This trend holds true internationally, as well. In a survey
of educational developers that garnered nearly 1,000 respondents from around the
world, David Green and Deandra Little (2016) found that “the majority of respon-
dents (58.6%) held a doctorate or above” (p. 13). The United States had the highest
percentage (82%) of educational developers with doctorate degrees, from any field
(Green and Little 2016). Thus, questions and concerns about the Ph.D. requirement
are particularly salient in our context of the United States.

Analyses of US job postings in educational development reinforce these findings.
We collected every job posting listed between October 2015 and January 2016 – the
apex of the job market cycle in US educational development – on three different
websites or listservs: POD Network, Chronicle Vitae (a search engine for jobs in
higher education), and Inside Higher Ed (a free higher education news, opinion, and
job website). In total, we analyzed 50 different postings. Positions ranged from
“director” to “faculty developer” to “instructional designer” at institutions across the
United States, from 2-year community colleges to small private liberal arts institu-
tions. Fourteen of the 50 jobs, or 28% of postings, explicitly required a Ph.D. as a
minimum qualification. A further 16, or 32% of postings, explicitly preferred a Ph.
D. Five others (10%) strongly implied a Ph.D. would be preferred through the
experiential requirements of the position (e.g., experience working in higher educa-
tion, teaching, etc.). This means that, of the 50 postings, 70% required or preferred
a Ph.D. The remaining 30% explicitly required or preferred a master’s degree. None
accepted a bachelor’s degree only. Similar qualification requirements were found in
an analysis of international job postings by Alan Wright and Judith Miller (2000).
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In many ways, the prevalence of the Ph.D. is fitting for the field, especially as it
has emerged in the United States. The expectation remains that the vast majority of
those earning doctoral degrees will continue on to faculty positions, in spite of the
current job market and fluctuating state of affairs in higher education here. An
analysis of recent advice pieces and editorials in the U.S.’s premier higher education
newspaper, the Chronicle of Higher Education, illuminates this expectation (see
Grafton and Grossman 2011; Kelly 2016; Vick and Furlong 2016). The Ph.D. is
framed almost exclusively as preparation for faculty positions, regardless of whether
the degree serves as true preparation for graduate students (Austin 2002). Hence, the
doctoral degree can ensure educational developers’ acceptance among their primary
constituency (i.e., faculty) for whom the Ph.D. is commonly thought to be the
ultimate marker of expertise or credibility (Mullinix 2007; Cook and Marincovich
2010). It also implicitly honors a common path to the profession since its beginning,
despite its diversity (McDonald 2010; Green and Little 2016): mid- and late-career
faculty, often recognized as excellent teachers at their institutions, shift from disci-
plinary teaching and research to educational development, when the opportunity
arises (e.g., a new center is being created and needs a director). As Tony Harland and
David Staniforth (2008) conclude, “It seems that all developers must come from
‘somewhere else’” (p. 675).

A Ph.D. degree can also, but not always, connote to an employer that its holder has
experience in teaching. Graduate students may have the opportunity to acquire
teaching experience through teaching their own courses or serving as teaching assis-
tants for full-time faculty members’ courses. Also, some doctoral programs do provide
pedagogical training for their graduate students, and the teaching and learning centers
of some universities provide specific support to this population (e.g., Yale’s Center for
Teaching and Learning in New Haven, CT, USA). If US graduate schools consistently
exposed their students to robust pedagogical training and first-hand experience teach-
ing (asBorder and vonHoene 2010 recommend), this practicewould further justify the
prevalence of the Ph.D. as a requirement for educational developers.

Another advantage of the Ph.D. is that people are, by necessity, older by the time
they finish graduate school, which would help with perceptions of credibility; faculty
often resist hearing ideas and suggestions from educational developers who appear to
be, based on their age, less experienced or knowledgeable (Quinn 2012) – about
teaching, an institution, or faculty life. The time required to finish a Ph.D. (and, in
STEM fields, the time spent acquiring a postdoc afterward) means that, at the very
least, educational developers with doctorates will not be fresh out of college. In spite
of these potential advantages to having a Ph.D. when entering the field of educational
development, we cannot help but query the consequences of such a requirement for
the American context.

Implications of the Ph.D. Requirement

Several implications emerge when considering the doctorate as a gatekeeper for
working in educational development in higher education in America. First, given
current demographic data (Green and Little 2016), which includes the very small
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minority of practitioners without doctoral degrees, there are clearly people with the
experience, skills, background, and enthusiasm who would fit well within educa-
tional development but whom a Ph.D. requirement would exclude.

A second implication of the prevalence of the Ph.D. requirement is the inverse. It
may inadvertently encourage, or at least allow, people who do have Ph.D.s to pursue
the career path, even if they are not fully interested in or committed to the work of
educational development. While this phenomenon has not been researched, anec-
dotally, we know that this has occurred in a number of cases in which colleagues
really desired full-time, tenure-track faculty positions but ended up “settling” for an
educational development role when no such faculty positions materialized because
they already possessed many of the minimum qualifications.

Third is that the Ph.D. requirement may, as we noted above, encourage people to
earn advanced disciplinary degrees only in order to pursue careers not directly
related to obtaining a disciplinary faculty position. If a Ph.D. in a specific field,
like History or Biology, is required for entry into educational development, there
could emerge a group of people who only attain degrees in order to move into
educational development. Given the shrinking job opportunities in the United States
for those who earn doctoral degrees (Jaschik 2016) – the result of too few job
openings for too many doctorates – expectation of fidelity between degree and job
may be less and less tenable for all fields. Yet, because the academic job market is
shrinking and because there is thus increasing pressure on graduate programs to limit
the number of applicants they admit, those prospective students who indicate in their
application materials that they do not intend to pursue a career in that discipline’s
field may be viewed with skepticism or even rejected (Jaschik 2016).

A final implication is that, given the financial strain earning a Ph.D. can put on
students in the United States (Cassuto 2014) – from the cost of tuition and low
stipends to the time required outside of the job market – and the resulting relative
homogeneity of those who hold doctorates across disciplines (National Science
Foundation 2014), Ph.D. requirements in educational development jobs may inad-
vertently contribute to the reproduction of an elite class in American higher educa-
tion, which is already a major problem in this extremely stratified system (Mullen
2010; Arner 2014). If this is the case, then the field of educational development
would be failing to diversify its membership and failing to more accurately reflect
the population of students and faculty in higher education. This concern is
underscored by continued calls to diversify educational development itself in the
U.S. (Stanley 2001; Ouellett and Stanley 2004). Diversification of the field matters
because a homogenous population of developers may not be able to fully consider
and meet the needs of an increasingly diverse range of faculty, students, and
academic disciplines.

Exposure to Educational Development

Despite the Ph.D. requirement, there are growing opportunities across the United
States for undergraduate and graduate students to learn about and even participate in
educational development opportunities. However, as of yet, none offer follow-up or
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postgraduate opportunities for such students. The following examples, in addition to
our own in the reflections below, show a range of contexts for undergraduate and
graduate work in educational development and help illuminate ways institutions are
recognizing and making space for such contributions.

One example of such opportunity is the Teaching-Learning Academy (TLA)
offered by Western Washington University (Bellingham, WA, USA). According to
its website, this academy is a forum for the scholarship of teaching and learning
(SoTL) that engages faculty, professional staff, and undergraduate students in
discussions and collaborative study around various topics of teaching and learning.
TLA meets bi-weekly, working toward a different goal each quarter of the academic
year. For example, during the fall quarter, the group develops its “BIG question,” and
during the winter, the group begins to collect data to answer the question. This
process has been framed as “co-inquiry” toward institutional change (Werder et al.
2016) and exposes students to the field of SoTL, and, by association, to the field of
educational development.

Another example is Carleton College’s Perlman Learning and Teaching Center
(LTC) (Northfield, MN, USA), which, according to its website, exposes students to
educational development through its Perlman LTC Fellows program. One of the
fellows’ primary jobs is to serve as in-class student observers for interested faculty.
The fellows are also responsible for designing programing for their peers to reflect
on their learning and for otherwise assisting with the running of the center. In these
roles, the fellows are performing work that at other centers are done by people with
more advanced degrees and experiences.

A final example is from the University Center for the Advancement of Teaching
(UCAT) at Ohio State University (Columbus, OH, USA). According to their
“About” webpage, UCAT employs a number of what they call “Graduate Consul-
tants” and “Doctoral Interns,” all of “who[m] have experience in college teaching
and supporting the teaching of others.” These employees of the center are respon-
sible for consulting with fellow graduate teaching assistants, facilitating workshops,
assisting with research projects in the office, and contributing to administrative tasks.
The Graduate Consultants also have the option of continuing on to become Doctoral
Interns. Interns provide the same services as consultants, but they also work to
support university units, serve on campus-wide committees, and sometimes develop
their own research projects. Through this experience, interns gain a robust sense of
the field of educational development. Many of UCAT’s Graduate Consultants and
Doctoral Interns go on to become educational developers (Bernhagen, 2016, per-
sonal communication).

In fact, like Ohio State, many institutions offer mentorship opportunities related
to educational development. Yet these opportunities are usually reserved for those
already in doctoral programs (Linder et al. 2011) or for those who have already been
hired as developers and who need to acclimate to their new role (Kensington-Miller
et al. 2012). No similar mentoring opportunities have been documented for under-
graduate students also interested in a career path in educational development, despite
the many kinds of programs that involve them in such work. Graduate students may
complete their in-progress degrees and enter educational development fully as center
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faculty or staff upon graduation, but, as we continue to examine, undergraduates
exposed to the field at Western Washington University or Carleton College, for
example, have no such path forward.

Our Entry into the Field of Educational Development

To add nuance to these alternative trajectories into educational development, we now
offer personal reflections on our own paths into the field. We agree with Susan
Wilcox (2009) that “self-study is a worthwhile undertaking for individual educa-
tional developers, an approach to scholarship that holds great promise for academic
development as a field of study and practice, and for higher education overall”
(p. 124). In doing so, we draw on two theoretical approaches common in SoTL
and educational research, more broadly: autoethnography and critical reflection.
First, we follow a recent but rich tradition in autoethnography in which researchers
“foreground personal experiences in research and writing; illustrate sense-making
processes; use and show reflexivity; illustrate inside knowledge of a cultural phe-
nomenon/experience; describe and critique cultural norms, experiences, and prac-
tices” (Adams et al. 2015, p. 26). We each offer an “authentic, first-person case study
with rich details” (Saldaña 2011, p. 17) about our trajectories into and inside the field
of educational development. This approach allows us to share key moments and even
“epiphanies in our own lives” (Ellis 2004, p. 33) as educational developers. Second,
we reflect critically on our experiences, just as instructors have been encouraged to do
throughout the teaching and learning literature (Elbaz 1987; Shön 1987; Brookfield
1995; Larivee 2000). Critical reflection helps us “to understand how considerations
of power undergird, frame and distort so many educational processes and interac-
tions,” as well as “to question assumptions and practices . . . that are hegemonic”
(Brookfield 1995, p. 8). By situating our self-study within relevant theoretical
approaches and broader contexts, we are simultaneously able to question the
power structures that shape (and have shaped) each of our experiences and the
field’s assumptions about the requirements of educational development.

Personal Reflections from Emily

My path to educational development began in 2011, while I was in graduate school
at the University of Virginia in Charlottesville, VA, USA. While still a student in this
graduate program, I began working part-time as a Graduate Student Associate (GSA)
at the university’s (formerly named) Teaching Resource Center (TRC), in order to
help fund my living expenses and degree and to learn more about teaching in higher
education. I joined the center’s team of several full-time educational developers,
support staff, fellow GSAs, and undergraduate student workers.

My main responsibilities as a GSA were developing and supporting various
pedagogical programs, such as the annual orientation for graduate teaching assis-
tants, as well as consulting with fellow graduate students about their teaching. I also
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contributed to the development of print and digital resources of the center, such as
revising an online teaching handbook or writing white papers.

I experienced a number of benefits as a result of working with the TRC. I was
introduced to and became much more engaged with the literature on teaching and
learning in higher education. This increased engagement affected my own teaching
practices in the classroom, as I tried out and refined new evidence-based strategies,
activities, and assignments. I even availed myself of a number of the center’s
additional services. I was also introduced to the field of educational development,
writ large. Prior to this experience, I had no idea that people could make entire
careers out of supporting others in their teaching practices. I did not even know the
field of educational development existed.

Like many other graduate students in America, in my final year of school, I went on
the job market. I applied to both faculty and educational development positions; perhaps
I felt an obligation to still try to pursue the path for which I had originally entered
graduate school. When the first job offer I received was for a full-time faculty position, I
was not excited; instead, I felt compelled to accept it simply because offers are few and
far between. This is the moment I knew that a faculty position was no longer the right
path for me. I was then fortunate enough to receive another job offer, and this time as an
assistant director of a center for teaching and learning in San Antonio, TX, USA – a
position that built on the skills that I had been developing while working at the TRC. As
we discovered in our job posting analysis, the announcement for this position and others
to which I applied either explicitly or implicitly required applicants to have an Ed.D. or a
Ph.D. in a disciplinary field. Luckily, I had earned one of those.

There was never any question in my mind of whether I would complete my Ph.D.,
even once I became more interested in a career in educational development. I had
invested too much time and money to simply drop out of school. Despite the fact that
my aspirations had shifted, I knew that having a Ph.D. (especially after already
completing so many years of graduate school) was far better than not having one at
all. And, as my mentors in educational development so wisely counseled me, a Ph.D.
would be preferred, sometimes even required, if I did ultimately shift over to a career
in educational development.

Looking back now, I realize I had the luxury of making a career switch at that
point in my life, without any ramifications. I was able to, rather seamlessly, shift into
a full-time educational development role, without having to spend any time acquir-
ing additional education or training. In no small part, my Ph.D. facilitated this move.
My situation was very different than Sophia’s.

Personal Reflections from Sophia

I first discovered educational development by invitation as an undergraduate, unlike
Emily, who stumbled across it as a part-time employment option during graduate
school. I was completing my first year at Bryn Mawr College in Bryn Mawr, PA,
USA, in 2012, when a professor suggested that I apply to participate in a program
called “Students as Learners and Teachers” (SaLT). The program pairs an under-
graduate student with a professor. The student, called a “consultant,” is responsible
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for observing the professor’s class once per week, taking notes, meeting with the
professor, and acting as a sounding board, offering a student perspective for the
professor. No formal training was required.

In my 3 years of working as a student consultant for the SaLT program, my role
took on several forms. I worked with faculty in the planning stages of several
connected interdisciplinary courses, meeting with them, and responding to ideas
around assignments and course design. I also brainstormed with faculty on specific
pedagogical decisions, such as ways to encourage diverse forms of participation, and
I offered faculty a “mirror” through which to view their own teaching (Cook-Sather
2008). Throughout my time in this position, I published reflections, research, and
analyses of the work I did and of the program more broadly (i.e., Abbot et al. 2014;
Cook-Sather and Abbot 2016), and in my final semester, I supported fellow student
consultants by facilitating weekly group meetings. I never found that my lack of
formal training in educational development held me back from contributing signif-
icantly to my partnerships. Indeed, my student expertise and content naivety (Burke
2013) was an advantage for me, because it allowed me to value the particular student
perspective I had and to focus on the pedagogical decisions of the professor.

The collaborative work undertaken through SaLT changed the trajectory of my
career, because I discovered a field in which I was deeply passionate. When I
graduated from Bryn Mawr, though, I did not have a clear career plan forward. At
this point, I still did not fully recognize that educational development existed as a
field outside of the work I had done in the SaLT context.

