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Abstract

With the inception of Centres for Excellence in Teaching and Learning (CETLs), the 

demand for learning developers has increased in many institutions across the UK. 

Operating largely in small teams, yet within the remit of facilitating large-scale 

institutional change, CETLs often find themselves outside established institutional 

structures, with developers fulfilling newly defined roles and responsibilities. This short 

paper focuses on the way learning development support has been integrated in one 

particular CETL, the Centre for Inquiry-based Learning in the Arts and Social Sciences 

based at the University of Sheffield. The paper explores the issues, challenges and 

experiences that are part of the 'Learning Development and Research Associate' role in 

relation to supporting staff and students in the development of Inquiry-based Learning 

(IBL) pedagogies, often through the use of collaborative inquiry approaches. It is 

suggested that the strength and benefits of the LDRA role lie in its blended nature, the 

emphasis which is placed upon brokering support across the team and the institution as 

a whole, and the centrality of the inquiry approach to the way in which the position of 

LDRA has developed.  
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Introduction: The CILASS context

CILASS, the Centre for Inquiry-based Learning in the Arts and Social Sciences, based 

at the University of Sheffield, is one of 74 'Centres for Excellence in Teaching and 

Learning' funded by the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) in 2005 

as part of a 5 year programme of learning and teaching enhancement at UK HE 

institutions. The CETL programme recognised existing excellence in teaching practice; 

in the case of CILASS this related to the use of inquiry-based pedagogies at the 

University of Sheffield, particularly in the faculties of Arts and Social Sciences. Inquiry-

based Learning (IBL) is a term used to describe a broad spectrum of approaches to 

learning that are based on a process of self-directed inquiry or research and has often 

been proposed as a means of engaging students explicitly with the processes of 

knowledge creation, facilitating the development of dispositions and capabilities that 

are particularly relevance for life and work in today's complex world (Brew, 2006).

CILASS funding is currently employed to finance two main streams of curriculum 

development activity and associated evaluation, research and dissemination: 

departmental programmes of curriculum development in the faculties of Arts and Social 

Sciences; and IBL grant projects that are smaller scale curriculum development, 

Scholarship of Teaching and Learning or inquiry projects taken forward by individuals or 

small teams of academic staff (and, in one case, students) from across the University. In 

order to facilitate these developments, the CETL employs three 'Learning Development 

and Research Associates' (LDRAs) in IBL who each have their own specialism 

(Information Literacy, Networked Learning and Dissemination respectively) and share 

the load of development support. Whilst many CETLs have created additional posts for 

learning developers and learning technologists, only a fraction of these operate within 

one particular pedagogical approach. This presents additional challenges as well as 

additional rewards. This article briefly outlines the pedagogical and professional context, 

describes the roles of the three LDRAs, before exploring how cross-brokering of 

knowledge and skills helps to provide coherent development support for IBL at the 

institution.
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Working within one pedagogical context

IBL positions students at the centre of their own learning, inviting them to formulate 

questions, design their own research and investigations, and explore possibilities 

without necessarily needing to supply a 'correct answer'. An open-ended approach to 

tasks given by tutors means a variety of solutions and responses are possible (Khan 

and O´Rourke, 2005). Learning through IBL can involve active, self-directed and task-

based learning and original student-designed research. Inquiry is often a 

collaborative activity and features the development of information literacy capabilities 

through active engagement with information searching, evaluation and presentation. 

This allows students to build up a wide range of transferable skills as part of their 

degree, such as communication, teamworking and technical skills. New technologies are 

often utilised in order to facilitate research or online collaboration. The implementation of 

a programme of educational development with one particular pedagogical approach has 

helped to create an institutional community which shares a language for learning design 

and pedagogical thinking. (CILASS, 2007d) For the LDRAs, the pedagogical focus 

makes it easier to support a large variety of projects, as the common denominator 

facilitates the exchange of information with other staff, the organisation of community-

building events, and the design of pedagogical resources (Little, 2008a).  

