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ABSTRACT
There is a growing imperative for Australian universities to deliver Higher Education
through a range of approaches employing a diversity of established and emerging
digital technologies. The imperative to attract and engage students and improve the
quality of educational outcomes has seen an enormous penetration of information and
communication technologies across the sector. An extensive body of literature has
established the pedagogic potential of eLearning; however, supporting the integration
of technologies in online and blended-mode settings remains a considerable challenge
for universities, academic departments and lecturers with well-established approaches
to teaching and learning. In response to the concern that eLearning initiatives have
generally fallen short of their promise to transform teaching and learning in Higher
Education, the study sought to explore the challenge of planning and teaching a
blended-mode course from the perspective of a group of lecturers who were experienced
university educators and disciplinary practitioners. In particular, the research sought to
investigate the influence and interplay of individual, social and contextual structures on
lecturers’ pedagogical intentions, decisions and actions. The research is therefore driven
by a primary research question: How do experienced university lecturers make
decisions about teaching with technology in a contemporary blended learning
environment? Sub-questions guiding the inquiry are: (a) How do the lecturers’
individual beliefs about teaching and learning influence their decisions? (b) How do the
contextual and social structures in their environment influence their decisions? and (c)
What is the relationship between individual and contextual factors in the decision
making process?
Locating the study within the theoretical and interpretive framework of culturalhistorical activity theory (Engeström, 1987, 2001) provided a means to describe the
highly mediated yet dynamic nature of lecturers’ participation in planning and teaching
a blended-mode course, as well as a way to capture the social, cultural and historical
factors influencing their decision-making in the local and broader context. To allow the
nature of lecturers’ participation in a complex activity to emerge over time, this
exploratory research adopted a qualitative design and a multiple case study approach.
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Data were gathered over the course of a study period by way of individual and group
semi-structured interviews, stimulated recall interviews, online observations and digital
artifacts. Data interpretation was undertaken in two phases and employed Rogoff’s
(1995) notion of the three planes of sociocultural analysis to focus on the activity taking
place on the personal, interpersonal and institutional-community levels. Interpretation
began with the construction of pedagogical belief profiles for each participant and
culminated with detailed accounts of the interactions and tensions in their work activity
systems. A cross-case analysis was undertaken to synthesise and discuss the individual,
contextual and technological influences on lecturers’ participation in the activity of
technology-mediated teaching.
The four case studies presented in this inquiry provide an insider’s perspective on how
university teachers from different disciplines (Journalism, Health Science, Engineering,
and Nursing) make decisions about teaching with technology in a contemporary
blended learning context. In particular, the study offers an expanded view of teacher
cognition that illuminates the complex interrelationships among lecturers’ pedagogical
and technological beliefs, their interpretation of the technology’s ‘affordances-in-use’,
their past experiences as teachers and practitioners, and the social and contextual
structures in their local environment. The findings suggest that the relationship between
the individual and the environment plays a significant role in determining how the
latent affordances in the tool are activated (or suppressed) and become manifested
through practice. In particular, the findings accentuate the highly personalised and
contextualised nature of lecturers’ personal practical theories of teaching and highlight
the central role of the individual in the socially constructed activity of planning and
teaching a blended-mode course. The findings also highlight the propensity of
experienced lecturers to maintain the continuity of their established pedagogical beliefs
by seeking alternative ways to actualise their pedagogical visions in the face of
contradictory circumstances.
This study has contributed to the growing body of research that has applied culturalhistorical activity theory to eLearning and has a number of implications for both practice
and research. The pedagogical belief profile developed in the methodological design
phase of this research holds promise for assisting lecturers to engage in in-depth
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reflection on the conceptual stances and pedagogical orientations underpinning their
espoused theories of teaching beyond the fundamental relationship between teacher,
learner and content. Similarly a discussion or structured reflection drawing on the
principles of cultural historical activity theory could provide opportunities for lecturers
to reconcile the past and present forms of their practice by reflecting on the differences
between the affordances of a traditional face-to-face teaching setting and a blended
learning setting. Through surfacing some of the often-tacit individual and contextual
factors at play and recognising their interrelatedness, there are opportunities to assist
less experienced lecturers to discover their own pedagogical dispositions, vocalise their
perceptions of the technology, and acknowledge the motivations and assumptions held
by colleagues sharing the same activity. By engaging in such an exercise, lecturers may
be better equipped to navigate the passage from the trial and error approach of the
novice towards the self-aware and self-confident approach of an expert.
An activity theory base for future research holds significant potential for a broader and
deeper theorisation of the complexity of eLearning. This study has engaged with
contextual complexity and the messiness of the human condition to illuminate the
interrelationships among the individual, social, cultural and historical factors at play in
a contemporary learning environment. Balancing the descriptive and interpretative
elements with a degree of structure and organisation has enhanced explication of the
findings. In doing so, this thesis represents a credible contribution to the field and offers
a viable approach for future investigations.

ix

TABLE OF CONTENTS
STATEMENT OF ACCESS TO THESIS............................................................................................... II
STATEMENT OF SOURCES ................................................................................................................ III
STATEMENT ON THE CONTRIBUTION OF OTHERS ................................................................. IV
DECLARATION OF ETHICS..................................................................................................................V
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ..................................................................................................................... VI
ABSTRACT ........................................................................................................................................... VII
TABLE OF CONTENTS...........................................................................................................................X
LIST OF TABLES ................................................................................................................................ XIV
LIST OF FIGURES ................................................................................................................................ XV
CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION ...................................................................................................... 1
1.1

INTRODUCTION ....................................................................................................................................... 1

1.3

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT OF THE STUDY ..................................................................................... 3

1.2

AIM OF THE STUDY ................................................................................................................................. 2

1.4

RESEARCH QUESTION ............................................................................................................................ 5

1.6

A NOTE ABOUT TERMINOLOGY ............................................................................................................ 6

1.8

CHAPTER SUMMARY ............................................................................................................................10

2.1

INTRODUCTION .....................................................................................................................................11

1.5

1.7

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY ............................................................................................................... 5

STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS .................................................................................................................. 7

CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW ...................................................................................... 11
2.2

2.2.1

ELEARNING IN HIGHER EDUCATION ................................................................................................. 12

Defining eLearning for this inquiry .......................................................................................12

2.2.2

The complex landscape of eLearning ...................................................................................14

2.2.3

Theorising teacher participation in eLearning ...............................................................22

2.2.4

A holistic representation of eLearning ................................................................................32

2.2.5

Summary............................................................................................................................................58

2.3

2.3.1

UNIVERSITY TEACHERS’ BELIEFS ....................................................................................................... 59

2.3.2

Characterising teacher beliefs .................................................................................................61

Teaching as a professional thinking activity ....................................................................59
x

2.3.3

Espoused theories and theories-in-use ................................................................................67

2.3.4

Defining teacher beliefs for this inquiry ..............................................................................69

2.3.5

Categorising teachers’ pedagogical beliefs .......................................................................70

2.3.6

Summary............................................................................................................................................76

2.4.1

ACTIVITY THEORY ................................................................................................................................77

2.4.2

Second generation activity theory .........................................................................................80

2.4.3

Third generation activity theory ............................................................................................84

2.4.4

Contradictions within activity systems................................................................................87

2.4.5

Critiques of activity theory ........................................................................................................89

2.4.6

Summary............................................................................................................................................91

2.4

First generation activity theory ..............................................................................................78

2.5

CHAPTER SUMMARY ............................................................................................................................92

3.1

INTRODUCTION .....................................................................................................................................94

CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY ............................................. 94
3.2

3.2.1

RESEARCH APPROACH .........................................................................................................................94

3.2.2

Philosophical considerations....................................................................................................96

3.2.3

Theoretical lens: Activity theory .............................................................................................97

3.2.4

Methodological approach: Case studies ........................................................................... 100

Overview of the methodological framework.....................................................................95

3.3.1

RESEARCH METHODS ........................................................................................................................ 103

3.3.2

Data collection .............................................................................................................................105

3.3.3

Data interpretation ................................................................................................................... 118

3.3.4

Quality of the Research Design............................................................................................. 139

3.3

3.4

3.5

The participants .......................................................................................................................... 103

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS.............................................................................................................. 142
CHAPTER SUMMARY.......................................................................................................................... 143

CHAPTER FOUR: RESEARCH FINDINGS ....................................................................................138
4.1

4.2

INTRODUCTION .................................................................................................................................. 138

4.2.1

CASE STUDY ONE: LISA .................................................................................................................... 139

4.2.2

Planning a blended-mode course ........................................................................................ 147

4.2.3

Teaching a blended-mode course........................................................................................ 152

4.2.4

Commentary ..................................................................................................................................162

4.3

Beliefs about teaching and learning .................................................................................. 140

CASE STUDY TWO: ADAM ................................................................................................................ 170

xi

4.3.1

Beliefs about teaching and learning .................................................................................. 171

4.3.2

Planning a blended-mode course ........................................................................................ 179

4.3.3

Teaching a blended-mode course........................................................................................ 188

4.3.4

Commentary ..................................................................................................................................194

CASE STUDY THREE: MARTIN ....................................................................................................................... 202
4.3.5

Beliefs about teaching and learning .................................................................................. 204

4.3.6

Planning a blended-mode course ........................................................................................ 211

4.3.7

Teaching a blended-mode course........................................................................................ 222

4.3.8

Commentary ..................................................................................................................................229

4.4.1

CASE STUDY FOUR: KATE ................................................................................................................ 237

4.4.2

Planning a blended-mode course ........................................................................................ 246

2.5.1

Teaching a blended-mode course........................................................................................ 252

4.4.3

Commentary ..................................................................................................................................260

4.4

Beliefs about teaching and learning .................................................................................. 238

4.5

CHAPTER SUMMARY ......................................................................................................................... 269

5.1

INTRODUCTION .................................................................................................................................. 270

5.3

5.3.1

TEACHING WITH TECHNOLOGY ....................................................................................................... 276

5.3.2

Teaching with technology as a historically mediated activity .............................. 283

5.3.3

Teaching with technology as multivoiced activity ...................................................... 287

CHAPTER FIVE: CROSS-CASE ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION ................................................270
5.2

5.4

5.5

PEDAGOGICAL BELIEFS AND INTENTIONALITY ............................................................................. 271

Perceptions about the value and role of technology .................................................. 277

EXPANSIVE TRANSFORMATION OF BLENDED TEACHING PRACTICE .......................................... 291
CHAPTER SUMMARY.......................................................................................................................... 297

CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS ..............................................................300
6.1

INTRODUCTION .................................................................................................................................. 300

6.2.1

SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS ............................................................................................................ 301

6.2.2

Methodological findings .......................................................................................................... 305

6.2

6.3

6.4

Theoretical findings................................................................................................................... 301

LIMITATIONS ...................................................................................................................................... 306

6.4.1

IMPLICATIONS .................................................................................................................................... 307

6.4.2

Directions for future research .............................................................................................. 308

6.5

Implications for practice ......................................................................................................... 307

CONCLUDING COMMENT .................................................................................................................. 311

xii

APPENDICES.......................................................................................................................................312
APPENDIX A: GLOSSARY OF TERMS .............................................................................................................. 312
APPENDIX B: PARTICIPANT INFORMATION PAGE...................................................................................... 314

APPENDIX C: CONSENT FORM ....................................................................................................................... 315

APPENDIX D: INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW SCHEDULE .................................................................................... 316
APPENDIX E: GUIDELINES FOR CONDUCTING STIMULATED RECALL INTERVIEWS ............................. 317

APPENDIX F: GUIDING QUESTIONS FOR STIMULATED RECALL INTERVIEWS ....................................... 318

APPENDIX G: GROUP INTERVIEW SCHEDULE ............................................................................................. 319
APPENDIX H: PERSONAL PRACTICAL THEORY OF TEACHING MAP ....................................................... 320

APPENDIX I: THEMATIC ANALYSIS OF LITERATURE ON TEACHERS’ PEDAGOGICAL BELIEFS ........... 321

APPENDIX J: DESCRIPTION OF DIMENSIONS INCLUDED IN THE PEDAGOGICAL BELIEF PROFILE ........ 324

REFERENCES ......................................................................................................................................335

xiii

LIST OF TABLES
TABLE 1. COMPARISON OF THE OPERATIONAL ROLES OF THE TEACHER IN AN ONLINE SETTING .................................... 27
TABLE 2. DISTRIBUTION OF PEER-REVIEWED JOURNAL ARTICLES FROM 2001-2013 USING ACTIVITY THEORY AS THE

CENTRAL THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK TO INVESTIGATE ELEARNING. .......................................................................39

TABLE 3. SELECTED RESEARCH USING ACTIVITY THEORY TO INVESTIGATE ELEARNING FROM THE LEARNERS’

PERSPECTIVE .......................................................................................................................................................................41

TABLE 4. SELECTED RESEARCH USING ACTIVITY THEORY TO INVESTIGATE ELEARNING FROM THE TEACHER’S

PERSPECTIVE .......................................................................................................................................................................48

TABLE 5. COMPARISON OF THE WAYS OF CONCEPTUALISING TEACHING FOUND IN THE LITERATURE ON TEACHER

COGNITION ...........................................................................................................................................................................73

TABLE 6. REEVES & REEVES (1997) DIMENSIONS OF INTERACTIVE LEARNING ...............................................................76

TABLE 7. SUMMARY OF THE PRINCIPLES OF THIRD GENERATION ACTIVITY THEORY ........................................................85

TABLE 8. PARTICIPANT TEACHING PROFILES ........................................................................................................................ 104

TABLE 9. SUMMARY OF RESEARCH METHODS IN THIS STUDY ........................................................................................... 108
TABLE 10. OVERVIEW OF THE DATA INTERPRETATION PROCEDURE ................................................................................ 118
TABLE 11. EXAMPLES OF HYPOTHETICAL RELATIONSHIPS AMONG PPT COMPONENTS................................................ 127

TABLE 12. DECISION GUIDELINES FOR CODING DATA TO CHAT CONCEPTUAL CATEGORIES ........................................ 134
TABLE 13. ENGESTRÖM’S (1987) FOUR LEVELS OF INNER CONTRADICTIONS IN ACTIVITY SYSTEMS ........................ 135
TABLE 14. KÄRKKÄINEN’S (1999) INDICATORS OF TURNING POINTS ............................................................................. 137

TABLE 15. SYSTEMIC TENSIONS AND TURNING POINT EVENTS INFLUENCING LISA’S OBJECT TRANSFORMATION..... 164
TABLE 16. SYSTEMIC TENSIONS AND TURNING POINT EVENTS INFLUENCING ADAM’S OBJECT TRANSFORMATION.. 195
TABLE 17. SYSTEMIC TENSIONS AND TURNING POINT EVENTS INFLUENCING MARTIN’S OBJECT TRANSFORMATION

............................................................................................................................................................................................231

TABLE 18. SYSTEMIC TENSIONS AND TURNING POINT EVENTS INFLUENCING KATE’S OBJECT TRANSFORMATION ... 261

xiv

LIST OF FIGURES
FIGURE 1. A GENERIC ACTIVITY SYSTEM IN THE CURRENT STUDY ADAPTED FROM ENGESTRÖM (1987) .................... 34

FIGURE 2. VYGOTSKY’S MODEL OF MEDIATED ACTION (BASED ON VYGOTSKY, 1978) ....................................................79

FIGURE 3. HIERARCHICAL LEVELS OF AN ACTIVITY (LEONTIEV, 1981) .............................................................................81
FIGURE 4. THE STRUCTURE OF A HUMAN ACTIVITY SYSTEM IN SECOND-GENERATION ACTIVITY THEORY (ENGESTRÖM,

1987, P. 78) .......................................................................................................................................................................82

FIGURE 5. TWO INTERSECTING ACTIVITY SYSTEMS IN THIRD-GENERATION ACTIVITY THEORY (ENGESTRÖM, 2001, P.

16) ........................................................................................................................................................................................84

FIGURE 6. METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK EMPLOYED IN THIS STUDY ..............................................................................95

FIGURE 7. DIMENSIONS OF UNIVERSITY TEACHERS’ BELIEFS ABOUT TEACHING AND LEARNING.................................. 123
FIGURE 8. EXTRACT OF A PEDAGOGICAL BELIEF PROFILE FROM A PARTICIPANT ............................................................ 129

FIGURE 9. CHAT MODEL OF LISA’S WORK ACTIVITY SYSTEM............................................................................................. 140

FIGURE 10. LISA’S PEDAGOGICAL BELIEF PROFILE ............................................................................................................... 142
FIGURE 11. TENSIONS IN LISA’S WORK ACTIVITY SYSTEM IN THE PLANNING PHASE ..................................................... 165

FIGURE 12. TENSIONS IN LISA’S WORK ACTIVITY SYSTEM IN THE TEACHING PHASE ..................................................... 167
FIGURE 13. CHAT MODEL OF ADAM’S WORK ACTIVITY SYSTEM ....................................................................................... 170

FIGURE 14. ADAM’S PEDAGOGICAL BELIEF PROFILE ............................................................................................................ 175
FIGURE 15. TENSIONS IN ADAM’S WORK ACTIVITY SYSTEM IN THE PLANNING PHASE .................................................. 196

FIGURE 16. TENSIONS IN ADAM’S WORK ACTIVITY SYSTEM IN THE TEACHING PHASE .................................................. 200

FIGURE 17. CHAT MODEL OF MARTIN’S WORK ACTIVITY SYSTEM ................................................................................... 203
FIGURE 18. MARTIN’S PEDAGOGICAL BELIEF PROFILE ........................................................................................................ 206

FIGURE 19. TENSIONS IN MARTIN’S WORK ACTIVITY SYSTEM IN THE PLANNING PHASE .............................................. 232

FIGURE 20. TENSIONS IN MARTIN’S WORK ACTIVITY SYSTEM IN THE TEACHING PHASE............................................... 235
FIGURE 21. CHAT MODEL OF KATE’S WORK ACTIVITY SYSTEM ........................................................................................ 238
FIGURE 22. KATE’S PEDAGOGICAL BELIEF PROFILE ............................................................................................................. 240
FIGURE 23. TENSIONS IN KATE’S WORK ACTIVITY SYSTEM RELATING TO ORGANISATIONAL EXPECTATIONS AND THE

PROVISION OF TECHNICAL SUPPORT ............................................................................................................................. 262

FIGURE 24. TENSIONS IN KATE’S ACTIVITY SYSTEM RELATING TO INTEGRATION OF NEW CURRICULUM CONTENT . 264
FIGURE 25. TENSIONS IN KATE’S WORK ACTIVITY SYSTEM RELATING TO SCAFFOLDING ONLINE LEARNING TASKS . 266
FIGURE 26. TENSIONS IN KATE’S ACTIVITY SYSTEM RELATING TO USE OF THE VLE TO PROVIDE STUDENT FEEDBACK

............................................................................................................................................................................................267

xv

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
1.1 Introduction
In recent years, the desire of Australian universities to attract and engage students and
improve the quality of educational outcomes has seen an enormous penetration of
information and communication technologies (ICT) across the sector. This trend has seen
more lecturers incorporating ICT into their curricula, a rising interest in pedagogical
approaches that blend physical and virtual spaces, and an emphasis on technologies that

can support social theories of learning (Garrison & Akyol, 2009). The appetite for blended
learning has, in turn, created new challenges for lecturers as course designers and
teachers, and, for students as consumers and participants. The desire for contemporary
pedagogical approaches has also unsettled the teaching and learning regimes
established within academic departments and the institutions in which they operate
(e.g., Convery, 2009). Indeed, rather than transforming Higher Education to a significant
extent, digital technologies have often been employed in ways that serve to re-package
traditional pedagogy (Salinas, 2008). In Australia and globally, the gap between the
potential of such technologies to articulate with institutional objectives and their uptake
by teachers in universities has been widely noted (Becker & Jokivirta, 2007; Kirkwood,
2009; Zemsky & Massy, 2004). Perhaps unsurprisingly, there is a sense of uncertainty
about how digital technologies are transforming teaching and learning in the sector.
The integration of digital technologies into university curricula is a multi-faceted
phenomenon shaped by a complex array of political, cultural, technical and pedagogical
factors (Selander, 2008). From the lecturer’s perspective, the task of designing and
teaching a blended-mode course is active, intentional, value-laden work with many
matters often vying simultaneously for their attention, decision-making and actiontaking (Sanders & McCutcheon, 1986). Their work is active in that it demands the
application of complex and demanding cognitive processes such as creativity and
originality in thinking, problem solving and reflection. It is intentional in that it involves
acting in certain ways to produce or evoke desired consequences or to create particular
conditions. The work of the university teacher is also value-laden, imbued with a rich
1

personal history, life experiences and beliefs of the individual and played out within the
complex socio-cultural milieu of students, colleagues and the academy.
A key concern in this thesis is that eLearning research is characterised by relatively
dispersed and under-theorised accounts of the relationship between technology,
context, human cognition, and action. This qualitative inquiry embraces a more
expansive approach by exploring the dynamic nexus of people, technology and sociocultural influences and is, therefore, positioned at the intersection of three broad fields
of research: eLearning, teachers’ pedagogical beliefs, and activity theory. eLearning
research situates this study in relation to the setting in which the activity occurs, that is,
a Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) including its affordances and constraints. The
research on teacher beliefs establishes the cognitive underpinnings of lecturers’
intentions, decisions and actions. Cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT) (e.g.,
Engeström, 1987, 1999, 2001; Kuutti, 1996; B. A. Nardi, 1996) provides the descriptive
and interpretive framework underpinning this investigation. The rationale for the
research lies in establishing a viable approach for investigating the influence and
interplay of individual, social and contextual structures on lecturers’ decisions about
integrating digital technology into their curricula.

1.2 Aim of the study
This study aims to better understand how experienced university lecturers make
decisions about teaching with digital technology in a contemporary blended learning
environment. Recognising the culturally and historically mediated nature of teaching
and learning (e.g., J. S. Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989; Engeström, 1987; Lave &
Wenger, 1991), the intent of the study is to describe and interpret the multifaceted and
multi-levelled nature of lecturers’ online participation in the activity of planning and
teaching a blended-mode course. In essence, this investigation aspires to reveal ‘what it
is really like’ to participate in this collective activity from the perspective of four
individual lecturers from different disciplinary backgrounds over a thirteen week study
period.

2

Unless university teachers are aware of their own cognitive disposition and cognisant of
the covert dynamics influencing their decisions about using digital technology, they can
become a product and perpetuator of organisational views of technology integration
rather than a catalyst for change within it. This study offers a pathway to understanding
how the attributes of the individual (such as their beliefs about teaching, learning,
technology, their personal qualities, and their past experiences) connect, interact and
sometimes conflict with their surrounding technological, social and cultural context.
Applied to teacher education and development practices, this study offers an approach
for assisting less experienced lecturers to discover their own pedagogical dispositions,
connect their perceptions of digital technology with their assumptions and past
experiences, and acknowledge the perspectives and motivations held by colleagues
sharing the same activity. For universities, an enhanced level of self and contextual
awareness among those responsible for implementing blended-mode curricula affords
an opportunity to evolve from a typically technology-led view of technology integration
towards a more pragmatic, user-led perspective. The study will also contribute to
discussions about the use of activity theory as a research tool in Higher Education.

1.3 Background and context of the study
The rise and expansion of eLearning as a mainstream approach to course delivery in
Higher Education has seen the proliferation of a range of digital technologies to support
teaching and learning, most visibly, learning management systems (Papastergiou, 2006;
Steel, 2009b).

Despite the sense of institutional urgency for ‘going online’, and

unprecedented staff and student access to enabling infrastructure such as broadband
and wireless internet services and mobile devices, much of the hyped potential of such
technologies to transform teaching and learning has failed to materialise in Australia
and other countries around the world (Kirkwood, 2009; Zemsky & Massy, 2004). While
most Australian universities have adopted a central learning management system
(ACODE, 2011), in practice there has been an overemphasis on the technologies
themselves rather than on the type of activities they enable (Kirkwood & Price, 2011).
Consequently, much eLearning practice has tended to replicate or supplement
traditional face-to-face academic teaching practices (e.g., Cramer, Collins, Snider, &
Fawcett, 2007; Evans, 2008; Stephenson, Brown, & Griffin, 2008) and the uptake by
3

university lecturers has been much less than anticipated (Coates, James, & Baldwin,
2005). At the same time, eLearning research has largely failed to represent the complex
cognitive and contextual dynamics inherent in lecturers’ attempts to integrate digital
technologies into their teaching practice. The need for more expansive research
approaches to understand the dynamics underpinning this phenomenon provides the
rationale for this study.
The increased visibility of teaching practices in the Virtual Learning Environment (VLE),
evident in the development of online resources and activities, affords a window on the
different beliefs about teaching, learning and technology held by university teachers.
Variations in online teaching practices reveal lecturers’ espousal of particular personal
theories about teaching (Kirkwood, 2009; Kirkwood & Price, 2011). The often-tacit beliefs
underpinning a lecturer’s personal theory of teaching may rarely be acknowledged or
discussed among colleagues (Kirkwood, 2009). Such beliefs nevertheless represent the
conceptual structures and visions that provide teachers with reasons for acting as they
do, and for designing the teaching resources and activities they do to be effective
(Marland, 1998; Sanders & McCutcheon, 1986).
The practices adopted by university teachers in blended-mode settings are not solely
determined by their individual beliefs but can also be shaped by the extrinsic
institutional and

socio-cultural

context

(Kirkwood,

2009).

The influence

of

organisational constraints such a lack of policy and strategic planning and the need for
ongoing technical and pedagogical support feature strongly in the literature (e.g.,
Conole, 2010; Zhou & Xu, 2007). The presence of socio-cultural factors such as the
attitudes of colleagues towards technology use (Sahin & Thompson, 2006), and the
teaching and learning regimes that encompass local rules, assumptions and practices
related to teaching and learning (Trowler & Cooper, 2002), can also hold sway on
lecturers’ teaching practices and the adoption and use of technologies, particularly when
negatively framed (Hew & Brush, 2007).
This qualitative study focuses on capturing the complex ways that individual and
contextual factors can interact to support or impede the integration of technology into
teaching practice. The inquiry adopts a multiple case study approach and employs the
4

lens of cultural-historical activity theory to explore the nuances of university lecturers'
everyday online activity while engaged with the challenge of planning and teaching a
blended-mode course.

1.4 Research question
This study is primarily an attempt to describe and interpret the complex activity of
designing and teaching a blended-mode course from the perspective of four experienced
university lecturers from different disciplinary backgrounds. The research question that
guides this inquiry is: How do experienced university lecturers make decisions about
teaching with digital technology in a contemporary blended learning environment?
The question is multifaceted and is addressed in the form of a multiple case study
comprising four lecturers independently participating in the common activity of
planning and teaching a blended-mode course. The case studies examine the influence
of lecturers’ individual beliefs about teaching, learning and technology on their
decisions; the influence of contextual and social structures on lecturers’ decisions; and
the relationship between individual and contextual factors in the decision making
process.
A pedagogical belief profile and activity system diagram constructed for each
participant provides a consistent approach to identifying the individual and contextual
dynamics influencing key decision points. A cross-case analysis and commentary from
an activity theory perspective offers a way to reasonably compare findings and identify
themes that may be more generalisable across the group.

1.5 Significance of the study
There is a growing imperative for Australian universities to deliver Higher Education
through a range of approaches employing a diversity of established and emerging
digital technologies. Under the Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Act 2011,
providers of Higher Education courses, including those with an online component, are
required to demonstrate that outcomes for students will be achieved. According to the
Tertiary Education Quality Standards Agency (TEQSA), eLearning, when designed and
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delivered effectively, has the potential to enhance learning and to increase student
accessibility to Higher Education (2013). However, supporting the integration of
technologies in a blended-mode setting is still a considerable challenge for universities,
academic departments, and lecturers with well-established approaches to teaching and
learning. The interplay of university teachers’ pedagogical conceptions and beliefs, their
perceptions of the affordances and constraints of various digital technologies, the sociocultural milieu of teaching and learning regimes within academic disciplines, and
organisational barriers and enablers, all play their part in a complex puzzle.
The study aims to address some of the limitations of previous research on innovation
and decision-making in eLearning by adopting a descriptive and interpretive
framework capable of representing the complexity of the eLearning landscape.
Understanding how university teachers experience and respond to imperatives to
integrate digital technology into their courses requires an expansive and holistic view of
participation. The adopted approach represents the perspective of the adopter,
acknowledges the individuality of their personal theories of teaching, recognises the
contextual and social structures inherent in the environment, and reveals potential
connections and relationships among these facets.
With a contextualised insight into the dynamics of what experienced lecturers think and
do when deciding why and how to integrate a particular technology into their
curriculum, the study has the potential to help practitioners identify the root causes of
tensions and problems in their own environments. Doing so could give rise to rethinking
elements such as teaching and learning objectives, the design of online resources and
activities, selection of technological tools and other mediating artifacts, or renegotiation
of the rules governing the realisation of desired outcomes. The major significance of the
study lies in the potential to apply findings to university teacher development activities
focused on technology integration and use.

1.6 A Note about terminology
The fields of literature informing this study are replete with their own lexicon. The terms
used in the study are defined in the relevant sections of the literature review (Chapter
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2). Acronyms also abound in these fields, and a glossary of those used in the thesis is
included in Appendix A.
The use of terms used to describe units of study, academic staff designations and
organisational units vary considerably in the Australian Higher Education sector;
therefore, the case studies introduced in Chapter 4 of this thesis consistently employ a
number of generic terms to assist the reader to make sense of the descriptions. A unit of
study, typically of thirteen week’s duration, is referred to as a course. The academic staff
member responsible for designing and teaching the course is referred to as a lecturer or
synonymously as a university teacher. Organisational units referred to in the current
study include Schools and Departments that indicate groupings of academic colleagues
from the same discipline.

1.7 Structure of the thesis
This thesis contains six chapters. This chapter has established a rationale for the research,
introduced the aims of the study, presented the context in which the study is located,
summarised the significance of the study, and flagged the problematic nature of
terminology in the intersecting areas of research underpinning the inquiry.
Chapter Two: Literature Review. This chapter positions the study at the intersection of
three broad fields of research – eLearning, teacher beliefs and activity theory, and each
is represented as a major section of the chapter. The eLearning in Higher Education section
highlights the gap between the promise and practice of purposeful blended learning
course design. The chapter suggests that individual and contextual factors can positively
and negatively influence the adoption and integration of digital technologies and
justifies the use, in this study, of a descriptive and interpretive framework capable of
engaging with the socio-cultural complexity of contemporary eLearning environments.
The individual factors identified as influencing the decisions made and, ultimately, the
success or failure of the attempted innovation, include the conceptions and beliefs
underpinning teachers’ personal practical theories of teaching (PPT). The University
teachers’ beliefs section establishes that conceptions and beliefs underpin PPT, have the
agency to guide thought and action, and impact on lecturers’ teaching decisions and
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practices. PPT are characterised as an individual, context-specific interplay of
knowledge, experience and values used to guide teachers’ decisions and actions. The
contextual factors identified as influencing the lecturers’ decisions include the web of
organisational, socio-cultural, and historical precedents that emerge in the form of local
rules, assumptions and practices related to teaching and learning. In the Activity theory
section, cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT) is identified as an appropriate
framework for describing and interpreting the individual and contextual factors
influencing university teachers’ decisions about integrating technology into their
curriculum. The CHAT principle of contradictions is highlighted as a way of identifying
why disjunctions can occur between teachers’ beliefs and their actual practice.
Chapter Three: Research Design and Methodology. This chapter outlines the
methodology used in this study. It describes and explains the use of a qualitative
research design, argues that a multiple case study approach is the most appropriate
design for this exploratory research and justifies the selection of cultural-historical
activity theory as a theoretical lens for the research. This chapter explains the selection
of multiple data collection methods outlining the strengths and weaknesses of each and
the procedures undertaken for collection. The data interpretation process is dealt with
in some detail, describing the elucidation of a set of belief dimensions for profiling the
participants’ pedagogical beliefs, the procedure for mapping participants’ activity
systems and the identification of contradictions in order to interpret potential
transformations in belief and practice. Finally, the chapter explains how the quality of
the research design was maintained by demonstrating how strategies appropriate to a
naturalistic inquiry such as member checking, prolonged engagement with persistent
observations, multiple data sources, triangulation and thick descriptions were applied.
Chapter Four: Findings. This chapter presents four detailed descriptions of lecturers’
participation in the activity of planning and teaching a blended-mode course. The
chapter consists of four case studies that follow a consistent presentation structure. Each
case study contains five subsections beginning with a brief biographical overview of the
participant along with a summary diagram of their work activity system. In the second
subsection, the participant’s pedagogical belief profile is presented diagrammatically
and elaborated in detail. The following two subsections detail the lecturer’s participation
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in the planning and teaching phases of the course and describe in detail the cognitive,
physical and virtual mediating tools, and the individual and contextual factors
influencing their decisions. The findings are examined in relation to activity theory
based concepts with a focus on contradictions (resolved and unresolved tensions) that
emerged during the planning and teaching phases. These tensions are summarised in an
activity system triangle diagram. The final subsection reviews the participant’s
experience in planning and teaching the course. It concludes with a table summarising
the tensions experienced throughout the activity, the turning point events that prompted
a design or teaching decision, and the way in which their practice was subsequently
transformed.
Chapter Five: Discussion. This chapter presents a cross-case analysis and discussion of
the rich data elucidated in the findings with a view to explaining how experienced
university teachers make decisions about teaching with technology in a blended learning
context. Themes are identified, elaborated and discussed that represent commonalities
and differences across the beliefs, practices, contexts and disciplines of the four
experienced lecturers as they progressed through the planning and teaching phases of a
blended-mode course. The chapter comprises three main sections. The first section
focuses on the relationship between pedagogical beliefs and intentionality to illustrate
the central role of individual beliefs in shaping decisions about teaching a blended-mode
course. The second section extends the discussion to consider how decisions about using
technology in particular ways represented a historically mediated, socially constructed
enactment of personal practical theories of teaching. The third section concludes the
discussion by considering the influence of disturbances, dilemmas and disjunctions on
the way lecturers’ pedagogical visions were ultimately enacted.
Chapter Six: Conclusion. This final chapter of the thesis provides a summary of the
study‘s key findings, highlights some limitations, and identifies a number of
implications for practice and future research arising from the study. The thesis concludes
with some final comments.
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1.8 Chapter Summary
This introductory chapter described the overall aim the study, provided a background
and context for the inquiry, indicated the significance of the research, articulated the
research question, clarified some key terms, and outlined the structure of the thesis. The
following chapter extends this introduction to further develop the rationale, highlight
the gaps in understanding, and construct the conceptual framework underpinning the
study.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Introduction
The intent of this study is to understand better how university lecturers participate in
the activity of planning and teaching a blended-mode course. In particular, the study
investigates the influence and interplay of individual, social and contextual elements on
their pedagogical decision-making. This objective was achieved by embracing the
complexity of eLearning environments and capturing a holistic representation of this
multi-faceted social phenomenon through the eyes of university lecturers as they engage
in online teaching activities mediated by a virtual learning environment. This study was
positioned at the intersection of three broad fields of research: eLearning, teachers’
pedagogical beliefs, and activity theory.
This chapter comprises three major sections. In the first section, the literature on
eLearning in the Higher Education sector is critically reviewed to establish the context
in which the study is located. The review in this section reveals the general failure of
eLearning to meet expectations in Higher Education, particularly in terms of
transforming teaching and learning. The review also suggests that previous eLearning
research has not adequately represented the socio-cultural complexity of the field, nor
sufficiently considered participation in eLearning from the teacher’s perspective. The
second section reviews the literature on teachers’ pedagogical beliefs that serve as
implicit theories and cognitive maps for participating in the complex activity of
eLearning. This section attempts to disambiguate the profusion of terminology found in
the field of teacher cognition, reviews the different dimensions and categories of teacher
beliefs and examines the connection between espoused beliefs and actual teaching
practice. The third section presents cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT) as the
theoretical and interpretive framework underpinning the inquiry. The development of
CHAT is discussed to build a picture of the theoretical constructs employed to
characterise and interpret the complex activity of teaching in an eLearning context, with
an emphasis on the transformative potential of disturbances and tensions encountered
by the university teacher.
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2.2 eLearning in Higher Education
The extended discussion in this major section critically considers the scholarship in the
field of eLearning to reveal gaps in the literature and suggests a focus and rationale for
this inquiry. This section begins by defining the terms eLearning and Virtual Learning
Environment as employed in the study to disambiguate the terminology. The next
section illustrates the multi-faceted and problematic nature of eLearning by contrasting
the claims made for the potential of eLearning with the reality of eLearning
implementation in Higher Education. Barriers to successful eLearning are discussed to
set an investigative focus for the study. The ways in which teacher participation in
eLearning have been represented in the literature are reviewed. It is argued that
eLearning in general, and teacher participation in particular, has been under-theorised
suggesting that the eLearning phenomenon be more appropriately understood by
research approaches that can represent the complexity of the activity and interrogate the
apparent disjunction between intention and outcomes. It is advanced that culturalhistorical activity theory (CHAT) offers an appropriate theoretical and interpretive
framework to investigate complex eLearning settings from the teacher’s perspective. In
addition, the section demonstrates how activity theory has been successfully applied in
contemporary eLearning research, and concludes by considering the capacity of CHAT
to address the aims of the current study.

2.2.1 Defining eLearning for this inquiry
Scoping the literature from the 1990s onwards reveals a plethora of overlapping and
often inconsistently used definitions and terminology to describe the application of
information and communication technologies to teaching and learning. A few of the
more frequently used terms include Computer-assisted learning, ICT-mediated learning,
eLearning, Networked learning, Online learning, Telelearning, Web-based learning, Blended
learning, Hybrid learning and Technology-enhanced learning. The particular term used
reflects the author’s perceptions of the technological context and, more often than not, is
applied imprecisely to describe a diverse range of educational activities. The term is also
often used to imply a technology-led rather than a user-led focus. The widely used term
eLearning, for example, represents a broad category encompassing learning mediated
by ICT in general including word processing software, stand-alone software
applications, multimedia CD-ROMs and DVDs, where all aspects of teaching and
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learning are contained within the application and internet access is not required. Indeed,
a 2011 survey of twenty Australian universities reflected a breadth of definitions for
eLearning but all with a focus on technology rather than pedagogy (Torrisi-Steele, 2011).
Recent literature has trended towards associating the term eLearning with teaching and
learning practices involving forms of social interaction between students and teachers.
These interactions are supported by web-based information and with ICTs such as
learning management systems, video and web conferencing tools, podcasting and
screencasting of lectures, and mobile devices (ACODE, 2011; TEQSA, 2013). With the
recent renewal of interest in the Australian Higher Education sector in the quality of the
student learning experience and the use of established and emerging digital technologies
to improve access to Higher Education, the term blended learning has regained some
currency. Blended learning emphasises the combination of the learning experience, the
teaching strategies and tools used to implement the teaching strategies (Oliver &
Trigwell, 2005; Torrisi-Steele, 2011). This study defines blended learning as an approach
aimed at enriching students’ learning experiences through the complementary
integration of various teaching strategies achieved by combining face-to-face interaction
with internet-based information and communication technologies. The participants’
activity in the study is situated in this blended learning context.
The rise and expansion of internet-facilitated eLearning have also seen a proliferation of
terms used to describe the systems employed to contain the content and enable the
activity of teaching and learning. Some terms commonly and often synonymously used
to describe these systems include: Virtual Learning Environment (VLE), Learning
Management System (LMS), Managed Learning Environment (MLE), Content Management
Systems (CMS), eLearning systems, online learning systems, and learning portals. In recent
years, some of these terms connoting content management and portals have come to be
used in the broader context of information systems, whereas the affordance most
frequently attributed to learning oriented systems has been the capacity to facilitate
communication among students and teachers (Jackson & Anagnostopoulou, 2002;
Papastergiou, 2006). The functional capacity of systems designed to support learning
and teaching has rapidly expanded beyond the rudimentary tasks of managing of
content and student data to incorporate a range of contemporary communication and
collaboration tools such as wikis, web conferencing, streamed digital media and social
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learning spaces. For most Australian universities, blended learning is enabled by a
central learning management system that assists teachers to organise and distribute
course content, facilitate communication and collaboration, support assessment
processes, and perform administrative tasks. The core LMS is frequently enhanced with
a range of locally or commercially developed tools to enhance its functionality and
provide a cohesive online environment for student engagement (ACODE, 2011). The
current study adopts the term Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) to reflect the
integrated, multifunctional suite of technologies comprising the typical contemporary
learning environment.
This section has revisited some of the terms embedded in the eLearning literature with
a view to disambiguating their application in this study. The following descriptors are
considered appropriate for this context: eLearning is used to refer to the field of
academic research in which the study is located; blended learning refers to the
pedagogical strategy applied in the local context, and Virtual Learning Environment
(VLE) refers to the technological tools enabling that approach.

2.2.2 The complex landscape of eLearning
eLearning is being increasingly used throughout the world for a very wide range of
purposes and in Higher Education contexts has experienced significant growth (Allen &
Seaman, 2003; Bates, 2001; Dziuban, Hartman, Juge, Moskal, & Sorg, 2006; Kirkwood,
2009). While much research has reported on the transformative potential of eLearning,
recent analyses suggest that the impact of digital technologies has fallen short of the
rhetoric that it would produce radical change in learning and teaching (Collis & van der
Wende, 2002; Zemsky & Massy, 2004). Young people at school and in Higher Education
and society more broadly have unprecedented access to technology (Kirkwood, 2009).
Nevertheless, there appears to be a disparity between the claimed benefits of e-learning
and the outcomes from actual learning activities and experiences observed in practice
(Becker & Jokivirta, 2007; Kirkwood, 2009; Zemsky & Massy, 2004). The following
section explores this apparent paradox in the literature and argues that eLearning is a
multi-faceted and problematic educational phenomenon that is understood most
appropriately by research approaches that can represent the complexity of the activity
and interrogate the apparent disjunction between intention and outcomes.
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2.2.2.1

The eLearning paradox

As the use of ICTs has increased in Higher Education over the last 15-20 years, a number
of different agendas have become prominent in various contexts. The broader political
and cultural imperatives to implement eLearning in Higher Education have been driven
largely by a number of perceived benefits such as the economic advantage gained by
adopting computers (Convery, 2009); the ability to facilitate a substantial increase in
student numbers without a proportionate growth in expenditure; the ability to increase
access to learning opportunities through more flexible approaches to teaching and
learning without compromising the quality and standards of the Higher Education
experience (Kirkwood, 2009); the development of new markets for education and new
forms of educational provision sometimes located in more than one country; and the
creation of forms of education which will meet the demands of both traditional and
lifelong learning (Conole, 2007). In Australia, eLearning is viewed as one way to support
the education priorities of widening access, participation and improving outcomes for a
more diverse range of students. A government review of Australian Higher Education
identified “an accessible and sophisticated online learning environment” (Bradley,
Noonan, Nugent, & Scales, 2008, p. 79) as an indicator of a quality student experience in
Higher Education.
Paradoxically, while there are ever increasing expectations that technology will have an
integral role in university teaching and learning practices (Steel, 2009a), recent reviews
of technology use in the United Kingdom and the United States have reflected
uncertainty about how ICT is transforming Higher Education. Reports repeatedly
suggest that, despite a strong appetite for eLearning technologies and virtual learning
environments, there has been an over-emphasis on the technologies themselves with
associated pedagogical issues viewed as a secondary concern (Kirkwood & Price, 2011).
Although there is an extensive literature documenting the growth and benefits of
eLearning and its potential to extend or even transform what can be realised in Higher
Education teaching (Garrison & Anderson, 2003), there is a sense that eLearning has not
realised its anticipated potential for teaching and learning processes (Garrison & Akyol,
2009; Howard, 2004; Johnson & Walker, 2007; Kirkwood, 2009; Kopyc, 2006-2007; Lomas
& Oblinger, 2006; Nichol & Watson, 2003; Reynolds, Treharne, & Tripp, 2003; Salinas,
2008; Zemsky & Massy, 2004). Indeed, rather than contemporising university teaching,
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much eLearning has tended to replicate or supplement existing academic practices,
particularly when used in ‘blended’ contexts comprising a combination of face-to-face
and online (virtual) learning environments (e.g. Cramer et al., 2007; Evans, 2008;
Stephenson et al., 2008).
Certainly almost all Higher Education institutions, since the early 2000s, have adopted
some sort of Virtual Learning Environment as an eLearning solution (Kirkwood, 2009;
Steel, 2009a). In Australia and New Zealand, of 48 universities surveyed in 2011, 30
institutions were using the commercial Blackboard system with 15 using the opensource Moodle, and the remaining three looking at alternative learning management
systems (ACODE, 2011). According to Coates et al. (2005), universities purchased VLE
technologies because they found these systems alluring based on their understanding of
what a VLE might offer. There were strong positive perceptions that a VLE may provide:
more efficient ways of teaching; more access to university education; economies of scale
for teaching; more flexibility for students; more enriching student learning experiences;
and a way to meet student expectations of technology use. However, despite such high
adoption levels of the technology, the uptake by teachers has been much less than
anticipated (Kirkwood & Price, 2011).
The observation that much eLearning to date has tended to replicate existing academic
practices (Cramer et al., 2007; Evans, 2008; Stephenson et al., 2008) can be understood in
light of research that emphasises the extent to which many VLEs, in their current form,
model structures associated with traditional classroom based activities. According to
Apedoe (2005), VLEs were originally conceived as teacher-centered content delivery
tools. Indeed recent Australian studies reveal that this remains a pervasive view for
many university lecturers who use VLEs as an efficient way to distribute course
materials (Alexander, 2005; Hedberg, 2006; Weaver, Spratt, & Chenicheri, 2008). Garrote
and Pettersson (2007) found that university teachers tended to select VLE tools based on
what they believe would save time and create efficiencies. Naidu (2006) considered VLEs
as essentially a page turning tool that encouraged passive modes of learning and lacked
the capability to engage learners in higher-level cognitive and social learning. It is a fair
observation that student-centred applications of digital technologies struggle to find a
place in mainstream university pedagogical practice. However, it should also be
acknowledged that the integration of digital technologies such as VLEs does not
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substantially change the need for the teacher to develop lessons and activities with a
clear purpose, structure and pace to elicit participation (Loveless, DeVoogd, & Bohlin,
2001).
The literature is not without good examples of pedagogically effective practices using
VLEs across different disciplines (e.g., Holt & Challas, 2007), and there is considerable
evidence that VLEs can enable a diverse range of teaching approaches (Papastergiou,
2006). More recently, interest has developed around the potential of Web 2.0
technologies such as wikis, blogs, instant messaging, internet telephony, and social
networking websites. These technologies offer “increase[d] interactivity and
participation by enabling collaborative communication, creation and content sharing”
(Garrison & Akyol, 2009, p. 21). Much attention has also focussed on the potential of
mobile technologies and devices to enhance eLearning (A. Herrington, Herrington, &
Mantei, 2009). In particular, the capacity of ICTs to support the social interaction and the
collective construction of knowledge has been well documented. For example, scholars
have investigated eLearning in relation to knowledge building communities
(Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1994), collaborative learning (Bonk & King, 1998; Murphy,
2004), learning communities (Kling & Courtright, 2004; Riel & Fulton, 2001; Riel & Polin,
2004), social presence (Picciano, 2002; Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, & Archer, 1999),
affective dimensions of social interaction (Kreijns, Kirschner, & Jochems, 2003), and the
process of knowledge co-construction (Johnson, Bishop, Holt, Stirling, & Zane, 2001;
Pena-Shaff & Nicholls, 2004).
Looking at eLearning literature that focuses on the design and organisation of learning
activities within VLEs, one can identify parallels with conventional wisdom that
students learn more when they participate in courses which are carefully designed and
structured, well implemented, adequately resourced, and underpinned by sound
pedagogy (Anderson, Rourke, Garrison, & Archer, 2001; Dennen, 2005; Johnson, 2008;
Kear, 2004; Tallent-Runnels et al., 2006; Vonderwell, 2003; Whipp, 2003; Williams, 2002).
Further, it is apparent in studies of student feedback on the use of VLEs that students
often perceive strong affordances in these technologies for their learning, and expect
online teaching that is well designed and makes good use of the communication
potential available (e.g. Song, Singleton, Hill, & Koh, 2004; Steel, 2007; Weaver et al.,
2008). Rather than VLE being relegated to “a repository dump,” “they want and need
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active and enthusiastic engagement from their teachers” (Weaver et al., 2008, p. 39) but
express concern that university teachers may not be able to harness the VLE’s potential
(Steel, 2009a).
The adoption of eLearning in many universities has meant that teachers’ practices are
more visible, and not only to their students. The ways in which online resources and
activities are developed reveal different conceptions of learning and teaching held by
university teachers and variations in their online teaching practices reveal their espousal
of particular approaches to teaching (Kirkwood, 2009; Kirkwood & Price, 2011). The
nature of teachers’ conceptions and beliefs and their connection with teaching practice
are discussed in more depth in section 2.3. However the literature is clear in its assertion
that university teachers’ pedagogical conceptions and beliefs are intimately related to
their approach to teaching (Kember & Kwan, 2000; Samuelowicz & Bain, 1992, 2001;
Trigwell & Prosser, 1996). For example, a lecturer who espouses a view that teaching is
about the transmission of knowledge is likely to employ the VLE as simply a means of
making course materials available to students. In contrast, a lecturer who espouses a
view of teaching as facilitating student learning may purposefully seek to exploit the
interactive or dialogic capabilities of the system.
Within the department, faculty or institution teachers’ beliefs might not be overtly
acknowledged or discussed among colleagues (Kirkwood, 2009). This finding is not
surprising given that teachers’ conceptions and beliefs rely on cognitive and affective
components that are often tacitly held (Marland, 1993; Murphy, 2000; Sanders &
McCutcheon, 1986). Further, the practices adopted by individual teachers can be
strongly influenced by social and contextual factors and are not solely determined by
their own conceptions and beliefs (Kirkwood, 2009).
The following section considers the influence of extrinsic institutional and socio-cultural
factors that can act as barriers to the successful integration of digital technologies into
teaching practice. The potential for individual teachers’ conceptions and beliefs to act as
intrinsic barriers is also examined and it is argued that individual and contextual factors
can interact in complex ways to support or impede the successful integration of
technology into teaching practices for eLearning.
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2.2.2.2

Barriers to successful eLearning

The gap between the potential of digital technologies and their uptake by teachers in
universities has been noted in studies in both school and Higher Education sectors (e.g.,
Kirkwood & Price, 2011). These studies offer important insights into some of the
challenges that have influenced teachers’ adoption of technology, suggesting significant
and perhaps complex factors and interplays at work.
Zhou and Xu (2007) investigated the adoption of educational technology in Canadian
universities and categorised the barriers to successful integration as technical, individual
and organisational factors. Technical factors include access to technology and technical
support. Organisational factors encompass strategic planning for technology
infrastructure and its application, administrative support, professional development
opportunities and incentive, reward or recognition policies. Individual factors include
the availability of time, tolerance for technology failure and beliefs about the
effectiveness of technology for enhancing teaching and learning. Studies investigating
barriers to technology integration frequently ascribe the disparity between promise and
practice to a combination of these factors.
The need for a combination of technical support and pedagogical support is a frequent
theme in studies of educational technology integration, although organisational
concerns are most prominent in the Higher Education sector. Findings include: lack of
technical training for teachers (Pajo & Wallace, 2001); technical and pedagogical support
for teachers (Butler & Sellbom, 2002; Egbert, Paulus, & Nakamichi, 2002); the need for
suitable professional learning support (Conole, 2010); lack of support for learners (Shaw
& Pieter, 2000); lack of faculty incentives and access to resources (Johnson & Walker,
2007); and student resistance to new ways of teaching and learning (Shaw & Pieter,
2000). More recent studies suggest that, as university teachers are now more competent
with computers, professional development that focuses on the effective educational use
of technology is more important than technical training (Zhou & Xu, 2007). Certainly,
lack of easily accessible support on pedagogical principles and practices for using
technologies in teaching and learning is apparent as a strong barrier to effective use of
technologies in university teaching (Newton, 2003; Sahin & Thompson, 2006).

19

Organisational constraints such as a lack of policy and strategic planning were seen as a
strong institutional barrier (Roberts, Brindley, Mugridge, & Howard, 2002) as were the
lack of reward incentives in some institutions (Newton, 2003; Zhou & Xu, 2007).
University teachers also clearly value recognition for their efforts with the use of
technology (Pajo & Wallace, 2001) with some lecturers perceiving a lack of respect for
efforts directed towards the development of teaching materials in comparison to
research-related activity (Newton, 2003). Socio-cultural factors such as implicit rules
(Hew & Brush, 2007), attitudes of colleagues towards technology use (Sahin &
Thompson, 2006) and teaching and learning regimes, that is, “local rules, assumptions,
practices and relationships related to teaching and learning” (Trowler & Cooper, 2002,
p. 221) can be highly influential to university teachers’ practices. When negatively
framed, they can be a significant barrier in teachers’ adoption and use of technologies
(Hew & Brush, 2007).
A significant and pervasive individual barrier to technology integration cited by many
studies is time. Teachers require time to explore and familiarise themselves with the
technologies, to plan for their use, to incorporate them into busy curricula and to plan
for contingency in case of technology failure (Bauer & Kenton, 2005; ChanLin, Hong,
Horng, Chang, & Chu, 2006; Conole, 2010; Ertmer, 1999; Hew & Brush, 2007; Lim & Chai,
2007; Roberts et al., 2002; Zhou & Xu, 2007). Updating and sustaining the currency of
digital resources was also considered to be a significant time sink (Newton, 2003; Pajo &
Wallace, 2001).
Perhaps the least visible, but arguably the most influential and persistent type of
individual barrier is the tacit, personal, internal barriers embedded in teachers’ belief
systems (Ertmer, 1999). Individual teacher beliefs underpin their personal practical
theories of teaching (Marland, 1998), that is, the conceptual structures and visions that
provide teachers with reasons for acting as they do, and for choosing the teaching
activities and curriculum materials they do in order to be effective. Sanders and
McCutcheon (1986, p. 55) describe personal practical theories of teaching as “the
principles or propositions that undergird and guide teachers’ appreciations, decisions,
and actions”. The deeply held beliefs that underpin teachers’ personal theories of
teaching have a strong effect on their ability to use technologies effectively in their
practices, even when technical or organisational issues persist (Ertmer, 1999; Ertmer,
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Ottenbreit-Leftwich, & York, 2006-2007; Marcinkiewicz, 1993; Sheingold & Hadley, 1990;
Zhou & Xu, 2007).
Intrinsic barriers can include teachers’ self efficacy, proficiency and comfort levels
around the use of technologies; their beliefs about the value, effectiveness and use of
technologies; and their more general beliefs about teaching and learning (Steel, 2009a).
In general, teachers’ beliefs about their comfort-levels and technological capability
appear to be a significant predictor of computer use and frequency of use (Chen, 2008;
Miller et al., 2003; Wozney, Venkatesh, & Abrami, 2006). A number of studies have
linked teachers’ success at integrating digital technologies into their practice with
sufficient comfort levels and expertise combined with a positive belief in their own
technology skills (Bauer & Kenton, 2005; Hew & Brush, 2007; Pajo & Wallace, 2001).
Indeed, Zhao et al. (2001) found that teachers’ positive expectations about the use of
computers was a prerequisite for the attainment of the necessary proficiency and helped
shape the perceived value of the technology as a teaching and learning tool.
In terms of technology uptake, teacher beliefs about the value of technology are an
important variable for predicting the frequency of computer use (Mahdizadeh, Biemans,
& Mulder, 2008; Miller et al., 2003). In the early stages of innovation and adoption it is
not uncommon to find teachers holding negative beliefs about the value and use of
technologies for teaching and learning (Roberts et al., 2002). However, exposure to
positive evidence and successful case studies can be influential to these beliefs (ChanLin
et al., 2006; Ertmer et al., 2006-2007; Newton, 2003; Zhou & Xu, 2007). When deciding
whether to adopt technologies, teachers’ internal motivations for use appear to have
more influence than external incentives (Zhou & Xu, 2007).
Teachers’ beliefs about the use of technology are also related to their pedagogical beliefs
in that the approaches to teaching and learning they value are often reflected in the ways
in which online resources and activities are developed (Kirkwood, 2009). For example,
some teachers will be primarily concerned with the potential of digital technologies for
presentation of materials and assets while others seek to exploit the interactive or the
dialogic capabilities. According to Norman (1988, p. 129), “affordances result from the
mental interpretation of things (objects), based on our past knowledge and experience
applied to our perception of the things about us.” The implication of this assertion is that
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if a teacher does not perceive the technology to be supportive of their pedagogical
approach they may choose not to use it or even use it in ways that are incongruent with
their pedagogical beliefs. The key idea here is that teachers need to be able to perceive
the affordances and constraints inherent in any technology that will enable them to
create teaching and learning actions that are congruent with their beliefs (Steel, 2009a).
If there is a mismatch between the assumption and goals inherent in the VLE and
teachers’ personal beliefs about teaching and learning, then teachers may resist
technology integration (Burkhardt, Fraser, & Ridgeway, 1990). On the other hand, if
teachers can identify how technologies can support their beliefs about teaching and
learning they are more likely to adopt (Veen, 1993; Zhao & Frank, 2003).
The discussion in this section has highlighted the complex interplay between sociocultural and individual factors that can act to facilitate or impede the integration of
digital technologies such as VLEs into university teachers’ practices. For universities,
this can produce a variance between the expected potential of eLearning and its actual
impact, especially in terms of teaching and learning outcomes. The congruency between
individual teachers’ internal beliefs about teaching, learning and technology and the
perceived affordances of the technology was identified as a significant contributor to the
way technology was used in practice. The following section extends the discussion of
eLearning in Higher Education by considering participation in the complex activity of
eLearning from the teacher’s perspective.

2.2.3 Theorising teacher participation in eLearning
The research question that guided this study sought to better understand how university
lecturers participate in the activity of planning and teaching a blended-mode course. In
particular, the study investigated the influence and interplay of individual, social and
contextual structures on their pedagogical decision-making. A key issue for the current
inquiry therefore was to conceptualise teacher activity in a way that describes the
dynamic nature of their participation, captures the socio-cultural complexity of
eLearning in Higher Education, and allows the generation of critical perspectives.

2.2.3.1

Teacher roles and interactions

A survey of the literature surrounding eLearning research suggests that there has been
a tendency to focus upon restricted lines of inquiry that show a preoccupation with
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specific teaching and learning processes while overlooking the socially situated and
culturally mediated nature of eLearning. Tallent-Runnels’ (2006) extensive review of
online teaching revealed that research taking the teacher’s perspective has typically
focused on identifying ICT knowledge and skills, attitudes towards and perceptions of
ICT, and conceptions of ICT. Few studies have examined technology-based innovation
in a holistic manner and the obstacles of such innovation from the teachers’ point of view
(Karasavvidis, 2009). Consequently, few theoretical positions have been advanced other
than those extrapolated from general teaching research.
Some early research aiming to understand the role of the teacher in online learning
settings drew on the traditional educational concepts of teacher presence and
immediacy. Anderson et al. (2001) define teaching presence as consisting of three parts:
design and coordination, facilitating discourse, and direct instruction. They use
‘teaching presence’ rather than ‘teacher presence’ to allow for the possibility that people
other than the course lecturer will assume parts of the teaching role. Closely related to
teacher presence is teacher immediacy, a theoretical construct developed through
studies of teacher communication in face-to-face settings (e.g. Frymier, 1994; Mehrabian,
1969) to describe communication behaviours that reduce the perceived distance between
teacher and students. Early efforts at studying immediacy in online settings frequently
relied on the introduction of a range of multimedia modalities into the online
environment to test student perceptions and adaptation to conditions with lower teacher
presence (e.g. Schweizer, Paechter, & Weidenmann, 2001).
Research from the mid 1990s seeking to expand the concept of teacher participation in
online courses is suffused with a range of descriptive models. Much of this research was
concerned with answering questions such as “What can best be done to help teachers
who are new to eLearning?” (Goodyear, Salmon, Spector, Steeples, & Tickner, 2001).
Responses to this question have generally taken the form of practical advice and tips for
maintaining teacher presence and facilitating interaction in online environments, rather
than robust research results that could be translated into a form capable of guiding
teachers’ actions. Given the rapid evolution of digital technologies, many of the studies
that provide advice based on the perceived affordances of the technology become
rapidly outdated.
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Research in this area seeking to expand the notion of teacher participation has focused
on defining competencies for online teaching, sometimes by building on earlier accounts
of competencies for distance teaching and sometimes working from intuition and
personal experience. Almost invariably, studies with a competency focus have not
considered the variety of beliefs held by university teachers about teaching, learning and
technology. This gap is significant as teachers need to be able to imagine how their
pedagogical model will be enacted in a technology environment (Ertmer, 1999; Ertmer
et al., 2003), including being able to identify the affordances of the technology when they
are planning their learning designs (Webb & Cox, 2004). While there are substantive
texts that provide guidelines for teachers on eLearning practice, there is a much smaller
body of work that directly investigates teacher perspectives on online or blended
teaching.
This literature indicates the importance of teacher conceptions and beliefs and their
connection to their practice and also identifies emergent roles for teachers, especially
pedagogical roles. The literature also places emphasis on integration as an important
issue; not only with respect to the face-to-face and online environments but also more
widely regarding teachers’ beliefs about technology and pedagogy. This section explores
how the literature represents the specialised roles assumed by teachers and their
associated tasks in an eLearning context.
An influential early account of teachers’ emerging roles in an eLearning context was Z.
L. Berge (1995) who developed a framework proposing four online teaching roles:
pedagogical, social, managerial and technological. While the classification was
developed some time ago, the four categories are very broad, and this is beneficial for
two reasons. The four categories are still relevant to current teaching conditions, and the
framework is also capable of considering teaching on more than a purely technical level
and accommodates the intersecting research on the influence of teacher beliefs. This
basic framework has been re-envisioned a number of times since with many different
labels and divisions of labour employed to represent the activity of online teaching.
Table 1 shows a summarised comparison of how the literature has conceptualised the
operational roles of the online teacher. As expected, the reviewed studies revealed some
overlap between role categories; while precisely the same wording or terminology may
24

not have been used, the descriptors used appear to have the same or similar meanings.
The review assumed an inductive approach to allow a broad level comparison of the
task functions comprising each role. This method generated five functional role
categories from the plethora of competences, skills and tasks enacted by online teachers
as reported in the literature. The five roles have been labelled as: Technologist, Designer,
Facilitator, Administrator and Evaluator. The following section provides a brief overview
of the role categories and some salient findings from the literature.
Much of the literature on teaching in an online environment suggests a specialised
technological role for the teacher. Broadly, the skills and competencies embodied in the
technologist role are essential for creating, maintaining and supporting a technology rich
environment that facilitates and enhances learning. The literature indicates that when
teachers first move to the online environment, the tasks inherent in the technologist role
can represent the most significant departure from established practice on the face-to-face
teaching context (Gerbic, 2011). The need to acquire new technology skills and
competence is often pressing (Vaughan, 2007). Kaleta, Skibba, and Joosten (2006) found
that teachers tended to underestimate the impact of technology that often manifested
itself in dealing with student fears, and troubleshooting while developing their own
skills at the same time.
Pedagogical tasks comprise the bulk of observable online teaching actions and is the
most highly elaborated category of practice reported in the literature. Early studies (e.g.
Ashton, Roberts, & Teles, 1999; Z. L. Berge, 1995; Bonk & Dennen, 2003; Bonk, Kirkley,
Hara, & Dennen, 2001; Collins & Berge, 1996; Maor, 2003; Teles, Ashton, Roberts, &
Tzoneva, 2001) tended to amalgamate the qualitatively different tasks of content
development and facilitation of learning activities. At the other extreme, some later
studies have conceptualised a highly differentiated arrangement of roles and tasks that
could be considered pedagogical in focus. For example, it is not unusual to find a
differentiation between the design of the course and the design of the media contained
in the course. Similarly, there is often delineation between the functions of managing a
discussion forum and facilitating interaction or metacognitive opportunities within a
forum (e.g. Denis, Watland, Pirotte, & Verday, 2004; Liu, Bonk, Magjuka, Lee, & Bude,
2005). In the current analysis, the key pedagogical roles have been designated as designer
and facilitator.
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The multifaceted designer role is concerned with organising the online learning
environment itself as a medium for student activity, developing the learning resources
with which the students will engage, and designing the learning tasks and assessment
they will undertake. Design work is predominantly undertaken prior to the
commencement of the course. Course design is often considered the most significant role
for an online teacher (Garrison & Vaughan, 2008; Littlejohn & Pegler, 2007) and the
approach taken to the task is a visible reflection of the teacher’s perspective (Ellis, Steed,
& Applebee, 2006; Gonzales, 2009). Nevertheless, while teachers may espouse a welldeveloped set of pedagogical beliefs, there may not always be a guarantee of alignment
between their beliefs and their course designs. The examples of alignment and
disjunction between belief and practice found in the literature (e.g. Gallini & Barron,
2002; Kaleta et al., 2006) underscore the significance of teachers’ conceptions of their
roles and their beliefs about curriculum focus and task orientation. Such examples also
signify the potential for tension between the perceived affordances and constraints of a
mediating technology and the realisation of their pedagogical vision.
The role of facilitator encompasses a broad range of responsibilities and practices
undertaken by the university teacher during the active phase of teaching and learning.
The facilitator role is dynamic, requiring both pre-emptive and responsive action. In a
flexible, technology-enhanced learning context, the teacher’s facilitation practices are
largely mediated by the tools in the VLE. The facilitator is primarily concerned with
enabling student learning, facilitating student interaction and providing feedback on
student learning. The facilitator may also support student learning through advising or
counselling students. The dominant theoretical construct of eLearning is that of
constructivism and its various forms (Gerbic, 2011). A constructivist perspective is well
reflected in the eLearning literature with the implication that teaching in an eLearning
context involves moving away from a largely teacher-directed, content transmission
model towards a learner-centred, technology-mediated learning that focuses on
knowledge construction, authentic activities, and social interaction (Gallini & Barron,
2002). Certainly, this widely endorsed pedagogical positioning of eLearning has the
potential to create tensions for teachers who hold belief orientations more closely aligned
with a passive view of student learning. In such a view, communication and
collaboration plays an incidental role, and understanding is equivalent to the
reproduction of atomised information.
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Table 1. Comparison of the operational roles of the teacher in an online setting
Study
Mason (1991);
Paulsen (1995)
Ashton et al. (1999);
Z. L. Berge (1995);
Bonk and Dennen
(2003); Bonk et al.
(2001); Collins and
Berge (1996); Maor
(2003); Teles et al.
(2001)
Collins and Berge
(1997)
Harasim, Hiktz,
Teles, and Turoff
(1997)
Cornelius and
Higgison (2000)

Technologist

Technical

Designer

Facilitator

Organisational

Intellectual

Group
structurer
Designer

Z. L. Berge and
Collins (2000)

Editor; Expert; Marketer

Kemshal-Bell (2001)

Technical

Goodyear (2001);
Goodyear et al.
(2001)

Technologist

Designer

Knowledge
expert

Content
facilitator

Evaluator

Social

Pedagogical

Editor; Expert; Marketer

Technologist

Administrator

Social

Managerial

Filter;
Facilitator;
Participant
Facilitator

Helper;
Promoter;
Firefighter
Guide

Administrator

Co-learner;
Tutor; Mentor

AdviserCounsellor

Filter;
Facilitator;
Discussion
leader
Facilitation

Helper;
Promoter;
Firefighter

Process
facilitator

AdviserCounsellor

Planner
Assessor

Manager

Researcher

Manager

Managerial
Assessor

ManagerAdministrator

Researcher
Continues…
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Study

Technologist

Anderson et al.
(2001)
Offir, Barth, Lev,
and Shteinbok (2003)
Denis et al. (2004)

Technologist

Headley (2005)
Liu et al. (2005)

Morris, Xu, and
Finnegan (2005)
Weltzer-Ward (2011)

Designer

Facilitator

Instructional
design and
organisation

Facilitating discourse; Direct instruction

Designer;
Resource
provider

Expository;
Explanatory
Content
facilitator

Space planner
Technical
coordinator;
Technology
integrator

Media
designer;
Course
designer
Course
customiser

Professioninspirer

Instructing

Administrator

Cognitive task
engagement
Process
facilitator;
Metacognition
facilitator; colearner
Pace setter;
Connector

Social

Conference
manager;
Interactionfacilitator
Course
facilitator/Proce
ss facilitator
Guiding
discourse

Evaluator

Procedural

Advisorcounsellor

Assessor

Host

Mirror

Social
rapport
builder

Feedbackgiver

ManagerAdministrator

Researcher

Organiser and
planner

Grading and
Assessment
Supporting

Managing
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Managerial tasks fall under the administrator category in the current analysis and
encompass tasks concerning interfacing with institutional processes such as enrolment,
assessment and record keeping. Time management is also the responsibility of the
administrator in terms of tasks such as constructing schedules for learning activities,
responding to messages promptly, pacing the learning process and specifying due dates
and office hours. Although this category of activity is not prominent in the literature,
McShane (2004) observed that teachers have felt the heightened visibility attached to
eLearning, and identified an increased need for structure. The teachers in Kaleta et al.’s
study (2006) endorsed the need for more organising and scheduling which arose from
their use of a VLE.
A limited number of studies also made reference to the less visible evaluative tasks
undertaken by teachers in an eLearning context. In the current inquiry these tasks are
subsumed in the evaluator role (Table 1). Evaluative tasks include conscious monitoring
of one’s own teaching, and doing quality control by conducting research into online
teaching and learning, and, reviewing and refining practice in a systematic and
thoughtful way. It also encompasses participating in professional development and
taking the opportunity to share experiences with colleagues and mentor less experienced
colleagues.
The studies summarised in Table 1 illustrate the range of descriptors used to characterise
the decisions and actions taken by teachers in an eLearning context and give an
indication of how the tasks inherent in these roles have evolved over a twenty year
period. There is broad agreement that technological skills are a required competence for
teachers in an online environment with more recent studies such as Gerbic (2011)
representing the increasing complexity of this role as an often significant departure from
established teaching practice. Administrative tasks are similarly acknowledged as an
omnipresent but increasingly visible and demanding aspect of online teachers’ work.
However, it is in the designer and facilitator roles where the greatest task differentiation
and potential for individal variation is apparent. The organisation of tasks for these roles
reflects a clear separation of pre-course instructional design activities and activities
focused on engaging students during the active phase of teaching. The granularity of
role descriptions in these categories implies a growing focus on constructivist
approaches that embody student-centred learning and social interaction. While such
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descriptors capture a pedagogical perspective that is well supported in the eLearning
literature, they do not consider the established beliefs and intentions brought by
individual teachers or the socio-cultural nuances that surround the activity of planning
and teaching a blended-mode course.