Several weeks after graduating with my bachelor’s degree, one of my faculty
mentors connected me with the director of a center for teaching and learning at a
university in San Antonio, TX, USA (where Emily worked), and I realized this field
was one in which I could aspire to be. A short-term fellowship was offered to me in
which I would design and support opportunities for student-faculty collaboration
around teaching and learning, building off the work I had done in my undergraduate
years. This opportunity was a rarity – from personal networking, I know of only seven
others in comparable positions across theUnited States. Additionally, my lack of Ph.D.
hasmade finding future work in the field difficult and upwardmovement in my current
area impossible. Unlike Emily, I am not in the midst of a degree I can finish so that I
have the qualifications to continue. Instead, I must find an alternative way forward.

What Is Next? We Reflect on Possible Options

When considering our personal trajectories, it began to occur to us that continuing in
educational development would be quite complicated for Sophia, as it would be for
others exposed to the profession through similar opportunities. We began to consider
what options might be available for those waiting to pursue a career in educational
development in higher education in the United States, which are explored next. Yet,
as we will soon show, none of these options are without their serious drawbacks;
these drawbacks further underscore the challenges with a Ph.D. being the primary
path or credential for educational developers in the American Higher Education
context.
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Seek a Disciplinary Ph.D.

This first option makes a good deal of sense, given data that indicates how many
educational developers in the United States report holding Ph.D.s (Green and Little
2016); indeed, this path worked well for Emily. If one wants to practice educational
development full time at an American college or university, the best bet would be to
enroll in a Ph.D. in some specific discipline and then move into educational devel-
opment full time after its completion; in the United States this would likely take five
years or more (Flaherty 2014). The problems with this path, however, may be
obvious. For one, if the interested educational developer does end up completing
the degree (attrition rates have been as high as 50% in American graduate schools; see
Lovitts 2001), 5 years or more is a long time to spend on and keep interested in
another subject while waiting to embark upon one’s truly desired career path (edu-
cational development).

Pursue a Ph.D. Through Publication Outside of the United States

Relatedly, Sophia could pursue a Ph.D. by publication, a route available in the United
Kingdom, Australia, and Sweden, among other countries, which rewards records of
scholarly contributions (Jackson 2013). Depending on the school and the field, a Ph.
D. by publication typically entails the submission to an academic committee of five
to seven or more research papers published in peer-reviewed journals (Willis and
Cowton 2011). Some institutions, especially in the United Kingdom, accept articles
published prior to enrolling in such a Ph.D., while the majority of institutions in
Australia expect one to apply to a Ph.D. by publication and complete the papers
within the program (Jackson 2013). If one has already begun to publish, this option
could recognize the work already completed and give her or him the primary
qualification needed to continue in educational development, at least in those coun-
tries. And for others, this option offers a more individualized program that could
focus on educational development in ways a traditional American Ph.D. may not.
The drawbacks of this path are that publication itself is not easy and the Ph.D. by
publication requires already working at or enrolling in the university from which the
candidate hopes to attain the Ph.D. (Willis and Cowton 2011). This means one would
need to find work at or enroll in such an institution, and for those in the United States,
this inevitably means moving internationally, which we will discuss more below.

Seek a Master’s in Education or Some Other Related Field

An alternative path may be to earn only a master’s degree and try to pursue work in the
field then. Recall that 24% of respondents of a recent PODmembership survey did not
hold a doctorate (2011, POD Membership Survey), so there is precedent for this path.
These professionals usually hold master’s degrees in related fields – social work,
education, higher education, science education, instructional technology, etc. (2011,
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POD Membership Survey). At least for educational developers in POD, a lack of a
terminal degree has not always determined an ability to do good work. An added
benefit of this option would be if one were to matriculate in a master’s program at an
institution, such as Penn State (State College, PA, USA), where there was also a well-
regarded center for teaching and learning. This option could allow a student with an
interest in educational development to take courses in his or her degree program while
continuing to work part time in the field. While likely more expensive (as Cassuto
2015, recognizes, there is rarely funding for master’s students in the United States),
this path would allow one to return to the field of educational development as soon as
possible. However, left with a master’s, his or her options for upward mobility in the
field – to directorship, for example – would certainly be more limited. And, as we
mentioned earlier, without a Ph.D., an educational developer may struggle to gain
credibility among the faculty with whom he or she works (Mullinix 2007).

Become an Independent Consultant to Universities

A fourth option banks on one’s current expertise (for Sophia, centered on student-
faculty collaborations around teaching and learning). An educational developer with
a B.A. could try to work independently of any particular institution as an external
consultant or contractor. Many prominent American educational developers (e.g.,
Dee Fink, José Bowen) have begun their own consulting practices, either on the side
or full time, but only after they worked in a teaching and learning center for a number
of years. This is also something a number of educational developers do in addition to
their full-time work within a center but again typically happens after someone has
been in the field for quite some time (e.g., Peter Felten of Elon University in Elon,
NC, USA). If one found a niche topic and enough interested universities, one could
theoretically build a full-time job around that work. However, despite being expe-
rienced and having credibility, freelancers face additional challenges, such as job
insecurity, unreliable workload, long hours, financial stresses, and even strains on
mental health (Janzer 2017) that make this career path less desirable.

Work Outside the United States

Sophia may have more luck finding a job in educational development internationally.
In Belgium, for example, the majority of educational developers (89%) hold master’s
or postmaster’s degrees, but not Ph.D.s (Green and Little 2016). And overall
averages of global data for educational developers show 4% of developers whose
highest degree is a Bachelor’s or post-Bachelor’s and 37% whose highest degree is a
Master’s or post-Master’s (Green and Little 2016). While offering an opportunity
for a new life overseas, this solution is imperfect for a number of other reasons, not
least of which is the requirement that one uproot from family and friends, navigate
emigration and visa processes (Baker 2012), and possibly lose current networks in
the field to pursue a career in an unfamiliar country.
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Recommendations and Final Considerations

After exploring personal experiences, critical reflections, and potential paths for-
ward, we are now able to make suggestions for broader change in the field. Below
are three ways to address, on a larger scale, the panoply of issues that have been
raised here.

One simple, though not necessarily easy, solution would be for American institu-
tions to create a doctoral degree in educational development as this would give those
interested in educational development a clear path forward in gaining credibility –
ideally along with practice in scholarship and the other skills needed in the field. In the
POD 2010Membership survey, in response to the question, “What education/training/
experience prepared you for your work in faculty or TA development?” only 28% of
respondents indicated that they attained a degree related to faculty development – and
those degrees were only “related,” such as Education (POD Research Committee
2011). These data confirm that there is no doctorate in the United States for educa-
tional development. We suggest, as others have before us (Timmermans et al. 2005;
Kensington-Miller et al. 2012), that it might be to the advantage of the field if more
consistent instruction and training, via an advanced degree, were offered.

There is precedence for this idea in analogous Ph.D. and Ed.D. programs in
higher education leadership (e.g., University of Texas at Austin, TX, USA), and in
recent years with the development of a new Masters in Learning and Design at
Georgetown University (Washington, D.C., USA). And this concentration does exist
outside of the United States, as in the “University Pedagogy” focus in the Psychol-
ogy Ph.D., for example, from the University of Bergen in Norway (“University
Pedagogy” 2017). In the United States, this degree could provide students with the
coursework, experience, and mentoring necessary in educational development prac-
tice, as well as basic quantitative and qualitative research methods. The degree could
also include a multidisciplinary curriculum and include topics that range from
common educational development services (Lee 2010), to deep knowledge and
experience in learning and teaching.

To be clear, neither one of us believes that this degree should become the single
requirement for entering the field. We appreciate the diverse trajectories that have
brought people to be educational developers. Our reason for this recommendation is
simply that it would offer an opportunity for those like Sophia, who have been
exposed to the profession at a much earlier point in their professional career, a path
forward, if the Ph.D. is indeed to remain a requirement for most educational
development-related positions.

It may also make good sense, budget limitations notwithstanding, to create job
openings for those professionals who have already been exposed to the field and who
have completed, at the very least, their college degrees. Certainly, if job advertise-
ments indicate that the minimum requirement is a bachelor’s degree, then a center
should be willing to seriously consider, if not hire, someone with a bachelor’s
degree. If not, then learning and teaching centers need to become more transparent
about the real requirements of the position. Educational development, as we hope to
have made clear, is a field of people from “elsewhere,” and practitioners often report
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feeling like they exist “betwixt and between” (Little and Green 2012). If that is the
case, perhaps centers can incorporate, more fully, those who may find themselves in
another liminal space: no longer a student, but not yet a full-time teacher with Ph.D.

Perhaps what most needs to happen, however, is a culture shift in American higher
education that disrupts the assumption that one must be a practitioner of something in
order to support or critique it. Indeed, there are times when the perspective of someone
from the outside can offer a clearer reflection of one’s practice precisely because there
is no content understanding or expertise coloring that reflection. If we are able to find
ways to value this kind of alternative perspective more broadly, the field may be better
able to welcome and leverage these in-between voices.

Conclusion

Our research has affirmed that there are few paths to the field of educational
development without a Ph.D., and each current possible path for individuals has
significant drawbacks. The issue exists beyond individual experiences; it is due to
the structures enforcing the Ph.D. as the norm and our failure as a field to adapt
beyond this status quo. While we recognize the many reasons that Ph.D. require-
ments exist and persist in the United States, we nevertheless encourage the field to
continue to find more systemic ways of including alternative perspectives, as it
historically has. Ultimately, in a field that values multiple perspectives and pathways,
the implicit and explicit Ph.D. requirement that serves as a gatekeeper only limits the
growth and potential of the field as a whole.
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Abstract
The role of the Graduate Teaching Associate (GTA) can be critical to supporting
the work of teaching centers and may provide graduate students with a path into
educational development (ED). At a time when many graduate students will not
find traditional, tenure-track faculty positions, we must begin to examine how
these teaching center roles can prepare graduate students for future ED work and
what we can do to help them transition into a position in the field. Through a
collaborative auto ethnographic approach, this chapter explores three educational
developers’ journeys into ED and how the profession can begin to systematically
prepare graduate students for a career in ED.
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Introduction

Educational Development (ED) encompasses a broad range of activities that include
programming, consulting, and resources that support educational effectiveness within
higher education at individual, departmental, and institutional levels (Bédard et al.
2010; Shay 2012). This chapter, educational development is used synonymously with
academic development. Working with faculty, graduate students, and administration,
educational developers travel across disciplinary boundaries, bridging teaching, learn-
ing, and research (Kensington-Miller et al. 2012), aiming to “improve the effective-
ness of faculty in all their professional roles” (McDonald and Stockley 2008, p. 214).
Shay (2012) writes that ED is “the improvement of the quality and status of teaching
in order to improve the quality of students’ experience of learning and ultimately the
improvement of the quality of the graduate” (p. 313). In Canada, over the last decade,
there has been increasing discussion about professionalizing ED within higher edu-
cation (Gibbs 2013). The serendipity of entry into the profession from various
academic roles and disciplines has been highlighted within the literature (Gosling et
al. 2007; Fraser 1999), along with the need to clarify the routes into the profession
while respecting the value of multiple entry points (Gosling et al. 2007; Kensington-
Miller et al. 2012; Quinn and Vorster 2014).

The recent growth of ED and the increasing demand for such professionals have
prompted discussion about how to raise awareness and opportunities for entry into
this career (Gosling et al. 2007; Quinn and Vorster 2014). However, a survey of
developers found that 50% had five or fewer years experience in the field (Sorcinelli
et al. 2006), and with a lack of career benchmarks (McDonald and Stockley 2008,
p. 213), how do newcomers ensure they are meeting the knowledge and competency
expectations to accommodate growing demands? Some courses and programs exist
for those already in the field as early developers (McDonald 2010), but many new
professionals struggle to figure out how to do development and be a developer
(Kensington-Miller et al. 2012; Stefani 1999).

One path into ED is through graduate-level student positions, such as Graduate
Teaching Associates (GTA), within teaching and learning centers. Canadian centers
that fund these positions often provide graduate students with part-time contracts (for
instance, 10 hours a week over the course of the academic year) to support the work of
educational development. While the type of work may vary, ideally the student will
get some opportunities to organize and present at teaching events and facilitate
conversations about teaching across their campus, both orally and in writing. As
such, the role could be seen as an informal apprenticeship position that provides
students with experience in ED, and has the potential to offer a more formalized
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opportunity for professional development into the profession (Linder 2011; Vorster
and Quinn 2015). While in Canada the GTA role is an obvious trajectory into ED, it
has received very limited attention in the literature in this regard.

GTA positions in centers can be leveraged to provide a concrete pathway into ED
and begin to systematically facilitate the growth of the profession. This chapter used
collaborative autoethnographic inquiry (Ellis 2009) to draw upon the lived experi-
ences of three educational developers, revealing their career paths and how the role
of GTA provides an important avenue into the profession. We explored how these
unique journeys reflect the changing expectations for entry into GTA positions, in
turn revealing the evolving role of educational developers over time and the need to
act intentionally to mentor GTAs into the profession. The exploration of our own
experiences could aid in understanding how educational developers can begin to
consider the formalization of entry into ED and how we might facilitate this, in one
way, through graduate student professional development.

Methodology

Collaborative autoethnography is a qualitative method that uses individual stories
within sociocultural contexts (Ellis et al. 2011), while allowing for the analysis of
intersecting and overlapping experiences, which cannot occur through a single
narrative (Chang et al. 2013). This approach permits researchers to not only study
themselves, but also each other (Ellis 2009). In doing this, we abandoned all
pretenses of objectivity and neutrality and applied an analytical interpretation to
our narratives, allowing us to use our unique experiences and institutional environ-
ments as vital sources of data (Chang et al. 2013). While our journeys are unique,
the overlapping and iterative steps of inquiry into our narratives allows for us, as
researchers, to see similarities across these context-bound experiences.

In order for the data to be understood in context, it is necessary to first disclose our
own biographies. We are three female educational developers, at different stages of
our careers, from various disciplinary backgrounds, and entering the field of ED at
different historical periods and through various institutions. Suzanne is currently the
Director of the Center for Learning and Teaching (CLT) at Dalhousie University and
began her career in ED as a GTA at York University while completing her Ph.D. in
history during the 1990s. Susan became a GTA at Carleton University in the early
2000s while finishing her Ph.D. in history and is now a Senior Educational Developer
(Curriculum) at the CLT. Lastly, Jill is currently working as an Educational Developer
(Graduate Students) at the CLT and began there in 2013 as a GTAwhile completing
her Ph.D. in Interdisciplinary Studies. As a research team, we all bring lived experi-
ences that capture the varied backgrounds of educational developers (McDonald
2010), while also sharing similar entry points into the profession as graduate students.

Over 6 months, we conducted a collaborative autoethnographic process where we
applied Ngunjiri et al. (2010) concurrent model of collaborative autoethnography
and used five steps to explore our individual journeys into ED. First, we met several
times to discuss the purpose of the process, our own experiences, and the goal of the
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narrative. Through sharing our experiences and pertinent pieces of literature, we
generated a set of four questions that helped guide our reflections. Second, we wrote
our narratives, answering the questions generated from our previous discussions:

1. Describe your GTA role and experience.
2. How did the role shape your identity?
3. What is your current role in ED?
4. How did your GTA experiences shape your growth as an educational developer?

Our narratives were written from a first-person perspective detailing our perceptions,
feelings, and accomplishments during our journey into ED (Ellis 2009). Third, we
individually reviewed the texts and asked each other further questions that were
triggered during our reading. Fourth, we went back to our own text and answered
the questions and then shared our final expanded narratives. This process created a
dialogue within the text between all of us and encouraged the exploration of our
individual journeys more deeply and within the context of our lived experiences
(Norris and Sawyer in Denzin 2014). The questions prompted us to return to our life
history and re-contextualize our understanding of the narrative through another
perspective (Denzin 2013, p. 126). Lastly, we read over the final reflections and met
to discuss the themes across the narratives. What follows is an account of the thematic
constructs developed by sharing our lived experiences with each other and reflecting
on the narratives from the perspective of an observer (Denzin 2013; Ellis 2009).

