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ABSTRACT

The 1990s has witnessed two ‘institutions’ in ‘crisis’: higher education and social
work. In higher education, government has brandished its quality sword and the
long-neglected area of teaching is prominent in the war cry. In social work, major
stakeholders have constructed the crisis as the ‘theory/practice problematic’ and
the systemic intervention has been the prima facie increasing power of non-
academic bodies to shape social work curriculum. This study is set within this
context of quality teaching and theory/practice issues. It is an action research
study of the teaching and learning dynamic of a first year social work subject
which seeks to ‘answer’ the question: how do we best teach beginning social work
students to grapple with theory/practice issues, or more specifically, how do we

best teach them to think theoretically and critically about action?

Examination of both these crises reveals contested conceptual, theoretical and
epistemological terrain. What is quality? What is quality teaching? What is
theory? What is practice? What is the relationship between them? To answer
these questions I re-route the thesis to traverse rugged epistemological and
educational terrain. I use Habermas’s tripartite classification of knowledge and
human interests as a heuristic device to frame the discussion of knowledge,
education and methodology and extend his scheme by adding a fourth ‘paradigm’,

poststructuralism.

The key issue to emerge from the historical survey of knowledge is the debate
concerning foundationalism ‘versus’ fragmentation, or relativism. Marshalling the
recent work of Falzon (1998), I argue that this debate is based on a flawed
dichotomy and that these two positions do not offer genuine alternatives at all, but
are part of the same foundational, totalizing metaphysics. The proper alternative to
foundationalism is not fragmentation, but dialogue. Adapting Falzon’s approach, 1
reinterpret the work of Foucault in terms of ‘dialogue’. A key concept to emerge

from the epistemological, educational and methodological discussion is critical
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reflection and its cognates: reflection, critical thinking and reflective practice. I
rework the concept of critical reflection in terms of Foucault’s brand of ethico-

critical reflection.

The thesis can then be framed as a study of critically reflective practice at two
levels of the teaching/learning interface. First, the critically reflective practice of
primarily myself, but also my colleague, in teaching the subject WS1002:
Dimensions of Human Experience. Second, the critically reflective practice of
students grappling with the highly complex relationships between theory and

practice.

Drawing on Braskamp, Brandenburg and Ory’s (1984) model of teaching
excellence, I emphasize the importance of three sets of measures for evaluating
teaching — input, process and outcome. Data from these sources indicate
considerable student success in achieving the subject’s objectives. Three major
sets of findings emerge. First, the significant role of case-based pedagogy for
fostering theory/practice links. Second, the importance of the social context of
learning both in terms of personal relationships and the use of self as a pedagogical
tool. Third, the key role of assessment as a pedagogical strategy for steering

student learning.
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PREFACE

This thesis began with the realization that I would never complete a ‘normal’
research thesis because when it came to the crunch I considered students and their
learning more important than writing academic articles. I began my doctorate in a
different topic area and with a different supervisor at the beginning of 1993. At
the beginning of 1994 I did an about-face when, with the implementation of the
revamped curriculum structure in the Department of Social Work and Community
Welfare at James Cook University, my current supervisor, colleague and dear
friend, Pauline Meemeduma and I, decided to research the teaching and learning of
a first semester first year subject which we had jointly designed and were to jointly

coordinate and teach.

By the end of 1994 the data collection was complete and by the middle of 1995 the
bulk of the analysis had been done. ‘Only’ the writing remained. In July 1995 1
went to Vietnam to work on an Australian Government-funded community
development project and that was the effective end of PhD writing for two years.
In July 1997 I returned to Australia to write my PhD; which, of course, would be
complete by the beginning of the 1998 academic year. I had written a 90,000 word
Masters thesis and knew that these things could be done with commitment and
focus. I had not bargained on two major obstacles. The first, that by the time I
returned from Vietnam my life had moved on and my interests changed. Between

July 1997 when I returned to Australia and April 1998 — a period of nine months —
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I achieved the grand total of 150 hours of work on my PhD. This was an average
of about four hours per week! I actually wrote a tremendous amount in these nine
months — a 220 page travel narrative on Vietnam, a swag of short stories and
numerous poems. I even began work on a novel. And of course, I had to read at
least one novel each week. The PhD sailed gently towards the horizon. I didn’t
even wave goodbye. From early December 1997 until early April 1998 - four

months — the PhD sulked in the background, a forgotten quest.

The second major obstacle surfaced shortly after I commenced writing: the
dawning realization that I had launched a frightfully ambitious undertaking. The
difficulty and scope of the topic shimmered fiendishly. Digging deep, I was
determined to finish what I had begun. I refused to be haunted by echoes from the
past. So almost one year ago, on Monday 6 April 1998, I began the serious task of
writing this thesis. I experienced three more dents in my resolve. On 17 August
1998 I discovered that my flat, sated with its stable existence, had decided to take
up swimming. By the following moming Wollongong’s flash flood had left.
Unfortunately $5,000 dollars worth of books had not learned to swim nor had
numerous articles and data sources for the PhD. The next five weeks was spent
persuading PhD accoutrements that a dry existence was the best of all possible
worlds. The second dent occurred when the whole of January and bites of October
and November were spent doing a rush visit to Laos and helping to write a
proposal for a basic education project for ethnic minorities in the Laos People’s

Democratic Republic. We subsequently won the proposal and I was the nominated



Team Leader so this placed great pressure to finish the PhD before the Laos
project started on April 12. The third dent occurred when I was in the throes of
completion and madly preparing for my Laos sojourn: the person dearest to me on
the planet, the person in whose house I spent the first years of my life, my Nanna,

died, and took several days to do it.

I say all this by way of introduction because evidently this was a thesis demanding
to be written. I resisted it for months and when my resolve cranked into gear it

was tested on numerous occasions.

The thesis itself is an action research study of the teaching and learning dynamic of
a first year subject designed to provide students with a scaffold for understanding
human interaction and the forces which shape it. It is an unashamedly
epistemological subject in which we attempt to provide students with a framework
for dealing with theoretical knowledge in a critical way. This involves looking at
the role of theories and theory development, and how they are constructed,
including the key role of ‘self’ in this process. We were primarily interested in
improving our teaching practice: how could we best teach beginning social work
and community welfare students to grapple with the complex relationships

between theory and practice?

Chapter one identifies a dual practical problem in which two ‘institutions’, higher

education and social work, are seen to be in ‘crisis’ (to borrow technocratic
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discourse); crises triggering systemic interventions. In higher education,
government has viewed the crisis in ‘quality’ terms (of teaching and learning, and
management practices) and the systemic intervention has been the Quality
Assurance project. In social work, major stakeholders have constructed the crisis
as the ‘theory/practice problematic’ and the systemic intervention has been the
prima facie increasing power of non-academic bodies to shape social work
curriculum. These practical problems can be viewed within an ontological
framework: what is the nature of these crises? Chapter one begins the process of

answering this question.

Examination of both these crises reveals contested conceptual, theoretical and
epistemological terrain — a theoretical problem, which I suggest can only be
navigated with the assistance of an epistemological compass with clearly marked
bearings for educational theory. So before we can begin to examine educational
paradigms in general and social work education specifically in terms of their views
on knowledge and teaching and learning we need to explore the theoretical and
paradigmatic bedrock from which these educational paradigms draw their
theoretical springs. Initially, this requires an excursion into the realm of
epistemology, the domain of traditional philosophy concerned with questions of
knowledge. This is the focus of chapter two. I begin with knowledge rather than
teaching and learning per se since I argue that once we decide what we mean by
knowledge, how we frame it and understand it, this will spell out some

implications for teaching and learning because knowledge is viewed as the
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currency of the teaching/learning exchange. Two further reasons exist why
exploration of epistemological issues is vital to this thesis. First, knowledge is fast
replacing labour and capital as the critical commodity for economic welfare.
Second, the teaching subject at the centre of this research, WS1002: Dimensions of
Human Experience, is essentially, in the wake of the death rattle of philosophy of
education subjects, an attempt to slide epistemology into the back door of the
teaching and learning enterprise in higher education. The chapter focuses on three
related issues: what is knowledge? (How do we justify it?). What is the
relationship between what is known and the person who knows? How does
knowledge impact on theory/practice issues? 1 use Habermas’s tripartite
classification of knowledge and human interests as a heuristic device to frame
chapters two to four — knowledge, education and methodology. I extend his
scheme by adding a fourth ‘paradigm’, poststructuralism. Taking a bite out of the
‘knowledge apple’, I relived Adam’s horrors. One could not do the enterprise
justice in a handful of pages. A bit of foreplay wasn’t going to do the trick. Had I
known what I spawned perhaps I might have chosen to remain an intellectual

virgin.