2.2.3.2

The need for an expanded view of teacher participation

Many of the reviewed studies aiming to characterise teacher participation in a
technology-mediated learning environment have limited the scope of their analysis by
considering teacher activity only within the internal context of the course. While such an
approach can undoubtedly inform understanding, it is argued that these studies can predefine the nature of participation, thereby narrowing the focus onto specific aspects
and/or constraining the ability of teachers (and students) to define what participation
means to them. By focusing on specific aspects and key variables, these approaches may
provide a simplistic view of eLearning that can exclude a wide range of factors. Such
factors can include personal beliefs and perceptions; implicit and explicit social rules
that guide social interaction; and physical, cognitive, and virtual tools that are employed
to accomplish a task. Non-visible background activity may not be apparent until
participants are interviewed. Broader factors in the wider context such as academic
workload and institutional support for lecturers’ professional development are seldom
considered integral to the notion of teacher participation. It is advanced that, by
narrowing the scope of vision onto specific teaching and learning processes, many
studies fail to recognise that participation in eLearning is an inexact, complex, and
emergent process requiring more flexible and encompassing notions of participation.
In addition to identifying the need for a more holistic perspective on teacher partcipation
in eLearning, it is also argued that more research should be directed towards the
empirical study of everyday eLearning contexts. This view aligns with Convery’s (2009)
observation that case studies of good practice that portray the use of ICT in exciting and
desirable ways often bear little resemblance to real classrooms and may be of limited use
to teachers in their everyday learning contexts. The salience of studies that investigate
emerging technologies and innovative practice is not disputed here, but it is suggested
that such studies hold less value for the average teacher faced with the many challenges
of everyday online or blended teaching. It is argued that a closer focus on teachers’
everyday challenges with digital technologies and their negotiation of those dilemmas
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hold promise for identifying and understanding underlying tensions that may manifest
themselves through conflicts, breakdowns or simply through the non-adoption of the
available technology. Significantly, lecturers in this study had been exposed to the VLE
environment for a number of years rather than encountering it for the first time as an
innovation and had previous successful experiences integrating various tools into their
curricula. Hence, a key concern for this inquiry was to gain an historical sense of how
this prolonged exposure to blended-mode teaching may have shaped lecturers’ teaching
beliefs, assumptions, decisions and actions over time as they strove to enact their
pedagogical vision.
An examination of teaching challenges in everyday online contexts holds the potential
for a deeper understanding of the factors affording or constraining the use of ICTs more
broadly in Higher Education. Nevertheless, the potential of digital technologies to
transform teaching practice and learning outcomes needs to be balanced with the
acknowledgement that technology in and of itself does not create quality learning.
Rather, quality learning requires access to relevant and timely learning opportunities
that are designed by the teacher and offered via technology (Hicks, Reid, & George,
2001). Kirkwood and Price (2011, p. 260) argue, “although ICT can enable new forms of
teaching and learning to take place, they cannot ensure that effective and appropriate
learning outcomes are achieved”. In other words, the use of technologies for teaching
does not in and of itself lead to improved educational practices.
The literature review in this section concerning the ways in which teacher participation
has been conceptualised in eLearning research has revealed a relatively dispersed and
under-theorised account of the relationship between technology, context, human
cognition, and action. Some of these interrelationships have been considered from the
systems design perspective in the field of human-computer interaction (HCI) (e.g.,
Kaptelinin, 1996a; B. A. Nardi, 1996); however, few of these are well represented within
educational technology or eLearning. Oliver (2012) argues that the paucity of
theorisation has resulted in the prevalence of simplistic accounts of the role of
technology in various kinds of teaching and learning, usually involving some kind of
causal or determining mechanism.
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Certainly, the experience of universities internationally showing that digital
technologies have often failed to meet expectations for transforming teaching and
learning would seem to suggest a much more complex interplay of factors may be at
work, and that more critical and rigorous research is required. To adequately consider
teacher participation in an eLearning setting from a more encompassing perspective, it
becomes necessary to adopt a theoretical framework capable of describing and
interpreting the socio-cultural and contextual nuances inherent in the complex activity
of online teaching. The following section 2.2.4 extends the discussion of eLearning in
Higher Education by suggesting an appropriate framework for representing the
complex milieu of people, technology and context in the current study. Further, it is
necessary to unpack the particularly complex element of teacher beliefs, and this is
undertaken in section 2.3.

2.2.4 A holistic representation of eLearning
The integration of digital technologies into educational practice is shaped by a multitude
of pedagogical, technical, ideological, political, and cultural factors. An adequate
representation of how teachers experience and respond to a technology-enhanced
teaching environment requires a better understanding of the complex interplay between
the people, the technologies and their social, cultural, and historic surroundings by
employing research approaches that embrace this complexity. As noted by Sam (2012,
p. 84) “part of the challenge of conducting research in digital realms is determining how
to understand online life holistically and within context”. This section proposes activity
theory as an appropriate framework for describing and interpreting the eLearning
context in this inquiry.

2.2.4.1

eLearning as an activity system

Finding a research framework that incorporates these various elements is a challenge, as
most conceptual frameworks usually separate individuals, contexts, technology, and
such, or only combine a few (Kuutti, 1996; B. A. Nardi, 1996; Roth & Lee, 2007). Activity
theory (AT), or more specifically Engeström’s formulation of third generation culturalhistorical activity theory (CHAT) is one theoretical framework that can be applied to
better understand eLearning and its various facets. The following discussion considers
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the suitability of activity theory as a research tool for studying eLearning. See section 2.4
for a detailed conceptual description of activity theory and its principles.
In general terms, CHAT is a framework to study the actions of people on both an
individual and societal level simultaneously (Kuutti, 1996). A distinctive feature of
CHAT is that its unit of analysis is an activity, that is, a conscious action directed at a
goal in a particular context over time. Activities in this sense are not one-time brief
actions, described by Roth and Lee (2007, p. 98) as “evolving complex structure[s] of
mediated and collective human agency.” Each activity consists of interacting
components and their relationships to one another: subject, object (motive), community,
tool, rules, division of labour, and outcomes. The relationship is often visualised as an
activity triangle (Engeström, 1987, 1999), with connecting lines indicating a possible
interaction between and among all the components. Engeström referred to this as an
activity system.
In this study, the activity under investigation is planning and teaching a blended-mode
course in a Higher Education context. Figure 1 represents the basic elements common to
all participants in the activity. The subject of the activity is the course lecturer who is the
primary agent directing the action. The object or focus of the activity is the act of teaching
students in an online environment. The tools are the means the teacher (Subject) uses to
interact with the object (planning and teaching a blended-mode course). In this inquiry
both virtual tools (the VLE) and cognitive tools (such as teaching strategies) mediate the
activity. Community encompasses other people that share the same object (teaching) and
can include other intersecting activity systems. In this study, the online community
participating in the activity typically comprised the lecturer themselves, colleagues such
as tutors, and the students engaged in online tasks. All participants were from
professional disciplines and framed their teaching with reference to professional
attributes, therefore, ‘the profession’ is considered part of the community.
Rules influence the interactions among the subjects (lecturer), tools (the VLE and
teaching strategies), community (colleagues and students), and the object (planning and
teaching a blended-mode course). They can be explicit such as laws, or implicit such as
habits and norms (Sam, 2012). In this study, the rules affecting all participants include
the policies, procedures and expectations of the institution and the discipline, and the
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requirements of the curriculum. There are also technical conventions that constrain the
way the VLE can be utilised for organising and presenting course material and designing
interactive learning tasks. Student activity in the VLE is also typically guided by
lecturers’ own rules and expectations for the conduct of the activity.
Division of labour describes how “subjects share or distribute work” either among
themselves or with the rest of the community (Bjorke, 2004, p. 28), so different students
may have different jobs, or the lecturer may play different roles in the online
environment. The outcome, in this case, student learning, is the desired result from the
object (teaching). Of course, unofficial or unintended outcomes may also result.

Virtual Learning Environment
Teaching strategies

Lecturer

Planning and
teaching a blended
mode course

Student learning

Curriculum requirements,
Discipline and institutional
polices and expectations,
Technical standards/conventions
Lecturer’s rules and expectations

Lecturers/Colleagues
Learners
The profession/Practitioners

Lecturer roles
Students
Support staff

Figure 1. A generic activity system in the current study adapted from Engeström (1987)

If tensions arise within or between the elements of an activity system then the flow of
interactions can become disrupted or discoordinated. These tensions, referred to as
contradictions in activity theory are the underlying causes of visible problems and
conflicts. While contradictions generate disturbances in an activity system, they are also
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seen as important drivers for innovation and change. Contradictions have the potential
to transform an activity system when they are acknowledged and acted on by the
participants. An expansive transformation is accomplished when individual participants
question established norms and make a deliberate change effort which can lead to what
Engeström (2001) refers to as expansive learning. Contradictions highlight the nature of
activities as evolving, complex structures.
For this study, a major advantage of representing eLearning as an activity system is that
it provides a framework for understanding the experience of teachers as a dynamic
nexus of people, technology and socio-cultural influences. This representation affords
the researcher an understanding of the activity and the participants who partake in it
through their social interactions with others. It embodies the tools they use, and can
afford insight into how a teacher’s motives and the activity itself evolve over time
(Selander, 2008).
The lens of activity theory also helps to reveal the complex layers of activity by allowing
the researcher to zoom in on, or ‘blur out’ different planes of analysis (Rambe, 2010;
Wardle, 2004). Drawing on Rogoff’s (1995) characterisation of three planes of sociocultural analysis, which consist of the personal, the interpersonal and the institutionalcommunity planes, the researcher can change the focus of analysis as appropriate to
examine university teachers’ experiences of and responses to tensions in their activity
system from multiple angles. For example, a personal level of analysis can be brought
to the fore to explore the relationship between lecturers’ pedagogical beliefs, the tools
they employ and their actual practice while an interpersonal level of analysis allows a
focus on lecturers’ dialogic interactions with other participants in the activity. A
community/institutional focus affords a consideration of the influence of socio-cultural
contextual influences such as rules, expectations, and the way tasks and roles are
distributed in an activity. Consideration of the environment, history and cultural tools
used by an individual or a community holds the potential for a more holistic
representation of the complexity of eLearning environments.
Importantly for this study, representing the planning and teaching of a blended-mode
course as an activity system also makes it possible to interpret potential contradictions
between the elements of the system. For example, the introduction of an institutional
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imperative to develop more flexible course offerings using the University’s VLE has the
potential to disrupt the internal structure of the activity system. If this disruption
manifests itself through changes in thinking and practice, we can infer that this
disruption is expansive (Engeström, 1987, 1999). If, on the other hand, the institutional
imperative does not result in new ways of thinking or acting, the activity has not been
disrupted but momentarily disturbed or interrupted, and teaching practices remain
unchanged (Blin & Munro, 2008; Engeström, 2001). By focusing on the emergence of
contradictions and on the way these are resolved or not, activity theory affords some
explanatory insights into the phenomena of resistance to educational innovation and
barriers to pedagogical transformation resulting from the expected or assumed use of a
given technology. See section 2.4.4 for a more detailed conceptual discussion of
disturbances and contradictions in activity systems.

2.2.4.2

Activity theory as an eLearning research tool

Activity theory has been successfully applied to a range of educational contexts to offer
new perspectives and insights. In the context of eLearning, there is a small, but growing
body of research that has applied activity theory to understanding participation in
technology-mediated learning environments. In order to demonstrate how CHAT can
be used to provide insights into the complex nexus of people, technology and context, a
systematic review of contemporary educational technology studies employing CHAT as
a theoretical framework was undertaken.
A search of the Education Resources Information Center (ERIC) for peer-reviewed
journal articles, in the period 2001–2013, using the keywords ‘activity theory’ and
‘educational technology’, and, restricted to the educational levels of ‘Higher Education’;
‘Junior High Schools’; ‘Middle Schools’; ‘Primary Education’; and ‘Secondary
Education,’ returned 49 articles. The search term ‘educational technology” was used as
it is commonly used as a keyword descriptor to encompass research in fields using more
contemporary variations in terminology such as ‘eLearning’. For example, a search of
‘activity theory’ AND ‘e-learning’ returned only seven articles, with ‘activity theory’
AND ‘online learning’ returning only six. From the initial 49 articles returned, the
number of “false positives” was reduced by eliminating papers that (a) did not use
activity theory as the central theoretical framework, and/or (b) investigated an instance
of technology use in a traditional classroom context rather than in an eLearning context.
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In most cases, false positives occurred through reference to CHAT as an alternate
theoretical perspective or as a theoretical point of comparison in the discussion. In some
cases, false positives occurred simply through matches with the titles of references used
in the paper. Some studies positioning activity theory more centrally did not apply
CHAT in an empirical sense. For example, Ng and Hung (2003) discussed the use of
CHAT, from a theoretical perspective, as a framework to inform the design of online
communities with an emphasis on social interaction rather than on the communication
technologies themselves. Other studies positioned their research ontologically with
respect to the principles that underpin activity theory but did not apply the theory
holistically to the research. For example, Osorio, Luz, and Duart (2012) analysed studentlecturer and student-student interactions in a hybrid learning environment in terms of
the principle of mediated action for the purpose of describing the characteristics of
courses offered in a postgraduate program.
It is not unusual to find research from the field of Human-Computer Interaction (HCI)
appearing in search results if the setting for the study was an educational institution.
Almost exclusively, such studies focused on the design aspects or evaluation of
technological systems mediating activity and employed Leontiev’s (1978, 1981)
hierarchical formulation of activity theory to analyse the participants’ activity in terms
of actions and operations. For example, Daher (2009) used Leontievian activity theory to
describe preservice teachers’ perceptions of the use of applets in solving mathematical
problems. He analysed participants’ opinions by looking at their operations, actions and
activity along with their goals and motives. Such studies were excluded from the review.
A substantial earlier review of cultural-historical activity theory published in Review of
Educational Research by Roth and Lee (2007) was also excluded from the review. The
aim of the Roth and Lee review was to demonstrate that CHAT was a theory for praxis
and entailed a theoretical discussion of ways the theory could be used to frame a number
of educational issues and transform research in the fields of language, language learning,
and literacy in particular. Roth and Lee’s (2007) review also did not significantly
consider technology-mediated environments beyond describing an activity theoretical
intervention known as ‘change laboratory’ applied in one study by Engeström,
Engeström, and Suntio (2002) to overcome resistance by teachers to integrating
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technology in a Helsinki middle school. This earlier review, therefore, was not applicable
to the current context.
A search of the Education and Information Technology Digital Library (EdITLib) was
also undertaken using the search terms ‘activity theory’ AND ‘technology’ which
returned 28 papers published in AACE journals (International Journal on E-Learning;
Journal of Computers in Mathematics and Science Teaching; Journal of Interactive Learning
Research; Journal of Educational Multimedia and Hypermedia; Journal of Technology and
Teacher Education) between 2001-2013. Almost all the papers returned were regarded as
false positives in that they contained the search terms but did not use activity theory as
the central theoretical framework or they were investigating technology-enhanced
traditional settings. Only two empirical studies from the surveyed body of research,
Mwanza-Simwami, Engeström, and Amon (2009) and Lim et al. (2003), positioned
activity theory as the central theoretical framework for describing and interpreting their
findings in an eLearning context.
In an effort to ensure the rigour of the review, some of the highly ranked educational
technology journals, specifically the British Journal of Educational Technology; Computers
and Education; Journal of computer Assisted Learning; Educational Technology and Society; and
Language, Learning and Technology, were further manually searched for relevant articles.
Finally, a Google Scholar search using the core search terms and additional terms
specific to activity theory such as “contradictions” yielded some additional papers.
The final list of publications meeting the criteria for the review was sourced from the
journals listed in Table 2 and comprised 30 articles. The distribution of articles reveals
that there is no one journal where studies using activity theory to investigate eLearning
contexts are published. It is understandable that Educational Technology & Society
provides the closest ideological matching of technology in educational contexts studied
through the socio-cultural lens of CHAT, and is jointly the most frequent source of
articles for this review. The majority of CHAT based eLearning research appears in more
general educational technology journals such as Computers & Education and British
Journal of Educational Technology. Articles published in the social science journal Mind,
Culture & Activity tended to emphasise the activity theory aspect rather than the
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technology context. A smaller number of discipline-specific journals, mostly in the field
of language learning, were also reflected in the distribution of publications.
Table 2. Distribution of peer-reviewed journal articles from 2001-2013 using activity
theory as the central theoretical framework to investigate eLearning.
Journal
Educational Technology & Society
Computers & Education
British Journal of Educational Technology
Journal of Computer Assisted Learning
CALICO Journal
Australasian Journal of Educational Technology
ReCALL
Mind, Culture & Activity
Journal of Interactive Learning Research
Journal of Research on Technology in Education
Learning, Media & Technology
ALT-J: Research in Learning Technology
Languge Learning & Technology
Urban Education
Learning Environments Research
International Journal of Science Education
Perspectives in Education
International Journal on E-Learning

Number of articles
4
4
2
2
2
2
2
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

The reviewed research was further arranged into two tables to differentiate those studies
using activity theory to investigate eLearning from the teacher’s perspective (Table 3),
from those using activity theory to investigate eLearning from the learners’ perspective
(Table 4). The studies in each table are listed alphabetically by author in the first column,
the second column indicating whether the study was undertaken in the school or Higher
Education (HE) sector, with the third column indicating the focus of the investigation.
Overall, 15 studies taking the teacher’s perspective and 15 taking the learners’
perspective were reviewed. In both sets of research, the number of studies undertaken
in the school sector outweighed the number undertaken in the HE sector. In the case of
student-oriented studies, the vast majority of publications (87%) were from the school
sector; however the distribution among teacher-oriented studies was more balanced
with 60% of studies conducted in school-based settings compared to 40% in HE. The
relative dearth of literature in the HE sector using CHAT as a framework for
investigating eLearning highlights an important gap in the research. Further, the paucity
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of studies devoted to the teacher’s perspective within the HE sector demonstrates a
relative absence of scholarly discussion in the field. To contribute to the field, this inquiry
used cultural-historical activity theory as a descriptive and interpretive lens for
examining how university lecturers participate in the activity of planning and teaching
a blended-mode course, focusing on the influence and interplay of individual, social and
contextual structures on their pedagogical decision-making. In doing so, this study
generated empirical research that can contribute to the discussion.
The selection of studies in the current review demonstrates the flexibility and scope of
cultural-historical activity theory for investigating a range of issues in complex
eLearning settings. In both the teacher and student-oriented studies, researchers used
the lens of CHAT to provide insight into participants’ engagement in, and experience of,
the educational process when a technological tool became part of that process.
All student-oriented research in the current review used CHAT to understand student
participation in technology-mediated learning activities within a disciplinary or course
context. Almost all of the student studies were premised on investigating the student
experience of change and innovation in an eLearning setting through the investigation
of contradictions encountered during the activity. The findings of these studies were
sometimes presented and discussed in terms of contradictions occurring within an
activity system (e.g. Barab, Barnett, Yamagata-Lynch, Squire, & Keating, 2002; Fåhræus,
2004), between interacting activity systems (e.g. Karabulut, Levelle, Li, & Suvorov, 2012;
Murphy & Rodriguez-Manzanares, 2008) or both (e.g. Antoniadou, 2011; Basharina,
2007).
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Table 3. Selected research using activity theory to investigate eLearning from the learners’ perspective
Study

Sector

Focus of the investigation

Antoniadou, V. (2011). Using Activity Theory to Understand the
Contradictions in an Online Transatlantic Collaboration between
Student-Teachers of English as a Foreign Language. ReCALL, 23(3),
233-251.

HE

Challenges in a network-based collaborative
learning setting

Barab, S. A., Barnett, M., Yamagata-Lynch, L., Squire, K., & Keating, T. (2002).
Using activity theory to understand the contradictions characterizing a
technology-rich introductory astronomy course. Mind, Culture, and
Activity, 9(2), 76-107.

HE

Participation in the learning process

Baran, B., & Cagiltay, K. (2010). The Dynamics of Online Communities in the
Activity Theory Framework. Educational Technology & Society, 13(4),
155-166.

HE

The dynamics of participation in two online
communities of practice

Basharina, O. K. (2007). An activity theory perspective on student-reported
contradictions in international telecollaboration. Language Learning &
Technology, 11(2), 82-103.

HE

Online intercultural misunderstandings

Blin, F., & Appel, C. (2011). Computer Supported Collaborative Writing in
Practice: An Activity Theoretical Study. CALICO, 28(2), 473-497.

HE

The development of collaborative writing
practices among foreign language learners

Blin, F. (2004). CALL and the development of learner autonomy: Towards an
activity theoretical perspective. ReCALL, 16(2), 377-395.

HE

Development and exercise of learner autonomy in
a technology-rich learning environment

Brine, J., & Franken, M. (2006). Students’ perceptions of a selected aspect of a
computer mediated academic writing program: An activity theory
analysis. Australasian Journal of Educational Technology, 22(1), 21-38.

HE

Student perceptions of learning in a computermediated environment
Continues…
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Study

Sector

Focus of the investigation

Fiedler, R. L., Mullen, L., & Finnegan, M. (2009). Portfolios in Context: A
Comparative Study in Two Preservice Teacher Education Programs.
Journal of Research on Technology in Education, 42(2), 99-122.

HE

Preservice teachers’ experiences using tools to
create an electronic portfolio

Isssroff, K., & Scanlon, E. (2002). Using technology in Higher Education: An
activity theory perspective. Journal of Computer Assisted Learning,
18(1), 77-83.

HE

Impact of technology on the experience of
learning in HE

Karabulut, A., Levelle, K., Li, J., & Suvorov, R. (2012). Technology for French
Learning: A Mismatch between Expectations and Reality. CALICO,
29(2), 340-366.

HE

Students’ use of technology for language learning

Mwanza-Simwami, D., Engeström, Y., & Amon, T. (2009). Methods for
Evaluating Learner Activities with New Technologies: Guidelines for
the Lab@Future Project. International Journal on E-Learning, 8(3), 361384.

School

Evaluation of learner activities using new
technologies

Sancho-Thomas, P., Fuentes-Fernández, R., & Fernández-Manjón, B. (2009).
Learning teamwork skills in university programming courses.
Computers & Education, 53, 517-531.

HE

The social dynamics of students learning technical
and teamwork skills in an eLearning setting

Scanlon, E., & Isssroff, K. (2005). Activity Theory and Higher Education:
evaluating learning technologies. Journal of Computer Assisted
learning, 21, 430-439.

School

Student perspectives on the benefits of ICTs for
learning; The interactions between teachers,
students and learning technology.

Van Aalst, J., & Hill, C. M. (2006). Activity theory as a framework for analysing
knowledge building. Learning Environments Research, 9(1), 23-44.

School

The nature of knowledge building communities
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Barab et al. (2002), for example, used CHAT to represent student activity in an
astronomy course. They portrayed contradictions within individual elements, such as a
contradiction they found in the subject (the learner) in the context of their study, in terms
of passive recipient versus engaged learner, or the contradiction found within the
division of labour in terms of individual work versus distributed work. The model also
portrayed contradictions between elements of the system, all of which revolved around
the object of learning astronomy. The distribution of tasks between learners in one
group, which was found to be “a good practice for accomplishing tasks as a team” was,
however, “not as successful for fostering the development of a broad understanding of
astronomy” (p. 99). The reason was that some learners did not learn concepts for which
another team member had been responsible. The authors interpreted this finding as a
contradiction between the division of labour—in terms of students distributing tasks in
the group versus each carrying out all the tasks—and the object of learning astronomy.
Findings from the student-oriented studies also highlighted CHAT’s principle of
historicity and its emphasis on considering the history of participants as users of
technology, as well as their beliefs and expectations related to technology use. For
example, Basharina (2007) used CHAT to identify and analyse cultural contradictions
between groups of students of different nationalities participating in discussions
mediated by an online bulletin board. One of the identified intercultural contradictions
identified involved a genre clash between Russian students and Mexican students who
had differing expectations about the use of the forum. The author interprets the Russian
practice of posting formal, academic contributions as “writing beforehand” in
comparison with the Mexican preference for “writing at the moment” (p. 92) and
describes an incident where the Mexican students accuse the Russian student of
plagiarism. Another contradiction in the study more directly linked to technology use
related to the fact that students were communicating asynchronously, but they
expressed a preference for chat communication because of its immediacy.
Antoniadou’s (2011) research also discusses technology-based contradictions within and
between institutions in her study of undergraduate student-teachers in Spain who were
engaged in telecollaboration with graduate peers in the United States via Second Life
(SL). The Spanish group had no experience with telecollaboration or SL prior to the
course in comparison to their more technology experienced peers in the US. The activity
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involved each group creating a short podcast with different assessment criteria. The
Spanish group was required to create and implement the podcast while the US students
were assessed only on the creation and quality of the podcast without having to
implement it. One of the technology-based contradictions identified by the author
involved the Spanish student-teachers’ anxiety related to their limited ‘tech-savviness’
and inexperience with the implementation of technology for educational purposes
resulting in the perception that SL software is an unreliable tool for synchronous
communication and not a valuable pedagogical tool. As a result of the non-resolution of
the conflict underlying this tension, students did not engage as expected in the online
environment. An inter-institutional contradiction also arose when both groups found it
difficult to establish common ground with their peers. The US graduate students
complained that “They don’t have experience in teaching primary school students” (p.
242) and the Spanish undergraduates protested that “They don’t have to implement the
podcast like we do” (p. 243). Moving beyond the institutional level to consider the
broader sociocultural context and educational system in which this activity was
embedded, the contradictions become significant. In particular, the objectives and
regular practices of the schools in which the student teachers were doing their teaching
practice were at variance with the objective of the online activity system to instigate
change in existing practices through hands-on experience with telecollaboration and
Web 2.0 tools.
Fåhræus’ (2004) research also referred to students’ preferences and expectations related
to technology and the influence of socio-cultural and contextual factors. The author used
CHAT to analyse students’ experience of the introduction of ICT to a traditional distance
education (DE) setting in Australia. The technology was introduced in response to
pressure from government guidelines to introduce collaboration in education, including
DE as a means to improve communication and enhance outcomes. Fåhræus found that
despite DE being built on a tradition of individual learning and considerable technical
barriers in remote areas, students appreciated collaborating with peers using the
available technology and indeed demanded a collaborative environment. The author
suggests that such fundamental contradictions can result in expansive learning among
students and teachers, leading to further development of collaborative learning.
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Murphy and Rodriguez-Manzanares (2008) investigated a similar DE context from the
perspective of teachers who had moved from the physical classroom to the virtual
classroom. The authors found that the characteristics of the virtual learning environment
created tension for the teachers related to time and workload, physical presence,
interaction and rapport building, and the use of direct messaging and email. The authors
explained the contradictions in terms of the difference between the mediating tools in
the physical classroom in comparison with the virtual classroom. The absence in the
virtual classroom of body language and visual presence as mediators required the
teachers to find new ways of interacting and building rapport and necessitated a shift
from the practice of controlling to engaging students’ attention. This finding
corroborates Fåhræus’ (2004) conclusions from the student perspective exemplifying the
transformative potential of contradictions within activity systems as the motivators for
new forms of practice.
Some student-oriented studies, while still relying strongly on the identification and
interpretation of contradictions in the activity system, directed their analysis more
toward the design and implementation aspects of learning supported by technology (e.g.
Blin, 2004; Brine & Franken, 2006; Isssroff & Scanlon, 2002). For example, Isssroff and
Scanlon (2002) describe two case studies in which technology is adopted to support
learning - one used Discussion Boards in an online graduate introduction to the science
program, the other used a website to support History students. They applied the notion
of multivoicedness, that is the multiple perspectives of different participants to
illuminate the way that individual students had a variety of experiences of the
technology whilst in general, the introduction of technology was beneficial to the group
as a whole. In the case of the History students, their use of the website was very much
dependent on how much access they had to the Internet. Contradictions quickly arose
for many students with some printing out all the information on the website and
carrying this around instead of frequently accessing the site. Other students, especially
those with access to the web at home, did not print anything out and found the site very
useful. Many first year students did not know what to do with the original resources and
images on the website. The identification of tensions between the teacher’s intended use
of the tool (website) and the actual use of the tool by students afforded insights leading
to a subsequent redesign of the course and the website to support students in making
effective use of the site and its resources. Activities were linked to images and original
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documents to help students with making constructive use of the resources. Students
were asked to summarise their tutorials on-line and a discussion board was integrated
into the site. The teaching assistants were given more support in their use of the site, and
expert students were assigned the role of helping those with less experience. For Isssroff
and Scanlon (2002), CHAT provided a language for describing and understanding the
changes, the difficulties and some of the iterations of the development not just of the
website, but also of the surrounding practices of the staff and students in the course.
Only two studies in the student-oriented research excluded contradictions from their
analysis. Instead, they used CHAT’s conceptual structure to describe the general
dynamics of participation in an online community (Baran & Cagiltay, 2010) or to
describe the nature of online knowledge building communities (Van Aalst & Hill, 2006).
The 15 studies in this section have usefully applied CHAT to better understand students’
experience of change and innovation as participants in technology-mediated learning.
In the teacher studies, research almost exclusively relied on scenarios in which a new
technology was introduced into an educational setting and changes in teachers’ practices
as they attempted to integrate the technology were investigated. Within this set of
studies, one group (Anthony & Clark, 2011; Blin & Munro, 2008; Hardman, 2005;
Karasavvidis, 2009; Murphy & Rodriguez-Manzanares, 2008; Peruski & Mishra, 2004;
Russell & Schneiderheinze, 2005) focused strongly on the dilemmas encountered by
individual teachers in the face of a newly implemented innovation. They employed the
CHAT principle of contradictions to identify disjunctions that can occur between
teachers’ espoused beliefs and their actual practices in the context of eLearning. Within
this group, all but two studies were located in the school sector. Furthermore, all studies
in the group, with the exception of Price and Oliver (2007), relied on the identification of
contradictions within an individual teacher’s activity system and focused on their
acknowledgement and resolution of the contradiction as the motivator of potential
transformation. Only one study, Yamagata-Lynch (2003), focused on how teachers’
learning experiences prior to the introduction of an innovation affected the integration
of the newly introduced artifacts into their teaching practice.
Two studies, Hardman (2005) and Anthony and Clark (2011), drew on CHAT to
illuminate teachers’ perspectives on a technology-based innovation introduced into a
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primary school mathematics classroom. In both studies, teachers were motivated by
multiple goals, such as the need to cover the curriculum, meeting technology standards,
using technology for enriching mathematics, and making mathematics more
meaningful. The teachers in Anthony and Clark’s study were confronted with a number
of dilemmas of practice. These dilemmas related to the role technology could serve in
their mathematics instruction, how to use technology when conflicting rules suggested
use was not possible, and how to make effective use of technology when they lacked the
knowledge to do so. The teacher (subject) of Hardman’s (2005) study felt a conflict
between the use of the computer as an instrument for recall, recording and practice; and
its use as an instrument for exploration. This conflict effectively challenged his
epistemological assumptions regarding the need to teach mathematics in a didactic,
whole class discussion compared to the policy imperative for more student-centred,
group work driven interactions.
Teachers in Anthony and Clark’s study reported dissatisfaction with their ability to
successfully integrate the technology into their classrooms. Most reacted by selecting a
goal to pursue from the multiple competing institutional goals and often ‘broke rules’
that constrained their activities such as expanding the school day and intentionally
slowing the pace of the curriculum. One teacher, however, responded by integrating
multiple instructional goals and adjusting the teaching and learning activity in pursuit
of the integrated goal. Teachers also responded to the perception that the department
was not meeting their needs by redistributing instructional responsibilities across
colleagues and students, effectively addressing a contradiction between community and
division of labour. A transformation in rules and the division of labour were also
apparent in Hardman’s study where transformation was due in part to the novelty of
the tool but also because the teacher was unable to assist all students with the computer
tasks. As a result, students were teaching other students - a model that effectively broke
the ‘rule’ discouraging children from ‘exploring’ software and websites, but ultimately
resulting in possibilities for a more student-centred pedagogy in line with expectations.

47

Table 4. Selected research using activity theory to investigate eLearning from the teacher’s perspective
Study
Anthony , A. B., & Clark, L. M. (2011). Examining Dilemmas of Practice
Associated With the Integration of Technology Into Mathematics
Classrooms Serving Urban Students. Urban Education, 46(6), 1300-1311.

Sector
School

Focus of the investigation
Teachers’ dilemmas and coping strategies in their
efforts Ato integrate technology

Benson, A., Lawler, C., & Whitworth, A. (2008). Rules, roles and tools: Activity
theory and the comparative study of e-learning. British Journal of
Educational Technology, 39(3), 456-467.

HE

‘Artifacts in use’ – the ways technologies
interrelate with their local context

Blin, F., & Munroe, M. (2008). Why hasn‘t technology disrupted academics‘
teaching practices? Understanding resistance to change through the lens
of activity theory. Computers & Education, 50, 475-490.

HE

The effect of a VLE on transforming teaching
practice

Divaharan, S., & Lim, C. P. (2010). Secondary school socio-cultural context
influencing ICT integration: A case study approach. Australasian
Journal of Educational Technology, 26(6), 741-763.

School

Factors that support teachers’ integration of ICT

Hardman, J. (2005). An exploratory case study of computer use in a primary
school mathematics classroom: New technology, new pedagogy?
Perspectives in Education, 23(4), 99-111.

School

Shift in teachers practice following introduction of
computers

Karasavvidis, I. (2009). Activity Theory as a conceptual framework for
understanding teacher approaches to Information and Communication
Technologies. Computers & Education, 53, 436-444.

School

Teachers’ perspectives on a proposed technologybased innovation

Kahveci, A., Gilmer, P. J., & Southerland, S. A. (2008). Understanding Chemistry
Professors’ Use of Educational Technologies: An activity theoretical
approach. International Journal of Science Education, 30(3), 325-351.

HE

Influences on chemistry professors’ use of
educational technology
Continues…
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Study

Sector

Focus of the investigation

Kirkup, G., & Kirkwood, A. (2005). Information and communications
technologies (ICT) in Higher Education teaching—a tale of gradualism
rather than revolution. Learning, Media and Technology, 30(2), 185-199.

HE

Patterns of technology adoption in HE institutions

Lim, C. P., & Hang, D. (2003). An activity theory approach to research of ICT
integration in Singapore schools. Computers & Education, 41(1), 49-63.

School

Integration of technology into school settings

Lim, C. P., Teo, Y. H., Wong, P., Khine, M. S., Chai, C. S., & Divaharan, S. (2003).
Creating a Conducive Learning Environment for the Effective
Integration of ICT: Classroom Management Issues. Journal of Interactive
Learning Research, 14(4), 405-423.

School

Classroom management issues that facilitate
effective integration technology into schools

Murphy, E., & Rodriguez-Manzanares, M. (2008). Contradictions between the
virtual and physical high school classroom: A third-generation Activity
Theory perspective. British Journal of Educational Technology, 39(6),
1061-1072.

School

Teachers’ experience of making the transition
from traditional to virtual classroom

Peruski, L., & Mishra, P. (2004). Webs of Activity in Online Course Design and
Teaching. ALT-J: Research in Learning Technology, 12(1), 37-49.

HE

The experience of designing and teaching online
courses for the first time

Price, S., & Oliver, M. (2007). A framework for conceptualising the Impact of
Technology on Teaching and Learning. Educational Technology &
Society, 10(1), 16-27.

HE

The process of technology implementation and
adoption in HE

Russell, D. L., & Schneiderheinze, A. (2005). Understanding innovation in
education using activity theory. Educational Technology & Society, 8(1),
38-53.

School

The process of technology implementation in
comparison with teachers’ goals for reform

Yamagata-Lynch, L. C. (2003). Using activity theory as an analytic lens for
examining technology professional development in schools. Mind,
Culture, and Activity, 10(2), 110-119.

School

Effect of professional development on the
integration of technology into school settings
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In both studies, the authors usefully employed CHAT to examine both the tensions
encountered by teachers and also the strategies they employed to adjust elements of their
activity systems in their efforts to cope with dilemmas of practice and eliminate barriers
preventing the realisation of their intended outcomes. This research highlights the importance
of understanding contextual influences and contradictions as part of the process of successful
technology integration and exemplifies the notion that contradictions act as dynamic ‘forces’
driving change within activity systems.
Three teacher-oriented studies (Kahveci et al., 2008; Price & Oliver, 2007; Russell &
Schneiderheinze, 2005) focused their attention specifically on the relationship between
teachers’ pedagogical beliefs and the way they implemented an online learning technology.
Kahveci et al.’s (2008) study focused on two university chemistry professors and the broader
activity system in which they worked. They used CHAT to analyse the subjects’ beliefs and
previous experiences related to teaching, learning, and technology as well as other
components of the activity system of teaching chemistry. Both subjects were experienced
teachers acknowledged for their teaching excellence. One of the teachers, Matthew, held the
belief that effective teaching involved the students reading the textbook and solving
problems. Interaction with the students was predominantly one way with the flow of
information from the teacher to the student. For Matthew, technology represented something
that could get in the way of teaching, and he used it mainly to draw attention to his lectures
or problem solving. According to Matthew, technologies offered only the potential of surface
learning, and would give the students the illusion that they learned more than they actually
did. In contrast, the other teacher, Ryan, relied on mediating artifacts other than the textbook
or lecturing, and also he was in continuous contact with the science education community to
improve his teaching. His interaction with students was collaborative and student centred,
and technology was intentionally used as part of his teaching to facilitate virtual collaboration
and engage students in the learning process. Both teachers utilised email as a communication
tool to support student learning outside the classroom. Matthew used email primarily for
answering questions coming from the students related to the subject matter and for
announcing schedule arrangements, whereas Ryan used email as a lens for getting to know
his students better, in addition to answering content-related questions.
The authors’ analysis of these beliefs in combination with other elements of the activity
system, such as the mediating artifacts (textbooks, supplies, physical environment, digital
technologies, teaching methods), rules (University rules and organisation culture),
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communities (Science faculty, science education faculty, computing services) and the division of
labour (roles within and between communities), revealed a range of various contradictions
within and between the components of the activity system preventing it from a ‘healthy
functioning’. The inconsistency between the pedagogical beliefs of two teachers in the same
department was found to have a negative impact on the sense on community. Further, it was
found that an insufficient level of collaboration, reflection, and communication among faculty
members (division of labour) about issues of teaching and learning represented a significant
tension. Contradictions between the rules and the object (teaching and learning) were also
apparent and included constraints for reform-based chemistry teaching and the limitations of
large class sizes. Another finding indicated that a “poor” design of technology-enhanced
classrooms (mediating artifacts) might hinder teaching and learning (object), regardless of the
teaching approach employed.
Kahveci et al.’s (2008) study illustrates a systematic application of the CHAT framework to
unravel and understand the contextual and socio-cultural complexities of integrating
technology into a traditional academic discipline in Higher Education. Importantly, the
identification of contradictions also revealed the issues that needed to be resolved to ensure
effective chemistry education, the establishment of new learning communities, and
development of new intellectual tools as the outcome. In this particular scenario, the authors
were able to propose resolutions to transform undergraduate chemistry education, including
the effective utilisation of technology-enhanced teaching strategies and building a more
uniform culture of teaching within the department.
Russell and Schneiderheinze (2005) used the CHAT framework to examine how four school
teachers implemented a constructivist-based learning environment (CBLE) that paired an
emerging online technology with a unit design framework. Specifically, they identified how
effectively each of the teachers implemented the CBLE unit based on their goals for adopting
the innovations while participating in online collaborative professional development.
Development of the unit effectively required the teachers to resolve the contradictions
occurring in their work activity system, which would ultimately result in an expansive
learning process for the teacher. The authors used the notion of turning points, that is an event
causing the participant to conceptualise the object in a new way, to characterise the teachers’
responses to these contradictions. While all teachers in the group encountered a number of
contradictions, not all of these were successfully resolved. For example, one teacher’s aim for
development of the unit was to increase the problem-solving abilities of her students by
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working with other students to engage with multiple perspectives. However, it became
apparent that a requirement to share teaching responsibilities with her colleagues was
incompatible with the demands of implementing the unit. This turning point prompted her
to negotiate more time to meet the goals she had for student learning, thus widening the object
(activity).
The same teacher later expressed a dilemma with the unit design framework when she did
not feel comfortable with her perceived inadequate background knowledge of the problem
and the accessibility or the usability of online resources to help her students develop
conceptual understanding. In fact, she felt that her students, working in online groups, were
“out of control.” The contradiction she encountered was between her pedagogical beliefs
(subject) and the unit design (tools). Her turning point was to assume responsibility for
information gathering within her classroom and limiting students’ access to the internet
resources thus allowing her to control the learning process. Consequently, she narrowed the
object (activity) by lowering her expectations for developing students’ complex problemsolving responses despite her initial motive to develop those problem-solving skills. In a later
phase of the activity, the teacher expressed a dilemma with the inconsistent accessibility of
the chatroom, preventing her students from interacting with students from other
communities. She made a decision to discontinue the use of chat in the classroom despite her
initial motive to develop students’ perspectives about the problem by interacting online with
the other classes. She did not resolve the contradiction between subject and tools and narrowed
her object in depth by stopping the chats among her students and the other students.
For Russell and Schneiderheinze (2005), CHAT afforded an effective framework to
characterise a complex technology-mediated learning environment, depict the participants’
beliefs in terms of their motive and aims for the activity, and evaluate the impact of a range
of local context issues on their experience of online teaching. The identification of turning
points as markers of critical encounters requiring a response by the teacher provided an
effective way to track the outcome of critical incidents in terms of transformation in their
thinking and practice.
In contrast, Price and Oliver (2007), did not rely on the identification and interpretation of
contradictions to determine whether teachers’ perceptions of their roles and responsibilities
in the physical classroom influenced the integration of newly introduced technology into their
teaching practice. They instead took a mixed-methods approach and developed their own
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framework to highlight the link between the varied conceptions of impact and the research
methods deemed appropriate for investigating the topic. Analysing the impact of adoption of
online discussion groups into a PGCE course in a university, they found that teachers
frequently related their new online practice to their familiar face-to-face teaching practices. In
effect, there was no real difference between the two in their role of monitoring students in
terms of supporting their motivation and learning, and in terms of attendance. The authors
questioned the extent to which this was an accurate description of practice and used the
hierarchical analysis of levels of activity informed by Kuutti (1996) to explain why once the
new operations are mastered, they become automatic and indeed invisible. Price and Oliver
(2007) suggest that while the motive for the act of monitoring students is the same in the online
and virtual environments, they are very different at level of actions, for example, looking for
signs of non-participation is very different online compared to face-to-face. In addition, at the
operational level, the role of tutor is entirely different online in comparison to face-to-face. For
example, online teachers need to monitor the statistics provided by the VLE to see who is
contributing rather than glancing round the room to gauge students’ attendance and interest.
These findings reveal how the move to teaching online renders the role of the teacher as both
the same and different simultaneously. The purpose and strategic direction may remain
unchanged, but the methods of achieving this alter in significant ways. This conclusion also
explains related phenomena such as the relatively frequent breakdowns in teaching online
(compared to face-to-face teaching) until the new operations are mastered, and explains how,
once breakdowns are resolved, successful practice is undertaken without conscious
intervention and becomes invisible. The authors posit that the degree to which transfer of
practice can occur without modification may depend on the function of the practice itself.
Some practices are more easily transferable than others, for example, monitoring student
interest/ input as opposed to discussion, especially of a personal or emotive kind online.
Indeed, Karasavvidis’ (2009) research suggested that teachers are either using technology very
infrequently or using it to support their practices rather than revolutionise them. In this study,
teachers were presented with a worked out CSCL innovation and were asked about what it
would take to integrate it into their daily practices. Teachers mentioned time and curriculum
as the main obstacles to the proposed technological innovation. The finding that the issue of
time was a very important consideration for teachers is in line with previous findings (e.g.,
Murphy & Rodriguez-Manzanares, 2008; Russell & Schneiderheinze, 2005), and, in
Karasavvidis’ study, was due to the bulk of the curriculum material that had to be covered.
In his study, the identified contradictions revealed a stark contrast between plans for the
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integration of ICT from the perspective of the policy makers and the educational realities of
the proposal from the teachers’ perspective as they struggled to cope with those plans. From
a CHAT perspective, the incorporation of ICT into current practice did not assist teachers to
pursue their current object of activity and consequently they were reluctant to embrace CSCL
technology. Karasavvidis’ (2009) suggestion that innovation should take into consideration
the teachers’ worlds as well as the contexts within which they function, supports the
conclusions reached by many of the studies in this review that a more user-led perspective on
technology integration is required. The contradictions revealed in the author’s CHAT analysis
suggest there are certain structural features of existing teaching practices that are largely
incompatible with both the mediational means (the VLE) and the new implied object of
activity (online teaching). This finding corroborates the argument that the structure of
teachers’ current practices is not readily conducive to change.
Peruski and Mishra’s (2004) study, conducted in the context of new online courses, also
highlighted the possibility for change in pedagogical practices, but was one of the few studies
to consider continuities in lecturers’ practice, rather than addressing only transformations.
Although the lecturers in the study were very experienced teaching face-to-face, their first
online experiences resulted in anxieties about their ability to teach. The new context
represented a disturbance to established practices that provided the opportunity to face
previously tacit thoughts about issues such as course design, teaching methods and
philosophies of teaching and learning. The authors note that such pedagogical issues can often
become automatic and scripted unless faced with a disturbance. The disturbances helped the
teachers in the study reconceptualise their practice and even transform their face-to-face
teaching in some ways. For example, teaching online made one lecturer think about how she
could recreate and transfer to her face-to-face classes the positive experience of high
participation and engagement she found in online group discussions.
A second group of teacher-oriented studies used CHAT to focus more directly on the
contextual and socio-cultural influences on technology use by teachers (Benson et al., 2008;
Blin & Munro, 2008; Divaharan & Lim, 2010; Kahveci et al., 2008; Lim et al., 2003). This
research used CHAT to expand the focus beyond the level of individual practices to consider
teachers’ interactions with colleagues and broader institutional or school-wide level
interactions that might result in a transformation of the activity. These studies involved
analysis of multiple interacting activity systems.
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In their study on the ICT integration process in Singapore schools, Lim and Hang (2003) found
that the effective integration of technology required a focus on activity systems beyond those
of a single classroom. Specifically, they investigated what actually takes place when ICT is
used in this context to develop higher order thinking skills. Teachers in this study initially
espoused beliefs that they were the source of knowledge, and their role was one of an
authoritative expert, dispensing information and knowledge. Students were usually treated
as passive recipients of information. The school also had established rules and norms
mediating between the classroom and the community (other classes and administration)
revolving around set curriculum context, fixed timetables for assessment and so on. When
ICT was initially introduced, all other components of the activity system of the classroom
remained constant. The outcome was that teachers attempted to continue their established
practice with the new tools but in the process created contradictions between the use of the
ICT (tools) and the roles of the students and teachers (division of labour). Concurrently, the
initiative also generated external contradictions with examination boards, education policies
and league tables where the school was ranked on its examination results. To resolve the
internal contradictions the school reassessed and redefined the components of its activity
system involving retraining for teachers, changes to their roles, and a more flexible approach
to timetabling. However, the school’s bottom-line (object) still hinged on an examination
result; thus, the external contradiction was not yet resolved. Lim and Hang’s (2003) study
again emphasises the influence of the socio-cultural milieu in which attempts at ICT
integration are situated. Their use of CHAT afforded an understanding of the processes within
and between activity systems enabling the construction of pedagogical models and
approaches to ICT integration for schools based on that understanding.
Divaharan and Lim (2010) extended this earlier study to determine the interaction of sociocultural factors that support teachers’ integration of ICT. This involved a multiple case study
of three schools and a multi-level analysis of three interacting activity systems – the classroom
activity system, the department activity system, and the school activity system. The analysis
revealed a significant variation between the schools with respect to: rules (such as minimum
requirements for ICT integrated lessons), division of labour (such as supportive leadership by
heads), community (such as session sharing arrangements and professional development
opportunities) and social-cultural factors (such as encouragement from leaders and providing
teachers with time to explore and plan for ICT integration). CHAT allowed the authors to
capture the socio-cultural and contextual complexity of each environment and also clearly
pinpointed the elements that were or weren’t working in each school. The authors
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subsequently formulated a set of targeted recommendations for resolving identified
contradictions within and between activity systems.
Many of the studies investigating teachers’ experiences of technology integration observe that
a resistance to change is a common reaction, especially among teachers experienced in a faceto-face setting who have developed and automated their ‘script’ over time. Blin and Munro
(2008) used CHAT to investigate why the anticipated transformation of teaching practice did
not always occur with the introduction of a VLE to a university. In their study, the authors
observed that although use of the VLE was widespread within the university, little
transformation or alteration of the structure of teaching and learning activities had occurred.
Instead, the VLE was predominantly used for administrative purposes, to disseminate
resources or information and to complement or replicate existing practices. The main types of
learning materials added to the VLE were ‘‘static’’, content-based resources such as web pages
and lecture notes. Similarly, while VLE was used to collect assessments from students,
teachers’ approaches to assessment tasks had not significantly changed. Activities that
demanded collaboration or reflection, such as glossaries, journals, and wikis were used less
frequently than those activities that replicated face-to-face teaching modes.
Blin and Munro (2008) partly attributed the lack of transformation of teaching practices to the
lecturers’ lack of appropriate competencies, arising from a mismatch between the object of the
University’s technical (tool-related) training sessions and the actual needs of lecturers. More
specifically, they identified a need for lecturers to develop pedagogical (task-related) and
metafunctional competencies in order to address the disruptions introduced to their existing
teaching practice by their own pattern of VLE use. In particular, Blin and Munro (2008)
highlighted the tensions between the ‘semiotic’ space (the socio-cultural context in which the
design of the pedagogical activity is taking place) and ‘technological’ space (the VLE where
the online activity is implemented and undertaken) within the activity system. In designing
and teaching an online course, the lecturer occupies both of these spaces and in doing so,
enters two distinct, yet overlapping, communities, both shaped by a partially shared object,
governed by their own rules and division of labour. In some cases, the requirements of the
teaching roles undertaken by the lecturer may not be fully matched or may even conflict with
the way ‘roles’ are afforded by the VLE. The authors’ analysis of the semiotic and
technological planes within an activity system highlights a further level of complexity and a
source of tension that training alone cannot resolve. Their findings signal the need for
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institutions to review the social and cultural context of teaching practices if more radical
transformations in technology-mediated teaching and learning are sought.
In summary, the eLearning research surveyed here illustrates how activity theory can be
successfully applied as a theoretical model to help understand complex technology-mediated
activity from multiple perspectives. It demonstrates that an activity theory approach can
support a variety of research goals, using a range of methodologies, and affords insights into
the ways in which people, technology and contextual factors interrelate and evolve. The
studies in this review clearly valued the language of activity theory for interpreting concepts
such as contradictions, multivoicedness, transformation; and situating individual practices
within a wider institutional and socio-cultural context.
The CHAT principles of contradictions and expansive learning have contributed to an
understanding of the potential for transformation in teachers’ practice when a new technology
has been introduced as an innovation. In particular, they have highlighted the conflicts that
can occur between teachers’ beliefs and their actual practices following the technological
intervention, and have revealed situations where transformation in practice did not always
occur as expected. Key to understanding the transformative potential of change and
innovation in a system has been the investigation of how participants approached and
resolved (or did not resolve) contradictions.
CHAT’s emphasis on the historicity of elements such as concepts, tools, practices, and rules
has further assisted researchers to understand instances of teacher and student resistance to
newly introduced digital technologies in the context of educational reform by examining
subjects’ educational beliefs and their own histories of technology use. Barab et al. (2002, p.
103) explains: “It is not the static model, but rather the trajectory of the system through time,
that makes activity theory a useful theoretical lens for characterizing activity”.
The overall intent of the study reported here is to understand better how university lecturers
participate in the activity of planning and teaching a blended-mode course with a focus on
the influence and interplay of individual, social and contextual structures on their pedagogical
decision-making. In answering this question, the inquiry benefited from activity theory’s
strength in providing a “powerful and clarifying descriptive tool” (B. A. Nardi, 1996, p. 7) and
“a methodological paradigm to carry out the necessary research” (p. 7). It is nevertheless
acknowledged that CHAT is not a “strongly predictive theory” (Jonassen, 2000). While CHAT
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can adequately describe complex socio-cultural settings and interpret the dynamics and
contradictions within an activity system to characterise a change in teachers’ practice, it
cannot fully predict or explain the mechanism of action responsible for that change. Its
limitations are discussed in more detail in section 2.4.

2.2.5 Summary
This section on eLearning in Higher Education has problematised the gap between the potential
of eLearning to transform teaching and learning in Higher Education, and the realisation of
that aim. A focus has been defined for enquiry by demonstrating the need for approaches to
eLearning research that go beyond the relatively dispersed and deterministic treatment of the
nexus between human thought, action, technology and context, that characterises the
literature in this area. It was argued that a more expansive approach to eLearning research
was required to accommodate a more sophisticated notion of teacher participation and reveal
the socio-cultural nuances of the activity of teaching in a rapidly evolving technologymediated Higher Education setting.
Cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT) was advanced as a suitable framework that
accounts for this complexity and its appropriateness for application to the current inquiry was
demonstrated through examples of its use as a descriptive and interpretive tool in
contemporary eLearning research. In particular, studies employing a CHAT perspective, have
found that the personal, tacit and context-specific nature of teacher beliefs can be an influential
and persistent type of individual barrier to participation in eLearning. It was suggested that
an expanded notion of teacher participation in eLearning should be capable of considering
the less visible, but arguably highly influential factors such as personal beliefs and
perceptions; implicit and explicit social rules that guide social interaction; and physical,
cognitive, and virtual tools that are employed to accomplish a task. In order to explore the
interrelationship between beliefs, intentions, decision-making and action-taking, it is
necessary to further unpack the field of teacher cognition. The following section on University
teachers’ beliefs reviews the literature on teachers’ pedagogical conceptions and beliefs,
highlighting the different dimensions and categories of teacher beliefs, and provides
important insights into the link between teachers’ beliefs and their online teaching practices.
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2.3 University teachers’ beliefs
This section aims to establish the cognitive underpinnings of lecturers’ participation in
eLearning by undertaking a comprehensive review of the literature on teachers’ beliefs and
their connection with teaching practices. The section begins by establishing that teachers’
pedagogical beliefs impact on their teaching practices in any learning environment. The
examination of the nature of conceptions, beliefs, knowledge and personal practical theories
of teaching that follows attempts to disambiguate the vast array of terminology, assumptions
and understandings found in the literature on teacher cognition. The claim that teachers’
practices are not always congruent with their stated pedagogical beliefs is reviewed through
the lens of espoused theories and theories-in-use (Argyris, Putnam, & McLain-Smith, 1985;
Argyris & Schön, 1974, 1978). Key attributes of beliefs are distilled from the literature to
propose a definition of teacher beliefs for this inquiry.
The ways in which teacher beliefs have been categorised in the literature largely revolves
around the relationship between teacher, students and the course content. These categories,
in turn, are often aligned with the well-established construct of teacher-centred versus
learner-centred approaches to teaching. The argument advanced here is that this approach
does not adequately consider the range of views formed and decisions taken by teachers in
an eLearning context and risks over-simplifying the role of teacher beliefs in making decisions
about integrating technology, responding to disruptive situations, and learning from
unsuccessful experiences.
This study has undertaken a more granular thematic analysis of the literature on teachers’
conceptions and beliefs and presents the analysis as a framework of belief dimensions in the
Methodology chapter (Chapter 3, section 3.3.3.2). The framework was employed in the study
to profile university teachers’ espoused epistemological stances on a range of teaching and
learning dimensions.

2.3.1 Teaching as a professional thinking activity
Teaching is “a professional thinking activity” (Calderhead, 1987, p. 1) that involves complex
and demanding cognitive processes such as creativity and originality in thinking, problem
solving and reflection. Teaching has been characterised as “active, intentional, value-laden
work” (Sanders & McCutcheon, 1986, p. 51) with many matters often vying simultaneously
for teachers’ attention, decision-making and action-taking. It is intentional in that it involves
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acting in certain ways in order to produce or evoke desired consequences or to create
particular conditions. And, of course, many different kinds of educational outcomes might be
sought through teaching action.
Teachers’ pedagogical beliefs impact on their teaching practices in any learning environment
(Steel, 2009a) so understanding teaching practices necessitates an understanding of teachers’
thinking, beliefs and knowledge regarding teaching, learning and students (e.g. Clark &
Peterson, 1986; Hativa & Goodyear, 2002). The central consistent finding of Clark and
Peterson’s (1986) comprehensive review of literature up to the mid-1980s was that teachers’
theories about teaching, learning and students strongly affect their goals in teaching and their
classroom behaviour. In a later review of the literature on school teachers’ beliefs, Pajares
(1992, p. 307) suggested “few would argue that the beliefs teachers hold influence their
perceptions and judgements, which in turn affect their behaviour in the classroom.” Indeed,
Marland (1993, p. 53) argues “the doctrine about the separateness of theory and practice in
teaching is seriously flawed”. Kane, Sandretto & Heath’s (2002) comprehensive review of the
literature on teachers’ conceptions and beliefs in both the school and university sectors
revealed that much of the research on teacher cognition was grounded in the basic assumption
that teachers’ beliefs about teaching drive their practices.
Collectively the research into teacher cognition has covered a range of issues concerning
teachers’ knowledge, beliefs, conceptions, attitudes, orientations, and personal practical
theories (Kane et al., 2002) and provides important insights into how beliefs about the roles
and relationships of learners and teachers have influenced practice. It also demonstrates the
different dimensions and categories of teacher beliefs that theorists have established, the
congruencies and incongruencies between reported and actual practice, and the potential of
teacher beliefs to play a significant role in how teachers’ interpret and respond to new contexts
and tools such as eLearning using a VLE. These themes are discussed in this section.
There is little clarity or agreement in the literature on what is understood by the term ‘belief’
so it is essential to first disambiguate the use of the term and offer a working definition of the
concept of ‘teacher beliefs’ for this study.
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2.3.2 Characterising teacher beliefs
The concept of ‘teacher beliefs’, is one that usually requires clarification as it is used
interchangeably with many terms in both school and university sector studies. A survey of
the literature on teacher cognition since the 1980s reveals significant variation in the
understanding of the terms: ‘beliefs’, ‘conceptions’ and ‘knowledge’, often without a great
deal of effort to distinguish the assumptions made in their usage. In attempting to interpret
the literature and adopt a definition of ‘teacher beliefs’ for the current inquiry, the following
sections draw on literature from both the school and university sectors. Although the research
on the beliefs of school teachers has rarely cross-referenced studies of university teachers’
beliefs it would be reasonable to expect that these findings may have relevance to teachers at
tertiary levels (Kane et al., 2002). Similarly, Entwistle and Walker (2000, p. 343) explain “while
teaching in Higher Education is bound to have distinctive characteristics, it also has elements
in common with more general ways of describing teaching”.