Overview of Narratives

Based on our narratives, we suggest there is value to considering the role of the GTA as
an entry point into ED, encouraging interest in the field, and the development of
professional identities. Our experiences highlight that the path into ED is often a journey
of exploring and “breaking away from old identities” (McDonald 2010, p. 43) and that
critical questions should be addressed when fostering the development of new pro-
fessionals. At the end of this chapter, we offer recommendations for how Centers can
address the questions that arose from our analysis, for example: What elements need to
coalesce to encourage graduate students to take up GTA opportunities in the first place?
Howcould a graduate student in theGTA role be encouraged to consider the position as a
career opportunity rather than a student job? How could an interested GTA be supported
to move from this student-apprenticeship role into the profession of ED?

Playing with metaphors we have used photos to provide a unique perspective to the
data that evolved from our narratives (Carpenter 2008).We have reflected on the
elements of our disciplinary experiences that have both informed and limited our
views of career possibilities and professional identities. These reflections enabled us
to experience new intellectual growth and challenge our existing assumptions that are
grounded within our disciplinary and student frames of reference. However, the GTA
role allowed for the flow of new experiences that created opportunities for our career
paths, intellectual development, professional identities, and awareness of the broader
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academic world. For us, the flame of ED was lit from within as we found a passion for
education and supporting others to excel in this field. We each found a new intellectual
home in ED, a place where we felt a sense of belonging, whichwas warmlywelcoming
and supportive of what wemost valued in our personal and professional identities. As a
result, we felt uplifted, light, and able to move almost effortlessly towards new goals.
While still drawing upon our disciplinary backgrounds, we could feel free as individ-
uals to go where the breeze might take us – to explore the nontraditional career path of
ED beyond our graduate work – where multiple opportunities existed to grow as
teachers, researchers, and developers. Eventually, this led us to invite others to soar
with us in the relatively new field of ED within higher education.

A Grounded Plant: Or Discovering the Field of Educational
Development

By the very nature of the GTA position, all three of us were graduate students in
different Canadian universities when we entered ED. Initially, we were firmly
grounded in our disciplines but gradually grew beyond, as we discovered ED.
None of us knew that “educational development” existed, even though two of us
(Suzanne and Jill) had been participants in teaching center activities prior to becom-
ing GTAs. As graduate students, both Jill and Suzanne completed a graduate
teaching practicum/certificate; alternatively, Susan had not participated in teaching
center activities prior to being a GTA. Neither Suzanne nor Jill were encouraged to
undertake teaching development within their graduate program, but were self-moti-
vated and believed it would support their academic career goals (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1 Metaphor 1 –
Grounded Plant. Blossoming
in a new field
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This lack of knowledge or awareness about ED can be explained by the historical
trajectories of our careers. Suzanne began her GTA position in 1995 when ED was
not explicitly defined as a separate profession and was largely conducted by faculty
members interested in teaching and learning (Gibbs 2013, p. 10). In Susan’s case, her
position was embedded within her academic department. For Suzanne and Susan,
then, this work seemed like a natural extension of their disciplinary teaching
experience. The transition of the field of ED likely influenced these outcomes, as
ED was initially grounded in improving teaching, whereas recent shifts towards
“. . .helping colleges and universities function effectively as teaching and learning
communities” is now much more evident within the function of teaching and
learning centers (Felten et al. 2007, p. 93).

In contrast, when Jill began her GTA role in 2013, ED was further defined as a
profession aimed at the development of teaching, which supports student learning
(Gibbs 2013). Regardless of its solidification, the profession of ED was still not
broadly promoted within institutions and echoes Jill’s first exposure to it during a
graduate teaching certificate program Suzanne taught through the CLT:

I wasn’t sure where she [Suzanne] sat within the university – was she a faculty member,
balancing this teaching with a full research load? Was she support staff, strictly working for
the university to provide a service to graduate students? How did she get to where she was?
Was this what people with Master’s and PhD’s in education did?

A consistent thread through our narratives was that while ED has transitioned over
time (Leibowitz 2014), its profile as a profession has not increased as a clearly
visible, alternative career path for graduate students to pursue.

The changing expectations for GTAs and educational developers over time reflect
the increasing professionalization of the field (McDonald and Stockley 2008). For
example, in applying for their GTA positions, Suzanne and Susan were only required
to submit a CV and letter of application while Jill was also required to submit a
teaching dossier. In 2015, when Jill and Susan applied for permanent ED positions,
they were required to submit ED portfolios. This change in application process
suggests that preparing to apply for an ED position now requires a deeper under-
standing about teaching and learning and what developers do and to demonstrate
evidence of their ED experience. This shift means that it is even more imperative to
explicitly mentor graduate students within GTA positions.

A common theme through our narratives, which supports previous literature, is
our fortuitous entry into the ED field (Gosling et al. 2007; Kensington-Miller et al.
2012; McDonald 2010). None of us explicitly sought out our GTA opportunities.
Instead, we were all specifically invited to apply by Center staff or faculty members.
These explicit invitations opened doors we would have been unlikely to find
ourselves, another indication that while the profession of ED has expanded and
evolved, the visibility of such positions to potential newcomers is limited. Addition-
ally, these invitations assisted us in seeing something in ourselves that we may not
have otherwise noticed, as shown in our reflections below:
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It was [the Associate Director of the Center’s] belief in me and [their] interest in working
with me that convinced me to apply [and] do this new kind of work . . . [Their] on-going
support and encouragement had a significant impact on building my confidence, during this
position and afterwards. (Suzanne)

I was approached by the [department administrator] to see if I wanted to take on the role of
[GTA], I’m not sure why I was approached. I assumed it was probably something discussed
at a Departmental meeting and the faculty who I’d TA-ed for probably thought I was a good
candidate because I was a good TA. (Susan)

Without Suzanne’s [Director of the Center] encouragement and the relationship we built
through CNLT 5000 [the teaching and learning course], I would not have applied for the
[GTA] position. (Jill)

None of us would have applied for these positions, or in the case of Susan and
Suzanne, even known about them if it had not been for these personal networks. Our
experiences underscore the importance of ED connections with graduate students to
identify individuals who might be interested in pursuing a path within this field.

We considered our new ED work as a way to build our academic careers through
new experiences added to teaching dossiers and CVs. For example, Suzanne gained
“. . .opportunities to develop new skills in event planning and organization.” Similarly,
Jill felt the role “. . .not only provided a student with teaching experience (through
workshop facilitation), it also offered critical skills in writing, public speaking, editing,
collaboration, organization, etc.” In fact, ED provides graduate students with a range
of versatile skills that should be captured within the requirements of any graduate
education (Rose 2012). Beyond teaching, such a role requires leadership, project
management, effective communication across diverse audiences, and the ability to
integrate research into practice (Bédard et al. 2010; Timmermans 2014). Moreover,
EDs need to develop the ability to “facilitate change in individuals” (p. 310) and for
“establishing relationships and building rapport” (p. 313) (Timmermans 2014). In
considering the expansion of the field, positions within centers could target students
looking to facilitate the development of these skills regardless of aspiring to work
within ED. Marketing these roles as such would increase the visibility of experiences
for graduate students within centers and provide an avenue to introduce students to an
alternative career path within higher education. Moreover, encouraging explicit reflec-
tion on the development of skills and attributes within the field would greatly benefit
the development of the GTA towards a career within ED.

Flowing Water: Or What Educational Development Offered Us

Despite naiveté at the start of our GTA positions, we came to realize that the role had
more to offer us than funding and was not just another contribution to our CV. ED
began to flow into and beyond our academic and professional aspirations. We
acquired new skills and gained the opportunity to learn more about how the
university worked beyond our own departments (Fig. 2):
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The GTA position also opened my eyes to the political and systematic natures of the
university, which I was not exposed to in graduate school. (Jill)

The ED work experience was definitely integral to learning to be diplomatic. It provided an
institutional insight that I never would have gained if I had only held a traditional TA
position. (Susan)

I began to understand the different levels and aspects of the university and become aware of
the politics within the university setting. (Suzanne)

As a result of our GTA experiences, we were able to consider ED positions
thereafter. Although Suzanne worked as a part-time and limited term contract faculty
member from 1997–2004 before moving to a full-time ED position in 2004, she
could clearly connect her GTAwork with this later ED work. She reflects:

My GTA experience prepared me well for this position, including the ability to juggle
different work demands at one time. It did feel like a full-time extension of my GTA position,
much of the work was similar.

Fig. 2 Metaphor 2 – Flowing
water. Following a different
current
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However, it had taken her quite a few years to realize that she preferred this work to
her academic positions and that she wanted a career in ED. It was really only a 10-
month-contract ED position in 2002–2003 that gave an opportunity to see how the
field had developed, meet other developers, and see herself in this role long
term. Susan worked as a part-time academic as she finished her dissertation and
mentioned that:

It wasn’t until I read a posting for an Instructional Development Associate (IDA) position in
a teaching and learning center that I realized my [GTA position] aligned with Educational
Development.

Suzanne and Susan took longer to come to the field due to the lack of its identifi-
cation as a career option for graduate students. Moreover, neither Suzanne nor Susan
engaged in explicit conversations about becoming developers during the course of
their GTAwork. For example, Susan received little guidance into the ED field:

For the most part, I was operating very independently. I didn’t receive any mentorship that
would have been referred to as Educational Development. In fact, no one ever mentioned
that what I was doing was attached to an emerging administrative field in higher education.

While Suzanne applied for an ED position in 1997, upon receiving her doctorate, she
considered it as a bridge while she sought a position in her discipline. Susan also
applied for an ED position when she moved to a geographic region where positions
in her field were not readily available. Her interest in obtaining an academic position
also remained.

Unlike Susan and Suzanne, Jill had conversations about ED as a career path with
people within and beyond her teaching center. In fact, she applied for her current ED
position while she was still completing her dissertation, entering into the field of
ED more immediately than Suzanne or Susan. Of the three of us, Jill had more
opportunity to consciously reflect upon, and talk explicitly about, ED as a career
path. She was the most consciously mentored towards such a goal, quickly increas-
ing her awareness and interest in pursuing an ED career.

As Susan notes “Allowing the GTA to fully act like an educational developer is
crucial to the development of their professional identity.” Jill’s opportunities,
mentoring and personal reflection, gave her the ability to more quickly and readily
see the connections between her academic interests and ED, the applicability of her
developing skills through this work, and her own personal interest in, and affinity
for, ED work. Building on Jill’s experience, the GTA position could itself act as an
informal “internship” program that could provide “intentional pipeline support”
(Linder et al. 2011, p. 4), allowing a graduate student to gain experience in ED
while the supervisor consciously provides the intern with opportunities for reflec-
tion, discussion, and growth within the role. While few formal programs exist to
prepare an individual for an ED career (Bédard et al. 2010; Linder 2011), our
narratives suggest that senior developers grounded in the field should consciously
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mentor students within centers and expose them to ED as a career choice within the
academy (Linder 2011). These more informal, but intentional, opportunities may
help highlight this alternative academic path and support the increasing demands
being placed on teaching and learning centers.

Warm Flame: Or, Nurturing Passion and Finding a “Home”

While being introduced into the ED community, we realized that we had something to
offer students and faculty through the field and that there was potential for us to feel more
“at home” here than in our academic disciplines. The warm flame of ED had been lit
within us. The nurturing and empowering nature of the field is seen through others’
reflections of their path into ED (McDonald 2010; O’Sullivan et al. 2016; Stefani 1999).
We found a sense of belonging through connectingwith others in a differentway thanwe
had in our disciplines and that resonated with our values. We discovered that we had
something to offer this community that welcomed us and generated a sense of belonging
which facilitated our identities within the profession. For example, Jill shares “. . .I was
also able to engage in meaningful research. . .and collaborate and network with individ-
uals at Dalhousie and across Canada.” Additionally, Suzanne reflects on her own
experience moving into ED “I felt like part of a team, a valued part of a team. . . a
sense of a sharing community.” The often foreign lands of ED can be difficult for
newcomers who are often seen as disciplinary “migrants” (Quinn and Vorster 2014,
p. 255) and “refugees” (Kensington-Miller et al. 2012, p. 125). New developers may
struggle to create the multifaceted identity that developers require, as our work chal-
lenges one to morph and be a “chameleon on a tartan rug” (Kensington-Miller et al.
2015; Fig. 3).

The accepting and warm community of ED is critical to the growth and formation
of professional identity and has been noted as encouraging new developers to
continue practicing in this discipline (McDonald 2010). Such an environment can
be appealing to graduate students who are not feeling settled or welcomed, for
whatever reason, within their academic departments. Graduate students increasingly
need to look for alternatives to an academic career, as tenured university positions
are declining (Maldonado et al. 2013). ED is a growing field within institutions that
in many ways reflects an academic career including service, teaching, and research,
but with different emphases and focus which may appeal to those who wish to
remain within academe and move beyond their discipline.

Unfortunately, we all experienced a lack of support from our academic communities,
which may be a barrier for graduate students looking to transition into an alternative
profession. Our supervisors and other colleagues wanted us to seek academic positions
within our disciplinary fields and/or could not understand why we might want to find
work outside our PhD research. These external responses often made it difficult for us to
make the transition into our ED role and impacted our experiences, for example:

While I’ve found my own identity within the field of ED, it’s been difficult for [others] to see
me in this role and evolve into a non-fac career. While supportive, they continue to see this
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position as an aid to my PhD completion, but not my end goal . . . one [individual] recently
asked me ‘Why would you do a PhD if you’re not going to do research?’ (Jill)

I was fortunate enough to have a PhD [mentor] who also cared about student learning, and
recognized that I probably enjoyed teaching more than the dissemination of research. . . I think
[they’re] happy that I’memployed somewhere, butwould definitely considerme an administrator
(which is less than ideal). . . [and they] never encouraged me to pursue an administrative role at
the university. (Susan)

When I was hired as an educational developer in 2004, some history colleagues said, “that
position will do for now until you find a ‘real’ job” and someone else told me that “it was just
a waste”. In other words, why would anyone get a PhD to become an educational devel-
oper?! . . .To them, it looked like I had given up the academic track for something that was
decidedly NOT academic. (Suzanne)

Our experiences align with McDonald’s (2010) study that reported how some
developers receive a lack of support and disapproval from their supervisors of
their choice to pursue a nondisciplinary path. In fact, many developers begin their
careers in disciplines outside of ED. For example, of their sample of 959 developers
from 38 different countries, Green and Little (2015) found that 58.6% held a
doctorate or above and 66% had their highest degree in a discipline outside of ED.

Fig. 3 Metaphor 3 – Warm
flame. Igniting our own fire
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It appears that developers often seem to start out with aspirations to enter into a
traditional disciplinary career, and their interest and development of teaching opens
the door to ED (Gosling et al. 2007). Thus, GTA positions present themselves as
ideal entry points to ED and should be consciously highlighted by developers and
Center Directors.

While many GTAs do not initially intend to pursue an ED career, later bringing a
disciplinary background from outside the profession of ED can be a significant
benefit for the profession and individual success. ED requires the ability to cross
boundaries and communicate effectively with a variety of disciplinary audiences
whose expertise is not in teaching (Bédard et al. 2010; Kensington-Miller et al.
2012). Moreover, the shift to evidence-based practices in the classroom and the
growth of the scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL) requires developers to
have experience in designing and conducting research, which is attained through
many disciplinary fields (Stefani 1999). There are, then, many benefits of combining
and crossing disciplinary backgrounds for ED work.

