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What do Learning Technologists do?

Martin Oliver, University College London

SUMMARY

Learning  technologists  –  who  represent  one  example  of  the  ‘new  professionals’  currently 

emerging  in  Higher  Education  –  are  a  rapidly  growing  group  whose  practices  are  poorly 

understood,  even within  their  own community.  In  this  paper,  the  questions  of  who learning 

technologists are, what they do and, perhaps more importantly, how they do it will be considered 

by drawing upon work undertaken through a SEDA small grant for research. This has shown that  

learning  technologists  may  undertake  any  of  a  diverse  range  of  activities,  including  staff 

development, research, management and technical support. What they have in common is that 

they work with small groups or with individual academics on sustained curriculum development 

activities.  The paper will  include an overview of the research,  but  will  focus on the process 

through which these collaborations are initiated and structured, and will provide an insight into 

the values and strategies that guide their activities.
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INTRODUCTION

The ‘new professionals’ emerging in Higher Education are, as yet, a relatively poorly understood 

group. In this paper, one particular group of new professionals (‘learning technologists’) will be 

described, and a model of their working practices will be presented. This discussion will draw 

upon a set of interviews with learning technologists, building upon the current relatively sparse 

research into their role and practice.

BACKGROUND

The idea that there is a group of ‘new professionals’ working in Higher Education whose roles 

seem to be hybrid, marginal and yet central to institutional processes of change seems to first 

have  emerged  as  part  of  the  Dearing  report  (NCIHE,  1997).  As  part  of  the  study  of  the 

experiences and expectations of administrative and support staff (Report 4), a group of jobs was 

identified that shared a number of common characteristics. These jobs were in the growth areas 

of higher education – student services, marketing and information services, for example. They 

were typically held by people aged under 35, with 5 or fewer years of experience of the role, and 

whose qualifications were not always related to the post they held. These jobs appeared to be ill-

defined, and often outside of the mainstream of institutional support structures – features which 

appealed to the postholders, who had been attracted by the variety and challenge that these roles 

presented, and who wished to develop their own posts in distinctive ways.

Building on this  report,  Gornall  (1999) re-visited these descriptions of ‘new professionals’ in 

order  to  investigate  these  posts  more  thoroughly,  and  to  begin  to  explore  their  role  in  the 



processes of change taking place in Higher Education institutions. Her study identified a group 

which shared a number of common features. Amongst these was an apparent contradiction, in 

that these posts were both marginal (typically being fixed-term and insecure) yet powerful (in 

that they were directly linked to strategic priorities). These roles did not fit neatly into existing 

organisational structures, mostly being based in central units and having a range of job titles. 

This emergent group is employed in roles clustered around the changing forms of  

support for teaching and learning. These staff often have non-traditional job titles,  

cross-role posts and non-traditional  contracts and conditions of service.  […]They  

engage… in tutoring (or training) that is not lecturing, and may be one-to-one,  ad 

hoc and unassessed, and in learning support that is resource based.

(ibid, p. 45)

However,  they “do not  yet  see  themselves  as  a  group,  as  a  new group or  as  a  professional 

grouping – nor is this attribution generally made about them” (ibid). 

Although  it  initially  seems  odd  for  such  diverse  individuals  to  be  considered  as  a  group, 

subsequent research has identified several features that characterise posts of this type. A national 

survey  (Beetham,  2000)  identified  around  4,500  centrally-located  &  3,000  departmentally-

located specialists  currently working as learning technologist  in UK universities,  plus around 

8,000 departmentally-based academics who are also working in this area. These included a total 

of 11 distinct roles – although there was a noted similarity between ‘Learning Technologist’ and 

‘Educational Developer with IT skills’. These three groups were characterised as follows: 

• New specialists,  including educational  or  technical  developers,  researchers  and managers, 

who are likely to be young (in their twenties or thirties) and on fixed-term contracts, often 



supported by external funding. They have typically been in their current post less than two 

years and at their current institution less than four. New specialists tend to be multiskilled and 

peripatetic, but with learning technologies as the core of their professional identity. 

• Academics  and  established  professionals  who  have  incorporated  an  interest  in  or  formal 

responsibility  for learning technologies  into their  existing professional  identity.  Academic 

managers  are  generally  older  than  the  new specialists  and  have  worked  at  their  current 

institution for a longer period of time.