Chapter three takes an educational tack, but builds on chapter two by examining
how various educational paradigms approach the question — how is knowledge
framed and understood? - and what is the relationship between teaching and
learning? Through the opening chapters the related concepts of critical thinking,

reflection, critical reflection and reflective practice emerge as vital fodder and in
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the latter half of the chapter I explore these concepts in detail, again via a
paradigmatic course. Having traced the concepts of ‘knowledge’, ‘education’ and
critical reflection via this paradigmatic course, I then sketch the theoretical
framework for the thesis by drawing on Hobson’s (1992) adaptation of Moore’s
(1974) five major components of educational paradigms: aim of education; view of
knowledge; the nature of the person; views on teaching and learning; and social
and political context of education. Four other key issues are subsumed within this
framework: the purpose of social work, within the aim of education;
theory/practice views, largely within knowledge and person; critical reflection and
reflective practice fit within the theory/practice discussion as well as teaching and
learning; and the notion of ‘quality’ slots mainly within teaching and learning and
social and political context. By the time I reach the end of chapter three I am

weeping for lost innocence.

The thesis can then be framed as a study of critically reflective practice at two
levels of the teaching/learning interface. First, the critically reflective practice of
primarily myself, but also my colleague, in teaching the subject WS1002:
Dimensions of Human Experience. Secondly, the critically reflective practice of
students, given that the subject is designed, amongst other things, to facilitate
beginning tertiary students grappling with the highly complex relationships
between theory and practice, or more specifically, thinking theoretically and

critically about action.
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Having located the study theoretically in the opening three chapters, chapter four
tackles the methodological aspects of the study. I describe and justify action
research and demonstrate that it is a methodology congruent with the theoretical
and philosophical framework adopted in this study. Again, critical reflection

emerges as paramount.

Chapter five sets the study within context by adapting Schwab’s (1969) fourfold
scheme for understanding educational situations. teachers, students, subject matter

and milieu.

Chapter six describes the process of the study showing how the present study,
located as a ‘slice in time’, fits within an action research framework consisting of a
reconnaissance phase and four major cycles. 1 pay particular attention to
describing the critical issue of negotiating processes and roles at the beginning of
the study and to the equally vital concern of ethical considerations. Finally, I
describe in detail the monitoring tools and data sources for all cycles. Drawing on
Braskamp, Brandenburg and Ory’s (1984) model of teaching excellence, I
emphasize the importance of three sets of measures for evaluating teaching — input,
process and outcome. 1 also stress the central role of the individual teacher across

all three types of measures.

Chapters seven to nine deal with the findings from the study. Chapter seven

explores the role of case-based pedagogy for fostering theory/practice links.
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Chapter eight deals with the social context of learning. Two dimensions emerge.
The first relates to personal relationships, particularly between staff and students;
the second discusses the use of self as a pedagogical tool. This has three parts: the
self as a theoretical entity; ethical dilemmas in using self as a pedagogical tool; and
student data bearing on the match between outcomes and subject objectives

relating to the notion of ‘self’.

Chapter nine examines the notion of assessment in its three guises of helping
students to learn; reporting on student progress; and making decisions about
teaching. I particularly explore assessment as a key pedagogical strategy for
steering student learning. Drawing on Ramsden (1992), I offer a set of assessment
guidelines for fostering deep learning approaches and evaluate to what extent
WS1002 assessment satisfies these guidelines. This paves the way for a detailed

examination of how well students actually performed on these tasks.

Chapter ten concludes the study by drawing together the key issues emerging
from the previous nine chapters and outlining the study’s limitations and potential

trajectories for future research.

There is no question this is an extremely ambitious thesis. I did not plan it to be
so; I simply followed the paths that beckoned. To provide a cogent and

comprehensive analysis of teaching and learning in a higher education subject
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when the subject at the focus of the research is epistemological in nature and a key
role is attributed to the notion of ‘self’, is, as I discovered, an undertaking that
cannot be completed in anything like 100,000 words. Simply to provide the
epistemological, ontological, educational and Quality Assurance moorings to the
study takes something of this order. I was faced with an unenviable choice. Do I
reduce this theoretical context and risk a superficial analysis? Do I, perhaps,
choose to eliminate the analysis entirely and write a purely theoretical thesis? In
the end I opted to keep both the theoretical depth and the analysis. With the dearth
of studies into teaching and learning in higher education in general and social work
in particular, I could not in all conscience eliminate the analysis. The end result is
one less tree in the Amazon rainforest. A second possibility is a trio of disgruntled
examiners cursing the wind. Curse loudly my friends — the South China Sea has a
habit of swallowing the dying groans of thousands of bodies each year. And once
I did get into the pulse of writing the blood flowed thick and furiously. If you
enjoy reading this thesis half as much as I enjoyed writing it, I shall be more than

doubly pleased.
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Questions without answers must be asked very slowly.
(Anne Michaels 1997, p. 159)

CHAPTER ONE

RESPONDING TO THE SQUEALS OF ‘QUALITY’ CRISES:

TEACHING AND LEARNING IN SOCIAL WORK

INTRODUCTION
Australia is producing graduates who, all too frequently, are not familiar in any
disciplined sense with the society in which they are going to practise their
chosen profession, who are not analytical, creative thinkers, whose education
does not provide the basis for adequate flexibility, who are not sufficiently
attuned to the need for ‘lifelong’ learning, and who are not good
communicators. In short, Australia is producing highly trained technicians who
are under-educated in the broader sense of the term.
(Aulich Committee 1990, p. viii)
Such was the finding of the Senate Committee on Employment, Education and
Training in the so-called Aulich Report, the result of a Senate inquiry into higher
education inspired by the changes in the higher education system in the 1980s. It
was a finding that echoed a multitude of previous government reports and
enquiries. Beginning with the Murray Report (1957) and reiterated consistently
over the years (Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee [AVCC] 1963;
Commonwealth of Australia 1977; Tertiary Education Commission 1978; the
Williams Report 1979; Aulich Committee 1990), the quality of university teaching

and learning has borne the brunt of sustained attacks. Moses (1995) also notes the

shortcomings levelled at institutional and departmental management.



This chapter has three sections. The first explores the contemporary Australian
higher education scene in the light of recent developments that have emerged as a
result of continued criticism of teaching and learning and institutional management
in higher education. This highlights the concept of ‘quality’ as exemplified in the
Quality Assurance reviews. The second section examines the problematic notion of
quality and its assessment, both in a broad institutional context, and more
specifically, as it relates to teaching. I will argue that teaching is not a unitary
phenomenon and that there appears to be both a generic component and a context-
specific component related to disciplinary practice. The third section explores how
this notion relates to social work education, the disciplinary focus of this thesis. I
approach this issue obliquely by examining the perennial theory/practice
problematic. I conclude the chapter by outlining the aim and rationale for this

thesis.

L CONTEMPORARY HIGHER EDUCATION IN AUSTRALIA
The following figure (1.1) summarizes diagrammatically the key variables

impacting on teaching and learning in Australian higher education.