The LDRA blended role  

The role of 'Learning Development and Research Associate' within the CILASS core 

team is a blended role that involves pedagogical and other support for curriculum 

development, project and programme evaluation and research. Although the post was 

created specifically for the CETL, the role description largely corresponds with the work 

of Surrey and Robinson (2001), who researched and analysed 449 job adverts in the 

area of educational technology and support. Their analysis identified requirements 

ranging from teaching to dissemination, as well as research, knowledge of new 

technologies, and managerial and administrative skills. To circumvent potential issues 

surrounding the image of 'Jack of all trades, master of none', each LDRA has a 

Journal of Learning Development in Higher Education, Issue 1: February 2009 3



McKinney, Wood & Little A Learning Development team: three developers, one pedagogy

specialist area: Networked Learning, Information Literacy and Dissemination. The first 

two roles were included in the CILASS team from the beginning of the programme and 

the latter was added in 2006. In addition to these requirements, the role of the LDRA 

includes that of brokering of expertise between academic project leaders and 

professional services staff in the Learning & Teaching Services department (LeTS), the 

Library, Audio/Visual Services and Corporate Information and Computing Services 

(CICS), to ensure that projects run as smoothly as possible. The role of 'broker' is 

defined by the OED (2008) as: ‘A middleman, intermediary, or agent generally; an 

interpreter, messenger, commissioner’.  

Of these descriptors, 'intermediary' is probably closest to how the LDRAs view this 

sphere of their activities, which involve identifying where in the institution the particular 

technical or pedagogic expertise lies and bringing that expertise to bear on the project in 

hand. CILASS funding can smooth this process with colleagues outside the core team, 

but often a process of negotiation over project time and resource commitment has to 

take place before engagement can be secured fully. On this issue, there seems to be 

congruence with the findings of Slack et al (2004), whose report on the subject of how 

brokerage works in communities and the workplace suggests that although the term 

'brokerage' defies simple definition, and that the credibility of a broker relies on their 

understanding of the working context of their colleagues. The value of a broker, they 

state is in ‘providing new pedagogical and curricular approaches.’ (Slack et al, 2004). 

Handal (2008) identifies the academic developer as belonging to at least two 

communities - on the one hand the community of academic development, in which they 

are full participants, on the other hand the wider academic community, with which they 

might only marginally connect, playing a small but vital role in the larger educational 

context. Wenger (1998) describes the brokering role as a boundary trajectory, linking 

several communities of practice and spelling a delicate challenge for the developer.

The three LDRAs have varied experiences to bring to the team, for example through 

school teaching, professional roles such as librarian, and Masters and PhD study in a 

number of subjects, and as academic teaching staff. None of the LDRAs has previously 
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worked as an educational developer and the wide variety of knowledge and skills 

required by the role has ensured a steep learning curve. The LDRA role is a novelty in 

the institution and a degree of flexibility in defining our approach to educational 

development has been a feature of activities to date. Project evaluation responsibilities 

are shared with the project leaders, with LDRA support focussed at the start of the 

process, in the establishment of an evaluation framework and plan. Project leaders take 

a greater degree of responsibility for the collection of evaluative data from students, 

although sometimes this is facilitated by the LDRA, for example in the running of focus 

groups. CILASS has adopted and expanded the Theory of Change evaluation approach 

(Connell and Kubisch, 1998), combining it with Enabling, Process and Outcome 

Indicators. Through backward-mapping, project leaders identify the activities necessary 

to achieve their intended outcomes, and realise where potential barriers and enablers 

are situated within their context. This method, whilst work intensive, allows personalised 

evaluation and ownership on the project leader's part. Occasionally, either learning 

development or evaluation support lead to joint research and/or publication between 

project leaders and LDRAs, further broadening the role beyond previous similar posts in 

the institution. The specialist roles for the three LDRAs are discussed below

Information Literacy

There are various definitions of information literacy (IL) in use worldwide but one of the 

most often cited is that developed by the American Library Association (1989):  

To be information literate a person must be able to recognise when 

information is needed and have the ability to locate, evaluate and 

use effectively the needed information. 

The skills of searching for information, particularly in the electronic environment are 

essential for University students, but it is the so called 'higher order' conceptions of 

information literacy such as critical thinking, evaluation and synthesis (Bruce, 1997a) 

that are particularly important for students to be effective inquirers. Academics can have 
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very varied conceptions of what information literacy means (Bruce, 1997b) and the use 

of information and what it means to be information literate is dependent on the subject 

discipline (Boon et al., 2007). The Society of College, National and University Libraries 

(SCONUL) ‘Seven Pillars’ model of information literacy (1999) is used in the University 

and by CILASS to define the scope of Information Literacy that should be addressed in a 

University education. The model describes abilities from recognising an information 

need (Pillar 1) through constructing search strategies, searching for and accessing 

information (Pillars 2, 3 and 4) to comparing and evaluating information (Pillar 

5), organising, applying and communicating information (Pillar 6) and synthesising and 

creating new knowledge (Pillar 7).

