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    Summary

The late 1990s were a time of turbulence and change for tertiary educators.  Significant numbers were made redundant, and many schools/faculties merged or were closed down by their institutions.   Academics now are constantly under pressure to increase their research output, publish in internationally refereed journals, involve themselves in community service, and cope with increased teaching demands, larger classes, and increased administrative duties. It is important to understand these pressures by concentrating on what academics actually do, rather than on the common myths about academic work.  In this paper we focus on issues that emerged from three instances of action research with tertiary teachers in various disciplines at small regional universities. These issues foreground the significance of renewal as an ongoing process in teacher reflection and action, a process that is complex and problematic as it involves individuals whose daily lives and teaching practices are impacted on and shaped by institutional constraints and economic and political changes. Teacher narrative was one of the ways in which tertiary teachers, collegially, reflected upon their experiences, and it proved to be a powerful means of validating, renewing and problematising the work, the worker and the workplace.   

Introduction

For a number of years, we have been involved in a range of action research activities and projects that were generated by our desire to ‘do things differently’.     The impetus for our research came about from our own and others’ vague feelings of disquiet with the practices of teaching in the tertiary classroom.  Like all academics, we were faced with attempting to balance our research, our teaching, administration, our paid consultancy, pastoral care of students and responding to institutional preferences for efficiency, accountability, and technologisation (Fairclough, 1996).   Like all academics, we were confronted in our teaching with students from increasingly diverse backgrounds, who expressed a range of strategic motivations for attending university.  And like all educationalists, we were increasingly conscious of the  values which inform our own professional practices.  In our case, we position ourselves as critical educationalists who value participatory modes of learning and working;  we see education as a transformational undertaking which empowers people within and for a more socially just society.   

While we emerge from different theoretical orientations (feminist poststructuralism and Habermasian critical theory), we find common ground in a concern for investigating the complex ways in which subjectivities are constructed and meaning is made by and within the special practices of power mediated by language.  We share a commitment to action research, seeing it as a cooperative endeavour that enables a community of people to make sense of and act effectively in their world.  It is inquiry with people, rather than research on people, a personal process pursued in relation to others (McWilliam, 1995).  An ongoing reflective process of identifying understandings and actions in a constant cycle, highlights the ways that educators are partially correct, yet continually in need of revision and renewal, in their thoughts and actions (Noffke & Stevenson, 1995).  Unlike traditional notions of research, the action research process does not end with richer understandings of education for others to implement; rather it aids in changing education within and against particular contexts. 

This paper draws upon three instances of action research with tertiary teachers in various disciplines at small regional universities.  Issues that emerged from these endeavours foreground the significance of renewal as an ongoing process in teacher reflection and action.

1. Critical Pedagogy Group – a political story
The Critical Pedagogy Group comprised five women tertiary educators in the discipline area of education who had experienced the conservative restoration in education in multiple ways – as tertiary teachers, as education professionals, as critical educators, as researchers and administrators.  Beginning as a collegial support and course planning group, we captured, through taped discussion sessions over five years, some of the personal and political dis/continuities of our educational lives.  The Group explored, in fortnightly meetings, the notion of teachers as ‘transformative intellectuals’, a notion which could generate practices to empower teachers as well as students.

The Group engaged in the investigation of specific pedagogical techniques that enabled us to identify the weaknesses in our own practices, ‘through which to begin to chip away its regime of pedagogy’ (Gore, 1993, p. 146).   We explored, and critiqued, each other’s educational philosophies and pedagogies, and we were ‘forced’ to defend our views, or sometimes, to modify them as a result of further discussion and reading of the literature.  Then, as our employment ‘fortunes’ began to change quite dramatically, we were able to discuss the systemic nature of the changes, and were thus deflected from a tendency to feel powerless and victimised.   We found empowerment and renewal in the recognition of Gore’s notion that, from a Foucauldian perspective, while there will always be regimes of truth and technologies of self, the


…point of identifying spaces of freedom is not to escape all regimes and


technologies, only current ones;  to increase awareness of current regimes and


technologies;  to recognise that current regimes need not be as they are;  to


continually identify and squeeze into those spaces of freedom’ (1993, p. 156)

We have chosen to include extracts from the meeting that took place just after three of the women had received word that their various contracts would not be renewed.   (Pseudonyms have been used).