To use technocratic discourse, the 1990s has witnessed a ‘crisis’ in higher
education in Australia. It is a crisis for government since, as we shall see below,
government fears decreasing competitiveness on the world economic stage.
‘Quality Assurance’ is the catchcry, emblazoned on all recent government reports
and statements. But as the above indicates, it would be remiss to assume that the
‘quality sword’ has been briskly drawn from government scabbards. Commencing

with the Williams report of 1979, the first government yearnings for ‘quality’ could



be detected (Neumann 1994). And it would be equally remiss to assume that it is
not a double-edged sword, with both the potential to punish and reward (see below,
Sachs 1994).
Figure 1.1:
Summary of some Key Variables impacting on Current Higher Education

Teaching and Learning in Australia
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Cannon (1994, p. 26) argues that institutional “lethargy” in responding to criticisms
outlined in previous government reports and enquiries combined with “recognition
of the social and personal costs of teaching practices through student failure and
withdrawal must certainly have contributed in large measure to the Dawkins’
reforms.” Interestingly, the current Education Minister, David Kemp, in a speech
responding to the recently-released West Report (1998), suggests that “universities
have been less than fully responsive to the diverse needs of their students and
somewhat insular from the real world” (Kemp 22/4/98, p. 43). But the problematic
status of graduates and the teaching and learning experiences assumed to be
contributing to this status and institutional lethargy in responding to these criticisms
need to be seen against the backdrop of the current political, social and economic
environment, an environment characterized by globalization, rapid change,
increasing technology and a climate of fiscal restraint with increasing competition
for scarce resources. This environment has triggered public accountability, which
from the early 1980s has been given prominence by government and committees of
enquiry. Indeed, “the present focus on the quality of teaching in tertiary
institutions...is part of more explicit and stringent accountability procedures
required by government funding of institutions and a general concern to focus on
excellence rather than adequacy. This focus has been but a single component of a
greater emphasis on evaluative processes in education by central government linked
to resource allocations” (Lally and Myhill 1994, pp. 1-2) (see Commonwealth of
Australia 1988 — White Paper). Peters (1992, p. 127) claims that “underlying the
ostensible concern for improved public sector accountability is an instrumental
economic rationality exemplified in the now dominant belief in the use of market

forces to induce greater efficiency.” Sachs (1994, p. 23) echoes this when she



argues that “the drive for significant shifts in the management and
conceptualization of Australian universities are following global trends which are
driven by economic demands and pressures.” Recent higher education literature in
Britain, Europe and North America indicates that ‘quality’ is the key issue on the
agenda for university managers (Craft 1992; International Network of Quality
Assurance Agencies in Higher Education 1993). However, Dill (1992) cautions
that quality assessment is not monolithic, varying in different national contexts. He
distinguishes between three successive models of higher education quality control,
which he argues are associated with the transition from elite to mass to universal
higher education. The first, non-competitive approaches (typical of northern
Europe) are typified by collegial (peer) control; the second, simulated market
approaches (typical of Australia and Britain) are earmarked by bureaucratic control
(relying upon imposition of rules and regulations); the third, market approaches
(typified by the United States) are characterized by market control (relying upon
open competition amongst institutions for students, staff, resources, and
adaptiveness to new programs desired by the public). It is significant to note that in
the non-competitive approaches of northern Europe the focus is on ensuring the
efficiency of the system as a whole. But it is equally significant that Education
Minister Kemp (22/4/98, p. 43) in responding to the West Report (1998) — itself
premised on a model three approach — urges that “the challenge for the next decade
is the transition from mass to near-universal tertiary education.” This is pivotal and

I shall return to it below.

The immediate quality catalyst is the former Minister for Higher Education and

Employment Services, Peter Baldwin, and his policy statement, Higher Education:



Quality and Diversity in the 1990s (Baldwin 1991). This culminated in the Quality
Assurance Project. First, Baldwin commissioned the Higher Education Council to
explore the nature of quality in higher education. After consultation with major
stakeholders, the Higher Education Council (1992) presented advice to the
government in its report, Achieving Quality. Second, following the Council’s
major recommendations, in November 1992 Baldwin established, within the
auspices of the Higher Education Council, the Committee for Quality Assurance in
Higher Education as a non-statutory ministerial advisory committee to assist the
government in the implementation of its strategy for ensuring the quality,
excellence and international standing of Australia’s higher education system. A
distinctive feature of the project is that institutions able to demonstrate a high level
of ‘quality’ in the context of their mission and goals are to be rewarded with
funding in addition to operating grants. Moses (1995, p. 11) notes that while the
quality movement in Australia is part of a broader international movement, “it is
unique in that it provides rewards to those institutions which can demonstrate both
excellent quality assurance processes and outcomes.” In 1993 the first round of
reviews were conducted and the committee had the task of evaluating and
monitoring institutional performance across the major areas of teaching and
learning, research, and community service. The quality reviews focused on both
processes and outcomes. At the time that the present research project was officially
launched in 1994, the second round of quality reviews was conducted, focusing on
the long-neglected area of teaching and learning (Committee for Quality Assurance
in Higher Education 1995). Traditionally, universities have emphasized research
and academics have mostly been appointed on the basis of their research prowess

with scant regard for their teaching abilities. Indeed, one of the key points made by



the Aulich Committee (1990) was this very discrepancy (see also Piper 1992). For
the first time in Australian higher education there was widespread, explicit
recognition that quality education must emerge from quality teaching. Sachs
(1994, p. 23) summarizes the situation well: “the changing economic and political
environment has exerted considerable pressure on universities to exhibit greater

measures for accountability. This is to be achieved under the rubric of quality.”

The government was able to embroider its rhetoric with a small purse and a number
of key initiatives were launched. First, the 1992 initiation of the Committee for the
Advancement of University Teaching (CAUT), which was set up “to foster and
facilitate the development of good teaching practice in higher education and to
identify and promote good practice” (Committee for the Advancement of
University Teaching 1996, p. iii). CAUT conducts an annual national grants
program, the National Teaching Development Grants, in the area of innovation in
teaching and learning. This “program has been an important catalyst for
developing a culture akin to the research culture associated with competitive grants
schemes” (Committee for Quality Assurance in Higher Education 1995, p. 5).
Indeed, the Quality Committee noted the significant improvement in quality
assurance policies and practices in teaching and learning from the first to the
second round of reviews, commenting favourably upon the extent and variety of
innovative teaching and learning activities, noting that “while innovation has
always been a characteristic of the higher education environment in Australia,
...the level of present activity is high” (Committee for Quality Assurance 19935, p.
5). It attributed this partly to CAUT. This committee has since been replaced by

the Committee for University Teaching and Staff Development (CUTSD). A



second initiative indicating the burgeoning importance of quality teaching in the
1990s is the development of centres dealing exclusively with higher education
teaching, such as the Centre for the Study of Higher Education at the University of
Melbourne and the Griffith Institute for Higher Education (GHIE) at Griffith
University (Campus Review January 19-25 1995). A third Baldwin-driven
incentive is funding through the National Priority (Reserve) Fund to encourage
good teaching practices in institutions (Neumann 1994). A more recent initiative,
derived from former Higher Education Minister, Amanda Vanstone, is the
Australian University Teaching Awards, inaugurated in November 1997. Vanstone
claims the awards valued at 1.5 million dollars to be the world’s highest paying
government-sponsored prizes for university teaching (Spencer and Richardson

26/11/97, p. 37).

Another important dimension of the entire teaching/learning issue is the rapid rate
of ‘knowledge obsolescence’, with Candy (1995) reporting degree ‘half-lives’ of
three to five years in many academic disciplines. Along with graduate
‘deficiencies’ identified in the Aulich Report (see above), this has led to emphasis
on lifelong learning. Minister Baldwin (1991), also noting the continued flowering
of specialist knowledge and institutional responses of squeezing evermore
specialist knowledge into curriculum straitjackets, suggests that:

In many cases, the most appropriate response would be to broaden the

undergraduate curriculum, move some current undergraduate course elements

into specialist postgraduate offerings and expect employers to meet many of

their employees’ industry-specific and, especially, firm-specific information

and skills requirements.

This would mean that undergraduate study would be seen more explicitly than

at present as a rigorous foundation for lifelong learning.
(Baldwin 1991, p. 43)



The Higher Education Council (1992) is representative of recent thinking, viewing
the development of higher order generic skills such as critical thinking, intellectual
curiosity, problem solving, logical and independent thought and effective
communication as key ingredients of higher education and lifelong learning,
equally as important as discipline-specific skills. Moses and Trigwell (1993, p. 6)
reporting on a Higher Education Council-commissioned study in 1992 examining
employment practices note that “recent exhortations for the development of more
generic, more interpersonal and communication skills is validated by actual
employment practice.” They also point out that “dissatisfaction with the level of
generic skills of graduates is not restricted to Australia” (p. 6), citing British
initiative, the Enterprise in Higher Education (EHE) project which, commencing in
1988, invited higher education institutions to bid for funding to be spent over five

years on major changes in curriculum and teaching.

Another crucial factor feeding into the equation stems from two parallel
developments. First, significantly increased participation in the final year of
secondary education leading to increased demand for higher education from school
leavers (Mackay 1994). Second, the government’s equity-inspired intention to
increase participation rates in higher education (Department of Education,
Employment and Training — DEET 1990), leading to increased demand for access
to higher education from groups other than school leavers (Mackay 1994). Note
that this move to universalizing education and lifelong learning has received a
further catalyst with the release of the West Report (1998) — interestingly, titled

Learning for Life — where mass education is seen as the key to social progress,



prosperity and economic growth, provided this ‘mass’ is attuned to the need for

lifelong learning.