The entry into the ED field at different times in our careers meant that for Suzanne
and Susan, ED was attractive because of the emphasis placed on teaching and
learning. Susan had thought that if she took up the TA mentor position, she
“would find a position in a small, liberal arts university that valued teaching.
I thought if I had experience [in] teaching teachers, it might set me apart from
other applicants for teaching-intensive positions.”

As for Suzanne, in her GTA role, she thought of herself “as a ‘teacher among
teachers’ rather than a ‘teacher of teachers’.” Interacting as a GTAwith faculty who
were focused on teaching reflected her own growing belief,

. . .that teaching was central to the university and to the kind of academic I wanted to be. . .
I remember thinking that faculty working in centers had their eye on the way things would
be in the future, and that I was at the beginning of a new wave of thinking about teaching in
the university.

In 2004, when Suzanne became a full-time developer, she notes that the Director
of the Center,

. . .had certainly encouraged me to continue to think of myself as an academic within the
context of educational development. . ..’ [They] suggested that I think of the Graduate
Certificate in University Teaching and Learning Program we were creating as a research
project. But most educational developers I was meeting did not publish beyond Center
newsletters, which I did engage in. This led easily from my GTA experience where I had
done similar types of writing.

In contrast, a decade later, Jill reflects on how more easily ED can be viewed within
an academic context:

I like that ED is a balance of research, teaching, consulting, and committee work (and much
more). However, thinking about the development of the field, I’m not sure I would have
pursued it if it weren’t like that. Research is a large part of my identity and it’s something
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I enjoy – I like the creative aspect and the discovery – I’m not sure if I would have pursued
a career in ED if my GTA experience hadn’t incorporated research.

In addition to having previous teaching experience, Suzanne and Susan have both
published books and articles in their original disciplines, yet they sought ED
positions to move away from research, and towards an emphasis on teaching and
service. Research and publishing activities were not encouraged and rewarded in ED
when Suzanne and Susan initially started their ED careers, which was also a trend
elsewhere (Gibbs 2013). As Jill’s entry into the profession occurred later, after
attention to SoTL increased, she was attracted to the field because it included
research.

Regardless of the tensions between service, teaching, and research in ED, it is
imperative to draw graduate students’ attention to this growing aspect of the career, in
order to ensure this is indeed a path that suits their interests. (Gibbs 2013, 9–10)
conceptualizes these changes as shifts from “unscholarly to scholarly” and from “ama-
teur to professional.” Regardless of the stance one takes within these tensions, ensuring
that ED continues to be a warm, welcoming and inviting career path necessitates that
novices be aware of the full extent of the (changing) expectations of the profession when
they enter. We wonder if this shift to professionalizing or academicizing through SoTL,
this “rush to scholasticism” and “flight from feeling” (Gibbs 2013, p. 12) and concern
for theoretical over “craft knowledge” (Shay 2012, p. 312) may deter interested graduate
students who otherwise may have the personal and professional affinity for the many
other aspects of ED work grounded in practice. We also wonder about the impact on
broader ED work if, as is often the case in disciplinary academic fields, research takes
precedence over teaching and learning and is the foci of recognition and career
advancement in ED. Understanding these implications for ED will undoubtedly help
to provide clarity on how to best design GTA roles within teaching and learning centers
and decide how to best mentor graduate students in these roles.

Kites in the Air: Or, How to Mentor and Encourage Other GTAs to
Join Us

For all three of us, our GTA experience fed clearly into our ED work and supported
the building of our developer identities (Fig. 4):

While I would have been able to bring my research and teaching experience to this position,
without the GTA I would not have been able to understand the identity and role of an
educational developer within the university, or been prepared for the current work I
do. . .This eased my transition from being a graduate student working in ED, to a new
professional in a career. (Jill)

My [GTA] experience was fundamental to my success in my new position, and definitely
influenced my career path. I was able to draw on workshop topics I developed as a graduate
student, and conversations I had with both graduate students and faculty members. (Susan)
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This raises the question for ED about how we bring other GTAs to soar with us into
ED work. Suzanne reflects that:

[T]hinking about GTA positions now that there is a clear, professional route to pursue, this
route can be made more explicit. We can also build a clearer path to what it entails to grow
and develop in this role. We can provide educational development mentorship through
partnership and collaboration in the foundations of educational development work and by
partnering to pursue course development, program evaluation, and research and conference
opportunities, so GTAs may gain that experience too. (Suzanne)

Current debates about the purpose of a doctorate degree are also echoed in our narratives.
There have been on-going discussions in the media and literature about raising graduate
supervisors’ awareness of the lack of academic positions in their fields and alternative
career opportunities for graduates (Maldonado et al. 2013). In the specific context of ED,
there are increasing opportunities in this field for doctorates across a range of disciplines
to enter into ED. This is an opportune time to explicitly draw attention to this career
through conversations and mentoring of GTAs and to raise the awareness of faculty about
such opportunities for interested graduate students. Suzanne explained that the GTAs she
has hired have gone on to work in a student services position, an instructor level
(teaching-focused) position, and an instructional design position in the private sector, as
well as one becoming an educational developer. This experience also suggests that the
GTA role exposes students to the idea of alternative positions both within and outside the
university. More specifically it indicates both the need and desire of graduate students to
seek alternative careers outside of their academic disciplines.

Conclusions and Recommendations

The recruitment of new educational developers is critical to meet the ever growing
demands of the profession (Dawson et al. 2010). As McDonald and Stockley (2008)
note “[w]hat draws people to the profession, the routes that facilitate their entry and

Fig. 4 Metaphor 4 – Kites in
the air. Rising with others
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advancement, and the contexts in which these developments happen are not clear or
consistent” (p. 215). As a way to further understand the need to attract new
developers to our profession and how to formalize the career path into the field of
ED, we set out to explore the career trajectories of three educational developers. As a
result of collective reflections on our experiences, we have been able to pinpoint the
key foci for intentionally leveraging the GTA position as a path to the ED profession.
Below are recommendations for future GTA professional development based on
our narrative analysis. It is our hope that these recommendations will help address
the need to systematically induct developers into the field (McDonald 2010; Vorster
and Quinn 2015) and enhance their skills and experiences which will likely aid
in their entry into a field that has a lack of pre-defined competencies and qualifica-
tions (Dawson et al. 2010; Leibowitz 2014; Timmermans 2014). The recommenda-
tions are:

• It is important for those embedded in the ED profession to reach out to those who
seem interested in, or are ideal candidates for, GTA/ED work, rather than waiting
for them to discover ED by happenstance. This necessitates teaching center staff
continually interacting with graduate students in teaching programs with a view to
consider who might be both interested and have the affinity for such work.

• Once a GTA is working in your center, mentor them as if you intend for them to
become an ED. Rather than teaching them to do a graduate student job, consider
that you are preparing them for a career in the field of ED.

• Consciously support the development of essential skills and highlight those skills
that have value in the field of ED, while recognizing a GTA’s growth and
attainment is key. Encourage written reflection on their experience of and growth
within the GTA position; and encourage them to share these reflections with
center staff to promote conversation and further reflection and understanding
of the role.

• Promote the engagement with existing literature in the field and, where possible,
support their participation in SoTL, so that they understand the research compo-
nent of ED work and how they can bring their disciplinary expertise to the field.

• Have frank and honest conversations with GTAs to confront the tensions that
currently exist within the ED field. Such tensions include those between empha-
sizing teaching expertise versus emphasizing ED expertise in the context of ED
work; the favoring of an academic career versus an administrative career; or the
pull between discipline-of-origin focus versus focusing on higher education as a
discipline. Such open discussion could enable a GTA to be aware of and work
through some of the dilemmas for themselves, or at least come to a place where
they can accept or work with these tensions.

• Offer the GTA some independence to explore their own interests and to develop
confidence. Each of us engaged in “value added” projects as GTAs that became
our own, assisting us in building our ED identities and skill sets.

Our collective experiences underscore that the GTA position provides an excel-
lent opportunity to intentionally prepare graduate students for entry into the
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profession. The importance of this preparation to ensure growth, flow, lighting a
flame of passion, and encouraging flight towards the field is crucial for the devel-
opment of ED. Whether through formal programming or informal mentoring, we
invite readers of this chapter who are interested in the professional development of
new developers to entice graduate students to join us in our valuable academic work
that feeds the minds and hearts not only of educational developers themselves, but
also of the teachers and students with whom we work.
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Abstract
This chapter explores the design and development, of a programme of profes-
sional development for learning support staff, aligned with the UK Professional
Standards Framework (UKPSF). The chapter opens with an exploration of the
challenges and issues surrounding professional staff in student support units
and their professional standing and development, reviewing current issues and
practices across a range of settings. The chapter goes on to outline the origin of
the professional development programme and the internal drivers leading to the
initiative, exploring the pedagogic and professional principles (dialogic and
self–directed learning) on which the program was predicated, designed, and
delivered. The chapter then discusses the impact of the programme institutionally
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and personally, through the use of two reflections by two former participants in the
programme. The differentiation of interpretation and practice in these reflections
lies in the specific and uniquely aligned scientific and cultural disciplinary
approaches. The reflections also discuss the impact of the development process
on personal and professional development and practice. The chapter closes by
considering the future of such programmes of development for student support
professionals across higher education and the impact of such programmes on the
career development of these professionals in academic settings together with the
implications of such programmes at the institutional level.

Keywords
Higher education · Dialogue · Self-regulated learning · Self-organized learning ·
Constructivism · Collaborative learning · Meta-cognition · Learning support
professionals

Introduction

Higher Education in the UK has become increasingly competitive with students
becoming ever more demanding and better informed about what services and
support they can expect to receive at university. These expectations have also been
influenced by a new fees regime in the UK that perhaps encourages students to think
and behave more like consumers. National and international league tables and the
UK’s National Student Survey (NSS) are additional factors. There has been a greater
emphasis on the quality of the student experience not only from a learning and
teaching perspective but also driven by an economic imperative that aims to safe-
guard institutional existence (Brown et al. 2018). Providing an excellent student
experience and high-quality outcomes linked to these imperatives is, therefore, a key
part of the retention and progression of existing students and in a competitive higher
education environment, to the recruitment of new ones.

Universities have invested heavily in systems and personnel to support students
in achieving academic, employment, and personal success. Many universities have
built on existing academic skills/study skills, and support mechanisms and struc-
tures. In some cases, they have expanded the number of professional staff who work
in these areas to develop roles that have some parallels with what Macfarlane (2011)
has termed para-academics. These para-academic staff tend to specialize in one
aspect of academic practice and are what Whitchurch (2013) has described as
“blended professionals” operating in a “Third Space” – an area between professional
services and academic activity. Whereas Macfarlane (2011) and Graham (2012)
argue that this “morphing” of academic practice is a retrograde step resulting in an
“unbundling” or “disaggregation” of academic functions and practice, a contrary
argument might well be that the development of Third Space professionals such
as learning support tutors enables them to develop a wider academic interpretation of
their role and in fact enables a greater sense of personal understanding, vision, and
philosophy related to both their own and students’ learning.
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In spite of heavy investment in central support services, it is arguable that there is
still a need for universities to engage more fully with the student experience of
learning and how students understand both the learning process and through that
learning process come to understand themselves as agents of their own and others
change and development. The landscape of higher education continues to change
rapidly. With the growth in student diversity, the increasing costs of delivering
higher education, and the reduction in government funding and general resource
constraints, delivering an excellent quality student experience has perhaps never
been more challenging for universities (Brown et al. 2018).

In this new competitive, marketized environment, the role of learning support
professionals assumes a more important, if not critical role in the attainment of good
student outcomes (Graham 2012). At the University of Portsmouth, in common with
many other UK universities, an operationally successful central academic skills service
already existed but an increase in student demand for additional academic support and
skills enhancement led to a strategic decision in 2011 to employ a number of additional
learning support tutors to enhance the student learning experience, dealing with both
generic academic skills and faculty-specific learning elements such as language and
mathematical ability. Unlike existing learning support which was based centrally in
a professional services department, and was mainly generic, the new appointments
were faculty based according to the additional specialisms required by those faculties’
students. Thus, for example, a mathematics specialist was based in the faculty of
technology and a statistical analysis specialist based in the humanities faculty.

The question for academic developers became one of how to develop a profes-
sional development programme for these colleagues that would incorporate an
understanding of learning in its widest sense, be aligned with the UKPSF and
therefore lead to an appropriate level of Fellowship of the Higher Education Acad-
emy (HEA), yet at the same time be grounded in the various specialisms, experi-
ences, and practices of these particular learning support tutors. Alignment with the
UKPSF was important as it provided a recognized framework, which could be used
as one important measure of the success, or otherwise, of the development pro-
gramme and of individual learning.

The University’s strategic decision to appoint further learning support profes-
sionals (based in faculties according to specialist requirements, as mentioned previ-
ously) provided an opportunity to create a programme of professional development
which was underpinned by the principles of self-regulated learning where knowl-
edge of self, motivation of and for learning, and a focus on individual leadership in
learning and teaching were the driving principles. As Weinstein et al. (2014) have
noted in relation to student learning, strategic learners have the skill, will, and self-
regulation needed to be effective and efficient learners in varied educational envi-
ronments. From our experience, these principles related to student learning apply
equally to the professional development sphere. In the design and development of
the programme therefore, self-regulated learning became one of the underlying
concepts and guiding principles. Underpinning the whole programme was the
recognition and celebration of the prior experience, understanding, and profession-
alism of the participants.

27 Professionalizing the Learning Support Role: A UK Higher Education. . . 425



Principles and Methods Used to Design the Learning and
Development Programme

The programme, called LSProf (Learning Support Professional Development),
was designed to align with institutional needs and expectations, to address the
concept of Professionalism in Learning and Teaching and was based on metacog-
nition approaches to develop self-directed learning and self-organised practice,
leading to the construction of personal meaning and understanding within learning
and teaching practice. Metacognitive practice may be defined as “the process of
reflecting on and directing one’s own thinking” (National Research Council (2001)
in Ambrose et al. 2010, p. 190). In a learning support role that is generically
defined but applied in discipline-specific contexts, the aim of our engagement with
participants was to find what Frankl (2014) calls meaning and purpose, not through
the principle of homeostasis which emphasizes the maintenance of inner equilib-
rium but rather to disturb, deliberately, colleagues’ inner equilibrium in order to
generate meaning and purpose – a process which colleagues variously described as
“messing with their heads” and “poking them with sharp sticks.” Through this
form of engagement it was intended to generate a healthy tension in order to create
meaningful personal direction for each individual. The programme purposely
generated a kind of “humble inquiry” derived from “attitude[s] of interest and
curiosity” (Schein 2013, p. 19) and a liminal space in which creative understanding
and practice can emerge to encourage new and alternative thinking to apply to
new and different learning and teaching circumstances (Meyer and Land 2006).
The dialogue, discussions, and reflections encouraged participants from different
backgrounds, assumptions, and opinions about learning and teaching to come
together, with the purpose of “going into the whole thought process and changing
the way the thought process occurs collectively” (Bohm 2004, pp. 10, 11) and
individually.

In terms of metacognitive practice, Ambrose et al. (2010) suggest that meta-
cognitive practice forms a cycle of processes through which learners:

• Assess the task at hand, taking into consideration the task’s goals and constraints
• Evaluate their own knowledge and skills, identifying strengths and weaknesses
• Plan their approach in a way that accounts for the current situation
• Apply various strategies to enact their plan monitoring their progress along the

way
• Reflect on the degree to which their current approach is working so that they can

adjust and restart the cycle as needed

This self-regulated learning process was transformative in that it opened minds to
new ways of viewing and thinking about the world of learning and teaching, created
spaces for critical reflection and allowed for the development of resilience in dealing
with the uncertainties and crises in student learning with which learning support
tutors are often faced in their daily work. Bembenutty (2011) “refers to learners
beliefs and their” ability to engage in appropriate actions, thoughts, feelings, and
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behaviors in order to pursue valuable academic goals’ and based on this the design of
the development programme had at its core the exploration of the sense of self and of
being a teacher, focusing on the values individual teachers held, which allowed
progress toward scholarly and professional aptitude.

