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How do we develop the skills and support for staff to engage with design for learning?

(This is qu.17 on the web form;      It is qu.3 for event theme 4 (curriculum design)

This answer by Steve Draper

This is actually the dissemination question of how to reach practising HE teachers e.g. course team leaders with ideas from research on learning and teaching.

The first point to grasp is that this does NOT work like research dissemination to researchers.  The latter is driven from both supply and demand ends:  a researcher cannot advance unless they publish papers so they are motivated to write and publish; and they cannot usually publish unless they refer to others' publications, so they must read them.  Neither applies to HE teachers: it is not part of their job to write about what they do, nor are they required or in any way encouraged to read about others' teaching.

The second point is that normal academics work in disciplines, each of which has its own teaching traditions and practices.  They are not able to understand much of the education jargon used by educational researchers.  Thus any result needs to be translated (re-written) for each discipline it is aimed at.  Furthermore the examples have to be changed for each discipline or at least each broad area.  We have repeatedly seen auidence members just turn off if we don't provide an example or case in their area: they do not recognise as relevant cases from elsewhere.  This is why central units in universities generally have such small impact across the institution.  And why articles in education related journals do not reach most practitioners.

Thirdly, providing a bridge or translation from theory to practice is in itself a whole enterprise, just as in science and engineering there is a distinction between research and development or application.  A theory by itself is too far from practice to connect to practical course design; but examples in great detail would not apply to more than the original single context, and also would be too bulky to seem worth reading.  Design principles such as Nicol's are an important step into the middle ground where they might be effective: they are oriented toward action not explanation, yet brief and general.  In fact we have no experience of them working alone: but what does repeatedly get audiences engaged, and saying that they are going off to redesign a course, is a paper version with 1-line design principles, plus about 60 seconds of oral explanation per principle.  This seems to be in the ball park of effectiveness.  By no means all "principles" have this property.  Some different collections to mediate on and collected at 
 HYPERLINK http://www.psy.gla.ac.uk/~steve/rap/principles.html 

http://www.psy.gla.ac.uk/~steve/rap/principles.html
 (and some comments on what might be the important characteristics of successful ones).

Fourthly, feedback on my EVS website seems to support my intuition that practitioners need:

1) A medley of conceptually disparate things addressed, all in one place ("one stop shop" philosophy): pedagogical principles, example cases (applying at least to arts and science separately, preferably many more different disciplines), empirical evidence of learning improvements, practitioner testimonials that it was pragmatically feasible, practical tips, equipment information, etc.

2) (As on most web documents): you have to convince them in the title that they want to look at the page; in the first sentence that they might want to read the paragraph, in the first paragraph that they might want to read the whole page, on the first page that they might want to explore the whole website.  This is not academic writing (though it is quite like journalism).

But satisfying these requirements leads to some very grateful readers who go on to implement course changes.
Returning to the question

The phrasing of the question tends to presuppose that staff want skills and support for engaging with course design.  There is no evidence for that, and it arrogantly assumes we know better than the staff in question.  Instead the issue is how to connect with staff's existing interest and attention: and the points above address that.  What are some practical suggestions arising from this?

· Web pages searched by Google are more important than publications because they can be found in the few minutes or days of attention that staff may have per year for this, when they need it.

· Organising the material not for captive pre-committed print audiences, but for web audiences with very short attention spans (until they are convinced that this is useful): a pyramid of  levels of detail, starting with the message in a line, but with "drill down" available  to longer versions.

· Collect all the different kinds of information required in practice, in one place.

· Have examples in as many disciplines as possible; and ideas expressed in the language of different disciplines.

· Have ideas organised and expressed for practical action, rather than for theoretical explanation or taxonomising.  E.g. design principles, not theories of causes.

· Do not assume that they are ignorant, and we have the knowledge.  In reality they know their teaching context and we are almost entirely ignorant of it;  but we may have some ideas which, if only between us we can figure out how to apply it in their context, but lead to some practical good.  This means that as soon as we can wean them off the website, the real engagement will be interactive and conversational, and almost certainly conducted between humans, and not between a human and a tool.