During the next 20 years, the whirlwind of change that characterizes our lives
will increase. The trend to globalization will intensify and the world will be
highly competitive. The digital revolution will cut even more deeply into our
lives.

The review committee considers that education and training will enable people
to respond to these challenges and opportunities. All Australians must have
access to post-secondary education and training opportunities if they are to
participate fully in the life of the nation. Participation in lifelong learning is
expected to play an increasingly important role in our lives. Therefore we must
develop a culture in which learning, even to the most advanced levels, is
accepted as part of the social and economic fabric — an environment in which
individuals are encouraged to continue to use the skills acquired at school,
TAFE or university, in new and recurring formal and informal learning contexts
throughout their adult lives. If we accomplish this, we shall have built a
‘learning society’.
(West Report 1998, p. 40)
Note that as long ago as 1971, “UNESCO’S International Commission on the
Development of Education recommended that lifelong education should become
the ‘master concept for educational policies in the years to come for both developed
and developing countries’. Since then, the concept of lifelong learning has evolved

from little more than an appealing slogan to an organizing principle for education

and training” (West Report 1998, p. 40).

The West Report’s emphases on mass education and lifelong learning, stemming
primarily from economic expedients, also maintains recent foci on teaching, though
Massaro (29/4/98) claims that quality receives few mentions in the report. Perhaps
the most controversial feature of the report concerns the recommendation to
deregulate higher education funding with future post-school education provided in
a student-centred policy framework in which course and subject offerings will be

determined by student (‘consumer’) choice. It is beyond the scope of the present

10



thesis to provide an analysis of the merits and the demerits of the West vision for
the future of higher education in Australia. Suffice to say that commentators (e.g.
Wells 20/5/98, p. 38) point out the myopia in “using student choice to drive
education policy and funding”, since the needs of the economy “may not be in tune
with the students’ aspirations and the broader public interest. ... Privileging
student choice as a policy driver in part reflects the market-oriented view that
empowering consumers will, by virtue of the competition it generates, lead to better
quality services.” She might also have mentioned the potential problems in
allowing economic expedients exclusively to drive an education system. The West
Report is, however, relevant to the present context, since, in an interesting
argument, West and colleagues argue that the move to student-centred funding will
firstly, lead to better quality student learning (at least partly as a result of teaching),
and secondly, to lifelong opportunities for all. Much of the debate since the release
of the discussion paper — and there has been much — hinges on whether the West
recommendations will allow these two things to happen, particularly in the light of
the proposed funding models/options, none of which includes the possibility of

more funds (Moses 19/11/97).

Ramsden (29/4/98, p. 39) argues that the move to mass higher education has had a
marked effect on academic staff, particularly “an obligation to perform better in all
aspects of academic work, and to do it, of course, with fewer resources. ... There
are more students to teach, and they are no longer a gifted and motivated academic
group, capable of surviving the bleakest of bad teaching, but much more like school
students in their ability and the demands they place on academics’ time and

energy.” Increased higher education places have resulted — in 1996 twenty one

11



percent of the labour force was enrolled in higher education or vocational education
and training programs (Kemp 22/4/98) and 1993 figures indicate a significant
increase of participation rates over the preceding decade from 36 to 50 per
thousand of the 17-64 population (DEET 1994). But these increased higher places
have occurred within a context of increased demand and in an environment of fiscal
restraint, reducing resources and increasing competition for scarce resources (there
has been a decline in federal government funding per student since 1976 — FAUSA
1992). Mackay (1994, p. 19) argues that “partly as a result of these resource
constraints, and partly also because of the perceived slowness of change in
universities, there have been persistent and increasing calls for improved efficiency
and public accountability in all aspects of higher education.” In addition to
increasing the number of overall higher education places, the equity and access-
driven aspirations have had the further result of leading to increased diversity
within the student body, a diversity also fed by the increasing internationalization
of Australian higher education (Candy 1995). And increased diversity inevitably
means teachers will require a wider range of teaching skills and strategies to cope
with the diversity (see also the West Report 1998). Murphy (1994, p. 15) argues
that a further “corollary of ‘massifying’ higher education is an increased concern
for its quality; both over variability within the much enlarged group of institutions
which are now called universities, and over the threat to standards which rapid

expansion is sometimes thought to pose.”
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1.1  Summary: Current Higher Education Context in Australia as it relates
to Teaching and Learning
Previous institutional lethargy in responding to government reports and enquiries
combined with a political, economic and social environment characterized by
globalization, rapid change, increasing technology and diminished resources has
led to demands for public accountability in the higher education sector,
accountability that the government deems can best be realized by quality assurance
processes. Government-motivated belief that the key to economic prosperity and
social progress in a rapidly changing, technological and increasingly competitive
globalized context lies in a well-educated, flexible and adaptable population has led
to policies encouraging mass education and lifelong learning. These in turn feed
back into the existing political, economic and social environment. Additionally, the
changing nature, status and function of knowledge, particularly the issue of
knowledge obsolescence, fuels the quest for lifelong learning. The government
recognizes the key role of higher education and particularly the pivotal role of
teaching in attaining these outcomes of a ‘learning society’. Mass education, in its
turn, combined with the internationalization of education, has led not only to
increased participation rates in higher education, but also to a more diverse student
body, and to increased ‘quality calls’ for maintenance of standards. All these
factors spell one simple message for teachers in higher education: do more, do it

better, and do it with less.

II. TEACHING QUALITY AND ASSESSMENT
The above discussion indicates the key role of quality and its assessment in recent

higher education debates. But what does quality teaching involve? Before
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answering this question with specific reference to teaching, I want to contextualize
it within the broader ambit of institutional quality in higher education. ‘Quality’ in
higher education is a highly contested and amorphous concept (see Cullen 1992;
Lindsay 1992; Petelin 1992; Harvey and Green 1993). Van der Meulen (1992, p.
39) demonstrates that ‘quality’, far from being an objective characteristic of a
group or individual, depends upon goals set by actors. The Higher Education
Council (1992) has resisted defining quality, insisting that no single definition is
possible for higher education, and the Committee for Quality Assurance in Higher
Education (1995, p. 12) has similarly refrained from providing a capsule definition,
arguing strongly for relative rather than absolute standards. “The reviews do not
seek to measure or judge institutions by reference to a single, externally imposed
‘gold standard’.” Their preferred approach has been to allow institutions to
develop their own quality implementation processes within the context of their own
missions and goals.

The committee’s fundamental assumption is that each institution has the

responsibility for ensuring the quality of its own teaching and learning in the

context of its own mission and goals.

(Committee for Quality Assurance 1995, p. 12)
While this is commendable at one level, Sachs’ analysis (1994, p. 22), in which she
argues that “the issue of quality in higher education is essentially political, and
becomes a site for struggle over competing ideological perspectives serving
different personal and institutional agendas and interests”, indicates that the
government’s approach may be deceptively simplistic. The most salient feature of
this political context, she argues, is that “education in general and higher education
in particular act as an instrument for economic restructuring for increased

productivity and competitiveness” (p. 23). She also points out that “at a general
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level...there are mixed messages within the policy documents themselves” (p. 23).
Within this political context, she explores the tensions at the institutional level
between two competing models of quality — quality assurance (QA) and quality
improvement (QI). These translate as “quality as a measurement for accountability
and quality as a means for transformation and improvement” (p. 22). She argues
that “current higher education policies are predisposed toward a quality assurance
position”, but that “quality improvement may be used to transform and generate
new practices while at the same time meeting the external pressures of

accountability” (p. 22).

How we define ‘quality’ determines the tools we employ to assess or evaluate the
extent to which it is being achieved. (I use the terms ‘assess’ and ‘evaluate’
interchangeably for now, but will return to the issue in chapters six and nine.)
Technical instruments such as performance indicators are handmaidens of the QA
approach. Peer review is the axle of the transformative (QI) model. Its chief goal
is the transformation of current practice (Sachs 1994). The present study fits within
this tradition. Its prime concern is the transformation and improvement of teaching
practice, but the means of achieving and documenting this (see chapter four,

methodology) make it conducive to meeting external pressures of accountability.