In order to achieve the highest possible level of “buy in” for the programme, the
views of the faculties and wider university community were incorporated in an
orientation, designed as an intensive 4 week programme, to explore participants’
learning support and teaching experience and to examine the context in which they
supported student learning, prior to their taking up their formal role. An important
aspect focussed on the concept of operating and working from a “central” position
(since although based in faculties they were not affiliated to a specific department)
and also providing personal and emotional support in the early weeks of acculturation
to the University.

Influenced by the work of Brookfield and Preskill (2005) and Preskill and
Brookfield (2009), the programme incorporated collaborative and peer learning;
discussion as a way of teaching; and learning as a way of leading, as methods to
support the learning experience. Central to the programme was the creation of a
support network through a series of peer learning sessions where the group had the
opportunity to discuss and explore pedagogic and practical principles aligned with
their roles. Peer-reviewed practice allowed for discussion and exploration which was
fed forward into further and/or alternative development.

The LSProf programme was predicated on a particular process which involved
preparing ahead of time; giving and receiving; speaking and listening; describing and
witnessing – all of which helped expand horizons and foster mutual understanding
under the label of professional respect for other viewpoints. This exposure increased
understanding and renewedmotivation to continue learning and through this process, a
collective wisdom emerged that would have been very difficult, if not impossible, for
individual participants to have achieved by themselves. As Brookfield and Preskill
(2005) suggest, the process itself has to be exciting and enjoyable, unpredictable and
indeed, risky, but nevertheless motivational and empowering.

Collaborative learning, as both principle and practice, was embedded in shared
activity and learning established as practice during the orientation and in the extended
peer-learning sessions. The framework and sessions were constructed as facilitated
learning groups and as self-directed individual development programs. All partici-
pants in the group worked together toward a specific outcome or common under-
standing which allowed for meaningful learning. Learning collaboratively is widely
known as a less-structured format of learning that feeds into the flexible and self-
directed approach to professional learning and development which is based on the
principle of group learning (Matthews 1996), and the epistemological assumption
has its home in social constructivism as defined by Vygotsky (1978), Perkins (1999,
2006) and the cognitive constructivism of Piaget (1955). When individual partici-
pants across the different faculties worked together they created knowledge and
explored mutual purpose and meaning together.

Collaborative learning assumes that knowledge is socially produced among
knowledgeable peers (Bruffee 1998). Therefore, facilitators worked from the
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principle that collaborative learning does not mean participants become dependent
on the “course leader” (the facilitators) – as the authorities on either subject matter
content or group process in a didactic way – facilitators were not the custodians of
the process. It was not up to facilitators to monitor group learning, but as academic
development professionals it was their responsibility to become a member of
a community in search of knowledge.

The Programme of Development

Based on the principles, methods, and approaches discussed above, the whole
programme was delivered over a 12-month period, with the first 4 weeks consisting
of morning development sessions and afternoons spent in the respective faculties.
The six interlinked elements of the programme were:

1. An initial 4-week orientation drawing on previous experience, knowledge, under-
standing, and exploration of expectations both individual and institutional,
including interactive sessions from areas of the University’s support services,
such as Mental Health, Disability Services, Counseling, Academic Skills, Tech-
nology Enhanced Learning and Library and Information Services. This provided
to participants a comprehensive overview of student services, enabled exploration
of already existing synergies across departments and between participants, and
where potential for collaboration might be developed.

2. Monthly peer-learning sessions, which became the heart of the programme. For
each peer-learning session colleagues were asked to do some preparatory reading,
consisting of appropriate chapters of a recommended resource and most impor-
tant for the participants, additional research/resources of their own choosing,
relevant to their specific subject area/practice specialism. There were eight peer-
learning sessions, which explored a whole range of topics, including perspectives
on student learning, designing/planning sessions for learning, feedback for sig-
nificant learning, diversity, difference and inclusiveness, and so forth.

3. As part of their own additional Continuing Professional Development (CPD),
participants took part in an individualized selection of learning, teaching, and
support workshops from the central Academic Development Events Program.

4. Individual mentoring which involved both the programme facilitators and faculty
mentors, and included regular contact with individuals, designed around specific
requests. Mentoring was either informal (over coffee) or more formal with an
agreed agenda.

5. Peer review and observation of practice was carried out by paired individuals (and
on request), by the programme facilitators.

6. Support for the development of applications for Fellowship of the HEA linked
to the UK Professional Standards Framework. As part of the peer learning,
observations, mentoring, and workshop attendance sessions, individuals created
a formal Record of Learning, (RoL) focusing on reflection in practice, which fed
into the applications for Fellowship of the Higher Education Academy.
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Impact of the Development Programme on Learning Support
Tutors’ Understanding and Practice

The impact of the constructivist approach and alignment with self-directed, self-
organized, and collaborative learning approaches is analyzed and discussed in the
following two personal reflections by Learning Support Tutors involved in the
program. The first reflection discusses the experience and exploration of the imple-
mentation of the role of Learning Support Tutor within the Faculty of Creative and
Cultural Industries, while the second reflection deals with the alternative approaches
and perceptions of the difficult and sometimes problematic science and mathematical
methodologies and interpretations within the Science Faculty.

Reflection 1: Faculty of Creative and Cultural Industries

Prior to starting the role, I had spent a decade working with higher education
institutions in the UK and Europe as an education and e-learning consultant. Much
of my work involved academic staff development considering pedagogical
approaches to designing, delivering, and facilitating online degrees and postgraduate
courses. I had also been a course tutor myself on a Master’s degree, in an online
environment. The new role in the Faculty of Creative and Cultural Industries
appealed to me as it offered an opportunity to evaluate and reflect on some of my
pedagogical approaches in a face-to-face student support setting. There was also an
emphasis on the University’s willingness to offer a comprehensive induction pro-
gram and commitment to supporting staff development activities.

Initially, there was a 4-week intensive induction period bringing us together as
a group in the morning before returning to our respective faculties in the afternoons.
This period was well structured, covering a range of relevant topics in respect of
facilitating learning and possible pedagogies. There would be some prior reading
followed by activities that were dialogic and reflective in nature. Of significant
impact for me was the considerable range and background of the other support
tutors, and the way in which our uniqueness and autonomy in our respective roles
was championed and nurtured. Rather than being presented with a monologic
teaching philosophy and rigid framework, we were actively encouraged to share
and explore experiences and perspectives in a discursive and supportive environ-
ment. While coming from a background that was steeped in pedagogy, I gained
a great deal from having my own thoughts and practices challenged. Inevitably, in
such a new role, we all met with challenges on a pedagogical, institutional, and
personal level. One of the great strengths of the LSProf, and in particular of our
group, was the sense that while there were strong and widely ranging opinions, it
offered a safe space within which to address and explore these.

Throughout the subsequent year, the peer-learning sessions continued on
a monthly basis and we were also required to take part in several University-wide
staff development sessions of our own choosing. Although the focus for these
sessions was loosely predetermined, the process certainly wasn’t prescriptive.
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I had a very strong sense throughout that the intention was to offer a dialogic and
self-organized approach to professional development. The benefit of this for me was
twofold. Firstly, I was able to identify and explore teaching approaches that were
apposite for working with students in creative disciplines. Secondly, it allowed me to
determine my own trajectory for my professional development by focusing on
aspects of learning and teaching in which I had less experience. Furthermore,
knowing that it would culminate in an application for FHEA at the end of the year
and the way in which it aligned to the UKPSF meant that we could identify areas of
interest, but more importantly areas that needed more development, and engage with
the programme accordingly. The iterative nature of this development cycle allowed
for continuous practice and reflection, and, although we are now several years into
our roles, this is still very much the case for me as a result of the LSProf model.

Although it seems obvious in retrospect, a significant emphasis during the LSProf
was placed upon thinking about the similarities and differences between our respec-
tive disciplines, our students, and what they were like as learners. There are a broad
range of fields in my Faculty, ranging from Architecture, to Fashion and Textiles, to
Computer Games Technology. Inevitably therefore, there are widely varying aca-
demic requirements and expectations, but creativity is central to all and it is this that
motivates both students and staff. I realized that understanding the motivations of
our students is critical to being able to support them. Many of the courses in my
faculty are vocational and practical in nature, and this brings with it a great deal of
anxiety for students about the more academic aspects of their degrees. This is
particularly the case in respect of writing which tends to be the area where they
require the most support. Quite often, producing an essay, literature review or project
report, for example, are seen by students as “hoops” that have to be jumped through
in order to satisfy the requirements for a degree. I identified the need to make sure
that at the start of each teaching session, the purposes, value, and context of these
activities are made explicit so that I can help motivate the students and establish why
it is relevant and useful.

During discussions with colleagues in the LSProf peer learning sessions, with the
focus “What are the characteristics of a student in my Faculty?” I was struck by the
fact that emotion plays a greater part for my students than in some other disciplines.
Where work and ideas have come from a deeply personal experience or interpreta-
tion, showing and discussing their own creative outputs can make them feel very
vulnerable and exposed, particularly in Studio or “Crit Sessions” (sessions where
learners self and peer critique work). The creative arts are also inherently more
subjective in nature compared to other disciplines, and perhaps this also contributes
to a sense of unpredictability in how their work and ideas will be received. While
exploring this further, it became evident that some students found that structure and
organization is sometimes at odds with the creative process and that therefore time
management skills need focus.

I discovered quite early on in the role that these issues sometimes resulted in quite
challenging student support sessions. While I felt there was a need to look at the
required support holistically, I found that I needed to establish some boundaries both
with the students and in terms of the limitations of my role. Through peer discussion,
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it became apparent that there were more effective ways that I could manage student
sessions and, most importantly, how to bring them to a close! It also presented an
opportunity to meet with other University support services and discuss how we
could work together creating a “joined-up” service, and to ensure that we were also
protecting ourselves. The experience also emphasized the value and need to provide
a nonjudgmental and safe environment where difference and diversity are nurtured.

I became increasingly aware that it was easy to get an impression of students from
a deficit position; while they were struggling with the academic aspects of their
degree, their creative skills were excellent and that I may not see the culmination of
that until the Final Year Show. During a LSProf peer learning activity, I began to
further explore some theoretical perspectives specifically for supporting students in
creative disciplines, their learning styles and multiple intelligences (Gardner 1983),
and their motivation (Csikszentmihalyi 1996; Runco 2014). As a result, I now
ask them to share their practical work with me during discussions and that gave
me a much more holistic view of the student. It also sometimes serves to provide
a positive starting point and allows me to capture that passion and enthusiasm,
motivating and encouraging them forwards with that which they find more chal-
lenging. As I have grown in confidence and understanding of the needs of my
students, I am progressively more flexible in my approach to session delivery as
I realize that a rigid, predetermined structure can be prohibitive.

I found the dialogic and collegial nature of the LSProf program remarkably
empowering. This approach continues to have an impact on my view of teaching
as increasingly, I have now come to see my role as one of a facilitator, rather than as
a teacher, and take a far more phenomenographic approach to supporting learning,
where an interactive dialogue is central to the learning process and forms the basis of
my interaction with students (Laurillard 2002). I had always believed that I had a
student-centered approach to teaching, but, as a result of some of the LSProf
reflective peer-learning sessions, I realized that my teaching sessions were actually
still quite teacher-centered, requiring a better balance between my input and student
activity thus actively engaging them in the learning process. The programme has
been transformative in terms of my philosophy and, I believe, in my skills as an
educator. I very much welcome the ongoing opportunity that they offer for continu-
ing professional development and reflection in practice.

Reflection 2: Faculty of Science

When I joined the University I had previously taught on BSc and MSc biomedical
courses, and also night classes in drawing and painting. I had recently obtained
a level 3 qualification in teaching adults, but had had no other formal teacher
training. Having worked as a postdoctoral scientist for 15 years I was experienced
in how to write good scientific English for research proposals and journal articles; to
give presentations; and to make academic posters. I had also mentored and super-
vised many research students at BSc, MSc, and PhD level. As such, I was strong in
the background and tasks likely to be expected of the students but felt that I did not
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have as strong a grounding in the theory and application of learning as many of the
others on the LSProf programme. I instinctively approach things in a way that is
reflective of the culture I was trained in as a scientist. However, despite the cultural
differences in any institution, underlying this are certain fundamentals, such as the
delivery of useful and informative feedback; the role of the tutor in empowering
students; and the need to create a learning environment that treats every person as
equal. The development sessions made me very aware of how these areas manifest in
my own approach, but also allowed me to hear the approaches of others from
different academic cultures.

In the early sessions, I felt I benefitted a lot from the exploration of how learning
occurs and the identification that this is not the same for all students. For example,
many of the courses in my faculty are practical or vocational courses such as Dental
Hygiene or Pharmacy. Students on these courses often have a similarly practical
approach to studying, wanting to understand mechanisms and ways of working
rather than discuss concepts. In contrast, courses such as Social Work and Psychol-
ogy often require a discursive approach, requiring a more open and debate-led
approach. This meant that I needed a teaching strategy which was adaptable to the
different academic cultures in my faculty.

Two features of the programme were particularly beneficial in understanding the
learning culture of the students in my faculty. Firstly, the programme ran alongside
engagement with students, rather than happening before it, so that from the outset
ideas could be tested, then results fed back to the group for discussion of what
worked well and what did not. Much of the programme then dealt with an affirma-
tion of good practice, exchange of ideas and debate around different approaches to
teaching and learning. Secondly, the classroom was effectively “flipped” as reading
was required for each session, and then the session was used to debate and discuss
the major points raised by the readings that each participant had found. The focus
was not on facts, but on ideas, philosophies, and personal experiences, all of which
were used to build an understanding. The openness and adaptability of this approach
meant that I could synthesize a model of working that suited my situation, rather than
a handed-down, one-size-fits all approach. In the group sessions, through seeing the
approaches of linguists, statisticians, mathematicians, some with many years teach-
ing experience, it became clear that understanding our personal background and
culture was one key to understanding the needs of the students in our own faculty.
The shared experiences and points of view of the range of people present meant that
I had counter opinions and different perspectives to draw on. All of this gave me an
insight into the ways of working which I personally brought with me and also those
of the students with whom I was working and also allowed me to incorporate ideas
from other tutors.

In science and medical subjects, there is sometimes very little room for conjec-
ture, with subjects demanding strong evidence on which to base an argument. This
can lead to a rigidity of approach, which can be helpful in working with precise
information but can inhibit the type of thinking needed for a critical approach.
Having been exposed to a variety of different teaching philosophies and concepts
on the programme, I realized that encouraging debate was paramount, both as a way
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of countering the rigidity of thinking in some scientific subjects and also as a way of
engaging with critical analysis. Across the science courses at the University there are
different cultural approaches to critique. Some courses see critique as being a very
methods-focussed, practical thing, whereas others see it as requiring a far more
discursive, theoretical approach. Critique can, therefore, mean very different things
to different students on different courses and so a student-centered approach is
essential to allow the learning to happen in a way that addresses the needs and the
philosophy and approach of the student themselves. In one early session on the
program, we each examined our own approach to learning with my own leaning very
strongly toward pragmatism. Understanding that there were many approaches to
learning, therefore, demonstrated to me that how we learned on the programme was
a template in how to adapt and work with students to develop their approaches
to learning how to critique, sometimes very practical, sometimes much more
discursive.