• Learning support professionals  are staff in non-academic roles (including technical support 

and library professionals) that support access to and effective use of learning technologies. 

Unlike new specialists they do not regard learning technologies as the defining focus of their 

professional identity but as the context in which they are now working. 

It is with the first of these groups – new specialists, here referred to as Learning Technologists – 

that this paper is concerned. Unlike new professionals as a whole (Gornall, 1999), this particular 

grouping  has developed a sense of its own identity.  In 1996, for example, a mailing list was 

created  for  individuals  in  this  role  in  the  UK  (then  described  as  Teaching  and  Learning 

Technology Officers); the TLT-Officers list is currently hosted by JISCmail. In 1997, members 

of this group met as part of a CAL Support Officers Forum in Manchester, organised by the 

Computers  in  Teaching  Initiative  Support  Service.  Since  then,  there  have  been a  number  of 

regional  meetings,  and  the  forum  has  established  itself  as  a  Special  Interest  Group  of  the 

Association for Learning Technology.

Beetham’s study identified ten central activities for such Learning Technology staff. Of these, the 

most  important  was  ‘keeping  abreast  of  current  developments  in  learning  technologies’;  the 



remaining nine were educational, developmental, strategic, interpersonal and communicative, but 

not technical. 

Evidence for the emergence of such new professionals outside of the UK is currently sparse, 

although one study in the U.S. has identified a comparable group. Surry & Robinson’s taxonomy 

of IT service positions involved classifying  jobs announced in a U.S. online Higher Education 

magazine (2001). Eight categories of post were identified, one of which was the Instructional 

Technologist, of whom

…the defining characteristic… is the responsibility to work with faculty on a broad  

range of technology-related issues… In many ways, the Instructional Technologist  

can be seen as an IT generalist or an IT consultant to the faculty.

They go on to note,

We tried to further  sub-divide the category but were unable to  do so.  All  of  our  

attempts… seemed to result in forced or artificial categorizations.

How closely Instructional Technologists and Learning Technologists resemble each other clearly 

remains to be demonstrated; however, these broad descriptions do provide a prima facie case for 

such a comparison to be carried out.

In spite of this description of Learning Technologists’ careers, many of their specific practices 

remain undocumented. The outline provided by the literature above was informally developed in 

the context of a reflective study of practice (Oliver, 2000). This study described the educative 

activities that form part of the work of Learning Technologists, concentrating on two distinct 

elements: professional development  within  the community of Learning Technologists (much of 



which takes place through informal discussion, collaboration on projects and other networking 

activities) and professional development by the community (which takes place both formally, for 

example  through  workshops,  and  informally).  It  is  the  informal  element  of  professional 

development that most closely relates to Gornall’s observation about un-assessed tutoring, above. 

This study describes the informal tutoring process as involving a series of steps: 

• Identifying opportunities for collaboration with discipline-based academics, managers or 

technical support staff. These often arise as a result of central initiatives, such as a drive 

for web-based learning, or external pressures, such as quality audit.

• Providing a meaningful input to the collaboration (this may initially be in the form of 

technical advice and support), and using this as an opportunity to learn more about the 

collaborator’s concerns, values and working context.

• The selection, adaptation and presentation of relevant ‘case lore’, expertise or research 

material,  intended  as  a  means  of  supporting,  challenging,  fostering  reflection  for  or 

initiating critical discussion with the collaborator.

It is important to note that the process is a two-way one; in order to teach the collaborator, the 

Learning  Technologist  must  first  understand  their  context.  This  requires  the  Learning 

Technologist  to organise their  activity and expertise around the needs of the collaborator – a 

fundamentally learner-centred model  of professional development.  Since the process involves 

situated discussion and activity, concentrating on the application of Learning Technology within 

a  particular  disciplinary  and  departmental  context,  their  understanding  of  the  discipline,  the 

learner and their context will develop throughout the collaboration. Moreover, this is a process 

that must be repeated whenever the Learning Technologists starts to collaborate with staff from a 



department (and sometimes even with staff from within departments they have already worked 

with). It is these characteristics that have led to the description of this model of professional 

development as ‘expert learning’.