2.3.2.1

Beliefs and conceptions

Inconsistent use of the terms ‘beliefs’ and ‘conceptions’ is not unusual in the literature on
teacher cognition. Indeed, the literature is replete with aliases such as ‘teacher conceptions’,
‘teacher perspectives’, ‘teachers’ understandings’, ‘teacher constructs’, ‘teacher principles of
practice’, and ‘teacher practical knowledge’. Pajares (1992) lamented:
…Defining beliefs is at best a game of player’s choice. They travel in disguise and often
under alias—attitudes, values, judgments, axioms, opinions, ideology, perceptions,
conceptions, conceptual systems, preconceptions, dispositions, implicit theories, explicit
theories, personal theories, internal mental processes, action strategies, rules of practice,
practical principles, perspectives, repertories of understanding, and social strategy, to
name but a few that can be found in the literature (p. 309).
Such terminological flaccidity makes meaningful comparison between the constructs of
conceptions and beliefs problematic due to important methodological and epistemological
differences. For example, terms such as ‘teacher cognition’, ‘self-reflection’, ‘knowledge’ and
‘belief’ can be used to refer to different phenomena. Variation in the definition of a term can
range from superficial and idiosyncratic to the profound and theoretical. Variation in
epistemological tradition, in the way the theory is used, and in the way terms are defined
renders the literature on teacher cognition highly ambiguous (Kagan, 1990). Pajares (1992)
argues that a lack of clear definition and inconsistent use of terminology makes it difficult to
investigate teacher cognition and has been one of the major impediments to progress in this
area. Indeed it seems Clandinin and Connelly’s (1987, p. 488) sentiment that “these various
terms…are simply different words saying the same thing” is not far from the truth.
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Drawing comparisons between studies employing different methodological approaches is
also fraught. Samuelowicz (1999) suggests that the literature on teacher cognition in Higher
Education can be broadly categorised as either conceptions-based research or beliefs-based
research. Conceptions-based research is mostly conducted using phenomenographic methods
and aims to identify possible ways in which teaching and learning can be conceptualised. In
contrast, the purpose of beliefs-based research is to “identify the typical or characteristic [italics
added] ways in which teaching is seen…and their relationship with practice” (Samuelowicz,
1999, p. 5). Both streams of research have the common aim of identifying and describing
different manners in which university and school teachers think about teaching but approach
the research task quite differently.
Many of the authors of phenomenographic research on university teachers’ conceptions (e.g.
Dall'Alba, 1991; Larsson, 1986; Martin & Balla, 1991; Prosser, Trigwell, & Taylor, 1994;
Trigwell & Prosser, 1996; Trigwell, Prosser, & Taylor, 1994) do not state their understandings
or assumptions about the term. In fact, (Pratt, 1992) is one of the few to define the construct,
giving his definition as:
Conceptions are specific meanings attached to phenomena which then mediate our
responses to situations involving those phenomena. We form conceptions of virtually
every aspect of our perceived world, and in so doing, use those abstract representations
to delimit something from, and relate it to, other aspects of our world. In effect, we view
the world through the lenses of our conception, interpreting and acting in accordance
with our understanding of the world (p. 204).
By design, phenomenographic studies focus on specific aspects of the teaching experience to
allow emerging conceptions to be identified and described. The way in which these
conceptions may integrate within an individual’s typical way of thinking about their teaching
is not considered. The descriptive categories generated in this approach provide a set of
qualitatively different ways in which the phenomenon of teaching can be conceptualised.
In contrast, beliefs research focuses on typical or characteristic ways in which a phenomenon
is viewed and seeks interpretations of related phenomena rather than isolated ones (e.g.,
knowledge, knowing, teaching, learning) (Samuelowicz, 1999). Rather than focusing on
excerpts of interview data, this line of research looks at the data holistically, interpreting
expressed beliefs in their local context, and attempting to describe an individual’s whole
system of interdependent beliefs (Samuelowicz, 1999). As a result, it is possible to elucidate a
cohesive set of beliefs held by an individual teacher that is indicative of his or her disposition
to teach in a particular way.
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A limitation of this approach has been the tendency for researchers to extend and rename the
construct in order to better describe the multiple dimensions of teaching. Janesick (1977, p.
287 cited in Clark & Peterson, 1986) uses the term ‘teacher perspectives’ to refer to “a reflective,
socially defined interpretation of experience that serves as a basis for subsequent action…a
combination of beliefs, intentions, interpretations, and behaviour that interact continually”.
Tabachnick and Zeichner (1984, p. 28) maintain that ‘perspectives’ include both the beliefs
teachers have about their work goals, purposes, conceptions of children, curriculum and “the
ways in which [they] give meaning to those beliefs in the classroom”. Rokeach (1972, p. 112)
used the term ‘attitude’ to describe “an organization of beliefs”. Fishbein and Ajzen (1975)
also refer to a belief system as a hierarchy organised according to the strength of the belief
about a particular object. A term used more frequently in the Higher Education literature to
refer to a coherent set of beliefs is ‘orientations’ to teaching (Kember, 1997; Samuelowicz, 1999;
Samuelowicz & Bain, 1992, 2001). Trigwell et al. (1994) extended the orientations construct,
using the term ‘teaching approaches’ to describe teaching strategies with associated
intentions.
Despite its apparently unsettled history, research into teachers’ beliefs appears to have
reached consensus on several issues. At the broadest level of analysis, there is agreement that
beliefs have agency to guide thought and action (e.g. Dewey, 1933; Harvey, 1986; Nisbett &
Ross, 1980; Pajares, 1992; Rokeach, 1972; Sigel, 1985). For example, Rokeach (1972, p. 113)
described a belief as “any simple proposition, conscious or unconscious, inferred from what
a person says or does, capable of being preceded by the phrase ‘I believe that…’”. Harvey
(1986) defined a belief as an individual’s representation of reality that has enough validity,
truth or credibility to guide thought and behaviour. Pajares (1992, p. 314) suggested that
“beliefs may also become values, which house the evaluative, comparative and judgemental
functions of beliefs and replace predisposition with an imperative to action”. Some findings
summarised in Kane et al.’s (2002) extensive review show that: beliefs are robust and resistant
to change; beliefs act as filters allowing in or filtering out new knowledge that is deemed
compatible or incompatible with current beliefs; and beliefs exist in a tacit or implicit form
and are difficult to articulate.

2.3.2.2

Beliefs and knowledge

The concepts of personal, professional and practical knowledge can also be found infused
through the literature on teacher beliefs, although a clear distinction between the terms
‘beliefs’ and ‘knowledge’ has not always been established (Calderhead, 1996; Pajares, 1992).
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Calderhead (1996, p. 715) explains that “although beliefs generally refer to suppositions,
commitments and ideologies, knowledge is taken to refer to factual propositions and
understandings that inform skilful action.” For Feiman-Nemser and Floden (1986), it does not
follow that everything a teacher believes or is willing to act on merits the label ‘knowledge.’
In many cases, the distinction is blurred if not invisible (e.g. Fennema & Franke, 1992; Kagan,
1990) and this is similarly reflected in the plethora of overlapping terminology suffusing
teacher cognition research. The unfortunate consequence is “research on teachers’ knowledge
can be as much about teachers’ beliefs as teachers’ knowledge” (Munby, Russell, & Martin,
2002, p. 885).
For others (e.g. Nespor, 1987; Richardson, 1996), knowledge is distinguished from beliefs by
having to satisfy the ‘truth condition’ found in the Philosophical literature: beliefs, as
propositions, do not have to satisfy a truth condition, but knowledge claims do. Nespor (1987)
argued that belief systems, unlike knowledge systems, do not require general or group
consensus regarding the appropriateness and validity of beliefs. From this perspective, belief
systems are less malleable or dynamic than knowledge systems as knowledge can increase
and change according to well-established arguments. It is apparent that what may have been
considered as knowledge at one time may, in light of later theories, be judged as a belief and
vice versa (Thompson, 1992). Nevertheless, a common point of agreement is that knowledge
and beliefs “provide important lenses or filters through which teachers perceive and act on
various messages to change the way they teach” (Putnam, Heaton, Prawat, & Remillard, 1992,
p. 213).
Much of the research on teachers’ knowledge has been motivated by a concern to explore and
map the knowledge base of teaching. However, considerable debate has emerged over what
constitutes teachers’ professional knowledge, how it might be represented, and how
knowledge relates to practice. Certainly, a number of widely agreed categories of teacher
professional knowledge have been advanced including subject matter content knowledge,
pedagogical content knowledge, curricular knowledge, craft knowledge, personal practical
knowledge, metaphors and images, case knowledge, and theoretical knowledge (Calderhead,
1996). It is apparent in the literature that the debate about teachers’ knowledge suffers from
the same methodological and terminological turmoil surrounding research on teachers’
conceptions and beliefs. Research on teacher knowledge has occurred within a number of
traditions, and consequently has been conducted with various purposes in mind, complying
with different methodological conventions. This review does not seek to dissect the debate
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surrounding the categorisation of teacher knowledge; however, it is clear that what teachers
know and believe is completely intertwined, both among domains and within actions and
context (Borko & Putnam, 1996). Ritchie’s (1998, ¶8) argument that “categorising teachers’
tacit professional knowledge as discreet unconnected entities is messy and difficult to justify”
reflects the view that teachers’ actions are influenced by an amalgam of ideas and experiences
that are contextually and situationally specific.
An expanded view of the source of teacher’s practical knowledge and expertise that
emphasises the importance of context is reflected by Yinger and Hendricks-Lee (1993). They
argue that teachers’ working knowledge is embedded within the cultural, physical, social,
historical, and personal environment of the teacher and that learning to teach involves
developing ways of interacting within these structures. According to Calderhead (1996), the
way teachers understand and approach their work is strongly shaped by the personalities of
the teachers themselves, their past experiences and how they view teaching. For Clandinan
and Connelly (1987), consideration of teachers’ personal practical knowledge, that is, the
combination of their previous experiences, present context, and future plans, is essential for
understanding the what, why and wherefore of pedagogical action. It is, according to Handal
and Lauvas (1987, p. 9) “... the strongest determining factor ...” in a teacher’s educational
practice. Certainly, this more holistic positioning of individual teachers’ thoughts and actions
within a milieu of socio-cultural and historical influences reflects the notion of teaching as a
constantly evolving work activity system. A construct that is particularly useful for
understanding changes in individual teachers’ thinking and practice in a specific context is
the notion of personal practical theories of teaching.

2.3.2.3

An expanded view of teacher cognition: Personal practical theories
of teaching

The personal practical theories (PPT) of teachers are understandings about how to teach
which have been crafted by individual teachers from their own experiences of teaching to suit
their own particular work settings (Marland, 1998). They are, therefore, personalised and
context-specific. Handal & Lauvas’ (1987, p. 9) characterisation of the personal practical
theories as a “person’s private, integrated but ever-changing system of knowledge, experience
and values which is relevant to teaching practice at any particular time” emphasises the
intensely individual and dynamic nature of the constuct. Sanders and McCutcheon (1986, p.
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55) described teachers’ personal theories as “the principles or propositions that undergird and
guide teachers’ appreciations, decisions, and actions”.
Among the elements comprising teachers’ PPT appearing in the literature are:
•

values (Halstead, 1996; Sanders & McCutcheon, 1986);

•

beliefs (Calderhead, 1996; Nespor, 1987; Pajares, 1992);

•

principles (Clark & Peterson, 1986; Elbaz, 1983);

•

rules (Elbaz, 1983);

•

aims or goals (Cooper & McIntyre, 1996; Marland & Osborne, 1990);

•

tactics, strategies and actions (S. Brown & McIntyre, 1988; Cooper & McIntyre, 1996);

•

normal desirable states and student states (Batten, Marland, & Khamis, 1993; S.
Brown & McIntyre, 1993);

•

student progress (S. Brown & McIntyre, 1988);

•

cues (Marland, 1997);

•

teacher attributes (Cooper & McIntyre, 1996);

•

contextual variables, conditions (S. Brown & McIntyre, 1988);

•

images (Clandinin, 1986; S. Johnson, 1992);

•

metaphors (Tiberius, 1986; Tobin, 1990); and

•

pedagogical content knowledge (Gudmonsdottir & Shulman, 1987; Shulman, 1987).

There is little doubt that the unique ways in which teachers internalise many of the above
components have agency to guide practice, although Marland (1998) asserts that the complex
amalgam of knowledge and beliefs held by teachers may provide more than just guidelines
for the completion of a task:
It provides a basis for teachers: to describe and explain what they do; for predicting how
students might react and the likely course of lesson events; for deciding how best to
interact with, and react to, individual students and classes; and for generating plans that
are workable and effective and for modifying them in-flight where necessary or possible
(p. 16).
In essence, Marland (1998) suggests that this body of personal practical knowledge fulfils
some of the standard functions of a theory – description, explanation and prediction. With
repeated use, teachers may come to regard their practical theories as testable, falsifiable,
claims-to-know thus likening them to scientific theories (Ritchie, 1998). Practical theories do
not, however, contain many of the characteristics associated with scientific theories and
cannot be considered as such. For example, practical theories of teaching may be conceptually
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imprecise, cannot be specifically explicated, are unable to withstand rigorous logical tests, and
have not been formulated using formal language or as a knowledge base that can be readily
shared (Sanders & McCutcheon, 1986). Ritchie (1998) explains that practical theories are
“particularistic in that they may not hold for all instances [and]… individualistic in that they
are developed personally by each individual teacher and may not work for others” suggesting
that “even if [practical theories] were shared by others, they are likely to be used as part of an
individual’s unique teaching style” (¶9).
Teachers’ personal practical theories have also been characterised as resilient and somewhat
resistant to change (Marland, 1998). In the case of experienced teachers, practical theories are
likely to have emerged as the result of countless hours of practice, trial and error and reflection
and are thus valued by teachers who see them as reliable ways to proceed. While they do not
provide guaranteed success, they do offer their holders guidelines as to what will probably
be most effective in particular contexts and so are not readily relinquished by their holders in
favour of untried innovative approaches (Marland, 1998). For this reason, PPTs can also be
somewhat resistant to change.
In summary, personal practical theories of teaching are individual teachers’ bodies of beliefs
and practical knowledge that guide their decisions and actions in specific contexts and
situations. They are dynamic, developing over time from experience and are typically tacit,
imprecise and resistant to change in unfamiliar contexts. The following section considers
personal practical theories of teaching from a theory-of-action perspective (Argyris & Schön,
1974, 1978) including the congruency between what teachers say they believe about teaching
and what they do in practice.

2.3.3 Espoused theories and theories-in-use
The notion of individuals drawing on a PPT to inform professional action has close parallels
with the literature to do with theories of action (Argyris et al., 1985; Argyris & Schön, 1974,
1978) which arises from research on organisational learning and professional effectiveness.
Kane et al. (2002) explain that theories of action are based on the view of humans as agents
acting purposefully on their environment where they learn from their actions and use this
learning to plan further actions. According to Argyris et al. (1985), the complex, multi-faceted
nature of each new situation encountered by humans necessitates the construction of models
of the environment in order to create actions that lead to desired outcomes. Because it would
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be impossible to develop a theory that deals with each and every possible situation,
individuals draw from their learned repertoire of concepts, schemas and strategies to create
contextually and situationally specific theories of action. In the current study, the context is
teaching in a complex eLearning setting, the agents are individual teachers, and their PPT
forms the basis of their learned repertoire that guides their responses to situations in the
course of day-to-day practice.
For many university lecturers, teaching in an eLearning setting may involve blending
elements of face-to-face with online learning and demands that choices and decisions be made
about how to best (re)structure their course design, teaching strategies and assessment
(McShane, 2003). In addition to making pedagogical choices, teachers in a blended setting
must also contend with an array of social, managerial and technical roles inherent in online
teaching (Bonk et al., 2001). Such choices are firmly anchored in lecturers’ values, beliefs, and
knowledge about teaching and learning and are thus mediated by their personal practical
theories of teaching. It would therefore seem reasonable to suggest that PPT can have
significant implications for the fate of educational innovations and reforms. Indeed, Marland
(1997) argues that teachers must be convinced that the innovation is worthwhile and be
prepared to adjust their personal practical theories to accommodate the change. Even then,
innovations are “selectively adjusted and transformed in accordance with the perspectives of
individual teachers” (p. 9). The centrality of PPTs is further emphasised by Bates (2001) who
asserts “the choice and use of technology are absolutely dependent on the beliefs and
assumptions we have about the nature of knowledge, how our subject discipline should be
taught, and how students learn” (p.23).
In their theories-of-action construct, Argyris et al. (1985) make a distinction between espoused
theories and theories-in-use. Espoused theories include those elements of one’s PPT that are
explicit, easily articulated, and are used to explain and justify behaviour in a given situation.
In contrast, theories-in-use include those elements that are difficult to articulate, contain
assumptions about contextual factors, and are used when action is being taken. These two
theories may or may not be compatible resulting in variation occurring between one’s
espoused beliefs and what happens in practice (Argyris et al., 1985; Argyris & Schön, 1974,
1978) and the individual may or may not be aware of this (Kane et al., 2002). The potential for
disjunction between intended practice and actual practice is well known in educational
research (e.g. Bright, 2002; Marton & Saljo, 1984; Murray & MacDonald, 1997; Samuelowicz &
Bain, 1992) and has been described as “one of the mysteries of Higher Education”
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(Samuelowicz & Bain, 1992, p. 110). In the context of eLearning, research highlighting the
conflicts that can occur between teachers’ beliefs and their actual practices following a
technological intervention is abundant. Situations where transformation in practice did not
always occur as expected are well documented (e.g. Buell, 2004; Price & Oliver, 2007; Russell
& Schneiderheinze, 2005). This research again serves to highlight the complex nexus between
the individual, context and mediating tools.
Kane et al. (2002, p. 184) argue that research relying only on what university teachers report
about their own teaching is “at risk of telling only half the story,” signalling the importance
of examining actual teaching practices and the specific context in which they occur. As
previously signified, the practices adopted by individual teachers can be strongly influenced
by social and contextual factors and are not solely determined by their own conceptions and
beliefs (Kirkwood, 2009). Further, a well known incidence of mismatches between intention
and action in technology-mediated settings emphasises the value of examining the coherence
of teachers’ theories of action and exploring the factors that encourage or discourage
agreement. From an activity theory perspective, evidence of incongruence between espoused
theories and theories in action could be interpreted as “unintentional deviations from the
script [which] cause discoordinations in interaction” and “deviations in the observable flow
of interaction” (Engeström, Brown, Christopher, & Gregory, 1991, p. 91). In other words, a
clear disjunction between a lecturer’s professed belief and observed practice could be
considered a disturbance and as such the underlying cause of the dilemma could be
interpreted as a contradiction in the lecturer’s work activity system. Engeström emphasised
the importance of analysing the interactions between elements and identifying contradictions
(within and between components) within an activity system, which are seen as the driving
force of change and development (Engeström, 1987, 1999). These connections are explored in
chapters 4 and 5.

2.3.4 Defining teacher beliefs for this inquiry
Some of the key attributes of beliefs established in the educational literature are that they:
•

represent teachers’ personal knowledge (Calderhead, 1996; Munby et al., 2002);

•

represent personal theories (Clark & Peterson, 1986; Fox, 1983; Marland, 1997, 1998);

•

serve as cognitive maps (Clark & Peterson, 1986);

•

serve as mediators for experiencing and responding to the environment (Davis,
Konopak, & Readence, 1993; Kagan, 1992);
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•

represent a complex inter-related system (Clark & Peterson, 1986; Pajares, 1992);

•

have a cognitive and an affective component (Pajares, 1992); and

•

are often tacit and unconsciously held (Clark, 1988; Kagan, 1992; Nespor, 1987).

In her research on teacher beliefs, language learning and online learning environments,
Murphy (2000) drew these characteristics together to produce the following definition of
teachers’ beliefs:
Teachers’ beliefs represent a complex and inter-related system of personal and
professional knowledge that serve as implicit theories and cognitive maps for
experiencing and responding to reality. Beliefs rely on cognitive and affective
components and are often tacitly held (Chapter 3, p. 6).
This definition usefully expresses many of the attributes discussed in this section and is the
preferred definition for this study.

2.3.5 Categorising teachers’ pedagogical beliefs
A great deal of the research into teacher beliefs, particular in the Higher Education sector, has
been concerned with the categorisation of teacher beliefs in order better to understand them
and their enactment. These studies (e.g. Dunkin & Precians, 1992; Fox, 1983; Gow & Kember,
1993; Pratt, 1992; Prosser et al., 1994; Samuelowicz & Bain, 1992) have largely focused on
elucidating the types of beliefs held by teachers in relation to learning, teaching and practice.
Interest in the categorisation of academic teacher conceptions and beliefs gained momentum
in the university sector in the 1990s. A survey of the available research reveals that although,
as previously flagged, the constructs of conceptions and beliefs are quite different, the
language used to describe them and the questions asked of participants are quite similar. This
correlation is understandable given that both conceptions and beliefs research is focused on
the experience of teaching and learning. For example, Kane et al. (2002, p. 181) list some of
the questions researchers have asked teachers including:
•

“What is your view of teaching?” (Gow & Kember, 1993, p. 23)

•

“What are the most important things you can do to enhance students’ learning?”
(Dunkin & Precians, 1992, p. 487)

•

“What does a good teacher teaching this course do?” (Martin & Balla, 1991)

•

“What would you describe as your main role as a lecturer?” (Murray & MacDonald,
1997)

•

“What do you mean by teaching (learning) in this subject?” (Prosser et al., 1994)
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•

"What were your “aims in teaching”? (Johnston, 1996, p. 216)

•

What about “the nature of teaching excellence?” (Andrews, Garrison, & Magnusson,
1996, p. 86)

Even in this small sample, the range of interview questions clearly has the potential to elicit
qualitatively similar responses from teachers. It is evident that close parallels in the language
participants use to describe their conceptions and beliefs has resulted in a significant
alignment among descriptive categories seen in the teacher cognition literature. Such parallels
in the data have undoubtedly aided the construction of frameworks within which academics’
conceptions and beliefs can be reasonably synthesised and compared. Studies attempting to
construct such a framework have frequently employed a partially or fully grounded approach
(e.g. Pratt, 1992; Samuelowicz & Bain, 1992, 2001) to distinguish between the categories. The
reliance on grounded theory has produced some variation between studies in relation to the
number of categories identified, combinations of characteristics described in each category
and views on the relationship between categories. There is nevertheless a significant element
of commonality between and within the identified categories which, according to Kember
(1997), lends credibility to the analyses. He reasons that while precisely the same wording or
terminology may not have been used, the descriptors used in a number of largely independent
studies appear to have the same or similar meanings.
Table 5 compares the ways university teachers’ conceptions and beliefs about teaching and
learning have been categorised in the literature. The organising framework for the table draws
upon several earlier frameworks (Kember, 1997; Murray & MacDonald, 1997; Prosser et al.,
1994; Samuelowicz & Bain, 1992, 2001) and is based on the relationships between the teacher,
students and the course content. This schema draws a broad distinction between teachingcentred and learning-centred conceptions and beliefs thus reflecting a common and enduring
thread found in studies of teachers’ beliefs. Within this schema, category labels have been
selected to reflect the different ways of conceptualising teaching evidenced in the literature.
Although the number of conceptions and their boundaries varies between authors, it is a
common feature of all classifications that teaching seen as imparting, transmitting or
presenting information is classified as least complex, usually with the implication that it is
less desired, whereas teaching conceptualised as a process of bringing about conceptual
development or change in students is classified as more complex, and more desirable.
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When viewed in tabular form, it is tempting to make assumptions about the vertical
relationships between adjacent conceptions and beliefs, however, as noted by Kember (1997),
who employed a similar framework, there is an element of subjectivity in judging the
equivalence of described categories, and direct equivalence is not necessarily implied.
Representing categories in rows is also fraught as one could draw the conclusion that there
are rigid and well-defined boundaries between categories. Case studies have, however,
suggested that individuals can display evidence of more than one conception of teaching and
can develop through conceptual positions at different rates (Kember, 1997; Martin &
Ramsden, 1992; Samuelowicz & Bain, 2001). While transition between conceptions or belief
orientations in the diffuse intermediate categories, may not be developmentally difficult,
Kember (1997) cautions that transition across the two broad level orientations is a more
significant challenge that requires a considerable change in conceptions. He also argues “there
may not always be an automatic relationship between underlying beliefs and observable
teaching approaches” (1997, p. 270). In particular, he asserts that those teachers who subscribe
to a more student-centred approach may still use didactic methods such as lectures. In this
way, lectures become one part of a wider approach to facilitate learning and as such are not
necessarily contradictory to their beliefs.
Table 5 demonstrates that the popular teacher-centred versus student-centred paradigm
(Marton & Saljo, 1984) can be broadly represented by examining lecturers’ beliefs concerning
the relationship between teacher, students and the course content. However, such an
approach would seem to assume that teachers espousing a particular orientation about the
role of content, would also espouse congruent views across a range of related pedagogical
processes such as the design of curriculum and assessment. Further, there are relatively few
studies that have extended this characterisation of teachers’ conceptual positions on the
nature of teaching and learning to consider their influence on the decisions taken by university
teachers in an eLearning context.
.
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Table 5. Comparison of the ways of conceptualising teaching found in the literature on teacher cognition
Study

Teaching-centred
Imparting
information

Fox (1983)

Teacher-initated
learning with a
focus on content

Larsson (1986)

Transmitting
information

Mertz and McNeely
(1990)

Transmitting
information

Dunkin (1990, 1991)
Dunkin and
Precians (1992)
Dall'Alba (1991)

Presenting/
Transmitting
information

Martin and Balla
(1991)

Presenting
information:
delivery focus

Ramsden (1992,
2003)

Telling or
transmission

Learning-centred
Transmitting
structured
knowledge

Facilitating
understanding

Helping students
develop knowledge

Negotiating
meaning

Teacher-initated
learning with a
focus on student
change

Student-initated
learning with a
focus on content

Student-initated
learning with a
focus on student
change

Encouraging
knowledge creation

Facilitating learning
Doing the discipline

Communicating
with students

Structuring learning

Motivating learning

Encouraging
activity and
independence in
learning

Establishing
interpersonal
relations conducive
to learning

Developing
concepts, principles
and their
interrelations
Developing capacity
to be expert

Exploring ways of
understanding

Bringing about
conceptual change

Encouraging active
learning:
motivational focus;
discussion focus

Encouraging active
learning:
experiential focus

Relating teaching to
learning

Organising student
activity

Making learning
possible

Presenting
information: content
organisation focus

Personal
development

Continues..
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Study

Teaching-centred

Learning-centred

Imparting
information

Transmitting
structured
knowledge

Facilitating
understanding

Helping students
develop knowledge

Negotiating
meaning

Martin and
Ramsden (1992)

Presenting content

Organising content

Organising the
learning
environment

Facilitating
understanding
through
engagement with
content

Facilitating
understanding
through
engagement with
process

Pratt (1992)

Delivering content

Modelling ways of
being

Cultivating the
intellect

Facilitating personal
agency

Samuelowicz and
Bain (1992)

Imparting
information

Facilitating
understanding

Changing students’
conceptions

Transmitting
knowledge

Biggs and Moore
(1993)

Transmitting
knowledge

Gow and Kember
(1990, 1993);
Kember and Gow
(1994)

Transmitting
knowledge

Orchestration of
teaching skills

Encouraging
knowledge creation

Supporting
students’ learning

Facilitating learning
Facilitating learning

Prosser et al. (1994)

Transmitting
concepts

Transmitting
teacher’s knowledge

Helping student
acquire concepts
Helping students
acquire teacher’s
knowledge

Helping students
develop conceptions

Helping students
change conceptions

Trigwell and
Prosser (1996);
Trigwell et al. (1994)

Information
transmission and
teacher focused

Concept acquisition
and teacher focused

Concept acquisition
and student-teacher
interaction

Conceptual
development and
student focused

Conceptual change
and student focused

Kember (1997)

Conceptions
Synthesis of the
literature

Imparting
information

Transmitting
structured
knowledge

Student-teacher
interaction

Facilitating
understanding

Conceptual
change/intellectual
development
Continues...
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Study

Teaching-centred
Imparting
information

Learning-centred
Transmitting
structured
knowledge

Facilitating
understanding

Helping students
develop knowledge

Negotiating
meaning

Quinlan (1999)

Conveying
information

Guiding students
Inspiring students

Stimulating further
enquiry

Kember and Kwan
(2000); Kember,
Kwan, and Ledesma
(2001)

Passing information

Making it easier for
students to
understand

Meeting students
learning needs

Facilitating students
to become
independent
learners

Samuelowicz and
Bain (2001)

Imparting
information

Providing and
facilitating
understanding

Helping students
develop expertise

Negotiating
meaning

Transmitting
structured
knowledge

Encouraging
knowledge creation

Encouraging
knowledge creation

Preventing
misunderstandings
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Some of the few studies to have done so (Bain & McNaught, 2006; Bain, McNaught,
Luekenhausen, & Mills, 1998; T. C. Reeves, 1992; T. C. Reeves & Reeves, 1997) aimed to
understand how teachers identify the affordances of digital technologies and make
decisions about their educational use. They employed bipolar scales to characterise the
attributes of ‘interactive learning’ as eLearning as commonly referred to in the 1990s. T.
C. Reeves (1992) originally advanced a model containing fourteen dimensions of
interactive learning and later refined these to ten dimensions (T. C. Reeves & Reeves,
1997) as illustrated in Table 6.

Table 6. Reeves & Reeves (1997) dimensions of interactive learning
Dimension
1. Pedagogical philosophy
2. Learning theory
3. Goal orientation
4. Task orientation
5. Source of motivation
6. Teacher role
7. Metacognitive support
8. Collaborative learning
9. Cultural sensitivity
10. Structural flexibility

Range
Instructivist ↔ Constructivist
Behavioural ↔ Cognitive
Sharply focused ↔ General
Academic ↔ Authentic
Extrinsic ↔ Intrinsic
Didactic ↔ Facilitative
Unsupported ↔ Integrated
Unsupported ↔ Integral
Insensitive ↔ Respectful
Structural flexibility Fixed ↔ Open

The T. C. Reeves and Reeves (1997) framework was not specifically developed within a
beliefs and practices paradigm, however the inclusion of dimensions such as Pedagogical
philosophy, Learning theory and Teacher role demonstrates distinct parallels with the
teaching-centred versus learning-centred categories presented in Table 5. More
significantly, the inclusion of additional dimensions such as Task orientation,
Metacogntive support and Collaborative learning suggest that teachers participating in
eLearning contexts may hold conceptual positions or belief orientations not captured in
the broader teacher cognition literature. The T. C. Reeves and Reeves (1997) framework
offers a way of characterisng some of the more tacit elements of teachers’ PPT as they
engage in the activity of planning and teaching a blended-mode course.

2.3.6 Summary
This literature on teacher cognition has provided important insights into how lecturers’
beliefs about the roles and relationships of learners and teachers influence practice.
Much of the terminology and methodological assumptions underpinning the research
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of teachers’ conceptions, belief and knowledge remains difficult to differentiate.
However, the consensus of agreed characteristics suggests that teachers’ beliefs
represent a complex and inter-related system of personal and professional knowledge
that serves as implicit theories and cognitive maps for experiencing and responding to
reality. Beliefs rely on cognitive and affective components and are often tacitly held.
The concept of a personal practical theory of teaching (PPT) is elaborated as an
individual teacher’s body of beliefs and practical knowledge that guides his/her
decisions and actions in specific contexts and situations. PPTs are dynamic, developing
in complexity over time from experience and are typically tacit, imprecise and resistant
to change in unfamiliar contexts. Argyris et al.’s (1985) theories-of-action construct
signals that teachers’ practices are not always congruent with their stated pedagogical
beliefs.
Much of the research into teacher beliefs, particularly in the Higher Education sector,
has been concerned with the categorisation of beliefs about the role of the teacher in
relation to course content and student learning and this body of literature is summarised
in Table 5. In the previous section, eLearning in Higher Education, it was argued that a
broader and deeper representation of teachers’ pedagogical beliefs within an eLearning
context is beneficial for the current inquiry.
The following section Activity Theory describes in some detail the concepts and principles
of activity theory which is the theoretical and interpretive framework underpinning the
current study. In particular, attention is given to the principle of contradictions in
Engeström’s formulation of activity theory due to their potential to drive change and
development in an activity system.

2.4 Activity theory
Activity theory is a cross-disciplinary, theoretically based, conceptual framework
stemming from Vyogtsky’s work on the nature and development of human behaviour
(Lantolf, 2006) in the 1920s. In looking for a new Marxist philosophy “to replace the old
“bourgeois” one” (Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006, p. 36), Vygotsky proposed that culture and
society are not external to the mind, but instead they are part of the way that the mind
is formed (Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006). Underpinned by this cultural-historical
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psychological philosophy, activity theory transcends dualist theories that separate
mental and physical dimensions. It does so by providing a way to illustrate the role of
society in shaping the mind of the individual, using the concept of activity as the
minimal meaningful unit of analysis (Cole & Engeström, 1993; Lantolf & Appel, 1994).
The history of activity theory can be represented as three distinct generations of research
(Engeström, 2001). The first generation was characterised by work on mediation
(Vygotksy, 1978); the second generation expanded the unit of analysis to include the
social (Engeström, 1987; Leontiev, 1981), and the third generation further expanded the
minimal unit of analysis to include two activity systems (Engeström, 2001).

2.4.1 First generation activity theory
The culturally mediated nature of human activity is one of the most important concepts
of activity theory. First generation activity theory introduces Vygotsky’s (1978)
elementary concept of mediation – the idea that humans’ interactions with their
environment cannot be direct, but are instead always mediated through the use of tools
and signs. The view that “humans have access to the world only indirectly, or mediately,
rather than directly, or immediately” (Wertsch, del Rio, & Alvarez, 1995, p. 21) contrasts
with the stimulus and response formulation common to behaviourism. Importantly, the
view that human consciousness (which includes voluntary attention, planning, problem
solving, evaluation, conceptual thought, logical memory, and learning) is mediated by
cultural artifacts implies that the individual cannot be understood without their cultural
means. Reciprocally, it implies that society cannot be understood without the agency of
individuals who use and produce artifacts (Cole & Engeström, 1993; Engeström, 2001;
Lantolf & Appel, 1994).
The notion of mediated action became formalised in the triangular model of the
instrumental act (Figure 2). In mediated action, the subject (an individual) transforms an
object (the ‘raw materials’ or ‘problem space’ at which the activity is directed) into an
outcome using various tools (cultural artifacts), which are created and/or transformed in
the course of an activity (Engeström, 1993; Vygotksy, 1978). In first generation activity
theory the unit of analysis centres on an individual activity or practice.
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Figure 2. Vygotsky’s model of mediated action (based on Vygotsky, 1978)

As a mediating artifact, tools provide two functions. Firstly, they allow individuals to
achieve a particular goal, that is, they are used by the subject to effect a change in the
object of the activity. This change can be effected with outwardly oriented physical tools
(for example; a computer or a hammer) or, with more inwardly oriented symbolic tools
(for example; beliefs, strategies, arithmetic, language, and signs) (Cole & Engeström,
1993). Symbolic tools are directed towards mediating the mental processes of the
individual and physical tools are used to shape the environment outside the individual
(Lantolf & Appel, 1994). According to Verenikina and Gould (1998), tools expand the
subject’s ability to manipulate and transform the object, but also restrict what can be
done within the limitation of available tools, which in turn often motivates
improvements to existing tools or invention of new means. Consequently, activity
theorists argue that the second function of tools is the “accumulation and transmission
of social knowledge” that changes and is changed by human activity (Bannon &
Kaptelinin, 2001, p. 189).
Cultural artifacts, embedded within specific social contexts, take on the specific cultural
and historical conditions of their environment (Lantolf & Appel, 1994) and often stay
embedded in activities as they develop (Kuutti, 1996). In doing so, the tools and the
knowledge pertinent to their continued use are passed from generation to generation
(Barab, Evans, & Baek, 2004). In this evolutionary process “action and mind are
fundamentally shaped by the “cultural tools” or “mediational means” that individuals
and groups employ (Wertsch, 2002, p. 105). Cole and Engeström (1993, p. 9) explain
“cultural mediation has a recursive, bi-directional effect; mediated activity that
simultaneously modifies both the environment and the subject.” In other words, cultural
artifacts also exert a reciprocal influence on the minds and actions of the people using

79

them. Importantly, this implies that tool-mediated action not only has the potential to
transform material things, but also the subject him/herself.
The significant contribution of first generation activity theory was that the concept of
mediated activity refocuses attention on what people do when they use a tool, and how
they and the outcome of the activity are affected by using the tool, rather than on the
individuals themselves.

2.4.2 Second generation activity theory
Activity theory was further developed following the work of (Leontiev, 1978, 1981) who
recognised the limitation of the unit of analysis remaining focused on an individual
activity or practice. Leontiev (1978, 1981) expanded Vygotsky’s concept to provide a
distinction between ‘individual action’ and ‘collective activity’ effectively making the
activity the unit of analysis. The notion of collective activity follows two distinctly
different strands in the literature. The first strand, represented by Leontiev’s work, has
focused on individuals being understood as social creatures acting in social contexts.
The second strand, represented by Engeström’s work (Engeström, 1987, 2001) is
predominantly concerned with collective activities carried out by groups and
organisations and implemented through the contributions (actions) of individual
subjects. The two strands of second generation activity theory are further elaborated in
the following sections.

2.4.2.1

Leontiev’s three-level model of human activity

Leontiev (1981) conceptualised a three-level model of human activity placing ‘activity’
at the top of the hierarchy shown in Figure 3. For Leontiev, an activity does not exist
without a long-term purpose and strong motives whereas actions are always directed
towards specific short-term goals. Participating in an activity involves performing sets
of actions and operations. There might be different legitimate sets of actions and
operations that will enable subjects to fulfil the purpose of the activity. An action is a
conscious representation of progress towards a desired outcome, which consists of an
intentional characteristic (what must be done) as well as an operational characteristic
(how it can be done). According to Leontiev (1981), an operation is something that is
performed routinely in order to complete an action in the current situation and
condition. Kuutti (1996) reinterpreted the three levels of activity as motive (activity),
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goals (action) and conditions (operation) as shown in Figure 3. A widely referenced
example of this schema is that of building a house (the activity), fixing the roof (an
action), and using a hammer (an operation) (Kaptelinin, 1996a).

Figure 3. Hierarchical levels of an activity (Leontiev, 1981)

This hierarchical representation of human action emphasises that an activity takes place
at different levels at the same time and not necessarily in sequence (Bertelsen & Bødker,
2003), and, allows these constituents of activity to change dynamically as conditions or
contexts change. The relationship between the three levels is not a rigid one, but allows
a flow between them. With practice and through the process of internalisation, activities
may ‘collapse’ (transform) into actions, and actions transform into operations (Jonassen
& Rohrer-Murphy, 1999).
Since the early 1990s, the hierarchical version of activity theory has been prominent
within Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) research and has established itself as a well
accepted post-cognitivist approach in HCI and interaction design (e.g., Bertelsen &
Bødker, 2003; Bødker, 1991; Kaptelinin, 1996a; Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006; Korpela,
Mursu, & Soriyan, 2002; Kuutti, 1996). Leontiev’s model of the structure of activity has
been praised for its capacity to conceptualise the inter-relatedness of levels of mediated
action oriented by specific goals that constitute an activity dynamically, and how they
are linked to the shared object of that activity (Igira & Gregory, 2009). Leontiev’s model
has been criticised for its emphasis on the ‘what’ side of activity (what is being done)
and insufficient attention to the ‘who’ and ‘how’ side of the activity (by those
participating in the activity) (e.g., Davydov, 1999). Further, Leontiev’s representation of
the structure of an activity does not indicate the roles and responsibilities of individuals
engaged in a collective activity. Consequently, Leontiev’s hierarchical analysis of an
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activity is much less frequently adopted than Engeström’s model in studies of learning
and pedagogy.

2.4.2.2

Engeström’s activity system

Engeström (1987) proposed an enhanced model of the Vygotskyian triangle with
additional elements as shown in Figure 4 to enable a macro-level examination of
collective human activity. With the aim of describing the contextualised relationship
between the individual and the environment, Engeström constructed an activity system
with six components or nodes: subject, object, mediating tools and artifacts, community, rules,
and division of labour (Figure 4). An activity system represents the relationship involving
a subject (individual or group) motivated by a need to transform an object (a goal,
objective, purpose, or problem) and employing a cultural artifact (a physical, cognitive
or virtual tool) in the process and incorporates the social or collective elements of the
activity as being community, rules and division of labour.

Figure 4. The structure of a human activity system in second-generation activity theory
(Engeström, 1987, p. 78)

In Engeström’s (1987) model of human activity, the relationship between the subject and
the object of activity is, as in first generation activity theory, mediated by tools, but
individual actions are now embedded within, and obtain meaning from, a community of
people who are sharing the same object. All activities are forms of doing directed toward
an object and are thus described as object-oriented (Jonassen, 2000; Jonassen & RohrerMurphy, 1999; Kaptelinin, Nardi, & Macaulay, 1999). The object is sometimes depicted
as encircled with an oval to indicate that object-oriented actions are always, explicitly or
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implicitly, characterised by ambiguity, surprise, interpretation, sense-making, and
potential for change (Engeström, 1999).
An object of an activity can be anything if it can be transformed by the subject(s); for
example, it can be physical (a vegetable garden), virtual (a website), or conceptual (a
theory) (Westberry, 2009). People/subjects are motivated to engage in activities because
they have unmet needs and perceive that the activity will meet these needs, thus the
need to transform the object into an outcome drives the activity (Kuutti, 1996).
Individuals ascribe their own meaning to an object, and so have their own reasons for
participating in an activity; thus intentionality plays a key role in shaping how people
relate to the object (Jonassen & Rohrer-Murphy, 1999; Yamagata-Lynch, 2003). The
intentions, objectives, orientations or tentative plans held by people/subjects before
engaging in the activity become manifest once they begin to transform the object into an
outcome (Jonassen, 2000). Reciprocally, the properties of the object penetrate into the
subject and transform him or her through the process of internalisation (Kuutti, 1996).
Engeström’s (1987) model suggests that the structure of the activity is also shaped and
constrained by the socio-cultural factors of the rules and the division of labour that exist
within the context of the activity.The relationship between community and subject is
mediated by rules of behaviour, which are explicit and implicit norms and conventions
governing social interaction. Explicit rules may consist of laws, organisational practices,
policies and regulations; and implicit rules might be habits and norms (Kuutti, 1996;
Sam, 2012). The relationship between community and object is mediated by the division
of labour, which describes how the activity is distributed among the members of the
community, that is, those engaged with the activity. Division of labour delineates tasks
and roles and reveals power relationships and responsibilities, thus reflecting the
implicit and explicit ways that a community is organised in terms of the relationship
between the object transforming into the outcome (Joyes, 2006; Kuutti, 1996; Uden,
Valderas, & Pastor, 2008).
The elements of an activity system do not exist in isolation from one another and so are
not static. Rather, they are dynamic and continuously interact with other, which, defines
the activity system as a whole (Barab et al., 2002). Accordingly, the analysis of any
activity system must consider the dynamics amongst its constitutive elements.
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Second generation activity theory represents an evolutionary development of
Vygotsky’s ideas by considering activity as the basic unit of analysis and incorporating
the elements of object orientation, tool mediation, history and development and the dual
concept of internalisation/externalisation. The key contribution of this second
generation of activity theory was that it brought interrelations between the individual
subject and his or her community into focus and offered a coherent, integral and
conceptual framework for a theory of human activity.

2.4.3 Third generation activity theory
Third generation activity theorists recognised “activities are not isolated units but are
more like nodes in crossing hierarchies and networks; they are influenced by other
activities and other changes in their environment” (Kuutti, 1996, p. 34). Accordingly,
they expanded the unit of analysis from one activity system to at least two interacting
activity systems as the minimal unit of analysis (Engeström, 2001). In essence, shared
activity or practice is the focus of third generation activity and considers the social
transformations taking place and the conflictual nature of social practice.
In third generation activity theory, Engeström depicts two or more intersecting activity
systems (Figure 5) to understand dialogues, multiple perspectives, and networks of
interacting activity systems.

Figure 5. Two intersecting activity systems in third-generation activity theory
(Engeström, 2001, p. 16)

The current state of activity theory can be summarised with five principles advanced by
(Engeström, 2001) (Table 7).
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Table 7. Summary of the principles of third generation activity theory
Principle

Description

An activity is the

“a collective, artifact-mediated and object-oriented activity

basic unit of

system, seen in its network relations to other activity systems,

analysis

is taken as the prime unit of analysis” (Engeström, 2001, p.
136).

Multivoicedness

Refers to multiple perspectives, traditions and interests which
can be a source of trouble, innovation and of transformation in
the system, as members of an activity system “carry their own
diverse histories” and the system itself “carries multiple layers
and strands of history engraved in its artifacts, rules and
conventions” (Engeström, 2001, p. 136).

Historicity

Argues that the problems and potentials of an activity system
can only be understood against their own history (Engeström,
2001) as “parts of older phases of activities stay often
embedded in them as they develop” (Kuutti, 1996, p. 26).

Contradictions

Contradictions are “not the same as problems or conflicts” but
are “historically accumulating structural tensions within and
between activity systems” (Engeström, 2001, p. 137). When a
new element (e.g., a new technology) is introduced to an
activity system it has the potential to clash with an old one
(e.g., division of labour) and “generate disturbances and
conflicts, but also innovative attempts to change the activity”
(ibid., p. 137).

Expansive learning

Relates to the potential for expansive transformations in
activity systems when contradictions are aggravated, leading
to some individual participants questioning established norms
and making a deliberate change effort (Engeström, 2001). “An
expansive transformation is accomplished when the object and
motive of the activity are reconceptualised to embrace a
radically wider horizon of possibilities than in the previous
mode of the activity” (p. 137).
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According to the principle of multivoicedness, different participants in an activity bring
with them their voice, that is, their interests and conceptions of the object and its
development in the activity system (Miettinen, 1999; Wertsch, 1991). This can be through
their position in the division of labour and/or their familiarity with the mediating tools
available to them (Engeström, 2001). The concept of multivoicedness, therefore, helps in
directing attention to the diversity of participants’ interests, perspectives, motives and
tools, including cognitive tools such as their beliefs, for shaping the object.
The concept of dialogicality underpins the principle of multivoicedness. Markova (2003)
attributes the notion of dialogicality to Bakhtin suggesting that he was one of the first to
state clearly that all understanding and all symbolic activity of humans are “founded on
‘dialogue’ between different minds expressing multitudes of multivoiced meanings” (p.
83). According to Engeström (2001), the different points of view, traditions and interest
brought by participants to an activity are sources of trouble and sources of innovation,
demanding actions of translation and negotiation.
The principle of historicity suggests that activity systems take shape and are transformed
over lengthy periods of time. Engeström (2001) argues that an examination of the
theoretical ideas and tools that have shaped an activity are necessary to fully understand
its problems and potentials. From this perspective, developments, transitions and
reorganisations within and between activity systems are an evolutionary process.
Of particular interest in third-generation activity theory, is the intimate connection
between contradictions and the potential for expansive transformation where a new way
of thinking and acting becomes possible. When a contradiction is acknowledged and
successfully resolved, and a widened or expanded way of thinking and practising
becomes possible “there is a constant tension between the expansive, future oriented
solutions and the regressive ones that would mean return to the old practices. The
solutions to the problems gradually give form to a new practice….” (Virkkunen &
Kuutti, 2000, p. 303). Virkkunen (1995) cited in Kärkkäinen (1999) referred to this critical
junction as a “turning point” (1995, p. 23). Karkkainen defines a turning point as “an
event in team discourse during which the team began to outline their object in a new
way” (1999, p. 109). Viewed as a transition between one form of thinking or practising
and another, turning points can also be considered akin to a boundary, that is, a “socio86

cultural difference leading to a discontinuity in action or interaction” (Akkerman &
Bakker, 2011).
The notion of contradictions within and between elements of the participants’ eLearning
activity systems articulates directly with this inquiry’s research question concerning the
influence and interplay of individual, social and contextual structures on lecturers’
pedagogical decision-making. It is, therefore, necessary to further unpack the principle
of contradictions in the following section. The concept of turning points is applied as
part of the current study’s interpretive framework to explain how lecturers’ response to
systemic tensions may influence the transformation of established practices.

2.4.4 Contradictions within activity systems
Activities are “evolving complex structure[s] of mediated and collective human agency”
(Roth & Lee, 2007, p. 198) as opposed to one-time brief actions. In a process of
transformation, all the elements of an activity system are continuously changing. The
subjects use instruments, obey rules and conform to divisions of labour; they also
continuously adapt and transform them, consciously or unconsciously (Mwanza, 2002).
Reciprocally, the properties of the object penetrate into the subject and transform him or
her through internalisation (Kuutti, 1996).
Contradictions have been described as “a tension, contrast, denial, or opposition
between two propositions” (Murphy & Rodriguez-Manzanares, 2008). They have also
been characterised variously as tensions (Basharina, 2007), disruptions (O. Berge & Fjuk,
2006), conflicts (Dippe, 2006), double binds (Virkkunen & Kuutti, 2000), systemic
tensions (Barab et al., 2002) and “unintentional deviations from the script [which] cause
discoordinations in interaction” and “deviations in the observable flow of interaction”
(Engeström et al., 1991, p. 91). Engeström viewed contradictions as “historically
accumulating structural tensions within and between activity systems” (2001, p. 137).
He makes the crucial point that contradictions in an activity system, and manifested
problems or conflicts, are not one and the same, rather that contradictions are the
underlying cause of the dilemma. In other words, contradictions emerge as disturbances,
which are visible manifestations of contradictions (Capper & Williams, 2004).
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Contradictions can exist at various levels in an activity system. According to (Engeström,
1987), any activity system has four levels of contradictions that can be used to analyse a
learning and work situation. Primary contradictions arise within each node of an activity
system. For example, a tension within the Subject node might arise when a lecturer takes
advantage of the affordances offered by a VLE to enhance learning but the decision to
use the VLE introduces additional workload. Secondary contradictions arise between
nodes. For example, a tension between the Subject and the Tool nodes might arise when
a lecturer who is using a VLE finds that the management issues associated with that
technology are at odds with her current beliefs about facilitating student engagement.
Tertiary contradictions arise between the objective/motive of the central activity system
and a culturally more advanced form of the central activity. For example, a lecturer who
participated

in

specific

technology-related

professional

development

begins

implementing a technology-enhanced course design; however, other colleagues or
support staff in the department internally resist them. Quaternary contradictions arise
between different activity systems. For example, a pre-service teacher learns to design
technology-rich, constructivist-based curricula at university, but has field placement in
a school that emphasises traditional teaching methods. Conflicts and misunderstandings
easily emerge between these activity systems.
The importance of contradictions lies in their potential to drive change and development
in an activity system. Engeström emphasised the importance of analysing the
interactions between elements and identifying contradictions (within and between
components) within activity systems, which are seen as the driving force of change and
development (Engeström, 1987, 1999). Indeed, stable activity systems which lack stress
points are exceptions and “tensions, disturbances, and local innovations are the rule and
the engine of change” (Cole & Engeström, 1993, p. 8). When a new element (e.g., a new
technology) is introduced to an activity system it has the potential to clash with an old
one (e.g., division of labour) and “generate disturbances and conflicts, but also
innovative attempts to change the activity” (Engeström, 2001, p. 137). Wardle further
asserts that in order for systemic contradictions to lead to innovation, their resolution
cannot occur at the individual level “because contradictions are in social/material
relations among groups of people and the tools they use” (Wardle, 2004 CulturalHistorical Activity Analysis section, ¶ 4). Therefore, contradictions should not be viewed
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in a negative light, but as problems requiring solutions which lead to transformation in
activity (Isssroff & Scanlon, 2002).
Although contradictions have the potential to result in transformation in an activity
system, this transformation does not always occur (Murphy & Rodriguez-Manzanares,
2008). Contradictions can either enable learning to progress, or they can in fact “disable”
it, depending on “whether or not they are acknowledged and resolved” (Nelson, 2002,
p. 34). Contradictions may not lead readily to transformation because they may not be
easily identifiable or they may not be easily acknowledged, visible, obvious, or even
openly discussed by those experiencing them (Capper & Williams, 2004; Engeström,
1993, 2001). Invisible contradictions include anything that is ‘taken for granted’, and are
often “so much part of the team’s everyday life that the members don’t even recognize
it as a difficulty” (Capper & Williams, 2004, p. 9), for example cultural assumptions
about how things are done. Undiscussible contradictions are those that “nobody ever
talks about because they are embarrassing, uncomfortable or culturally difficult to
confront” (Capper & Williams, 2004, p. 10), such as gender or racial issues in teams, but
may seriously impede progress towards a goal.
The analysis of contradictions in an activity system can help practitioners identify the
root causes of tensions and problems. Doing so can give rise to rethinking the object
itself, design of new tools and other mediating artifacts, and reformulation of rules or
divisions of labour. Activity systems have the potential to change and develop by
resolving their historically evolving internal contradictions. In these respects, CHAT
provides a conceptual framework for understanding and contributing to developmental
processes of organisations and practices.

2.4.5 Critiques of activity theory
Critiques of activity theory have historically fallen into one of two strands of debate one questioning the adequacy of its theoretical and philosophical assumptions, the other
analysing its suitability as a design framework in the field of Human-Computer
Interaction (HCI). These perspectives are briefly considered below followed by
discussion of the theoretical limitations with respect to the objectives of this study.

89

In their critique, Langemeyer and Roth (2006, p. 21) argue that Engeström’s
interpretation of activity theory “neglects aspects of dialectic thinking” and in particular,
the use of the triangle model reifies the elements into separate self-reliant parts rather
than look at the “relationships, interdependencies, determinations and changes in
practice” (p. 30). Taking a broader view, Engeström’s epistemological stance is
challenged with the assertion that there is an unproblematic assumption of a neutral
third person perspective. Furthermore, it is suggested that Engeström’s analysis reifies
the activity system from the wider societal systems in which they operate and in
particular Engeström’s understanding of exchange and use value is questioned.
Kaptelinin (1996b, p. 64) takes issue with AT’s claim as a cultural-historical theory
arguing that it adopts a too narrow a view and "cannot completely substitute for an
anthropology that defines and understands culture.”
With respect to the application of activity theory to HCI, Kaptelinin (1996b) argues that
activity theory’s perspective on tools mediation has not fully anticipated all of the
representation problems in virtual reality realms and so must adapt new ideas from the
cultural-historical traditions and other related approaches. Further, it is suggested that
activity theory is not operationalised enough with the field lacking sufficient methods
and techniques that can be utilised directly to solve specific problems. For Park (2005),
who applied activity theory as a theoretical framework for designing goal-based
simulations, AT does not provide sufficient accounts for understanding symbolic
representation and knowledge structures on which experts make a decision or solve a
problem. Uden et al. (2008), who used an activity-theory-based model to analyse Web
application requirements, expressed a concern that researchers using activity theory
must have a complete understanding of the activity system under observation including
the interplay of all the units of the activity system. This argument raises doubts about
the time required for researchers to acquire the necessary depth of understanding, and
indeed questions whether this is even possible.
In reality, it is not practical to examine every unit of activity in a system and their
interrelationships over the entire history of their existence to gain a complete
explanatory picture of the activity. In describing the dynamics of the local eLearning
activity system, this inquiry does not intend to ‘black box’ the activity system by simply
presenting one meta-characterisation as representative of all participants’ actions.
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Rather, in an attempt to capture the dynamic unfolding of the teaching experience of
each participant over time, multiple snapshots are presented over the course of the unit
of study building multiple explanations of teacher actions at different times. These
explanations draw on the retrospective reflections of participants in recalling the
evolution of processes, intentions, decisions, events, thoughts, feelings and actions.
Given that activity systems are characterised by tensions, the data reporting and analysis
is framed around the pervasive tensions that the participants identified as central to the
course dynamics. Further, a cross-case analysis is undertaken to provide a broader
comparative perspective across the group of participants.

2.4.6 Summary
Cultural-historical activity theory is a framework to study human activity. Activity is
understood as the conscious actions of people directed at a goal in a particular context
over time. Activities in this sense are conceptualised as object-oriented, collective,
evolving complex structures of culturally mediated human agency. The concept of
mediated activity focuses attention on what people do when they use a tool, and how
they and the outcome of the activity is affected by using the tool, rather than on the
individual themselves.
Referred to as an activity system, each activity consists of the interacting components of
subject, object (motive), community, tools, rules, division of labour, and outcomes and
their relationships to one another. Activity as a unit of analysis brings interrelations
between the individual subject and his or her community into focus. According to
Engeström (2001), the different points of view, traditions and interest brought by
participants to an activity are sources of trouble and sources of innovation, demanding
actions of translation and negotiation.
Of particular interest in third-generation activity theory, is the intimate connection
between contradictions and the potential for expansive transformation. The importance
of contradictions lies in their potential to drive change and development in an activity
system. When participants in an activity acknowledge and successfully resolve a
contradiction, a widened or expanded way of thinking and practising becomes possible.
However, contradictions are not always acknowledged and resolved, so transformation
in participants’ thinking and practice does not always occur. In this study, the
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identification and negotiation of contradictions are important for understanding the
potential for transformative change in lecturers’ blended teaching practice when faced
with circumstances that have the potential to disrupt the achievement of their
pedagogical vision.

2.5 Chapter Summary
In summary, this study has positioned itself at the intersection of three broad fields of
research – eLearning, teachers’ beliefs, and activity theory. The purpose of this chapter
has been threefold – to provide a conceptual review of the theoretical constructs
underpinning the current study, to provide a critical overview of the literature in order
to identify issues and problems, and to show how this study intends to address these
gaps in understanding.
In the eLearning in Higher Education section it was suggested that a sense of uncertainty
and unfulfilled potential is present in the field of eLearning. It was argued that
individual and contextual factors can interact in complex ways to support or impede the
successful integration of digital technologies such as VLEs into teaching practices.
Further, it was proposed that these multiform interactions are more appropriately
understood using a research approach capable of engaging with the inherent
complexity. Cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT) was advanced as a theoretical
model to help understand rapidly evolving, socio-culturally nuanced, technologymediated activity from the perspective of the teacher and at a societal level
simultaneously. The suitability of CHAT for the current inquiry was demonstrated by
exemplifying its previous application as a descriptive and interpretive tool in
contemporary eLearning research.
The University teachers’ beliefs section presented a comprehensive review of the literature
on teachers’ conceptions and beliefs to further unpack the cognitive underpinnings of
lecturers’ participation in eLearning. It was established that beliefs guide thought and
action and that teachers’ pedagogical beliefs impact their teaching practices in any
learning environment. Beliefs were characterised as robust and resistant to change and
often tacit and difficult to articulate. The notion of a teacher’s personal practical theory
of teaching was introduced as a more expansive representation of teacher cognition to
describe the personalised, context-specific interplay of knowledge, experience and
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values, underpinned by beliefs, and used to guide teachers’ decisions and actions. The
disjunction that can occur between teachers’ espoused beliefs and their actual practices
in an eLearning context was considered through the lens of Argyris et al.’s (1985)
theories-of-action construct.
The Activity theory section of this chapter introduced and described the principles of
activity theory as the conceptual framework underpinning the study. This section also
served to provide a link between activity theory as a conceptual framework (presented
in this chapter) and its application as an interpretive framework which is presented in
the methodology chapter. The lens of AT has particular strengths for the current inquiry
in its capacity to provide insights into how university teachers negotiate the challenge
of integrating new technologies into established practice in complex, socio-culturally
nuanced contexts. In particular, the CHAT principle of contradictions can shed light on
why conflicts can occur between teachers’ beliefs and their actual practices. CHAT
moves the focus of analysis from the technological tools themselves to the way those
tools are intentionally used by teachers to achieve goals. In doing so, CHAT affords
insights into the dynamic nexus of people, technology and socio-cultural influences in
an eLearning context.
In the next chapter, the methodology of this study is described and justified as theoretical
and practical issues are considered in relation to the data collection and analysis
processes employed in this inquiry.
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CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH DESIGN AND
METHODOLOGY
3.1 Introduction
As noted in the previous chapter, using an activity system as the basic unit of analysis
recognises that an artefact-mediated and object-oriented activity, such as planning and
teaching a blended-mode course, does not occur in isolation, but is influenced by
historical, social and cultural factors in the participants’ local context. A major objective
achieved in this inquiry was to identify the individual and contextual factors that affect
lecturers’ intentions, decisions and actions in a contemporary eLearning setting. In
particular, the study examined how lecturers’ practice is shaped (afforded and
constrained) by these factors, and how they respond to tensions (contradictions) that
emerge within their work activity systems. The purpose of this chapter is to give a
detailed description of the methodology employed in the study with a view to
demonstrating rigor in the research design.
This chapter begins with an overview of the methodological framework and describes
the research approach, giving due consideration to the philosophical assumptions
underpinning the research and to the selection of activity theory as a theoretical lens.
The chapter establishes the need for a qualitative methodology and justifies the selection
of a multiple-case study approach. Focusing on more practical issues, the remainder of
the chapter provides a description of the research methods including detailed
information about the participants, methods of data collection and the data analysis
process employed. The chapter concludes by considering the ethical implications of the
approach and the role of the researcher in this investigation.

3.2 Research approach
The purpose of this study was to investigate how lecturers, who are experienced
university teachers and disciplinary professionals, make decisions about planning and
teaching a blended-mode course. The following section outlines the assumptions
inherent in a qualitative research design and considers the selection of an appropriate
paradigm, theoretical lens and methodological approach to achieve this aim.
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3.2.1 Overview of the methodological framework
Methodology can be broadly defined as “the general principles and traditions of data
collection which usually involves the method, epistemology and ontology” (David &
Sutton, 2004). More specifically, it is “the strategy, plan of action, process or design lying
behind the choice and use of particular research methods and linking the choice and use
of methods to the desired outcomes” (Crotty, 1998, p. 3). A suitable methodological
approach must be both appropriate for the research questions and guided by a relevant
paradigm or worldview as well as the theoretical lens adopted by the researcher. In turn,
the choice of a methodological approach helps to determine the methods used, that is,
the process used to collect and analyse the data (Burns, 1997; Kumar, 1996; Silverman,
2005). An overview of the methodological approach selected for this study is illustrated
in Figure 6 which builds on the framework used by Crotty (1998).
Methodology framework

The current research design

Paradigm or Worldview

Naturalistic/Constructivist inquiry

Theoretical Lens

Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (CHAT)

Methodological Approach

Case Study (multiple case, observation over time)

Methods of Data Collection

Semi-structured interviews (Individual and Group),
Stimulated recall interviews (Individual)
Online observations, and
Digital artifacts

Methods of Data Analysis

Coding and categorising with NVivo software
Emergent Category Designation
Constant comparison

Figure 6. Methodological framework employed in this study
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3.2.2 Philosophical considerations
The previous chapter characterised the activity of teaching in a Virtual Learning
Environment as a complex nexus of technology, human thought and action suffused
with contextual, socio-cultural and historical influences. It argued that a multifaceted
consideration of teacher participation was required to reveal the dynamics and nuances
of the activity of teaching in a rapidly evolving, technology-mediated Higher Education
setting. A qualitative interpretative approach was adopted to achieve this objective as it
“permits inquiry into selected issues in great depth with careful attention to detail,
context, and nuance” (Patton, 2002, p. 227) with the capacity to accommodate the “many
mutually shaping influences that may be encountered” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 40).
Windschitl (1998, p. 31) asserts “because technology, when used to its best advantage,
helps reshape roles for teachers and learners and encourages new and different types of
interactions in the classroom, qualitative approaches should be considered to investigate
these phenomena” (p. 31). Thus, a qualitative approach to investigating technologymediated teaching was selected.
Located within what Guba and Lincoln (1989) refer to collectively as the ConstructivistHermeneutic-Interpretivist-Qualitative Paradigm of educational research this study is
guided by a number of fundamental assumptions:
Ontologically, research located in this paradigm reflects the belief that humans
individually and collectively construct reality. From this perspective, “truth is a matter
of consensus among informed and sophisticated constructors, not correspondence with
an objective reality” (Guba & Lincoln, 1989, p. 44). Guba and Lincoln (1989) assert that
reality is constructed from multiple perspectives influenced by factors such as culture,
gender, and context.
Epistemologically, this study assumes that the inquirer (researcher) and object of inquiry
(participant) interact to influence one another and that the “knower and known are
inseparable” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 94). Lincoln and Guba (1985) signify that all
inquiry is influenced by the researcher’s own values in making choices about the
boundaries of the research, the paradigm used in guiding the investigation, and in the
way findings are produced and interpreted. As Pratt (1992, p. 204) stated, “There can be
no neutral ground from which to understand another person’s teaching”.
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Methodologically, a qualitative approach focuses on human beings as the primary
research instrument. Under the Constructivist-Hermeneutic-Interpretivist-Qualitative
Paradigm the researcher proceeds in ways that aim to “identify the variety of
constructions that exist…, bring into them as much consensus as possible…[and] keep
channels of communication open so that information and sophistication can be
continuously improved” (Guba, 1990, p. 26).
To guide this qualitative study of the individual and collective activity of planning and
teaching a blended-mode course and accommodate the multiple perspectives held by
the participants and researcher, an appropriate theoretical lens is identified in the
following section.