In many ways, the structure of the programme allowed me to adapt and refine
what I had already applied in previous roles. One extremely useful exercise under-
taken in our learning and development was the writing of a personal statement of our
vision of learning, teaching, and student support. This acted as a highly focussed
reflective document, but also as a consolidation of the learning and development to
that point. Being made to recap, to reflect, and to document a personal teaching
philosophy was a strongly motivating process, as it allowed me to state on my own
terms what I perceived were the important behaviours, values, and knowledge that
drove my teaching processes. Among the issues that were important to me were the
setting of boundaries, the importance of the student’s own decision making in the
learning process and not taking responsibility for a student’s success or failure in any
given task that we had looked at together. The results of that document are still core
to my practice now and have become fully embedded in my approach to teaching
and support. Having the opportunity to crystallize those ideas in a document was
crucial to that embedding process, as the self-awareness of approach is what can
allow affirmation of good practice but also allow identification of areas for change.

The structure of the programme was also greatly beneficial when writing my
application for Fellowship of the HEA. Given that the approach was not to tell us
how to teach, but to encourage us to explore how we taught, then to question that and
develop new strategies, or develop existing ones further, the programme helped me
to evolve a set of approaches, beliefs, and values which aligned with the dimensions
of the UK Professional Standards Framework, in a way that was both a personal and
a direct response also to the cultural norms of my students. This was helped by being
allowed the choice from a series of ongoing workshops about different aspects of
student learning and teaching, which meant that the areas of personal development
which I felt weakest in could be addressed.

Again this self-awareness and critique have applications in my own teaching and
support role. Many of the students in health-care subjects come from nontraditional
routes, either returning to education after several years working, joining through
access courses rather than A-levels or perhaps through work-based promotion
schemes. Many of these students benefit from self-reflection, as they frequently
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express feelings of inadequacy when comparing themselves to students following
traditional entry routes. By examining their own past and skills base and their own
philosophy of working as a student, they frequently realize that their experiences
bring strengths and skills that they would not necessarily have had, had they joined
the course through a more traditional route. This is highlighted by various studies
which have identified that not only do mature students fare at least as well as their
traditional entry counterparts long term (Burton et al. 2011), but that the engagement
with education later in life adds likelihood to the student becoming a lifelong learner
(Toynton 2005). This suggests that not only does being a mature student give certain
advantages in the student role; it also enhances the likelihood that learning will
become a part of that person’s life strategy. It is my hope that by discussing this with
students and asking them to reflect on this, they will become aware and self-
actualizing in their learning. Equally, this has influenced my own continuing teach-
ing and learning strategy. Having started the programme from a position of strong
science knowledge, but less on pedagogy, I too felt somewhat outclassed by those in
my group who seemed much more experienced in teaching. The LSProf programme
instilled a desire to reflect and also to continue to examine and learn about education,
learning, and teaching. The awareness that this wasn’t a course to be completed and
filed, but an opportunity to discover new tools with which to continually assess and
develop my own skills was also empowering. As a result, I try to keep up to date with
pedagogical debate and research, by reading and attending conferences and meet-
ings. The effect is then that I now feel far more confident and informed in my own
teaching practice.

Programme Designers’ Thoughts on Success and Impact on the
Professional Development of the Learning Support Tutors

The professional and personal success and impact of the programme may be judged
by several criteria. First, by group feedback (from both cohorts using independent
group focus sessions) that was uniformly positive in terms of both process and
practice. Participants did not raise any major issues. Second, the representative
personal reflections in this chapter outline the enhancement in understanding and
practice as a result of the development programme. Third, the fact that participants in
the programme all achieved Fellowship recognition from the Higher Education
Academy, thereby achieving national recognition for their professional standing is
evidence of the success of the programme. Fourth, the participants set up their own
network to sustain their development after participation in the programme had ended
(akin to Wenger’s 1998 notion of community of practice) with the network wholly
owned by the Learning Support Tutors, with the development programme facilita-
tors only acting as “managing agents,” oiling the wheels of the vehicle as it were,
when required. Fifth, all the faculties acknowledged the success of the programme
and continue to appoint further Learning Support Tutors. In total, there are now
around 60 across the university. There were no major issues with the programme.
However, for time efficiency purposes, we took the decision, in consultation with the
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LSTs and faculties, to consolidate the programme through reducing the time alloca-
tion of some external sessions that were not core to the work of the LSTs (for
example disability services, well-being, and Mental Health services). During the
initial 2 years of the programme, Learning Support Tutors were appointed en bloc
and therefore was conducive to a cohort approach. However, subsequently, further
appointments were made individually at varying times of the year which meant that
we had to individualize the program, with a strong emphasis on mentoring. How-
ever, the content and dialogic approach remained. The decision of the University to
invest in the Learning Support Tutors and this development programme lent added
weight to the university’s submission to the Teaching Excellence Framework, which
resulted in the highest award possible – gold.

Conclusion and Further Remarks

The successful programme that was developed at Portsmouth may be a useful model
for the HE sector as a whole. A major strength lay in the dialogic and developmental
approach that was taken, where listening and humble enquiry and questioning were
embedded in the process of learning (Bohm 2004; Brookfield and Preskill 2005;
Preskill and Brookfield 2009; Schein 2013) rather than taking a narrower training or
coaching approach. The programme purposefully brought into the mind and process
the following elements in order to encourage professionalism in learning and
teaching:

• Awareness of dialogue and self-in-conversation
• Awareness of dialogue and others-in-conversation
• Awareness of dialogue and conversation energies or fields (Ridings 2011)

A large part of its success also involved recognition that the colleagues the
facilitators were dealing with were highly experienced and qualified and highly
motivated educatorswho viewed the role of Learning Support Tutors as an academic
profession in its own right rather than merely a stepping stone to other academic
careers. It was also of crucial importance that after the University’s strategic decision
to develop this area of professionalism the appointment of the new Learning Support
Tutors was made as a single cohort rather than individual appointments over time.
This made it easier for facilitators to work with them as a group, as opposed to
a perhaps more traditional individual induction and training approach. Returning to
Macfarlane’s (2011) and Graham’s (2012) argument regarding the morphing of
academic practice, the success of the LSProf programme perhaps shows that these
perspectives and reflections provide evidence to suggest that for this particular group
of academic professionals, the changing nature of academic practice, far from
diminishing professionalism led to an opening up of possibilities to the benefit of
both students and academic staff.

One other aspect that institutions need to take into account, if they are to adopt or
adapt this model, relates to the notion of a career path for Learning Support
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Professionals. Somewhat paradoxically, the very success of the developmental
nature of the LSProf program led to at least one of the Learning Support Tutors
moving into a full-time lecturer role (although this was not the intention at the time
of appointment). A crucial point to make is that institutions need to be committed to
not only fully resourcing a professional development programme in itself but also
need to take into consideration at the outset the development of an appropriate career
pathway for these Third Space (Whitchurch 2013) professionals (otherwise they
may be “lost” to other areas of professional academic life) and that this aspect needs
to form part of the strategic planning of any institution seeking to maximize support
structures for student learning in a competitive and changing higher education
environment.
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Abstract
This chapter aims to present several issues facing those approaching retirement
or current retirees and their relationship to their former institution. A brief review
of the higher education retirement literature provides the context to Fishman’s
three-phase staff retirement Departure, Redefinition, and Re-engagement (DRR)
model. The chapter next provides a classification typology to serve as a guide for
institutions to gauge interest in cultivating a continuing relationship with current
and future retired staff members. The chapter concludes by listing common
higher education perquisites (e.g., library access, invitations to certain campus
events) to provide practical utility to higher education administrators assisting
those in the retirement transition process.
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Introduction

Higher education institutions employ a large number of professional and support staff.
For example, US higher education institutions employ almost four million staff (Knapp
et al. 2012), while in the United Kingdom, there are approximately 210,000 non-
academic staff (HESA 2017; Universities UK n.d.). Higher education institutions invest
significant resources in developing their professional staff, from campus orientations to
continuous professional development opportunities (e.g., technology training, sponsored
study, professional conference, and seminar attendance). Many of these individuals have
been employed at one particular institution for a long period of time, often resulting in
the staff member’s strong identity to the institution and profession. As the number of
older staff members increases, Human Resources offices have begun to offer retirement
transition services and other opportunities to maintain and foster relationships with
retiring and retired staff. From anHR’s perspective, assisting staff members in retirement
increases fiscal and staffing planning. Some institutions may solicit future donations
while others may seek service assistance (e.g., a retiree serving on a scholarship
committee, returning for temporary or part-time work, or in a consultative role).

The practice of compulsory retirement ended in the United States in 1994, in the
United Kingdom it ended in 2011. As such, the topic of retirement has recently
garnered attention from many UK universities mainly for its fiscal and staffing
implications. However, an area often overlooked is the retirement process of profes-
sional staff, as research on higher education staff has thus far been largely limited to
studies focused on academics, e.g., Davies and Jenkins 2013; Dorfman 1997, 2002,
2009; Fishman 2010, 2012; Hartman 2009; Tizard 2004. Despite the fact that there has
been some discussion on succession planning for librarians, in which organizations
have acknowledged the potential loss of talent and organizational knowledge (Sobel
and Drewry 2015), these conversations and others related to human resource planning
appear to end when staff leave the institution (Sobel and Drewry 2015). This chapter
focuses on the following one major area of inquiry: What assistance could an
institution provide to facilitate a staff member’s transition into retirement?

To address this question, the chapter discusses various issues surrounding retire-
ment transition for professional staff and of current retirees, including brief discussion
of some of the potential benefits an institution may receive through involving retired
staff and assisting those in retirement transition planning. An individual’s retirement
transition pathway varies, and an understanding of potential pathways is useful for
staff as to navigate their own future preparation, as well as assist those professional
staff members who are charged to serve as resources for these individuals.

The literature review focuses on psychosocial aspects related to retirement. In
addition, the literature review provides a classification typology to serve as a helpful
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guide for institutions to gauge interest in cultivating a continuing relationship with
all current and future retired staff members. A selection of common higher education
perquisites (e.g., library and fitness center access) that could be useful to higher
education administrators assisting those beginning the retirement transition process
also serves as introduction to the next section, which is the use of Fishman’s (2010)
three-phase retirement model and exploration of its applicability to professional staff
(see Fig. 1). The model involves three major transition phases: Departure, Redefi-
nition, and Re-engagement and considers the relationship between a retired staff
member’s transition and identity. In this chapter, the model will be applied to retired
professional staff and future researchers could then apply the model with case studies
to determine quality of fit or to revise the model as it exists.

Further, the chapter will illustrate the importance of institutions practicing an
“involvement without intrusion” approach (Fishman 2012) and discuss practical
ways to effectively implement the approach. An institution that utilizes an involve-
ment without intrusion approach provides sufficient though optional involvement
opportunities to assist with the retirement transition. These are not mandatory,
leaving the choice to participate at the discretion of the individual. Personal control
is an important value in a life transition process (George 1993).

Review of Retirement Literature

Schultz and Wang (2011) define retirement as an individual’s decision to leave the
workforce, often accompanied by shifts in psychological and behavioral commit-
ments. There are numerous competing models and concepts of the retirement process
created within a broad range of disciplines (George 1993; Hershenson 2016; Wang

Redefinition

Departure

New
Opportunities

Re-
engagement

Institution

Fig. 1 DRR three-phase
retirement model (Adapted
from Bridges 2004)
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and Shi 2014). One major concept is grounded in the psychosocial perspective,
which evolved from adult development models. It is important to keep in mind that
professional staff careers often span decades, and late adulthood has been identified
as periods of recognizable adult development (e.g., Erikson 1959; Levinson 1986;
Sheehy 1996).

One of the key psychosocial models was developed by Wang and Shi (2014),
which provides a useful categorical approach that organizes the retirement literature
into several categories and encompasses two major transition theories: role theory
and continuity theory. This section focuses on three of these, as they are most
relevant to retirement transition and focus on the retirement process: (1) retirement
as decision-making; (2) retirement as an adjustment process; and (3) retirement as a
career development stage. Each of this will be explained in further detail.

The first category, retirement as decision making, reasons that when individuals
consider retiring, “. . .they make a motivated choice to decrease their psychological
commitment to work and behaviorally withdraw from work-related activities”
(Wang and Shi 2014, p. 211). This is the stage when potential retirees review
external and internal factors in determining whether retirement is feasible. It is
also during this period that they tend to consider the opportunity to pursue new
leisure activities or a changing attitude towards one’s job may nudge the potential
retiree toward concrete retirement planning (Barnes-Farrell 2003). Numerous theo-
ries, including continuity theory, role identity, and expectancy theory, are important
in the decision-making process (Davies and Jenkins 2013). For example, role theory
addresses the changes people face after departing the workforce and how they create
new roles or adjust to a new identity (George 1993). George (1993) also notes these
new roles create new social statuses. A university “retiree” is a status, and many
retirees are concerned about how they are perceived by their former colleagues.
“Pulling the retirement trigger” is a difficult decision rarely done without extensive
planning and self-reflection (Fishman 2010; Wang and Shi 2014). Fishman (2010)
noted the importance of acknowledging that there are circumstances where retire-
ment is not voluntary. An individual’s personal health, obligation to family mem-
bers, and organizational changes at work are but some examples of nonvoluntary
circumstances.

In the second category, retirement as an adjustment process, potential and current
retirees are concerned about retirement as an adjustment process and ask themselves
questions such as: “Is this the right time for me to retire?” and “What will I do with
myself in retirement?” (Wang and Shi 2014). These questions demonstrate an
integration of psychosocial and biological perceptions of realities. In some cases,
individuals who retire may look for opportunities to continue aspects of their
previous role to assist with the adjustment. For example, a retired college event
planner may decide to help organize civic association events or help a nonprofit train
volunteers on budget management. This retiree may have an emotional connection
and feel like they are contributing to the local community, sharing their extensive
skills. Sometimes this transition is a phased, gradual approach involving part-time
employment and their previous institution or in a similar role elsewhere. In other
circumstances, particularly for current retirees, finding a similar but perhaps less
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physically or emotionally stressful opportunity to continue aspects of their former
profession may assist in the adjustment process. A former supervisor managing a
large number of professional staff may look for a future role that does not involve the
stresses and complexities of managing staff. A campus groundskeeper may organize
a community cleanup, which involves less physical demands.

Wang and Shi (2014) mention that the adjustment process category encompasses
another key model of retirement, Atchley’s (1989) continuity theory. This empha-
sizes the importance of life routines, patterns, and how an individual adjusts
to change. For example, many retired university employees found themselves
engaged in routines and predictable patterns during their employment years. As an
individual adjusts to retirement, their self-concept may change as they transition to a
new role/status as a retiree. The adjustment process usually involves long-term
transition planning; however, the actual role adjustment varies by individual
(Wang and Shi 2014).

The concept of selective optimization with compensation (Baltes 1993) is partic-
ularly salient – an individual tends to focus on maintaining activities where he or she
has a higher level of competency and enjoyment and exerts less energy in those areas
in which he or she may have less competence or interest. For example, most retired
academic staff do not miss department meetings, but they often miss their colleagues
and students. This explains the high rate of return of retired academics to the
classroom in a part-time teaching role. Similarly, a retired university librarian may
volunteer her time at a local school focusing her efforts on student assistance rather
than worrying about staff meetings and performance appraisals in academia.

The adjustment process also involves utilizing resources in retirement to aid in
adjustment. University staff often have access to take campus academic courses for
free or at a reduced tuition rate to further their educational interests. While this
tuition discount is usually reserved for currently employed staff, there are alternative
learning opportunities. For example, in the United States, many institutions offer
college courses organized through lifelong learning departments. These departments
often charge retirees modest membership for access to lectures and similar short-
term courses. Florida Atlantic University (FAU) in Boca Raton, Florida, charges
members $60 USD annually to receive reduced rates in order to attend short and
semester-long courses and lectures with FAU academic staff and affiliated scholars,
including retired academic and professional staff (FAU Lifelong Learning Society
2016). Since 1974, the office of Distance and eLearning at The Ohio State University
in Columbus, Ohio, has developed a program called “Program 60,” which focuses
on continuing education for Ohio residents aged 60 and over (The Ohio State
University n.d.). Retired staff not only can enroll in such courses but may have the
opportunity to teach courses too.

