engCETL: The Experiences thus far of its Seconded Academics

Introduction
1.
As part of its strategy for enhancing teaching and learning across the University’s Engineering Faculty (and beyond) engCETL negotiated the part-time secondment of seven academics – five from the Departments, which make up the Engineering Faculty, one from IPTME in the SCI Faculty and one from Design Technology in the SSH Faculty. Given the importance of this role in the CETL’s overall development strategy, it seemed sensible by Easter 2006 to subject it to external evaluation with a view to obtaining feedback, which could be used to inform future decision-making. Consequently, the seven Seconded Academics were asked if they would be willing to participate in one hour, face-to-face interviews with the CETL’s External Evaluator the aim of which would be to discuss their experiences of implementing the role thus far. It was anticipated that such interviews would: 

· Provide each of the Seconded Academics with a structure within which they could reflect on their experiences.

· Give the External Evaluator an opportunity to meet the Seconded Academics in their own offices in their Departments. 

· Begin the process of establishing the shared knowledge and mutual understanding on which future collaboration can be built.

2.
In the event all seven of the Seconded Academics agreed to be interviewed – the interviews taking place over the course of two days (05-05-06 and 09-05-06). This report gives and account of the methods used in the conduct of those interviews and sets out their key outcomes as a basis for further reflection and discussion.


Methods


3.
The CETL Manager (in association with the Co-Director) was invited to identify the key issues they would like to be discussed in the interviews. The response was then used by the External Evaluator to devise a list of topics around which the interviews could be structured, which was then sent by email to the Seconded Academics to see if it met with their approval (see Appendix 1). It should be noted that the proposed agenda gave the interviewees an opportunity to identify any points of concern or ask for any matters to be clarified at the outset of the interview, and to raise any additional issues of their own choosing at the end. 

4.
Once the outline for the interviews had been agreed with the Seconded Academics
 it was translated into an interview schedule (see Appendix 2) for use by the External Evaluator. This differed from the agenda in that topics for discussion had been translated into more precise leading questions – with additional questions intended to act as ‘prompts’ and ‘probes’ for use during the course of the interviews. In addition, the External Evaluator used supplementary questions during the course of the interview, as and when the need arose.

5.
In view of the fact that one of the objectives of the activity was for the External Evaluator to make personal contact with the Seconded Academics, and to begin the process of building trust and understanding, that it would be better to simply listen and make notes during the interviews rather than tape record the transaction for subsequent transcription. In the event that arrangement was acceptable to the Seconded Academics, and so spaces were left in the interview schedules where notes could be added in the light of what was said – where possible in the form of short verbatim quotations. The notes taken at the interviews were subsequently word processed and used as the evidential basis of this report. 

6.
As part of the ‘preliminaries’ at each of interview the Seconded Academics were given reassurances about such matters as their rights to anonymity and confidentiality as set out in the CETL’s ethical code. However, it should be pointed out that given the relatively ‘closed’ world in which the CETL and its Seconded Academics operate these goals are not necessarily easy to achieve in practice – though they should always be an aspiration in work of this kind.

7.
The data collected by means of the interviews has been analysed using a process of thematic induction in which what the Seconded Academics said under each of the main headings has been examined with a view to distilling out issues, which seem to be worthy of further consideration or important lessons that can be learned.  


Introductions and preliminaries

8.
Although given the opportunity to discuss the agenda and to raise any issues, which might be of concern to them - especially with regard to the collection, storage and use of the interview data - the Seconded Academics indicated that they were happy to proceed with the interview as, originally planned. Being the first meeting between the External Evaluator and the Seconded Academics this item served the useful purpose of helping to ‘break the ice’ prior to the discussion of the more substantial issues on the agenda. It also served a symbolic function in offering those being interviewed an opportunity at the outset to voice any concerns they might have and/or to flag up any additional issues they would like to discuss.