METHODOLOGY

The  previous  section  has  described,  at  a  general  level,  the  characteristics  of  Learning 

Technologists that have already been identified. As has been noted, however, these characteristics 

are general and descriptive; the sole detailed description of their practice is based on anecdotal 

self-report.  As such,  there  was  clearly  a  need  for  a  wider  study of  Learning  Technologists’ 

experiences and practices.

Given  the  exploratory  nature  of  the  work,  and  the  relatively  ill-defined  population  under 

consideration,  a  qualitative  methodology  was  selected.  This  drew  on  two  comparable 

investigations:  Becher’s  study  of  academic  disciplines  (1989),  and  Land’s  study  of  the 

orientations of staff developers (2000). Both of these used semi-structured interviews to explore 

the experiences and beliefs of members of the group under study. Thus an interview schedule was 

drawn up that drew from both of these sources, together with additional questions relating to 

distinctive  topics  from the  literature  review described above.  This  schedule  was  refined  and 

extended as further issues arose from the interviews.

The study adopted a naturalistic approach (Guba & Lincoln, 1981), using snowball sampling to 

address the problem of the poorly defined population.  Two ‘obvious’ Learning Technologists 

were  selected  on  the  basis  of  their  job  titles  and  their  participation  in  relevant  national 

communities (such as the TLT-Officers list). At the end of each interview, the interviewee was 

asked to suggest further participants. These were then included or excluded from further plans on 



the basis of an emerging theoretical sampling framework, which has come to include issues such 

as gender, position in the institution, length of time in post, and so on, in order to provide a broad 

cross-sample  of  the  population  under  study.  The interviews  were  fully  transcribed  and were 

analysed by following the procedures for ‘ad hoc meaning generation’ (Kvale, 1996). Excerpts 

were then selected which illustrated the themes that were identified and which give a sense of the 

voice of participants, attempting to capture the mix of passion, defensiveness and playfulness 

with which they talk about their role.

This  paper  focuses  on  six  interviews,  which  concentrated  on  the  nature  of  the  role.  Other 

interviews were conducted to broaden the study, for example by concentrating on the role of 

individuals new to this role, or the perspectives of academics who have worked with learning 

technologists. These were excluded from this analysis in order to provide a clearer representation 

of learning technologists’ account of their practice. 

DESCRIPTION OF ROLES

The first set of questions concerned the nature of the role. One emphatic theme, shared by all 

participants, was that the role was fundamentally about collaborating with different groups of 

staff.  The participants  were keen to stress the heavy commitment  of time such collaboration 

requires – time which, because its outputs are intangible, can be hard to account for or justify.

In a typical week, I would probably spend some of the time contacting people, which  

I mention because it actually takes a lot longer than you might think, especially when  

you are trying to approach departments to work with for one reason or another,  

because that has to be done quite tactfully.



As anticipated by the studies described above, at the heart  of the role was a specific type of  

collaboration,  which  involved  working  with  departmentally-based  academics  on  curriculum 

development projects. However, as suggested by Beetham’s study, it seems to be the case that 

few  Learning  Technologists  solely  undertake  this  kind  of  work.  Most  have  additional 

responsibilities, which were described as including academic activities (research and teaching), 

managing (usually projects or initiatives, but less frequently being responsible for other staff), 

technical support, acting as research assistants or project officers, or being librarians.

One important recurrent theme, echoing a finding from Gornall’s study, was the tension between 

the marginal nature of the posts and their importance in terms of institutional change. In this  

study, this manifested itself as a subtle form of influence, which was used to subvert initiatives 

instigated centrally. 

P: Part of the aim, what we – I – want to do is to use that [infrastructure initiative] as a focus  

for getting staff thinking about technology and getting them enthused and giving them 

facilities as well. So that was something I’ll be determining how I – I mean obviously, I  

have to… I mean, some of that will go to the sub-committee for teaching and learning to  

get some steer. But there’s a lot of scope within that for me to determine what it is I want to  

do and where I want to go and where I, in a way, think it ought to be going.

I: So is a lot of this, in a way – it seems to me that you’re looking at a situation and seeing  

that there’s something needed here, and you’re setting the steer. Is that right?

P: Yes. I mean, it makes me sound incredibly powerful, and I’m not. [laughs] But yes, I guess  

so.



On a day-to-day basis, a similar process was apparent in the way that these roles were managed. 