The third category, retirement as a career development stage, is an important
concept which is further addressed in the Departure, Redefinition, and Re-engage-
ment model (DRR) (Fishman 2010) discussed in the next section. In this category,
instead of viewing retirement as an end point, the career development approach
identifies retirement as a continuation of one’s life work and a potential renewal
(Wang and Schultz 2010). A challenge in a potential retiree fully realizing this
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approach is often one of institutional resources and responsibility. Indeed, should
institutions (from both a financial and community service perspective) provide
opportunities to its retired staff to continue career development as a form of lifelong
learning?

This is a complex issue, and one that is not resolved within the discussion of this
chapter, but instead key issues are noted. First, the financial implications, which
include both resource usage and human resources costs when staff members have a
percentage of their responsibilities dedicated to working with retired staff. Individual
institutions have to determine if there will be a return on investment – perhaps such
goodwill events may yield future fiscal contributions or donation of one’s time (e.g.,
volunteering as a museum docent, reviewing scholarship applications).

In America, many states have laws that require state public institutions to permit
retired state residents to audit courses at its institutions without cost upon satisfaction
of certain criteria (age and residency) and space availability (The Ohio State
University n.d.). While beneficial to many senior state residents, institutions are
faced with the financial burden of this unfunded mandate, raising numerous imple-
mentation concerns (see Fishman 2012, for an overview of the lifelong learning
debates). The financial costs associated to operate such programs are largely related
to staff time –maintaining records, registering students, maintaining course lists, and
addressing inquiries.

A Typology of Retired Staff

An individual’s level of continued involvement is often based on his or her affinity to
his or her former institution and colleagues. Typologies can be useful tools for those
human resources and other staff members that work with engagement activities, such
as institutional fundraisers or lifelong learning centers. Davies and Jenkins (2013)
created a five-category typology model based on their interviews with retired
academic staff (faculty and administrators). The five typologies were descriptive:
(1) Clean Breakers, (2) Continuing Scholars, (3) Opportunists, (4) The Reluctant,
and (5) Avoiders. Over one-third of the participants were classified as Continuing
Scholars, as academic staff planned to continue in aspects of their scholarly activities
in the future, a finding that the authors noted was aligned with continuity theory.

Fishman (2010), on the other hand, developed a simple typology that allows
administrators to consider dispositions of professional staff retirees. There are two
categories of retired professional staff: Unattached and Attached, with six subtypes of
individuals: Encore, Socializer, Missing You, Door Closer, New Opportunity, and
Life Circumstancer (Fishman 2010).

Unattached Attached

Door Closer Encore

Life Circumstancer Socializer

New Opportunity Missing You
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Within the first category, the Unattached, represents retirees who normally have
left the university and have had little or no contact since. The first subtype of
individuals within this category is the Door Closer, an individual who on their last
day of employment turns in the office keys, cleans out the office, and walks away,
having little contact or no interest in maintaining the relationship with the employer
and/or fellow colleagues. In some cases, the Door Closer provides the minimal leave
notice (2 weeks’ notice at most American higher education institutions) and
expresses no desire to have a celebratory event of any sort.

The second subtype of individuals is the Life Circumstancer. These individuals
tend to leave the institution because of life circumstances beyond their control,
because of relocation or because of an unexpected budget cut or reorganization.
For example, an individual may face serious health issues which make working full-
time difficult or impossible. They may become caretakers for other family members.
Proximity to the former institution is often influential in determining the likelihood
of a continuing relationship with the institution. A cross-country relocation may
generate the “out of sight, out of mind” mentality (Fishman 2010).

The New Opportunity is the last subtype of individuals within the Unattached
category of retired professional staff. This group of individuals tend to be ready to
make a change and pursue different opportunities unrelated to their career. In this
subtype, individuals tend to be mentally tired and may have an opportunity to pursue
a dream, prevented earlier by time constraints; for example, extensive travel, time
with family, or embarking on a new endeavor.

The second category of retired professional staff is the Attached. These staff
members are still interested and active with the institution and/or their departments
to which they feel a strong connection. This category has three subtypes. The first
one is the Encore staff, which represents those who continue performing some aspect
of their previous work. Some retirees may have always had a disposition toward their
profession and are fundamentally inclined to continue working on scholarly pursuits
of their choosing. The Encore staff may return to work as part-time employees or as
consultants. A librarian who has a love of books and other scholarly pursuits may use
this time for one encore performance – writing a book or organizing a special
collection for a library. An admissions counselor may volunteer with lower income
high school students on their college applications or advise parents on college
financial planning.

The second subtype of individuals in this category is the Socializer, who tends to
be primarily interested in social opportunities. Many retired staff members may miss
socializing with former colleagues with whom they have developed lifelong friend-
ships over the years. This socialization of retired staff members is an area in which
institutions can easily implement. For example, a department of student housing
could invite local department retirees to the annual staff picnic. Many of the retirees
would likely attend, particularly those involved in facilities and campus dining,
transforming into a highly anticipated annual event among the department retirees.
From the institutions perspective, the perceived goodwill may encourage retirees
to volunteer in activities that may assist the institution on campus or in the local
community. It may also provide a visible reminder to those staff considering
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retirement that they would have opportunities to maintain their relationship with the
institution.

The final subtype of individuals in the Attached category is The Missing You,
which are the individuals who tend to be ingrained in the department or institution to
the point that while they are formally retired, they are often to be found on campus.
This subtype may not have been provided with transition services during the
retirement planning process or may not have been emotionally prepared for retire-
ment life. As a result, these individuals struggle in redefining themselves outside of
the institution and may cling to their professional identity and campus affiliation.

Switching between categories and subtypes is expected and clear overlaps exist.
Opportunities not previously realized or available could emerge, assisting retirees to
make transitions from one category and/or subtype to another. Despite the potential
fluidity between categories and subtypes, these distinctions may prove useful to
institutions considering ways in which to engage (or re-engage) retired staff mem-
bers. An institution, through their human resources department or a retiree associa-
tion, could generate a brief survey for recent retirees about what involvement
opportunities, if any, they would like to have with their former institutions and
utilize that data to classify faculty in the aforementioned typology, or another similar
one (i.e., Davies and Jenkins 2013).

Perquisites for Professional Staff Retirees

In the United States, most higher education institutions provide guidance regarding
retirement benefits such as pensions and health care. However, an area that is often
overlooked is campus perquisites, which are a type of privilege associated within the
work environment. Higher education institutions often offer generous perquisites to
its current employees, which can continue into retirement (Fishman 2010, 2012).
The rationale for the continuation of some of these “perks” is low-cost ways to
involve retired staff in university activities and functions. Many perquisites are
viewed as “standard privileges.” Standard privileges are privileges that staff expect
to continue having while retired and which have minimal institutional cost, such as
library facility and e-mail access. A few standard privileges may have a higher cost,
such as hosting an annual retiree reception, or providing free access to a campus
amenity, such as recreation facilities.

Other perquisites, known as “extended privileges,” are more extensive and
provide additional involvement opportunities but tend to have a high institutional
cost, such as online access to library resources (Hartman 2009), special ordering of
books, and technical computer support. For instance, during an individual’s time at
an institution, his or her technology questions (whether related to work or personal)
are often answered by campus IT staff and many higher education institutions offer
its employees software for use at work or home at significantly discounted rates.
Fishman (2010) found that many academics were unaware of numerous potential
perquisites offered to retired academic staff. While there is not data available on
professional staff awareness of potential perquisites, it is good practice to ensure
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such perquisites and other relevant retirement information is clearly conveyed
through multiple distribution mediums. It is important for human resource staff
and employee supervisors to convey such available privileges to retirees. Fishman
(2010, 2012) suggests that institutions should develop and make available to retirees,
either academic or professional staff, a perquisite checklist to be discussed with the
retiree during their exit interview. The checklist should also be available online and
accessible through the retiree association website if one exists, which will allow
future updates and continuous availability.

The following tables provide a list of perquisites, standard, and extended, often
found at colleges and universities for retired staff:

Standard privileges Extended privileges

Annual retired staff reception Library privileges

Campus computer network log-in ID Computer technical support

Campus ID card Bookstore and software discounts

E-mail forwarding/access Free access to recreation facilities

University publications Campus parking/free intracampus transportation

Event and activity discounts Shared office space

Library access

Recreation and wellness discounts

Departure, Redefinition, and Re-engagement (DRR): A Three-
Phase Transition Model for Retirement

This three-phase retirement transitionmodel for professional staff in higher education
builds upon previous work by Bridges (2004). To clarify, Fishman utilizes the term
“phase” in a similar way that Hershenson (2016) utilizes the term “status” – both
indicate the mobility and permeable ways individuals navigate the retirement transi-
tion. Fishman’s model (see Fig. 1) accounts for the cognitive dissonance individuals
may face as they move through each phase. The model also allows for the possibility
of individuals skipping the redefinition phase or retreating into a particular phase and
acknowledging the prospect of potential overlap, recognizing that transitions do not
always represent a “clean-break” occurrence. Another important aspect is that the
model factors in the relationship that an individual may have with his or her former
institution as part of the individual’s retirement transition. All individual stages are
discussed in detail below.

Departure

Letting go includes the often symbolic act of departure. However, departure involves
more than just one moment in time. The retirement departure act marks a major
moment when an individual transitions from one phase to another. Often, a life
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event, such as retirement, can be viewed as both a milestone that shapes an
individual’s life and a process (Levinson 1986; Reeves 1999; Sargent and
Schlossberg 1988). Higher education institutions are full of ritual activities, includ-
ing graduation to retirement ceremonies, which are an integral part of the campus
experience. According to Magolda (2003, p. 780), exit rituals symbolically represent
dominant institutional values, which are seldom explicitly scrutinized. The exami-
nation of rituals in general and exit rituals in particular illuminates the socialization,
political, and inculcation processes that are inevitable on college campuses.

In the retirement literature, the act of retiring, often celebrated by a symbolic going-
away event, is seen as a rite of passage (Szinovacz 2003). For example, in a rite of
passage at Osaka, University in Osaka, Japan, a retiring academic routinely presents a
special honorary lecture (Osaka University 2016). Retirement celebrations can vary in
size and scope and allow colleagues to pay tribute and celebrate the careers of the
retiree with the intent (and hope) that the retiree departs on a positive note.

As mentioned before, not every retirement is planned, as an unanticipated life
event may lead to an unanticipated retirement. Often this is a health issue or other life
circumstance, such as caring for a family member; an organizational change, such as
a budget cut or reallocation of resources (Fishman 2010); or changes at a national
level, such as a recession or social security program (Gustman and Steinmeier 2008).
For example, an administrative assistant at Villanova University unexpectedly
retired early to not only care for her elderly mother but also to help raise her
grandchildren. Since her retirement, she has occasionally returned to the university
to visit her former office colleagues and friends in other departments. An adminis-
trative change at an institution can also result in unexpected retirements. Many
colleges and universities undergo regular organizational restructurings in which
employees’ responsibilities change, reporting lines shift, or in some unfortunate
cases, positions are eliminated. In the United States, outsourcing of campus auxil-
iaries, such as dining services and custodial services, has forced staff members to
early retirement or to entirely shift roles.

Redefinition

The redefinition phase is an integral life assessment. Many higher education retirees
have access and opportunity to financially plan for retirement. Institutions provide
retirement funding packages, which include individual and institutional financial
contributions to retirement accounts in defined benefits and defined contribution
plans (known as “pension schemes” in the UK). In addition, they receive financial
planning with retirement fund providers (e.g., Vanguard, TIAA_CREF) offering
regular consultations. Less institutional support often exists for the psychosocial
aspects of retirement: role identity, relationships, finding a sense of purpose, and
continuing certain activities the retiree enjoyed during his or her career at the
institution (Fishman 2010). Retirement could present retirees with a luxury with
which to pursue new opportunities: time (Bridges 2009; Fishman 2012; Wang and
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Shi 2014). Time can be an exciting or daunting concept, depending on how the
individual manages the opportunity in exploring new pursuits.

It is important to consider that the greater a life circumstance alters an individual’s
role, routine, status, or relationship, the greater the transition will affect the individ-
ual (Anderson et al. 2012; Bridges 2009; Sargent and Schlossberg 1988; Zemke and
Zemke 1995). While there are many staff members who are counting down the days
until retirement, which is not unique to post-secondary employees, many others
dread the prospect of retirement. There are multiple reasons for this fear, self-identity
is often ingrained through their work and they have a difficult time envisioning
themselves not associated with a particular occupation), they may have financial
concerns, or a worry of how they will occupy their time (Zemke and Zemke 1995),
or a combination of these (Barnes-Farrell 2003).There is a strong connection
between a person’s occupation and his or her perception of self and of societal
roles (Barnes-Farrell 2003; Levinson 1986; Szinovacz 2003). Levinson et al. (1978,
p. 9) wrote:

A [individual’s] work is the primary base for his life in society. Through it he is “plugged
into” an occupational structure and a cultural, class and social matrix. Work is also of great
psychological importance; it is a vehicle for the fulfillment or negation of central aspects of
self.

Retirees often find themselves suddenly deprived of certain satisfactions and look
for new interests and activities with which to occupy their time, which can provide a
reflective life opportunity (Scitovsky 1976; Zemke and Zemke 1995). This period of
time also serves as a period of redefinition. How can higher education institutions
assist its staff who are contemplating retirement or have recently retired navigate the
retirement process, including the potential loss of role-identity? These individuals
may need guidance as they redefine their self-identity and plan for future endeavors.
They may question what relationship, if any, will they have with their former
institution or may need career assistance if they wish to continue to work in a new
field.

To answer how higher education institutions can assist their staff transition into
retirement, institutions such as the Australian National University and Oxford
University have crafted guidelines which follow a more phased retirement approach,
geared towards assisting managers in “tailor[ing] flexible later career pathways” for
retiring staff (Australian National University 2015, p. 1). This approach provides a
broad policy that allows supervisors to consider each staff member’s retirement
situation while providing basic managerial guidelines. This may include a reduced
work schedule, shift of responsibilities, and special project assignments.

Higher education institutions can provide retirement counsellors and seminars
and planning workshops to assist retirees. For example, the University of Oxford
(UK) provides a planning for retirement seminar or its employees (University of
Oxford 2017). In fact, a useful suggestion for institutions to consider is to organize a
panel of retired staff members to share their experiences and provide advice.
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Re-engagement

As Sheehy (1995) forecasted and mass media has popularized, the upcoming
generation of retirees look forward to vibrant retirements; the biological age desig-
nation norms are shifting towards more youthful connotations. After progressing
through the redefinition stage, retirees can be actively re-engaging in new opportu-
nities, which could mean a later career changing. At The Ohio State University
(USA), the Office of Career Alumni Management developed sessions for those older
alumni seeking additional income or exploring opportunities that have a social
welfare component (OSU 2016). For others, it is an encore performance, perhaps
continuing aspects from their previous career in a new role. A retired librarian may
start an after-school reading program at her local school or a retired landscaper may
teach gardening workshops and write articles for the local paper. There may be part-
time employment opportunities, particularly where certain trades and skills are in
demand. A retiree’s former institution may wish to continue its relationship with him
or her.