Equally important is how we define ‘teaching’. What is it, precisely, that we are
trying to evaluate, or establish the quality of? For the purposes of this study, I
follow Annesley, King and Harte (1994) in identifying four key processes of the
teaching and learning activity: subject design and content; delivery and assessment;

evaluation, monitoring and review; overall management. I define teaching quality
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in the broadest sense as those teaching practices which appear to contribute to
improved learning processes and outcomes for students. Note that, as with the
Quality reviews, the emphasis is on both processes and outcomes. I am aware that
this broadbrush definition glosses over a number of key issues, not least of which is
the relationship between teaching and learning. However, I want to use the
definition only as a provisional starting point. The following section begins the

slow process of honing it, a process taken up with a vengeance in chapter three.

2.1  Quality Teaching — What is it and how do we evaluate it?

Campus Review (19-25/1/95, p. 13) reported results of an international survey, one
item of which asked respondents if we needed better ways to evaluate teaching
performance. Sixty seven percent of Australian respondents agreed with this
statement, England with just over 60% was the lowest, but Germany, Japan, the
United States and Hong Kong all rated higher (between 69% and 74%). In short,
there is widespread recognition that teaching performance requires better
evaluation methods (see also Ramsden, Margetson, Martin and Clarke 1995;

Ramsden and Martin 1996).

As the above broader discussion of institutional quality indicates, definitions of
quality specify ‘measurement’ paths. We cannot develop ‘better’ evaluation
methods in some neutral, atheoretical way. Becher (1994, p. 4), resonating
previous discussions, argues that “quality is itself a highly elusive concept, giving
rise to a range of interpretations and generating a diversity of approaches to its
assessment” (see also Sachs 1994). Further, he argues, many approaches to quality

assessment of teaching ignore “extrinsic — that is broadly social — considerations”
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(Becher 1994, p. 5). He identifies three measures or criteria put forward by the
Higher Education Funding Council (England) for rating course provision within
departments — ratio of applicants to places; departmental staff-student ratio;
graduate employability — and demonstrates their inadequacy. For example, it is
highly implausible to posit an unambiguous and isomorphic relationship between
quality teaching and student choice of courses and subjects. Are more students
pursuing degrees in computing studies now because the standard of teaching has
improved? Do engineers and computer scientists have higher employability rates
than history and English students because the teaching quality is higher? The
answers to both these rhetorical questions spell an important lesson: broader
political, social and economic conditions impact upon such measures. In fact,
results from the 1998 Graduate Careers Council of Australia’s (GCCA) annual
survey, the Course Experience Questionnaire (CEQ), for 1997 graduates, indicate
that aggregate scores across institutions show history teaching to be rated
significantly higher than computer science, yet the same survey reveals
significantly higher employment rates for computer science graduates. Indeed,
close inspection of this data over the five years of CEQ surveys reveals, hardly
surprisingly, random correlations, and in some instances, negative correlations
between student perceptions of teaching quality and employment rates (Illing
17/6/98). Addressing this issue, Allan Luke warns of ‘reductionist traps’ such as:
(higher employment rate = program success; lower drop out rate = success;
high pass rates = teaching success; higher teaching evaluation outcome = good
teaching). Many of these might be necessary or related to good teaching, but
cannot be said to be sufficient for good teaching. ... unless you’re an old style
behaviourist, there is no one-to-one relationship between teaching and/or
teacher X and outcome Y, there is no ‘pipeline’ or ‘hypodermic’ effect,
but...these relationships are mediated and influenced by a range of factors,
student cultural background and demographics, institutional setting and

teaching conditions, etc., etc.
(Allan Luke 31/5/94, p. 1)
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Consequently, Allan Luke emphasizes the importance of a rich array of qualitative
and quantitative process and outcome data. Lee Shulman (1988, p. 37) adds to this
by arguing that teaching evaluation must “be controlled by pedagogical principles
rather than [measurement choices]” and that central to its reliability is that “any

system of teacher assessment...must first and foremost be faithful to teaching.”

The Committee for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (1995) noted that there
was little agreement about effective measures of teaching and learning outcomes.
Thirty one different measures were identified by institutions in their portfolios and
1994 review visits. However, the committee noted that some of these related to
inputs rather than outputs, some related to process within the institution, and
relatively few are direct learning outcomes measures. Given the above discussion
of Allan Luke’s views, this is not a reassuring statement, implying as it does, that
student learning outcomes is the valued option. From 1994, all Australian
universities agreed to participate in the GCCA course experience and graduate
destination surveys. Again, this is valuable data, but needs to be balanced against a
vast array of other qualitative and quantitative data which includes processes as

well as outcomes.

Let me stress unequivocally that I am not arguing that teaching practices and
student learnings are unmeasurable and non-reducible. I am simply arguing that
any attempt to measure teaching quality and student learning outcomes must be
multi-faceted, or, in the words of research methodologists, ‘triangulated’. Allan

Luke (31/5/94, p. 2) argues cogently for a practical approach. He points out that
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‘progressive’ teachers nationally and especially in Victoria argued for years that
teaching practices and student learnings were unmeasurable, “only ultimately
succumbing to psychometric models pushed by conservative governments.” His
suggestion, which we might do well to heed, is to “try to influence and control an
agenda for evaluation that tries to build in a range of qualitative and quantitative

agendas.”

Allan Luke (31/5/94, p. 1) captures poignantly the essence of the issue when he
argues that “how ‘quality’ is defined sets out an educational philosophy itself vis a
vis the relationship between teacher and student, between teaching and learning,
between content and form.” Expressed as an abstract philosophical principle:
concepts are theoretically embedded. In order to present a clear picture of
‘quality’, one has to sketch the theoretical and paradigmatic backdrop in which the
concept nestles. In short, one has to explicate the educational philosophy
undergirding the concept. This is a critical point, and one to which I shall return
later in the chapter. In chapter three, I shall explore the notion in some depth.
Scrutiny of the literature reveals conceptual sliding between ‘quality teaching’,
‘good teaching’, and ‘effective teaching’. As Lally and Myhill (1994) ask, are
these the same things? The clue, as noted above, resides in the paradigmatic home
of concepts, which are always theoretically embedded. For example, Lally and
Myhill note that the term ‘effective teaching’ “has more of a product (outcome)
orientation than a process one” (p. 7) and that this assumes a particular relationship
between teaching and learning, another theme to be revisited in chapter three, along
with the central issue of process, product and input, which I shall take up again in

chapter six when discussing the process and specific methods of the study. For
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now, I want to note that any adequate notion of ‘teaching quality’ must address
input, process and product variables (compare Braskamp, Brandenburg and Ory

1984 and Biggs 1989).

Mullins and Cannon (1992, p. vii) in a report to DEET titled Judging the Quality of
Teaching, state unequivocally “that it is not feasible to produce a single unitary
measure of a complex activity such as teaching”. They distinguish between two
broad models of judgement, the template and the iterative. In the template model a
limited set of characteristics of teaching is selected as relevant (these become a set
of specific criteria) and standards of performance are then determined for each of
these criterion. In an iterative model “the evaluator(s) gradually clarify the relevant
characteristics of teaching and the range of performance expected in any given
context by moving backwards and forwards between the goals of the evaluation,
the criteria and appropriate evidence. The process is a complex and reflective one
rather than a simple application of procedures, and its success requires extensive
discussion and clarification” (Mullins and Cannon 1992, p. 16). Mullins and

Cannon mount a strong case for using the latter model.

Armed with the above caveats, we might take a closer look at the teaching process
and some of the contextual variables which frame it. The Higher Education
Council (1992) in their report Achieving Quality outlined necessary conditions for
good teaching: clear aims and objectives for courses, subjects and units; curriculum
organization and delivery policy which include effective methods of promoting
learning and assessing that learning; policies for professional development of

teaching staff; means of involving student and employer views in judging the
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curriculum, its delivery and outcomes; and a framework for institutional self-
evaluation. Much of the Council’s research findings were incorporated into the
Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee (AVCC) and Higher Education Research
and Development Society of Australasia (HERDSA) guidelines or codes of practice

for effective teaching (AVCC 1993; HERDSA 1992).

The Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee (AVCC 1993, p. 1) in their paper
titled Guidelines for Effective University Teaching emphasize the key role of

€

student learning: “...underlying the Guidelines is the acknowledgement and the
expectation that students are active participants in the learning process and are
central to the mission of every university.” The AVCC identify five key
expectations that students have of staff: subject matter competence; effective
communication; interest and enthusiasm for their subject; concern and respect for
students as persons; and commitment to facilitating learning for each individual
student. The AVCC also stress the importance of staff responsibility in preparing
students for lifelong learning. This, too, is a key point, to which I shall return.
Following from the Higher Education Council (1992) recommendations mentioned
above, the AVCC contextualize teaching practice and student learning within a
broader departmental and institutional framework. Moses (1995, p. 11) reinforces
the crucial nature of this when she argues that “where the ethos of an institution
expects, supports and rewards staff who continually strive to improve their
teaching, courses and assessment practices we can be sure that the quality of
students’ learning environments is enhanced” (compare also Ramsden, Margetson,
Martin and Clarke 1995). Moses cautions, however (1995, p. 14), that many of the

introduced procedures stemming from the quality reviews “will disappear once the

21



reviews have finished, unless the external agenda has become an internal one,
supported by academic staff and administrators alike. Institutions need to hijack
external agendas and make them internal ones — change efficiency agendas to
educational ones.” This also is similar to Allan Luke’s (31/5/94) views noted
above and Sachs’ distinction between quality assurance and quality improvement

models.

Let us begin to fine-tune our notions of ‘teaching’. I want to do this in two ways.
First, by reviewing recent research about higher education teachers’ conceptions of
teaching; and second, by exploring the issue of the generic and discipline-specific

aspects of teaching.

2.1.1 Conceptions of Teaching
Kember (1998) located 14 major studies between 1990 and 1996 which focused on
conceptions of teaching, He analyzed these in order to yield a two level model for
categorizing conceptions of teaching.

Figure 1.2:

A Two Level Model for Categorizing Conceptions of Teaching

Student-centred/ Teacher-centred/
learning-oriented content-oriented
WV WV v v
Imparting Transmitting Student- Facilitating Conceptual
information structured teacher understanding change/
knowledge interaction/ intellectual
apprenticeship development

From Kember (1998, p. 16)
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The first level of the model posits two broad higher level orientations labelled
student-centred/learning-oriented and teacher-centred/content-oriented. Subordin-
ate to each orientation on the second level are two conceptions. Kember posits a
fifth intermediate conception “in which teacher-student interaction is first
recognized as necessary” and which “is included as a transitionary bridge between

the two orientations and their subordinate conceptions” (Kember 1998, p. 16).

Kember’s analysis is important because he reviews a number of studies which
reveal two important links. First, that between lecturers’ conceptions of teaching
and the teaching strategies they actually employ (Trigwell, Prosser and Taylor
1994; Trigwell and Prosser 1996). Second, that between lecturers’ conceptions of
learning (embodied in their conceptions of teaching — see above) and measures for
changes in students’ approaches to learning (Sheppard and Gilbert 1991; Gow and
Kember 1993). Sheppard’s and Gilbert’s (1991) study is particularly pertinent to
the present research and I shall return to it in later chapters. In chapter three we
shall see that students’ approaches to learning influence their learning outcomes.

The chain that Kember traces is summarized in the following figure:

Figure 1.3:

Conceptions of Teaching, Teaching Approaches and Learning Outcomes

Conceptions Teaching Student Learning
of > approaches > learning > outcomes
teaching approaches

Adapted from Kember (1998, p. 19)
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This model places great store in teachers’ conceptions of teaching. This is
particularly relevant to discussions of quality since “educational development
activities and quality assurance mechanisms usually focus upon teaching
approaches and take no account of the conceptions of teaching which underpin the
approach” (Kember 1998, p. 20) (compare Ramsden’s 1992 three theories of
teaching in higher education). The major lesson to be gleaned from Kember’s work
is that if we are serious about improving teaching in higher education and as a
consequence, student learning processes and outcomes, we need to devote more
energy to teachers’ underlying conceptions of teaching (compare again, Ramsden
1992, and see chapter three). Once we begin to speak of conceptions of teaching
and learning, we are immersed in the realm of educational theory and its
philosophical undergirding. As with the concept of ‘quality’, these notions carry
huge philosophical cargo. It seems that discussion of quality teaching is a very

complex philosophical enterprise.

2.1.2 Generic and Context-Specific Teaching Skills

Are there discipline-free generic principles with universal applicability? Does it
depend on the specific discipline? Or is it a combination of both aspects?
Neumann (1994, p. 8) argues that “teaching is a highly complex practice
comprising both generic and context-specific skills and expertise. It is the context-
specific aspect of teaching that has been largely ignored in the past few decades by
researchers and policy makers.” Neumann (1994) notes, for instance, that in policy
terms, when the Higher Education Council (1992) delivered its report Achieving

Qualiry, it approached teaching quality in two ways. First, by adopting five
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conditions for good teaching used by the British Polytechnics and Colleges
Funding Council; second, by listing all the attributes that graduates should possess.
“In both these approaches, the characteristics of effective teaching and graduate
attributes, the focus is on generic skills and a process-product outlook” (Neumann
1994, p. 10). While conceding that this focus may be the most practical at the
system level, Neumann (1994, p. 10) urges that “the argument of this paper is that
teaching is far more complex and subtle than listing generic principles of
behaviours and attributes.” In general, Neumann argues, the scenario is repeated in
research, with the focus in recent decades on the ‘characteristics or attributes of
effective teachers’. She reviews major studies conducted in this ‘genre’
particularly, though not exclusively, in the United States and concludes thaf “good
teachers across disciplines share key attributes of subject knowledge, interest and
enthusiasm, clear communication, good organizational skills, and interest in
students” (p. 6). These, she argues, are generic teaching skills, “attributes of good
teaching” which “form a general set of principles which apply regardless of subject

matter, level of teaching and specific context.”

Neumann (1994, p. 9) notes that “these generic attributes have been confirmed and
reinforced through a second major approach to studying teaching, namely student
evaluations of teaching, a brand of research dating back to the 1920s” (my
emphasis, Wachtel 1998). Cashin (1988) observes that studies of student
evaluations of college teaching outstrip all other means combined. Neumann
(1994) cites Feldman (1978) as conducting a “classic study”, in which he undertook
a “meta-analysis of studies on student ratings of teaching examining the

consistency of these ratings across different course contexts. Feldman concluded
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that class size, course level, the nature of the course (compulsory or elective) and
subject matter influenced ratings, although the combined influence of these and

ratings is difficult to discern.”

In an interesting study, Erdle and Murray (1986) compared student evaluations with
classroom observation of 124 teachers in different disciplines in order to determine
if differences exist between disciplines in the frequency of occurrence of specific
classroom behaviour and how such behaviours contribute to overall teaching
effectiveness. They discovered that what comprises effective teaching was similar
across the disciplines but found that certain behaviours were more frequent in
certain disciplines. The behaviours found in humanities subjects were rapport with
students, interest, interaction and expressiveness. That is, behaviours associated
with an interpersonal orientation to teaching. However, behaviours in science
disciplines reflected a task orientation while the social sciences reflected higher
task orientation behaviours than the humanities and higher interpersonal orientation
behaviours than in the sciences. Neumann (1994) reviews a number of other
studies investigating disciplinary differences in student ratings of teaching and
concludes that:
Findings to date consistently indicate that different disciplines tend to rate
differently and that this appears to be independent of factors such as class size.
A key issue is, whether there are differences in the disciplines per se which
produce these results, or whether preferences for different teaching approaches
occur across the disciplines without any direct relationship to the characteristics
of the discipline. To answer this, it is necessary to study more closely what
occurs in specific disciplines and in specific contexts, in order to better ‘get

inside’ the teaching process.
(Neumann 1994, p. 9)

The present study is a beginning small step in this direction.
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Kerridge and Matthews’ (1998, p. 71) detailed empirical study suggests “that
obtaining course feedback via student questionnaires will provide results, but these
may not be particularly helpful in improving course or teaching quality.” In
analyzing the relationship between student evaluations against a variety of input
and outcome parameters, they found that significant correlations were “more an
indication of student needs rather than the student perceived value quality of staff
output” (p. 81). Again, this simply emphasizes the importance of multiple
evaluative instruments at each stage: input, process and product. I shall return to

the issue of student ratings of teaching in the methodology and analysis chapters.

A third approach to researching teaching effectiveness in tertiary institutions has
focused on modes of instruction — lecture method and alternative instructional
modes (see Kulik and Kulik 1980). I shall review these findings in chapter seven.
Note the different foci of the three lines of enquiry: teacher characteristics (input);
modes of instruction (process); student evaluations (ranging across input and
process). Braskamp et al. (1984, p. 17) remark that “effective teaching is defined
differently depending on the emphasis placed on input, process, or product.” I shall

revisit in chapter three.