In some cases, this was reflected in an open process of negotiation:

We have said at the institution that we will do [a strategy for] teaching and learning  

and some comes from that, but that’s very general and just gives you the broad lines.  

Within those broad areas then [my boss] would set up the more detailed strategy –  

and it’s not that she would set it up and then mention it to me and say go ahead and  

do it. We meet, we discuss it and we fight at the same time.  If I think that we could do  

something that would be useful I just go ahead and say, “what do they think about  

that?” and maybe she'll include it in the next term’s activities or programmes.

In others, however, it remained hidden:

I try to set the agenda myself and that’s because of where I’m working and because  

of the fact  that if  I  let  my management  set  my targets then they wouldn’t  be the  

targets I want.  So I tend to go out and do things and hope I don’t get into trouble for  

them.  […] There are some targets that management set for me […]  I kind of have to  

do to keep the powers happy.

This subversion was seen as an essential part of the role, something which reflected the particular 

expertise of the post holder. 

I think it needs somebody who’s very much into questioning things because otherwise  

you could decide on a particular system and then just decide that you were going to  

roll it out to people as and when they asked for it.  I think you need to – I hadn’t  

thought a lot about this until recently because I haven’t – I’ve been in a position  



where you could have given me things to do, whereas now I’m starting to think that  

you need to question more and more what it is they’re trying to do and what you need  

to do it with.

This issue also alludes to the topic of professionalism, raised elsewhere in the interviews; the 

participants felt that the role ought to be a professional one, and was in the process of becoming 

so, and sought to distance themselves from being seen as being in a simple service position. An 

important example of this expertise involves specialist knowledge, and the ability to use a range 

of discursive repertoires (Potter & Wetherell, 1987) to influence decisions.

P:  If you’re talking about senior management, they know they know nothing because some of  

them are struggling to use email. There’s no way they can contradict you – not that they  

necessarily want to, but you know. They haven’t got the knowledge to say, well no,  

actually, I don’t think we want to do this because… You know what I mean? They can’t  

base their decision on anything.

I:  So you’re preying on their ignorance.

P:  [Laughs] Not deliberately! Not until now…

In spite of this relative autonomy,  the participants described themselves as having little or no 

formal authority. In the central area of collaborative curriculum development work, for example, 

they believed that they had no hold over the collaborating academics but were responsible for the 

success of the initiative. Here, again, they relied on goodwill and subtle persuasion to carry out 

the work and also to present it as a success. 



Thus  this  role  is  shaped by a  distinctive  combination  of  autonomy,  a  lack  of  authority  and 

responsibility for initiatives. In order to work within these constraints, the Learning Technologist 

must  invest  considerable  time  in  building  goodwill  and  strong  collaborations  across  the 

institution, and relies on their specialist expertise and rhetorical skills to influence developments 

and decision making.

DESCRIPTION OF ACTIVITIES

In order to describe the role of Learning Technologists, elements of their practice have already 

been alluded to. One of the defining features was the breadth of ‘combined’ roles added to the 

core work of collaborative curriculum development. Typically, this results in a fast-paced, widely 

varying job – something which was important in drawing the participants to such a position.

The good bits – the bits I like – it’s the variety of things. Although that’s probably a  

bad bit as well because there’s too much variety. You don’t feel you ever – you feel  

you’re spread too thin. But I do like that bit. And working with lots of different people  

across the university. That’s a good bit.

Importantly, the participants felt that their activities were value-led, rather than technology-led.

P: Well, I don’t really deal, or see myself as dealing, with technical support issues.

I: But there is a technical focus to this area of work?

P: There is – but… From my role, and the way I deal with it, I think it’s the pedagogic focus  

that is the important bit. And it’s… the technology is just a tool to get you to do what you  



want to do, it’s not ‘it’, if you see what I mean, it’s just how you’re doing it. It’s like using  

a data projector or a bit of chalk, if you see what I mean. 

The  values  that  drove  all  the  participants  were  this  pedagogic  focus  and  the  experience  of 

students.

I think actually feeling that in some way that you’re making a difference, that you’re  

improving things, for the students. I mean, particularly working in a research-led  

institution, you feel that teaching and students get the rough end of the deal, and it is  

trying to redress that balance slightly. I quite like the idea of doing that, because I  

think that’s overdue.