The goals (or ‘mission’) of engCETL 

9.
This question was deliberately introduced in order to establish the extent to which there was a shared vision about the goals or ‘mission’ of engCETL and its core values amongst the Seconded Academics, and the degree to which that vision was consistent with that of the CETL (as reflected e.g. in the original bid, its strategic plan, website and publicity materials). Whilst there were considerable differences in the words the Seconded Academics used in response to this question there was in fact a considerable overlap in the content of what they actually said concerning what engCETL is trying to achieve. In short, there was broad agreement that engCETL is a vehicle for: improving the status of teaching and learning in a research-led university; enhancing the students’ learning experiences through links with industry/employers (‘something Loughborough already does well’ according to one of the respondents); identifying and disseminating best practice across the Faculty (and to other parts of the university and beyond). 

10.
However, there was some uncertainty as to the role of pedagogic research in achieving the goals identified above and recognition of the fact that the ‘difficult bit’ now facing the CETL is ‘getting its ideas concerning teaching and learning across to staff in Departments beyond its Seconded Academics’. These are undoubtedly difficult matters for the CETL to address, but it might be worth taking a close look at the implicit beliefs, which underpin such views - and at the centre’s own values and beliefs in relation to these matters. This is because it has been argued that the effective implementation of planned educational change ‘is characterised by a process of mutual adaptation in which both the project and participants change over time’ (see e.g. Darling-Hammond, Wise and Pease, 1989). This is a ‘transformational’ view of educational innovation central to which is a willingness on the part of all parties to recognise the importance of the values and beliefs, which underpin their respective professional practices, and the need to empower people to change their own behaviours. 


Responsibilities as a Seconded Academic 

11.
Although one of those interviewed said in response to this question that he ‘did not know what the expectations of me are’, and that as far as he was concerned ‘the role is still open to interpretation to suit the needs of the moment’ (i.e. a case of ‘mutual adaptation’), there was widespread agreement about some of the core responsibilities of the role. In particular, Seconded Academics see themselves as operating at the interface between those who work at the CETL and their own departmental colleagues (and used a range of metaphors to describe what they do) - their roles as Teaching Coordinators in their respective departments (in some but not all cases) puts them in a good position to act as intermediaries. Typically, they see themselves as ‘disseminators’ of information and ‘champions’ (even ‘sellers’) of ideas emanating from the CETL to departmental colleagues and trying to get the latter involved in its activities – though one respondent did admit that whilst he was ‘willing to do this’ he ‘didn’t know how to do it’ and another said that ‘it has to be done in subtle ways’ whilst a third added that ‘as yet there’s not much to disseminate’. At times the ‘go-between’ role involves the Seconded Academics in acting as ‘interpreters’ i.e. helping academic colleagues to see clearly what it is that the centre is asking them to do, and assisting the CETL when it comes to comprehending the response/attitudes of engineering academics. At other times it can even mean acting, as a ‘peacemaker’ by clearing up a misunderstanding (and calming the impatience) among colleagues about what the CETL has said or was requesting. 

12.
In addition the Seconded Academics see themselves as fulfilling a number of other core responsibilities such as ensuring that the funding the CETL has allocated to their departments is used to good effect – and in so doing raises the awareness and status of the CETL in the minds of academic colleagues. It should be noted that one of those interviewed said that he had ‘not had time to do this yet’. The Seconded Academics also attend engCETL meetings regularly - the majority claiming that thus far they had not missed any. In so doing, they are of the view that they make a valuable contribution - from an engineering academic’s perspective - to the on-going formulation of policy, and to decision making particularly with regard to the development projects initiated by the centre.  

13.
As part of their ‘working brief’ each of the Seconded Academics has a commitment to working collaboratively on a development project (design projects, industrial placements and leadership module). Whilst all of them recognise the importance of these projects, progress to date has been ‘patchy’ for a variety of reasons including the amount of time the Seconded Academics have been able to devote to it and some uncertainties about respective roles and responsibilities – a matter, which might usefully form the subject of a group discussion with a view to identifying ways of progressing these projects including the input of evaluation and other forms of support.   

14.
Finally, individuals identified particular activities in which they had engaged in as part of their role including joint bid writing, interviewing for new appointments and collaborating with CETL staff on developmental initiatives. With regard to the latter the Seconded Academics were often building on existing working relationships, which they had established with staff at the forerunner to the CETL i.e. the EEC. As yet relationships with the newly appointed staff do not have the advantage of a history of successful collaboration and are still in the process of being developed.  