3.2.3 Theoretical lens: Activity theory
The overall intent of this study is to describe and interpret the complex activity of
planning and teaching a blended-mode course from the perspective of an experienced
university lecturer. Specifically, the study seeks to investigate how university lecturers’
intentions, decisions and actions are shaped by individual and social-cultural influences
in their local teaching context. In Chapter 2 it was argued that Engestrom’s (1987, 2001)
formulation of cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT) represented an appropriate
conceptual framework and analytic lens for investigating the complex dynamics of a
pedagogical activity system and identifying and interpreting any underlying systemic
tensions. CHAT is based on Vygotskian social learning theory; thus, this research is
appropriately matched to the paradigm of constructivist inquiry. The development and
principles of activity theory and its use as a research tool have been described in detail
in Chapter 2, however it is pertinent to acknowledge here the methodological
implications of this approach.
A key consideration for selecting CHAT as an appropriate framework for the current
study rests on the belief that learning, whether by the student or a teacher, is a
fundamentally social process and occurs through participation in the world (J. S. Brown
et al., 1989; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Vygotksy, 1978). Thus, emphasis is placed on
“contextualised activity and ongoing participation as the core units of analysis” (Barab
et al., 2004, p. 199). By acting “as a theoretical and methodological lens for characterising,
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analysing, and designing for the participatory unit”, activity theory reframes the
traditional notion of participation as an individual’s actions and mental processes and
considers the minimal meaningful unit of analysis as an activity system (Barab et al.,
2004, p. 199). Activity theory is, therefore, capable of providing a more expansive and
holistic conception of participation that can take account of individual and social factors,
and recognise the socially-situated and culturally-mediated nature of learning (Barab et
al., 2004).
An expanded conception of participation that encompasses contextual factors has
significant value in this study by enhancing access to many aspects of participation that
have been relatively under-explored, including non-visible activity such as navigating
through a course website or reading student contributions to a discussion forum. A
wider view of participation can also access non-visible activities that occur away from
the computer such as reflecting upon ideas; developing personal theories of student
engagement; and shifting of pedagogical orientation. Importantly, the conceptual
framework of activity theory illuminates the internal dynamics of an activity rather than
studying the components in isolation. This interconnectedness makes it possible to
describe relationships between members of the community (such as teachers, students,
and colleagues) as well as roles adopted; tools shared by the participants, and explicit
and implicit rules for collaboration.
A central tenet of activity theory is that tools or artifacts mediate all human action
(Kuutti, 1991) and these tools may be physical (e.g., a computer), or symbolic (e.g.,
teaching strategies, arithmetic, language (Cole & Engeström, 1993). To clarify the
analysis, the current study further characterises symbolic tools as virtual tools (e.g., a
course website and its digital artifacts) and cognitive tools (e.g., the teaching strategies
employed by the teacher). As a virtual mediating tool, the VLE actively shapes the
activity of teaching and is imbued with many embedded values that may reinforce or
disrupt the culture of the educational setting (Hodas, 1993). Cultural tools, such as
technology, contain both affordances and constraints that mediate the actions of the
agent, in this case, the teacher (Wertsch, 1998). In other words, they have particular
properties that “allow certain actions to be readily performed with them, and which
therefore push behaviour in certain directions” (Tolmie & Boyle, 2000, p. 120).
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Rather than focusing on technology as the agent, CHAT accommodates a consideration
of the types of activity afforded or constrained by the technology and acknowledges how
the values of the technology interact with the surrounding social and cultural context.
CHAT also offers insights into the role of cognitive mediating tools by considering the
potential interrelationship between lecturers’ pedagogical beliefs, perceptions of the
technology, and the teaching strategies employed in a blended-mode setting.
Significantly, CHAT’s capacity to examine the manner in which teachers, as agents, have
purposefully used tools to achieve the intended outcomes of the course challenges
traditional approaches to learning which have tended to ignore mediated activity (Säljö,
1999).
Activity theory also facilitates the analysis of change over time in an activity system.
Barab et al. (2002, p. 103) noted, “It is not the static model, but rather the trajectory of the
system through time, that makes activity theory a useful theoretical lens for
characterising activity”. This affordance is pertinent to the study in that the participants
were all experienced university lecturers and disciplinary practitioners with diverse
personal histories. The participants had used the University’s VLE to varying degrees
over a number of years and all had experienced some success and had subsequently
modified their teaching practices to incorporate elements of the available technology
over time. CHAT is thus well placed to explore how lecturers’ evolving perceptions and
experiences of technology as a teaching tool may have influenced their intentions,
decisions and actions in the current context. Considering the external dynamics of how
each lecturer’s work activity system relates to social and contextual structures in the local
setting offers insight into possible interrelationships between the attributes of the
individual; the mediating virtual and face-to-face spaces, and

disciplinary and

institutional cultures. The analysis also promises to reveal tensions that may emerge in
this milieu.
The ability of CHAT to represent the “multivoicedness” of complex social situations is
particularly useful as it provides a means to capture the dynamic interplay between the
vertical and horizontal divisions of labour. For example, tasks may be distributed among
community members such as students and academic colleagues (horizontal) and may
also be distributed vertically in that the lecturer may hold multiple roles as technologist,
designer, facilitator, administrator and evaluator of the learning activity. Additionally,
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the concept of multivoicedness can also include the historical beliefs, expectations, and
values of different community members, which are imported into current activities, and
shape what transpires.
Activity settings are typically very complex, and it is difficult to capture all aspects of
these settings in a meaningful manner; thus, the ability of CHAT to focus on a particular
level of analysis is a real advantage. In her work on sociocultural theories, Rogoff (1995)
introduced the notion of the three planes of sociocultural analysis consisting of the
personal, the interpersonal, and the institutional–community planes of analysis. Rogoff
(1995, 1998) recommended that sociocultural researchers zoom in on one plane of
analysis in their research and blur out the other two planes. Blurring out is not
equivalent to ignoring but rather consists of identifying the salient features of the two
planes that are not being examined to help further appreciate the complex activities that
take place on the zoomed-in-on plane of analysis (Yamagata-Lynch, 2003). Thus,
researchers can avoid making sociocultural data analysis needlessly complex by
clarifying, for themselves and their readers, which plane of analysis is being examined
in their studies.
This inquiry seeks to illuminate how individual lecturers make decisions about teaching
in a blended learning environment with a focus on their active response to potentially
disruptive individual and contextual influences. By foregrounding the personal plane of
analysis and keeping the interpersonal and community planes in the background, the
current inquiry permits a focus on how the mind of the individual shaped their
participation in the activity of teaching in a technology-mediated setting. Drawing on
the interpersonal plane of analysis allows a consideration of the social context and
lecturers’ dialogic interactions with co-participants – that is, their academic colleagues
and students - in the activity. Bringing in the institutional–community plane of analysis
assists in considering the contextual disciplinary and institutional factors thus providing
a focused yet holistic view of the pedagogic activity system under investigation.

3.2.4 Methodological approach: Case studies
This inquiry investigated technology-enhanced teaching in Higher Education as a
complex system of activity, situating individuals as subjects in the system in which they
are involved, exploring the tensions they may encounter and considering their responses
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within a wider social-cultural-historical context. A focus on activity systems and
systemic tensions is congruent with Yin’s (2003) description of a case study as
investigating “a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context” (p. 14), and with
Merriam’s (1998, p. 8) casting of a case study as “an intensive description and analysis
of a phenomenon or social unit such as an individual, group, institution, or community”.
Lee (1991) claims case studies are particularly useful for practice-based studies where
the experience of the actors is important, and the context of action is critical.
Additionally, as Yin explains, case study inquiry “benefits from the prior development
of theoretical propositions to guide data collection and analysis” (2003, p. 13).
Case studies are a favoured research design in the study of contradictions within activity
systems in general and contexts of technology use in particular (Murphy & RodriguezManzanares, 2008). A review of studies in the area reveals both single (e.g., Hardman,
2005) and multiple (e.g. Russell & Schneiderheinze, 2005) case study designs. The
number of participants may vary with Russell and Schneiderheinze’s (2005) study
relying on the participation of four teachers while one of two studies conducted by
Dippe (2006) included survey responses of 434 students. The length of studies can also
vary from one semester or one course (e.g., Basharina, 2007; O. Berge & Fjuk, 2006;
Fåhræus, 2004) to years (e.g., Barab et al., 2002).
In seeking to better understand the dynamic activity systems of four lecturers teaching
in four individual courses over a thirteen week teaching period, this research aligns itself
with what Yin (2003) refers to as a descriptive, holistic, multiple case study, or, as a
framed by Stake (1995), a collective case study. Descriptive case studies typically require
a theory to guide the collection and analysis of data (Yin, 2003). In selecting Engeström’s
formulation of third-generation cultural-historical activity theory as a theoretical lens for
this inquiry, an a priori conceptual framework was applied to the data to provide a
common, consistent lexicon for analysis.
An important consideration for the study is the issue of boundaries. Stake (1998)
describes a case study as a “story about a bounded system” and asserts that the
researcher must determine the boundaries of the unit of study. Further, case studies
allow an investigation to strike a balance between setting boundaries for the study while
retaining the holistic and meaningful characteristics of life events (Creswell, 2007; Yin,
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2003). Nevertheless, Van Lier (2005, p. 196) observes that the “social, distributed side of
behaviour, cognition, and interaction” can blur the boundaries of a case study. This
vagueness can be problematic when identifying the boundaries of an activity system and
ascertaining where the case study begins or ends. Commenting on the uncertainty of
boundaries, Barab et al. (2002, p. 79) note “an activity system is made up of nested
activities and actions all of which could be conceived of as separate activity systems or
other instances of the same system depending on one‘s perspective.”
In contrast to conventional approaches that may use a person, group, or institution as
the unit of analysis, this study used an activity system as the unit of analysis. This
activity system is directed towards an object (for example, developing an online learning
task in the VLE), and the subjects can be defined as the lecturers engaged in this activity.
Many tools mediate the process of transforming the object including physical tools (for
example, computers, mobile devices), virtual tools (for example, the interface of the
course website), and cognitive tools (for example, the use of online role play as a teaching
strategy).
Given this complexity, it becomes evident that a case study employing an activity system
as the unit of analysis cannot be a fixed entity with rigid boundaries but rather a
permeable and flexible frame of reference. The teaching activity or object has been used
to anchor the data collection. Information relating to the local context (for example,
students’ knowledge, attitudes and skills) and the broader context (for example,
institutional policies and procedures or curriculum requirements) were recorded as data
if they affected the teaching activity in some way.
It is intended that each case study be read independently as a complete unit, thereby
offering a different viewpoint on each lecturer’s experience of planning and teaching a
blended-mode course - an intrinsic study according to Stake (2003). However, it is also
the intention to identify common themes

across the case studies so that global

perspectives are generated.
In order to fully address the research question, a cross-case analysis was undertaken
which generated interpretations spanning more than one case (Stake, 2006). This
analysis is presented in Chapter 5. The use of multiple case studies also accommodates
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a degree of diversity in this inquiry that may provide the reader with opportunities to
identify commonalities between the study and other research, thereby facilitating the
transfer of the research findings.
In summary, this section has discussed the selection of a qualitative framework for the
study and considered the methodological considerations of employing activity theory
as a theoretical lens. The appropriateness of a descriptive, multiple study approach was
discussed in relation to this inquiry. In the next section, specific research methods
supporting the qualitative paradigm are discussed in relation to the practical
implementation of the research design.

3.3 Research methods
The purpose of this section is to explain the procedures undertaken for data collection
and interpretation of the data. This includes a description of how participants were
selected; the methods of data collection; how the data was processed and interpreted;
and how the trustworthiness of the process was evaluated.

3.3.1 The participants
This study was conducted in a single Australian university, and all participants were
purposively selected from this institution. Purposive or judgment sampling is a method
of sampling used frequently in qualitative research and involves the researcher using
their experience and prior knowledge of groups to select participants according to clear
criteria (Gay & Airasian, 2008). The researcher can use this process to “seek out groups,
settings and individuals where … the processes being studied are most likely to occur”
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 370).
This study sought to better understand how experienced university lecturers participate
in the activity of planning and teaching a blended-mode course in a contemporary
Higher Education context. Four participants took part in the current study and were
selected primarily based on their experience as academic teachers in a university setting
and on their self-identified activities as teachers of blended-mode subjects, that is, where
a significant amount of the teaching and learning activity was undertaken in a virtual
learning environment. The type or extent of online activity was not specified, and all

103

lecturers in the study included a face-to-face component in their course design. All four
were coordinators of their courses which meant that they held overall responsibility for
the curriculum design and the activities undertaken by the participants.
In order to maximise the diversity and breadth of the sample, participants were of mixed
gender and selected from different disciplines. The participants represented both artshumanities based disciplines (Journalism) and science-based disciplines (Health Science,
Nursing and Engineering), and, although it was not specified as part of the selection
criteria, all were from professional disciplines and had histories as practising
professionals in their field. The participants possessed significant experience teaching in
a university setting ranging from 5.5 to 12 years, and had between 2 and 5 years of
experience teaching in a VLE. A brief teaching profile of the participants is presented in
Table 8 below.
Table 8. Participant teaching profiles
Participant

Lisa

Adam

Martin

Kate

Gender

Female

Male

Male

Female

Age

50

37

44

45

Discipline

Journalism

Health Sci

Engineering

Nursing

Teaching in HE (Years)

8

12

10

5.5

Blended teaching (Years)

2

5

5

4

Lisa was a journalist at a major Australian newspaper for twelve years before coming to
teach in Higher Education. She is the author and co-author of eight books and
coordinates the postgraduate writing and journalism program at the university in this
study.
Adam has made a career in Higher Education working as a researcher in the area of
epidemiological issues surrounding infectious and parasitic diseases in indigenous
Australian communities. His research also includes indigenous participation in Higher
Education focusing on communication strategies for teaching Indigenous health
curriculum for health science degrees.
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Martin started his career as an electrical engineer before moving to teaching in Higher
Education and has developed and taught courses across every year of the engineering
program at the institution in the current study. Martin specialises in teaching first year
engineering. His current research encompasses issues of quality and operationalisation
of reflective practice in teaching engineering.
Kate had fifteen years experience in a range of health care positions including direct
patient care and management, acute care settings, ambulatory care settings, medicalsurgical and cardiac nursing. Kate teaches into a range of courses in the Nursing
program and the allied health sciences and specialises in interpersonal nurse-patient
relationships, clinical and patient education, and student nurse transition from academic
life to professional life and further career development.
All participants had previously identified their interest in digital technologies through
attendance at professional development workshops run by the academic development
unit at the institution. In my capacity as an Educational Developer during that period,
I’d had personal contact with all participants and engaged in several discussions over
time about options for using the available digital technologies to enhance their courses.
All online subject components were facilitated via Blackboard, a commercial VLE made
available to all lecturers in the University. Every unit offering in the university was
automatically allocated a course website in the VLE, but at the time this research was
conducted, there were no institutional policies or guidelines specifying how the sites
were to be used.

3.3.2 Data collection
The use of multiple data collection methods is an established practice in qualitative
research and contributes to an in-depth understanding of the phenomena under
investigation (D. J. Johnson, 1992; Yin, 2003). As a qualitative strategy, multiple data
collection methods contribute rigour, breadth, depth and richness to the inquiry (Flick,
2002). Yin explained that more than one strategy can be used within a case study, and
these strategies do not need to be mutually exclusive (2003). It has been further noted
that both elicited and naturalistic data are frequently collected so that different
perspectives on the same issue are represented (D. J. Johnson, 1992).
105

The CHAT–based eLearning research reviewed in the previous chapter (e.g. Barab et al.,
2002; Basharina, 2007; Fåhræus, 2004; Russell & Schneiderheinze, 2005) employed a
range of qualitative data collection techniques to obtain the different perspectives
needed to understand that activity. These included: individual interviews, group
interviews, transcripts of interactions from video recordings of classes or meetings, chat
room conferences, emails and online discussion forums, instant messaging sessions,
online journals, observations, field notes, documentary evidence, student assignments,
analysis of artifacts, and recall analysis. The reviewed studies combined various sources
of data, such as interviews with class observations and documentary data. Some relied
on interview data as the main data source (e.g., Murphy & Rodriguez-Manzanares, 2008;
Peruski & Mishra, 2004). Others collected primary data using other techniques and later
employed interviews with the specific objective of gaining further insights into
contradictions. This approach is illustrated by Barab et al.’s (2002) study of activity in an
astronomy course, where interviews were “targeted toward identifying student
conceptual understandings” (p. 86). Similarly, in Basharina’s (2007) study, the researcher
collected student data, conducted content analysis of interaction data, and subsequently
interviewed students and teachers, in order to explore the underlying reasons for
contradictions. The study reported here, too, used a range of data collection techniques
in ways that aligned with the intent of the study.
This inquiry intended to build a detailed picture of the interrelationships between the
cognitive and the contextual elements influencing lecturers’ intentions, decisions and
actions. The researcher, therefore, had to find a reliable way to access participants’
underpinning beliefs about teaching, learning and technology, and secondly, be able to
see evidence of how they were enacted in the blended learning setting.
The previous chapter highlighted a significant difficulty with accessing beliefs in that
they are often held subconsciously, and teachers do not always possess the language to
describe them. Further, teachers are often reluctant to describe beliefs perceived as
unpopular (Kagan, 1990). The tacit, idiosyncratic and apparently elusive nature of
teachers’ cognitions, therefore, calls for a method by which the beliefs underpinning
participants’ personal theories of teaching can be indirectly accessed, situated within the
context in which they operate. A number of methods commonly used to examine
teachers’ beliefs were evaluated but ultimately considered inappropriate for this study.
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Tools derived from psychometric test theory such as Likert scale surveys, questionnaires
or other multiple-choice type inventories were discounted because these methods are
“too constraining” and often “do not validly represent teachers’ beliefs” (Richardson,
1996, p. 107). Noting the socio-cultural complexity of the current context and potential
variation between individual’s personal histories and theories of teaching, it seemed
counterintuitive to reduce nuanced cognitive characteristics to absolute positions on a
scale.
Although the current study is not evaluative in nature, there was some concern that the
use of a priori statements about teaching could influence participants’ perceptions about
the researcher’s expectations. The use of such statements could potentially lead to a
situation where participants might respond to the researcher’s questions in idealised
terms or with the intention of fulfilling perceived expectations. Murray and MacDonald
(1997) drew attention to this concern in their study of the disjunction between lecturers’
beliefs and practices suggesting that there may be “a difference between reflecting on
the idealised role of the lecturer and reporting actual practical experience” (p. 343) and
that participants could have been “influenced by what they believed they should say
and … what they would ideally like to do” (p. 345). In designing a qualitative study, the
potential for idealised responses and self-fulfilling prophecy are acknowledged as
legitimate concerns. The adopted design acts to minimise the opportunity for
participants to compare themselves with any pre-determined teacher attributes or
approaches to teaching that could be perceived as desirable or undesirable. This strategy
was accomplished by avoiding non-inferential ways of assessing lecturers’ beliefs and
by taking a non-deterministic approach to analysing the data. Methods that “use predetermined, verbal descriptions of desirable teacher beliefs as criterial standards against
which to compare the beliefs of particular … teachers” (Kagan, 1990, p. 423) were
avoided. The decision to rely on open-ended interview questions was founded on a
desire to maximise the opportunity for the participants’ ‘own voice’ to be heard.
This inquiry also sought to illuminate the connections between intentions, decisions and
actions. In order to gain a credible sense of the nexus of belief and practice, it was
necessary to employ methods capable of capturing evidence of participants’ planning
and teaching actions in the VLE. In particular, the design needed to provide
opportunities for participants to recall the circumstances surrounding their design
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decisions and the reasons for carrying out subsequent actions. Further, it was desirable
to triangulate the data suggesting that the use of multiple complementary data collection
techniques be appropriate. A complementary suite of data collection techniques was
subsequently adopted including individual semi-structured interviews; individual
stimulated recall interviews; a group semi-structured interview; and observation of
digital artifacts. The selected methods are summarised below in Table 9.
Table 9. Summary of Research Methods in this Study
Data source

Description

Frequency

Individual semistructured
interviews

Semi-structured face-to-face
interaction where questions act as
a guide, but the ability to deviate
from the schedule is permitted.

Individual
stimulated recall
interviews

Minimally structured evocative
accounts using digital artifacts to
prompt recollection and
explanation of activity in context.

Undertaken prior to the
commencement of teaching
the course. All lecturers
were interviewed
individually.
Undertaken during the
study period while the
course was in progress. All
lecturers were interviewed
individually.

Online
observations

‘Indirect’ observation of online
activity by collection of digital
artifacts such as screenshots of the
course website and posted
documents.

Course website was
observed weekly for new
material.

Course
documents

Documents produced by the
lecturer such as course outlines,
task descriptions, marking criteria
and resources for students.
Semi-structured face-to-face
interaction where questions act as
a guide, but the ability to deviate
from the schedule is permitted,
and spontaneous reflection is
encouraged.

Course documents were
collected in digital form as
they were posted.

Semi-structured
group interview

3.3.2.1

Undertaken after completion
of the course. Lecturers
were interviewed together
in a group.

Semi-structured individual interviews

Two main considerations shaped the decision to use semi-structured individual
interviews in the inquiry. Firstly, this method has a long and successful tradition in
teacher thinking research (e.g., Burroughs-Lange, 1996; Connelly & Clandinan, 1985;
Elbaz, 1983; Kember & Kwan, 2000; Murray & MacDonald, 1997; Pratt, 1992; Prosser et
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al., 1994; Samuelowicz & Bain, 2001). For a study using cultural-historical activity theory
as a theoretical and interpretive lens, interviews are particularly beneficial in that they
allow the researcher and respondent to move back and forth in time; to reconstruct the
past, interpret the present, and predict the future (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Secondly,
individual semi-structured interviews give prominence to the voice of the participants
rather than that of the researcher by removing the constraints of a set schedule of
invariant questions and giving them time to detail fully and freely their theories about
teaching (Mangubhai, Marland, Dashwood, & Son, 2004). Given that university lecturers
are rarely invited to explicate their largely implicit personal theories, a semi-structured
interview can provide the flexibility necessary for tacit structures to emerge, effectively
acting as a scaffold for lecturers to disclose important aspects of their teaching approach
(Berg, 1995).
Individual semi-structured interviews were conducted prior to the commencement of
teaching primarily to elucidate elements of participants’ espoused personal practical
theories of teaching (PPTs) relating to teaching, learning and technology, and,
subsequently to inform the construction of participants’ pedagogical belief profile. As
indicated in the previous chapter, PPTs are highly individual, context specific guides for
action that can be expected to include diverse elements such as conceptions, beliefs,
practical knowledge, strategies, images, rules and so forth. The interviews, therefore,
also served a secondary function of providing material that could be used to represent
the contextual elements of an individual’s work activity system. A significant challenge
in using semi-structured interviews in this way was the dual tension of formulating an
interview schedule with a wide enough cross section of questions to allow full disclosure
of a lecturer’s PPT coupled with the need to explore the underpinning conceptions and
beliefs in a non-leading way. The schedule used for individual semi-structured
interviews is provided in Appendix D.
The questions for the interview schedule were derived from a thematic analysis of the
literature on elements appearing in accounts of teachers’ personal practical theories of
teaching as elaborated in the previous chapter (section 2.3.2.3). The core questions are
situated within two overarching thematic groupings - the nature of teaching and
learning, and the teacher’s roles and relationships. Questions about the nature of
teaching and learning were designed to prompt participant reflection about their
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underlying pedagogical philosophy. Questions about the teachers’ roles and
relationships explored the operational aspects of teaching in a blended learning context.
Supplementary questions were included to garner further insight into contextual
influences and provide checkpoints against which participants’ observed teaching
practices could be later compared. All questions were phrased without reference to
specific pedagogical approaches or teaching practices to allow participants’ personal
conceptions and beliefs to emerge. Furthermore, the questions were integrated, rather
than thematically sequenced, to allow participants to move freely between the
philosophical and the practical thus providing a sense of how they see the relationships
between these complementary aspects of their teaching. Participants were also afforded
the opportunity to further comment on any element of interest (Q12 in the interview
schedule) but not specifically prompted by the core or supplementary questions.
The interviews themselves were approximately forty minutes in duration, recorded with
a digital recording device and transcribed verbatim. The conduct of the semi-structured
in-depth interview was guided by practical suggestions from the literature but also
tempered by the recognition that interviews are not a neutral method of data collection.
In general, the researcher sought to create a climate conducive to reflection and
disclosure of details. Mangubhai et al. (2004) suggest that teacher engagement in
introspective processes be encouraged by “interviewers being empathic, supportive and
non-evaluative, asking open-ended questions, seeking clarification and extension of
teachers’ remarks and using the language of the teachers where possible” (p. 294).
Recognising that interviews are not neutral, Hermanns (2004) described the interview as
an interpersonal drama “actively produced by both participants” (p. 209). This
observation is particularly relevant in regard to this research as the interviewer was
known to each of the participants and had engaged them in discussions to varying
extents about a range of digital technology topics in the context of professional
development workshops or personal conversations.
Familiarity can be a double-edged sword. It affords verbal interaction where
terminology and nuance is mutually understood (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen,
1993). It also allows the interviewer to purposefully use language specific to the local
context to ensure that the questions make sense to the interviewee and reflect their world
view, which according to Patton (2002), improves the quality of the data obtained. On
110

the other hand, familiarity can cause problems in that the interviewee may assume that
the interviewer has a similar worldview and, consequently, may omit assumed shared
understandings (Wolff, 2004). This problem is further exacerbated by the fact that if the
interviewer asks for clarification, whether it is real or strategic naiveté, then the
interviewer is positioned as an outsider. Such positioning holds the possibility of
altering the nature of information gathered in the remainder of the interview and, in the
case of snapshot data collection, the remainder of the study. Merriam (1998) advises the
researcher to avoid multiple questions that do not allow the respondent to answer each
question separately. Researchers are also advised to avoid leading questions that set the
respondent up to accept the researcher’s point of view, and to refrain from using yes/no
questions where the response is probably too simple to have value.
The data collected needs to be considered in the light of the roles and relationships of
the participants. Hermanns (2004) suggested several effective strategies in interviews:
explain the context and structure of the interview to the subject, including the focus of
the study; be relaxed and try to understand the meaning not just the words; give the
subject room to open up; do not explain your views or dis/agree with them; do not be
judgemental or evaluative; do not be protective of them; allow the story to unfold and
do not dominate through high frequency of questions, interpretations, or even
supportive utterances; use short, accessible questions grounded in the terminology of
the subject; and do not attempt to discover theoretical ideas, but rather come to
understand the life-world of the subject. These strategies were considered when
designing the semi-structured interview schedule as well as during the conduct of the
interview.

3.3.2.2

Stimulated recall interviews

Stimulated recall interviewing was selected as a method to gain access to lecturers’
thoughts during the interactive phase of blended-mode teaching for the purpose of
recalling and explaining observed online activity in context. Stimulated recall has not
frequently been employed in published studies involving university teachers (e.g., Steel,
2009a), although it has been demonstrated to be a useful tool for accessing the beliefs
that underpin primary and secondary teachers’ practice (Calderhead, 1981; Henderson,
Putt, & Coombs, 2002; Mangubhai et al., 2004; Marland & Osborne, 1990; Meade &
McMeniman, 1992). In this study, stimulated recall interviewing was chosen primarily
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for its ability to provide insights into the relationships between espoused beliefs and
teaching actions (Meade & McMeniman, 1992). In early research, this relationship was
examined by video taping one or more of the participants’ teaching sessions which was
then used as a situated prompt for teachers to explain the thinking underlying their
actions at any given point. As explained by Calderhead, “it is assumed that the cues
provided by the audiotape or videotape will enable the participant to “relive” the
episode to the extent of being able to provide, in retrospect, an accurate verbalised
account of their original thought processes, provided that all the relevant ideas which
inform an episode are accessible” (1981, p. 212).
A claimed advantage of stimulated recall interviews over structured interviews is that
when a teacher is ‘confronted’ by their recent actions in the classroom, the stimulated
recall technique helps to “minimise the possibility of superficial self-presentation on the
part of participants and a lack of commitment…to the task in hand” (Parsons, Graham,
and Honess, 1983, p. 95). In a later study, Meade & McMeniman (1994) asserted that
stimulated recall interviews can “successfully avoid the ‘pious bias’ of self-report data
devoid of context, and the associated problem where the researcher ‘leads the witness’
in discrete interviews unrelated to observed classroom actions” (p. 3). Importantly, the
use of stimulated recall interviews provides a means of triangulation with the
researcher’s observations of lecturer activity in the VLE and reduces the potential for
researcher bias due to high inference data. Sim (2005) points out that this aspect of
stimulated recall in particular “is consistent with a conceptualisation of teachermediated research effects on action, whereby the actions are self-selected by the teacher,
explained in detail and sourced to their respective influences” (¶2).
In their comparison of stimulated recall with other process tracing methods, Tallman
and Henderson (2005, pp. 72-73) list a number of strengths of the method including that
it:
1.

Has theoretical support as it is embedded within an information processingmediating processes-introspection theoretical framework.

2.

Is useful as a research tool to elicit mental models utilised during task performance.

3.

Strengthens reliability in that the data correlate well with behaviour.

4.

Is less intrusive on thought processes than the concurrent verbal reporting of thinkaloud methods.
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5.

Helps overcome problems associated with eliciting expert knowledge-in-action.

6.

Diminishes researcher misrepresentation because data are not based on assuming
what is going on in the participant’s head through observation or discourse analysis
of participant actions and verbalisations.

The stimulated recall method has been lauded for its ability to reveal teachers’ thinking
in action, but it has also been subject to criticism, most notably on issues of validity and
reliability. According to Schwandt (1997) findings have validity when they can be shown
to “accurately represent the phenomenon to which they refer” and “there are no good
grounds for doubting the findings or the evidence for the findings is stronger than the
evidence for alternative findings” (p. 169). Congruent with the previously stated
ontological and epistemological assumptions, this study follows the position of
fallibilistic validity where “validity is a test of whether an account accurately represents
the social phenomena to which it refers. Yet, no claim is made that an account actually
‘reproduces’ an independently existing reality or that a valid account is absolutely
certain” (Schwandt, 1997, p. 169). The plausibility of data collected in the research was
maintained through the adoption of Marland, Patching & Putt’s (1992) strict protocol
(Appendix E) which details techniques for establishing rapport, focussing the
interviewees’ attention on the actions that transpired, and conducting questioning in
ways that helps the interviewee distinguish between thoughts experienced during the
teaching episode and those subsequently experienced. Plausibility was also maintained
through establishing a high level of trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The
techniques applied to maintain trustworthiness are elaborated in section 3.3.4.
The stimulated recall interviews were conducted with both the participant and the
researcher sitting in front of the participant’s computer screen. Interviews were
approximately forty minutes in duration and completed during the interactive phase of
teaching. They were recorded with a digital recording device and transcribed verbatim.
Additional digital screenshots were taken to assist in maintaining a high level of
integrity between the visual elements on the computer screen (for example, the layout
of the course web site) and the participants’ explanation. Marland et al.’s (1992) protocol
was adopted with technical modifications to allow videotaped teaching episodes to be
replaced with digital artifacts generated during the activity of teaching in the online
environment. The use of digital artifacts to ‘record’ evidence of online teaching practices
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simplified the conduct of the stimulated recall interviews by allowing the researcher to
dispense with the traditional use of video recordings. During the stimulated recall
interviews, ‘playback’ of teaching actions was effectively achieved by browsing through
the sequence of artifacts representing an audit trail of lecturers’ online actions (for
example, moderating a discussion forum or providing feedback on student work).
Digital artifacts identified from online observations were used as prompts to focus
participants’ retrospective recall of teaching episodes and have them vocalise what they
were thinking during the episode. The use of digital artifacts as prompts afforded greater
flexibility than videotape in that the participant could freely browse through the artifacts
in the web site in non-linear ways that were meaningful to them rather than being
directed to click on a particular sequence of links in order to ‘re-live’ an online teaching
episode. This flexibility appeared to encourage the participants to think aloud while
browsing thus providing a unique window into their personal experience of the event.
The stimulated recall interview was semi-structured in that a number of basic guide
questions were asked to prompt initial responses, however the discussion was quite
open with follow-up questions often dependent on participants’ self-selection of salient
artifacts. The guiding questions are listed in Appendix F. Questions were broadly
grouped into themes of online site design, online learning activities, communication and
collaboration and assessment. Although the questioning was conducted in a flexible
manner, particular attention was paid to the appropriate use of non-directive language
in acknowledgement of the concern that this aspect of the technique had the greatest
potential to compromise the data (Gass & Mackey, 2000). Attention was also paid to
differentiating participants’ recalled thoughts from their hindsight thoughts following
Tallman & Henderson’s (2005) stipulation that the type of thinking accessed and
reported should be acknowledged to maintain the reliability and credibility of the
researcher’s assertions. Questions such as “Were you thinking that when you posted this
response on the forum or did you think that just now?” could be used to differentiate
thoughts verbalised during the interview. Further, non-leading questions were asked to
confirm the accuracy and completeness of previous statements and to trigger thoughts
that participants may have forgotten to report. For example, “Is there anything else
about your teaching during that session that you would like to tell me about now?”
Participant fatigue during stimulated recall sessions has also been noted to affect data
reliability (Tallman & Henderson, 2005). Conducting the interviews in the participants’
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own office, using familiar equipment, and avoiding interruption by students helped to
provide a more relaxed atmosphere. Keeping the stimulated recall prompts focused on
critical incidents appeared to help set the situational context in the mind of the
participant and minimise time spent on off-topic conversations.

3.3.2.3

Online observations

Observations of participants’ online activity were conducted on a weekly basis for the
thirteen weeks of the study period. The purpose of the online observations was primarily
to capture the contextual and temporal details of the teaching and learning activity
undertaken in the VLE for the duration of the course. Online observations were also used
to capture digital artifacts produced by the teachers and students to be used as prompts
during the stimulated recall interview. A benefit of linking online observations with the
stimulated recall interview was the ability to demonstrate an ‘audit trail’ of digital
artifacts leading up to a particular incident or interaction in the context in which it
occurred. For example, artifacts could include all the postings and replies within a single
message thread leading to the lecturer’s response to the student. Traditionally,
“observation allows the researcher to discover the here-and-now interworkings of the
environment via the use of five human senses” (Erlandson et al., 1993, p. 94). When
combined with the ‘then-and-there’ perspective taken by stimulated recall interviews,
digital artifacts effectively provide an aide-memoire for lecturers attempting to explain
their intentions and reasons for undertaking a particular course of action at any given
point in time.
Observation is a research method that uses vision as its main perceptual tool in order to
understand the characteristics of the phenomenon under study (Cohen, Manion, &
Morrison, 2000). Observation can be defined as “the systematic description of events,
behaviours, and artifacts in the social setting chosen for the study” (Marshall &
Rossman, 1989, p. 79). Critics of observation claim that the technique can be subjective
and selective; however, as a research tool, it offers a first-hand way to engage with the
phenomenon directly instead of through second-hand interview accounts (Merriam,
1998).
The four dimensions of observation delineated by Flick (2002): covert versus overt, nonparticipant versus participant, systematic versus unsystematic, and natural versus
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artificial settings were considered in relation to this study. For all five cases, permission
was granted from each of the participants to have ‘Read Only’ access to their VLE course
site allowing the researcher access as often as required for the duration of the course. In
keeping with a non-interventionist philosophy, observations were made covertly from
the position of a non-participant. This approach allowed observations to be regularly
recorded without the need to interrupt the flow of teaching and learning. Screenshots in
the form of static digital images were used to capture a snapshot of the artifacts present
in the VLE course site at the point where salient activities, signified by purposeful online
actions by the lecturer, occurred. These images effectively recorded the structure and
content of the subject website and provided a temporal context for the written
observations. Standard terminology (e.g., ‘buttons,’ ‘links,’ ‘discussion forum,’ ‘message
thread’) was consistently used to describe the setting in both the observations and in the
subsequent stimulated recall interviews.
In the exploratory spirit of this research, the use of handwritten field notes and
screenshots of digital artifacts produced in the VLE course sites represented an
unsystematic approach in a natural online setting. From the perspective of the
researcher, a systematic or structured approach employing pre-determined procedures
and categories could have imposed preconceptions about the type of data to be collected,
and potentially hindered the open-minded orientation of a qualitative study. The
researcher’s intention was to suspend judgment and to view the context in an open and
inductive manner. Observations were initially less structured to allow development of
tacit knowledge and some sense of what was seminal or salient (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Although not relevant to all cases, subsequent descriptions of activities and interactions
typically included more details such as the nature of the activity, the sequence of events
in the activity, the interaction between students, teacher and content, the recurrence or
uniqueness of patterns of activity, whether activities and people were connected or
interrelated, and the symbolic and connotative meaning of words used in discussion
forums (Merriam, 1988). Care was taken to ensure that observations were described
using non-evaluative language.

3.3.2.4

Course documents

During the study period, the lecturer would periodically post documents to the VLE
course site such as course outlines, task descriptions and marking criteria, and virtual
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resources such as links to institutional or departmental policies on assessment, or
external resources such as links to professional web sites. These artifacts were collected
as digital documents, usually as PDF files, throughout the course and included in the
data set on the basis that they may provide valuable insights into the culture
surrounding the learning activity. At times, they could also be used as prompts to
stimulate participants during interviews.

3.3.2.5

Semi-structured group interview

A semi-structured group interview of about ninety minutes duration was conducted in
a meeting room in the researcher’s office building with all four participants at the end of
the study period following the completion of their courses. Prior to attending the
interview, participants were provided with the guide questions for the interview
(Appendix G), and their own ‘PPT diagram’ representing their espoused personal
practical theory of teaching elucidated prior to the commencement of the course. Section
3.3.3.3 details the construction of participants’ PPT diagrams and an example is provided
in Appendix H.
The purpose of the group interview was firstly to allow the participants to individually
reflect on their their lived experience of planning and teaching a blended-mode course
(theory-in-action) relative to the elements represented in their PPT diagrams and the
connections and relationships between them (espoused theory). In addition to
individual reflection, the participants were encouraged to reflect on their experience as
a member of their discipline, and also more broadly on their experience as an academic
within a department subject to an organisational imperative to develop blended-mode
curricula.
The format of the group interview was semi-structured to engage participants in a
sustained, reflective, explanatory, interactive dialogue, but participants were free to
comment on each other’s reflections during the course of the interview. The interview
thereby facilitated the collection of data from interactions between the group members
as they discussed their experiences of online teaching. The researcher’s intent was to act
as a moderator, stimulating the group with questions when necessary and then stepping
back to observe what transpired.

117

In practice, the group interview was an effective tool as the participants stimulated each
other to generate richer data than was possible with individual interviews. Possible
disadvantages, such as imitative group thinking or domination by one person (Fontana
& Frey, 2003) were not evident. Some group members knew each other from attendance
at professional development workshops and all appeared to be comfortable in each
other‘s presence. While some participants were quieter than others, everyone
participated to varying degrees.

3.3.3 Data interpretation
This section explains the process of data interpretation employed in this study. A
number of analytic strategies are available for qualitative, case study research using an
interpretive and naturalistic approach to inquiry. Yin (2003) recommended, as two
general strategies, to either follow theoretical propositions upon which the case study
was based, or to develop a descriptive framework. In the case of the current study, a
multi-phase interpretive approach was used so both strategies were adopted in different
phases of the analysis.

3.3.3.1

Overview of data interpretation

The data interpretation procedures in the current study are divided into two main
phases to reveal a progressively more layered and complex picture of each participant’s
experience of planning and teaching a blended-mode course. An overview is presented
in Table 10.
Table 10. Overview of the data interpretation procedure
Phase
1

2

Plane of
analysis
Personal

Data sources

Personal,
Interpersonal
and
Institutionalcommunity

Individual semistructured interview;
beliefs profile;
PPT map;
Stimulated recall
interview;
Online observations;
Digital artifacts;
Group semistructured interview

Individual semistructured interview

Interpretive
strategy
Emergent,
Inductive

Product

A priori,
theoretical

Case studies;
activity system
diagrams

PPT map;
Pedagogical
belief profile
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Prior to commencement of Phase 1, a framework was inductively developed from the
literature on teacher cognition as a tool for profiling participants’ pedagogical beliefs in
the first phase of data interpretation. Phase 1 of data interpretation was focussed in the
personal plane of analysis and sought to elucidate and diagrammatically represent
participants’ espoused personal practical theories of teaching (PPT) using individual
semi-structured interview data captured prior to the commencement of teaching. Phase
2 of data interpretation applied the a priori theoretical framework of cultural-historical
activity theory (CHAT) in a descriptive capacity to build a consistent, comparable yet
nuanced representation of each participant’s work activity system, and in an interpretive
capacity to identify emergent systemic tensions. This phase of interpretation moves
between the personal, interpersonal and institutional-community planes of analysis, and
through the lens of cultural-historical activity theory, builds a layered depiction of
lecturers’ participation in the activity of planning and teaching a blended-mode course.
Phase 2 represents the collective analysis of all data sources as a detailed narrative of
each lecturer’s experience including an interpretive commentary of identified systemic
tensions. A cross-case analysis was also conducted to identify trends and patterns in the
experiences of the four participants.

3.3.3.2

Profiling lecturers’ pedagogical beliefs

This study is concerned with how disruptions emerging from socio-cultural,
organisational and technological tensions in the local setting might influence lecturers’
decision-making, and possible interrelationships between individual and contextual
factors. The literature review chapter indicated that lecturers make decisions about their
participation in eLearning and respond to troublesome encounters through the lens of
their personal practical theories of teaching (PPT). The review also revealed that an
individual’s PPT was underpinned by a complex amalgam of conceptions, beliefs and
practical knowledge. The literature review chapter concluded that a multifaceted
representation of the pedagogical beliefs underpinning teachers’ PPT was necessary to
adequately consider their influence on teachers’ participation in eLearning contexts. It
was, therefore, necessary to develop a framework capable of representing the different
dimensions of pedagogical beliefs expressed by participants as well as their disposition,
that is their espoused orientation within a particular belief dimension. Such a framework
makes it possible to profile and consistently represent lecturers’ epistemological stances
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on a range of pedagogical concepts and further provides a way of representing a
potential shift in that stance over time.
The purpose of constructing a pedagogical beliefs profile was neither to evaluate
participant’s beliefs against any pre-set criteria, nor to develop a theoretical perspective
on potential criteria from the ground up. Indeed, it was argued previously that to do so
would have been counter-productive to the aims of this study. Rather, the framework
sought to dissect constructions buried in accounts of teaching and learning found
throughout the reviewed body of literature on teacher cognition (Chapter 2, section 2.3),
and represent the pedagogical conceptions and beliefs contained within, in a more
granular, consistent and visually appealing format. Construction was not a
straightforward task given the previously discussed methodological and terminological
variation found in the teacher cognition literature.
The approach taken was based on the “emergent category designation” (ECD)
(Erlandson et al., 1993, p. 118) procedure often used in naturalistic inquiries. This
particular technique involves several steps:
1. Read the first unit of data and start a pile.
2. Read the second unit of data and place it with the first unit if it fits that same theme.
If not, create a new pile.
3. Continue with all pieces of data and place each piece in a pile that appears to have a
common theme. Those units that do not seem to fit the themes, place in a
miscellaneous file to review at the end of the process to determine the feasibility of
including it in the study.
4. Tentatively choose a category title or descriptive sentence to differentiate emergent
themes.
5. Start over and regroup according to the selected themes.
In this analysis, a unit of data was taken to be a whole study as not all accounts were
reported in a narrative format making it impossible to consistently unitise the findings
in smaller segments. For example, some studies reported conceptions and beliefs
represented on bipolar scales while others reported conceptual elements appearing in
accounts of teaching and learning that could not be represented in this way (such as
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principles of teaching, teacher attributes, metaphors, images, rules, tactics, cues, student
outcomes). A particular difficulty with this approach was that multiple pedagogical
concepts and dimensions were often reported within a single study with the initial
review of the literature revealing 126 lexically different, but not necessarily semantically
exclusive representations of teachers’ conceptions and beliefs.
To overcome this difficulty, the papers were first divided into two broad categories –
Teachers and teaching and Learners and learning. The Teachers and teaching category
comprised those papers reporting on conceptions and beliefs relating to the teacher’s
view of the educational process and their role in bringing about those ideals. Similarly,
papers in the Learners and learning category reflected conceptions and beliefs relating to
the teacher’s views about the learning process and their relationship to students and
student activity. The papers in each major category were analysed with the ECD
procedure until a number of themes emerged. A theme in this context was indicated
when a pattern of descriptors indicative of shared meaning became evident in the
accounts of teaching and learning. After tentatively recording category titles, those
papers reporting on multiple pedagogical elements were returned to a common pool
and processed using the same procedure to identify additional themes. After several
iterations and semantic re-groupings, twenty-seven qualitatively distinct themes
emerged. As expected, the literature revealed some variation in the combinations of
characteristics described in each category and held differing views on the relationship
between categories. However, while precisely the same wording or terminology may
not have been used, the descriptors used in a number of largely independent studies
appeared to have the same or similar meanings. This inquiry subscribes to Kember’s
(1997) view that a significant element of commonality, between studies, within the
identified categories lends credibility to the analysis. The groupings and theme
categories derived from this original analysis are provided in Appendix I.
In line with the approach typically taken by research on teachers’ beliefs (see Chapter 2,
section 2.3.5), the categories identified in the analysis were organised into discrete
‘pedagogical dimensions’, and depicted as a series of bipolar continua. Descriptors
representing less complex ‘knowledge-conveying’ conceptions within a dimension were
placed on the left pole with more complex ‘facilitation of learning’ conceptions placed
on the right pole. This schema was intended as a comprehensive structure capable of
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indicating the typical or characteristic way in which participants conceptualised
different facets of teaching and learning, however it became apparent that some
elements revealed in the analysis were not framed as a conception or belief and thus
were not amenable to representation on a continuum. For example, teachers’
responsibilities, principles of teaching, teacher attributes, metaphors for teaching,
pedagogical content knowledge, teaching strategies, student outcomes, desirable
student behaviours, and student progress. The number of dimensions included in the
profile was subsequently revised to twelve dimensions by discarding themes that were
not framed as a conception or belief and thus not amenable to representation on a
continuum. The profiling framework is illustrated below in Figure 7.
The importance of this framework to the inquiry is threefold. Firstly, it allows the
participants’ espoused pedagogical beliefs articulated in the individual semi-structured
interviews to be reasonably categorised and compared to the themes arising from
studies that have investigated the same or a similar aspect of teaching. Secondly, the
relatively unconstrained representation of teacher beliefs along a series of continua
acknowledges the dynamic, evolving nature of both teachers’ PPTs and the activity
systems in which they work, rather than attempting to pigeonhole a belief to a
quantifiable point. Thirdly, the visual representation of beliefs on a continuum allows
participants to confirm their profile prior to the commencement of teaching and allows
them to make adjustments at the completion of teaching to reflect changes in their belief
orientations from their perspective. A description of each dimension is elaborated in
detail in Appendix J.

3.3.3.3

Phase 1: Interpreting lecturers’ pedagogical beliefs

The first phase of participant data interpretation was inductive. The objective was to
develop a valid representation of each participant’s espoused personal practical theory
of teaching that would inform the ‘shape’ of lecturers’ pedagogical belief profiles and
also contribute to the interpretation of the individuals’ activity system in Phase 2. To
adequately represent the full range of conceptual structures and contextual connections,
relationships and dependencies held by participants it was necessary to employ a
flexible diagrammatic device akin to a concept map. In the study, this representation is
referred to as a PPT map.
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BELIEFS ABOUT TEACHERS AND TEACHING
Educational goals
Broad educational
goals

Discipline specific
goals

Teacher’s role
Facilitating student
understanding

Transmitting
information

Curriculum focus
Knowledge and
understanding

Disciplinary ways
of knowing

Professional
performance

Task orientation
Academic

Authentic

Assessment focus
Reproduce atomised
information

Reproduce and apply
structured knowledge

Integrate, transform and use
knowledge purposefully

Accommodation of student understandings
Pre-emptive

Absent

Sharing understandings
through dialogue

Metacognitive support
Integrated

Unsupported

BELIEFS ABOUT LEARNERS AND LEARNING
Nature of learning
Broad educational
goals

Discipline specific
goals

Role of student communication and collaboration
Central

Incidental

Agent constructing knowledge
External agency

Personal agency

Understanding process
Reproductive/
fragmentary

Reproductive/
relational

Transformational

Expected use of knowledge and skills
Academic

Authentic

Figure 7. Dimensions of university teachers’ beliefs about teaching and learning
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The PPT map developed in Phase 1 performed two main functions. Firstly it provided a
way to zoom out and represent the ‘non-belief’ elements of lecturers’ PPTs and the
potential connections between them. Secondly, it provided an accessible method for the
participants to confirm the accuracy and validity of the representation without having
to engage with a potentially large volume of text such as an interview summary.
The approach taken to developing the PPT map was guided by naturalistic inquiry in
that the analysis was not attempting to prove or disprove a preconceived model,
hypothesis or theory. Rather, it was an inductive and recursive process attempting to
make sense of field data. The analysis relied on the emergent category designation
technique previously described and was undertaken in four sub-phases: (1) unitising the
data; (2) classifying the data; (3) constructing the PPT map; and (4) constructing the
pedagogical belief profiles. The procedures applied in these sub-phases are elaborated
in the following subsections.

Unitising the data
The individual semi-structured interviews were first read and re-read several times to
assist in familiarisation with the raw data. Following this, each interview was unitised
by dividing the transcripts into episodes. An episode was defined as a segment of
dialogue between the interviewer and participant embodying a single idea expressed by
the interviewee. Initial segmentation of the data in this manner avoids the possibility of
counting a repetition or continuation of identified conceptions or beliefs more than once
thus minimising the potential for inflating their occurrence in the data (Tallman &
Henderson, 2005).

Classifying the data
Classifying the data involved applying the emergent category designation (ECD)
technique for generating and organising categories. It should be noted that although the
categories emerged exclusively from the interview data, a particular strength of ECD for
the current study was that it allowed the interview data to be compared with the findings
of previous studies. Further, ECD permitted “categories of thought characteristic of a
particular setting to emerge intuitively as the researcher’s own background and latent
theory interact with these data” (Erlandson et al., 1993, p. 118). Dey (1993) also suggests
that "inferences from the data, initial or emergent research questions, substantive, policy
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and theoretical issues, and imagination, intuition and previous knowledge" can all be
particularly useful to the process of category generation (p. 100). This approach afforded
the researcher the opportunity to acknowledge and draw on his own expertise in the
local eLearning context and his previous professional interactions with the participants,
and consequently, was seen as a significant advantage in developing a holistic and
authentic representation of the participants PPTs.
A range of themes, derived from the studies of the conceptual elements appearing in
accounts of academics’ personal practical theories of teaching (Appendix I), were used
to establish some initial descriptive categories. For example, broad category titles such
as ‘Lecturer Attributes,’ ‘Teaching strategies,’ ‘Student learning,’ and ‘Student
Attributes’ were used to initially organise the episodes. Unitised data were separated
into these categories of ideas using the following procedure. The first episode was read
and set aside as the first entry into the first category. Next, the second episode was read
and if the content had the same tacit feel as the first then it became the second entry in
the first category. If the episode did not have the same tacit feel then it became the first
entry in the second category. The process of assigning data units to categories was
repeated until all episodes were delegated to their categories. As a result, many of the
initial organising categories were divided into subcategories. For example, the ‘Teaching
strategies’ category was divided into subcategories to reflect the type of teaching
strategy articulated by the participant such as ‘Pedagogical strategies,’ ‘Organisational
strategies,’ and ‘Learning support strategies’. Units of data that did not align with a
given category were placed into a miscellaneous category. These miscellaneous episodes
were checked again to see if they could be appropriately assigned to any of the existing
categories.
Traditional emergent category designation suggests that any miscellaneous data that
cannot be assigned to a category should eventually be discarded. In this exploratory
study, units of data that did not fit into categories drawn from the existing literature
were regarded as indicators of a potentially undocumented element of the lecturer’s
PPT. In such cases, a new category was formulated to accommodate the attributes of the
episode. The remaining episodes were examined with a view to refining the properties
of emergent categories. A particular benefit of taking this approach was that it allowed
historical, socio-cultural and contextual influences articulated by the lecturer to be
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considered as a category rather than as miscellaneous data. For example, an ‘Origins’
category was established to accommodate lecturers’ explanations of why they adopted
a particular teaching strategy, or why they had formed particular views about the nature
of student learning. Similarly a ‘Problems and Challenges’ category was created with
several subcategories to accommodate participants’ perceptions about the affordances
and constraints on their practice at individual, departmental and organisational levels.
The consideration of affective elements such as risks and rewards also contributed to a
thick description of the participants’ PPTs. The second major benefit of retaining and
classifying explanatory contextual data was that it assisted in revealing the connections
and interrelationships between categories.
The final step of the classification involved the re-reading of all episodes with a view to
confirming or disconfirming the appropriateness of their category designations and the
category titles themselves. It is worth noting that although there was no initial intent to
fit lecturers’ PPT maps to a common model, the identification and designation of
categories was relatively consistent across all four participants’ accounts differing
mainly in the organisation of subcategories. As the classification process progressed
through each participant, earlier representations were subsequently reviewed and
refined with some categories being merged, dissolved or renamed in the process.

Constructing the PPT map
The purpose of this final sub-phase was to construct a visual representation of lecturers’
personal practical theories of teaching based on the themes and relationships interpreted
from their individual semi-structured interviews. An overarching consideration for this
procedure was that the PPT map should accurately represent the participants’ own
perspective on the elements and relationships depicted. Thus, an important part of the
process involved member checking of the PPT maps with each participant and revision
until an accurate representation was agreed.
Construction of the PPT maps involved making some initial hypothetical assumptions
about the relationship between different categories derived from the interview data.
Some examples are illustrated in Table 11.
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Each of the components was arranged on a large A3 page and extracts from the
participants’ ‘own voice’ were included under each component to contextualise the
category for the participant. Relationships between components were tentatively
indicated using labelled single headed arrows to indicate the directionality of influence
between components (for example, Teaching strategies – promote the attainment of ->
Goals), or double headed arrows to indicate mutually shaping influences between
components (for example, Student attributes <– shape –> Student learning). A
completed PPT map for one of the participants is included as an example in Appendix
H).
Table 11. Examples of hypothetical relationships among PPT components
Component A

Relationship to

Component B

Teaching strategies

Promote the attainment of

Goals

Approach to teaching and
learning

Guide

Teaching strategies,
Teacher reaction to
students

Problems and challenges

Inhibit the attainment of

Student learning

Teacher attributes

Affect the impact of

Teaching strategies, tactics

Teaching strategies

Impact the attainment of

Student learning

Student attributes

Shape

Student learning

Student learning

Facilitates attainment of

Goals

Teaching strategies

Act to prevent

Problems and challenges

Contextual variables

Affect the effectiveness of

Teaching strategies

Once the initial PPT map was complete, member checking was conducted in person with
each participant to check that the categories, examples and relationships were an
accurate representation of their espoused PPT from their perspective. Member checking
was achieved by printing out the PPT, explaining the arrangement of components to the
participant, then asking them to annotate the map by hand to indicate any changes to
labels or connections between elements. Any changes were immediately incorporated
into the PPT map, and a new version was printed and forwarded to the participant for
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checking. This process was repeated until all four participants agreed that the PPT map
accurately represented their views about teaching and learning.

Constructing a pedagogical belief profile
A tentative pedagogical belief profile was constructed for each participant following the
confirmation of his or her PPT map. Profile construction was undertaken first by
reviewing the description of each dimension (see section 3.3.3.2) then comparing the
description to the unitised and categorised data from the individual semi-structured
interviews. There was a degree of intentional alignment between the interview questions
and the dimensions on the profile. Nevertheless, the interview transcript was also
reviewed as a complete unit to gain a tacit feel for a typical or characteristic way in which
the participant expressed their beliefs about teaching and learning. An extract from a
pedagogical belief profile is illustrated in Figure 8.
Indicators of typicality included the frequency and strength of participants’ expression
of an espoused belief and also the connection to other components in their PPT. The
typicality of an espoused belief has been indicated with a shaded bar rather than a
precise point to indicate the range of dispositions expressed within a particular
dimension when interpreted in the context of the whole interview.
In some cases, a clear alignment with a particular orientation within the dimension was
evident. For example, in response to the question ‘What is learning?’ one of the
participants replied:
…it’s taking what they already know, adding new things to it, linking them
together, organising them into some scheme, some plan that makes sense to
them… So, if learning has really happened, then they’re going to be a changed
person and changed in attitudes, changed in knowledge, changed in skills that
they’re different and they now can know and do and even think in a way that they
couldn’t before. (Kate, Interview 1)
In this particular unit of text, it can be inferred that the ‘Type of understanding’ valued
is for students to ‘Know differently' rather than just ‘Know more’. A further indication
of her belief about the ‘Nature of learning’ dimension is that ‘Students learn actively’. In
this example, Kate expressed this disposition consistently in the interview and further
illustrated it with examples of teaching strategies aligned with her belief orientation.
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Figure 8. Extract of a pedagogical belief profile from a participant

As anticipated, participants occasionally expressed conceptions or beliefs that, when
viewed as individual episodes, could be construed as in conflict with each other.
However, when the interview transcript was viewed holistically it became apparent that
different orientations were assumed in response to the contextual factors operating over
a period of time. For example, in relation to the ‘Curriculum focus’ dimension in Figure
8, the participant expressed beliefs about the focus of the knowledge, skills and attitudes
developed by students in her course in terms of three distinctly different conceptions.
As a course in a professional discipline, students were expected to not only develop
‘Knowledge and understanding’ but also ‘Disciplinary ways of knowing’ through
socialisation into the profession, and be able to demonstrate ‘Professional performance’
to allow registration by the professional body. In this example, all three conceptions in
the dimension have been shaded in the profile to indicate their expression.
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Once the initial belief profile was completed, member checking was conducted in person
with each participant to check that shading on each dimension conformed with their
self-perceived dispositions. Each dimension was explained to participants in person, and
they were afforded the opportunity to annotate or shade the profile diagrams to indicate
any changes. Changes were immediately incorporated into the belief profile, and a new
version was printed and forwarded to the participant for checking. This process was
repeated until all four participants agreed that the beliefs profile accurately represented
their approach to teaching and learning.
Following participants’ interpretation, visual representation and validation of their
personal practical theories of teaching and underpinning pedagogical beliefs, the
profiles were combined with the data collected in the stimulated recall interview, online
observations and digital artifacts to develop a representation of each participant’s work
activity system.

3.3.3.4

Phase 2: Interpreting lecturers’ activity systems

Lincoln and Guba (1985, p. 332) claim “data are, so to speak, the constructions offered
by or in the sources; data analysis leads to a reconstruction of those constructions”.
Acknowledging this statement, this section describes the procedures employed in the
second phase of data interpretation study to transform the participants‘ constructions
into new constructs shaped by sociocultural and historical perspectives. This phase of
data interpretation applies the theoretical framework of cultural-historical activity
theory (CHAT) to expand the unit of analysis to encompass each participant’s work
activity system. While the exploratory nature of the research questions supports an
inductive approach to analysis, the use of CHAT as an interpretative tool has imposed a
sociocultural perspective onto the data. Activity theory has functioned as a form of
typology generating pre-existing categories of subject, tool, object, outcome, community,
rules, and division of labour, and defining their properties in advance. The CHAT-based
categories do not emerge from the data but are imposed upon it; thus, the study deviates
from inductive methods such as grounded theory that requires categories to emerge
from the data. The conceptual basis of CHAT was described in detail in Chapter 2
(section 2.4), and the methodological implications are considered in section 3.2.3 of this
chapter.
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To facilitate analysis at the level of an activity system, this phase of interpretation draws
on the products of Phase 1. These products include the participants’ pedagogical belief
profiles and PPT maps, and incorporates the data collected over the duration of the
course, including the stimulated recall interview, online observations and course
documents. Phase 2 of data interpretation involves two sub-phases: (1) Mapping
lecturers’ activity systems; and (2) Identifying contradictions and turning points.

Mapping lecturers’ activity systems
Constructing an activity system for each participant involves mapping the collected data
to the ‘nodes’ of a CHAT activity triangle to create a thick description of the activity
system in terms of its elements - subject, tool, object, outcome, community, rules, and
division of labour. Essentially, this is a process of disaggregating the data into units and
then reassembling these units into new structures with newly acquired meanings (Dey,
1993). This procedure is a form of “latent coding” (Sarantakos, 2005, p. 305) in which the
text is read, interpreted, selected, and labelled as a particular semantic unit. Boyatzis
(1998, p. 63) refers to this “unit of coding” as “the most basic segment, or element, of the
raw data or information that can be assessed in a meaningful way regarding the
phenomenon.”. In general a text segment was defined as a segment of dialogue between
the interviewer and participant embodying a single idea expressed by the interviewee.
However, given the focus on context, the researcher tended to select more text rather
than less in order to create what Krippendorff (2004) refers to as “context units” that
surround the actual unit of data being selected and give it meaning.
After selecting a text unit from the data set, this material was reconceptualised into new
constructs based on the nodes of the CHAT conceptual framework through a process of
categorisation which “define[s] units by their membership in a class or category – by
their having something in common” (Krippendorff, 2004, p. 105). As a form of coding, it
creates “tags or labels for assigning units of meaning to the descriptive or inferential
information compiled during a study” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 56). The coding
guidelines for allocating data to an appropriate CHAT node were drawn from the body
of literature surrounding the use of CHAT as a tool for investigating eLearning (see
Chapter 2, Section 2.2.4.2).

Coding guidelines were developed which provided

categories or groups into which data could be placed and “clear operational definitions”
so that data could be coded in a consistent manner by myself and potentially others over
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time (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The guidelines conceptualised the learning activity
from a sociocultural perspective and enhanced the data analysis by improving the
consistency of coding decisions.
The coding guidelines employed in Phase 2 of data interpretation are elaborated in Table
12. The first column represents the activity system concept against which the data was
mapped. The second column is based on Mwanza’s (2001) eight-step model and
provides broad, open-ended guide questions to help draw attention to context units that
align with the activity system element. The third column provides more specific
indicators of traits used to code a unit of data to the appropriate conceptual category.
These indicators allow for the creation of coding subcategories as needed.
Once data had been placed within an activity theory domain, the Constant Comparative
Method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1990) was used to compare a unit of
data with other units in the same category. Some examples of data coding using this
schema are elaborated below.
Subject, for example, is a broad conceptual category focusing on the attributes of the
individual participant and includes aspects such as personal beliefs, qualities and
attitudes. The participants are also recognised as socio-historical agents, that is, they
build on what has come before, not reinventing meaning but negotiating it within new
settings. Past experiences, beliefs, and expectations are carried by the participant into
the activity of planning and teaching a blended-mode course. These beliefs shape the
nature of participation, particularly in relation to how the object is perceived by and
acted upon by the lecturer. Data grouped under this category refer to how the learning
object is described and understood by the participants, particularly how objectives,
intentions, beliefs, values, and past experiences shape how the participants ascribe
meaning to the activity. For example, the following data extract was coded as Subject as
the participant states his personal values regarding social inequality and indicates the
importance he places on inculcating students with this attribute:
Most importantly, I try to develop a level of social consciousness for my students
- to think broader than their current situation, to think broader than their
qualification and to think about potential they could actually contribute to
addressing social inequalities that we have in not only Australia, but around the
world. (Adam, Interview 1)
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Another participant explained that her rationale for introducing a blog into her course
was based on her own experience as a journalist in successfully using the tool to apply
for a job:
What we’re actually trying to do with the Blog is provide [the students] with a
portfolio of work which is very important. I mean I had a job at the Sydney
Morning Herald, and out of a thousand applicants for 7 jobs I got one of those 7
because I had a portfolio. (Lisa, Interview 2)
This data segment was coded as Tools in reference to the blog as a virtual tool. It was also
coded as Subject because it was indicative of how the participant gave meaning to the
inclusion of the blog activity in the course in terms of her past experience and
subsequently her current objective to have students produce a portfolio of work.
The Tools category is very broad and can also include references to cognitive tools such
as teaching strategies that are applied by the teacher (subject) to the task of blendedmode teaching (object). For example, one participant articulated a teaching strategy of
actively engaging students in discussion. In this example, the VLE Discussion Board was
used to facilitate this preferred pedagogical strategy so was coded Tools – virtual and the
strategy it enabled, Tools – cognitive.
I have a pattern of checking the Discussion Board to see if anything’s been
contributed, and so facilitating that engagement with the students comes back to
are you willing to engage with the students, not are you willing to run a blendedmode subject. I think they all follow from your willingness to engage with a
student. (Martin, Interview 1)
An example, where a digital artifact was used as a unit of data coded to the Rules node
were some written instructions provided in the online course site about how this
particular discussion forum was to be used. The rules for this particular forum were
formulated by the lecturer who stated them as:
Dear Students: Feel free to use this Discussion Board just to chat about whatever
you want to discuss with each other related to [course code], Nursing, [University
name], etc. All the other Discussion Boards have a designated topic, but this one
is just like the 'Free Spot' in the game of Bingo---use it for whatever other
conversations you want to have, that go beyond the particular topics/OLAs that
the other Disc Boards are all about. These Discussion Boards are open only to
students formally enrolled in the subject and staff teaching it. Anonymous
postings have been disabled. Enjoy! Kate. (Kate, Digital artifact)
In this example, the whole blurb was coded as Rules to give a sense of the lecturer’s
explicitly stated expectations about how the forum could be use and by whom.
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Table 12. Decision guidelines for coding data to CHAT conceptual categories
Activity system
element
Subject

Guiding question

Decision indicators

Who is involved in
carrying out this
activity?