On a related front, there appear to be two distinct epistemological cultures within
universities concerning preferred modes for evaluating teaching, with natural and
social sciences preferring empirical evidence and the humanities emphasizing peer
review (Donald 1990). Lally and Myhill (1994, p. 7), after noting the possible
proliferation of epistemological cultures with the emergence of new universities,

new disciplines and multi-disciplinary approaches, remark that “such
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epistemological differences can have a major influence on the teaching styles and
practices that typify these disciplines and make the use of simple assessment
instruments problematic, if not invalid and inappropriate.” Again, this echoes
Allan Luke’s (31/5/94) call for a rich array of qualitative and quantitative process

and outcome data.

Lee Shulman (1987, p. 9) argues that “good teaching goes beyond principles of
teaching or attributes of good teachers and includes detailed subject knowledge
which can be communicated and transformed through knowledge of situations and
ways of responding to these situations. It is important to comprehend how good
teachers transform their knowledge of a subject in ways that leads to student
understanding.” Lee Shulman argues that because teaching is essentially a private
activity, it lacks a history of practice. The future direction of educational research
will be to undertake what he terms “wisdom-of-practice” studies which “collect,
collate, and interpret the practical knowledge of teachers for the purpose of
establishing a case literature and codifying its principles, precedents and parables”
(Lee Shulman 1987, p. 12). As will become apparent, the present study can be

slotted within this tradition.

The preceding discussion indicates that teaching quality is comprised of both
generic and context-specific skills. Of the latter, disciplinary considerations appear
as vital. How does this apply in social work? What disciplinary considerations
might be central to an understanding of social work education? It is to this question

I now turn.
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III. SOCIAL WORK EDUCATION
“IL I... I sorry Mummy, I sorry. I promise I never do it again. Never-Ever.
Please Mummy, please Mummy.”
Her voice is silenced by the rhythmic thud of coiled wire striking bare flesh.
“I ... I can’t cope anymore. I'm sorry. It’s not that ... it’s just ... you wouldn’t
understand. I've got no choice, I have to do it. It’s easy. Just a handful of pills
and a long deep sleep. You don’t know how much I need that sleep. There’s a
man inside my skin. He’s a stranger. I've tried talking ... he won’t listen. |
know he wants to hurt me. Idon’t trust him. I don’t... I'm sorry...”
The phone clinks down.
“We can no longer tolerate the iniquitous laws that enable Aboriginal children
to be forcibly removed from their rightful parents. We will fight this law, we
will fight...”
“Higgins, be quiet! Step down from your soap box. The harsh reality is,
whether we like it or not, the police are brutalizing those who resist. Do you
want the mothers mauled and beaten as well?”
On graduation, social workers will have to understand and make decisions on
complex, confused and contentious aspects of human social and personal life —
should children be left with or withdrawn from violent parent(s)? Should a person
threatening suicide be involuntarily scheduled or left to take voluntary treatment?
Should injustices perpetuated by social institutions on individuals, groups and
communities be highlighted and challenged when there is a risk such challenges
may worsen the experiences of people already oppressed and disadvantaged? As a
social worker what, if anything, do you do in each of these cases? What is the basis
for your action or inaction? How do you justify this? These are important

questions which have no simple solutions. What role should your tertiary studies

play in preparing you to deal with such complex issues?

Initially, I want to consider these last two sets of questions. First, assuming that
professional social workers are expected to perform some actions at least some of

the time, what is the basis for the actions (or inactions) and how can they be
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justified? Second, what role should tertiary studies play in preparing students to

deal with such complex issues?

I am taking it as a given that on neither moral nor statutory grounds are
professionals permitted a carte blanche to do as they please. Such a laissez faire
and cavalier approach does not fit well with recent global developments in public
sector accountability nor does it fit with the Australian Association of Social
Work’s (AASW 1994a) guidelines for practice as embraced in their code of ethics.
Social workers are accountable legally and morally for their actions. This
presupposes that social workers can defend their actions (or inaction). To express
the situation in its most simple form, social work requires you to act and I am
arguing that this action should be preceded by thinking. But on what grounds can

and should social workers do this?

I have spoken of acting and thinking. I might also have spoken of theory and
practice. For now, I want to draw a loose association between these sets of
concepts. First, that between theory and thinking (which Leonard and Skipper
1971 equate); second, between acting and practice (drawing on a substantial body
of literature, Roberts 1990, demonstrates the equivalence between ‘action’ and
‘practice’, and presents an extended analysis of the relationship between ‘theory’
and ‘action’). This is germane in a field like social work and related professions
such as nursing and education where ‘integration’ of theory and practice is viewed
as critical to the success of professional education. Traditionally, practice is
considered the ultimate arbiter of successful professional education. While prima

facie appealing, such claims are hazard-fraught. In the following I want to argue
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for a working premise that claims quality teaching in the context of social work
education involves partly, at least, an ability to facilitate students’ grappling with
the theory/practice problematic. To pre-empt answers to the two sets of questions
posed above, first, social workers do need to be able to defend their actions and this
defence, at-least partly, should involve an appeal to theory (though for now I
remain reticent about the sources of this theory); and second, one of the key roles of
social work education should be to facilitate student learning in being able to think
theoretically about their practice and the actions (or inaction) this practice entails.
Note that I am not reducing social work practice to mechanical application of
theory! My argument is that theorizing is a necessary, but not sufficient condition

for social work practice (see Hardiker and Barker 1991).

I have suggested above that social work practice involves action, that social
workers are accountable legally and morally for these actions and that this
presupposes social workers can defend their actions (or inaction). I have intimated
that this defence must be theoretical in nature. But is this necessary? Can we have
action without theory? Thyer (1994, p. 148) in a bold argument claims that “social
work practitioners need theory like birds need ornithology.” Turner (1986, p. 5)
notes an historical practitioner aversion for theory: ‘“our origins of service and
traditions of individual human worth have influenced us and must partially account
for our less than full enthusiasm for theory, especially if theory is thought to be
antihuman and mechanistic.” Most pundits would argue, however, that atheoretical
practice is either or both, mythical and dangerous: “...to practise without theory is
to sail an uncharted sea; theory without practice is not to set sail at all” (Susser

1968, p. v; see also, Craib 1992). Howe (1987, p. 1) argues unequivocally that “not
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only is theory in social work unavoidably integral to any practice, but also its
relegation to implicit, unarticulated status leads to a poor, indeed dishonest
practice.” Sibeon (1991, p. 7) endorses this view when he argues that “a
‘theoryless practice’ is a contradiction in terms”, noting that cultural common sense
and ‘practice wisdom’ are theory-saturated. The question is not if we should use
social work theory, but which one(s). Both these viewpoints resonate in Lecomte’s
(1975) seminal work in his doctoral dissertation specifically in the area of
analyzing theories for practice in social work.

We contend that the real issue is not whether practitioners operate from theory,

but rather ‘what’ theory they use and how they should evaluate its usefulness

for practice. For it seems evident that those who feel that they can operate

entirely without theory are usually basing their behaviour on vaguely defined

‘implicit’ theory. ...

It is the theory used by a practitioner without knowing he is using it that is

dangerous to practitioners and their clients.

(Lecomte 1975, pp. 208-209)
The above discussion indicates the significance of theory/practice relationships for
social work practice. For now, I want to defer discussion of the precise nature of
this relationship and want to look more closely at the second question noted above:
what role should tertiary studies play in facilitating students’ grappling with the

theory/practice dimension? I will take up the former issue again immediately

afterwards.