Some academic staff are familiar with the term 'information literacy' and project 

proposals can be very specifically aimed at building IL through IBL. However it can be 

the case that the project proposal does not explicitly discuss information literacy but still 

involves students developing IL skills, or sometimes a focus on IL is not particularly 

appropriate within a project context. The Seven Pillars model can be very useful as a 

tool to initiate discussions with project leaders about the scope and depth of the field of 

information literacy. Often activities that build what an information professional might 

label 'information literacy' are given alternative labels such as 'study skills' or 'research 

skills'. The challenge for the LDRA (Information Literacy) is to work with project leaders 

to determine existing departmental strategies for building IL competencies and to 

recommend suitable IBL strategies for the project context that build IL skills to support 

inquiry. This can mean brokering support from colleagues in the Library, for example, to 

develop electronic resource lists to support IL and the provision and tailoring of online 

information skills tutorials that are made available through the Virtual Learning 

Environment.

Networked learning  

CILASS adopts a definition of Networked Learning which largely corresponds with that 

reported by Jones (2004): 
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Networked learning is learning in which information and communication 

technology (C&IT) is used to promote connections: between one learner and 

other learners, between learners and tutors; between a learning community 

and its learning resources. (p. 89)  

Within these parameters, IBL often takes the form of Collaborative Inquiry, using 

technology to facilitate collaboration and tutor support between face-to-face sessions. 

Only on rare occasions is technology used as a substitute for face-to-face teaching, 

more often it is intended as a means for students to engage with the content in advance 

of or between sessions, leaving face-to-face sessions for more inquiry-based activities.

Whilst some project leaders approach their work with clear pedagogical design in mind, 

networked learning support can and does include an ongoing struggle to ensure 

technology is not adopted for technology's sake, but instead is tied to a solid IBL 

approach. At the same time, however, there is the lure of new technologies, and visions 

of how they might be used in IBL, leading to a number of innovative ideas which, as they 

have not been attempted before, can lead to various levels of success. In an 

environment strongly shaped by student evaluations and examination results, support 

will take place in a fine balance between encouraging innovation and maintaining or 

improving the departments' record of achievement. CILASS funding can help here to 

create the space for pilot cases, which are then taken on board by the department in 

future years. In terms of technology, this can be particularly viable through funding of 

software or hardware to support IBL. Support from the University's Learning and 

Teaching Services (LeTS) often provides both a further opinion of the project (as the unit 

has its own educational developers), as well as the technical skill to produce videos, set 

up virtual learning environments, design web pages or identify additional technologies 

necessary to support a particular project. The brokering role is further discussed below.  
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Dissemination

As the CILASS programme has progressed, increasing emphasis has been placed upon 

the need to share learning from projects in order to ensure that CETL supported 

teaching and learning initiatives have maximum impact at the University and beyond. 

There are two strands to this - CILASS authored or directed dissemination activities and 

those which project leaders engage in themselves. Initially, significant resource was 

devoted to running events, and setting up informal and formal special interest groups. 

This was intended to facilitate the development of IBL communities of practice (Wenger, 

1998) and the sharing of good practice. More recently, the emphasis has shifted to the 

production of more formal, written pieces for publication and distribution to stakeholders 

and externally, although some early CILASS projects have already reported through HE 

Academy Subject Centres and the scholarly press (Verbaan, 2008; Semmens and 

Taylor, 2006; van Oostrum & Steadman-Jones, 2007; Carson, 2007; Stafford & Martin 

2007; Stafford, 2008).

Over the past months CILASS has been developing case studies for a number of 

completed projects. These are discussed in greater detail and links to relevant materials 

are provided in "Design for Inquiry-based Learning Case Studies" (Wood, 2009) in this 

issue. In general terms, the cases provide practitioners with a range of resources that 

illustrate ways in which IBL is being designed and facilitated in CILASS projects. They 

are presented via a website to provide greater flexibility for searching and analysis than 

would be possible with paper-based cases. By putting the cases on-line we can share a 

far wider range of resources, including multimedia materials, and we are able to exploit 

the possibilities of on-line interaction through the use of web 2.0 technologies. The 

central part of each case study is what we have termed an IBL 'design overview'. This 

document, which is standardised across projects, gives an informative guide to the 

context from which the project emerged, the IBL activities in which students engaged, 

the support which they received from staff, and some feedback from staff and students 

about their experiences. Because a uniform template was created for the design 

overview, we (and the users of the website) can more easily abstract and compare 
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projects. The range of resources which accompany the design overview is large (photos, 

videos, podcasts, student work, staff evaluations and reflections, course documentation, 

journal articles, blog postings) and enables those who visit the website to get a richer 

impression of the project than is possible in a solely textual format. Additional 

dissemination activities have included the development of the CILASS newsletter, 

crucIBL, the production of a series of briefing papers which focus upon the key 

outcomes and achievements of the CILASS programme so far. References and 

weblinks for these publications are available in the bibliography.