Tool

By what means are
the subjects
carrying
out this activity?

Object

Why is this activity
taking place?

Outcome

What are the
desired outcomes
of the activity?
What is the
environment in
which this activity
is carried out?

• References to him or herself
• Indicative of individual attributes such
as personal qualities, attitude
• Indicative of how participant gives
meaning to the activity in terms of
objectives, intentions, beliefs, values,
and past experiences
• Exemplifies use of physical tools, such as
computers, paper documents
• Exemplifies use of virtual tool such as
VLE, online resources
• Exemplifies use of cognitive tools such
as teaching strategies
• Indicative of the perceived impact of
mediating tools on the object (teaching)
in terms of affordances and constraints
• Indicative of participant’s approach to
teaching
• Characterises how participant engages
in the activity of teaching
• Indicative of intended course outcomes
• Indicative of participants’ personal
outcomes re student learning
• Indicative of who is currently
participating in the activity
• Indicative of individuals identified as
important in implementation but not
responsible for progressing the activity
• Indicative of established conditions
requiring participants’ response to
progress through the activity
• Indicative of implicit and explicit rules
of engagement guiding the participant’s
actions, such as curriculum
requirements, discipline and
institutional polices and expectations,
technical standards and conventions
• Indicative of participant’s own rules and
expectations for students
• Indicative of how the “doing” of the
teaching task is organised, shared, or
distributed
• Exemplifies horizontal division of tasks
(among the members of the community)
• Exemplifies vertical division of tasks (by
an individual)

Community

Rules

Are there any
cultural norms,
rules or regulations
governing the
performance of this
activity?

Division of
labour

Who is responsible
for what, when
carrying out this
activity and how
are the roles
organised?
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Once the data segments were appropriately mapped to nodes of the activity triangle, the
CHAT principle of contradictions (Engeström, 2001) was used to identify potential
tensions within and between nodes. For a detailed discussion of contradictions within
activity systems, see Chapter 2 (section 2.4.4).

Identifying contradictions and turning points
A contradiction within an activity system can be understood as “a tension, contrast,
denial, or opposition between two propositions” (Murphy & Rodriguez-Manzanares,
2008). Contradictions, sometimes referred to as tensions, in an activity system are critical
to understanding what motivates particular actions and in understanding the evolution
of a system more generally. As Barab et al. (2002, p. 80) explain, “it is the sum of these
components and the tensions among them that influence the types of transformations a
participant can have on an object”.
Chapter 2 elaborated four levels of inner contradictions, summarised in Table 13.
Table 13. Engeström’s (1987) four levels of inner contradictions in activity systems
Contradiction level

Engeström’s definition

Level 1
Primary Contradiction

When activity participants encounter more than one
value system attached to an element within an activity
that brings about conflict.

Level 2
Secondary Contradiction

When activity participants encounter a new element of
an activity, and the process for assimilating the new
element into the activity brings about conflict.

Level 3
Tertiary Contradiction

When activity participants face conflicting situations
by adopting what is believed to be a newly advanced
method for achieving the object.

Level 4
Quaternary Contradiction

When activity participants encounter changes to an
activity that result in creating conflicts with adjacent
activities.

This study focused on activity within a single work activity system so identified possible
primary, secondary and tertiary contradictions only. The procedure for identifying
contradictions was informed by previously reviewed research focusing on
contradictions in technology-mediated teaching contexts (e.g. Anthony & Clark, 2011;
Blin & Munro, 2008; Hardman, 2005; Karasavvidis, 2009; Murphy & Rodriguez135

Manzanares, 2008; Peruski & Mishra, 2004; Russell & Schneiderheinze, 2005). In
particular, the current analysis drew on Kärkkäinen’s (1999) notion of ‘turning points’
as a way of identifying possible contradictions within participants’ activity systems.
Turning points have been used extensively by Russell and Schneiderheinze (Russell,
2004; Russell & Schneiderheinze, 2005; Schneiderheinze, 2003) as indicators of object
transformation, that is, ways in which the lecturer delineated the activity of teaching in
a new way.
Turning points have been described as “unintentional deviations from the script”
Kärkkäinen (1999, p. 111), that is, deviation from a plan, set of rules, or tradition
controlling the process of work. Kärkkäinen (1999) operationalises three indicators of
turning points including disturbance clusters, questions, and interaction of voices.
Disturbances are typically mismatches or conflicts between participants’ different voices
and typically include difficulties in understanding, disagreements, or rejections between
or among participants. Kärkkäinen refers to these as interactive disturbances.
Disturbances can also be manifested non-verbally, taking the form of gestures,
expressions, and movements showing anxiety, even actions such as leaving the
interaction situation. Kärkkäinen refers to these as physical disturbances. A third type
of disturbance is an anticipatory disturbance where “anticipation of a disturbance may
become a disturbance in and of itself” (Kärkkäinen, 1999, p. 112). Participants engaged
in an activity may also experience dilemmas characterised by tension in their voice and
thinking that manifests itself as hesitations and reservations characterised by clusters of
“buts” and negatives, being “in two minds” about things, inconsistent opinions, even
arguing with oneself (Kärkkäinen, 1999, p. 112). Dilemmas as such do not necessarily
lead to disturbances, but they are manifested as tensions within the activity system
(Billig et al., 1988). Attempts at innovation where the subject consciously seeks to
introduce a new idea or solution can also indicate a disturbance. The second indicator of
turning points is questioning in which the subject is questioning accepted practice.
Questioning is characterised by doubts about whether former ideas and ideologies are
worthwhile or workable in practice. The third indicator of turning points is interaction of
different voices which is characterised by the expression of different viewpoints on an
issue in a collaborative setting.
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In this analysis, turning points were operationalised through the interpretation of
reflective dialogue with the researcher (Individual interview; Stimulated recall
interview) and with other participants (Group interview), guided by the decision
indicators illustrated in Table 14.
The procedure for coding data units as turning points involved initially re-reading the
transcripts from the individual interview, stimulated recall interview and group
interview with a view to identifying context units exemplifying a disturbance cluster or
questioning. Segments of dialogue meeting the decision guidelines were coded in the
subcategories of dilemma, disturbance, innovation attempt, and questioning. The data
segments coded as turning points were then matched against the activity system node
against which that segment was coded in Phase 1, thus indicating the location of the
conflict. Participants’ reflective dialogue was interpreted individually and collectively
to determine their perceptions of whether they had mitigated or resolved the
contradictions and in doing so had transformed their practice.
Table 14. Kärkkäinen’s (1999) indicators of turning points
Turning point
indicator

Decision indicator

Disturbance
clusters

•

•

•

Questioning

•
•

Interaction of
different voices

•

The participant expresses hesitations, reservations, being
"in two minds" things, inconsistent opinions,
characterised by clusters of “buts” and negatives
(Dilemmas)
The participant expresses difficulty in understanding,
disagreement with, or rejection of a situation
(Disturbances)
The participant consciously seeks to introduce a new
idea or solution (Innovation attempts)
The participant questions accepted practices, such as
ideas presented, present pedagogy and work practices
The participant expresses doubt about whether former
ideas and ideologies are worthwhile or workable in
practice
The participants in a collaborative setting present
different viewpoints on an issue
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According to Kärkkäinen (1999), transformation can occur in four ways: widening,
narrowing, switching and disintegrating. When a disturbance manifesting an
underlying contradiction is acknowledged and successfully resolved, a widened or
expanded way of thinking and practising becomes possible. However, if the disturbance
manifesting an underlying contradiction is not acknowledged and resolved the object
may be narrowed. A narrowing of the object could mean that the teacher's concept of
the object becomes less broad, for example, more traditionally focused. A switching of
the object means that tensions inherent in the implementation of the object caused the
lecturer to change her response to the object. The disintegration of the object means that
the lecturer’s response in relation to the object will be fragmented.

3.3.3.5

Cross-case analysis

A cross-case analysis was undertaken following the completion of Phase 2 in data
interpretation with a view to identifying whether the cases were diverse or similar or
whether they could be understood beyond the individual case. Although the sample size
is small, the volume and richness of data is substantial making it possible to confirm
other research findings and generate propositions that can be further tested.
The cross-case analysis was undertaken by identifying, elaborating and discussing
themes representing commonalities and differences across the beliefs, practices, contexts
and disciplines of four experienced lecturers as they progressed through the planning
and teaching phases of a blended-mode course. The artifacts produced during data
interpretation such as the participants’ PPT maps, their belief profiles, and the activity
triangle diagrams facilitated this process by providing consistent frames of reference
against which individual attributes and nuances could be reasonably compared.
Similarly, the fact that participants had all developed their courses within the same VLE
(with the exception of Lisa’s blog) meant they had access to the same set of technological
tools to mediate their blended teaching practice and enact their pedagogical visions.
The cross-case analysis provided an opportunity to highlight trends, patterns and
connections between participants’ experiences as the subject of the activity and,
significantly, provided a window into the ways experienced lecturers as a group
acknowledged and responded to disturbances. The analysis is presented in Chapter 5.
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3.3.4 Quality of the Research Design
A key responsibility for any researcher is to ensure the study’s findings can be trusted.
In adopting a naturalistic/constructivist paradigm, the current study has employed an
approach congruent with the underlying ontological and epistemological assumptions
of a qualitative inquiry. Lincoln and Guba (1985) contend that the conventional criteria
of internal validity, external validity, reliability, and objectivity normally applied to
quantitative research are inappropriate within the naturalistic paradigm. Instead, they
argue that the concepts of credibility (in preference to internal validity), transferability
(in preference to external validity), dependability (in preference to reliability), and
confirmability (in preference to objectivity) should be used to demonstrate rigour in a
qualitative study. It is, therefore, appropriate that rigour be discussed according to the
naturalistic process quality criteria.
Several strategies have been recommended as enhancing the trustworthiness of
qualitative research including member checking, peer review, researcher reflexivity,
prolonged engagement, persistent observations, multiple data sources, triangulation
and thick description (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2002). Creswell recommended that a
qualitative researcher engage in at least two of these strategies in a research study. The
current study implemented six of the eight recommended strategies. A description of
how each technique was implemented in this study is elaborated in the following
subsections.

3.3.4.1

Member checking

The researcher, when conducting member checks, asks participants to comment on their
interpretations to ascertain if they "are credible to the constructors of the original
multiple realities" (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 296). Lincoln and Guba consider member
checking the single most important provision that can be made to bolster a study’s
credibility. Given the study’s aims of representing the complexity of lecturers’
participation in the activity of planning and teaching a blended-mode course from their
perspective and in their voice, member checking was considered the most important
measure of credibility. In this study, member checks were interwoven with data
collection prior to the commencement of teaching and after the conclusion of teaching.
Following the individual semi-structured interviews in Phase 1, the dialogue was
interpreted and represented visually as a pedagogical belief profile, and a PPT map for
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each participant. These artifacts sought to represent the cognitive attributes of the
individual, their use of cognitive tools such as teaching strategies, the historical and
socio-cultural influences operating in each lecturer’s environment, and the connections
and interrelationships between these factors. Elements depicted in the PPT map were
constructed using the extracts of the lecturer’s own voice where possible rather than
homogenised terminology. Following the construction of each document, each
participant was presented with a printed version of their beliefs profile and PPT map
and the dimensions and relationships between elements were explained. Each
participant was invited to alter or clarify the documents by means of annotation to more
accurately represent the depiction from their perspective. Two participants made
alterations to their documents while two chose not to make any changes. The annotated
documents were altered and returned to the participants for final confirmation. During
the group interview, participants were again given the opportunity to examine and
annotate their belief profiles and PPT maps and were asked to confirm any changes at
the conclusion of the session. The use of diagrams in the form of PPT maps also allowed
demonstration of an audit trail which contributed to the confirmability of this study.

3.3.4.2

Prolonged engagement with persistent observations

In this study, the researcher was involved as an observer for the entire duration of each
participant’s course. This role involved making weekly online observations of the
interactions between teacher and students and digital artifacts being produced
throughout the 13 week study period, and also reflective debriefs in the form of
individual interviews with each participant before, during and after teaching.

3.3.4.3

Multiple data sources

Understanding the experiences of university teachers necessitated data collection
techniques capable of capturing the tacit world of teacher beliefs. Several reviewers in
the area of teacher beliefs have noted the importance of using multiple methods to
investigate teacher beliefs (Richardson, 1996; Wideen, Mayer-Smith, & Moon, 1998).
According to Kagan (1990, p. 459), "the use of multimethod approaches appears to be
superior, not simply because they allow triangulation of data but because they are more
likely to capture the complex, multifaceted aspects of teaching and learning”. For Pajares
(1992), "additional measures [beyond a single data source] must be included if richer and
more accurate inferences are to be made" (p. 327). This study employed multiple data
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sources in the form of an individual semi-structured interview; an individual stimulated
recall interview, a group semi-structured interview, online observations and course
documents to meet the quality criterion of dependability.

3.3.4.4

Triangulation

Triangulation is defined as employing multiple research tools in order to “view a
particular point in research from more than one perspective, and hence to enrich
knowledge and/or test validity” (Sarantakos, 2005, p. 145). Sarantakos delineates several
forms of triangulation: method triangulation whereby several methods are used; time
triangulation whereby data can be collected at different times; paradigm triangulation
whereby qualitative and quantitative methods could be used together; investigator
triangulation whereby a number of investigators are used; and sampling triangulation
whereby two or more samples (for example, an experimental and control group) are
used to test causal relationships. Using Sarantakos‘ (2005) categories, this study
employed both method and time triangulation as data collection used multiple methods
and data were collected at several points over the duration of the course. During data
collection, different types of data were collected: online observations and course
documents (that were time stamped to correlate with the stimulated recall transcripts);
digital artifacts produced during the course; and interviews with participants
(individual and group) conducted before, during and after the course. During data
interpretation, different types of data were used to refine and substantiate emergent
themes. For example, simulated recall transcripts were triangulated with digital artifacts
and observations of online interactions. A selection of data and the researcher’s
interpretations were also checked with the research supervisor to meet the quality
criterion of confirmability.

3.3.4.5

Thick description

A thick description of a human behaviour is one that explains not just the behaviour, but
its context as well, such that the behaviour becomes meaningful to an outsider (Geertz,
1973). This study has consistently argued for approaches that can represent the complex
activity of online teaching including the historical, socio-cultural and contextual nuances
at play in each participant’s activity system. In the inquiry, a thick description of
lecturers’ participation in online teaching was achieved in the data collection stage by
framing interview questions in non-directive language. Thick description has also been
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attained in the data interpretation stage by using the participants’ voice as much as
possible within the descriptive accounts and visual depictions of their personal practical
theories of teaching. In particular, a thick description has been achieved by using a
multiple case study approach scaffolded with the conceptual and interpretive
framework of cultural-historical activity theory. This approach has allowed an intensive
description and analysis of university lecturers’ participation in the activity of online
teaching with an equal emphasis on both individual influence (such as held pedagogical
beliefs) and socio-cultural and contextual factors impacting on their experience. The use
of case studies to generate a thick description of lecturers’ participation in an eLearning
context is also congruent with Lee’s (1991) assertion that case studies are particularly
useful for practice-based studies where the experience of the actors is important, and the
context of action is critical. Triangulation was employed in this study to meet the quality
criteria of credibility and confirmability.
In summary, a rigorous qualitative approach has been central to this qualitative
naturalistic study. The research design was congruent with the research focus, enabling
flexibility and permitting the issues to unfold in a naturalistic setting. Importantly,
rigour was achieved through the establishment of trustworthiness. The trustworthiness
criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability were
operationalised by the following six activities: member checking, prolonged
engagement, persistent observations, multiple data sources, triangulation, and thick
description.

3.4 Ethical considerations
This study fully complies with the research and ethical requirements of James Cook
University and was approved by the JCU Human Ethics Sub-Committee (JCU Ref No:
H2212). The information sheet and consent form provided to participants have been
made available in Appendices B and C.
The research was framed using the theoretical lens of cultural-historical activity theory
and based on a case study methodology that revolved around contextual issues.
Interview data containing identifying details such as, but not limited to, the names of
participants, colleagues, students or organisations have been omitted or de-identified
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prior to the writing process. Confidentiality of participants’ personally identifying
details has been assured.
All participants were required not to use the real names of their students or any other
personally identifying descriptions. Nevertheless, due to the nature of the online
collaboration some of the data gathered inevitably included anecdotal evidence
regarding students. This data was checked prior to the research analysis and reporting
stage to ensure that any references to the student’s name or identifying description were
changed to preserve anonymity.

3.5 Chapter summary
This chapter has detailed the methodology used in this study, revealing the complexity
of the research process. This chapter has argued that the use of a qualitative research
design with a multiple case study approach is an appropriate design for this exploratory
research. The choice of cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT) as a theoretical lens
was justified and emphasis was placed on its strengths as a descriptive and interpretive
framework capable of capturing the complexity of the social, cultural and historical
context. The chapter explained in some depth the data collection and data interpretation
procedures. It detailed the set of dimensions used for profiling the participants'
pedagogical beliefs, the procedures for mapping participants’ activity systems, and for
identifying contradictions in order to interpret potential transformations in belief and
practice. The chapter concluded with a description of the strategies employed to
maintain the quality of the research design and outlined the ethical considerations
pertinent to this inquiry.
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESEARCH FINDINGS
4.1 Introduction
The intent of this chapter is to present the four case studies, each comprising description,
data, and interpretative commentary. Each case study consists of three sections. The first
section, Beliefs about teaching and learning, includes a profile of the participant’s espoused
pedagogical beliefs, illustrated with quotes drawn from their individual pre-course
interview and summarised diagrammatically using the Pedagogical belief profile
elaborated in Chapter 3. The second section, Planning a blended-mode course is presented
as a narrative account of the lecturer’s thinking and intentions during the design phases
of the course practice, and is drawn from the individual interview conducted prior to
the commencement of the course. The third section, Teaching a blended-mode course is
presented as a narrative account of the lecturer’s thinking and practice during the
teaching phase of their course, and is drawn from reflective dialogue with the researcher
during individual interviews conducted during the course and from a post-course group
interview. The accounts in these sections contain a number of subheadings, each
representing thematic stories about individual turning point events experienced by the
participants. The text includes illustrative data such as direct quotes from participants,
extracts from digital artifacts such as course documents, the researcher’s observations of
online activity, and general comments highlighting alignment or disjunctions between
beliefs and practice. Bracketed text that occurs within the participant’s own narrative
was inserted to either disguise information that may identify the participant or an
institution or to clarify meaning in the spoken text.
In planning and teaching their courses, each participant encountered a number of
organisational, technological and individual tensions, many of which arose as
progressive issues during the teaching phase of the course. These tensions are
interpreted in a Commentary section which concludes each case study. The commentary
performs several functions: it situates the data within the framework of culturalhistorical activity theory (CHAT); it allows the trajectory of each participant’s activity to
be described as it changes over time; it provides additional information to help
contextualise the data; it assists in the identification of systemic tensions underlying the
conflicts experienced by participants; it serves as a device for zooming between the
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personal, interpersonal and institutional-community plane of analysis; it focuses
attention on the meaning interpretations of the researcher; and it draws attention to
deeper levels of meaning that may be overlooked by a cursory reading of the text. In
addition to assisting interpretation of the data in the immediate context, this
commentary may help the transfer of the findings and enhance the credibility of the
study. In terms of transferability, it may assist the reader in making comparisons
between the research context and another context, thus, facilitating the transfer of the
findings beyond the bounds of a specific case study. In terms of credibility, the
commentary goes beyond the raw data and provides a window into the researcher‘s
interpretative processes, revealing how the researcher came to an interpretation of a
particular instance of data.

4.2 Case Study One: Lisa
Lisa was an experienced professional journalist who had been teaching in Higher
Education for eight years and had been using virtual learning environments to
supplement her courses for the previous two years. However, Lisa had no formal
training in teaching or technology. The course in this case study was a second year unit
of study in the professional discipline of journalism and was initially structured in a
format comprising 13 hours of lectures and 20 hours of tutorials. Tutorial readings were
prescribed in the form of textbook chapters. Lisa frequently used stories of real-world
experiences as a bridge between the theory found in the course textbook, and the
vocational skills students would be expected to demonstrate.
A summary representation of Lisa’s activity system is presented in Figure 9. The Subject
node of Lisa’s activity system, encapsulating her individual attributes such as beliefs
about teaching, learning and technology; personal qualities, attitudes and past
experiences is profiled in the Beliefs about teaching and learning section. The Planning a
blended-mode course and Teaching a blended-mode course sections incorporate the Mediating
tools node to explicate the cognitive, virtual and physical tools employed in each phase
of the activity; the Object mode to establish the purpose of the activity, and the Outcomes
node to indicate the intended outcomes of the activity. The discussion of contextual
elements influencing the planning and teaching phases of the activity are informed by
elements contained in the Division of Labour, Community and Rules nodes.
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•
•
•
•
•
•

Virtual Learning Environment
Blog
Reflective journal
Textbook
Daily newspapers
Teaching strategies: pedagogical,
organisational, learning support,
assessment

Lecturer
• Beliefs (teaching,
learning,
technology)
• Personal qualities
• Attitudes
• Past experiences

• Institutional culture and
policies
• Professional ethical standards
• Lecturer’s rules and
expectations for students

Planning and teaching a
blended mode course

• Stated course
outcomes
• Students able
apply theory to
practice
• Students able to
demonstrate
professional skills
• Sense of
responsibility and
privilege of the
profession

• Academic colleagues
• VLE Support staff
• Students

• Lecturer roles:
Technologist,
Designer, Facilitator,
Administrator,
Evaluator
• Student roles

Figure 9. CHAT model of Lisa’s work activity system

4.2.1 Beliefs about teaching and learning
Lisa identified strongly as a professional journalist and believed in the importance of
inculcating students into the realities and responsibilities of the job. For Lisa, teaching
was about bringing real-world industry experience to the classroom and immersing
students in an environment where they would be expected to develop and demonstrate
the ethical sensibilities and vocational skills required in the profession.
In her course outline, Lisa had identified a range of institutional graduate qualities to be
demonstrated by students completing the course. It was clear that the selected qualities
bore a particularly close relationship to the attributes expected of a practising journalist.
These encompassed critical thinking; the analysis and evaluation of claims, evidence and
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arguments; the ability to communicate effectively with a range of audiences; the ability
to speak and write logically, clearly and creatively; the ability to use and interpret
different media; and the development of coherent and disciplined body of skills,
knowledge, values and professional ethics. Lisa’s stated learning outcomes for the
course were focused on the demonstration of vocational skills requiring students to
establish a network of news contacts; maintain a news round, and produce a regular
flow of news stories to publishable standards (Lisa, Course outline). In terms of her
underlying pedagogical beliefs, Lisa’s selection of graduate qualities and learning
outcomes indicated a strongly ‘discipline specific’ orientation on the Educational goals
dimension of her belief profile (Figure 10).
Lisa placed great value on sharing her own industry experience as a way to both inspire
students and make connections between theory and practice. Personal anecdotes were
used to create connections for students between the theoretical perspective of the
texbook and the and the vocational skills of a professional journalist. Lisa explained how
she viewed the connection between theory and practice:
I think it’s very important that I’ve had some industry experience so I’m able to
bring some of the practical anecdotal information. I mean it’s quite funny to me,
you know when you’re out in the industry, you don’t label everything, ‘I’m off to
do a news feature now’. Therefore what is a news feature? Let me find a
definition and you just go out and write a story – so I suppose teaching is being
able to impart that practical knowledge but also understand the theory so that what
they are getting from you is not what they would get if they just went into a
cadetship at a newspaper. So you’re furthering their knowledge in both a practical
and theoretical way. (Lisa, Interview 1)
For Lisa, the use of anecdotes was akin to imparting practical information. She expected
students to make their own connections between her examples and labels such as ‘News
features’ used in the course textbook. Lisa saw the teacher’s role as encompassing the
transmission of information in a practical sense, but it was evident that she also
conceptualised her role as helping students develop expertise rather than just imparting
‘facts’. Lisa’s expanded conception of the role of the teacher is illustrated on Teacher’s
role dimension of her belief profile as encompassing the teacher-centred, ‘transmitting
information’ conception and extending along the continuum toward the ‘facilitating
student learning’ conception.
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Figure 10. Lisa’s pedagogical belief profile
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Lisa believed in providing the stimulus and opportunity for students to learn but
appeared consistently to place responsibility on the student for transforming theoretical
or practical information into the application of the associated skill. She explained her
view:
From the outset my philosophy hasn’t changed in that I think you should be
teaching something where students are going to learn from what you’re offering
and to be able to apply that, for instance in Journalism, in the workplace or in the
vocational skill that they are able to use. (Lisa, Interview 1)
From Lisa’s perspective, learning appears to be fundamentally a cognitive constructivist
process where students initiate events that lead to conceptual change. It was evident that
she was not expecting students to reproduce the ‘practical information’ she was
conveying through storytelling, but rather, intended them to extract the relevant details
and form their own understanding.
Lisa's perspective on the Nature of learning is indicative of a belief that ‘students learn
actively’ (Figure 10). Lisa’s comments and her statement of graduate attributes suggest
an expectation that students should engage in higher order processes such as ‘critical
analysis and evaluation of claims, evidence and arguments’ (Lisa, Course outline). This
perspective indicates a belief that students should be responsible for changing their way
of knowing and are the active agents in constructing their own knowledge. Lisa’s
disposition is, therefore, appropriately indicated on the Agent constructing knowledge
dimension of her belief profile as ‘personal agency’ (Figure 10).
Lisa was not able to clearly articulate what she understood by the term ‘learning’ but
evidently saw it as a process whereby students develop a deeper understanding of the
topic or concept being studied on both a reproductive/relational level but also on an
emotional/affective level. She described her notion:
I suppose what it means to learn is to engage in a course and to have a better
understanding of that course when you have studied it. There are so many facets
of the learning process … it’s not just about you know ‘Learn from my
experience. Let me tell you my anecdotes or learn from this textbook because
that’s got a definition of what you’re looking for’. As a Journalist you’re learning
things like ethical behaviour. You are in a position of trust in a similar way that
teachers are. Often I feel how inspired they are. I mean in that they’re willing to
continue to learn more so I think inspiration is a large part of it and if I see
inspiration in a student I think that my teaching has had some connection. (Lisa,
Interview 1)

143

Lisa’s comments suggest she espoused a view of learning that went beyond the mere
reproduction of knowledge. Rather, she appeared to hold a more sophisticated
conception of learning whereby students explore ways of understanding from particular
perspectives and develop the capacities and attributes of an expert. For Lisa, learning is
also evident when students are motivated and inspired to learn more of their own
volition. Lisa’s perspective reinforces her view that students are active agents in the
learning process and aligns with the attributes specified in her course outline requiring
the engagement of higher order thinking skills such as synthesis and evaluation. This
view is indicative of a belief that the Understanding process is ‘transformational’ and is
depicted as such on Lisa’s belief profile (Figure 10).
Lisa was a strong proponent of ‘authentic learning’ and recalled her previous experience
in using authentic learning tasks in her Journalism curriculum:
I think authentic learning skills are one of the best ways. I’ve found the students
certainly have been more motivated by that kind of learning. I’ve been able to
replicate some of the real learning experiences like approaching people that they
don’t know or for being accurate, being ethical and looking at the legal dilemmas
that they might face, like reporting within their legal and ethical framework. (Lisa,
Interview 1).
In particular, Lisa saw authentic tasks as an opportunity for students to develop the
desired behavioural attributes and traits of a journalist. She related an anecdote to
exemplify the value of an authentic approach:
Journalism is very much a job about bravado and having the confidence to be able
to deal with people right from a little boy in a gutter to the Prime Minister. And if
you don’t have that… to be able to replicate that in a university learning
environment, you have to give them tasks to instil that. That’s why I throw them
into an oral presentation in the first year and some of them react with absolute
horror. Tenacity, is another big one and I don’t think, until they get into the
authentic learning skills, that they have any idea of you know just to come back
and say “Well somebody didn’t return my phone call. I sent them an email and
they haven’t sent one back, therefore I’ve done as good a job as I can on this story
and I’m moving onto the next one”. If you’re going to go into the real world and
you come up to the Chief of Staff and say well I’ve rung them and they haven’t
rung me back then you’re going to fail in the task you’ve been given. (Lisa,
Interview 1)
In Lisa’s experience, traits such as confidence, bravado and tenacity were behavioural
skills best learned through engagement in scenarios that incorporated real world
consequences and outcomes. Lisa’s perspective suggested she valued authenticity in the
learning activities themselves and also in the outcomes demonstrated by students. In
terms of her espoused beliefs about teaching, this suggested a held conception that the
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orientation of learning tasks (Task orientation) should be ‘authentic’ and, from a
learning perspective, that students should be expected to demonstrate knowledge and
skills (Expected use of knowledge and skills) in an ‘authentic’ context (Figure 10).
Lisa firmly believed that students came to think and act like a journalist through having
the opportunity to perform professional tasks under real-world pressures and
deepening their understanding of the professional responsibilities. Although she saw a
place for lectures and tutorials, she remained adamant that Journalism was a discipline
that demanded a practical approach. She explained:
I can model behaviour for them and I can stand up in my lecture and give a lecture
and definitions and examples and all of the things that you do in that situation and
discuss reading and tutorials but... how can you teach something like when you
pick the phone up and you dial a number and you speak to the Principal of a
school, and you explain who you are and what you want … I think, particularly in
Journalism, you do have to have that practical component. (Lisa, Interview 1)
From a teaching perspective, Lisa’s beliefs about Curriculum focus were clearly oriented
towards ‘professional performance’ with the view that engagement in professional
activity led to disciplinary ways of knowing. Lisa’s disposition is depicted on the
Curriculum focus dimension of her belief profile (Figure 10).
For Lisa, effective communication was a core professional skill and something to be
encouraged at every opportunity. In her course outline, Lisa explicitly identified
graduate qualities she expected students to demonstrate during the course including the
ability to communicate effectively with a range of audiences; the ability to lead, manage
and contribute effectively to teams; and the ability to speak and write logically, clearly
and creatively (Lisa, Course outline). In terms of encouraging authenticity and
professional performance, Lisa expected students to ‘engage with the outside world’
(Lisa, Interview 1), using the tools and technology at their disposal. Her penchant for
professional realism was sustained in the classroom environment with the intention that
students would engage in role-play based on a highly collaborative ‘news conference’
scenario. In effect, the Role of student communication and collaboration was an
implicit and ‘central’ element of Lisa’s pedagogical philosophy and this disposition is
reflected in her belief profile (Figure 10).
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In an environment where the polished performance of professional skills was valued,
Lisa viewed assessment as ‘a tool you can use to work out whether you’ve got it right’
(Lisa, Interview 1). One of Lisa’s key expectations was that students should be able to
produce news stories to a ‘publishable standard’. She explained:
If you have learning outcomes or attributes you’d like your students to learn then
assessment is a way of testing whether they’ve got to that level of expectation. In
Journalism, for instance, that means writing to a publishable standard. (Lisa,
Interview 1)
Although Lisa admitted she found it difficult to articulate her understanding of
assessment, it was evident that the type of learning tasks set as assessable items in the
course required students to engage in a range of professional roles, employ the skills and
attributes of a journalist within the applicable ethical and legal frameworks, and produce
stories in a range of genres (Lisa, Course outline). To be successful in these assessment
tasks, Lisa explained that students were required to integrate their understanding of
theoretical perspectives in the discipline with advice gleaned from the practical
anecdotes related in lectures, and demonstrate the vocational sensibilities and
capabilities of a journalist to produce publishable articles. As the developer of these
assessment tasks, it was evident that Lisa tacitly believed that students should be able to
‘integrate, transform and use knowledge purposefully’, and this disposition is reflected
in the Assessment focus dimension of her belief profile (Figure 10).
In her initial interview, Lisa evidently believed that more structured guidance could be
provided verbally on a just-in-time basis as students encountered difficulties or
dilemmas. Nevertheless, Lisa was also a teacher of the pre-requisite first-year Journalism
course and knew that most students would not have yet an understanding of the roles
and production process necessary for the current second-year course. In her course
outline (Lisa, Course outline), Lisa specified in some detail the responsibilities of the
various roles (reporter, illustrator, sub-editor and editor) that students would be
expected to perform in their assessment tasks, describing the way the roles would
interact and collaborate during the production process. This document was made
available in the VLE course site and provided a reference point for students to check
their understanding of the lecturer’s expectations and thereby monitor and regulate their
participation in the course learning activities. In effect, Lisa had anticipated the
knowledge gap that students would bring to her course and pre-emptively provided the
necessary information to scaffold students’ initial engagement in the learning tasks.
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Although not explicitly articulated in her initial interview, her actions suggest a tacit
belief in ‘pre-emptive’ Accommodation of student understandings (Figure 10).
In her discussion about how she uses pedagogy in the course, Lisa did not specifically
mention an intention to provide metacognitive support for students. However, her
planned teaching stategy of using practical anecdotes ‘from the trenches’ was intended
as a way to both expand students’ conceptions and awareness of the profession, and
establish boundaries in terms of ethical and legal responsibilities. In a sense, Lisa’s
approach provided a way for students to gauge the propriety of their intended actions
but was not necessarily intended as a form of metacognitive support. This disposition is
indicated as a transitional conception on Lisa’s belief profile (Figure 10).
The following two sections detail Lisa’s participation in the planning and teaching
phases of the course. Individual influences on the object of online teaching are
considered in the form of pedagogical beliefs, personal qualities, attitudes and past
experiences contributing to the current activity. The tools mediating this activity include
both virtual tools (the VLE, external Blog and online reflective journal), physical tools
(textbook, newspapers, telephone) and cognitive tools (teaching strategies). Contextual
influences are considered in the form of organisational constraints and issues connected
to the attributes of the student group.

4.2.2 Planning a blended-mode course
Lisa’s main concern in the planning phase was building flexibility and authenticity into
the course and integrating digital technologies wherever possible. Lisa encountered a
significant organisational barrier during this phase and faced the dilemma of how to
implement her intended design within a school culture resistant to innovation. Lisa’s
actions in response to this tension are considered in terms of alignment with her
espoused pedagogical beliefs and the potential for changing her pedagogical practice.

Working around the obstacles
Lisa considered herself a relatively inexperienced teacher in the blended learning context
but was enthusiastic about experimenting with new digital technologies. The current
course had not been offered previously, and Lisa was keen to bring a more contemporary
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and dynamic sensibility to the design through incorporating online technologies used in
the professional world of journalism. Lisa explained:
I wasn’t too scared about using the VLE. I thought it was a really good
communication tool and I’d used it probably for a year or two prior to this. I guess
my initial interest was in how far I could go in getting everything online. (Lisa,
Interview 2)
Nevertheless, Lisa felt her ambitions to design a blended-mode course were constrained
by a number of perceived organisational tensions. She elaborated on some of the
impediments:
The bureaucratic nature of academia would have to be the number one
impediment. I find it really frustrating to work within an academic environment in
the sense that things take so long. There’s just not enough hours in the day. I’ve
managed to work around that but I think the inflexibility of things like
timetabling… it’s not at all surprising that student numbers are down across the
university because we’re not, we’re not, delivering it how they want it. Having
been newly a career academic I think lack of mentoring is another one that I
would say as a problem.... really I was thrown absolutely in the fire. Also,
academia has tended to, because of the way it’s structured, reward those who’ve
been in the job for a long period of time so that when you come up with
something that’s a new way of doing something, it’s not necessarily recognised.
(Lisa, Interview 1)
As a journalist accustomed to the daily pressure of deadlines, Lisa was frustrated by the
lengthy timelines imposed by institutional processes and the seeming reluctance to
embrace or recognise change. In particular, it was apparent to Lisa that this existing
culture in the School acted to stifle attempts at innovation. Nevertheless, Lisa viewed
these impediments as obstacles that could be overcome and saw technology as a means
to mitigate some of the perceived inflexibility and articulate with the needs of her
potential students. From a disciplinary perspective, Lisa’s desire to embed technology
in her teaching was partly driven by the need to maintain currency in a rapidly changing
field. She described her rationale:
In my particular area, which is Media, of course that changes all the time so to
keep abreast of subjects, to have textbooks that you’re able to use to teach is
difficult. But by turning that around and using technology now has meant that 1)
we’ve got a lot of people interested in studying journalism but 2) we’re able to
have tools that we had no way of being able to use before. (Lisa, Interview 1)
Closely connected to Lisa’s concern for currency in her curriculum was her desire to
design a course that was relevant to prospective students’ needs. She explained:
My biggest concern is always dealing with the bigger picture of delivering courses
that are relevant to what the students want. I’m a great proponent of flexible
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learning and I think that there should be far more of it and more recognition of the
individual need of students. (Lisa, Interview 1)
Having previously taught both postgraduate and undergraduate courses, Lisa was also
cognisant of the challenge of engaging young undergraduate students who frequently
presented with limited life experience. She described her previous experience:
I often find that mature age students bring more life experience… and I’ve found
a big difference in postgraduate students and undergraduate students in that
respect. I’ve found that it was quite confronting to go from teaching postgraduate
students for a whole year then going back to first years because, as a teacher, I
was quite challenged in that you didn’t get the kind of interaction and them, being
able to draw on what they’d experienced and bring that to the tutorial.
Undergraduates bring expectations, they bring questions, they bring preconceived
ideas and dogma, which can be used effectively in the teaching process. (Lisa,
Interview 1)
For Lisa, the diversity of conceptions and ideas brought by second year students
presented an opportunity to immerse them in the world of journalism and expand their
own tacit understandings of the profession. Indeed, Lisa saw their initial naiveté as a
positive in terms of developing the interpersonal qualities of a journalist. She described
her philosophy for exposing students to the ‘difficult to learn’ aspects of journalism:
Some students have more of a problem with the theoretical aspect but I think, in
Journalism, the more difficult ones are to do with confidence and also conceptual
difficulties with things like current affairs. Their knowledge may be limited by
their age or their geographical location or their lack of experience, generally, in
life. But that shouldn’t limit them – so what I will try and do then is get them to
actually engage with the outside world and general knowledge and gain
experience… and we’ve got the tools there with the internet for them to be able to
do that. (Lisa, Interview 1).
Lisa applied a similar perspective to her own task of developing a blended-mode course
in that she did not see her own lack of experience in technology-mediated teaching as a
limiting factor. On the contrary, she saw it as an opportunity to connect with academic
colleagues from other Schools and Faculties and undertake her own self-directed
professional development to explore how digital technologies were being used at the
University. Taking the initiative was second nature for Lisa and in a relatively short
space of time, she had identified a colleague in another discipline who was using the
VLE Blog and Discussion Board tools with her students as a reflective journal. For Lisa,
the establishment of professional dialogue with a more experienced academic mentor
represented a way to transcend the conservative culture of non-participation in her
School that acted to stymie pedagogical innovation. More significantly, Lisa quickly
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came to see the potential of the Blog and Discussion Board tools for facilitating her own
vision of engaging students in communication and collaboration, participating in
authentic learning tasks, producing and publishing real stories, using relevant
information and communication technologies.

Writing, connecting and reflecting
Among Lisa’s key concerns was that students would have the opportunity to think and
act like a journalist and be able to demonstrate professional performance through
producing publishable articles. It was also important that the teaching approaches used
in the course reflected the rapidly changing media landscape. During her interview, Lisa
cited Rupert Murdoch’s address to the American Society of Newspaper Editors in the
previous year, explaining that newspapers were routinely using bloggers to supplement
and broaden the daily coverage of news and give a new and fresh perspective to issues.
As a web-based medium, blogs also offered a better reach to communities in comparison
with traditional print media.
For Lisa, the establishment of a course blog would provide students with a chance to
work as real journalists, choose and research their own stories, have a voice to deliver
regionally significant news, and produce an authentic portfolio of work. Lisa saw a blog
as a very practical tool for achieving her aims, explaining her rationale through the lens
of a previous personal experience:
What I’m actually trying to do with the Blog is provide them with a portfolio of
work, which is very important. I mean I had a job at the Sydney Morning Herald had a thousand applicants for seven jobs and I got one of those seven because I
had a portfolio. Journalism is such a practical, vocational subject and people who
are doing the hiring need to know if that person can write. Can they actually
produce the story? Can they do it to deadline? Something like this blog is going to
be, I would hope, very useful for them to be able to throw down on the desk of the
future Editor and say ‘Look, this is a couple of my stories.’ (Lisa, Interview 2)
Lisa’s design for the blogging activity extended over the duration of the course and
carried an explicit expectation of active student participation. For Lisa, participation was
not about simply ‘turning up’ to tutorials, rather, she wanted students to explore ideas
and issues and ‘practise the journalist’s craft.’ In doing so, students would be expected
to establish and maintain a network of personal news sources and contacts during the
semester and rotate between allocated news roles to produce or edit regular news stories.
The resulting stories would be considered for publication on the public ‘Tropic Zone’
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blog. In allowing students’ articles to be seen publicly, Lisa was aware that she exposed
her own reputation and that of the institution to risk in terms of potential ethical or legal
misconduct. To mitigate the potential for publication of inappropriate content, Lisa
specified the professional obligations for students in some detail in the course outline
(Lisa, Course outline). In addition, the responsibilities of each role in the production
process were outlined to guide students’ participation.
While Lisa was strongly focused on the practical aspects of the course, she was also
mindful of the need to foster students’ understanding of the nexus between theory and
practice and to share their developing ideas with their peers. To accomplish this aim,
Lisa introduced a reflective practice component to the course where students would be
expected to use the VLE Discussion Board tool as a reflective journal of their experiences
in writing and undertaking other roles to produce the blog. Specifically, students were
required to document their ongoing reflection of the ethical, legal and practical
implications of scenarios they would encounter in the various roles to be undertaken as
well as documenting the differences they observed in those roles. An important part of
this task required students to discuss issues they confronted and justify decisions they
made. Having used online discussion forums previously as a communication tool, Lisa
was mindful that lack of guidance could result in divergent or unconstructive
conversations. In her course outline, Lisa added a section specifying the etiquette
expected in the forum and suggested students compare their experience of ‘authentic’
reporting with their expectations of contributing to a media world. Students were
required to support their reflections with references to relevant readings.
Lisa’s philosophy for the course design was centred on flexibility and authenticity. She
sought to emulate the professional practice of journalism by having students participate
in a learning community where interviewees, real life situations and fellow students
became part of the learning community. Technology was seen as a multifaceted
mediating tool and was purposefully integrated into the course design to achieve a
number of aims. The use of the blog facilitated independent publication of students’
work and exposed their output to a real audience. The use of the Discussion Board
enabled students to take a step back and critically reflect on that production process.
Lisa’s expectations of her students, the design of the learning activities and the targeted
use of the VLE was an embodiment of her professional values as a journalist and
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reflected a strong alignment with her espoused beliefs about learners and learning
(Figure 10). Similarly, a focus on deepening disciplinary understanding, authentic
activity and professional performance imbued all aspects of her design, reflecting
congruence with her espoused beliefs about teachers and teaching (Figure 10). Lisa’s
dialogue with an academic colleague early in the design process appeared to have
positively influenced her conception about how the VLE Discussion Board and Blog
tools could be employed to facilitate teaching and learning. More significantly, Lisa was
able to readily draw together her previous experiences as both a teacher and as a
journalist, her emerging understanding about the capabilities of the VLE, and apply
them to design the type of learning experiences she wanted for her students. Lisa’s
attention to providing scaffolded guidance for the story writing and reflective journal
tasks in the form of written expectations, role descriptions and participation guidelines
suggest the espousal of a more integrated conception of the role of metacognitive support
than was evident in her pre-course interview. Lisa’s intentions for using the Discussion
Board to enable peer support through giving and receiving feedback on each others
work also indicates a critical shift in her beliefs about accommodating student
understandings towards a more developed conception of sharing understandings
through dialogue (Figure 10).

4.2.3 Teaching a blended-mode course
This section describes Lisa’s participation in the activity of teaching a blended-mode
course, identifies emergent systemic tensions, and considers her turning point responses
that resulted in a transformation of the object of online teaching and learning. Lisa’s
intentions for her course were focused on maximising the use of technology to create a
flexible, authentic, practice based course where students would have the opportunity to
develop their understanding of the discipline through active participation and reflection.
Students were initially expected to attend a one-hour lecture and a two-hour tutorial per
week with all other activity facilitated through the VLE course site. From the first week
of the course students were expected to log onto the VLE course site and familiarise
themselves with the task requirements, particularly the rosters and role descriptions for
the blogging task.
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Improving communication during story development
The face-to-face lectures in Lisa’s course served to introduce students to the technical
elements of researching, writing, illustrating and producing stories; the structure of
different types of news story such as profiles, features, editorials and columns; and
processes such as subediting. Tutorials were structured as a mock news conference
where students would provide an update on stories for the week, usually followed by a
separate meeting with the editor to discuss progress of stories. Students had access to a
dedicated computer lab facility for editorial meetings and filing stories. Students were
expected to meet strict deadlines with cumulative penalties imposed for late submission.
Stories were submitted online using the VLE’s Assignment dropbox tool. Lisa viewed
the traditional academic model of lecture/tutorial as a somewhat artificial imposition on
her intentions for students to experience the flow of news as it would occur in the real
word of journalism. Instead, Lisa preferred more direct and regular contact with
students and teams in order to initiate some starter ideas for stories or provide feedback
on the writing process and soon began relying on the Email and Announcement tools in
the VLE to keep in touch with students.
For Lisa, Announcements were more than a simple communication tool; rather, they
provided a mechanism to take advantage of teachable moments or provide just-in-time
support and advice between lectures and tutorials. In particular, Lisa found
Announcements a subtle way to coach students in the ways of thinking she saw as
desirable in an aspiring journalist. She gave an example:
I’m using Announcements as a conduit for process - for suggesting news stories.
I’m discovering that their abilities to gather news ideas are distinctly behind what
mine are after years of experience in the industry so what I’ve been trying to do
here is simplify that for them. I’m using the Announcements as a teaching tool for
them to realise that there is a back stop there, that there will be some good stories
suggested. So they could actually go to the Announcement tool if they’re stuck
and find that there’s a story there. I’m expecting them to use their initiative here
because it’s the first one in who gets that story. For the second person, it’s ‘no the
story’s already gone’ so there’s an amount of competition there, which I like to
engender. (Lisa, Interview 2)
Lisa saw Announcements as a more effective way to communicate than email, due partly
to students’ perceptions of email. She reflected on her concerns:
I think what I’m concerned about with email I guess is that they can just get
compassion fatigue, they can get email fatigue and they just don’t respond
whereas, if they’re interested and they’re down to the story, I say the first one to
email me when I put a new story up, gets the story. (Lisa, Interview 2)
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Lisa continued to extend her use of Announcements as a way to guide students and
focus their thinking as they were engaging in the writing process. She gave some
examples of how Announcements were employed:
I am actually running two different groups so the Announcements I would usually
put on there relate to the entire group of students… anything that’s relevant that
applies to all of them. For instance, I used this Announcement to actually give
them more generic skills on feedback on how not to write something. With this
one… there’s been Mardi Gras in Townsville and I suggested that rather than
focus on the date it was held, that they look more into how many that they’ve had
and you know what the size of the gay community is in Townsville. (Lisa,
Interview 2)
Within a few weeks of the commencement of the course, Lisa was using Announcements
largely as a proxy for face-to-face contact between tutorials, finding it a more flexible
way of communicating. She explained:
I’ve kind of cut back on the lectures. I’ve found it more useful to structure activity
so it doesn’t fit into the traditional academic structure, so I guess I’ve been using
the Announcements almost as a back up to not having the lectures. (Lisa,
Interview 2)
Announcements had proven a versatile addition to Lisa’s teaching repertoire. Although
there was no evidence of a significant turning point event that spurred her exploration
of the tool’s potential, it was was evident that her use of Announcements had evolved
in scope, purpose and complexity as the course progressed. Lisa’s integration of
Announcements as a pedagogical tool appeared to develop incrementally with new
applications being implemented on an ‘as needed’ basis. In effect, the Announcements
tool helped give expression to Lisa’s desire for flexibility and authenticity, and also
helped accommodate her aim of transitioning to a fully online mode of teaching.
Lisa felt the traditional lecture/tutorial format interrupted the flow of the story
development process and stymied the immediacy of interaction expected in the real
world of journalism. She saw Announcements as a way to introduce a more flexible,
authentic newsroom environment where students could be stimulated with ideas for
stories and receive guidance and feedback on their work throughout the production
process. Announcements also allowed Lisa to set and manage the class agenda in
response to local events and encourage students to take the initiative in identifying
newsworthy items. A significant element of this approach is indicated by the move from
structured transmission of information in a lecture format towards an increased
emphasis on facilitating practical learning. Lisa asserted:
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I’ve actually pretty well cut out the lectures at the moment, which is a bit radical
but we’re learning so much hands on and there’s so much time involved in the
actual production of the Blog that it seems ridiculous for me to be standing up
there with a PowerPoint. (Lisa, Interview 2)
Lisa’s use of Announcements to provide just-in-time online feedback and guidance in
the writing process also affirms the belief elucidated in the pre-course interview that
student misunderstandings can be prevented through pre-emptive action.

Scaffolding the online story writing process
Lisa’s aims for the blogging activity were to provide students with the opportunity to
work as real journalists, as a voice to deliver regionally significant news, and to provide
students with a portfolio of news stories. In anticipation of students’ limited experience
with an authentic newsroom environment, Lisa had created a set of role descriptions and
a roster indicating students’ fortnightly rotation between each role. Students were
expected to familiarise themselves with these details in the first week of the course in
preparation for their news conference style tutorials in week two.
Although most students had read and understood the responsibilities of each role in the
story writing process, it quickly became apparent in the second week tutorials that very
few students had encountered a real ‘blog’ and held limited conceptions of both the
mechanics of producing ‘publication quality’ material for the web or indeed the genre of
online newspapers in general. For Lisa, this discovery was somewhat disconcerting, as
she had expected students to have at least some experience as consumers of online news.
She recalled:
This was virtually the first time this activity had ever run, and I think students
didn’t know what they were coming up against… in fact, a huge percentage of
them didn’t know what a Blog was. (Lisa, Interview 2)
Lisa’s immediate response to this dilemma was to locate some suitable supplementary
reading to provide students with the required background information. On undertaking
some research in the area she discovered a dearth of information discussing blogs from
the author’s perspective. She explained the problem:
One of the problems I had with this course was there were virtually no textbooks
that covered Blog. So what I had to do was come up fairly quickly with some
examples and some ideas so that we knew what we were coming up against. I
gave them a quick outline on how to write for the web because, although I was
trying to cover that in the lectures, this is the way the Blog works out there in the
real world. I eventually found this South African Blog where they give you
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guidelines for absolute amateurs to cover things like ethics and legal dilemmas as
well as practical aspects of how to write, so I thought well I’ll kind of replicate
this in the real world and do a similar thing here. (Lisa, Interview 2)
Lisa considered the South African blog as a suitable template and placed a link to the
site in her VLE course site alongside the role descriptions and roster information. She
nevertheless viewed a practical demonstration of the blog’s functionality as an important
element in improving students’ understanding and subsequently invited one of the VLE
support team members to demonstrate how the ‘Tropic Zone’ blog would work and how
to publish stories to the site.
Lisa’s early interventions effectively scaffolded students’ understandings to allow them
to engage in the online new writing process. However, the unanticipated learning curve
required for students to be productive in their assigned roles within the specified
deadlines quickly became an additional logistical challenge. In Lisa’s view, a flexible
response was necessary to accommodate students’ development and she reflected on
how the roles and production process evolved as the course progressed:
Their roles and also their rosters were important because I expected them to
basically produce the Blog so that everyone had a particular time they were
supposed to be doing things. That has actually ended up being a bit more fluid
than it would first appear on the spreadsheet. For instance, there were no
subeditors at all the first few weeks because there was no copy to subedit and I
wasn’t sure when that first copy would hit so there was a whole lot of people with
nothing to do and are now looking for things to do. So I’m using the Editor now
as a way of finding out who hasn’t sub edited and of finding stories so, at least
those rosters were up to tell the editors when they were supposed to be doing their
job. (Lisa, Interview 2)
From a practical perspective, Lisa’s strategy of placing more managerial responsibility
on the Editor reflected a more realistic casting of the Editor’s role in a newsroom and
introduced a greater degree of authenticity into the role-play. As students rotated
through the role of Editor, each team member was able to experience the pressure of the
job but also had the opportunity to develop the practical and affective skills required of
the position. Lisa also saw this modification as a way to encourage more collaborative
task-focused dialogue between students and improve their ownership and involvement
in the production process.
Lisa’s actions to scaffold the blogging activity were a multi-layered response to the
difficulties posed by students bringing limited experience and understanding to a novel
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learning activity. The provision of a blogging template containing specific guidelines for
publishing online, the live demonstration of the blog being used in the activity, and the
modified responsibilities of the Editor role acted to mitigate the issue of students’ lack
of experience by providing the ‘building blocks’ that students could draw together to
complete the task. Lisa’s approach was strongly congruent with her beliefs about
learners and learning in terms of students taking active responsibility for their own
learning and transforming their understanding through communication and
collaboration (Figure 10). In terms of her beliefs about teaching and learning, Lisa’s
strategy indicates an underlying belief more clearly aligned with facilitating student
learning than was apparent in her pre-course interview (Figure 10, Teacher’s role
dimension). Similarly, the decision to modify the role of Editor required students to
engage in more collaborative dialogue with their peers suggesting a belief orientation
congruent with the sharing understanding through dialogue conception within the
Accommodation of student understandings dimension (Figure 10).

Reflecting on encounters in the real world
A key element of Lisa’s course design was the incorporation of an online reflective
journaling activity to be undertaken in parallel with the online story-writing (blogging)
activity. Lisa’s intention for the reflective journal was to emphasise the nexus between
theory and practice and to encourage student interaction with their peers. Students were
required to reflect on the ethical, legal and practical issues encountered during the story
writing process; justify decisions they had made; respond to other students’ postings
and support their arguments with relevant readings. Lisa had established a Discussion
forum in the VLE course site to facilitate the reflective journal activity. She commented
on the complementary nature of the publishing and reflection elements:
We do a lot of theoretical learning around, for instance, journalism and ethics. I
continually refer them back to [the discussion forum] because they’re learning that
as we go. Whereas if I was just doing the Blog in isolation there wouldn’t have
been so much reflection and I think that comes through in the Discussion tool.
(Lisa, Interview 2)
Lisa had used the Discussion Board tool in previous years to engage students in
reflection; however, the focus had always been on hypothetical scenarios. A
fundamental difference in the current context was that students were reflecting on their
own real world encounters as they interviewed people during the story writing process.
For Lisa, the authenticity of the current activity held the powerful potential for learning
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from actual mistakes and developing a deeper understanding of the responsibilities and
mindset of a professional journalist. Lisa related an anecdote about how she had used
the online Discussion forum to work through an ethical issue raised by two students
writing an investigative story:
In this particular instance, the two students were actually out there and had told
people who they were, but were doing something they actually weren’t supposed
to be doing and I was able to immediately refer them back to a particular clause in
the Code of Ethics that suggested that that was not an acceptable, ethical practice.
But, at the same time, with these two particular students, I was very keen to
reward them for showing initiative and persistence, not harassment, but those are
professional skills within Journalism that are rewarded in the industry and tend to
be fairly unique kind of skills. So I’m trying to not put them off and say ‘You’ve
done the wrong thing here’… I think the fact was that they came to that
conclusion themselves as I said at the end of this posting, ‘Honesty is the best
policy’. (Lisa, Interview 2)
The dialogue generated in students’ online reflections also proved to be a rich source of
‘teachable moments’ for Lisa during the face-to-face tutorial sessions. In particular, Lisa
found that students gained considerable benefit from being able to empathise and
connect with the experiences of their peers. She explained:
After she’d posted that, we actually talked about that in tutorials so it was a really
useful exercise. I didn’t want to put the students on the spot but, given that they’d
already declared their hand by putting it up on the Discussion tool, I did ask them
if they minded us sharing that story and what they’d learnt from it. And the other
students were really… I could see them imagining ‘There by the grace of God, go
I’. I think when you come up with textbook examples, they’re often about people
who are in the industry - well these students aren’t even in the industry. So you’re
asking them to imagine that they’re somebody they’re really not whereas where
they could identify with their peers as being in that situation, it was a really good
learning tool. (Lisa, Interview 2)
For Lisa, the online reflective journal and subsequent tutorial discussion of the issues
was an effective way to meet both the stated course objectives and her own personal
goals for students. At the course level, the activity articulated closely with the specified
graduate attributes of developing a coherent and disciplined body of skills, knowledge,
values and professional ethics, and the ability to reflect on and evaluate learning
processes and products (Lisa, Course outline). From Lisa’s perspective, the activity
provided an effective means of reifying the connection between the ethical and legal
frameworks of the profession and actual practices undertaken by the students.
Moreover, Lisa’s strategy of integrating students’ experiences and contributions into the
fabric of the course supported her intention of fostering a sense of involvement and
ownership among students. In effect, students had become the co-constructors of the
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course by generating the materials and dialogic interaction that would form the basis of
their own learning both online and in face-to-face tutorials.
Lisa viewed her role in this process as a process moderator and as a connection with the
industry. She explained her role in the online forum and the value of the forum for
discussing professional issues:
I’m trying to bring them back sometimes just from ranting aimlessly and directing
them towards either readings or lectures that have been given that support their
responses. Because this subject is particularly practically focused it helps them
realise that what they’re experiencing is not some individual cry in the
wilderness… that many people have been there before them. I do think that the
industry tends to short cut all of those issues… I mean most of what’s been
discussed on this Discussion Board, you would not discuss in a Journalism
environment because nobodys got time, you’re doing four to five news stories a
day. (Lisa, Interview 2)
Lisa had originally intended the Discussion Board as a place for evaluating the industry
related aspects of students’ experiences; however, it became apparent within a few
weeks that students had begun independently using the forum to seek and offer peer
support for personal issues. Lisa maintained an open door policy and had made it clear
to students that they could discuss personal issues with her at any time. Nevertheless, it
was was evident that students had begun using the online forum to connect with their
peers on a more personal level to share ‘war stories’ arising from encounters in the field.
Lisa described the change:
The Discussion Board has also come to fulfil a sharing of emotional response,
which is a good thing that they get support from other students and I find that
that’s where the other students come in rather than me. They’ll say ‘this happened
to me but I kept going’ or someone will email saying ‘well actually that hasn’t
happened to me, I’ve had nothing but people falling over themselves to help me’.
(Lisa, Interview 2)
The evolution of the Discussion Board into a forum for discussing both the professional
and personal aspects of students’ experiences during the course can be interpreted as a
student-initiated innovation attempt. Students had evidently felt the need to connect
with their peers in ways not anticipated in the original course design and had used the
convenience and immediacy of the online Discussion forum as a means to give and
receive peer support. For Lisa, this seemingly spontaneous evolution of Discussion
Board use was a positive development, and she subsequently relaxed the guidelines of
the reflective journal activity to allow supportive discussion on personal aspects of
students’ experiences during the course. This development also suggested the potential
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for an improved design for the following year by integrating a dedicated peer support
forum into the online environment from the outset.

Capturing the real story
Lisa’s design philosophy of flexibility and authenticity underpinned all aspects of the
course. Employing an extended newsroom role-play for the duration of the course, she
sought to immerse students in the rhythm and flow of newsroom and made some
adjustments to the course assessment to accommodate her design. Lisa explained:
One thing I’ve done that’s fairly radical is we don’t have assignment due dates but
they have to complete this number of assignments by the end of semester. Now
I’ve done that deliberately because you cannot whack assignment due dates
around news. News is a fluid thing. (Lisa, Interview 2)
For Lisa, the use of flexible due dates for stories added a measure of authenticity to the
course design, but it also placed considerable pressure on her to monitor students’
performance and provide feedback as they rotated between assigned roles during the
story writing process. In addition to monitoring students’ work, Lisa assumed the
‘gatekeeper’ role of Editor-in-Chief for the purpose of vetting completed articles before
final publication on the blog. She described her responsibility in this role:
I’m actually acting in this very all-encompassing role of Editor-in-Chief…
because students are still just learning a lot of these things… and my reputation’s
up there. That is one of the biggest negatives about this whole experience because
it’s incredibly time consuming. Also I wanted to keep separate what the students
do… because there’s so many processes that their story goes through. (Lisa,
Interview 2)
As the volume of stories increased, Lisa soon found her time consumed by the need to
manually track each team’s story at every stage of its development and provide
individual feedback. An untenable workload issue rapidly arose prompting Lisa to
contact the central VLE support team to discuss possible technological solutions to the
dilemma. Her requirements were firstly that a suitable solution should allow students
in the ‘reporter’ role to submit a story on an online area where other members of the
team such as the ‘illustrator’ and ‘subeditor’ could download and modify the document,
then upload it for the ‘editor’s’ approval. Secondly, a suitable solution should allow her
to ‘capture’ a copy of each story as it progressed through its development. It should also
allow provision of feedback asynchronously to the author. A workflow incorporating
the VLE was collaboratively developed utilising the File Exchange and Assignment
dropbox tools. The File Exchange area was a tool open to all members of a group
allowing students to access, modify and replace documents, identifying the author and
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time and date stamping the last modification. The Assignment tool allowed a series of
dropboxes to be set up and labelled according to the story type, such as ‘News feature’,
where students could deposit a copy of the story accessible only by the lecturer thus
facilitating a method of capturing and tracking each version of a story. The Assignment
dropbox tool also incorporated a feedback function allowing the lecturer to return
comments for any individual submission. For Lisa, the collaboration with the VLE
support team to develop a technology-enhanced workflow was a significant turning
point in that it achieved multiple objectives. The solution provided the required
functionality and also afforded a degree of asynchronicity allowing her to review a copy
of the story in her own time rather than risk having a single copy overwritten by a
student. The flow on effect would be a more manageable workload.
Lisa subsequently modified the instructions of the blogging task to require students to
submit copies of their story to both the File Exchange area and the appropriate
Assignment dropbox as they completed their contributions. She described the benefit of
this setup for both version tracking and record keeping:
So the story might come in, I suggest they post it in the File Exchange where it
needs to be picked up by another student and sub-edited but they post their
original story into the Assignment drop box and I use that basically as a copy, a
record that I’ve got of what they initially submitted. Because I might get a subeditor who’s not experienced who hacks the story in half and it’s completely
meaningless, so I’ve got also a record of when they actually handed it in. I’m
using the drop boxes now to actually monitor if it’s on the news list as being due.
If a story is due on April the 22nd and it wasn’t put into the drop box until May the
30th so that there will be marks deducted for that because, unless you understand
what a deadline is, you’re never going to be a Journalist. So I guess I’m using that
drop box as a major record keeping of what occurs when they’re submitted.
(Lisa, Interview 2)
In the reflective journal task Lisa had established as part of the story publication process,
students were required to evaluate both positive and negative encounters when
interviewing people for their stories. While this activity was useful for exploring the
students’ perspective on their experiences, Lisa realised that a narrative reflection did
not always capture the practical reality of students’ encounters and consequently
sidestepped some potentially teachable moments. It rapidly became apparent to Lisa
that the Assignment dropbox setup could be extended to capture artifacts generated
during students’ negotiation with interviewees and thus enabled an even greater degree
of authenticity and reflection-on-action. She described the establishment of an additional
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‘Research’ dropbox as a way of capturing the student communication in an unsuccessful
encounter:
If they do a story and nothing comes of it for no reason or fault of their own - an
interviewee might drop out - then I’ve put up a research drop box which allows
them to document all emails they’ve sent and to actually explain how much work
went into it and why the story fell over. So they’re not going to be penalised then
when they are late handing in another story. (Lisa, Interview 2)
Assignment dropboxes were initially intended as a practical device for tracking different
versions of stories as they developed and providing feedback to students. By the end of
the course the dropboxes had evolved into a way of capturing students’ lived
experiences, through the submission of digital artifacts such as emails as they engaged
in the process of developing and writing a story for publication. For Lisa, the rich
collection of artifacts, reflective journal entries and interactions between students offered
a wellspring of opportunities for deepening students’ understanding and appreciation
of what it meant to be a journalist.
Lisa’s efforts to capture the essence of students’ live experiences and explore their
understandings through reflective dialogue suggests an underpinning belief congruent
with the sharing understanding through the dialogue pole of the Accommodation of
student understanding dimension (Figure 10). While Lisa’s teaching strategies towards
the end of the course would seem to indicate a clear conceptual shift from her initial
position of pre-emptive accommodation of student understanding, it is possible that the
more developed conception only became evident as the means allowing its expression
evolved. In other words, rather than spurring a conceptual shift per se, Lisa’s growing
awareness of the capabilities of the VLE to facilitate her pedagogical intentions may
simply have provided an opportunity to enact a pedagogical belief that did not
previously have an obvious means of expression. In effect, Lisa was able to modify her
teaching strategy to incorporate the available digital technology to allow expression of
her established pedagogical values.