Margaret – I partly saw these discussions as part of my political work.   Attempting to do some sort of critical pedagogy and talking about it was to me was part of being a political activist, being politically authentic.

Mary – We knew we were going against the grain right from the beginning in all sorts of ways.  So this is  actual politics at work in the lives of five tertiary teachers and the way it closes up the knowledge agenda and the practice agendas. Just like what we’re putting our students through, our own subjectivities have been constructed in that very same sort of way and we don’t like the material and psychic consequences of living a confrontation with dominant power structures any more than they do. We’re examples of our own theory at the moment.

We do not, however, wish to give the impression that the women saw themselves as ‘victims’ of the system.  To the contrary.  While ‘empowerment’ can be a contested term that has a range of meanings, and constructions, we see empowerment as a central concept in the discourse of critical pedagogy.  Given that members of our group witnessed, with sometimes a sense of disbelief, the changing nature of their employment, and their ultimate employment prospects, we were nonetheless ‘empowered’ and renewed both by the positive power relations that we experienced in our group meetings, and the freedom and space to speak our words and name our worlds within a supportive, albeit ‘critical’ environment.   

Assessment and Feedback Project – a discomforting story
The  Assessment and Feedback Project was a major SCELT (Support Centre for Effective Learning Teaching) initiative at a University of Ballarat in 1996.   The purpose of the project was to foster, within the University, approaches to assessment and feedback that were well informed by relevant educational research, particularly research into student learning. A series of action research projects, supported by Project staff, were established in cooperation with Schools in the University.   They were based on particular units of work and built both on existing good practice and addressed assessment and feedback concerns (Cartwright, 1997).

What became clear soon after the varying research projects began was the fact that planning, acting, observing and reflecting did not happen as discrete and tidy phases of research, nor did they focus on only one issue.  There are ongoing criticisms of the way action research models are themselves enacted (McWilliam, 1995).  The metaphor of the self-reflective spiral seemed to overlook the asymmetrical, merging and overlapping events in such work (Carr & Kemmis, 1986). While Project participants, in varying permutations, were planning suitable ways forward in addressing one area of concern, other issues were at various stages of being reflected on, planned for, acted on and observed.  The action research process, therefore, was iterative and multilayered (Hayes & Cartwright, 1997)

What follows are brief extracts from two of the participants in the Project.   While the Project covered a wide range of issues, the following focus only on participants’ response to the action research process.

Education Lecturer – Sometimes the problem with institutions is that you are lulled into a state that makes you comfortable and so when you do have the burr under saddle, it makes you move around a bit and think: ‘There are other things I could do’.    I saw the action research process as being like that, a burr under the saddle.

The above comment speaks quite positively about the lecturer’s involvement in action research.  The next comment puts forward a different perspective:

Humanities lecturer – Because I was working on an action research project, I felt it made me the centre, not the students.  So, maybe I began to feel I was more the lynchpin, or the person who was going to succeed or fail, not the students.  So this kind of subverted the original idea, which was to do things better, and begin to make changes in the course overall.   It almost seemed easier to just concentrate on myself, rather than to confront the changes that really are needed in the course.

Perhaps it is inevitable that having an emerging sense of control and agency in one’s work as a teacher is inextricably linked to a broader understanding of just how much still remains untouched and yet is in need of engagement.   It is therefore understandable that teachers will feel somewhat overwhelmed as they begin to see how large some of the problems are, in terms of being more effective teachers and in regard to institutional actions that may impinge heavily on their endeavours.  Their sense of empowerment and renewal, therefore, would be quite compromised, but not, we would suggest undermined.  Disruption to the known, in both small and large capacities, will cause a certain degree of consternation.   One of the purposes of action research is to make problematic notions of teaching, teaching practices and the context in which these take place. While not always a comfortable process for some teachers, the process of action research nevertheless encourages reflection, renewal and the constant search for ways to do things ‘better’.