Indeed, several participants actively tried to distance themselves from a technology-led view of 

their role.

I would categorise a bad learning technologists  as someone who is a geek, to be  

honest.  And by geek I  mean somebody who is  totally  involved with software and  

hardware products and wasn’t interested in establishing relationships.  That would  

be a bad learning technologist.  A good learning technologist is the other thing, the  

opposite to that.

Although the values motivating the participants were shared, the work undertaken varied widely, 

even within the common element  of curriculum development  work. Whilst  much of this was 

technology  related,  the  specific  topics  addressed  ranged  from  assessment  to  problem-based 

learning to document delivery,  for example, and also took in other centrally-driven initiatives 

such as key skills and personal profiling.



The  other  major  source  of  variation  arose  from  the  contexts  within  which  the  work  was 

undertaken.  There  was  a  strong  emphasis  on  the  importance  of  learning  about  the  intended 

context  for  the  development,  and tailoring  the  support  provided,  the  examples  used  and  the 

technology adopted to suit this. A vital element of this context, perhaps unsurprisingly (given 

Becher, 1989), was the nature of the department involved.

It’s really discipline based I suppose, as you’d expect, so it’s very interesting to hear  

what sorts of things they consider to be important in teaching.  So in some cases it  

seems to be just putting pages on the Web, it’s just dissemination of information.  In  

other cases it’s bulletin boards, they’re obviously much more interested in, you know,  

interaction.  Other departments want some sort of, want to put case studies, make  

case  studies  available  using  technology  which  again  is  a  form  of  interaction,  

developing practical skills.  So that’s interesting in itself.   The different variety of  

approaches to doing their job, so that’s quite interesting. […] it’s the approach to  

teaching and what they are actually bringing to the table that differs.

These  projects  typically  arise  in  one  of  two  ways:  either  in  response  to  a  request  from an 

academic, or as a result of management policy. In both cases, Learning Technologists exercise 

their professional judgement to ensure that the work is ‘appropriate’ and viable. In the case of a 

request, this influence tends to occur as part of the negotiation of the project plan. In the case of 

policy-led initiatives, it occurs through dialogue with academics in the department in which the 

initiative is to be implemented.



However, not all projects are successful. One deciding feature seems to be the readiness of the 

departments involved – the participating academics must already see the need and value of the 

development, or else they will not engage with it effectively.

There have been times when I've been asked by people who are senior in the college  

to talk to particular departments and each time I've been asked to do that it's been a  

failure.  I've not actually managed to make any progress at all.  So I've found and this  

is actually goes back to the earlier question about where I succeeded and where I  

failed and needing to reach out to more parts of the college.  Where people have  

come to me it's worked quite well.  If they haven't come to me then it hasn't worked.

COLLABORATION AS PEDAGOGY

One of the least-well documented, but perhaps most important, elements of the role described in 

the literature review is the ‘ad-hoc, unassessed’ tutoring described by Gornall (1999). This forms 

an integral part of the collaborative development work described above. Whilst the interviews to 

date have not fully illuminated this aspect of the role, they have provided a preliminary outline of 

it.

As has been noted,  the topic for collaboration is usually technology-related.  In such cases, it 

appears that a common pattern is followed for most successful collaborations. Although further 

work is  required to confirm and develop this,  the pattern appears  to resemble a fairly stable 

curriculum in which education takes place through the process of collaborating.

The initial  approach focuses  on the use of  a  particular  type  of  technology – something  that 

Learning Technologists see as being relatively unimportant. The first phase of education takes 



place during the negotiation of the project. During this time, the main burden of learning falls to 

the Learning Technologist, who must come to understand the departmental context in which the 

project is to be implemented. At the same time, the academic involved may realise, through this 

dialogue, that certain of their taken-for-granted practices and values may be culturally determined 

rather than being general truths.

The next phase of collaboration works along the lines of ‘proof of principle’ – establishing how a 

certain  approach  or  tool  works  in  this  particular  context.  During  this  phase,  problems  of 

implementation will be discussed, with the Learning Technologist learning about this specific 

context (and thus building up their case lore, and with it their own expertise) whilst teaching 

through  dialogue  (as  described  earlier)  and  the  use  of  cases  (often  anecdotal)  that  illustrate 

principles or problems.