15.

What emerges from this account of the responsibilities of the CETL’s Seconded Academics is that whilst the role is a complex one it benefits from its links in many cases with that of Teaching Coordinator – and the support of Heads of Department with whom the CETL needs to further develop its own relationships. It also suggest that in order to be effective as ‘change agents’ the Seconded Academics need a combination of: insider knowledge of their own departments; an understanding of what the CETL is trying to achieve and the methods it is using to realise those objectives; and, the interpersonal skills by which they can develop and sustain a wide range of working relationships. It should also be remembered that the Seconded Academics are expected to be research active in technical areas unrelated to teaching, and that although they may carry job titles such as ‘Teaching Coordinator’ it does not necessarily mean that they are doing the same job as each other – they can mean different things in different contexts. The CETL needs to be sensitive to these differences and to tailor its requests for action on the part of Seconded Academics accordingly.


Experience of implementing the role 

16.
The responses of the Seconded Academics to this item were both informative and constructive as evidenced by the following comments: ‘the effort that went into the bidding process has proved to have been worthwhile’; ‘it has met all my expectations in terms of the increased collaboration between departments and the opportunity to work with like minded colleagues’; ‘it has been a great enabler and has proved to be a very positive experience’; ‘I’ve enjoyed the challenge’; ‘attending the meetings forces you to think deeper about what you are doing in relation to teaching and learning’. One of those interviewed did say that he thought that things had ‘happened slowly’ but added that the comment was ‘not intended as a criticism’ because ‘given the circumstances a slow start was something to be expected’. This was attributed to the fact that in his opinion the ‘people involved in the CETL from top to bottom are tremendous – the right people in the right posts’. Another said that he had ‘found the level of direction from the CETL to have been acceptable’ i.e. he felt that he had ‘not been over-managed and had been given the freedom to work within an agreed framework’. 

17.
Whilst some reference was made to the ‘hidden’ benefits of the role such as the opportunity it had given to attend conferences, and the freedom to spend time working on things of interest related to teaching and learning, there was some concern over the time the Seconded Academics have had to discharge their responsibilities. This was related to the fact that in the majority of cases their part-time ‘secondment’ is notional i.e. CETL funding has not been used to buy remission from other duties such as teaching. There are a whole set of reasons why this is the case including ‘the difficulty of buying in like for like’ – in other words the problem of finding someone to work part-time with the right mix of qualifications and experience. In one case, what appeared to be a suitable replacement had been recruited, but the students’ evaluation of their experience of the relevant module was significantly less satisfactory than was normally the case. A paradox therefore, in that an action aimed at improving the students’ learning experiences in the long-term had resulted in an apparent deterioration in the short-term. One other interesting observation was forthcoming in relation to this question and that was that despite the difficulties the CETL team had faced in managing the transition from being the EEC to being the CETL and moving from the old building to the new was not seen as having had an adverse impact on the work of the Seconded Academics.


Main outcomes for Seconded Academics and their Departments 

18.
The question encouraged the Seconded Academics to structure their responses in terms of the outcomes for the department as a whole (including their colleagues), themselves, and the students. In terms of their departments the respondents identified the input of new resources from the CETL to support teaching and learning as having a positive impact, and said that they anticipated that the availability of well-equipped teaching spaces in the new building would make their colleagues much more aware of the existence of the CETL than they had been hitherto – one noting that at present  ‘if asked 90% would say what’s the CETL’. He added that the challenge now facing him and the CETL is how to ‘draw the other 10% into its activities’. Finally, it was pointed out that engineering is operating in difficult circumstances as far as student recruitment is concerned and that engCETL will be used in advertising – ‘a trumpet which needs to be blown a bit harder’.

19.
As for themselves the Seconded Academics welcomed the opportunity the CETL has given to reinforce their departmental roles as Teaching Coordinators, the access it has given them to the resources of the centre (including the expertise of its staff) and the chance to meet and discuss teaching and learning issues with colleagues from other departments and faculties. It has clearly been a work-based continuing professional development experience for those involved – perhaps the time is right for the CETL to explore ways of supporting and reinforcing that process. The opportunities to attend conferences, which have already come with the role, have been much appreciated. 