TULIP (Tertiary Undergraduate Literacy Integration Program) – a social story

Searching for ways of doing things ‘better’ was one impetus for our engagement in the CUTSD funded program caled TULIP.  This program foregrounds the integration or embeddedness of tertiary literacy within content teaching as a means of enhancing student literacy.   A particular feature of the CUTSD Project involved us in working collaboratively with lecturers from different disciplines, and different tertiary institutions around the issue of first year student literacy. This was a process of staff development that recognised teaching as an active process of meaning making by the teacher, and improvement in teaching as a collaborative practice best undertaken with others through a critical action research process.

In a teaching setting, the same situation is never replicated.  Teachers make judgements, and draw ‘lessons’ from each teaching episode – their own and that of others – in order to re-engage in the action research cycle, an engagement that encompassed collective action and renewal. The lessons that they draw from can be seen as the ‘stories’ which they tell about their understanding of their own teaching (Jalongo et al, 1995;  Connelly & Clandinan, 1986, 1990, Elbaz, 1991).  It is from the ‘stories’ which they construct that teachers will build new actions and understandings.

Reflective storying, however, is not a purely individual activity unconnected to any educational, social or political project.  Reflection in action research is ‘critical’ in that it centres on not only the everyday things of teaching and learning but on the social, political and institutional contexts in which such activities occur.  ‘Critical’ reflection in action research means extending the understanding of a teacher’s own experiences in the classroom to its connection to broader relations of power in education and society more generally.  It also calls for shared reflection with others, as dialogue with action research colleagues provides a means of testing reasons for educational actions and for making interpretive judgements and evaluations about the consequences of those actions. 

We have chosen to focus on lecturers’ final reflections on their involvement with the Project, the following being representative of the sentiments expressed.

Humanities lecturer – TULIP strategies have caused me to assess what has worked (or not worked) for me and to try to make my lectures more participatory and less didactic.  I have learned why some of my strategies haven't always worked and am eager to get back out there and try some new strategies.

The following reflections, however, indicate the different ways in which the overall culture of the institution can inhibit or constrain teachers from initiating change in their teaching practices.

Science lecturer – I suspect that focusing on communication skills in science is almost unheard of – at least in some students’ minds.  I suspect that if communication and literacy issues were pushed in other science units, those units might get a reputation for being difficult, and students might avoid enrolling in them, leaving us possibly with a dangerously decreased teaching load.

Nursing lecturer – One of the great strengths for me was talking to others about my teaching.  And it’s suddenly made teaching more exciting.  No-one wants to know about my teaching knowledge.  They’re interested in all sorts of other aspects, like what’s your research.  Nobody says, ‘how’s your teaching?’  They couldn’t give a damn.  All of a sudden I was with a group that ‘gave a damn’.  That was really good, and I’ve had lots of ideas so got energised by others, and I’ve heard basically the problems I experienced were the same.   The other thing that I enjoyed was it made me get back and experiment a bit.  I’d fallen into a rut.  I had the formula there, it worked, and I didn’t move out of the formula.  And all of a sudden I had to, and that was great.  I discovered I could do things quite differently.

Conclusion
While we have drawn only briefly upon three instances of action research with tertiary teachers for this paper, we consider they demonstrate the contesting imperatives that are part of our day-to-day working lives.   It has been our experience that institutional priorities, and student ideologies or perceptions of the nature of tertiary learning, can work in opposition to the powerful dynamic of action research. 

The extracts from teacher reflections included in this paper provide a brief glimpse of the engagement of the teachers in the action research process, and draw attention to different features of such a process. Through reading the ‘stories’ of other tertiary teachers recorded here, others may find resonances with their own experiences. Some may be helped to find words to express what they have experienced in their teaching; still others may be enabled to articulate what for them are quite different experiences.  

This seems to us to be an important part of the action research process. It enables individuals to become conscious and critical of their agency in restructuring their teaching practices.  It allows the research to be focused on them as well as on the processes and results of their actions.    It also provides for critique on this particular form of research, while still enabling teachers to work on their understanding of their educational practices, and the contexts in which those practices take place (Noffke & Stevenson, 1995).  Importantly, it also enables teachers to work on improving and renewing their educational practices.
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