These discussions can, in some cases, lead the academic to question further their assumptions or 

the problems that arose during the project. This then moves the dialogue into the third phase of 

the  curriculum,  wherein  general  issues  (such  as  theories  or  counter-examples,  rather  than 

additional supporting cases) from educational research are introduced.

It is important to acknowledge, however, that not all collaborations are successful. In part, the 

success is determined by the way in which the Learning Technologist is viewed. If they cannot 

establish their credentials with the academics, then it is unlikely that fruitful dialogue will follow, 

since the collaborator will see them as a service provider rather than an expert.

I  think  in  terms  of  the  Academic  staff  that  I  work  with,  they  would  see  me  as  

providing a service and they would probably see me in quite a technical role […] I  

do think they see that as a service and I don’t think they, all of them, engage with it  



enough to work more meaningfully on that with me in terms of asking what would be  

useful to do or any real dialogue being there.

A THEORETICAL MODEL OF LEARNING TECHNOLOGISTS’ PRACTICE

The  preceding  sections  have  provided  a  description  of  Learning  Technologists’  activities; 

however, this description is based upon participants’ recollections of what would normally be 

tacit practice (McMahon, 2000). As such, it is reasonable to inquire into whether these practices 

represent ad hoc pragmatism or if there is a theoretical rationale for such an approach.

The  practices  described  above  emphasise  learning  by  doing,  the  importance  of  context  and 

involve learning with an expert. This suggests that the process can be adequately described in 

terms of communities of practice, a theoretical approach that describes learning as understanding 

practice  (often  through apprenticeship  –  e.g.  Brown  et  al,  1989),  and on the  belief  that  the 

processes of learning and understanding are embedded socially and culturally (Lave, 1997).

Central  to  the  notion  of  learning  within  communities  of  practice  is  the  idea  of  legitimate 

peripheral  participation.  The collaborative  curriculum development  work described above fits 

well with this idea. For the academic, it is legitimate because it is a component of one part of 

their core business (teaching), peripheral because it is not directly related to the research activity 

they see as defining their community (Becher, 1989), and participation, because involves taking 

part  in  the educational  inquiry that  forms the work of Learning Technologists.  For Learning 

Technologists, it is legitimate because the service element of their role requires them to support 

the implementation of such projects, and participation because it involves taking part in the work 

of  the  department  with  which  they  collaborate.  (It  is  hard  to  say  whether  such  activity  is 



peripheral for Learning Technologists, as at this stage it is unclear what the defining feature of 

their emerging community is.)

This, including examples of what is learnt, can be represented as follows (Figure 1):

FIGURE 1 about here

CONCLUSIONS

The emergence of the ‘new professionals’ raises a number of issues for those working in Higher 

Education. Not least amongst these is the importance of learning about how and why these varied 

groups work, in order to understand how their practices have developed to suit the current nature 

of institutions in the sector. In this paper I have attempted to convey the way in which Learning 

Technologists describe their work, and have provided a preliminary theoretical rational for this 

approach.

Their practice can be characterised as:

• centring  on  collaborative  curriculum  development,  usually  initiated  by  an  academic  and 

focused on a particular piece of technology;

• typically including additional administrative, technical, research or management functions;

• being  educative,  using  discussion,  case  studies  and  problems  within  the  context  of 

collaborations  as  the  basis  for  reflection,  and  seeking  to  move  the  academic  from  the 

particular issues of implementation to more general educational issues;



• being  situated,  drawing  on  the  idea  of  communities  of  practice,  and  thus  requiring  the 

Learning Technologist to learn as well as teach during collaboration; and

• being responsible but without authority, relying on goodwill, expertise and rhetoric to create 

opportunities (both practical and educational) and influence policy.

Such  a  role  represents  a  coherent  and  viable  approach  to  engaging  with  change  within 

institutions,  both in the short term in the form of implemented policy and in the longer term 

through the development of staff. Moreover, documenting this offers individuals in this role the 

opportunity  to  explicitly  reflect  upon  and  improve  their  own  practice.  What  remains  to  be 

investigated is how this approach complements existing approaches to support and development 

as practiced by established groups such as educational developers.
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Figure 1 A model of the two-way educative process undertaken by Learning Technologists
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