4.2.4 Commentary
Lisa experienced tensions in her work activity system in both the planning and teaching
phases of her blended-mode course. She experienced these tensions as disturbances,
dilemmas, questioning and innovation attempts which were clustered into one turning
point event in the planning phase and three turning point events in the teaching phase.
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Lisa acknowledged and responded to the tensions in her activity system through
expanding the scope of her thinking and practice (widening) or by adjusting her
expectations and the implementation of the intended task (switching) in order to achieve
her intended outcomes. Lisa’s experience of the tensions in her activity system, her
responses, and transformations of practice are summarised in Table 15 and interpreted
in detail below.
In the planning phase of her course, Lisa experienced a turning point event that impacted
on her intent to improve both the flexibility and authenticity of her second-year
journalism course. Lisa was enthusiastic about experimenting with new technologies in
her teaching. Although she lacked experience with both the functional aspects of digital
technologies and the process of integrating them into her curriculum she did not
perceive this as a problem, preferring instead to take a trial and error approach and let
the design emerge. Lisa’s seemingly laissez-faire attitude and her desire to innovate were
at odds with the existing school culture that discouraged change and attempts at
innovation. The hegemony in Lisa’s school was manifested as non-participation in
institutional initiatives such as the development of blended-mode courses and
effectively impeded Lisa’s attempts to seek in-house advice and assistance with
improving her course design. This socio-cultural barrier represented a significant
turning point for Lisa by compelling her to look beyond her own School for support
(Table 15, turning point 1).
Through initiating a dialogue with a more experienced academic mentor from another
discipline, Lisa was able to transcend the barrier imposed by her own School culture,
engage in self-directed professional development, and apply her new understandings to
the design of the course. Lisa’s planned integration of Blog and Discussion Board tools
to articulate with her desired pedagogical objectives represents a significant widening
of the object in comparison with her initial ‘trial and error’ approach.. Although Lisa’s
efforts were not well supported in her own School, she was able to sufficiently reduce
the tension between the existing culture in the School (Rules) and her own expectations
and beliefs (Subject) to allow her intended innovations to proceed. This is represented as
a dashed arrow between the Rules and Subject nodes of Lisa’s work activity system
(Figure 11).
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Table 15. Systemic tensions and turning point events influencing Lisa’s object transformation
Turning point event
PLANNING PHASE
1. Introducing
flexibility and
authenticity

Indicators of turning point

AActivity system tensions

Practice transformation

Disturbance: disagreement with conservative
school culture acting to discourage
innovation

Rules (School culture) vs Subject (Intention to
introduce a new course design and expectations of
support)

Widened: Decided to incorporate
blog to enable publication of
articles and Discussion board to
facilitate reflective practice

Community (Students’ experience/skills) vs Object
(Publishing an online new story)

Widened: Incorporated
additional guidelines, template,
physical demonstration,
expanded role of the Editor

Rules (Lecturers’ rules for reflective journal task) vs
Community (Students’ need for peer support)

Widened: Parameters of reflective
journal task extended to allow
personal feedback; Future
intention to integrate peer
support

Dilemma: how to use technology to improve
flexibility and authenticity

TEACHING PHASE
2. Scaffolding the
blogging activity

3.

4.

Using the
Discussion
Board for peer
support
Capturing and
tracking the
story writing
process

Innovation attempt: connecting with a mentor;
online publication (Blog), reflective journal
and peer support (Discussion Board)
Dilemma: how to engage students in a
task/genre/technology with which they
have limited experience
Innovation attempt: attempt to integrate
support resources into VLE
Innovation attempt: participants attempt to
initiate peer support using the Discussion
Board

Dilemma: how to track story versions
throughout the process; how to efficiently
provide individual feedback
Questioning: whether current time intensive
feedback strategy is sustainable
Innovation attempt: worked with VLE support
team to redesign story writing workflow

Community (Students’ need for peer support) vs
Division of labour (Established lecturer and student
roles)
Mediating tools (Cognitive tool – teaching strategy)
vs Object (Timely completion of the story writing
task)

Switched: Story writing
workflow redesigned to
incorporate VLE File Exchange
and Assignment tools
Widened: Extended reflection
activity to incorporate student
generated artifacts
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Lecturer
• Beliefs (teaching,
learning, technology)
• Personal qualities
• Attitudes
• Past experiences

• Institutional culture and policies
• Professional ethical standards
• Lecturer’s rules and expectations
for students

Figure 11. Tensions in Lisa’s work activity system in the planning phase

Lisa’s approach to designing her course was shaped by her desire to emulate the
professional practice of journalism through active participation in authentic activity
mediated by contemporary digital technologies. Through independently seeking the
assistance of an academic mentor, Lisa was able to undertake self-directed professional
development to explore the capabilities and affordances of the available technology and
deepen her understanding of how technology could be integrated into her teaching. Lisa
subsequently designed an extended newsroom role-playing scenario requiring students
to undertake researching, writing, editing and production tasks using a public blog to
publish real news stories.
In effect, Lisa used digital technologies to enable and support a more flexible and
authentic course design though their application as a publication medium, reflective
journal, submission and feedback tool and peer support mechanism. Lisa’s response
acted to reduce the perceived organisational tension within the school by establishing
productive relationships outside the school boundaries, and in turn she was able to
enact her espoused pedagogogical beliefs.
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Lisa’s participation in the teaching phase of the course could be characterised as reflexive
and dynamic. She valued student feedback and was always seeking to improve her own
teaching strategies and students’ learning experiences. As the course progressed Lisa
encountered several dilemmas, but viewed the course organisation and activities as a
‘work in progress’ that could be adapted to suit the current circumstances. In seeking to
sustain a realistic and immersive role-play experience, Lisa formed students into teams
and structured all interaction around a newsroom scenario. Early in the semester, Lisa
perceived the prescribed academic lecture/tutorial format as a disruption to the flow of
news as it would occur in the real word of journalism. She soon abandoned the formal
lecture structure in favour of regular Announcements in the VLE and tutorials organised
as a news conference where students would be expected to research, develop and discuss
their ideas for stories.
An unanticipated contextual tension arose early in the story production process with the
realisation that the majority of students possessed a very limited conception of blogs as
an online medium and were not aware of the process of writing for online publication.
For Lisa, this introduced the dilemma of how to engage students in a task where they
were relatively unfamiliar with both the genre and the tools (Table 15, Turning point 2).
From an activity theory perspective, this dilemma represented a tension between the
Community node (students’ experience/skills) and the Object node (publishing an online
news story) of Lisa’s work activity system (Figure 12).
With the intention to remediate the difficulty posed by students’ variation in knowledge
and experience, Lisa attempted to scaffold the online story writing process. She sourced
supplementary background information about the blog genre including guidelines for
authors covering the legal and ethical responsibilities of writing for public online media.
Lisa also found a suitable example of current affairs blogs online which was
subsequently used as a template to guide students’ contributions. Further, a member of
the VLE support team was invited to demonstrate the functionality of the ‘Tropic Zone’
blog being used in the activity. After students had gained some familiarity with their
assigned roles and the online story writing process, Lisa adjusted the role of the Editor
to introduce a greater degree of authenticity into the role-play.
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Lisa’s multi-layered approach to scaffolding student performance effectively mitigated
the issue of students’ lack of experience by providing the ‘building blocks’ that students
could draw together to complete the task. Lisa’s response resulted in a widening of the
blogging activity by initially providing more specific guidance and later by adjusting the
role responsibilities. Her actions effectively reduced the tension between the Community
and Object nodes of her activity system as illustrated by the dashed arrow (Figure 12).

•
•
•
•
•
•

Virtual Learning Environment
Blog
Reflective journal
Textbook
Daily newspapers
Teaching strategies: pedagogical,
organisational, learning support,
assessment

Planning and teaching a
blended-mode course

• Institutional culture and policies
• Professional ethical standards
• Lecturer’s rules and expectations
for students

• Academic colleagues
• VLE Support staff
• Students

Figure 12. Tensions in Lisa’s work activity system in the teaching phase

As students progressed through the researching, interviewing, writing, illustrating,
editing and publication stages of the blogging activity, they were expected to contribute
to a dedicated Discussion Board to evaluate and reflect on their experiences. Lisa
interacted with students on the forum to make explicit connections between disciplinary
frameworks and students’ developing practice and subsequently used the contributions
as material for further discussion during tutorials. Lisa had positioned students as active
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co-constructors of the course with a view to enhancing their sense of involvement and
ownership. Within a few weeks, Lisa noticed that students had begun using the
reflective journal forum as a place to share personal experiences with other students
effectively extending the use of the Discussion Board to function as a peer support
forum.
For Lisa, the spontaneous student-driven evolution of their online activity suggested she
had initially underestimated students’ need to connect with each other and share their
experiences on a personal level. She had also insufficiently considered the value and
utility of the Discussion Board for this purpose (Table 15, Turning point 3). In effect,
students ‘broke the rules’ Lisa had set specifying the structure and recommended
content of contributions to the reflective journal. This behaviour represented a tension
between Lisa’s rules for the reflective journal task (Rules) and students’ need for peer
support (Community). Lisa recognised the need for peer support as crucial to students’
formative development as journalists and consequently extended the parameters of the
reflective journal task to allow personal reflection and feedback. She also expressed the
intention to create a dedicated peer support forum for the following year. Lisa’s response
to support the student-initiated innovation attempt immediately resolved the tension by
adapting the ‘rules’ to suit the evolving context (Figure 12).
Lisa’s fourth turning point event revolved around the need to track students’
storywriting progress and provide feedback in a timely way. The tension underlying this
event was borne from her emphasis on flexibility and authenticity which was intended
to emulate the flow of activity in a real newsroom. In an attempt to immerse students in
the story writing process, she had relaxed the more rigid academic structures of set
lecture times and due dates for assignments in favour of allowing students to pursue
news stories in real time. Deadlines were determined on an individual basis. From a
student perspective, such an approach was extremely flexible. However, Lisa found it
difficult to keep track of the most recently edited version of articles and soon experienced
a significant workload issue due to the need to provide frequent feedback. For Lisa, the
dual pressures of monitoring student performance and providing timely feedback
presented a significant logistical dilemma leading her to question the sustainability of
her current practice (Table 15, Turning point 4). In effect, her initial teaching strategy
(Cognitive mediating tool) was impeding her own and students’ timely participation in the
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learning task (Object). In an effort to identify a more efficient workflow, Lisa collaborated
with the central VLE support team to design a technology-mediated solution that
enabled her to electronically capture stories at different stages of development and
return individual feedback to the author. Lisa’s actions did not change the parameters
of story writing process per se but represented a switching of the article submission and
feedback procedure to a technology-mediated method using the VLE File Exchange and
Assignment tool.
Later in the study period, Lisa saw an opportunity to capitalise on the VLE’s capacity to
capture work in progress by having students submit artifacts, such as emails, generated
during unsuccessful or problematic encounters with potential interviewees. For Lisa,
these digital artifacts were a way to capture a perspective on student activity that was
not always evident in their reflective journal entries. She subsequently widened the
reflective journal task to incorporate evaluation of student-generated artifacts as stimuli
for discussion. Lisa’s purposeful integration of the appropriate VLE tools into her
pedagogical repertoire enabled her to continue her planned monitoring and feedback
strategy but using a more efficient and manageable technology-mediated workflow.
This solution effectively reduced the tension between the teaching strategy itself
(Cognitive mediating tool) and her timely participation in the online learning activity
(Object) as illustrated by the dashed arrow between these nodes (Figure 12). Indeed, her
early success with technology integration prompted Lisa to later extend the reflective
journal task to similarly take advantage of capabilities of the VLE.
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4.3 Case Study Two: Adam
Adam was an experienced university teacher of twelve years and had been teaching in
a blended-mode eLearning context for five years during his participation in the current
study. Over this period, he had formed a range of beliefs about teaching, learning and
technology, and some personal theories about student learning preferences that
informed his approach to teaching a large first-year cohort of allied health science
students. The course comprised 39 lecture sessions with weekly tutorials conducted as
online group discussions. Adam’s teaching context was more web-dependent than the
other participants in the study in that all interaction among students and the majority of
assessments were conducted using the University’s VLE. A summary representation of
Adam’s activity system is illustrated below (Figure 13).

Lecturer
• Beliefs (teaching,
learning, technology)
• Personal qualities
• Attitudes and
opinions
• Abilities and skills
• Past experiences

• Curriculum requirements
Departmental policies
• School practices
• Institutional expectations
• Lecturer’s rules and
expectations for students

•
•
•
•
•

Virtual Learning Environment
Textbook
Podcasts
Rubrics
Teaching strategies: pedagogical,
organisational, learning support,
assessment

Planning and teaching
a blended mode course
• Stated course
outcomes
• Students broaden
their perspective
on social , cultural
and professional
issues
• Students develop a
level of social
consciousness
• Students consider
their contribution
to addressing
social inequalities
• Life-long learners

• Academic
colleagues
• Guest lecturers
• Students

• Lecturer roles:
Technologist, Designer,
Facilitator, Administrator,
Evaluator
• Student roles
• VLE support team

Figure 13. CHAT model of Adam’s work activity system
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Organisational expectations (Rules) and Adam’s individual espoused pedagogical
beliefs (Subject) influenced his participation in the activity of online teaching. The
findings revealed a number of tensions between the contextual and individual elements
of Adam’s activity system resulting in disturbances to the process of planning and
teaching a blended-mode course. Adam applied a variety of pedagogical, organisational
and learning support strategies (Tools) in order to negotiate the problems and challenges
of his teaching context and achieve his intended outcomes.

4.3.1 Beliefs about teaching and learning
Adam had a deep belief in the notion of social justice and actively sought to infuse his
teaching with opportunities for students to examine and develop their own sense of
social consciousness. The importance Adam placed on students’ critical examination of
their own thinking and perspectives underpinned his philosophy of how students
should engage with the course. Although the stated learning outcomes for the course
were ostensibly focused on description and comparison of demographic and
epidemiological characteristics of Australian populations, Adam also espoused a
number of personal educational goals for his students. In his initial interview, Adam
voiced his desire for students to broaden their perspective on social, cultural and
professional issues:
I think it is most important for my students to develop a level of social
consciousness, to think more broadly than their current situation, to think more
broadly than their qualification and to think about the potential of what they could
actually contribute to addressing social inequalities that we have in not only
Australia but around the world.
(Adam, Interview 1)
Adam was realistic about students’ willingness to buy into his philosophy, but he
nevertheless felt a personal responsibility to promote the ideology of social
consciousness, citing the potential for societal change as a motivator:
I certainly think that I have a personal responsibility to promote that and if someone
does follow that kind of ideology then all the better for Australia and other places
because I think education is the key to change. (Adam, Interview 1)
At a broader level, Adam also held aspirations for his students to become successful lifelong learners. He explained:
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I want students be successful learners and to be lifelong learners, not just a learner
for the brief period that they’re engaged in university, but for their whole life.
(Adam, Interview 1)
From Adam’s perspective, student engagement with the broad attributes of
autonomous, critical and socially responsible ways of thinking overarched their
application to disciplinary contexts. Consequently, a ‘broad educational goals’
orientation is indicated in the Educational goals dimension of his belief profile (Figure
14).
Adam’s conception of his role as a university teacher was multifaceted. He was of the
opinion that a content focused, transmissive approach to teaching was not mutually
exclusive with a student focused, facilitative approach. Adam described his view of this
duality:
I find myself using two roles - one as a guiding instructor but also as a facilitator.
I’m trying to blend direct information combined with someone exploring them
and facilitating. I think it’s that idea that students learn from each other and learn
from texts and they have a level of autonomy but they might combine it with some
sort of structure and guided learning as well. So it’s just basically a combination
of two methods I think. (Adam, Interview 1)
At a basic level, Adam described teaching as “imparting good quality information and
letting the learner decide what value to place on that” (Adam, Interview 1). Such a
response would seem to indicate a preference for a teacher-centered approach; however,
it became clear that Adam viewed the decision to balance one approach with the other
as a professional judgment influenced by the nature of the learning task and the
attributes of the student group. For example, the distinction between teaching
undergraduate students in comparison with postgraduate students was an important
point of difference for Adam in terms of engaging them in the learning process. In
particular, he placed value on the previous learning and life experiences and the
different perspectives brought by these two groups. He elaborated on his approach to
teaching postgraduate students:
For a postgraduate, it’s a totally different method of teaching or engagement
really. I take more of a facilitator role and probably less of a guided learning role.
With the postgrads, you need to draw on their learning and life experiences. If you
do not draw on their life experiences or professional experiences, you’ll see
immediately their lack of engagement. They’re not the kind of students you can
pour knowledge into - they’ve got heaps of knowledge already. You’ve got to find
the right spots within their knowledge framework, to build on whatever they
already know. (Adam, Interview 1)
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Adam evidently believed that postgraduate students benefited from a facilitative
teaching approach and, in that teaching context, positioned himself as a transformative
agent in facilitating conceptual change and independent learning. In contrast, he
described the challenge of connecting with undergraduate students:
With undergraduates, particularly at first or second year level, I try to identify
with what their real world experience is… I can only imagine because I’m not 17
or 18 but I do try to come up with the kinds of contextual things that they might
engage with, things that might be important to them. If you remove that, they’re
not engaging in the first place and you’re really forcing the engagement rather
than trying to meet a little bit in the middle. (Adam, Interview 1)
Adam saw the need to focus more on developing basic knowledge and understanding
with his undergraduate students and was strongly in favour of using technology as a
vehicle to deliver content in a way that articulated with their interests and experiences.
He gave an example of using podcasting as one way to achieve this:
This is why I went down the podcasting track in the first place. There’d be 95% of
young people today having an MP3 player and so I thought, well why don’t we
start to think about making content more available. (Adam, Interview 1)
Adam’s reflexive and responsive approach to teaching student groups with different
attributes indicated that he held a relatively flexible and context driven
conceptualisation of his role as the teacher. His preference for purposefully moving
between a transmissive and facilitative teaching approach as appropriate to the situation
is indicated as shading along the full spectrum of the Teacher’s role dimension on his
pedagogical belief profile (Figure 14).
The primary focus of the course was the critical examination of contemporary health
care issues in Australia. Among Adam’s main intentions were that students would
develop their knowledge of a range of interdisciplinary topics illustrating different
issues within health care, critically consider their own and others’ viewpoints, and be
able to transform their own perspective and discuss the presented issues. He explains
his philosophy on having students develop a critical perspective:
I hope to challenge their values and challenge the way things have always been
done and to look at new ways of seeing the world. You can’t force people to
believe in a particular view of the world. You have to allow the opportunity for
students to make a judgement about what’s been presented – ‘okay, this is
believable, or this is not believable’, and then have that critical kind of to and froing between themselves to do whatever they want with that knowledge.
(Adam, Interview 1).
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It was apparent that Adam viewed learning as fundamentally a cognitive constructive
process where students initiate events that lead to conceptual change and then construct
their own meaning through engaging with others in the learning environment. This
disposition is strongly aligned with the ‘students learn actively’ belief orientation on the
Nature of learning dimension (Figure 14). The assertion that students were responsible
for making their own evaluative judgements about topical issues presented in the course,
rather than reproducing a single perspective, also represents a belief orientation
consonant with the ‘transformational’ pole of the Understanding process dimension
(Figure 14). Adam believed he could encourage students to adopt a critical approach to
concepts presented in the course by modelling a fallibilist perspective on knowledge. He
explained:
It’s important being able to say ‘I don’t know’ and being honest about your own
levels of knowledge and not be embarrassed that you don’t know everything…
being a bit humble about that. (Adam, Interview 1)
In the context of his first-year course, Adam viewed the curriculum as a vehicle for
developing breadth of knowledge and understanding rather than professional
performance. He described his thoughts about using a variety of information sources
and learning activities to achieve this:
The course doesn’t lend itself particularly well to a textbook. I’m trying to align
lecture content with what they’re reading but I don’t think any text book is
particularly good at that. So what I want to do is marry up the lecture content,
online discussion topics, with academic writing, and additional readings, which I
think are incredibly important, that aren’t covered in the textbook. I want to mix
up research papers plus textbook stuff so they can have a bit of a blend of both,
very current information combined with sort of a static message from textbooks.
(Adam, Interview 1)
Adam’s intention to immerse students in current interdisciplinary literature and have
them interpret, discuss and write about the issues, suggested an encompassing
pedagogical belief about Curriculum focus. In this context, it is evident that he held a
basic conception of ‘knowledge and understanding’ but also espoused the more
developed conception of ‘disciplinary (Interdisciplinary) ways of knowing’ (Figure 14).
For Adam, the selection of contemporary and sometimes controversial topics was aimed
at engaging students’ interest before having them undertake more academically oriented
activities such as debating a topic and summarising their arguments. Although the topics
themselves were centred on authentic issues, Adam’s pedagogical preferences
suggested a Task orientation belief at the ‘academic’ end of the spectrum (Figure 14).
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In Adam’s view, student engagement with contemporary health care issues and
development of a critical perspective was best achieved through the exchange of ideas.
Adam emphasised the centrality of communication in his course and linked it closely to
transformative learning. He explained his intentions for having students engage in
group debates about the ideas presented in the course:
I want them to engage with each other in the online environment. They place their
personal values and opinions and defend them, both from a personal and a
professional identity perspective and then when someone challenges it or
disagrees with it or when someone agrees with it, they get confirmation that
they’ve done the right thing or said the right thing. They’ve had a chance to reflect
and say, maybe ‘I need to change my attitude or maybe I need to change my
understanding about this particular topic’. (Adam, Interview 1)
Adam’s pedagogical preference for learning strategies where students worked together
in online groups and developed personal understanding, meaning making and
knowledge construction through social interaction was indicative of a strong belief that
communication and collaboration is integral to the learning process. Consequently, a
‘central’ orientation is indicated in the Role of communication and collaboration
dimension of his belief profile (Figure 14).
A consistently strong theme arising from Adam’s interviews was a belief in developing
students’ capacity to become independent learners and to take active responsibility for
transforming the ‘knowledge’ made available to them. In his individual interview,
Adam stated:
I have a strong belief that students should be autonomous learners and develop
their own styles of learning and explore those styles of learning. (Adam, Interview
1).
Adam’s comments suggest he saw a role for himself in preventing misunderstandings
through varying the level of guidance in learning tasks, but he nevertheless firmly
placed the responsibility for organising and transforming knowledge on the student.
His stance indicated a belief orientation that students have ‘personal agency’ for their
own learning as depicted on the Agent constructing knowledge dimension of his belief
profile (Figure 14).
Adam was a strong proponent of employing rubrics to scaffold learning tasks both for
the purpose of making the requirements of the tasks and his expectations clear to
students, but also to assist students to develop their own understanding about the
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attributes embedded in the task and monitor their own learning. He explained his
rationale for using rubrics:
I use rubrics to help students think about the assessment criteria and what they
need to do … so students can be well prepared for their first initial comment when
engaging with others – to confirm ‘I’m on the right track’ or ‘Do I need to
change?’ (Adam, Interview 1)
The preference for scaffolding learning tasks with rubrics and, varying the level of
guidance as students gained more experience suggested a well established belief in
integrating metacognitive support into student learning. Adam’s disposition on the
Metacognitive support dimension of his belief profile is thus depicted as ‘integrated’
(Figure 14).
Getting to know his students and having an understanding of their lived experiences
was an important part of Adam’s conception of his role as a university teacher. He relied
on understanding the student group to inform the structure of learning tasks. He
explained:
Some tasks are quite guided, some are quite open. So particularly in a group, I
gauge what level of guidance is needed or what kind of autonomy or
independence you can actually expect from a group. (Adam, Interview 1)
Adam’s stated preference for tailoring the level of guidance built into learning tasks with
the level of learning independence displayed by students, also indicated a preference for
pre-emptively taking into account the knowledge and experience that students brought
to the group. Consequently, Adam’s disposition is indicated as a ‘pre-emptive’
conceptualisation on the Accommodation of student understandings dimension of his
belief profile (Figure 14).
Adam clearly valued the experience and perspective brought by the students enrolled
in his course, but was also aware of the constraints of designing learning tasks for firstyear students’ whose life experiences were often limited. He recalled from his previous
experience with first-year classes:
With tasks where I might ask, ‘What do you think about this?’, I think you tend to
get students, who, early on in their life, like 17 or 18, don’t have a basis or
background of knowledge to actually reflect on to support their values or to
support their opinions or challenge others to. All they’ve got is the year 12
teacher, their mum and dad, or their caregiver, to reflect on and I think that’s a big
ask for a 17 year old or 18 year old. (Adam, Interview 1)
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Consonant with his emphasis on developing students’ personal qualities alongside their
academic skills, Adam saw assessment as an opportunity for students to demonstrate
their progress in both these areas. He also saw assessment as a way to challenge and
stimulate student learning. Adam outlined his views on the role of assessment:
Assessment has a role in testing knowledge attainment… to stimulate learning –
I’d like to think that not all assessment is boring… also to test the ability to
communicate effectively - to promote teamwork. You know, I think it’s still
important, that people need to learn to get on with each other in the world and that
teamwork is one of the ways to foster people accepting other people’s ways of
doing things. Particularly important is critical thinking. It’s a high level skills and
I think we should be promoting it in every kind of assessment process that we do.
Assessment also has to be challenging enough too - it can’t be too simple so it’s
something that they can do asleep. (Adam, Interview 1)
Adam’s multifaceted conception suggests a belief that assessment can be about both
‘knowing more’ and ‘knowing differently’. On one end of the Assessment focus
dimension, Adam’s view of assessment as a test of knowledge attainment suggests a
belief consonant with the reproduce atomised information conception. However, his
view that assessment should also strive to incorporate critical thinking is indicative of a
belief that students should be able to demonstrate an outcome that requires them to
integrate and transform knowledge. This view of assessment is aligned with the
‘integrate, transform and use knowledge purposefully’ pole of the Assessment focus
dimension. Adam’s dual conceptions of assessment are depicted in Figure 14. Although
Adam gave no direct evidence that he espoused the transitional conception of
‘reproduce and apply structured knowledge’ in the current context, his use of rubrics to
specify assessment criteria for academic tasks such as summarising suggests at least
some reliance on structured knowledge.
Returning to Adam’s educational goals for his students, there is little doubt that his
expectations and aspirations for students go well beyond the confines of the stated
course outcomes. Indeed, in terms of students’ personal development he sees learning
as a “process for growth, intellectually, spiritually, and emotionally” (Adam, Interview
1). His desire for students to develop a level of social consciousness and think about how
they could contribute to addressing social inequalities transcends the boundaries of the
course and articulates with a broader societal ideology. Adam’s expectation that
students dialogically engage with each to broaden their perspectives on social, cultural
and professional issues is indicative of a complex conception of teaching and learning
where interdisciplinary knowledge, skills and the social processes associated with it are
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developed and applied in a societal context. Insofar as such ambitions represent the
polar opposite of confining students’ application of their learning and development to
the boundaries of the course, Adam’s belief about the Expected use of knowledge and
skills are appropriately located at the ‘authentic’ end of the scale (Figure 14)
The following two sections detail Adam’s participation in the planning and teaching
phases of the course. Individual influences on the object of online teaching are
considered in the form of pedagogical beliefs, personal qualities, attitudes and past
experiences contributing to the current activity. The tools mediating this activity include
both virtual tools (the VLE) and cognitive tools (teaching strategies). Contextual influences
are considered in the form of student attributes, challenges with teaching and academia,
and institutional processes.

4.3.2 Planning a blended-mode course
This section describes Adam’s participation in the planning of a large, first-year,
blended-mode course in the health sciences. Adam’s design decisions are considered in
terms of alignment with his espoused pedagogical beliefs, and individual and contextual
influences on this activity are examined with a view to identifying systemic tensions
motivating his actions. Adam experienced disturbances arising from both top down
institutional tensions and bottom up student driven tensions, and, in the Commentary
section, these are considered as potential turning point events.

Designing for student engagement
Adam had been teaching at the University for twelve years and had been participating
in blended-mode teaching for five years at the time of this study. Over this time, he had
developed a strong affinity with the principles of social justice and had actively sought
to infuse his curricula with opportunities for students to broaden their perspective on
social, cultural and professional issues. Adam was a strong proponent of developing
students’ capabilities and attitudes both as individuals and as learners and valued open
communication and collaboration. For Adam, it was important to maintain these ideals
while balancing the expectations of the university. During the year prior to the
commencement of the current course, the University had indicated a requirement that
each Faculty should focus on producing blended-mode curricula to enable courses to be
offered externally. A senior manager in Adam’s Faculty had responded by setting an
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expectation that all first-year courses would be redeveloped for external delivery. From
Adam’s perspective, this presented a significant logistical challenge but also represented
an opportunity to expand his use of digital technologies to articulate with his
educational ideals. He explained:
One of the driving things behind this was that our Faculty Pro-Vice Chancellor
indicated that the first year of rehab science would actually be offered externally. I
wanted to get in quite early to try and experiment with the technology, to see how
we as staff members could actually use this technology as well, and think about
how well it would be received my students. (Adam, Interview 2)
The cornerstones of Adam’s approach to teaching and learning were engaging students,
facilitating critical thinking and fostering conceptual change through dialogue. Such
preferences immediately suggested the possibility of engaging both on-campus and
externally enrolled students by developing online learning activities in his VLE course
site with an emphasis on topical issues and online discussion. As an experienced teacher
of large first-year groups, he was also cognisant that the forthcoming cohort was likely
to be composed largely of young school leavers with limited learning and life
experiences and varying levels of literacy. In his initial interview, Adam offered his own
hypothesis about the impact of students’ literacy on their capacity to engage in textintensive learning:
I think some of the skills of reading and literacy have been problematic.
Compared to what I used to see some years ago, it’s very different. With their
levels of skills, it’s hard to get them to engage with high level text and media.
This is just my personal hypothesis but I’m wondering whether the visual
information being constantly bombarded at learners at school level then coming to
a university that really hasn’t got a lot of visual learning media has an effect. We
expect a lot of written literacy so I wonder if we have to catch up rather than the
learners because I think learners as a wave are changing and we as educators
haven’t caught up with that change.
(Adam, Interview 1)
From Adam’s perspective, capturing his students’ interest, and articulating with their
preferred learning style was an important prerequisite for engaging them in academic
writing tasks at the expected university level. Adam wanted to test his ideas about young
students being predominately visual learners and initially concentrated on designing the
visual elements in his VLE course site. He explained his use of imagery as an anticipatory
device:
I make an enormous amount of effort to create images and look for specific things
that promote humorous but also serious messages at the same time. I’ve spent a bit
of time trying to get the right kind of graphics to do this and I try to get a cartoon
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or a comic or something like that just to prompt some kind of initial thought from
students on what the topic could be about. (Adam, Interview 2)
Adam also injected some of his own personality into the course design when establishing
student discussion groups in his VLE course site by naming each group with a model of
motorbike and using an image of the bike as a replacement for a generic group name.
He explained:
I’ve used Harley Davidson images for each group. Apart from my own obsession
with them I think they’re an image that students can relate to, you know it’s not
offensive… and it’s a bit more interesting than Group A, Group B… You can get
a large number of different pictures of different bikes and students can say ‘I got
the red bike’ and then they can engage. (Adam, interview 2)
Beyond using imagery to pique students’ interest, Adam was also concerned with the
possible negative impact of visual complexity on the screen. He had recently discovered
through experimenting with the VLE that it was possible to control the appearance and
naming of pre-set elements such as button icons and had decided to customise the design
of his VLE course site. He described his rationale for altering the site layout:
I try to look at the buttons on the site and identify which are the most important
sections and rationalise the buttons to control the site. So I’ve removed buttons
and I only worked out very recently you can change the name of the buttons so
I’m actually using some more closely related names on the site to even more
clearly identify for students what I really mean. (Adam, Interview 2)
Adam extended his approach to reducing on-screen visual complexity by converting
documents such as the course outline into electronic versions. He reasoned that in such
a format, documents could be broken up into smaller on-screen segments and
hyperlinked to other relevant sections of the document or other course or institutional
resources. He also believed that electronic resources were more closely aligned with
young students’ preferences for accessing information online and anticipated they
would explore links to other information or services of their own volition. For example,
Adam described his modified electronic version of the course outline:
The course outline is the basic information, schedule, assessment, essential items
that I think are required in a course guide. I try to make it not too heavily worded
particularly since they’re going to read off the screen, so I break it up a bit too into
sections so it’s readable…so students can read it online. I put hyperlinks
throughout to guide them through when you see a hyperlink that takes you to a
different section. Students can use them to access more information than what I
can actually provide on one screen. (Adam, interview 2)
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Hyperlinks were also perceived as a useful device for drawing students’ attention to
university support services and encouraging them to seek assistance independently if
required. Adam explained:
It’s no use writing a whole heap of things about what student support services are
when they can clearly just click on it and have immediate access to what that’s
about. I want the students to decide what I can resolve for them and how they can
help themselves… if it’s a more personal problem or personal value stuff…
because you know the reason is that some of those issues I can’t resolve as a
course co-ordinator. (Adam, Interview 2)
The ability to modify the navigational elements of the interface, strategically place
evocative images and control the structure and presentation of textual information were
all significant advantages for Adam during course planning. His previous experience
with teaching first-year students had afforded some insight into the range of abilities,
attitudes and experiences that could be expected in a large class of young students, and
this had evidently influenced some of his design decisions in his VLE course site. In
particular, the ability to present textual information in short modular segments and
associate it with other relevant informational segments or services effectively allowed
Adam to scaffold students’ introduction to the requirements of the course by directing
their attention to particular elements. In addition, the technology afforded Adam the
latitude to experiment with his personal theory of school leavers as predominantly
visual learners through integration of digital images at selected locations in the course
site. Adam’s approach demonstrated a reflexive melding of his espoused pedagogical
belief about pre-emptive accommodation of students’ understandings with the
technological affordances of the VLE. Through pre-emptively organising and linking the
assistive textual information in the site, Adam also provided a basic level of
metacognitive support by adjusting to individual learners’ needs in understanding the
requirements of the course and directing them to learning support resources.
Adam perceived the VLE’s capacity to accommodate a range of media for instant or
timed release as an enormous benefit in planning his course. In his initial interview,
Adam had argued that relying solely on a textbook for course content risked presenting
a ‘static’ view of the health sciences. For Adam, it was important to engage students with
contemporary, value-laden topics and have them discuss the issues critically and form
their own views. The VLE provided a mechanism to supplement the ‘static’ material
with current issues in the form of recently published journal articles, reports and other
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web-based media. In particular, such resources could be integrated into the structure of
the course at the point where Adam wanted students to engage with them. Adam
capitalised on this affordance by designing five ‘Online Discussion Topics’ to be run over
the duration of the course comprising a selection of readings for each topic and a group
discussion to be facilitated using the VLE’s Discussion Board tool. Adam’s thoughts
about the design of the tasks illustrates his reflection-in-action and the influence of his
previous experience with first-year students in deciding how to scaffold the task:
These Online Discussion Topics were designed right from the beginning, so
everything links and corresponds along the way. I think it provides a better
structure for learning. I think I probably still need to provide a little bit more
information about the particular document saying what this particular paper is
about and how it links to the course because I’ve learnt that students really
appreciate that. (Adam, Interview 2)
For Adam, engaging students and scaffolding their learning had become overriding
concerns during the design phase of the course. His design decisions had encompassed
the visual look and feel of the VLE course site, the organisation and linking of textual
information and explication of the connection between readings and online learning
tasks. In attempting to anticipate and pre-empt any difficulties students might
experience when initially engaging with the materials in the VLE course site, Adam had
become increasingly aware that the VLE did not always articulate seamlessly with his
established teaching and learning preferences.

Supporting student learning in the VLE
Adam’s plans to redesign his course to include externally enrolled students involved
merging his large on-campus class with his smaller external class into a single online
learning community. Adam’s rationale was that all students would have access to a
common set of online resources, communication tools and scaffolded learning tasks
through which they could interact and engage in online debates. The intended approach
articulated well with Adam’s espoused pedagogical beliefs, but also exposed potential
logistical and pedagogical challenges with supporting a large class of students who were
inexperienced in blended learning.
Active support of learning through open communication with students was an integral
element of Adam’s teaching. In previous years, all students had attended three hours of
face-to-face lectures per week, and this had afforded Adam the opportunity to engage
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and connect with students directly, to give and receive feedback, and verbally scaffold
their participation in the course. In this context, some of the cohort was located externally
and would not have the benefit of face-to-face lectures or direct contact with the lecturer.
The strong desire to maintain a close connection with his students presented a significant
dilemma for Adam in that he could no longer rely on his favoured communication
modality. Adam had pre-emptively structured and scaffolded online elements such as
the course outline, support resources and course readings in anticipation of students’
need for guided assistance in engaging with the requirements of the course and the
embedded learning tasks. However, in the late stages of designing the VLE course site,
he became increasingly concerned about how to maintain a sense of teacher presence in
the online environment. He described the challenge:
Basically you’re using text to communicate in the VLE … and some images I
suppose too, but speaking face to face is a very different way of communicating.
Students get to see your body language, hear your voice pitch and they can look at
the non-verbals and then can gauge how important I value it and then how
important it is to them as learners in the course as well. (Adam, Interview 1)
From a pedagogical perspective, Adam was concerned that the lack of face-to-face
contact would hinder his established strategy of observing and interacting with students
as a way of judging the level of guidance required by the group. In particular, he
questioned how he could best communicate his expectations for student learning, how
to track student progress, how to prevent collusion on assessment tasks and how to best
provide tailored guidance and feedback while students were actively engaged in the set
online learning tasks. From a logistical perspective, Adam also faced a resourcing issue
of having no additional tutoring staff to support the external students in the online
environment. This departmental constraint foreshadowed the likelihood of a significant
workload issue in terms of managing student contributions in the online discussion
forums.
After some deliberation, Adam planned the introduction of two measures to provide
substantive feedback to students at different points in the course. For the first five weeks
of the study period, Adam intended to implement weekly online quizzes to provide
feedback to students on their understanding of the textbook content of the course. He
had previously encountered students attempting to collude on online quizzes and
applied a modified design in an attempt to discourage that possibility. He explained the
intentions of the online quiz:
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The online quiz is a way of giving students some quick feedback early on in the
semester on how well they’re actually understanding the content. I’ll be assessing
the quizzes from week one to week five and it’s worth 20%. Those first five
weeks of work will also be examined and those same questions could end up in
the final exam. I'm not saying I need to assess them twice but when invigilated it
might pick up those people who colluded which has been quite well documented
in previous years … so I'm trying to reduce that. (Adam, Interview 2)
Adam was satisfied that an online quiz could provide adequate automated feedback on
understanding of textbook content; however, he was not prepared to dispense with
human feedback on the key critical thinking tasks embedded in the ‘Online Discussion
Topics’. Adam’s solution was to add a peer assessment component to the online debates,
effectively placing greater responsibility on students for organising, transforming and
evaluating their own knowledge. Adam concurrently reconceptualised his role as a
monitor and moderator of the peer assessment process, only intervening directly in
discussions when requested.
Each discussion group conducted their own peer assessment with members responsible
for regularly contributing to the forum and monitoring the contributions of fellow group
members. A peer assessment rubric was provided to students to facilitate scoring of
other students’ contributions across a number of dimensions for each debate. The
dimensions of the rubric included statements ranging from group processes such as
contributing to discussions, respecting the contributions of other group members and
being receptive to peer questions and criticisms; through to demonstrating application
of critical thinking and modifying personal thinking to incorporate the ideas of others
(Adam, Course outline). Students were also expected to self-assess their own
contributions as an indicator of the grade they expected to receive at the completion of
the course. Adam explained his thinking behind the peer assessment process:
I set the peer assessment criteria for the online Discussion Boards as minimum
benchmarks for the five topics over the semester. They also have to have a well
constructed paragraph of around 75 words…I also want to highlight the fact that
two word entries are not appropriate - that they can’t just say ‘Yes, I agree’, and
they need to understand that if they do that that it will be detrimental in terms of
the peer assessment. I want to emphasise that it’s more important for them to think
about in terms of how their peers see they’re contributing to everybody’s learning
in this environment…so it’s not me, it’s actually nine or 10 other people assessing
them. Some might know each other in a group that size, but most won’t, so the
collusion factor might also be reduced to some degree. (Adam, Interview 2)
For Adam, the integration of peer assessment into the online discussion topics achieved
multiple objectives. Logistically, the devolution of responsibility to students for
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managing and assessing their own learning for the online discussion topics had the
potential to reduce the need for intervention by the lecturer or tutor, thus pre-emptively
mitigating an anticipated workload issue. Pedagogically, the combined use of online
groups of a set size, the VLE’s group communication tools, and the use of a framework
for evaluating the activity in the form of a rubric conferred a number of potential
advantages for managing student learning. Adam had previous experience in using
online groups and saw the group communication tools as a way to maintain a more
personal connection with students as well as a way to target communications. Adam
described an example of how he intended to use group email as a substitute for his
preferred mode of face-to-face contact in a pastoral care scenario:
Once you set up group email the options are very good. Say for example if there
was a group that’s having problems, I can actually approach that group
individually…because quite often there’s changes within groups because of
student drop out early in the semester and things happen and life happens to
students. I think they need to be made to feel comfortable that someone’s dropped
out and they need to be informed that there’s nothing to worry about. (Adam,
interview 2)
In this context where geographically isolated students were to be integrated into the
class, Adam saw maintenance of group cohesion and open communication channels as
essential prerequisites for engagement with the largely self-directed online tasks. In his
reconceptualised role as a monitor of group processes, Adam saw the online discussion
forum as a way to ‘keep an eye on’ students’ understanding of the task requirements,
the appropriateness of their contributions and the evaluation of their colleagues’
contributions using the peer assessment rubric. Group email was seen as a way to
provide additional guidance or direction when required, as a tool for maintaining group
momentum and healthy group dynamics, and as a means of connecting the groups’
activities to the larger student cohort over the course of the semester. Adam also saw a
very practical use for group email in terms of reducing the amount of unnecessary
communication sent out to staff and students and for targeting communication with
groups. He explained the advantage of using the VLE’s group communication tool for
this purpose:
If you do a mass email you’ll get your other teachers and your other tutors and the
faculty people and anybody else on that list, but with group email you can cut out
unnecessary emails to other people so you end up reducing their load of emails.
Also, if you want to target really simple discrete pieces of information that you
just want those groups to know … it might just might be an alert to say ‘Hey the
next discussion forum’s up, finish off what you’re doing and move on’. So I think
I’m actually streamlining the communication process. (Adam, Interview 2)
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The group email tool also allowed students to communicate with other groups or the
course lecturer. Prior to the commencement of the course, Adam added a
‘Communication’ section to his course outline specifying his expectations of email
etiquette and how emails were to be tagged with the course code for easy identification
when communicating with him as the lecturer (Adam, Course outline).
For Adam, the capabilities of the VLE’s group communications tools combined with a
structured rubric to guide students’ engagement with the online discussion task
represented a viable option for supporting student learning in an online environment.
Adam’s approach to this challenge was characteristically reflexive in that he was guided
by both his own previous experiences of using elements of the VLE to facilitate student
communication and collaboration, and by the anticipated attributes and abilities of the
forthcoming cohort. Adam’s plans to place greater responsibility on students for
managing their own interactions with each other was consonant with his strongly held
beliefs that students learn actively, have personal agency for constructing their own
knowledge and that communication and collaboration is central to that process (Figure
14). The requirement to integrate externally enrolled students into the larger on-campus
course group appeared to pose a dilemma for Adam. This dilemma was manifested by
the expression of hesitation and doubt about whether the VLE could accommodate his
strong desire to make personal connections with his students and guide them based on
his observation of their previous learning experiences and capabilities. The combination
of a favoured teaching tool in the form of a rubric and the affordances of the group
Discussion Board and email tools, provided Adam the means to enact his beliefs about
sharing

understandings

through

dialogue,

and,

about

providing

integrated

metacognitive support for students within the online environment (Figure 14). Although
Adam was clearly determined to teach according to his previously established beliefs,
his attempt at innovation using online peer assessment is indicative of a shift in
perspective about the means by which his intended outcomes could be achieved.
The following section describes Adam’s activity in the teaching phase of the course and
examines some progressive issues that arose.
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4.3.3 Teaching a blended-mode course
This section describes Adam’s participation in the activity of teaching a blended-mode
course, identifies emergent systemic tensions, and considers his actions in response to
events perceived as influential in his teaching decisions. During the course planning
phase, Adam had actively sought to pre-empt potential problems with integrating his
external students into the larger course group, spending considerable time
conceptualising and implementing what he regarded as an engaging and well scaffolded
VLE course site. His intentions were to redesign the VLE site structure to reduce visual
complexity, draw students’ attention to important elements using evocative imagery,
and emphasise relationships between information about the course and learning tasks
by segmenting and linking small blocks of text. He’d also planned extensive use of the
assessment and communication tools to communicate and connect with his external
students in lieu of any face-to-face contact.

Getting the balance right
Adam’s decisions about the design of his VLE course site were based primarily on
conclusions drawn from his own observations of first-year student cohorts from
previous years. Design choices were also informed by his generalised interpretations of
students’ capabilities and learning preferences, and frequent feedback solicited from
current students about modifications made to the course. Adam described the value of
seeking student feedback:
I ask for feedback every couple of days, like ‘How are we travelling, folks? Is
there anything that we need to clarify? Is there anything that we need to extend?
Was that a worthwhile thing to do for next year’s group?’ The students are so
enthusiastic and they find it quite empowering to give us feedback. (Adam,
Interview 1)
Within a few weeks of beginning the current course, Adam was able to report that
students had responded favourably to the simplified, image-oriented, modular design
of his VLE course site. However, he had also received feedback from some students
suggesting that the newly introduced element of additional digital publications
uploaded to the course site and intended to stimulate online discussion were confusing.
During his stimulated recall interview, Adam identified a selection of supplementary
documents and commented:
I think I probably need to provide a little bit more information about these
particular documents. Perhaps a brief snap shot on what this is about because what
I’ve really got there is just the article, title, ‘click here’, and then only refer to it
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elsewhere. I think I need to provide a little bit more information here saying what
this particular paper is about and how it links to the course… and I’ve learnt that
students really appreciate that. The other thing is that I’ve got quite large
documents here and I only want students to read certain sections of that and again
they keep coming back to me even though I’ve said in one section here, only read
page for example 74 to 79, rather than the whole thing. I made it explicit in
another table and now the students are bouncing backwards and forwards so that’s
a design problem I’ve got here. (Adam, Interview 2)
Adam continued to provide several examples of design ‘mistakes’ that needed to be
‘fixed’ for the following year, and it quickly became apparent that reflection-on-action
throughout the semester was an important aspect of his repertoire and established
practice as a university teacher. For Adam, the VLE course site was essentially a ‘work
in progress’ and he viewed the regular addition of online updates and clarifications as
an important learning support strategy. In previous years, he had relied heavily on
providing updates to students during lecture sessions, displaying the VLE site on-screen
and verbally reinforcing the resources to be viewed and tasks to be completed. In this
context, Adam chose to use the Announcements tool in the VLE to provide an equivalent
level of guidance for his external students. He explained:
Announcements are a very effective tool because as soon as the students get on
the VLE site this is the first thing they’ll see. The types of announcements I use
are not casual kinds of bits of information, they’re always about something that is
quite important. Sometimes if a few people are having particular problems about
working out how to do a particular assessment item, I’ll generally broadcast some
advice because this is something that they can come back to time and time again
to reflect on. It’s pretty much a running record of the kinds of information the
students have been given. (Adam, Interview 2)
Announcements proved an effective way of drawing students’ attention to important
details and providing generalised guidance when necessary. In comparison to the
transient nature of emails sent through the VLE, Adam liked the permanent
chronological record of communication afforded by Announcements as it provided a
reference to which student could be directed, effectively functioning as an additional
metacognitive support. From Adam’s perspective, the adoption of announcements as a
communication strategy also had a positive effect in reducing workload. He explained:
Announcements have definitely reduced my email load. I often encourage
students to just re-read the announcements rather than trying to find a full
explanation every time. I think repetition is a very good thing within this
environment. We might say it over and over again in a face-to-face situation but
having it clearly typed and articulated within the VLE is very important. (Adam,
Interview 2)
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The integration of the Announcements tool into Adam’s repertoire was a comfortable fit
with his established teaching strategies of connecting and communicating with students.
Announcements also provided a single consistent point of referral for students when
just-in-time advice was required. Nevertheless, Adam felt the need to reinforce his
online communication with students in much the same way as he used repetitive verbal
reminders in face-to-face settings. He described the use of emails in combination with
announcements:
I also back announcements with an email, not every time, but sometimes. I’ll say
‘There’s a new announcement’, or vice versa, ‘Please look at an email that I’ve
just sent out.’ So I use email and announcements interchangeably… to cover all
my bases. (Adam, Interview 2)
While Adam felt that reinforcement and repetition of information was important for
student understanding and clearly believed it helped reduce the number of emailed
queries from students, his habit of duplicating information in the online environment
was effectively adding to his own workload.

The problem with podcasting
Adam’s decision to make digital audio recordings of his lectures and upload them to the
VLE as podcasts was intended to benefit both the on-campus and external students and
was again based mainly on his previous observations and interpretation of the way
students used technology. He reflected on his rationale for introducing podcasts:
If you’re an observer of technology you’ll see that eight in every 10 students will
be running around with MP3 players. So if they’re using this technology then why
aren’t we using this technology to help impart academic information that is
applicable to their degrees? We’re getting students who access MP3 files
everyday so why can’t we do the same thing? (Adam, Interview 2)
For Adam, podcasting represented a way to engage young students with course
concepts using technology with which they were familiar and interested. In particular,
he was enthusiastic about being able to use voice tonality to convey nuances and
emphases that would not have been available to his external students. After the first few
weeks of the course, Adam sought feedback from students to gauge their own
experience of the lecture recordings. He recalled the positive feedback:
The early feedback already is saying that students really appreciate the fact that
they can go back any time and review their notes as well as listen to what we’re
saying and what they’re doing. It provides an opportunity for students to go
backwards and forwards, backwards and forwards and see how well they’re
understanding. (Adam, Interview 2)
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Although they clearly appreciated the opportunity to review lecture content, students
who were accessing the podcasts from home or other locations off-campus had
experienced difficulty accessing the recordings due to the large size of the mp3 audio
files. Adam recalled the technical difficulties he initially experienced when first
recording his lectures:
I assumed that putting a podcast together was quite easy but there’s a few steps
involved in that. Initially I had incredibly large files up to 50mb… the students
had some trouble with them… it wasn’t user friendly. (Adam, Interview 2)
At the same time, Adam had encountered a second issue when recording in the lecture
theatre. He preferred to walk around the lecture theatre and interact with students as he
spoke, and had been carrying the digital recorder with him, but a technical ‘glitch’ had
made him reluctant to continue the practice. He recalled a recent negative experience:
We have technology that is quite sensitive and if you’re walking around… or what
I did was bump it and think that I was recording for an hour and a half and then
looking at it and see recording only for the first two minutes. (Adam, Interview 2)
After only a few weeks, podcasting had presented several technical challenges for Adam
to be overcome before adopting it as viable teaching tool. In his stimulated recall
interview, Adam reflected on his recent experience and deliberated on his options:
I'm wondering if it would be more appropriate to record the lecture within an
office, prior to the face-to-face delivery… when I’m not moving around. I know
that’s a bit of replication but think there’s a disadvantage and an advantage to
doing that. The advantage is that it’s like a practice run. The disadvantage is that
there’s probably richer information if you’re in front of a class because you’ve got
a live audience interacting with you. Also when students ask questions within an
lecture, they’re probably asking questions that a lot of people are wanting to know
so that can be quickly answered and recorded on the podcast. (Adam, Interview 2)
This situation represented a cost-benefit dilemma for Adam in terms of the perceived
pedagogical value of engaging multimedia-oriented students versus the increased
labour involved in persisting with a technologically challenging, time-intensive
innovation. For Adam, the positive feedback already received from students who had
successfully used the podcasts to review the lecture material, and the opportunity to
create a closer connection with his external students were strong reasons to find a
workable solution, albeit with added workload implications.
Adam was able to resolve the technical issue of file size and accessibility by seeking
advice from the central VLE support team. The solution involved additional processing
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of the recorded podcast to reduce the size of the file and provision of the media in two
alternative file formats. This process achieved the desired outcome in terms of making
the media accessible for off-campus students, but increased the time required to produce
each podcast. The issue of movement interrupting the recording could not be resolved
with the existing recording equipment, so Adam chose to record the podcast in his office
prior to the lecture. This solution produced a high quality recording but required Adam
to compromise his preference for capturing his face-to-face interaction with students and
also introduced a significant time overhead to lecture preparation and delivery.

Student participation in Online Discussion Topics
Adam had invested a significant amount of effort in planning and implementing ‘Online
Discussion Topics’ as the core learning activities in the course. For him, the activities
represented an opportunity for students to demonstrate the stated outcomes of the
course; broaden their perspective on a range of social, cultural and professional issues;
and develop their abilities as self-sufficient learners. As indicated previously, the design
of the online debates was well aligned with Adam’s espoused pedagogical beliefs
(Figure 14) with a particular emphasis on students’ transformation of their own
understanding through engagement of higher order thinking skills.
In contrast with the previous year, the current cohort of students were expected to take
greater responsibility for managing their own learning. Specifically, they were expected
to contribute to the online discussion in a timely manner, demonstrate critical thinking
in ways specified by the rubric, provide feedback to peers, and assess the quality of their
own and others’ contributions. At the time of his stimulated recall interview, students
were completing the fourth of five discussion topics. Adam described the task:
In this example, I’ve put up two papers to defend the topic and one that is
throwing in a different kind of perspective. These are MJA [Medical Journal of
Australia] articles and the next one, ‘Obesity: an overblown epidemic’, is a really
quite opinionated web article that sort of contradicts the other two articles. So the
idea is to try and get students to critically look at those and do that critical analysis
and then form an opinion and express it in the forum. (Adam, Interview 2)
A key modification Adam had made to his own role in the current context was a change
from an active participant and moderator of group discussions to a monitor of group
communication and collaboration processes. This reduced role involved sampling the
quantity and quality of each groups’ activity for the duration of the course. Adam

192

identified one of the discussion groups and explained how he’d monitored their
progress:
In that group of 11 they have to have 55 entries and they’ve only got 46 for this,
42 for the next one, 38 for the next one, so you can clearly say straight away that
some members of this group are getting worse and will probably find passing this
assessment difficult. The other signs that you can start to see is that even though
there’s a two-week window for this particular topic they’re not engaging with it
until the second week and they’re sort of struggling to try and meet the minimum
requirements. I’ll need to go in and stimulate that discussion. (Adam, Interview 2)
The variable quality of contributions within groups was also a source of frustration for
Adam. He sought to rationalise the trend, explaining:
There have been examples during this semester where they’ve clearly not read the
articles and formed an opinion and what they’ve written is of a poor quality… and
it’s then based on their own limited experiences within the particular area. Then
you get quite a contrast with another student in the same group reading the article
and also reading further than this, exposing the limited range of some of the other
students. It’s really quite a powerful thing and I believe students are looking at
that and saying ‘Wow I just don’t know enough about this stuff. Maybe I should
read a little bit further before I can actually post’. (Adam, Interview 2)
Although Adam had meticulously planned the online debates and held high
expectations for student engagement in the activities, he had noticed a similar pattern of
declining participation in other groups as the semester had progressed. In seeking to
explain students’ generally lackluster performance in the online debates, Adam again
looked to previous experiences for an explanation. He reflected:
From my experience, it’s the synthesising of current journal research…
particularly in early times in their university careers… students find it difficult to
be thrown into reading research. They have to be willing to engage with complex
texts. (Adam, Interview 2)
For the remainder of the study period, Adam was unable to ‘re-engage’ students in the
online debates to the expected level of performance. He offered a post-course reflection
on his experience:
I think students initially get heavily involved in this kind of learning or interaction
with each other. Some groups really take off, get heavily involved, and go way
beyond the minimum and then I think they get quite tired. Tired of the workload,
you know ‘How much do I need to do?’ and emotionally tired. (Adam, Group
interview)
In the planning phase, Adam had purposefully increased the complexity of the online
discussion task by introducing a peer assessment element and a two-week window for
the completion of each topic. He’d also expressed an expectation that students would
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take greater responsibility for managing their own learning throughout the semester.
For Adam, the intention had been to develop students’ capacities as self-sufficient
learners, and he was encouraged by their initial enthusiasm for the activity. However,
he had not anticipated the extent to which a range of pressures beyond the bounds of
the course would encroach on students’ capacity to sustain the expected level of
engagement.

4.3.4 Commentary
In contrast to the other particpants, most of the tensions within Adam’s work activity
system were manifested in the planning phase of his course and were centred on the use
of the VLE. Adam experienced these tensions as disturbances, dilemmas, questioning
and innovation attempts. Adam’s responses to three tensions in the planning phase and
one in the teaching phase of his course resulted in both a switching and widening of his
practice. Adam also acknowledged a fourth tension related to tutorial support in the
planning phase, and although he was unable to directly resolve the contraction,
grappling with the situation stimulated his thinking about using digital technologies to
actualise his pedagogical vision. Adam’s experience of the tensions in his activity
system, his responses, and transformations of practice are summarised in Table 16 and
interpreted in detail below.
In his previous experience of teaching large first-year courses, Adam had formed the
view that the literacy skills of many of his students were below the expected standard
making it difficult to engage them in academic reading and writing tasks. He also felt
that young students in particular were generally visually oriented and preferred to
access media online rather than read a textbook. Adam acknowledged the value of a
prescribed textbook for providing core course content but nevertheless viewed it as a
‘static’ source of information. The textbook was, therefore, less suitable as a source of
contemporary, value-laden issues with which students could engage, critically evaluate
and debate. For Adam, this represented a perceived tension between the capabilities and
learning preferences of his students (Community) and the objective of having them
engage with course documents and learning tasks in a relatively text-centric Virtual
Learning Environment (Object) (Figure 15).
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Table 16. Systemic tensions and turning point events influencing Adam’s object transformation
Turning point event
PLANNING PHASE
1: Organising VLE
content to engage
students

Indicators of turning point
Questioning: whether the text-centric
information engages visually-oriented
students

Activity system tensions
Community (student learning preferences) vs Object
(students’ engagement with course
information/task requirements)

Switched: redesigned VLE site
structure to reduce visual
complexity, draw attention, and
emphasise relationships
between chunked information

Mediating tools (textbook) vs Object (students’
critical analysis and debate of contemporary,
topical issues)

Switched: Uploaded and linked
additional current digital
publications from a range of
sources to stimulate debate

Mediating tools (Virtual tool – attributes of VLE
tools) vs Mediating tools (Cognitive tool – preferred
teaching strategy)

Widened: Extended use of the
VLE assessment and
communication tools to provide
feedback and targeted
communication with students

Mediating tools (podcast) vs Object (students’
engagement with course content)

Switched: redeveloped podcast
production procedure to
improve accessibility and
quality

Innovation attempt: inclusion of evocative
images and modular, hyperlinked text
2: Using the VLE to
provide current
topical content

Disturbance: disagreement that the textbook is
suitable as a source of contemporary content

3: Using the VLE to
communicate and
provide feedback

Dilemma: how to employ established teaching
strategies when students are physically
remote

Innovation attempt: Uploading of current
articles, reports and web sites, and linking to
relevant online discussion topics

Innovation attempt: Development of online
quiz to provide feedback; peer assessment
model with rubric for online group work;
using Discussion Board and email to monitor
and guide group work; redefining the
teacher’s role
TEACHING PHASE
4: Using podcasts to
engage and connect

Disturbance: rejection of existing podcast
production approach due to technical
difficulties
Innovation attempt: Pre-recording of lecture;
delivery in alternate file formats

Practice transformation
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Podcasts
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Planning and teaching
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• Academic
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• Students
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Technologist,
Designer,
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Administrator,
Evaluator
• Student roles
• VLE support team

Figure 15. Tensions in Adam’s work activity system in the planning phase

Adam had previously used the VLE to provide course material and discussion forums
for his on-campus students, and was enthusiastic about further leveraging the
technology to scaffold participation in the new group of externally enrolled students.
Extensive modifications were made to the elements of the default VLE interface that
Adam perceived as text-centric. This was achieved by reducing the number of buttons,
renaming content areas, adding evocative images, and modularising and hyperlinking
text material (Table 16, Turning point 1). Adam’s actions were aimed at reducing visual
complexity and making the requirements of the course more navigable and accessible
for students. These design decisions suggested a switching of Adam’s practice of
designing a VLE site more closely aligned with his personal theory about his students’
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attributes and preferences. Adam’s design was informed by past experiences with a
similar group of students and represented a pre-emptive action intended to minimise
potential future issues for students whose learning styles matched his own preconceptions. It is unlikely the visual redesign of the site benefitted all students in the
course in the anticipated way, however anecdotal evidence in the post-course group
interview suggests that at least some students commented positively on Adam’s design
choices. Adam reflected:
Students found the sections with the core materials easily and they know exactly
what I mean … basically I’ve got them familiar with the fact that this is stuff they
need to engage with every time they get into the site…there’s new material all the
time. (Adam, Group interview)
From Adam’s perspective, his redesign of the VLE course site effectively mitigated the
tension between students’ difficulties with complex text (Community) and their intended
engagement with the course materials (Object) and is thus depicted in Figure 15 by the
dashed line between the Community and Object nodes of his activity system.
Adam’s perception of textbooks as static information also revealed a tension between
relying solely on the textbook (Physical mediating tool) as the source of course material
and the object of having students critically engage with current issues in the discipline
(Object) (Figure 15).This tension was assuaged by the decision to supplement the
textbook through uploading journal articles, reports and other web-based media to the
VLE and linking them to the relevant Online Discussion Topics (Table 16, Turning point
2). Adam’s modification of his course design in response to the underlying tension
between the mediating tool and the object represents a switching of his practice. The
mitigation of the tension is indicated in Figure 15 as a dashed arrow between the
Mediating tool node and the Object node of his activity system.
Adam was able to readily control both the look and feel of the VLE interface and the
organisation of material in his course site as a way of scaffolding student engagement
with the content and learning tasks. However, the physical isolation of his external
students presented a barrier that could not be so easily overcome. Indeed, Adam initially
perceived that the sense of distance was perpetuated by the VLE and regarded this as a
serious technological challenge to his established strategy of verbally connecting with
students and observing their performance and progress in learning activities. This
tension can be interpreted as the perceived attributes of the VLE (Virtual mediating tool)
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constraining the enactment of a preferred teaching strategy (Cognitive mediating tool) and
is thus represented as a circular arrow in the Mediating Tools node of Adam’s work
activity system (Figure 15).
Adam eventually reduced the impact of this technological barrier by modifying his
teaching strategy in a way that incorporated the capabilities of the communication tools
in the VLE to substitute for direct face-to-face intervention in group activities (Table 16,
Turning point 3). The introduction of peer assessment to the Online Discussion Topics
supported by a rubric specifying the expectations for participation was the first
innovation in designing a technology-mediated model of group work. The second
innovative aspect of the design was Adam’s reconceptualisation of his role from a handson facilitator to a monitor of group processes aided by the VLE group discussion forum
and email tools. Adam saw the capacity of the Discussion Board to capture a textual
representation of each group’s dialogue during debates as a viable way to monitor their
participation and understanding. Similarly, the capacity of the email tool to target
individuals, groups or the whole class was viewed as a means to foster group cohesion
and provide targeted guidance when required in lieu of face-to-face intervention.
Although the barrier of distance between teacher and students was omnipresent,
Adam’s use of the interactive capabilities of the technology significantly reduced the
tension within the Mediating Tools node of his activity system. Tension was reduced to
the extent where Adam felt his modified model of online debating was a workable
compromise rather than an impediment. The mitigated tension between the Mediating
tool and Object nodes of Adam’s activity system is thus depicted as a dashed arrow in
Figure 15. The evolution of Adam’s conception of his own role in relation to the
affordances of the VLE indicates a widened or expanded way of thinking and practising.
A fourth tension was evident in Adam’s activity system and this arose from the logistical
problem of managing an additional cohort of externally enrolled students in a VLE
without a commensurate increase in resourcing for tutorial support. The issue of limited
human resourcing had previously influenced Adam’s decision to move the majority of
the course learning activities to the online environment and was a foreseen constraint
when planning the current course. However, the addition of external students in the
current context had exacerbated the tension in terms of generating further workload.
Although Adam readily acknowledged this tension, he felt that the situation was beyond
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his control and therefore remained a constant unresolved issue for the duration of the
course. This unresolved tension is illustrated in Figure 15 as a solid arrow between the
Division of Labour and Object nodes of Adam’s activity system. The lack of tutorial
support staff constrained Adam’s preference to actively observe, moderate and guide
the online discussion groups in a more direct manner. Nevertheless, this deficit did
appear to spur Adam’s efforts to use the capabilities of the VLE in ways that provided
an acceptable technology-mediated substitute for his preferred hands-on teaching
strategies. In particular, the lack of human resourcing contributed to Adam’s conscious
decision to incorporate peer assessment into the online group work which ultimately
fostered greater personal agency for students in managing their own learning, shifted
the teacher’s role focus to that of group monitor, and kept Adam’s workload under
control.
In the teaching phase of the course, students responded favourably to Adam’s visual
design of the VLE website but were confused by some of his other innovations
subsequently leading to a number of progressive issues later in the course. Three
unanticipated tensions subsequently emerged in the teaching phase, only one of which
ultimately led to a turning point event.
The first tension became apparent when Adam sought student feedback on the design
and organisation of the VLE site. Although feedback on the look and feel of the VLE was
generally positive, some students had experienced confusion about the purpose of the
additional digital publications uploaded to the site due to a perceived lack of signposting
about their intended purpose. From Adam’s perspective, the lack of instructional
scaffolding provided in the VLE web site (Mediating tool) impeded students’ engagement
in the set learning tasks (Object) and thus represented a serious design flaw. As an
alternative to his established practice of correcting student misunderstanding in a mass
lecture session, Adam sought an equivalent tool in the VLE to communicate with
students. Adam effectively used the highly visible Announcements tool to resolve this
early misunderstanding about the use of digital resources in the VLE site and continued
to use announcements to provide just-in-time advice for the duration of the course.
Adam’s responsiveness effectively mitigated the underlying tension as indicated by the
dashed arrow between Mediating tool and Object nodes in Figure 16. However, as the
course progressed Adam decided to supplement his announcements with email
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communications citing his belief that repetition and reinforcement was important for
student understanding. Over time, the duplicated modes of communicating with
students led to an increase in workload effectively exacerbating the existing tension
between Division of Labour and Object (Figure 16). This tension remained unresolved for
the duration of the course.