Brokering within the team

In the very first round of departmental funding, the LDRA assigned to each project was 

identified by gauging the amount of Information Literacy or Networked Learning that was 

inherent in each individual project strand - in reality, however, this was not sustainable, 

as it necessitated detailed knowledge of every single department strand by each LDRA. 

Work is now divided by departmental programme, with brokering of expertise between 

LDRAs taking place where necessary. Sometimes this might involve a short, informal 

conversation between LDRAs or an exchange of emails, but on other occasions it can 

involve more extended brokered direct contacts with project leaders. For example 

the first departmental project in the School of Law had a significant focus on Networked 

Learning so the Networked Learning LDRA took responsibility for the support. However 

it became apparent as the project developed that one of the objectives was to develop 

IL competencies in students so the Information Literacy LDRA was consulted about the 

best ways to take this aspect of the project forward. Sometimes, the 'brokered' LDRA 

becomes the main support contact with the project leader, and this can be due to the 

subject area appealing more to the interests and experience of a particular LDRA - for 

example, the LDRA for dissemination has a background in historical research and so 

took on support for the History Department. 

In a fast-moving, busy environment, it can often appear easier to attempt to facilitate a 

project as a whole, neglecting the brokering role. With each brokering, an additional 
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element of complexity and member of staff is added to the team, resulting in more 

avenues to pursue and to keep track of (Little, 2008b). However, brokering the real 

experts can only ever benefit the project, so a constant effort is made to ensure each 

project support team is tailored specifically to its needs, co-ordinated by the 

department's lead LDRA, although individual strands might devolve to another LDRA in 

the team. 

Conclusion

In conclusion, the generic LDRA role involves providing a wide variety of support for 

project leaders and a significant degree of support for each other so that the 

pedagogical and strategic aims of CILASS can be achieved. The 2007 Interim 

Evaluation Report, based on data collected from project level evaluations and key 

stakeholders in the University provides some insight into the institutional impact of the 

CETL. The report (CILASS, 2007d: 10) highlights the generally positive impact that the 

CILASS programme has had on the student experience. Outcomes identified include: 

‘increased engagement, confidence and responsibility in relation to learning; improved 

information literacy and IT skills; enhanced awareness of the inquiry/research process 

and of the role and value of inquiry within the wider social context’. High quality 

pedagogical support and intensive facilitation provided by the CILASS team is cited 

as being greatly appreciated by the institution.  

All three of the LDRAs have to manage the tension between the requirements of 

academic project leaders and those of CILASS. There can be a gap in understanding 

between what a project leader expects a project to entail and the activities that CILASS 

expects all project leaders to undertake. This is rarely a problem for the curriculum 

development side of projects because the implementation of IBL initiatives in teaching 

and learning situations is often the primary focus of the project plan and has an 

immediacy that longer term aspects of the project may seem to lack. However ensuring 

engagement with evaluation and dissemination can be more problematic for the LDRA.

Journal of Learning Development in Higher Education, Issue 1: February 2009 10



McKinney, Wood & Little A Learning Development team: three developers, one pedagogy

The pedagogical focus on Inquiry-based learning lends itself to the creation within and 

beyond the core team of an inquiry-based approach to educational development, 

evaluation and dissemination. For example the LDRAs are taking a reflective and 

inquiring approach to their own practice through engaging in scholarly activities such as 

literature review, a reflective blog and writing for publication, whilst the activities in which 

we engage with staff and students are almost exclusively based on inquiry-based 

approaches. In addition the LDRAs are all registered on the SEDA (Staff and 

Educational Development Association) Fellowship scheme which requires participants to 

demonstrate a scholarly approach to their roles. It is beyond the scope of this paper to 

discuss whether the larger CILASS community is as engaged with the ethos of inquiry 

as the LDRAs are, although evidence of an inquiry approach to teaching can be seen 

through the creation of a special interest group of academic staff and developers from 

the CILASS community who are taking forward a collaborative writing project in the field 

of the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning. What can be stated with some confidence, 

however, is that the inquiry approach underpins every aspect of the LDRA role itself. 

The balancing of the needs of the project and the needs of the CILASS team can be 

challenging, but ultimately the opportunity to work with such a diverse group of people 

within such a coherent pedagogic framework offers significant personal and professional 

rewards.
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