20.
Thus far from the students’ point of view it mainly a case of benefits which in the main are still forthcoming (or ‘down the track’) such as: access to the teaching spaces in the new building; the new facilities that are being developed in the departments; the e-learning resources under development; and, enhancing design teaching through the sharing of practice. Nevertheless, some specific initiatives were identified as already having had a positive impact such as the teamwork and leadership module. 


Outcomes for engCETL 

21.
The Seconded Academics identified the direct access, which their appointments had given the centre to their respective departments as being the primary outcome for the CETL together with the way in which the role had begun to develop – especially as a ‘go-between’ by ‘talking to the right people’ and ‘keeping things going when they might otherwise have broken down through miscommunication’. One of the respondents expressed it as follows: ‘the CETL couldn’t work without them – they are committed academics who provide them with an open door, and who get actively involved in championing engCETL and teaching and learning in their departments’. Another said that thus far much of what has been done has been by the Seconded Academics has been about ‘laying the foundations by getting people accustomed to working together’. In addition, those interviewed identified the benefits, which the CETL had gained their interactions with each other (‘it’s becoming a breeding ground for new ideas about teaching and learning’), through their attendance at meetings and their inputs to such matters as development projects and job interviews. 


Lessons learned from the experiences of Seconded Academics 

22.
An important lesson identified by one those interviewed (and supported by the evidence collected from the others) is that because of the differences in the contexts in which they are operating, together with the variations in their personal responsibilities and academic interests all of the Seconded Academics are not doing the same job. Consequently, they have to be allowed the freedom to develop the role in ways, which recognise this (i.e. are situation specific). The advice offered by another Seconded Academic to the CETL on the basis of his experience thus far was ‘first create the framework and then give us the freedom from over-management and direction so that we can develop the role in ways which maximise its potential’. 

23.
A second lesson is that mutual understanding and trust between the CETL and academic staff will take time to develop and that the Seconded Academics have a crucial role to play in developing that relationship. In the short term, managing the CETL’s approaches to academics through its seconded representatives has much to commend it. In this context, even those Seconded Academics with long-standing relationships with the EEC still have ‘gaps’ in their contacts with the CETL (HT (External Evaluator), SMG (Pedagogic Research) and RN (Industrial Links) were cited as examples). The answer according to one of the Seconded Academics was ‘we need to start doing more things together’ adding that ‘the CETL needs to be more proactive in this respect’. 

24.
In a similar vein one of those interviewed said that the CETL needs to become more active in relation to academic staff – ‘emails to the Seconded Academics will not make things happen’. In the context of winning hearts and minds within departments (including senior staff) it was suggested that ‘the CETL will need to go on demonstrating its usefulness to academics in the same way that the EEC did’. 

25.
Finally, there seems to be clear evidence that the role of the Seconded Academics operating at the interface between the CETL and the departments and between departments across the Faculty (and the wider University) is becoming established and as such is working to everyone’s advantage. That said there is scope for the further development of this crucial role and it could be extended to take in other subject disciplines such as the Business School. That might be a way of addressing the challenge of ‘keeping up the exciting edge’ as one of the Seconded Academics put it – and in so doing ‘preventing meetings from becoming less interesting and a bit more routine’. This view was reiterated by another Seconded Academic who suggested that there were too many formal meetings at which business had to be transacted and not enough at which there was open-ended discussion around such questions as ‘What are the issues we need to address?’ and ‘How best can we tackle them?’ Perhaps in addition to routine agenda items time could be set aside to discuss a topic such as ‘future developments’ or to brainstorm alternative ways forward.


Conclusions/Recommendations

26. 
The role fulfilled by the Seconded Academics is clearly an important one in engCETL’s development plan – even after a relatively short experience of its implementation it is difficult to see how the centre could pursue the objectives of that plan without them.

27.
The evidence collected by means of these interviews suggests that by and large the experience of the Seconded Academics of working with the CETL has been positive not least in terms of the individual job satisfaction is has given but the enhanced communication about pedagogy, which has been facilitated across the Faculty and the wider university. Other benefits at the departmental and student level and beyond are beginning to accrue and are expected to increase now that the new facilities and equipment for teaching and learning have materialised and the foundations have been laid for the CETL’s work.