Lecturer
• Beliefs (teaching,
learning, technology)
• Personal qualities
• Attitudes and opinions
• Abilities and skills
• Past experiences

•
•
•
•
•

Virtual Learning Environment
Textbook
Podcasts
Rubrics
Teaching strategies: pedagogical,
organisational, learning support,
assessment

Planning and teaching
a blended-mode course

• Academic
colleagues
• Guest lecturers
• Students

• Lecturer roles: Technologist,
Designer, Facilitator,
Administrator, Evaluator
• Student roles
• VLE support team

Figure 16. Tensions in Adam’s work activity system in the teaching phase

Motivated by a desire to engage his students with contemporary media and connect with
them in a way not possible with text alone, Adam decided relatively late in the course to
introduce the innovation of podcasting. This technique was new to Adam and he
experienced a number of technical difficulties. The early podcasts (Virtual mediating tool)
were often incomplete and were difficult to access off-campus making it difficult for
students to engage with the course content (Object). This disruption to Adam’s intended
teaching strategy was a turning point event that prompted him to seek external advice
to resolve the issue. With assistance from the central VLE support team, Adam
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subsequently redeveloped the podcast production procedure to deliver a high quality,
accessible recording (Table 16, Turning point 4).

Adam’s solution overcame a

technological barrier and allowed him to continue with his planned teaching approach
but impacted negatively on his own workload by introducing a significant time
overhead to lecture preparation and delivery. This further exacerbated the tension
between Division of Labour and Object (Figure 16) indicating a persistent and unresolved
workload issue in Adam’s activity system.
A third tension emerged in Adam’s activity system during the later stages of the course
after students had been working through the Online Discussion Topics for several
weeks. Adam had updated his design of the online debates by introducing a rubricsupported peer assessment element to the task, and had also increased his expectation
that students would take active responsibility for their own learning. At the same time,
he modified his own role to become an overseer of group processes rather than an active
participant. Adam was encouraged by students’ initial enthusiasm for the task but found
towards the end of the course that the quantity and quality of participation in the
discussion groups was variable and, for some, had waned to an extent that it no longer
met the minimum requirements. Adam had made his expectations and the requirements
of the activity clear and had scaffolded students’ participation through the use of a
detailed rubric. Nevertheless, he did not anticipate the extent to which the contextual
influences were permeating students’ lives and their impact on students’ willingness to
complete the set task. Adam saw the increased responsibility he placed on students as a
positive action, but in effect, this had increased the students’ workload to an
unsustainable level. This tension was manifested as mismatch between Adam’s
expectations of students (Subject) and students’ own expectations or capabilities
(Community) and remained unresolved at the conclusion of the course. The unresolved
tension is shown in Figure 16 as a solid line between the Subject and Community nodes
of Adam’s acitivty system. For Adam, it represented a personal learning experience to
be taken into consideration when re-designing the curriculum for the following year.
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Case Study Three: Martin
Martin was a qualified engineer who had been teaching in Higher Education for a decade
and was a knowledgeable user of the University’s VLE. Perhaps more strongly than any
of the other participants, Martin identified as an educator, describing himself as a
‘teacher of engineers’ rather than purely as an academic or as a practising engineer. For
Martin, the academic and engineer aspects of his identity informed his practice as a
teacher. Martin’s technical skills with the University’s VLE were prodigious, however,
of all the courses in the current study, his first-year blended-mode engineering course
made the most conservative use of the available technologies. The course in this case
study was a first year engineering unit of study with 39 hours of face-to-face lectures, 26
one-hour face-to-face tutorials and 8 hours of scheduled laboratory classes. A course
textbook was prescribed with all other material supporting the course activities located
in the VLE. Online resources included the course outline, lecture summaries, tutorial
questions, experiment procedures, worked examples, solutions to past tests, group
listings, timetables, links to software, and a number of discipline specific articles that
were progressively added to the site. Assessment in the subject consisted of a written
exam, written assignments and online tests.
Martin was the only participant undertaking a higher degree in education and brought
a very deliberate and purposeful sensibility to planning and teaching a blended-mode
course. Decisions regarding the design of his course and the integration of technology
were based on Martin’s accumulated teaching experiences and deep reflection on the
theoretical and practical aspects of his pedagogy over several years. Martin typically
made small annual adjustments to his teaching approach and the design of his VLE
course site rather than reactively throughout the semester. Adjustments were based on
student feedback and performance and his own post-course reflection-on-action, and
consequently, disturbances and dilemmas in Martin’s activity system remained
relatively tacit and unavailable during the active phase of teaching. Although just-intime responses to disturbances were generally not part of Martin’s repertoire, his course
design decisions in the current context are explored in terms of responses to perceived
contextual barriers and congruence with his espoused pedagogical beliefs. Post-course
reflections from Martin’s participation in the group interview and online observations
and digital artifacts are considered with a view to interpreting possible tensions
underpinning his expressed intentions to make future changes to the course.
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A summary representation of Martin’s activity system is presented in Figure 17. His
beliefs about teaching, learning and technology, personal qualities, attitudes and past
experiences are encapsulated in the Subject node.
•
•
•
•
•
•

Virtual Learning Environment
Wiki
Textbook
Lab journal
Simulation software
Teaching strategies: pedagogical,
organisational, learning support, assessment

Lecturer
• Beliefs (teaching,
learning, technology)
• Personal qualities
• Attitudes and opinions
• Abilities and skills

• Institutional culture and policies
• Curriculum requirements
• Lecturer’s rules and expectations
for students

Planning and teaching a
blended-mode course
• Stated course
outcomes
• Students will
progress towards
being better
learners
• Students’
conception of
learning will move
towards deep
understanding and
transferability

• Academic colleagues
• Tutors
• Students

• Lecturer roles:
Technologist, Designer,
Facilitator, Administrator,
Evaluator
• Student roles

Figure 17. CHAT model of Martin’s work activity system

The Mediating tools node represents the cognitive, virtual and physical tools employed
in the planning and teaching phases of the activity; the Object node establishes the
purpose of the activity, and the Outcomes node indicates the intended outcomes of the
activity; and the Division of Labour, Community and Rules nodes inform the discussion
about contextual elements influencing the activity.
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4.3.5 Beliefs about teaching and learning
Martin’s pedagogical beliefs were at the front and centre of his identity as a ‘teacher of
engineers.’ He was engaged in the educational literature around theories of learning and
preferred to articulate his ideas using educational vocabulary. Martin’s motivation for
teaching was underpinned by the philosophy that teaching was about helping students
to understand their own learning process and take control of their own learning. He
outlined his primary goal:
My goal is to progress my students towards being better learners. In which case
they need to understand what it is they’re doing during the learning process and be
able to take control of that. That’s my underlying mission as a teacher. (Martin,
Interview 1)
At a broad level, Martin considered teaching an activity firmly focused on developing
students’ self-awareness and conceptions of learning. A successful student was one who
had developed a deep understanding through intellectual questioning of the concepts
and relationships in the discipline, could articulate how they learned something and
understood it and could transfer those understandings across contexts. Martin’s
educational goals were broad in terms of his desire to develop students’ capacities as
thinkers and learners, but were consistently situated within the disciplinary context. His
course outline suggested a range of discipline-specific objectives involving the analysis
and design of electrical circuits, understanding the relationships between electrical
parameters and components, and competence in basic laboratory procedures and
simulation software. The outline also explicitly included the objective of developing
appropriate mental models and learning strategies to support further learning in the
discipline (Martin, Course outline). Martin’s educational goals encompassed both
generic and discipline-specific objectives; however, it was evident that he held an
integrated conception of their relationship rather than simply stating one without
reference to the other. For this reason, Martin’s espoused belief in the Educational Goals
dimension of his belief profile is shaded in the middle of the continuum rather than
simply encompassing the full continuum (Figure 18).
Martin saw himself as an enabler of student learning which he enacted through strategic
placement of resources and learning experiences, and feedback on student performance.
He explained his role as the teacher:
The teaching part for me is helping students understand, as opposed to acquiring
knowledge and helping students at a really deep level understand what they’re
doing. I consider that learning is an individual constructivist process but it’s
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socially mediated, so you’ve got this social constructionism but individual
constructivism, they blend, and that it’s experiential. Then I need to put the
experiences in place that allow students to utilise both of those mechanisms to
push their own goals forward and meet the objectives. (Martin, Interview 1)
Nurturing the development of learning skills and self-sufficiency in the learning process
were frequently expressed values and Martin consistently positioned himself as a
facilitator of that developmental process. As indicated on his belief profile (Figure 18),
Martin’s espoused belief about the Teacher’s role was closely aligned with the
conception of ‘facilitating student learning’.
From Martin’s perspective, an important aspect of his teaching role was to bring students
to a deep understanding of the concepts and relationships in the discipline of
Engineering. This involved fostering the construction of mental models that allowed
students to observe and predict phenomena, and the capacity to question, test and reconstruct their understandings in a laboratory setting. Martin took responsibility for
‘defining the boundaries… and providing adequate information resources for students
to explore that’ (Martin, Interview 1), but also wanted to inculcate a genuine
appreciation for the discipline. He explained his goal:
I want them to try and appreciate the models, the elegance, the usefulness of the
material that they’re looking at and just approach it as something that they want to
learn, and that’s difficult for the students to appreciate sometimes. (Martin,
Interview 1)
The focus on ‘disciplinary ways of knowing’ was a distinctive and consistently held
disposition, although Martin readily acknowledged that the ‘traditional didactic
engineering learning process’ was usually seen as the dominant teaching approach in
the discipline. However, he viewed his social constructivist inclinations and his focus on
facilitating disciplinary ways of knowing as ‘significantly different to the generic in
engineering in terms of teaching’ (Martin, Group interview). Martin’s purposefully
espoused disposition is indicated as the ‘disciplinary ways of knowing’ conception in
the Curriculum focus dimension of his belief profile (Figure 18).
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BELIEFS ABOUT TEACHERS AND TEACHING
Educational goals
Broad educational
goals

Discipline specific
goals

Teacher’s role
Facilitating student
understanding

Transmitting
information

Curriculum focus
Knowledge and
understanding

Disciplinary ways
of knowing

Professional
performance

Task orientation
Academic

Authentic

Assessment focus
Reproduce atomised
information

Reproduce and apply
structured knowledge

Integrate, transform and use
knowledge purposefully

Accommodation of student understandings
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Pre-emptive
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Unsupported

BELIEFS ABOUT LEARNERS AND LEARNING
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Broad educational
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Role of student communication and collaboration
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Agent constructing knowledge
External agency

Personal agency

Understanding process
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Reproductive/
relational

Transformational

Expected use of knowledge and skills
Academic

Figure 18. Martin’s pedagogical belief profile

Authentic
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Martin saw the academic agenda and his own teaching agenda as two distinctly separate
entities. He tended to view the academic requirements of the course as hoops to be
jumped through whereas his own teaching agenda was more holistic and developmental
in focus. He explained his view of the nexus between these two agendas:
You’ve got this agenda that you have as a teacher for the student and you have
this academic framework on the side that we both want to make sure that they
progress through, and the two goals aren’t necessarily the same. In one, they have
to perform on an exam, but as a teacher, I really don’t care about their exam
performance, I care more about their progression as a student from where they
were and how happy they are. (Martin, Interview 1)
While Martin accepted that some teaching, learning and assessment in the course would
inevitably centre on the simple reproduction and application of disciplinary concepts
and relationships, he saw the core professional skill of the engineer as problem solving.
He explained:
Our professional skill is problem solving… To be able to understand the problem,
understand the material, find out what you need, solve the problem, move onto the
next day. Your whole workload management is to learn how to solve a problem
and not get lost in it and so the whole course is designed to facilitate you as a
problem solver. (Martin, Group interview)
Martin clearly saw problem-solving as a professional capability to be fostered and as
such considered tasks incorporating problem-solving as an authentic rather than an
academic activity. Such tasks were usually complex problems, situated in the
disciplinary context and were typically undertaken in a virtual setting using simulation
software. While Martin may have valued some types of curriculum tasks more than
others, it was evident that he believed both academic and authentic tasks had their place
in the course. His pedagogical beliefs about Task orientation are thus depicted as
encompassing both the ‘academic’ and ‘authentic’ ends of the conceptual spectrum
(Figure 18).
The focus of assessment in Martin’s course reflected his dualistic beliefs about the
academic agenda versus his personal agenda and the need to accommodate both
requirements. For Martin, academic tasks based on textbook problems were
appropriately assessed with tasks focused on reproducing and applying structured
disciplinary knowledge. In his course outline, this belief is exemplified with the
inclusion of multiple online quizzes and a heavily weighted written examination
containing a proportion of questions focused on reproduction and application of the
concepts and relationships in the discipline (Martin, Course outline). Authentic tasks
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requiring complex problem-solving or demonstration of manipulative competence were
assessed with analytical questions in exams, quizzes and tutorial assignments as well as
laboratory assignments (Martin, Course outline). Martin explained his view of
assessment in the course:
The assessment process in engineering and the sort of work that engineers do
predisposes assessment processes to being analytical rather than discursive and so
the nature of the experience is slightly different there. It’s very easy to give
students a lot of closed answer questions where they simply analyse a circuit,
analyse this, and much harder to open that up to test their understanding. We can
do it, but I think it needs to be done in an appropriate measure because good
engineers can simply be good analysts and not understand everything that they’ve
done, and so we don’t want to penalise those students. (Martin, Interview 1)
The purposeful selection and distribution of assessment in Martin’s course was
indicative of a complex belief about Assessment focus that encompassed both the
‘reproduce and apply structured knowledge’ conception and the ‘integrate, transform
and use knowledge purposefully conception’ (Figure 18).
As an experienced teacher of first-year students, Martin was cognisant of the range of
previous understandings, capabilities, assumptions and attitudes brought by students
to the course. He described the challenge of accommodating a diverse range of student
understandings:
Most students in this course bring very little technical knowledge, even less
technical understanding of the discipline. So they really come in as blank slates,
which is a really terrible thing to think of, but they come in with largely no useful
context for hanging the conceptions that we’re about to fling at them. The course
is largely concerned with invisible phenomenon, electrons floating around a wire,
so it’s very hard to grasp it. They do come in with a wealth of physical experience
in terms of garden hoses, water, gravity and basic floor structures which we can
use if the students are willing to try and transfer conceptions from one frame to
another. And so that’s where we generally try and start. (Martin, Interview 1)
While Martin recognised and readily acknowledged students’ previous understandings
of everyday physical phenomena, it was evident that he perceived their initial lack of
technical knowledge and understanding as an obstacle to be overcome. Martin had
previously articulated a facilitative view of student learning based on assisting students
to come to their own understanding of disciplinary and pedagogical concepts, but it was
unclear in his initial individual interview how he intended to operationalise that intent.
Martin’s underpinning beliefs about Accommodation of student understandings could
be interpreted as ‘pre-emptive’ (Figure 18) given his expressed acknowledgement of the
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differences in students’ understandings and the desire to nurture their development.
Similarly, Martin had expressed a strong belief that students should be assisted to
monitor and regulate their own learning and be able to articulate that process; however,
the pre-course interview revealed little about his intended mechanisms of metacognitive
support and whether they would be integrated into the online environment. Martin’s
clear intent to scaffold students’ cognitive induction to the discipline is thus represented
as a transitional conception on the Metacognitive support dimension of his belief profile
(Figure 18).
Martin consistently expressed the view that students should come to understand and
take control of their own learning. He emphasised that students should understand and
be able to articulate how they had learned something rather than simply what they had
learned. Martin described this process as the development of a ‘mental model’ for
learning and emphasised how this conception underpinned his view of learning:
Learning for me is understanding, and I distinguish between understanding and
knowledge. A lot of students come in with a theory-in-use of learning as
acquisition of knowledge, facts and lists and rote learning of procedures and
things like that, and my goal is to move them across to understanding what they’re
doing in those situations and understanding the material that they’re so focused on
remembering, with the goal that if they understand it, they can transfer it. And if
they understand it, they don’t need to remember it because they recall the context
and how the things relate. So learning is very much a matter for me of
constructing useful mental models that reliably predict the experiences they have
and the phenomena they see around them and if I can get them to that point where
they can ask questions of that, test it, reconstruct their understanding, then I have a
learner. (Martin, Interview 1)
Martin’s belief that students initiate events that lead to conceptual change and construct
their own meaning suggested a disposition in the Nature of learning belief dimension
strongly aligned with the concept that Students learn actively (Figure 18). Martin
consistently expressed the desire to nurture an intrinsic appreciation for the discipline
and bring students to the point where they develop their own learning goals and explore
disciplinary concepts and relationships in a self-motivated way. This expression is
consistent with a belief orientation that students possess ‘personal agency’ as the Agents
constructing knowledge rather than relying solely on the representations of an external
agent (Figure 18). Martin acknowledged the requirement to conform to the ‘academic
agenda’ where students were required to reproduce concepts and principles and the
interrelationships between them. Nevertheless, his personal preference for engaging
students in higher order evaluative thinking indicated a ‘transformational’ conception
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of the Understanding process in addition to the simpler ‘reproductive/relational’
conception. (Figure 18).
In the context of a foundational first-year Engineering course, Martin expected his
students to meet the stated course objectives through demonstrating understanding by
description of conceptual knowledge; competence by manipulation of physical, virtual
and mathematical objects including the analysis of electric circuits; and effectiveness in
written communication (Martin, Course outline). Although these activities could be
described as academic in focus, Martin considered them as professional skills required
by graduate Engineers. From this perspective, Martin’s expectation was that students
will learn, apply and extend their knowledge and skills in an authentic context rather
than be limited by the academic curriculum. His belief about the Expected use of
knowledge and skills is, therefore, appropriately oriented towards the ‘authentic’ pole
of the continuum (Figure 18).
Martin espoused the belief that learning was a socially mediated process where
individuals constructed their own understandings. His conception of social mediation
was quite broad and did not specifically include interaction with other students. He
described his notion of social mediation:
Learning is a personal process of construction, socially mediated by textbooks and
by your encounters, by your outside experience, and in such an abstract subject,
by the guides provided by the teaching structures that are in place. (Martin,
Interview 1)
For Martin, the value of communication was based on “unambiguous conveyance of an
idea to the receiver” (Martin, Course outline), usually in written form. He tended to
describe communication as a professional skill to be developed rather than as a dialogic
learning mechanism. In his course outline, Martin suggests that students view
communication as “an opportunity to practise being effective in the representation of
conceptual knowledge by writing clearly and using explicit and simple examples.”
(Martin, Course outline). Oral communication skills were also valued as a professional
skill but were described in terms of transmitting information rather than for interacting
with colleagues. The laboratory program guide for the course states “It is only by
articulating your understanding that you can formally test it or pass it on to someone
else” (Martin, Laboratory program). Tutorial sessions were described as “independent
problem-solving sessions” (Martin, Tutorial program) based on a question and answer
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approach and were not intended as forums for collaboration. Although Martin did not
hold the teacher-centred conception that learning was based upon a single received
interpretation of information or structured knowledge, he appeared to believe that
students could negotiate their own understandings facilitated by resources and ‘teaching
structures.’ Martin’s disposition indicated an underlying belief that the Role of student
communication and collaboration was ‘incidental’ to the learning process (Figure 18).

4.3.6 Planning a blended-mode course
This section describes Martin’s participation in the activity of planning a large, first-year
blended-mode engineering course. His primary concerns in the planning phase centred
on refining learning tasks, assessment and feedback mechanisms in the course to
articulate with both the academic requirements of the School and his own personal
agenda for student learning.

Balancing multiple agendas
Martin was a qualified engineer but identified himself as a ‘teacher of engineers.’ He had
a deep personal interest in teaching and learning and, at the time of the current study,
was completing a doctorate in education. Over several years, while concurrently
studying and teaching a large first-year engineering course, Martin had consciously
reflected on the nexus between his own teaching practice; the attributes, attitudes and
abilities of students enrolling in his course; and the theoretical frameworks he had
encountered. During this period, Martin had constructed and refined his personal theory
of teaching and learning and held some firm beliefs and opinions about the nature of
student learning and his role as teacher of first-year engineers.
Martin’s primary concern was helping students to understand the learning process and
nurturing the development of learning skills. He strongly believed that students would
become better learners by developing their own conceptions of what it means to
‘understand’ in the context of the course and be able to ‘transfer’ that understanding as
they progressed. For Martin, it was important that students engage in intellectual
questioning of the concepts and relationships in the discipline and be able to articulate
how they learned something and understood it. His overarching goal for students was
that they would eventually be able to take control of their own learning and form their
own personal goals beyond the outcomes specified in the academic syllabus. As the
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course lecturer, Martin perceived his main role as being a cultivator of students’
intellectual development, facilitating their progress by engaging with students at their
level of understanding, explaining the type of learning he valued, and placing
appropriate resources and learning experiences in their path as required. Reflexivity was
an important element of Martin’s personal theory of teaching, and he expressed a
willingness to try different teaching approaches and strategies and explore alternative
ways of understanding to achieve what he described as his ‘personal agenda’.
Martin’s teaching approach diverged significantly from the traditional model of
engineering education in his School and his academic colleagues regarded him as
somewhat avant-garde. Martin described the prevailing culture in the School as an
‘analytical’ approach to teaching:
It’s a traditional engineering didactic lecturing process, whereby I give you
material, you go away and practise it, and come to the exam and we don’t worry
about whether you talk to someone else or not. It’s a very analytical process and
that’s still quite persistent in engineering. (Martin, Group interview)
From Martin’s perspective, the didactic teaching approach espoused and practised by
his colleagues acted to perpetuate a culture of unreflective learners who relied on
memorisation and rote learning rather than coming to a deep understanding and
appreciation of the concepts and relationships in the discipline.
A separate, yet equally troublesome issue for Martin was the requirement for students
to demonstrate achievement of the stated learning outcomes of the course. Although
Martin readily acknowledged the need to articulate his teaching with academic
outcomes as a matter of compliance with institutional policy, he saw this requirement as
an ‘academic agenda’ competing with his own personal goals. He explained:
You’ve got this agenda that you have as a teacher for the student and you have
this academic framework on the side that we both want to make sure that they
progress through but the two goals aren’t necessarily the same. In one, they have
to perform on an exam, but as a teacher, I really don’t care about their exam
performance, I care more about their progression as a student from where they
were and how happy they are. (Martin, Interview 1)
Martin was an adherent to a socially mediated, individually constructed view of learning
where students were active agents in the learning process. As such, he felt that the
prevailing didactic teaching model espoused by his colleagues and the tendency to
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assess understanding predominantly through recall of structured knowledge acted to
reinforce a surface learning approach.
Martin was also cognisant that the pre-conceptions and previously learned study habits
of students enrolling in the course had the potential to derail his personal agenda. The
most significant concern from a teaching perspective was the perception that students of
school-leaving age tended to rely on memorisation as a learning strategy. He explained:
Most of them come in with really good memories, which is unfortunate, because
then they’re reliant on them. They like their memory. Memory is what got them
this far and I try and dissuade them from that. But it’s a fall back… when a
student has got very high achievements at school and HDs in first semester relying
on surface learning, it’s very hard to dissuade them from that, to try and
encourage them towards meaningful learning. (Martin, Interview 1)
In the context of his current course, Martin believed that students who valued
memorisation would only be able to understand electric circuits from a mathematical
perspective rather than appreciate the underlying concepts. He described his past
observations of how this disposition impacted on students’ understanding of the course:
In the course that I’m about to teach, I think the things that will cause students
problems, are the conceptual underpinnings… it’s a failure to grasp the
importance of a conceptual model as opposed to the mathematical model. I think,
coming from school, a lot of students value the memorisation, which is the
mathematical model. As soon as the circuits get past three or four components,
students need to picture what’s happening in the circuit as opposed to try and
dredge up maths that is going to tell them what’s happening in the circuit, and the
sooner they can develop a feel for that, the easier the course flows. The biggest
problem they have is an over-reliance on their memory. (Martin, Interview 1)
Martin also believed that students’ negative pre-conceptions of the assessment process
could hinder their engagement with the course. In particular, he felt that students tended
to perceive assessment as an extrinsic pressure aimed at punishing poor performance.
Martin described students’ mechanistic conception of learning and assessment as the
‘student agenda.’ He explained:
All of the stuff they do in study and attending lectures is training and what they
need to do is recognise that assessment, either external or self-directed
assessment, is simply an evaluation of where they’re at right now. Of course, they
see a punitive thing attached to it. I’d much rather I could remove the fear of
failure and in fact encourage students to test themselves more often… but students
have this mindset of ‘what’s on the exam?’, ‘what do I have to get to pass?’ and
their focus on this external pass measure and punishment associated with it, rather
than the true role of assessment which is to measure your progress in learning.
(Martin, Interview 1).
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For Martin, the nexus of the ‘academic agenda’ and the ‘student agenda’ with his own
‘personal agenda’ represented a confluence of contrasting values and expectations and
had the potential to impede students’ engagement in, and progression through, the
course. Martin attributed much of the underlying tension to students struggling with the
transition from school to university learning. He expanded on the underpinnings of his
belief:
Students come in and they’re caught between the progression from formal
education towards, at some stage in their life, becoming self-motivated, adult
learners, capable of life-long learning and all that stuff and not all students are
progressing towards that at the same rate. When I have 120 students in a first-year
class, you can’t really tend to the bottom line because it’s a fair way down, but
you can’t just look after the students that are ready to do self-engaged learning. So
the biggest problem is where the students are at, their expectations and trying to
move all of them along at the same time. (Martin, Interview 1)
The combined tensions of accommodating the diversity of students’ existing
expectations and attitudes to learning while fostering conceptual change towards a more
mature view of adult learning, and the logistical demands of progressing a relatively
large group through the curriculum presented a significant challenge. Although the
School of Engineering was not under a specific mandate to offer blended-mode or fully
online versions of their courses, Martin felt it was important to articulate his design with
the general trend toward more flexible course offerings as endorsed by the University.
He saw digital technologies as a way to improve flexibility in terms of both access to
content and supporting students’ learning experiences. Martin elaborated his thoughts
on a more flexible approach:
I think we move inexorably towards the blended-mode courses simply because
students work more than they used to, part-time work, they are more flexible in
their enrolments. So I’m looking to provide not only the content delivery, but also
the experiences in a more flexible mode. So simulation software optimally has to
be something that they can take home and use at home and minimise their reliance
on being where we are. The lecture experience, the delivery ideally would be
something that they can engage with when they have the opportunity. Rather than
being synchronous, make it asynchronous, but try and retain all the good parts of
the lecture experience and add things that we can’t get in a real lecture. (Martin,
Interview 1)
Martin’s self-initiated post-course reflections in previous years had yielded a number of
insights about the nature of students enrolling in the course, the pros and cons of various
teaching and assessment strategies, and ways in which various digital technologies
could be leveraged to improve flexibility. In this context Martin devised a multifaceted
plan to enact his personal agenda of cultivating students as independent, reflective, goal214

oriented learners while balancing the academic and student agendas. The design phase
of the course subsequently focused on three main changes: a restructuring of materials
in the VLE course site to support and motivate student learning; enhanced assessment
and feedback mechanisms incorporating online quizzes and worked exemplars of
tutorial assignments; and the introduction of a ‘laboratory journal’ task to assist students
to articulate their understandings.

Supporting and motivating student learning
Despite the challenge of managing a large class, Martin had resolved to make himself
more available to students to guide them towards becoming more independent,
reflective learners. An important element of Martin’s plan was to utilise the capabilities
of the VLE to maximise the efficiency and flexibility of the pedagogical and
organisational elements of the course. He reasoned that by using the VLE to organise
learning resources and student activity he’d be able to: leverage the online environment
to support face-to-face lectures, pre-empt the most frequent requests for assistance by
providing targeted resources online, provide additional resources to motivate selfsufficient learners who had progressed to the stage of setting their own personal learning
goals, and improve his availability to interact with individual students who were at
‘different places’ in their learning.
Martin’s design philosophy for the VLE site was that the layout and content should be
dynamic and be adaptable to students’ needs and abilities as they evolved, but still be
an efficient and manageable process. A favoured course design strategy for Martin was
to reuse content and announcements for topics, resources or events that were required
on a cyclical basis. In effect, Martin used the VLE course site as a repository for any
information that may be needed at various points during the course and he selectively
edited and made content visible to students at the appropriate point in time. Martin gave
an example of his approach:
I tend to reuse one announcement which is about updates. When I edit that... if
there’s two or three points showing, there’s probably about 15 or 20 points behind
that where they’ve [been made invisible to students]. So I don’t have to reinvent
them every year because they tend to happen on a regular basis yearly, so I just
take the comments away from the ones that I want to appear. So I can just flick
through and change that on a fairly regular basis. (Martin, Interview 2)
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Martin largely automated the availability of content with specific due dates, such as test
announcements or laboratory exercises, by using the timed release function in the VLE.
He extended the practice of controlling content release by manually updating the display
order of content areas to coincide with the importance of various information items as
the study period progressed. Martin described his content organisation strategy as
responsive to students’ evolving use of the site:
The site is structured a lot in terms of the students’ evolving use of the site so the
things they need early on in the semester are towards the top, easy to find. Then
usually after about week 3, they’re not interested in that information anymore.
The announcements are always at the front because they change ideally on a
weekly basis but probably every couple of weeks based on what’s going in the
course. (Martin, Interview 2)
Visual indicators in the form of colour codes were used as an additional way to indicate
importance. Content linked to assessment such as lecture summaries, tutorials and the
experiment program was coloured red while content not required for assessment tasks
such as worked examples and readings were coloured orange.
Martin wanted to ensure that students unequivocally understood both the academic
requirements of the course and also his personal expectations for their development as
learners. To ensure students read and understood the requirements, Martin produced
two versions of the course outline and intended to display them prominently in the VLE
course site for the first few weeks of the study period. He explained:
I generally use two versions of the course outline, I guess. The course outline is a
small one that we’re required to have for academic purposes and then there’s a
more extensive syllabus that talks about what I’m trying to achieve in the course
and what our contract should be. (Martin, Interview 2)
For Martin, the production of a personal syllabus for students in the design phase of the
course followed by consistent referral to his expectations in the teaching phase of the
course formed a purposeful learning support strategy intended to guide students’
understanding about the type of learning valued in the course.
Throughout the design phase, Martin continued to methodically organise content in the
VLE course site in clearly labelled sections including lecture summaries, tutorials,
experiments and worked examples. Hyperlinks to relevant course documents were
embedded in the content section descriptions as required. Within each content section,
Martin also provided prepared examples and the assessment criteria for each type of
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task required of students. For example, in the case of tutorial exercises involving analysis
of electric circuits, fully worked solutions were provided with an accompanying
explanation of the analysis. Drawing on a large base of thoroughly prepared support
material, Martin also included an extensive bank of worked examples of the analytical
techniques to be developed during the course. Martin’s rationale for this approach was
based on his previous observations that students enrolling in the course had often
struggled to grasp the importance of conceptual models in the discipline. His strategy of
providing numerous elaborated online examples was intended to pre-empt anticipated
requests for assistance at critical points in the course, but also to provide a representative
set of techniques for learners to study. In effect, Martin was attempting to draw students’
attention to the importance of understanding the underlying problem-solving processes
in the course rather than encourage memorisation of solutions to potentially hundreds
of textbook problems.
Martin’s reflections on teaching the course in previous years also revealed a perception
that students enrolled in the course typically progressed at different rates. Some students
were able to develop a deep understanding of the fundamental concepts and
relationships with minimal assistance while others struggled to progress beyond a
surface learning approach. In this context, Martin concluded that an appropriate
selection of additional online resources could be utilised as both remedial and extension
materials. Chapters and sections from a range of non-prescribed textbook sources were
provided as PDF documents to furnish material not adequately covered in the
prescribed text, but also offered as different perspectives on core content. Hyperlinks to
‘tutorial sites’ were also provided with the intention of offering additional insights or
extended coverage of topics undertaken in the course. (Martin, Digital artifact). Martin
also included links to material he described as ‘motivational,’ primarily to counter an
anticipated lack of interest from a portion of students who were enrolled in a compulsory
subject outside their intended field of specialisation. He explained his approach:
I’ve got a set of stuff in Activities and Toolbox section which is two magazines,
Engineer Live and Today’s Engineer, which is interesting material. When we go
and look at some of those, there’s current technology issues, stuff that will
hopefully get these guys excited. I tend not to direct them specifically towards it
because I don’t want them to see it as an obligation to engage with it. They will
tell you already that they’ve got a very high workload but it’s there for those
students that want to see as well as tutorial sites, anything that I can find on the
web, particularly stuff that students have told me in different years made sense to
them, helped them understand it then I’ll put those up there. (Martin, Interview 2)
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From Martin’s perspective, stimulating students’ intrinsic interest in the discipline was
integral to their successful completion of the course. He was however careful to explain
that these materials came with ‘no strings attached’ due partly to his observation that
previous cohorts had felt that the course was difficult and already carried a high
workload. Reflecting on past observations of students’ motivation in the course, he
reasoned:
If they can get interested motivation wise, they tend to overcome that feeling of
‘this is hard’. They may replace ‘I can’t do this’ with ‘maybe I should try a bit
harder’, and then they realise they can do it. It seems to help a lot. (Martin,
Interview 2)
For Martin, stimulating students’ interest was clearly about more than simply inspiring
students to engage with the academic materials. His motivation for exposing students to
rich content appeared to stem from a desire to cultivate students’ own conceptions of the
learning process. In particular, he saw a strong connection between students’ intrinsic
interest in the discipline and their willingness to take control of their own learning.
Martin also took account of student feedback and suggestions about additional online
material in his post-course reflection and systematically planned to incorporate content
that students reported ‘made sense to them’ and ‘helped them understand it’.
Martin extensively prepared the VLE course site with administrative material, links to
software, course documents, lecture summaries, readings, tutorial and experimental
exercises, worked examples and supplementary material which effectively functioned
as a bank of teaching and learning resources that could be selectively enabled or
disabled. He saw this strategy as a flexible and practical way to regulate the pace of
student learning. It also allowed him to be more responsive to individual requests for
further assistance. Preparation was the backbone of Martin’s organisational strategy,
and he described the practice as ‘eliminating potential problems in advance.’

Enhancing assessment and feedback
A significant tension for Martin lay in accommodating the range of pre-conceptions
brought by students enrolling in the course. In general, the students were of schoolleaving age and tended to think of the course as a stepping-stone to a more specific
disciplinary focus later in the degree rather than an opportunity to deepen their
conceptual understanding of the core concepts and relationships underpinning
engineering. Martin had observed that students in previous years tended to view the
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course concepts as difficult, saw assessment as a punitive hurdle rather than a personal
learning tool, and relied on rote learning of numerous textbook solutions. From Martin’s
perspective, students needed to transform their nascent conceptions into a more mature
learning approach characterised by self-directed intellectual questioning and deep
understanding. In the current context, Martin decided to redesign the assessment
elements of the course with the aim of providing students with more frequent formative
online assessment incorporating targeted feedback on their understandings as they
progressed through the course. He also wanted students to engage in regular formal
reflection and be able to articulate their understandings in written form. From an
academic perspective, Martin’s intention to create more frequent online assessment and
structured reflection afforded an opportunity to monitor the progression of the class and
individuals. From a personal perspective, his intention indicated an attempt to transform
the predominant negative perception of assessment to one where it was seen simply as
a self-evaluative tool to test understanding.
The first enhancement to Martin’s course design was the introduction of weekly online
tests conducted in the VLE course site. Martin employed a mastery model where a
formative version of the test containing extensive feedback on each question was made
continuously available to students. Students would be able to repeat the test as many
times as required to master the material and would have the opportunity to raise any
outstanding difficulties at weekly tutorials. An important aspect of Martin’s intended
assessment design was the use of lecture time to feed the results of the formative tests
back to students as a way to identify and discuss commonly held misconceptions or
incorrect application of theoretical principles. A more focused; summative version of the
test would subsequently be released to students to be completed within a specified
timeframe. Following each summative test, Martin intended to provide an updated PDF
document containing each student’s progressive scores for the study period with
highlighted indications where assessment was not submitted. Martin reasoned that a
systematic, weekly cycle of assessment and feedback would allow students to develop
the capacity to self-monitor and set their own performance targets. He explained:
I firmly believe that students have to take control of their own learning, which
also means setting their own goals and monitoring their progress towards that
goal. Say the student wants a credit… if they can track as they’re going through
with their criterion based assessment, they’ll see ‘I’m in line for what I want with
my tests’ and ‘my performance level is at the right level’ ‘and ‘this is how hard I
need to work’. (Martin, Interview 2)
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The second major change in the course design aimed specifically at enhancing student
feedback was the refocusing of the two weekly tutorials into a ‘Debrief tutorial’ and a
‘Problem solving’ tutorial. The problem solving tutorials were dedicated to practising
‘core’ textbook problems under exam conditions with the expectation that students
would attempt the more difficult ‘mastery’ questions to achieve higher grades. The
debrief tutorials were led by the lecturer or tutor but were structured around student
generated questions. These sessions were intended as opportunities for students to
identify gaps in their understanding where students would be expected to be aware of
specific issues with which they were struggling and be able to ask proactively about the
problem. The intention was that tutors could model the correct approach so that students
could improve their understanding and avoid typical errors. Coupled with the tutorial
sessions was a weekly tutorial assignment that contributed to students’ summative
assessment for the course. In general, tutorial assignments required students to submit
a complete analysis to a set problem and a description of the analysis that described the
appropriate problem-solving process in a stepwise manner. Fully worked exemplars
were provided online for tutorial assignments including criteria for their assessment.
The third innovation intended specifically to engage students in reflection and
communication of their understandings was the introduction of the laboratory journal.
The laboratory journal was to be completed as an integral part of the experimental
component of the course and required students to keep a record of ideas, plans, designs,
data and observations, thoughts about the meaning of the data, how it might influence
their decisions, and any conclusions drawn. Students were also expected to support their
statements with references to other documents and relevant theory. An important aspect
of the laboratory journal task was that it was to be recorded in real time and notes made
without alteration. Martin saw the laboratory journal as a way for students to articulate
‘the process and the way they should be thinking’, and, from an educator’s perspective,
saw the laboratory journal as means of capturing students’ thinking-in-action. His
insistence on students’ submitting their original un-altered notes was intended to
provide insight on students’ conceptual development as they progressed and was seen
as a way to identify and remediate areas of difficulty. Students were also provided with
extensively elaborated online exemplars of laboratory journal entries from previous
years including comments from tutors to model the expected level of thinking required
for entries.
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The planned refocusing of assessment tasks to provide more frequent and detailed
feedback on students’ understanding of both the conceptual and procedural elements of
the curriculum was a strategy aimed predominantly at encouraging students to take
responsibility for their learning. The weekly online tests were intended to provide
students with the means to self-identify their misunderstandings through automated
feedback on their responses. Students had the opportunity to repeat the test as many
times as needed to master the conceptual elements of the course before being
summatively examined. The introduction of problem-solving and debrief tutorials were
intended to encourage self-identification of procedural misunderstanding of the
analytical elements of the course and afford students the opportunity to ask questions
and discuss points of difficulty. Martin envisioned the feedback from tutors in
combination with the online exemplars of work from previous years as modelling ‘the
way they should be thinking’ in preference to the perceived student reliance on
memorisation of textbook solutions. The introduction of the laboratory journal was
viewed as an opportunity for students to articulate their intellectual questioning of the
concepts and relationships in the discipline in an applied experimental context.
Martin’s intentions for redesigning the course assessment and feedback reflected an
expectation that students’ would be able to recognise incorrect thinking and transform,
deepen and articulate their own understandings given enough corrective feedback.
Martin saw his role in this process as an enabler of student learning by means of placing
appropriate learning resources and experiences in their path and correcting their
trajectory by means of written examples or a personal demonstration of the ‘correct’
approach. The interactive element of Martin’s approach was indicative of an intention
to take an active role in guiding student learning when needed and was thus akin with
the student-centred conception of ‘preventing misunderstandings.’ However, the
reliance on numerous worked examples of analytical procedures and implementation of
a mastery model of concept development through weekly online tests, suggested a tacit
affinity for the more teacher-centred conception of ‘transmitting structured knowledge’
as identified by Samuelowicz and Bain (2001) and summarised in Table 5. The
dependence on worked examples as a scaffold for student learning was also somewhat
contrary to Martin’s espoused view that students held responsibility for constructing
their own knowledge. In effect, Martin’s espoused pedagogical beliefs about teaching
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were not entirely consistent with the teaching strategies chosen to bring about the
transformational goals in his personal agenda.

4.3.7 Teaching a blended-mode course
This section describes Martin’s participation in the activity of teaching a blended-mode
course, identifies emergent systemic tensions, and considers his actions with respect to
individual and contextual factors influencing his work activity system. The bulk of
Martin’s work as a teacher was undertaken in the planning phase of teaching and
involved systematic reflection on previous experiences and the anticipatory organisation
of resources, learning activities, assessment and feedback mechanisms that could be
brought to bear in response to student needs or requests for assistance. The active phase
of teaching was seen as a time to put plans into action rather than innovate or change
direction. For Martin, these plans were centred on enacting his personal agenda of
encouraging students to develop their conceptions and capacity as independent, goaloriented, reflective learners while fulfilling the requirements of the academic agenda.

Sharing understanding through dialogue
A central tenet of Martin’s personal agenda was to move students towards what he
referred to as ‘a genuine kind of learning and understanding.’ In essence, Martin wanted
to reduce students’ reliance on memorisation and encourage them to engage in
intellectual questioning of both disciplinary concepts and their own concept of learning.
Martin viewed this key educational goal as a driver of his teaching decisions, explaining:
I’m always thinking ‘Are students remembering this or are they understanding it?’
and that changes my strategy then about how do I get them to understand it rather
than just put it in a pocket and bring it out when they need it. So that changes the
way I ask questions, the way I expect them to answer it, the assessment criteria,
the way we talk about it in class, whether we do something online as opposed to
go home and do it yourself. (Martin, Group Interview)
In previous years, Martin had felt that students were generally unwilling to admit
confusion and had observed the same reluctance in the current cohort, especially in a
large lecture setting. He explained: ‘In lectures, occasionally we get questions, but with
120 students in first-year, they’re reluctant to show themselves up in front of their peers
as not understanding something’ (Martin, Interview 2). In the current context, Martin
was determined to overcome the recurring impediment of students’ low self-confidence
and had resolved to interact more directly with students using dialogic questioning as a
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way to have them articulate their own understandings and identify problem areas.
Martin described his approach:
I’ll specifically ask about what problems they’re having and a lot of students will
come down and say I’m not sure about this, I’m not sure why I’m doing this and I
try to focus them down on what are they’re doing and get them to tell me what
they’re doing rather than tell them what to do. (Martin, Interview 2)
In particular, Martin favoured the use of ‘effect questions’ where students were
encouraged to ask themselves ‘what’s important here, why is it important, what’s it
going to lead to?’ The consistent use of effect questions was intended as an opportunity
for students to identify and examine their misunderstandings, but the technique still
relied on students’ receptivity to the presented ideas and a willingness to engage in selfexamination of their own understandings. Martin explained his expectations of students:
Most important for them is that enquiring frame of mind. Learning only ever
occurs when you have a question, and if they’re not willing to ask questions of the
material and of their understanding… if their only question is ‘will this be on the
exam?’ then they’re not predisposed to learning, they’re predisposed to
memorisation. (Martin, Interview 2)
Midway through the course, Martin reported that the introduction of ‘debrief tutorials’
and purposeful use of ‘effect questions’ had increased his own interaction with students
and appeared to have had some effect on improving students’ metacognition. For
Martin, the noticeable shift toward a more considered and systematic problem solving
methodology indicated that struggling individuals had begun to transform their
understanding of procedural tasks in the discipline. The additional motivational
material made available in the VLE course site in the form of links to engineering
magazines and online articles also appeared to have sparked an interest in at least some
students suggesting the type of self-motivated engagement Martin was hoping for. He
described some students’ positive reactions to the material:
Students will come and talk to me afterwards and ask questions. They’ll ask
questions about where is this used, what would happen if, what’s going on when
and so they’ll ask about things they’ve seen, things that they’ve read. You can see
that they’re interested obviously and that even though they’re grappling with the
nitty-gritty, they taking in the big idea and then get something to aspire to.
(Martin, Interview 2)
Over time, Martin has noted that the initial lack of interest displayed by some students
appeared to have given way to more intrinsically motivated interest in the discipline and
he was generally satisfied with students’ growing capacity to examine and articulate
their understandings at an individual level. Nevertheless, a persistent concern was that
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students generally remained unwilling to contribute to conceptual discussions in a
group setting. Martin had observed previous cohorts’ reluctance to engage in intellectual
questioning and, through his own reflections, had theorised that students’ apparent
reticence was as much a reaction to his position as the course lecturer and subject matter
expert as it was an avoidance of being ‘shown up’ in front of peers. He explained:
Even though my role is to contribute information or my opinion, the difficulty for
me is to state it as an opinion with which they can disagree… and I encourage
them to do so. There’s an authority thing which at least some people in this class
are getting. You know when Martin says something, well that’s the end of it. I’m
trying really hard not to do that and one of the big things with first-year classes is
I think to nurture that, but I’ve come to not expect too much from the first year
class in terms of contributing. (Martin, Interview 2)
It had become apparent to Martin that his own presence as an authority figure had a
potentially inhibiting effect on students’ willingness to express their point of view,
effectively stymying the exchange of ideas integral to the type of intellectual questioning
he wanted to encourage. In his post-course reflection, Martin also surmised that the
relatively rigid requirements intended to guide inexperienced students in completing
course tasks might also have contributed to their reluctance to deviate from perceived
expectations. For Martin, the realisation that students were independently developing
their understandings based largely on authoritative sources such as the lecturer,
textbooks and worked examples, sparked a dilemma about how to facilitate a more
social form of learning where students could draw on each others’ experiences and
understandings.
In the course planning phase, Martin had briefly considered using online Discussion
Boards for facilitating the exchange of ideas but had been discouraged from attempting
to implement a discussion exercise in this context due to the previous cohorts’ apparent
lack of interest and participation. Although reluctant to make any late changes to the
structure of the course, Martin made the decision to draw on the capabilities of the VLE
and established a class wiki as a non-compulsory online activity. Martin intended the
wiki as an online space where students could contribute ideas about concepts in the
course with a view to using it as a collaboratively constructed study aid for the
forthcoming exams. He explained:
The wiki is there for the students to contribute to and we’re going to start using it
to guide their study now. I’m hoping it will help their learning because they can
contribute material and will be able to read everyone else’s material and that
should help them understand what’s going on. (Martin, Interview 2)
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From Martin’s perspective, the wiki held the potential for having students describe and
develop key course concepts and relationships in their own words rather relying solely
on authoritative definitions from expert sources. The online environment also afforded
students a degree of flexibility and anonymity to articulate and share their
understandings with their peers. Although the wiki was not originally planned as an
integral element of the course, Martin’s decision to remediate the lack of social learning
opportunities in the course, indicated a purposeful attempt to correct a perceived
deviation from his personal agenda. In the post-course group interview Martin reflected
on his experience with the wiki activity
Most of the students had never seen Wiki before. Half our students don’t like
computers - strange enough for engineering students, and requiring them to
participate in Wiki forced them to engage with it and see it as a useful tool in the
end. That helped with their learning because they contributed some of the material
but then read everyone else’s material and that helped them understand what was
going on, and so that served two purposes. Now that they know about it and what
they have to do to make a useful resource, I believe they’ll engage quite well
without me having to assess it, which is good. I’ve got to reduce my workload as
well. (Martin, Group interview)
For Martin, the wiki activity achieved a pedagogical purpose in terms of providing a
medium for students to develop and articulate their understandings while serving the
academic function of a study group, and also suggested a potential way to manage
workload. The omission of any structured peer interaction in the original course design
suggests a disjunction between Martin’s espoused belief that learning is ‘individually
constructed but socially mediated’ and his chosen teaching strategies. However, his
acknowledgement of the lack of peer interaction and the purposeful action to remediate
the perceived impediment indicates an adjustment in his conception about
Accommodation of student understandings (Figure 18). In effect, Martin responded to the
dilemma by adjusting his pedagogical disposition to towards the more developed
conception that students’ current understandings can be shared through peer dialogue
during the teaching phase rather than just pre-emptively anticipated through the
provision of structured online resources.

Reflecting on ways students learn
Martin took a long-term view of the design and teaching of his course describing it as an
evolving entity. He had been progressively adding more material to the VLE course site
as the underlying technology had matured and had subsequently moved much of the
assessment and feedback for his course to the online environment. In the current
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iteration of the course, Martin had made the decision to place a substantial quantity of
detailed material online. He explained:
The online documents are evolving, more specifically; the lecture summaries are
summaries instead of just guides. What I’m doing is getting much more integrated
now in terms of putting on more models, more examples of answers and work
processes as opposed to just delivery of content, and it’s by no means finished.
(Martin, Interview 2)
Martin did not consider the documents that contained models and worked examples as
‘content delivery’, rather they were perceived as ways to scaffold student learning by
providing guidance and feedback on individuals’ efforts to grapple with the course
concepts and processes. Construed as learning scaffolds, the selection of models and
exemplars as teaching tools did not conflict with Martin’s belief that he was facilitating
student learning as opposed to simply transmitting structured information. Indeed, he
firmly believed that students were capable of selecting such content as required,
integrating into their existing schemas and transforming their understanding of the
concepts and processes in the discipline. From this perspective, Martin believed his
teaching practice was aligned with his espoused pedagogical beliefs.
The use of weekly online tests was a teaching strategy selected by Martin to develop
students’ understanding of the core conceptual elements of the course. Students were
permitted to complete formative versions of the tests, containing automated feedback on
their responses to each question, as many times as required to obtain mastery of the
material before being summatively tested the following week. In one respect, Martin saw
this assessment task as contributing towards fulfilment of the academic agenda, even
though the practice acted to perpetuate the ‘reliance on memorisation’ to which he was
so stridently opposed. On the other hand, Martin saw the test tool’s capacity to provide
automated feedback based on students’ responses as contributing to his personal agenda
as in that he was able to monitor students’ performance and identify common
problematic areas. These were subsequently fed back to students in lectures to correct
misunderstandings. For Martin, the diagnostic capabilities of the test tool allowed
students to self-monitor their understanding and thus contributed to his personal aim of
having students ‘take control of their own learning’. He appeared to rationalise the rote
learning aspect of the task as simply being part of the process of ‘formative’ feedback
despite being at odds with his espoused views about active rather than passive learning,
and, transformational rather than reproductive understanding. Martin’s arguably
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blinkered perspective again appeared to assuage the possibility of a conflict between his
espoused pedagogical beliefs and his online teaching strategies.
Martin implemented the planned weekly tutorial sessions as two sessions with separate
foci. The first session was described as a ‘problem-solving tutorial’ and the second as a
‘debrief tutorial’. The problem solving tutorials were intended as ‘independent problem
solving sessions’ (Martin, Tutorial program guide) where students were expected to
complete ‘typical analytical problems’ based on work undertaken in the previous week.
Problems to be solved were drawn from the course textbook with students expected to
provide detailed and accurate solutions under exam conditions. A mastery model was
applied where students were required to consistently attain at least an 80% score at every
attempt. Assistance with the problem-solving process was provided in the form of
textbook models, tutor demonstrations of the correct procedure, and provision of
worked solutions to the tutorial questions the following week. In effect, students were
expected to take the initiative and study the models and demonstrations in order to
independently develop their own problem-solving skills.
While Martin viewed problem-solving tutorials as an opportunity for students to engage
in higher order cognitive processes and develop a deeper understanding of disciplinary
knowledge and skills, his approach to ‘cultivating the intellect’ consisted predominantly
of scaffolding the learning task with expert-structured exemplars. In effect, Martin’s
chosen teaching strategy appeared to be mismatched with his espoused belief that
students had personal agency and active responsibility for constructing their own
knowledge rather than relying solely on the representations of an external agent. From
Martin’s perspective the problem solving tutorials contributed to achieving the academic
requirements of the course and also articulated with key elements of his personal agenda
despite the apparent disjunction between his espoused theory of teaching and actual
teaching practice.
In contrast the debrief tutorial sessions were intended to be ‘led by the lecturer or a tutor
in response to students’ questions’ (Martin, Tutorial program guide). Students were
expected to be pro-active in identifying their own misunderstandings and seek
clarification on interpretations of the theory and concepts used in experiments. While
Martin had observed that students seemed more willing to ask questions in a smaller
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tutorial setting compared to a large group lecture, he often persisted with an expertstructured explanation of procedures, relying on students to derive their own meaning
from the demonstration. He reflected:
We try to use these sessions to look at typical exam problems, review tutorial
assignments or look at how to avoid typical errors, but it often becomes a
modelling session where I demonstrate the solution to typical problems from the
recent work. (Martin, Interview 2)
Martin had envisioned the debrief tutorials in combination with the written lab journal
task as opportunities for students to reflect on their own learning in relation to the
concepts and relationships in the discipline. However, when reflecting on the type of
questions actually asked by students in the debrief sessions it became clear to Martin
that metacognitive consideration of their own learning was not a priority for most.
Rather, students tended to be more concerned with the social aspects of their
participation in the course. Martin explained:
In tutes, we are often thinking about what it means to participate in the learning
activities, not necessarily at the cognitive level but at the social level. How do the
lab groups work? What were the issues with being broken up into OP groups?
Would you’ve rather been in with your friends? What would that mean for your
learning activities? And things like that for all different aspects of the course. In
most of my work so far, I’ve found that they’re not ready to talk about the
cognitive aspects of learning. These are the issues that confront them, the social
issues in first year. (Martin, Interview 2)
The concerns expressed by students in the tutorial settings were analogous to those
expressed in the large class lecture in terms of exploring their personal understandings
in a group setting. It was evident to Martin that many students were still grappling with
the transition between school education and the realities of university learning. He
attributed their concerns and their seeming reluctance to a lack of experience as learners,
explaining: ‘Maturity is an aggressive word… It’s not an age thing, it’s basically their
experience with this sort of opportunity previously.’ (Martin, Interview 2). While the
tutorial format, as designed, fulfilled the purpose of allowing students to independently
practise their problem-solving skills, it had become clear to Martin that it did not
encourage students to exchange ideas or draw on each others experiences of learning in
the course. The realisation that a lack of peer interaction was potentially impeding the
achievement of his personal agenda for student learning represented a significant
dilemma for Martin in that it suggested a visible mismatch between his selected teaching
strategies and achievement of the intended student outcomes.
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Martin had already implemented a class wiki to encourage students to develop and
exchange ideas about the conceptual elements of the course but now saw an opportunity
to focus peer discussion on ways of learning in the course. Although he had previously
experienced limited success with the use of multiple online Discussion Boards, Martin
felt that a single forum dedicated to student discussion and feedback on teaching and
learning represented a feasible intervention strategy. Martin also envisioned the forum
as an online focus group, seeing an opportunity for students to raise issues about the
perceived quality of teaching and learning in the course and collaborate to shape future
course developments. To facilitate his vision, Martin established a new content area in
the VLE course site containing details of the intended purpose of the forum, formal
student feedback on the course collated from previous years and some notes about the
educational theories underpinning his teaching approach. Martin decided to configure
the forum to allow anonymous posting and by late in the study period had achieved a
modest number of student contributions. In the post-course group interview, he
reflected on the way in which students had used the forum:
We’ve probably got an even mix of anonymous and named posting, and the
anonymous posting has not been that sort of malevolent or mischievous posting.
The only obstruction probably to participation has been, apart from the students’
lack of experience, has been that the Discussion forum has been two levels down
in the VLE to get there and it’s usually not the first thing they go there for. So one
of things I’d do in future years is probably try and move it up towards the front.
(Martin, Group interview)
A relatively small number of students contributed to the forum; however, Martin was of
the opinion that students’ posts were generally on topic and positive in nature. It was
apparent that Martin still attributed the generally low level of participation to students’
lack of experience as a university learner but had resolved to continue with the forum
the following year with some modifications to improve its visibility and accessibility in
the VLE course site. In the context of a non-compulsory, experimental activity, Martin
appeared satisfied that the idea had the potential to articulate more visibly with his
personal agenda.