3.1 A Brief History of Social Work Education as it relates to the
Theory/Practice Relationship

I have written until now as if social work and social work education were unitary

entities with major stakeholders in the profession sharing a common understanding

of what social work is and what its purpose(s) are. Wrong. I shall take up these
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issues again in chapter three when I examine social work education in more detail,
but some preliminary discussion is necessary in order to frame the present issues.
For now, I assume an unproblematic link between social work and social work
education in the sense that once we define what we mean by social work and its
purposes this will spell out certain implications for social work practice and social
work education (compare Tierney 1984; O’Connor 1997) — though the relationship
will be far from procrustean. Definitions of both the nature of social work and its
purpose are highly contested and have been throughout its entire history in
Australia, Great Britain and the United States, the two key influences on Australian
social work and social work education (see Lawrence 1965 and Parker 1979 for
Australia; Sibeon 1991 for Britain; Dinerman and Geismar 1984 and Huff 1998 for
the United States). This has been despite many concerted attempts over the
decades to provide definitions by numerous individuals, task forces and
organizations, including professional accreditation bodies (Lloyd 1984; Roberts
1990). Roberts (1990, p. 185), commenting on the American scene, notes that the
Madison Conference reported in 1977 “set out to define things which are common
to social work” but “demonstrated just the opposite.” There are a number of
aspects to this issue and transatlantic variations, but one recurring motif concerns
the relative weighting of ‘individual therapy’ and ‘social reform’; social work’s
“abiding internal dialectic between individual change and social change or reform”
(Lloyd 1984, p. 218). One does not have to dig deep to discover theoretical
springs; what Roberts (1990, p. 194) calls approaches based on “social pathology”
and on an “analysis of power and social structure” (p. 194). From a disciplinary
perspective this is crudely characterized in psychological and sociological

approaches. How one conceptualizes this issue, often known as ‘person-in-
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environment’ (see Roberts 1990), will have significant implications for both social
work practice and social work education. The “abiding internal dialectic” has
translated at various times into a debate about ‘methods’. This debate has clear
links to the theory/practice question since Roberts, in reviewing the American
scene, notes that fundamental problems remain around a number of tasks, two of
which are “to commit the concept of ‘person-in-environment’ to a reality which can
be operationalized in practice” and “to relate social work purposes and concepts
(like person-in-environment) to an institutional context which takes into account

access to power and resources” (Roberts 1990, pp. 187-188).

The ‘methods debate’ has revolved around the relative emphasis of social
casework, group work and community organization, the ‘Holy Trinity’ of social
work intervention; though the roles of administration, research and social policy
have also figured in this debate (Dinerman 1984) and current conceptions in
Australia insist as one of their principles underlying social work education that “the
content of specific social work knowledge must include attention to all methods of
social work intervention” (AASW 1997, p. 6). Historically, social casework with
its emphasis on individual ‘treatment’ was the dominant method in both practice
and social work education in all three countries up until the 1960s and 1970s
(Dinerman 1984; Sibeon 1991; Parker 1979; Fook 1993). The 1959 Curriculum
Study in the United States appears to have played a vital role in this change,
certainly in both the United States (Dinerman 1984; Guzzetta 1996) and Australia
(Lawrence 1965). “The use of social casework in particular to help ‘adjust’ people
to present social conditions, no matter how unjust or inequitable, is a powerful

force in maintaining the status quo” (Roberts 1990, pp. 193-94); though note
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Fook’s (1993) reconceptualization of casework in ‘radical’ terms. In Australia, the
‘radical debate’ of the 1960s and 1970s “transformed social work by introducing
more political and collective forms of practice”, yet “had minimal effect on practice
with individual people” (p. 1). A related aspect of the methods debate is “the
search for a common knowledge base to clearly unite and differentiate social
workers from other occupational groups” which *“has also been a part of the
rhetoric of North American social workers for a long time” (Roberts 1990, p. 187).
A similar situation has prevailed in Australia (Lawrence 1965) and Britain (Sibeon
1991). Writing in the British context, Sibeon (1991, p. 135) argues that the
structure and forms of social work knowledge and practice are full of “ambiguities
and cognitive indeterminacies” and consequently, so is social work education. This
is a crucial point and one to which I shall return in much greater detail in chapter
three. For now I want to note that social work knowledge, social work practice and
social work education, identified by Sibeon as contested terrain, are not alone. The
entire gamut of knowledge, practice and education traverses similar landscapes.
When I return to these issues in chapters two and three, I want to locate these
specific social work issues within the ambit of these broader epistemological,

theoretical and educational concerns.

Let me summarize to date the frame developed for viewing the theory/practice
issue in social work education. Social work and social work education are highly
contested concepts with little agreement about the nature and purpose of social
work and consequently social work education. One key theme in this debate
concerns the relative emphasis on ‘individual therapy’ and ‘social reform’ and this

has translated into a debate about methods of social work intervention.

35



Undergirding the entire enterprise are pivotal questions about the structure and
forms of social work knowledge. Armed with this minimal frame, I now proceed to
tackle briefly the theory/practice issue in social work education, a theme I shall
revisit in subsequent chapters. I shall refer to Australia and both its social work
‘parents’, Great Britain and the United States (see Lawrence 1965 and Parker 1979
on historical influences), though at times the emphasis on Britain is heavier. This is
because critical evaluation of such theoretical issues has historically played a much

larger role in the British tradition (compare Roberts 1990).

At the outset it is important to emphasize that “the ‘integration of theory and
practice’ is a powerful organizing concept in social work education” (Pilalis 1986,
p- 80). In Australia, as elsewhere, minimum standards for course accreditation
usually specify such integration. One of the key principles underlying social work
education outlined in the AASW’s (1997, p. 6) Policy and Procedures for
Establishing Eligibility for Membership states: “Social work education must be
provided in an integrated manner that ensures the integration of theory and practice

with core values and ethical practice.”

Social work as a profession evolved from charity work during the latter part of the
nineteenth and early twentieth century. Social work education followed hot on its
heels with the first program opening in Amsterdam, followed soon by Berlin,
London and New York (Guzzetta 1996). Australian social work and social work
education emerged in the late 1920s and early 1930s. Two central and related
issues emerged from the beginning. The first concerned the locus for social work

education — university and/or agency - and the second, stemming from this,
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concerned the theory/practice relationship, with the university perceived to be
custodian of academic or theoretical knowledge and the agency as locus for
practice. Barely lying beneath the surface of these issues was the question of

professional control of social work turf.

In the United States social work education sprang from Mary Richmond’s 1897 call
for “the development of a training school in ‘applied philanthropy’ that would be
university affiliated and yet maintain the freedom to emphasize applied and
practical aspects of study” (Dinerman 1984, p. 33). As a result, a six-week training
program sponsored by the New York City Charity Organization was mounted the
following summer and by 1904 three university-affiliated schools were offering
year-long programs in New York, Boston and Chicago. By the end of World War
I, 15 schools existed but six of these were independent and agency-related rather
than university affiliated. “These developments gave rise to the first in a long
series of studies and debates over what the proper content of such programs should
be” (Dinerman 1984, p. 3). Initially, teaching of social work method “was largely
on apprenticeship lines, learning by doing under supervision” (Parker 1979, p. 14).
After the famous Milford Conference of 1929 social casework was recognized as
the generic method of social work aided by theoretical developments in
psychological and psychoanalytic theory which provided the theoretical upholstery.
This impacted on social work education where the teaching of such theory assumed
central importance (Parker 1979). The question of professionalism and its implied
relationship to education assumed gigantic proportions. *“Ever since Flexner had
told the assembled National Conference of Charities and Corrections in 1915 that

social work was not a profession, leaders in social work had repeatedly called for
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increasing professionalism through education and other means” (Dinerman 1984, p.
4). Abraham Flexner was a leading educator in the medical profession who
“accepted an invitation from social workers to pass judgement on whether they
were making the grade as a profession” (Crawford 1994, p. 42). In fact, Flexner
had been invited by “aspiring modernist Mary Richmond, locked in a battle for
power with Deweyian pragmatist Jane Addams” (Crawford 1997, p. 24). The early
debates about the locus of social work education — university or agency-based —
were replicated in Australia (Lawrence 1965) and Great Britain (Sibeon 1991) and
were inspired by similar notions, part of which concerned the relationship between

theory and practice and part of which focused on professional control.

Australian social work education began in Melbourne in 1929 under the influence
of British almoners. Independently, similar developments proceeded in Sydney and
Perth shortly after, though it was not until 1939 that the University of Sydney took
over the Diploma of Social Work course. Melbourne University, then Adelaide
University, followed soon after (Parker 1979). Under the direct influence of the
United States and the indirect influence of Britain via the United States social work
education in Australia began with a concentration on social casework. This was
also partly a socio-economic response: Australian social work emerged during the
Great Depression of the 1930s “when the needs of individuals were so great”
(Parker 1979, p. 19). Lawrence (1965, p. 304), in his pioneering study on the
history of Australian social work, observed that in social work education and

curriculum “it was American social work which gave the lead.”
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Guzzetta (1996) describes how the ‘American model’ of social work education
achieved hegemony between 1945 and 1980. This model provides ‘generalist’
training in the baccalaureate degree and ‘specialist’ training in graduate programs.
Guzzetta also notes that the model, which achieved worldwide hegemony between
1945-1980, is losing favour abroad. However, Dinerman (1984, p. 4) points out
that there has been a “long-running argument...as to 