28.
Part of that foundation are the experiences which the Seconded Academics have acquired through the freedom they have been given to develop the role in ways that suit their individual circumstances and which dovetail with their departmental responsibilities including that of Teaching Coordinator – any temptation to attempt to direct or over-manage the Seconded Academics should be resisted on the grounds that it would be counter-productive. However, in consultation with those involved it might be worthwhile considering ways of supporting and further strengthening the role. One issue, which needs to be addressed, is that of remission from other duties and/or responsibilities – the full potential of the role of Seconded Academic will not be realised unless this problem is tackled.

29.
One way of reinforcing the role would be to draw the Seconded Academics (and hopefully some of their colleagues) into collaborative working relationships with each other and with members of the CETL staff (including its ‘incomers’) and in so doing build upon the positive contacts, which they have all had in the past with the EEC. The CETL’s expertise in evaluation and pedagogic research as well as in e-learning, working with industry etc should be used to support (but not drive) such initiatives.  

30.
In implementing their role the Seconded Academics use their insider knowledge (of both their departments and the CETL) and deploy a range of skills in their interactions with their colleagues. There is a danger that this ‘change agency’ capability is allowed to go unnoticed, not be talked about and be taken for granted. In consultation with those involved, ways need to be found of ‘surfacing’ and sharing the knowledge and skills, which a Seconded Academic needs in order to fulfil the role effectively within the time constraints under which they operate. In turn, this enhanced understanding should lead to better-informed expectations on the part of the CETL about what their Seconded Academics can and cannot achieve.

31.
Whilst the Seconded Academics recognise that an integral part of their responsibilities is attendance at the CETL’s meetings, they sense that there is a danger that those meetings will become less interesting and exciting and more a matter of routine at which business is transacted. To counteract that tendency they would welcome opportunities to meet as a group (with others as and when appropriate) to discuss issues of mutual interest and concern. The CETL should take the initiative in facilitating such interchanges.
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Appendix 1

Dear ………… ,

Thank you for agreeing to find the time to talk to me about your experiences as a seconded academic to the engCETL – I am looking forward to meeting on you and listening to what you have to say.

I would like to suggest that we structure our discussion as follows:

· Introduction – including a discussion of the agenda and any issues or concerns you wish to raise at this stage concerning the collection, storage and use of the interview data.

· The goals of engCETL.

· Your responsibilities as a Seconded Academic.

· Your experience of implementing the role.

· The outcomes for you and your department (including the students).

· The outcomes for engCETL.

· Lessons for the future.

· Conclusion – including the discussion of any additional issues you wish to

raise.

I hope that within the agenda there will be opportunities for us to discuss briefly the ways in which evaluation (and my inputs as External Evaluator) might be used to enhance the work with engCETL of seconded academics.

I trust that this is acceptable to you, and that any concerns that you have can be discussed and resolved during our opening deliberations at the interview.

Kind Regards,

Harry Tolley

Appendix 2

engCETL INTERVIEWS WITH SECONDED ACADEMICS

Name of interviewee:







Date of interview:

1.
Introductions and preliminaries 

Are there any issues, which you would like to clarify or raise before the interview begins? 

2.
What do you see as being the goals (or ‘mission’) of engCETL?


How do you explain what engCETL is trying to achieve to your colleagues?


What are engCETL’s core values?

3.
What are your responsibilities as one of engCETL’s seconded academic? 


Can you list the jobs you do and put them in order of priority?

4.
What has your experience been of implementing the role of seconded academic to the engCETL?


How have you tried to implement the role?


What difficulties have you encountered?

5.
What have been the main outcomes for you and your department (including the students)?


In what ways have you gained?


What has been the impact on your departmental colleagues?


What impact has it had on the students’ experience?

6.
What have been the outcomes for engCETL of your secondment?


How/what has engCETL gained from your secondment?

7.
What lessons can be learned from your experience as a seconded academic (for the future use)?

If you were to start again what would you do differently? 

What could engCETL have done differently?

8.
Conclusion 

Are there any additional issues you wish to raise?
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