The US public university, George Mason University (GMU), in partnership with
local nonprofit organizations, offer a leadership speaker series for retired university
employees and local retirees as part of a larger, community-focused retirement
program offering, called Lifetime Leadership Program. They state that their
“. . .Lifetime Leadership for retirees, based on the belief that they can offer a wealth
of experience, leadership, and vitality to the community while enriching their own
lives” (American Council for Education n.d.). This is a compelling argument, one
which demonstrates a mutually symbiotic relationship between the institution and
their retired staff. Retired staff have long-term institutional perspective through their
experience and skills, which they can share with others, particularly since they will
have more discretionary time, and in return, continue professional and personal
enrichment. This offers societal benefit beyond GMUs campus. This particular
program emphasizes a commitment to the local community through volunteer oppor-
tunities in Fairfax County, Virginia, where GMU’s main campus is located. There is a
$500 USD enrollment fee per participant.

Retired employee associations offer individuals numerous opportunities to stay
engaged with their former institution. However, only a minority of higher education
institutions have retired staff organizations. For example, the Association of Retire-
ment Organizations in Higher Education [AROHE] estimates that out of the over
4000 colleges and universities in the United States and Canada, less than 250 have
a formal retiree association on campus. A handful of the colleges and universities
have a retiree center though these generally cater to academic staff (AROHE, July
2015). In response, some institutions have created associations that cater to both
retired academics (often known as by honorific title of emeriti in the United States)
and professional staff. For example, University of California (UCLA) has an
Emeriti/Retirees Relations Center (ERRC). Initially founded as an academic staff
organization, the center later expanded to serve all retired staff members. Today, the
ERRC serves over 8500 retired academics and professional staff (UCLA n.d.) as an
umbrella center, housing both an emeriti group and a retiree group and sharing
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resources. Similarly, the University of California, in Berkeley, has a retirement
center which houses four different retiree groups (University of California, Berkeley
n.d.). The University of California, Davis (UC Davis), maintains an extensive
website for retired staff, which includes a section for volunteer opportunities.

Conclusion

Retired higher education professional staff generally wish to maintain a relationship
with their former institution. There are a variety of ways in which higher educational
institutions can develop, sustain, and enhance their relationships with retirees to
create symbiotic relationships, such as the ones offered to participants of GMU’s
Lifetime Leadership Program. The three-phase DRR model of retirement transition
and the retirement typology can provide supervisors and other institutional admin-
istrators with helpful guidance when developing ways in which to continue relation-
ships with retired staff. These same models also allow retired staff members to
ascertain what relationship, if any, they currently have or desire with the former
institution. The perquisites checklist may be of particular value for a university’s
human resources staff as they counsel staff members transitioning into retirement. As
discussed in this chapter, higher education institutions have a whole range of reasons
to continue pursuing a relationship with their retired professional staff, including
creating opportunities that are mutually beneficial to the institutions and individuals.
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Abstract
In this final chapter of the book Professional and Support Staff in Higher
Education, we reflect on the contributions that this book brings to the literature
regarding professional and support staff in higher education. We briefly explore
the representation of professional staff included in the book and discuss key
findings of a content analysis based on the concluding sections of all chapters in
this book. The findings reveal strong thematic overlaps and recurring concerns
that transcend the topics grouped in the book. Based on these findings and gaps in
the literature, we then discuss some opportunities for further inquiry and provide
some key recommendations for future work in this field.
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Introduction

This book, Professional and Support Staff in Higher Education, is part of a 25-
volume series titled University Development and Administration Handbook, which
addresses a diverse range of issues in higher education globally. This particular
volume has focused on the issues and experiences of professional and support staff
in higher education, as reported through an open call for contributions from both
professional and academic staff in higher education institutions and networks around
the world. The chapters that were received and ultimately accepted for publication
span a broad range of topic areas, ranging across professional practices and identity,
leadership, inclusion in higher education, professional development, and how the
current higher education landscape impacts on their work, careers, aspirations, and
performance. Some common topics emerged spontaneously from the submitted
chapters, which were grouped under the headings of Identities and Third Space;
Concepts, Practice, and Representation; Leadership and Collaboration; and Career
Development and Progression.

As described in the introductory chapter of this volume, the broad aims of this book
were to contribute to the limited body of knowledge regarding professional and support
staff in higher education, to explore the key issues facing these professionals today, and
to represent and give them the opportunity to be heard. This chapter will reflect on the
success of this book in reaching these aims and highlight key recommendations for
higher education stakeholders and opportunities for ongoing inquiry in this field.

Representation and Voice

Many of the forces that have shaped the contemporary higher education environ-
ment, such as globalization, corporatization, and growth agendas, cannot really be
considered new, however they do continue to influence the environment in evolving
and emergent ways. Their impact, and institutional responses to their impact,
remains in flux. It is not surprising then that the scholarly examination of these
issues is not yet mature. In particular, perhaps due in part to the constant climate of
change in higher education that has direct impacted on the roles professional and
support staff perform within their organizations (Hogan 2011), there is a distinct gap
in the literature when it comes to the deliberate examination of professional and
support staff in higher education.

What little is already published in this area is largely dominated by a few key
authors or sits within a few specific forms of academic discourse. Perhaps unsurpris-
ingly, given the orientation of most professional roles toward service and action, much
of the published work for and by professional staff is practice or case study-based.
While this work is important, it does not provide enough scope for the deep and
ongoing inquiry necessary for a truly comprehensive picture of contemporary higher
education to evolve. Beginning to bridge such gaps in the literature was one of the
motivations for producing this book. In doing so, the editors hoped to create space for

456 C. Bossu et al.



professional and support staff to contribute to the scholarship of their field on their own
terms, as a distinct and significant entity (or collection of entities) in their own right.

From numerous submissions around the world, this volume ultimately included
29 unique chapters, from 51 individual authors. The published chapters originated
from Australia, New Zealand, the USA, Canada, the UK, and China, and all were
authored by university and college staff, including early-career, mid-career and
established professionals, academics, and experts. Several chapters were written,
or co-written, by first-time authors. Submissions from professional staff were dom-
inated by educational developers/designers. This is perhaps not surprising, as staff in
roles such as these tend to identify most strongly with para-academic or “third space”
paradigms (Whitchurch 2009, p. 407), and for many an engagement with scholarship
is a necessary part of their professional practice. Interestingly, however, other pro-
fessions that also require a strong engagement with scholarship, such as library and
information science (LIS), are not directly represented in this book. Indeed, the
editors received no submissions from any LIS professionals in the call for chapters.
Such a gap may be partially explained through the fact that there is already a robust
field of LIS scholarship. However, this omission, and others such as the limited geo-
linguistic diversity of the book’s chapters, and the narrow range of professions
discussed in the chapters, also reflects the limits of the field, the book’s methodology,
and the editors’ own professional networks.

Key Themes and Values

Given the variety of roles, practices, and norms to be found across the range of
professional and support staff in higher education, we expected to find that chapters
submitted for this book would produce conflicting even contradictory arguments and
results. In this instance, however, this has not been the case.

While the chapters in this volume were organized into broad sections based on their
topics, a content analysis reveals deeper thematic overlaps and recurring concerns that
transcend the topic categorizations. This commonality of themes – despite the range of
topics and professional contexts of the individual authors –may be taken as a promising
sign pointing to the legitimacy and development of a nascent disciplinary ontology.

Content analysis is a common qualitative methodology, used in the analysis of
documents and cultural artifacts to identify emergent patterns (Vaismoradi et al.
2013). In this chapter, we have used conventional content analysis techniques,
including open coding (Strauss and Corbin 1998; Haney et al. 1998; Hsieh and
Shannon 2005), to identify the common themes shared by the chapters in this book.
The analysis undertaken here assists readers to gain a broader view of what has been
explored in the book and where some of the gaps are. This may assist future
researchers to identify topics and themes that need further exploration.

The concluding sections of each chapter in this book (including “Recommenda-
tions” sections, where present) were closely and systematically analyzed and emer-
gent themes identified, coded, categorized, and quantified using a spreadsheet.
Themes that simply restated the existing topic groupings were excluded from this
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analysis (e.g., “third space,” which also appeared frequently across different topics),
as were themes that appeared in only one chapter. There was no limit placed on the
number of themes that could be identified from any one chapter, and indeed each
chapter did contain a number of different themes.

We would like to highlight that this was not a keyword analysis, in which the
verbatim occurrence of certain words are noted and quantified (Vaismoradi et al.
2013); rather, this was an evaluative analysis in which text was subject to a process
of judgment and critical analysis to identify and articulate overt and underlying
themes. This is an inherently subjective process, potentially open to various influences
(e.g., disciplinary, linguistic); other researchers may have interpreted the text differ-
ently (Greenbank 2003). The table above (Table 1) shows the themes and categories
that emerged from the analysis of the chapters in this book.

The majority of themes (79, of the identified 113) fall under relational, or outward
facing, categories Modes of engagement (33) and Support and identity – extrinsic
factors (46), while the two categories dealing with identity (Roles and identity –
intrinsic factors (19) and Support and identity – extrinsic factors (46)) totaled 65
appearances in the 29 chapters. Across all of the chapter topics, there was a
concentration of attention on interactions with, and the perceptions of, others
(other professionals, other academics, institutional norms, and hierarchies) and the
impact this has on the roles and activities of professional and support staff, both
practically and symbolically. This pervasive preoccupation with identity is in part
reflective of the amorphous third space that many of the authors in this volume
identify with. It may also relate to employment insecurity and the perpetual out-
group status of working in the academy, without being of the academe.

Identity insecurity in higher education is not limited to professional and support
staff (Knights and Clarke 2013), but rarely are academics shown in the literature to
be debating the validation of their roles and identities in direct response to their
interaction with professional and support staff – the exception being the contempt
that can emerge when professional and support staff are collectively assigned the
role of unwelcome managerialist bogeyman (Dobson 2000). The consistency with
which these themes appear throughout this book, even when they were not always
the primary topic under discussion, shows how intertwined they are with the
experiences of professional and support staff, both at the level of everyday opera-
tions and within the bigger questions of value and purpose. The interaction of all
these issues, and the attendant unease and opportunities they manifest, is far from
resolved within institutions, or within the literature, and deserves more attention in
the future.

Opportunities for Further Inquiry and Key Recommendations

As discussed in the introductory chapter, the sections in this book arose organically
from the chapters submitted to consideration; authors were not asked to write to a
particular theme or topic. The content analyses performed in both the development
of the book and in this concluding chapter revealed the importance of this volume
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and its contribution to the body of knowledge in the field, as well as some of the
common concerns of the authors. The limitations of this volume do, however, leave
some gaps for future inquiry and contributions.

To begin to bridge these gaps and build on the momentum of scholarship in profes-
sional and support staff as a distinct domain, we (as contributors, colleagues, and more
broadly as institutions) must take some deliberate steps to promote greater inclusion
amongst authors contributing to research regarding professional and support staff,
especially thosewhodonot currently see themselves as part of the scholarly conversation.
Professional and support staff within higher education are diverse, their roles multifac-
eted, and their contribution and experiences under-examined. Comprehensive and rigor-
ous scholarly inquiry in this area should engage with and interrogate this diversity.

Table 1 Thematic groupings from content analysis of chapters

Broad category (total number of
chapters referencing category) Shared theme

Number of chapters
referencing theme

Modes of engagement (33) Cross-disciplinary and
collaborative work, communities of
practice

9

Contribution to institutional agenda
as strategic orientation

6

Blurring/bridging/intersections 6

Agents of change, facilitation, and
consultation

5

Activities vs. agendas as motivation 3

Risk, control, and creativity 2

Online and blended environments 2

Contribution to institutions,
scholarship (15)

Value 8

Inclusion 5

Field of educational development 2

Roles and identity – intrinsic
factors (19)

Professional identity 6

Influence and autonomy 4

Fragmentation, ambiguity,
heterogeneity

3

Discursive identity 3

Reconceptualizing and reimagining
practice

3

Support and identity – extrinsic
factors (46)

Need for institutional support 12

Recognition, legitimacy, and status 9

Workload and turnover 8

Role of professional development 5

Territorial attitudes and alignment 4

Visibility/invisibility 3

Expectations of others 3

Assumptions 2

Structures and privilege 2
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We believe that as important as it is to examine professional and support staff
independently and distinctly, rather than in constant afterthought or asides in dis-
cussions about academic staff, purposeful comparisons within the institution can be
useful and insightful. Examining the similarities, differences, and sources of tension
between the experiences, expectations, needs, and priorities of academic and pro-
fessional and support staff is important as they help reveal real and imagined binaries
within higher education workforces and provide greater insight for all parties to work
together to achieve scholarly and institutional ends. It may also be revealing to
examine the comparative experience of professionals within the academy to those
outside higher education – their corporate, governmental, or NGO counterparts –
though this appears to be almost nonexistent in current literature on professional and
support staff, save for a few instances in some specific bodies of literature (such as
library and information science). Of course, some professional roles in higher
education, particularly those identified as occupying a “third space,” may not have
easily comparable industry counterparts.

Although some topics related to management in higher education, such as
“leadership” and “career progression,” have been explored in this book, there has
been little or no mention of the impact and input of professional and support staff on
policy development, marketing, finance, and human resource management. We are
aware of the increasing importance and contribution of these professionals, and their
related professional associations and networks such as the Society of University
Lawyers, Universities Human Resources, Council of Australasian University Direc-
tors of Information Technology, and Council of Australian University Librarians, to
the smooth and strategic operation of universities. Where identified, these groups
were invited to contribute to this book, but unfortunately, no submissions were
made, which would explain the gaps mentioned above. Engagement with such
professionals would provide a better understanding of the range of professionals in
our own organizations, as well as insights on their experiences and perspectives as
professional and support staff in higher education.

We understand that getting involved in scholarship might not be of interest to all
professional and support staff, but we strongly believe that more support and
opportunities should be given to those who aspire or are interested in contributing
to this important field of inquiry. These opportunities could be in the form of
encouragement and support (e.g., in resources and time) to publish and to conduct
research and related professional development, for example.

Before concluding this chapter, we would like to raise some considerations for
individual staff, higher education leaders, and institutions. Given the environments
of change and uncertainty inhabited by many professional and support staff, the
chapters in this volume have shown how valuable it is to search for and create
strategic opportunities and to contribute to and take advantage of internal and
external professional and academic networks for mutual benefit. Doing so creates
better professional outcomes, stronger connections, and a greater sense of belonging
among and across professional and support staff within universities and beyond.
Universities must engage meaningfully with the range of broad and specific issues
related to their professional and support staff; they also stand to benefit by creating
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more opportunities for professional and support staff to build their capacity and
support greater collegiality and collaboration between academic and professional
staff. Leaders are strongly encouraged to listen to and support their most precious
asset, their staff, so that they can perform their best and continue making substantial
contributions to student learning, professional bodies, academics, institutions, and
the sector as a whole.

Conclusion

This chapter presents a snapshot of the book and explores, through a systematic
content analysis, key themes and values discussed throughout the chapters. The
chapter also highlights some opportunities for further inquiry and key recommen-
dations. We hope that both the results of the content analysis and our recommenda-
tions would assist readers and future researchers in identifying gaps and topics
regarding professional and support staff in higher education that need further
investigation.

This book has provided a platform for the examination of professional and
support staff in higher education on their own terms and within their own developing
disciplinary field to make a valuable contribution to a growing body of knowledge.
This volume will assist a range of higher education stakeholders including educators,
senior executives, policy makers, government bodies, and professional and support
staff themselves to have a better and deeper understanding of the issues and
opportunities facing professional and support staff in higher education in many
parts of the world. By uncovering and reflecting on these issues, readers of this
volume are able to identify opportunities for improvement, as well as learn from
successful encounters. Readers also have the opportunity not only to learn from key
experts in the field but also to hear the experiences and perspectives of first-time
authors. We are grateful for these authors’ generous contributions to this book, and
we hope that they inspire readers as much as they have inspired us in strengthening
higher education, and research into professional and support staff in particular, as a
vigorous and renowned field.
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