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Scholarship of Teaching & Learning Conference
Nigel Duncan

Paul Maharg
The fifth conference on the Scholarship of Teaching & Learning (SoTL) at City University  was well-attended by delegates from throughout the UK, and a sprinkling of overseas participants.  From the start it was clear that the scholarship of teaching and learning was a key concept for the participants, many – but by no means all – of whom were based in generic centres of teaching and learning in educational institutions.  Prominent in the conference were the approaches taken by the Carnegie Academy for the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (CASTL), funded by the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching.  CASTL’s HE programme began in 1998 with a $6 million, five-year plan to foster the scholarship of teaching and thus improve the quality of learning; and its valuable and insightful ideas and findings were presented in sessions throughout the conference.  
There were also many interesting examples of scholarship arising from the disciplines.  Amy Haddad (Creighton University, Nebraska), for instance, presented an absorbing paper on the use of standardised patients (SPs) by a Nursing school, who used Pharmacy students as SPs in the teaching and formative assessment of ethics.  Brian Coppola (University of Michigan) gave a fascinating paper on the commitment of his Chemistry department to discipline-centred teaching & learning.  Chemistry students take two courses in education and play a role in faculty teaching development and teaching.  His presentation showed how innovative courses could enhance students’ understanding of their discipline, as well as increase their ability to communicate that understanding to others outwith their discipline.  The resulting Q&A in this session led into a discussion of the blockers to such an innovative approach in the UK, one of which was the conservative and discipline-bound nature of the RAE agenda.  Lewis Elton (University College London) gave a precise and eloquent paper on the dangers of doing new things, not better things.  He identified three areas for improvement:

· Assessment – he spoke of a desperate need for changed practices;
· Scholarship of teaching and learning was laudable, but the scholarship of assessment was equally vital;
· Continuing professional development.
Of particular interest to UKCLE readers will be the papers presented by law teachers.  Maureen Spencer (Middlesex University) took the example of e-learning to explore recent calls to maintain the ideals of liberal education on the one hand and, on the other, to adopt a postmodernist approach. Maintaining the need for an element of subversion in education, she challenged both perspectives and argued that we should recognise the potential for each to inform our understanding of how to address principles and values in legal education.

Stephen Halsall (City University) used an analysis based upon education theory to assess China’s new system of training legal practitioners. He provided an explanation of how the concept of Social Purpose informs the expectations of legal practitioners in China and is implemented through a specific ‘lawyer’s law’. Whilst identifying areas where developments need to take place, he concluded that the current system did have the potential to train effective legal practitioners.

Nigel Duncan (City University), Christine Harrington and Anna Croxson (Bath Spa University College) presented a comparative study of using visual media to develop student perceptions of their progressive learning in dance and in trial advocacy.  They demonstrated examples of both and explored the factors which led to both similarities and differences in the way the media were used.

Paul Maharg (Strathclyde University) and Nigel Duncan presented the results of an experiment in a less hierarchical approach to peer review in an academic journal which allowed for more genuine discourse than is usually available in conventional anonymous refereeing. Based on the discussion boards we now use widely with our own students, the method achieved genuine discourse amongst a number of contributors and greater coherence between the articles as they were eventually published. The results can be seen in the first issue of the Law Teacher for 2005. 

The conference plenaries addressed more generic issues, as one might expect.  Keith Trigwell gave us a utopian satire where, 20 years in the future, SoTL is so embedded in HE culture that we scarcely notice it; where there is a SoTL Thought for the Day on Radio 4’s Today programme, and where the DNA of an extinct sub-species of humanity, labelled ‘RAE researcher’, is stored in a flask in a museum.
Mike Prosser, recently appointed Director of Research to the HE Academy, addressed the question whether SoTL could be called a scholarship of discovery, and in the process he identified three reasons why staff might be drawn to undertake SoTL:
· For self: self-development, notes on own practice, etc
· For department: investigations to validate procedures and practices for students and colleagues, for instance
· Overlap between SoTL and investigations: informing the world.  For him, this level of inquiry generally qualified as RAE research.  
For those staff in generic centres, the conference was an opportunity to build a sense of identity around a set of developing disciplinary ideas and research lines.  In doing so the conference raised a number of issues we all need to think about.  What is the scholarship of teaching and learning?  Does it arise from a generalised view of our activities across disciplines?  Do a sociologist, a physicist and a lawyer teach using the same conceptual tools?  The literature would suggest that this was not the case.  Lee Shulman, writing in the Foreward to Disciplinary Styles in the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning and summarising many years of reseach on just this subject, pointed out how he discovered amongst doctors and teachers that teaching skills were highly domain-specific: ‘the same teacher who taught one subject well did not necessarily have the capacity to teach another well’.
 
Shulman’s research presents the case for disciplinary specificity; but he and many others argue, rightly, for a conversation between disciplines to take place, one in which we learn what is transferable, and what is specific to our disciplines.  As Pat Hutchins observed, SoTL is really what we want of our students – the motivation to be active co-inquirers, to ‘go meta-‘ about knowledge inquiry.
   The conference itself was an example of such a conversation.  Look out for next year’s event, and attend it if you can.
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� For information on this last point and much else, see the valuable bibliography on SoTL put together by Hutchins and Lee Shulman at � HYPERLINK "http://www.carnegiefoundation.org/elibrary/docs/bibliography.htm" ��http://www.carnegiefoundation.org/elibrary/docs/bibliography.htm� 