4.3.8 Commentary
In the planning phase of the course, Martin’s design decisions were influenced by the
perceived need to balance multiple agendas and his desire to leverage the available
digital technologies to support and motivate student learning. The four systemic
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tensions identified in this phase were experienced as dilemmas and innovation attempts
and led to three turning point events. These are summarised in Table 17 and interpreted
in detail below.
An early dilemma arose for Martin when considering how to design a blended-mode
course that would accommodate his personal goal (Subject) of encouraging students to
take responsibility for, and transform their conception of learning, while simultaneously
satisfying the ‘academic agenda’ (Rules) that required students to reproduce structured
knowledge and demonstrate their understanding largely through written examination.
For Martin, the prevailing didactic teaching model espoused by his colleagues and the
tendency to assess understanding predominantly through recall of concepts and models
acted to reinforce the surface learning approach favoured by students enrolling in the
course.
Martin was unable to directly influence the ‘academic agenda’ characterised by a School
culture of didactic teaching and reproduction and application of structured knowledge
assessed by written exams. However, he did not view the academic agenda as a negative
element to be avoided altogether in his course design, but more realistically as an aspect
to be accommodated and balanced with his own priorities for student learning. Through
planning a combination of opportunities for students to master course conceptual
content, perform problem-solving tasks under exam conditions, ask questions and
undertake self-reflection on their learning, Martin effectively widened the Object to
incorporate the key elements of each agenda (Table 17, Turning point 1). In effect, Martin
prevented a potential conflict between the enactment of his personal agenda (Subject)
and the School’s agenda (Rules). This resolved tension is depicted as a dashed arrow
between the Subject and Rules nodes in Figure 19.
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Table 17. Systemic tensions and turning point events influencing Martin’s object transformation
Turning point event
PLANNING PHASE
1: Balancing
personal and
academic agendas

Indicators of turning point
Dilemma: how to design a blended-mode
course to develop students’ conceptions as
learners (personal agenda) while preparing
them for exam performance (academic
agenda)

Rules (Academic agenda for teaching and
assessment) vs Subject (Personal agenda for
developing students’ conceptions)

Widened: Plan opportunities to
master content and perform
under exam conditions; Plan
opportunities for asking
questions and self-reflection

2: Organising the
VLE to motivate and
support student
learning

Dilemma: how can the VLE be used to
organise learning resources and student
activity to support independent, reflective
learning

Community (Student attitudes, expectations and
pre-conceptions about learning) vs Subject (Lecturer
expectations for student learning)

Widened: Pre-emptive
organisation of VLE course site
with announcements, syllabus,
worked examples, motivational
articles and simulation software;
Intention to increase interaction
with students during debrief
tutorials

Innovation attempt: Pre-emptive loading of
announcements and resources to VLE course
site with selective release as required
3: Using the VLE to
enhance assessment
and feedback

Dilemma: how can the VLE be used to
support intellectual questioning and
understanding of course concepts

Activity system tensions

Division of labour (lecturer availability to ‘facilitate’
student learning) vs Object (students being ‘better
learners’)
Community (Student attitudes, expectations and
pre-conceptions about learning) vs Subject (Lecturer
expectations for student learning)

Widened: Weekly formative
online testing with feedback on
performance in lectures; Debrief
tutorials to encourage
questioning; laboratory journal
to encourage reflection

Mediating tools (Cognitive tool - Teaching strategy)
vs Object (Students can articulate their
understandings of course concepts and personal
learning concepts)

Widened: Class wiki to
encourage student
communication of course
concepts; Discussion forum to
encourage discussion and
feedback on teaching and
learning in the course

Innovation attempt: Regular formative online
testing with targeted feedback
TEACHING PHASE
4: Overcoming
student reluctance to
communicate in
their own words

Disturbance: students relying on expertstructured information sources rather than
articulating their own understandings
Innovation attempt: Use VLE collaboration
tools to encourage peer exchange of ideas
about course concepts and personal learning
concept

Practice transformation

Community (Student attitudes, expectations and
pre-conceptions) vs Subject (Lecturer expectations
for student learning)
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Figure 19. Tensions in Martin’s work activity system in the planning phase

In seeking ways to employ the VLE to promote his personal agenda in a blended-mode
setting, Martin encountered a design dilemma that spurred a second turning point event
in the planning phase. The dilemma concerned how the VLE could be used to organise
learning resources and student activity to support independent, reflective learning.
Martin’s ‘personal agenda’ centred on cultivating students’ abilities as learners through
developing ‘deep understanding and transferability’ of the concepts and relationships
in the discipline of Engineering. From Martin’s perspective, a successful student was one
who could set their own goals for learning and articulate how they had learned
something and understood it. Martin anticipated a potential clash between his
expectations for student learning (Subject) and students’ own expectations and preconceptions of the learning process (Community) and envisaged the capabilities of the
VLE as a way to assuage the disjunction. Martin also identified time-poorness as a
challenge to the enactment of his envisioned role as a facilitator (Division of labour) and
in turn the achievement of his personal and academic goals in the form of student
learning outcomes (Object).
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From Martin’s perspective, these obstacles, indicated by dashed arrows between the
Division of labour and Object nodes and between the Subject and Community nodes in
his activity system (Figure 19), acted to constrain the achievment of his intended
outcomes. Nevertheless, Martin was motivated by the potential for shifting his role from
a provider of information, which limited his availability to students, to a facilitator of
student learning, with the intention of helping students to become better learners.
Design strategies such as the selective release of pre-loaded announcements and the
strategic placement of motivational resources in the VLE were seen as a way to offset the
workload required to attend to students’ individual requests (Division of labour) as well
having the potential to spark the interest of more capable students and support
independent exploration (Object). Martin’s actions to mitigate the tensions manifested as
time paucity and misaligned expectations for student learning indicate a substantive
widening of his previous design practice (Table 17, Turning point 2).
The third turning point event in the planning phase of the course originated from
Martin’s dilemma about how the VLE could be used to support intellectual questioning
and understanding of course concepts. Based on his previous experience teaching the
course and observation of typical student attributes, Martin believed that the students,
who were predominantly of school-leaving age, brought a number of preconceptions
about the nature of learning and assessment, which were initially at odds with his view
of the attributes of a successful learner (Table 17, Turning point 3). Martin’s personal
theory about his students and his ongoing concern about mismatched expectations for
learning informed his subsequent decision to implement formative online testing in the
VLE as means of providing automated feedback to students and ensuring mastery of the
conceptual elements of the course. Parallel to the online activity, face-to-face sessions
were introduced in the form of ‘debrief tutorials’ to encourage students to ask questions
and resolve misunderstandings in the problem solving aspect of the course. A
‘laboratory journal’ task was also incorporated to encourage students to reflect on their
own learning. From Martin’s perspective, the implementation of formative online testing
and feedback, and the introduction of learning activities focused on questioning and
reflection, had the potential to narrow the anticipated gap between the lecturer’s and
students’ perspective on successful learning. Martin’s actions evidence a purposeful
attempt to mitigate an anticipated obstacle and represent an intentional widening of his
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previous course design practice, and this is indicated by the dashed arrow between the
Subject and Community nodes of his work activity system (Figure 19).
In the teaching phase of the course, Martin experiended one turning point event quite
late in the study period concerning students’ apparent reluctance to communicate course
concepts in their own words. This turning point was precipitated by an ongoing conflict
between Martin’s expectations about how students would develop and reflect as
learners in the course and the students’ own attitudes and preferences for engaging in
the learning process. Martin believed that students were active participants in the
learning process, had personal agency for constructing their own knowledge, and
deepened their understanding through transforming their conceptions. These beliefs
were clearly reflected in his personal expectations (Subject) that students would take
control of their own learning, engage in intellectual questioning of the concepts and
relationships in the discipline and be able to articulate how they had come to that
understanding. However, his observation in the teaching phase of the course that
students appeared reluctant to verbalise and examine their conceptual understandings
in lectures, or deviate from expert-structured methods of problem solving in tutorial
settings, highlighted a significant gap between Martin’s personal agenda (Subject) and
students’ expectations and preferences for learning at university level (Community). The
mismatched expectations between lecturer and students, represented as a solid arrow
between the Subject and Community nodes of Martin’s activity system (Figure 20),
remained unresolved for the duration of the course.
Through reflecting on previous years teaching the course, Martin had anticipated some
of the preconceptions and attitudes brought by students, including reliance on
memorisation, a sense of anxiety and often a lack of interest, as particular issues to be
overcome. Martin had planned a number of teaching interventions to motivate and
encourage students to become more aware of their own conceptions and take control of
their learning, while also meeting the academic requirements of the course. In the
teaching phase of the course he had implemented strategies such as the use of ‘effect
questions’ in lectures, weekly online tests, the introduction of ‘debrief tutorials’ and a
laboratory journal. Although Martin could rationally explain his intentions in adopting
such strategies and link them to intended outcomes consonant with his espoused beliefs
about teaching and learning, it became clear midway through the course that many
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students were not responding as expected. Martin was generally satisfied that his
strategies were meeting the academic agenda (Rules) in terms of students being able to
reproduce structured disciplinary knowledge and problem-solving skills, but had
noticed a general failure of students to engage with his personal agenda. This was
evident in students’ reluctance to engage in intellectual questioning of the concepts and
relationships in the course and reflect on their own conceptions of learning (Table 17,
Turning point 4). Martin’s personal theory that students’ reticence was underpinned by
an overreliance on authoritative sources of disciplinary knowledge, such as the lecturer
or textbook, indicated a contextual mismatch between his teaching strategies (Cognitive
Mediating Tool) and the intended learning outcomes (Object). This tension is indicated in
Figure 20 as a dashed arrow between the Mediating Tools and Object nodes of Martin’s
activity system.
•
•
•
•
•
•

Virtual Learning Environment
Wiki
Textbook
Lab journal
Simulation software
Teaching strategies: pedagogical,
organisational, learning support,
assessment

Lecturer
• Beliefs (teaching,
learning, technology)
• Personal qualities
• Attitudes and opinions
• Abilities and skills

Planning and teaching a
blended-mode course

• Academic colleagues
• Tutors
• Students

Figure 20. Tensions in Martin’s work activity system in the teaching phase
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Students’ continued reliance on structured information spurred an innovation attempt
with Martin implementing a class wiki in the VLE course site (Virtual Mediating Tool).
The intent of this innovation was to allow students to describe course concepts and
relationships in their own words, and collaborate with their peers to exchange and
develop their ideas, rather than relying solely on authoritative definitions from expert
sources. Although only modestly successful, the wiki was a remedial action that allowed
Martin to mitigate a perceived deviation from his personal agenda, and is, therefore,
represented as a dashed arrow between the Mediating Tools and Object nodes of
Martin’s activity system (Figure 20).
At the same time, questions asked by students in the debrief tutorials revealed a
preoccupation with social issues rather than the intended focus on the cognitive aspects
of their development as learners. Martin partly attributed the source of this dilemma to
contextual factors, specifically students’ relative inexperience as learners in a university
setting. However, he also came to realise that his chosen teaching strategy (Cognitive
mediating tool) demonstrating problem-solving procedures in tutorials and having
students reflect individually through the laboratory journal, acted to discourage peer
interaction. In effect, students appeared less inclined to examine and articulate their
understandings (Object) as individuals, which acted to impede the achievement of his
personal agenda. Although Martin felt it was too late in the course to make significant
changes to his planned activities, he wanted to access students’ opinions on the issue
(Table 17, Turning point 4). Subsequently, he made the decision to implement an online
discussion forum (Virtual Mediating Tool) dedicated to student discussion and feedback
on teaching and learning in the course. The discussion forum was only used by a small
number of students and did not significantly alleviate the general lack of social learning
opportunities in the course, however it was evident that Martin had widened his
thinking and practice in regard to facilitating communication among students, and was
prepared to consider a more prominent placement of the forum and a greater role for
student communication and collaboration the following year.
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4.4 Case Study Four: Kate
Kate was a nurse educator with an equal passion for the professions of Nursing and
university teaching. She had been teaching in Higher Education for almost six years and
had used a VLE to complement her face-to-face teaching for the previous four years. The
course in this study was a first-year unit of study in the Bachelor of Nursing Science preregistration degree comprising 26 hours of face-to-face lectures and 13 hours of tutorials.
A textbook was prescribed reading for the course and was supplemented by a variety of
online articles, professional resources and web links made available in the course’s VLE
website. The course assessment consisted of a written assignment to be submitted
electronically via the VLE dropbox tool, a group presentation, and a written exam. An
‘extra credit’ option was offered to students in the form of ‘Online Learning Activities’
conducted using the VLE’s communication and collaboration tools.
Kate’s participation in the activity of planning and teaching a blended-mode course
revealed a complex and dynamic activity system (Figure 21) shaped by individual and
contextual influences. The Subject node of Kate’s activity system encapsulates her
personal motivations, experiences and beliefs about teaching. Kate’s beliefs about
teaching, learning and technology are profiled in the Beliefs about teaching and learning
section (4.4.1). The Planning a blended-mode course (4.4.2) and Teaching a blendedmode course (4.4.3) sections incorporate the Mediating tools node to explicate the
cognitive, virtual and physical tools employed in each phase of the activity; the Object
mode to establish the purpose of the activity, and the Outcomes node to indicate the
intended outcomes of the activity. The discussion of contextual elements influencing the
planning and teaching phases of the activity are informed by elements contained in the
Division of Labour, Community and Rules nodes.
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Figure 21. CHAT model of Kate’s work activity system

4.4.1 Beliefs about teaching and learning
Kate described herself as an experienced nurse educator with a passion for her
profession and held a deep belief in the importance of good teaching. For Kate, the
learning goals she had for her students were as much about becoming a member of their
intended profession, as they were about demonstrating the practical learning outcomes
prescribed in the course outline.
In her individual interview, Kate stated:
I want them to first and foremost be State Registered Nurses so that they know
enough to take care of the patients in a safe and appropriate manner but I would
also have some socialisation type of aims for them as well, that they feel a pride in
their profession and a sense of belonging and a sense of the value of nursing and
that it’s something that they’re proud to say that they’re a Registered Nurse.
(Kate, Interview 1)
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At a broad level, Kate’s stated educational goals encompassed the generic skills and
qualities required of all graduates (Kate, Course outline), but were also clearly focused
on ensuring students developed the disciplinary skills to meet professional accreditation
standards. She also wanted students to achieve more tacit affective outcomes associated
with being able to think and act as a professional in a real world setting.
Kate’s concern that students become socialised into the profession appeared to be born
from her own extensive experience of nursing as a “stressful and tense job” with a
relatively high attrition rate for early career nurses. She explained:
I think that socialisation into the profession is a subtler outcome of their education
but I think it’s a really important one because, just like we look at first year
students and retention, we really worry about that with Nursing because a lot of
people leave the profession after just a few years and burn out. (Kate, Interview 1)
For Kate, these discipline-specific educational goals infused and overarched the general
goals she had stated for student learning and this disposition is represented on the
Educational goals dimension of her belief profile as an orientation covering both broad
and discipline specific goals (Figure 22).
The activity of teaching had a broad focus from Kate’s perspective encompassing
“anything and everything that we do that encourages and promotes a student to learn”
(Kate, Interview 1). The importance of “good” teaching was a deeply held belief and, as
the following comment suggests, Kate had a clear vision of her ideal:
…their actual engagement with the students in the way that they react and the way
that they get them involved and inspired and moving and making those
connections and having those light bulb moments - there is something very
emotional and artistic about that aspect of teaching that’s beyond knowing the
theory and setting up the structure and knowing the content. And I think that’s the
spark that makes the teachers that people talk about later in their life, they’re the
ones that have had that spark and that you know is of course the kind of teacher
I’d like to be. (Kate, Interview 1)
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Figure 22. Kate’s pedagogical belief profile
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For Kate, the role of the teacher was all about facilitating deep learning, having students
make their own connections and developing their own understandings. She commented
on her expectations for activity in the learning situation:
…we both should be working hard and be busy and be active and it shouldn’t be
me doing a song and dance in a lecture and them just passively listening. (Kate,
Interview 1).
As a university teacher, she positioned herself in a coach/mentor relationship with
students explaining that:
I think my job is to try and take away confusion points for them to try and make it
all hang together and make it be logical pieces, all of the things in constructive
alignment, not just that it’s good pedagogy but if you don’t do that, then the
students are honestly confused about what are we supposed to be doing, what are
we supposed to get out of this. (Kate, Interview 1)
Kate’s desire to have students experience changes in “ways of thinking, knowing and
doing” went beyond creating and organising content and indicated a strong belief in
‘facilitating student learning’ as opposed to ‘transmitting information’ as illustrated on
the Teacher’s role dimension of her belief profile (Figure 22).
The theme of ‘disciplinary ways of knowing and doing’ featured prominently in Kate’s
thinking and it was evident that her expectations of students went beyond mere
reproduction of disciplinary knowledge to taking a developmental perspective and
being able to apply learned knowledge and skill in a real-world setting. She explained:
…we have them do clinical observations and they take a blood pressure in front of
us and I mean we have a staff member take the blood pressure on that person as
well, immediately before or after, so we can check them for accuracy. You know
you can ask them to verbalise some of the critical thinking that goes behind that
skill, that’s probably the most reductionist way of knowing if learning has
happened. And then, when they’re on Clinical Placement, the way that they are
behaving and interacting with the client at that time, that’s sort of the final acid
test of them putting it all together and consolidating it then. (Kate, Interview 1)
A view consistently expressed by Kate was that the transformation from student to
professional was a developmental process. The course had been structured to facilitate
this development by engaging students in knowledge and skills development tasks.
These activities were initiated in formative classroom settings where learning tasks were
structured and performance was assessed in terms of application of knowledge and
skills. The activities were later extended to clinical placement settings where students
were expected to apply the learned concepts and skills in real-world situation. The
multifaceted pedagogical belief underpinning Kate’s intention to move students
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through a developmental process from learner to practitioner is appropriately
represented on the Curriculum focus dimension of her belief profile as encompassing
the conceptions of ‘knowledge and understanding’, ‘discplinary ways of knowing’ and
‘professional performance’ (Figure 22).
Congruent with her developmental focus in terms of the broader curriculum, Kate also
held the belief that learning tasks should be authentic in focus, that is, students should
be able to develop and apply disciplinary knowledge, skills and the social processes
associated with it in an authentic context. A comment from the individual interview
exemplified how she conceptualised this relationship:
There’s a vast amount of knowledge that they need to know and there’s also a
stock of motor technical skills that they need to have and then being able to blend
it all together and do it quickly because everything in Health Care is very fast
paced - not to sit there and mull it over and think about it for 20 minutes and then
come up with the right thing to do - but that they can process information, make
decisions, act on them, see if they worked or not. (Kate, Interview 1)
Kate’s belief that professional skills are best learned in a real-world context is indicated
on the Task orientation dimension of her belief profile as ‘authentic’.
The assessment process was also viewed as having utility beyond being a gauge to
whether students could apply structured knowledge. Kate saw assessment as an
opportunity to “…try to develop them as reflective practitioners but also try to get them
to apply the theory from the content and make it real, make it part of their real life”
(Kate, Interview 1). In summative exams, Kate sought to operationalise this pedagogical
belief through setting ”…questions that require a bit more thinking and a higher level of
cognitive skills for them to reflect on their development as a practitioner” (Kate,
Interview 1). As students progressed from a formative classroom setting to the clinical
setting, Kate’s intention was to shift her assessment focus from checking whether
students could apply disciplinary knowledge and skills, to testing students’ ability to
integrate, transform and use knowledge purposefully in a clinical setting. On the
Assessment focus dimension of her pedagogical belief profile, the conception of
assessment as the application of structured knowledge and the conception of assessment
as transformation and purposeful use of knowledge are both shaded to represent Kate’s
belief that focus of assessment can be intentionally changed as the course progresses.
(Figure 22).
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Through teaching the course over a number of years, Kate had become keenly aware of
the range of prior understandings, abilities and experiences students brought to her firstyear course and how these could impact on her intended outcomes. Kate reflected on
the challenges presented by students who had differing attitudes and expectations about
learning:
They have all of their previous learning experiences, both formally and
informally. Some people love to learn, they actually get a bit of a buzz just from
being exposed to new information and that’s wonderful. People have had that
experience but a lot more other people have found learning to be hard work and
tedious and ‘yeah life’s just a bit of a drag’ and they come into uni with all that
baggage about oh you know ‘I have to go to school’ and that whole frame of mind
left over from secondary school. (Kate, Interview 1)
A significant proportion of students entering Kate’s course were also the first in their
family to attend university, and this, as Kate explained, presented its own challenges:
I know one of our demographics is having a lot of people who are the first person
in their family to attend university and when I first heard that statistic I thought to
myself ‘well how much difference does that really make?’ But the more I think
about that, the more I think it makes a huge difference. It can actually be a
positive thing like you know ‘go Suzy, you are the first member of our family at
uni and we’re all behind you and we’re all supporting you and you’re breaking
new frontiers’ and all of that but, it often means that they don’t have the role
modelling or the thing that Mum or Dad won’t be able to help them with the
homework anymore, you know they’ve gone past that level. (Kate, Interview 1)
Kate also pointed to the different cultural understandings of the education process
brought to the course by international students:
Australia’s much like the US, there’s a culture of immigrants. Some people are
coming with a whole background of what education might have meant to their
extended family and to themselves coming here so you know that’s all playing in
as well. (Kate, Interview 1)
Another concern of particular relevance to Kate’s goal of socialising students into the
profession was the personal qualities and values students brought to the course. Kate
explained the challenge in fostering some of the affective attributes required in the
nursing profession:
What they think about themselves, about learning, about the content, about the
future, even about classroom behaviour and their work ethic and their values, all
those things are going to interact and that’s not something we’re going to go in
there and chisel and sculpt because... you know values are a pretty tough thing to
change and if people have a value of wanting to be caring and compassionate,
that’s great, you work with that, but if they don’t have that, that’s a pretty tough
thing to teach - someone has to have a feeling. (Kate, Interview 1)
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According to Kate, the right “state of mind” was a key aspect of student success in her
course. In general, students should display “commitment and dedication to put in the
time and the hours,” “motivation and enthusiasm”, and “an interest in the discipline”
but also possess the less tangible quality of having a ‘calling’ for the profession.
However, Kate also believed that these affective attributes should also be matched with
a minimal level of aptitude and intellectual capacity. She explained her concern as a
professional responsibility:
I think the basic level of intellect, has to be there for a profession like this - for
patient safety - and there are some people who may not be able to reach that even
if they’re extremely inspired and ‘Nursing is the only thing I’ve ever wanted to
do’ and they’re very driven and they put in the hours and they work very hard.
There’s just such a mass of information to get their head around. I think that we
do occasionally see people who really just don’t have that basic intellectual
capacity to do it. Most people can overcome that with the commitment of time
and the dedication and inspiration. But you know, I think we owe it to our patients
and to the public to recognise it if someone really just doesn’t have what it takes.
(Kate, Interview 1).
The “ability to interact with and assimilate new information” and time management
skills were also consistently mentioned. In Kate’s experience, the potential diversity of
students enrolling in a large first-year course required a pre-emptive approach to
preventing misunderstanding and some of these teaching strategies are explored in the
next section in relation to the course planning process. On the Accommodation of
student misunderstandings belief dimension, Kate’s disposition was consistent with the
conception of preventing misunderstanding through ‘pre-emptive’ action and also with
‘sharing understandings through dialogue’ (Figure 22).
The importance Kate placed on recognising and accommodating students’ previous
understandings was well-informed by her experience with previous student groups. Her
own strong sense of the values and attributes required of a student intending to enter
the nursing profession was also a strong influence. Kate viewed a major part of
university teaching as guiding students’ trajectory from novice to expert by helping
them recognise and correct inappropriate conceptions, attitudes and opinions. In her
pre-teaching interview, Kate did not elaborate specific strategies for assisting students
to monitor and regulate their own learning processes. However, her consistently
expressed desire to scaffold students’ understanding in their journey towards
professional competency is indicative of the importance placed on metacognitive
support in her teaching. A transitional conception between ‘unsupported’ and
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‘integrated’ is therefore indicated on the metacognitive support dimension of Kate’s
belief profile (Figure 22).
Kate’s perspectives on student learning expressed in her pre-teaching interview reflect
a clearly defined pattern of belief orientations. The aggregation of conceptions depicted
in Figure 22 indicates a consistently expressed belief that learning occurs through active
student engagement, under the personal agency of the learner, and that understanding
is achieved when students are able to transform rather than reproduce knowledge, skills
and attitudes. Kate’s beliefs about learners and learning closely reflected her views of
teaching and curriculum, particularly the idea that genuine learning was closely
connected to the professional context. As an expert practitioner she assumed the
responsibility for introducing students to the best ideas, values and methods of practice
in the field of clinical nursing with a view to ensuring they could perform to the
standards required for professional registration. Her enthusiasm for seeing students
develop these professional skills was evident in her reflection:
Going in and doing the physical skill of assessing the patient and listening to their
heart and listening to their lungs, then taking the fact that they’ve heard an
abnormality on the physical assessment, looking at what else they know about the
patient, talking with the patient, asking history questions, coming to a correct
conclusion about what’s going on, knowing what they, as a nurse should do to
jump in and try and make it better, doing it and then seeing that the patient
actually did improve – that whole cycle, that whole consolidation is just exciting
stuff to see. (Kate, Interview 1)
The expectation that students should be able to apply disciplinary skills in an ‘authentic’
context is illustrated on the Expected use of knowledge and skills dimension of Kate’s
belief profile (Figure 22).
Kate nevertheless recognised that some students would not yet have the appropriate
attitudes and abilities to succeed in a demanding first-year course. This
acknowledgment foreshadows a tension in Kate’s activity system concerning her
questioning how to teach a group of students with diverse backgrounds, personal values
and records of prior academic achievement, while adhering to the requirement of
completing the curriculum to the standards required by the institution and the
accrediting body. In her view, strategies involving communication and collaboration
could be usefully employed as a dialogic teaching mechanism to guide students’
trajectory from novice to expert by helping them recognise incorrect or inappropriate
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conceptions, attitudes and opinions. For this reason, Kate’s conception of the Role of
student communication and collaboration is indicated as ‘central’ on her belief profile
(Figure 22).
Kate’s view of the Understanding process as ‘transformational’ (Figure 22), where
students develop the capacity to think and act as an expert, is typified in her comment:
…if learning has really happened, then they’re going to be a changed person and
changed in attitudes, changed in knowledge, changed in skills that they’re
different and they now can know and do and even think in a way that they
couldn’t before. (Kate, Interview 1)
An essential aspect of student learning in Kate’s view involved students’ engagement in
higher-level cognitive processes with the student taking personal responsibility for
organising and transforming knowledge. In this view of learning, students are seen as
the active Agent constructing knowledge, possessing ‘personal agency’ (Figure 22)
rather than relying on the direction of an external agent. This perspective is suggested
in her description of a successful learner:
For students it’s about taking what they already know, adding new things to it,
linking them together, organising them into some scheme, some plan that makes
sense to them. (Kate, Interview 1)
Kate’s conviction that students should be engaged and active participants in the learning
process and take responsibility for transforming their thinking characterises her
overarching belief about the Nature of learning (Figure 22).

4.4.2 Planning a blended-mode course
This section describes the individual and contextual influences on Kate’s decision to
redevelop her first-year nursing course with a more significant online presence. For Kate,
the pressures inherent in the planning phase surrounded the issues of managing
institutional expectations for implementing blended-mode curricula, using the VLE to
include external students, provision of technical support, and integrating new
curriculum content in response to School expectations.

Managing institutional expectations
Kate had been teaching at the University for just over five years and during that period
had encountered somewhat mixed expectations at the institutional and School levels
about using the University’s Virtual Learning Environment as part of her teaching. At
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the institutional level, Kate was keenly aware of a number of expectations intersecting
with the activity of teaching. Consonant with her views of the importance of teaching,
Kate saw teaching as the activity where time was most productively spent. As an
academic staff member, she was expected to balance the competing demands of research,
administration and teaching but found this introduced the pressures of time paucity and
additional workload. Kate expressed her concern with trying to juggle multiple
commitments while maintaining a focus on ‘good teaching,’ recalling a negative learning
experience of her own:
…I think the workload thing is a big issue because I’ve been a participant in an
online only subject where the teacher was like practising on it and it was a
horrible feeling and I can’t do that to my students. I have to be present and jump
on and be reading and following what’s happened. But, to do that takes time and,
in between, you know you’re still preparing your lectures and your tutes and
doing everything else … I mean I still feel really overwhelmed at the constant
juggling of everything and trying to do a good job in teaching and still do
research, all of those other issues. (Kate, Interview 1)
The University had recently introduced an expectation that Schools offer blended-mode
courses that incorporated cohorts of externally enrolled students. Kate perceived the
pressure to offer blended-mode courses as economically motivated and noted that many
of her colleagues regarded the imperative as an imposition:
Because this is a new process for a lot of people and, for many of them, it’s been
forced on them it’s not that they said ‘oh let’s hurry up and find out how to do
online teaching’. It’s like finances dictate that we will now be delivering some
courses in that mode. (Kate, Interview 1)
A negative aspect she’d encountered at the School level was a conflict between her own
enthusiasm for online teaching and the prevailing culture in her School of using the VLE
in a limited capacity. Kate explained that this had been an issue since she first began
teaching at the University, and recalled that her own engagement at the time was quite
limited:
When I first started teaching, this is the very first course I was assigned and we
were putting … our undergrad courses into the VLE and people weren’t really
using it too much. They would put lecture notes up and that was about the only
way it was being used. And then, I was on contract that year and I was just
getting used to the course and everything else and I didn’t do too much with it.
(Kate, Interview 2)
Despite the perceived lack of esprit de corps in her School surrounding this particular
initiative, Kate held a positive view of the possibilities for improving her own teaching
and student learning outcomes. This optimistic attitude appears to have originated from
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her experience in attending a two-day teaching induction workshop after she was
permanently appointed to the University. She recalled:
I went to the induction, got all fired up about different, you know, possibilities and
things you could do and decided to go on and take the Graduate Certificate in
Tertiary Teaching. (Kate, Interview 2)
The Graduate Certificate in Tertiary Teaching (GCTT) was a non-compulsory postgraduate qualification open to all University staff that could be completed part-time. A
major element of the GCTT involved a project focused on the redevelopment of courses
currently being taught. The topic of flexible learning had been of particular interest to
Kate and she related how she’d been inspired to select her first-year nursing course as
her GCTT project:
We had to choose a course for our projects … and what I decided I wanted to do
was to work on this course and to try and put in more learning activities within the
VLE and make it not be so passive. So it wasn’t just that students had their
lecture notes on the VLE but that I was using some of all these other functions.
(Kate, Interview 2)
A salient moment for Kate was making the connection between the possibilities of the
technology, the objectives of her course, and the student demographic. In particular, she
realised that she could use the communication and collaboration tools available in the
VLE to allow her externally enrolled students to more actively participate in a course
that ostensibly aimed to build interpersonal communication skills:
Because the course was ‘Interactive Processes’, I felt like my external students
were just – they weren’t really interacting with anybody, with each other. I was
their only point of connection with Nursing as a profession and at the School and
the discipline and everything else and the whole course was about interacting and
we weren’t and so because of a lot of those reasons, I thought right… what I want
to do is put in different online learning activities.” (Kate, Interview 2)
Kate clearly felt that external students were being excluded from the opportunity to be
part of the larger community of learners enjoyed by their on-campus peers. She
described the situation and her ambition for the group:
…[External location1], all five of them were by themselves, [External location 2]
was by themselves, the externals were alone and [Internal location 1] and [Internal
location 2] were together so a number of the things I was trying to accomplish, I
actually couldn’t do because I wanted those cohorts to all connect with each other
and external students to feel like they were part of something bigger than
themselves. (Kate, Interview 2).
For Kate, the interactive capabilities of the VLE represented an opportunity to bring a
number of disparate elements into alignment. It was apparent to Kate that there was
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poor articulation between the course objectives, the existing learning activities, and the
professional attributes expected of her students as they progressed. For example, one of
the aims stated in the course outline was “To prepare students for effective
communication within therapeutic relationships” (Kate, Course outline). The
institutional graduate attribute of “Using tools and technologies” is also stated as an aim
of course. The theme of “critical thinking” also features prominently in the course
outline, the institutional graduate attributes and the professional competencies expected
of students enrolled in the course.
Due to their physical isolation, the lack of a residential component, and a curriculum
structure geared towards traditional modes of interaction; externally enrolled students
did not have the same opportunity to develop the required communication skills as their
on-campus peers. From Kate’s perspective, the common practice in the School of using
the VLE as a simple repository for lecture notes only acted to perpetuate disparity in
learning experiences between on–campus and external students. In contrast, Kate’s plan
to use the VLE to offer online learning activities requiring students to actively
communicate and collaborate in authentic scenario-based tasks, addressed a number of
individual and organisational concerns. From an institutional perspective, such an
approach would satisfy the institutional expectation for schools to develop blendedmode curricula. From a School perspective, the integration of online learning activities
into a core first-year course would satisfy the requirement that students demonstrate the
stated course outcomes and professional skills, and have opportunities to develop the
relevant graduate attributes. At an individual level, the proposed development was
congruent with Kate’s pedagogical preference for highly student-centered activities
characterised by active, authentic, collaborative tasks.
While Kate’s intentions and positive ‘make it work’ attitude were laudable, there were
two factors in particular that presented obstacles to be overcome. Firstly, the pervasive
view of academics in Kate’s School was that the institutional imperative to develop
blended-mode curricula was an ‘add-on’ rather than a complement to the traditional oncampus course offerings due to the necessity to replicate processes. Kate explained:
If you’re going to do a good job and put in the hours, then it can get a bit
overwhelming and when it’s in blended-mode, then you’re still doing all the same
things on campus. (Kate, Interview 1)
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There was also a perception that the organisation had underestimated the need for
school-based technical support for a move to a technology-centric model of teaching and
learning. Kate expressed her concern about the availability of just-in-time technical
support:
The technology, it can be really fun when it works and really frustrating when it
doesn’t and if you don’t have support people in place, somebody that you can call
when you’re pulling your hair out and saying how am I going to make this work?
And also having access to like the way that the ‘Fast Guides’ are written step by
step and that’s what they students need and that’s what the academics need too.
(Kate, Interview 1)
For Kate, this potentially unsatisfactory situation represented a significant dilemma in
implementing a technology-mediated course. From her previous experience teaching
first-year students, Kate was aware that varying levels of student competence and
confidence with the tools in the VLE was likely to arise as an issue. Many of the tutors
in remote sites were similarly inexperienced with the VLE and would require a level of
technical support.

Managing school and professional expectations
Decisions regarding the curriculum content to be included in the School’s degree
program were mediated to a large extent by the standards set by professional bodies for
registration of graduate students as a nurse. The School was also obliged to respond to
government initiatives surrounding identified national care issues. In general, such
initiatives took the form of teaching resource kit that Nursing schools were expected to
integrate into their curricula. In the current context, the School was obliged to implement
a current initiative on Palliative Care and in doing so created a direct impact on Kate’s
course. Kate explains the situation:
We were given a Palliative Care CD resource from the Commonwealth for a
project that they’re doing trying to beef up the amount of curriculum content
about Palliative Care patients and they had a short time frame to do it. We had to
fit it into a course that ran in the first semester, you know we have a Palliative
Care course that runs in second semester, so it was a sort of a square peg in a
round hole. (Kate, Interview 2)
For Kate, the requirement to integrate a Palliative Care module into a curriculum that
already contained similar content was a poor fit with her existing design and an
unnecessary imposition. She expressed her concern about integrating the new material:
We always have to worry with our curriculum at Nursing about fitting things in –
if you put something in, what else are you going to take out? With obligations to
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the public and to QNC, there’s certain things that they want to be sure are
covered. (Kate, Interview 1)
To ensure that all students studying the course in different modes had access to the
materials, Kate attempted to integrate some materials from the accompanying CD into
her VLE site, but encountered several technical difficulties. She recalled the problems
external students experienced with accessing the material online:
They had a module in there on communication so I’ve used some things from
that… I mean you’ve seen their panic emails trying to get these videos to run and
it is very messy and I think it’s kind of muddied the waters but I used it for the
first online learning activity that they would go look at the clip and then to the
Thinking Point questions and then submit them through the Safe Assign box. It
was supposed to give them the opportunity to practise a number of different
technical skills but it backfired a bit because the video wouldn’t run for the
external students at home. So I’ve decided not to use this Palliative Care CD for
any of the other online learning activities. (Kate, Interview 2)
For Kate, this represented a significant disturbance to her planned curriculum and
created a dilemma about how to make CD based multimedia material available to
students who were studying the course externally. In an attempt to resolve the problem,
Kate tried, unsuccessfully, to integrate the CD based multimedia content into her course
site in the VLE. Many students were unable to view the videos and therefore were not
able to complete the learning tasks associated with the Palliative Care content. In
attempting to employ a technological solution for the issue of including external
students in the new curriculum module, Kate had introduced an unforeseen technical
barrier that required urgent remediation.
The strategy Kate formulated to resolve the dilemma was to integrate her existing
curricular goals with the goals of the Palliative Care module and adjust the existing
online learning activities to articulate with the combined goals. To achieve this, Kate
modified a series of online tasks that required students to apply theory in an authentic
practice context, combining some similar tasks from the Palliative Care CD with the
existing online tasks. This effectively removed a technological barrier by eliminating the
need for students to view the problematic video clips online, but introduced some new
pedagogical and organisational concerns.
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Kate expressed some reservation at combining learning tasks from different sources at
different levels of cognitive complexity and was also concerned with timeliness of
introducing new learning activities:
I tried to get in some of this Palliative Care content because I designed this
worksheet based on the reflection worksheet within the Palliative Care resources
and the questions are quite abstract. So I really think between Worksheet 1 and
Worksheet 2, it’s a big leap in cognitive functioning and I wouldn’t have minded
having another worksheet in between as an interim one but, again, constraints of
time. I needed to get something out there so that they could do it this week when
they’re not having the tutorial. (Kate, Interview 2).
While Kate was aware of the potential for student difficulty and expressed the desire to
scaffold the task with additional worksheets, she was also cognisant of potential
workload issues for students resulting from additional tasks. She explained:
I would like to have one or two more worksheets but I have to really keep an eye
on the workload issues too because even though these are just one page long, I
think by the time you put the answers, you’d be into the second page and I don’t
want them to feel overwhelmed or to stop doing the OLAs because they think it’s
too much work for a lousy 2%. (Kate, Interview 2)
Kate was able to address this emerging workload issue by integrating the Palliative Care
content into comparable existing tasks and reducing the overall number of online
learning activities. Kate’s response to the tensions inherent in the implementation of her
modified curriculum was characterised by an intentional change in perspective,
indicating a switching of the object. In effect, the original structure of the online learning
tasks were modified to incorporate the goals of the Palliative Care module and mitigate
the negative barriers of technological complexity, time and workload. This approach
effectively allowed students to complete the learning tasks and thereby satisfy the stated
course outcomes and School requirement to cover Palliative Care content.

2.5.1 Teaching a blended-mode course
This section describes Kate’s participation in the activity of teaching a blended-mode
course. Connections between the individual and contextual influences on teaching and
learning are considered with a focus on her attempts to use the mediating technology to
overcome barriers impeding the achievement of her intended outcomes. For Kate, the
pressures inherent in the teaching phase surrounded the issues of connecting students
to the profession, scaffolding online learning tasks, organising course materials in the
VLE, and using the VLE to provide feedback on assessment.
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Connecting students with the profession
Kate’s experience of teaching in the discipline of Nursing was generally positive in terms
of curriculum design and the availability of infrastructure to support teaching and
learning. As a professional degree program, the organisation of courses and the
developmental structure of the curriculum were closely aligned with the competency
standards and registration requirements of the state and national accreditation bodies
for nursing and midwifery.
For Kate and her colleagues, ensuring students meet the standards set by the
professional bodies was of paramount importance. She explained:
We have to teach to the national competency standards and get accredited as a
university. We have a lot of people looking over our shoulder, saying this is what
a nurse needs to be able to do when they graduate - ‘Prove to us, that you’re
teaching your nurses how to do and be all those things and then we’ll give you a
seal of approval and you can continue functioning’. (Kate, Group interview).
The structure of the program in the School required students to undertake clinical
placement in a one of several local or rural hospitals or health care facilities. Clinical
Educators, who were staff members at the placement location, facilitated the role of
supervising students and reporting their progress to the School. For Kate, this
arrangement was somewhat at odds with her previous experience as a faculty member
in the United States where she had been able to engage with students directly in the
clinical setting and monitor their progress and development. She lamented:
That is one thing that I really miss - teaching in this country versus where I taught
in the US because there you’re much more likely to have a faculty position that
includes going to the hospital with the students and it was so gratifying to see
them putting it all together. I really feel a bit robbed actually that I don’t get to see
that piece of it. You know that’s the final proof of the pudding and we have to rely
on second hand feedback from our Clinical Educators to say is that happening
with our students or not. (Kate, Interview 1)
Although the School’s processes surrounding clinical placement arrangements did not
complement Kate’s preference for continuous engagement with her students through all
phases of the learning process, her pedagogical decisions clearly reflected the value she
placed on connecting students to the profession. In particular, Kate’s goals for her
students centred on socialising students into the profession with the aim of enabling
them to think and act as a professional in a real world setting. Among Kate’s key
concerns were that students develop a realistic view of the job during their studies and
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were sure that they were suited to the profession. Kate described the use of storytelling
as a favoured teaching strategy to facilitate this aim in the classroom setting:
We can do things to broaden their horizons and increase their awareness and I
think the use of stories in Nursing is really important - that you can tell them
stories about Nurse/patient interaction that may touch them and inspire them and
help them have that moment of ‘oh that’s what Nursing is about’ and this really is
what I want to be. (Kate, Interview 1)
In the lecture theatre, Kate made use of the available lecture digital lecture capture
facilities to record her lectures so that external students studying online had access to
these stories. For Kate, the ability to capture her life experiences in digital form,
articulated with an important part of her teaching philosophy of personally engaging
and inspiring students and encouraging them to form their own deep connections to the
profession. Kate was able to effectively reconcile the affordances of the available
technology with her preferred teaching strategy, and this enabled continuity of an
established practice in the online context.

Scaffolding student learning
Kate’s intention to use the communication capabilities of VLE to include externally
enrolled students in her course community led her to question the prevailing culture in
the school of using the VLE only for content delivery. From Kate’s perspective the
accepted practice was incongruent with her student-centred pedagogical disposition.
She made the conscious decision to overcome this constraint by developing a series of
online learning activities (OLAs) to effectively align her own pedagogical preferences
for active, engaged students with the institutional and school requirements to prepare
students for effective communication by using the available tools and technologies. The
mediating tool selected to facilitate the majority of OLAs was the Discussion Board tool
in the VLE.
Kate’s objective for the first OLA was to introduce her students to the online
environment they would be using throughout the course. She explained:
This is their first Discussion Board and for a lot of them it was their first time
using the technology, so I wanted it to be very introductory and supportive and
trying to encourage and reinforce that they have participated … Because I think
that there’s a lot of variables with the technology and people just have to do it and
get past that and go ‘oh I can do this’ and ‘it’s not that hard’ ‘it’s not that horrible’
and to demystify it a bit and get them past their fear barrier. (Kate, Interview 2)
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The aims of this relatively simple task were well aligned with Kate’s pedagogical beliefs
surrounding the central role of student communication and collaboration; however, Kate
was somewhat disappointed that students were not completing the task as expected. In
particular, she was somewhat discouraged that students were not taking the time to read
other’s posts before contributing. Describing her experience with the OLA, Kate recalled:
This one was the first one and all they have to do was finish this sentence ‘As a
Registered Nurse I will need to communicate when ………’ and people have been
participating in that quite heavily. They haven’t done it right in some respects and
so a couple of times I’ve gone in and added extra information to the instructions to
clarify things and I’ve been a bit disappointed that students aren’t going back and
reading everybody else’s entries before they post theirs so I’m getting some
duplications and I even had one student who, just last night, posted the same thing
I put as an example in the instructions; that was a bit discouraging. (Kate,
Interview 2)
Drawing on her previous experience teaching first-year courses, Kate interpreted this
unexpected outcome as an ineffective communication of her expectations for the task to
the students. In her initial interview, Kate described her view on preparing for such
activities:
A big burden of responsibility on me is to have all my ducks in a row before they
even show up and he sure that the instructions that I’m giving them are clear and
explicit and sequential and step by step, especially when you have a first year first
semester subject. You really have to, I think, step it out for them and give them
that scaffolding and that structure and support and I know it gets the hairs up a bit
on the back of my neck when people talk about spoon feeding because that
implies that they’re not working hard enough and I don’t think that that’s the case.
I think that they’re actually working quite hard and getting frustrated. And, to
some extent, we just need to get the barriers out of their way so that they can be
successful. (Kate, Interview 1).
Although students had the appropriate online communication tools at their disposal to
engage with the learning task, they were nevertheless experiencing difficulties in
achieving the object due to insufficient scaffolding of the task. For Kate, this dilemma
represented a turning point where immediate action was required to remove the barrier.
To remediate the situation Kate implemented two changes to the activity. Firstly, she
posted specific instructions including an example in the online forum to guide students
in the completion of the task. An extract of her instructions is shown below:
This discussion forum sets the scene for the [course], by helping us all, as a class,
to brainstorm a list of the situations where we will be using the communication
skills that we will be learning over the course of this semester in [course code].
Please use just a phrase or sentence only, and add your entry (posting). Tell us
your idea of a time when you anticipate that you will need to communicate with
patients in your future RN career. Example: ."........when I need to give a patient
instructions about fasting prior to an upcoming blood sugar test."
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Note: Do not repeat a situation that someone else has already posted, but use your
imagination to come up with an original situation that has not yet been posted on
this Discussion Forum. Also, be SPECIFIC about the scenario or situation, not
just a general comment like ‘always’ or ‘in every situation.’
I look forward to reading your postings, and to seeing how long of a list we can
generate together!! (Kate, Digital artifact)
Secondly, Kate made the decision to spend more time providing encouragement and
feedback to students in the online discussion forum to ensure they were on the right
track. She recalled her approach to providing personal feedback during the activity:
I made a point of coming on actually three different times and a number of more
people contributed, and then I came on again and said ‘yep, you’re doing it’,
‘that’s great’, ‘that’s perfect’, ‘good on you’. (Kate, Interview 2)
Kate’s decisive response was in line with her espoused belief about sharing
understandings through dialogue. The issue was managed through dialogic feedback
and clarification on expectations to correct students’ understanding of the lecturer’s
expectation. Kate’s response also exemplifies a view of learners as dynamic elements
with prior knowledge, experiences and intellectual potential to be cultivated. Through
scaffolding online learning tasks and providing feedback on performance, Kate also
consciously

enacted

her

espoused

beliefs

concerning

understanding

as

a

transformational process driven by the student.
Later during the group interview, it was evident that this incident represented a personal
learning experience for Kate in terms of shaping her future intention for the course.
Things that I thought were clear were obviously not clear to them… those are
things I can go back and rewrite and try to make it clearer, so I can do some
preventative things in the way I create infrastructure. (Kate, Group interview)
This statement of intent is indicative of a shift in Kate’s belief about ways in which
metacognitive support should be provided to students when teaching and learning is
mediated by a VLE. Prior to the commencement of teaching, Kate had acknowledged the
importance of scaffolding student learning but had not articulated how that support
might be operationalised in the VLE. Following the completion of the course, it was
evident that Kate’s belief about the provision of metacognitive support had shifted
further towards a more ‘integrated’ conception (Figure 22).
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Organising course materials in the VLE
Teaching and learning in a technology-mediated learning environment presented both
opportunities and challenges for Kate. As a learner in a post-graduate teaching course
she had been inspired to apply the principle of ‘constructive alignment’ in her own
course design and engage students in ‘deep learning.’ Despite her good pedagogical
intentions, Kate recalled her initially laissez-faire approach to designing her online
course site and her own negative experience of poor site design as a student:
I don’t think I did probably the ideal thing with designing it. I didn’t start with the
big picture and a framework and a structure and plug things in, it was more the
other way around – ‘oh this could be a useful learning activity so where shall I put
it?’ And that actually I think has been a bad thing because, and I remember
experiencing this as a student in a web based subject, feeling like I was walking
around in a maze on site rather than having a good sense of what all is in this web
page and where is it in relationship to each other and how do I find my way
around? (Kate, Interview 2).
For Kate, the negative early experience with technology as a student and the difficulties
faced with her own students in completing the first online learning activity, appears to
have sparked a greater awareness of the potential of technology to enhance or detract
from the intended outcomes of an activity. In particular, her thinking about how the
affordances of the mediating tools could articulate with curricular aims and her
preferred teaching strategies became more apparent as the course progressed, as did her
reflection-on-action.
One purposeful innovation was the re-organisation of online materials into a more
intuitive hierarchical structure and extending the provision of detailed instructions into
course announcements. Kate explained her intention to make the site intuitive for
students to find materials:
If you go into ‘Course Materials’, you can do a folder and that pretty intuitively
tells students that that’s going to be a branch with some sub items in it. And then
the VLE will let you go down one more level and within that you have another
folder… I think that that whole concept, that hierarchy, that tree like thing, is
similar to most people’s file management systems on their computers. I think it’s
fairly intuitive. (Kate, Interview 2)
In addition to re-structuring her course materials in a logical hierarchy, Kate explicitly
informed students about where to find materials via the Announcements tool. In her
stimulated recall interview, Kate describes her use of announcements as a device for
scaffolding student activity:
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What I tend to do when I put things in the VLE is to tell students, this activity is
located behind the button entitled ‘Course Material’ or behind the button entitled
‘Assignment’ and I’ve been starting this year to do more of putting up an
announcement and then putting in a course link that takes them right to it… but
then I’m forgetting those baby steps like ‘click on Subject Material, then click on
Lecture Notes and then click on that’. I find if I don’t do that then I get people
emailing me with questions and I have to give them that micro detail step by step.
So if I just do it in the first place, then I can say ‘all the steps are laid out for you
in the Announcements so be sure you scroll all the way down to the bottom of the
Announcement page and there it will all be for you’. (Kate, Interview 2)
The use of Announcements also improved the flexibility of the course in terms of being
able to communicate in a just-in-time way to students about minor changes that could
not be included in the course outline. Kate described the use of announcements as an
organisational device:
I like the Announcements because it’s a way to not hem yourself in at the
beginning of the semester because once you publish your course outline and you
say this is what we’re going to do, then you’re obligated to stick to it and I think
it’s nice to have a bit of that leeway and a bit of you know the testing the waters
thing how things are working and making those mid course corrections. (Kate,
Interview 2)
This tactic proved to be particularly beneficial for managing the potentially excessive
workload that could arise if students experienced confusion about any information in
the VLE. Kate explained the reason for her pre-emptive strategy:
I have 250 students so even if 5 per cent of them get confused and email me, then
that takes time to respond to all of them. So I tend to tell them which button it’s
behind and then for most everything I put up, I also put an Announcement. (Kate,
Interview 2)
Kate also integrated some of the VLE communication tools into her organisational
strategies to assist with the management of student communications, explaining:
I tend to save the students’ emails to me and also my response to the student so I
can go back and check. If there are problems later on, I’ve got documentation of
what they were told. Many times you find it’s the same questions everyone else
has so you can cut and paste from that email to someone else or put it up on the
Discussion Board or an FAQ. (Kate, Interview 1)
Kate’s success with scaffolding discussion based online learning activities with explicit
instructions and feedback on student contributions, encouraged her to expand the
strategy to higher stakes assessment tasks in the online environment. In particular, she
investigated the functionality of Safe Assign, the VLE’s online assignment submission
tool, to make some significant changes to the level of feedback students received on their
written assignments prior to final submission.
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Using the VLE to provide feedback on assessment
An existing School policy required students to submit both a printed copy and an
electronic copy of written assessment pieces. In previous years, students had expressed
significant concern about what they perceived as ‘plagiarism checking.’ Kate explained
the School’s perspective on using electronic submission of assessment:
We’re not using it so much for detection - our philosophy for the School is for the
students to learn and to see ‘if you’re going to say this, you need to say where you
got it from’. The students got quite worried about this assignment but I don’t
think necessarily in a bad way. I think it made them take the whole issue of
referencing seriously and we had a lecture on integrating the professional
literature because writing is one way you communicate and interact with your
colleagues. (Kate, Interview 2)
Students’ unease with the online submission tool appears to have been based on the
perception that there would be no opportunities to correct any unintentional referencing
errors. This fear was exacerbated by the School policy that only the final version of an
assignment was to be submitted online. In Kate’s view, first-year students were very
much novices in the genre of academic writing and she felt they would benefit from the
opportunity to check the integrity of their written assignments and make necessary
adjustments to their referencing prior to final submission.
Kate’s questioning of the School’s rule limiting the use of the Safe Assign dropbox
became a turning point moment, and she subsequently extended the use of the Safe
Assign tool to create a ‘Draft’ dropbox in addition to the ‘Final’ dropbox for each major
written assessment item. This new capability allowed students to submit draft versions
of their assignments and receive an ‘originality report.’ usually within a few minutes.
Draft assignments could be re-submitted as many times as the student felt necessary.
Kate explains her intentions with this arrangement:
For formal assignments I’ve set up a draft drop box for the assignment and a final
drop box. I didn’t want to know how many mistakes they were making on their
referencing the first time around but I wanted them to know and to go in and use it
as a learning tool. I set that up so they could re-submit as many times as possible,
referred them to the ‘Fast Guide’, gave them fairly explicit directions, and
encouraged them to use the draft box for their own learning and to tune up their
assignment so that it didn’t have referencing issues that could possibly be
plagiarism. (Kate, Interview 2)
Although Kate experienced some progressive issues with students submitting
assessment to the wrong dropbox, she again employed her earlier strategy of providing
stepwise, explicit instructions for students. In this case, a student guide to using Safe
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Assign written by the central VLE support team was included to scaffold students'
successful use of the facility. Kate recalled the difficulty with making additional
dropboxes available to students:
Having multiple dropboxes makes the page look bad because for every formal
assignment, you’ve got not one but two drop boxes and you have to put in enough
information so that they know which is for which purpose and that they don’t put
it in the wrong drop box. A few people still do but most people got it right. (Kate,
Interview 2)
In addition, she encouraged students to assess their own performance using the marking
criteria for the assignment
Related to that assignment I put in a comment sheet that some of our markers use
so that they could sort of do a self-marking of their own assignment and I think
people found that quite useful. (Kate, Interview 2)

4.4.3 Commentary
Kate’s experience as a nurse educator afforded an insight into the range of abilities, skill,
attitudes and opinions brought by first-year students as well as an understanding of the
problems and challenges faced by a diverse first-year cohort new to a technologymediated learning environment. For Kate, students were most likely to experience
success as learners and meet the requirements of the course when the barriers
constraining their progress were removed or mitigated. In both the planning and
teaching phases of her course, Kate encountered her own individual, technological and
organisational barriers constraining her ability to teach in a way consistent with her
intentions, expectations and beliefs. From an activity theory perspective, these barriers
represented underlying tensions within and between the nodes of Kate’s work activity
system and were the source of several disturbances, dilemmas and questioning of
accepted practice experienced over the duration of the course. Kate’s recognition and
acknowledgement of the constraints in her activity system revealed five turning point
events to which she responded by selectively ‘widening’ and ‘switching’ her thinking
and practice. Kate’s experience of the tensions in her activity system, her responses, and
transformations of practice are summarised in Table 18 and interpreted in detail below.
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Table 18. Systemic tensions and turning point events influencing Kate’s object transformation
Turning point event
PLANNING PHASE
1: Using the VLE to
include external
students
2: Reconsidering the
provision of
technical support

3: Integrating new
curriculum content

Indicators of turning point

5: Using the VLE to
provide student
feedback

Practice transformation

Questioning: whether accepted practice for
VLE use aligns with course objectives

Rules (departmental culture) vs Rules (institutional
expectation, course objectives)

Widened: developed OLAs for all
students

Disturbance: disagreement with institutional
model of course implementation

Division of labour (technical support staff) vs
Object (Development of online curricula)

Innovation attempt: attempt to integrate
support resources into VLE
Disturbance: fitting more material into the
curriculum

Community (Tutors’ and students’ Technology
skills) vs Object (eLearning)
Rules (School requirement to incorporate new
curriculum content) vs Subject (Intentions for
planning curriculum)

Switched: alternate means of
technical assistance provided to
staff and students

Dilemma: how to provide access to CD based
multimedia for all students

TEACHING PHASE
4: Scaffolding online
learning tasks

Activity system tensions

Innovation attempt: attempt to integrate
resources into VLE
Questioning: whether accepted practice for
VLE use aligns with personal pedagogical
beliefs
Dilemma: availability of tools alone not
sufficient to enable task completion
Questioning: whether School rule limiting
dropbox use met stated learning objectives or
met student needs
Innovation attempt: introduced improvement
in use of dropbox

Mediating tools (Online video clips) vs
Object (Students view to video to complete task)

Rules (School culture) vs Subject (pedagogical
beliefs)
Mediating tools (Instructions) vs Object (Task
completion)
Rules (School policy on assignment submission) vs
Rules (Stated learning objectives)
Rules (School policy on assignment submission) vs
Community (Student expectation of feedback)

Switched: goals of existing and
new curricula combined;
eliminated tasks causing
technical issues

Widened: more specific, stepwise
instructions; online feedback to
students

Widened: implemented a new
procedure for using the dropbox
tool to submit draft assignments
and to improve feedback on
academic writing to students

Rules (School policy on assignment submission) vs
Subject (pedagogical beliefs)
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In the planning phase of the course, five tensions were identified within and between
the nodes of Kate’s work activity system, leading to three turning points. The first
tension, illustrated by a circular arrow within the rules node (Figure 23), represents a
contradiction between the institutional expectation that schools develop blended-mode
courses to engage externally enrolled students (Rules) and the prevailing culture within
the school of using the VLE in a limited capacity (Rules). There is a further contradiction
in the rules node in that the accepted school practice of using the VLE only as a vehicle
for content delivery (Rules) conflicts with its own course requirement to prepare students
for effective communication and with the nominated graduate attribute of using tools
and technologies (Rules). Turning point 1 occurred when Kate questioned the accepted
practice of limiting the use of the VLE to a repository for lecture notes (Table 18, Turning
point 1). The tensions centred on the Rules node of Kate’s activity system were resolved
by her decision to develop a series of online learning activities to ensure all students,
especially those in external locations, had the opportunity to participate in the learning
activities and demonstrate the required outcomes.

Planning and teaching
a blended mode course

• Curriculum requirements
Departmental policies
• School culture/accepted practice
• Institutional expectations
• Professional accreditation
standards
• Lecturer’s rules and expectations
for students

•
•
•
•

Academic colleagues
Tutors
Clinical educators
Students

• Lecturer roles:
Technologist,
Designer, Facilitator,
Administrator,
Evaluator
• Student roles
• Technical support

Figure 23. Tensions in Kate’s work activity system relating to organisational
expectations and the provision of technical support
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A second tension arose from the lack of school-based technical support staff to assist
with technology-mediated teaching and learning (Division of Labour) and the
operationalisation of the online learning activity (Object). This tension was experienced
by all members of Kate’s community and remained an unresolved impediment to
achieving the object for the duration of the study period. A third tension impeding
successful engagement in the online learning activity (Object) was the lack of
technological confidence and competence of the tutors and students participating in the
online learning activities (Community).
The constraint of limited human resourcing combined with the tutors’ and students’
mutual lack of technology experience precipitated a second turning point (Table 18.
Turning point 2), prompting Kate to switch her curriculum planning intentions.
Through her previous attendance at professional development workshops conducted by
the University’s academic development unit, Kate became aware of a collection of VLE
help resources for staff and students in the form of ‘Fast Guides.’ She had previously
accessed the guides written for staff to learn about the capabilities of the VLE and was
aware that student versions of the guides existed for some of the key VLE tools such as
email, Discussion Board and assignment submission. Kate made the key decision to
provide tutors with staff guides in prior to the commencement of the course, and embed
links to the student guides at the location in her course site where they were most likely
to be needed. For example, the link to the Discussion Board guide was included under
the description of the forum for the first Online Learning Activity. In effect, this provided
participants with an alternate form of technology support.
The decision to embed support documentation within the learning activities in the VLE
did not resolve the underlying situation with a lack of school-based technical support
staff but indicated a change in the expectation of such support. Kate’s strategy preempted a potentially large number of support enquiries from tutors and students, and
effectively mitigated the resulting workload. This preventative decision allowed Kate to
take action within the bounds of her activity system to reduce the impact of a
technological barrier that could prevent her students from successfully reaching the
intended learning outcomes. Kate’s action to reduce the impediment between the tutors
and students (Community) and the successful completion of the online learning activities
(Object) is illustrated by a dashed arrow between the Community and Object nodes of
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her activity system (Figure 23). The tension between the Division of Labour and Object
nodes of Kate’s activity system (Figure 23) related to limited human resourcing remain
unresolved; this is indicated by a solid arrow.
Turning point 3 was prompted by a disturbance in Kate’s curriculum planning process
arising from the School’s requirement to integrate additional new curriculum content.
In particular, this requirement caused a dilemma about how to provide access to CDbased multimedia material for external students. In Kate’s view, the new material would
replicate similar content already contained in the existing curriculum and could
introduce workload implications for herself and her students. Effectively, Kate’s
expectations and intentions for planning her blended-mode course (Subject) were at odds
with the school’s obligation to cover all existing curriculum content in addition to
initiatives such as the Palliative Care module (Rules). This contradiction is indicated by
the arrow between the Subject and Rules nodes of Kate’s activity system (Figure 24).
• Virtual Learning Environment
• Teaching strategies: pedagogical,
organisational, learning support,
assessment
Lecturer
• Beliefs (teaching,
learning, technology)
• Personal qualities
• Attitudes
• Past experiences

•
•
•
•
•

Planning and teaching a
blended mode course

Curriculum requirements Departmental policies
School culture/accepted practice
Institutional expectations
Professional accreditation standards
Lecturer’s rules and expectations for students

Figure 24. Tensions in Kate’s activity system relating to integration of new curriculum
content
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The tension concerning the integration of new curriculum content could not be resolved
directly. School policies about curriculum coverage were not within Kate’s influence to
change, and the lack of school-based technical support staff impeded a resolution for the
student issue with playing online video content. Nevertheless, Kate formed the view
that while these barriers to student learning could not be resolved directly, they could
be transformed in a way that would allow the course outcomes to be achieved (Table 18,
Turning point 3). Her re-interpretation of the rules to accommodate shared goals and
combined learning tasks between the existing and new content mitigated the constraints
by providing an outcome mutually acceptable to the needs of the organisation and the
individual. Similarly, the revision of the online learning activities to eliminate
dependence on video content allowed students to engage with the new Palliative Care
content while mitigating the need for technical support and the possibility of excessive
workload. Consequently both tensions between Subject and Rules, and, Mediating tools
and Object are depicted as dashed arrows (Figure 24).
Turning points 4 and 5 occurred during the active phase of teaching and arose primarily
from problems experienced by students in engaging with, and completing, the required
tasks. Turning point 4 arose from a dilemma Kate experienced when she noticed
students were completing the online learning activities incorrectly or to a level below
that expected (Table 18, Turning point 4). From an activity theory perspective, Kate’s
dilemma was underpinned by two closely connected tensions, one occurring at the
beginning of the teaching phase and the other arising as a progressive issue.
Kate initially experienced a tension between her espoused pedagogical beliefs about
learning (Subject) and the school’s prevailing culture of using the VLE for content
delivery (Rules). She was able to resolve this tension by changing her perspective and
interpreting the situation as an opportunity to further develop her own online teaching
strategies. Kate effectively widened her original object by utilising the interactive
capabilities of the VLE to enact a facilitative model of teaching and learning
characterised by opportunities for communication and collaboration. The remediation
of the tension is illustrated as a dashed arrow between the Subject and Rules nodes of
her activity system (Figure 25). A progressive issue encountered with students
misunderstanding the requirements of the task, was the additional tension between the
design of the online activity in terms of the instructions to students (Mediating tools) and
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students successfully completing the task (Object). This tension was successfully
resolved through embedding specific instructions and examples in the task descriptions,
and providing online feedback to students during their engagement in the learning
activity. The resolution of the tension is illustrated as a dotted arrow between the
Mediating tools and Object nodes of Kate’s activity system (Figure 25).
Turning point 5 occurred when Kate recognised a more serious dilemma arising from a
School policy that effectively acted to limit the amount of feedback students received on
their major written assessment pieces (Table 18, Turning point 5). This situation emerged
from three Rule related tensions which influenced the achievement of Kate’s
pedagogical intentions at both an organisational and individual level.
• Virtual Learning Environment
• Teaching strategies: pedagogical,
organisational, learning support,
assessment
Lecturer
• Beliefs (teaching,
learning, technology)
• Personal qualities
• Attitudes
• Past experiences

•
•
•
•
•

Planning and teaching a
blended mode course

Curriculum requirements Departmental policies
School culture/accepted practice
Institutional expectations
Professional accreditation standards
Lecturer’s rules and expectations for students

Figure 25. Tensions in Kate’s work activity system relating to scaffolding online
learning tasks

From an activity theory perspective, the main tension was an internal contradiction
within the Rules node of Kate’s work activity system, indicating conflicting value
systems within the rules established by the School. This tension arose from the School’s
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specification of learning objectives in the course outline stating that students should be
able to "assess [their] own written and oral presentation communication skills" (Kate,
Course outline). At the same time, their policy requirement of a single final electronic
submission constrained the ability of students to receive feedback on their written
assessment. This contradiction is illustrated as a solid circular arrow within the Rules
node in Figure 26, which was not resolved during the course of the study.
A secondary tension involving a conflict between the School policy and the individual
expectations of both teacher and students were also identified as sources of conflict. Kate
found that the existing School policy of submitting a single final version of the
assignment (Rules) was at odds with students’ expectations of receiving feedback on
their writing before final submission (Community). While this tension did not directly
hinder the task of academic writing, it was manifested as a student concern that the rules
were placing them at an avoidable disadvantage. This tension is illustrated as a dashed
arrow between the Rules and Community nodes in Figure 26.

Lecturer
• Beliefs (teaching,
learning, technology)
• Personal qualities
• Attitudes
• Past experiences

• Curriculum requirements Departmental
policies
• School culture/accepted practice
• Institutional expectations
• Professional accreditation standards
• Lecturer’s rules and expectations for
students

•
•
•
•

Academic colleagues
Tutors
Clinical educators
Students

Figure 26. Tensions in Kate’s activity system relating to use of the VLE to provide
student feedback

267

A third tension exists between the School policy (Rules) and Kate’s own student-centred
pedagogical beliefs (Subject), depicted as a dashed arrow between the Rules and Subject
nodes in Figure 26. Kate’s historical experience with first-year students had afforded her
an intimate knowledge of the diversity of the understandings and abilities students
brought to the course. For Kate, accommodating this diversity in an academic writing
task required a pre-emptive approach by way of scaffolding and providing feedback on
task performance while the task was being undertaken. In this approach, metacognitive
support became an integral component of the assessment design through provision of
structured assistance for students to monitor and regulate their own learning process.
Kate also placed significant emphasis on the personal agency of students to evaluate
their own task performance and take responsibility for making changes.
The constraints Kate experienced as a manifestation of these three connected systemic
tensions led her to question whether the School rule limiting dropbox use to final
submissions was a good fit for her beliefs and her students’ needs. Kate effectively
decided that the rule governing the use of Safe Assign dropboxes could be ‘broken’ in
the interests of reducing students’ concerns about the integrity of their writing. By
providing students with targeted online resources (Virtual mediating tools), students were
better able to take responsibility for their own learning and successfully meet the
requirements of the task. Kate’s questioning of the accepted practice and her innovative
attempt to introduce an improvement both contributed to the final turning point event.
Kate’s technological solution (Virtual mediating tool), combined with her scaffolding
strategy (Cognitive mediating tool), acted to remove one of the organisational barriers
constraining students from achieving the stated course learning outcomes. While the
internal contradiction within the rules node of her activty system was not resolved, Kate
exercised personal agency to employ the technological tools at her disposal to mitigate
the negative impact of this organisational conflict. The establishment of a ‘draft dropbox’
for each written assignment in addition to the ‘final version dropbox’ required by the
School, effectively reduced students’ anxiety about limited feedback on their writing
while satisfying the requirement that the final version be submitted electronically. Kate’s
decision to implement a technological solution for providing additional feedback on
assessment effectively widened her teaching practice.

268

4.5 Chapter Summary
This chapter has presented the findings from the four case studies in this inquiry. The
four participants were all experienced teachers in Higher Education, had significant
experience in technology-mediated teaching and were from professionally oriented
disciplines. In each case, participants’ espoused pedagogical belief orientations were
profiled using a framework derived from a thematic analysis of the literature and
elaborated from reflective dialogue generated during the pre-course individual
interview. A thick description of lecturers’ participation in the activity of planning and
teaching a blended-mode course was presented in the form of a narrative incorporating
the researcher’s interpretation of participants’ expressed beliefs, decisions, intentions
and observed practices, and illustrated by direct quotes from the participants.
Participants in the current study espoused a range of beliefs about teaching, learning
and technology; often held firm opinions and attitudes or personal theories developed
over time through personal experience as an educator, and could articulate their
personal goals and expectations for student learning. Participants’ intentions were
mediated by a number of contextual influences such as organisational policies and
expectations, professional standards, the socio-cultural climate of the School, and the
diverse nature of students enrolling in their courses. The lecturers in the current study
employed a range of pedagogical, organisational and learning support strategies
mediated by both virtual tools such as the University’s VLE and physical tools such as
textbooks. All participants experienced disturbances and dilemmas during their
planning and teaching sparking key decision points as their courses progressed. An
interpretative framework employing cultural-historical activity theory was applied to
identify possible systemic tensions underpinning these disturbances and participants’
subsequent attempts to resolve perceived issues by transforming the object of blendedmode teaching.
The next chapter undertakes a cross-case analysis of the cases to synthesise and discuss
the individual, contextual and technological influences of lecturers’ participation in the
activity of technology-mediated teaching and learning.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CROSS-CASE ANALYSIS AND
DISCUSSION
5.1 Introduction
This study is primarily an attempt to describe and interpret the complex activity of
designing and teaching a blended-mode course from the perspective of four participants
who are experienced university lecturers and practitioners in their respective disciplines
with previous positive experiences of using technology in their teaching. The
participants are Lisa (Journalism), Adam (Health Science), Martin (Engineering), and
Kate (Nursing). In particular, the research sought to investigate the influence and
interplay of individual, social and contextual structures on lecturers’ pedagogical
intentions, decisions and actions. This cross-case analysis is, therefore, guided by the
research question: How do experienced university lecturers make decisions about
teaching with digital technology in a contemporary blended learning environment? This
multifaceted question considers the influence of lecturers’ individual beliefs about
teaching, learning and technology; the influence of contextual and social structures; and
the relationship between individual and contextual factors in the decision making
process. Salient examples are drawn from the case studies (Chapter 4) to explicate the
different facets of this question.
In this chapter, themes are identified, elaborated and discussed that represent
commonalities and differences across the beliefs, practices, contexts and disciplines of
the four participants as they progressed through the planning and teaching phases of a
blended-mode course. The chapter consists of three main sections. The first section
focuses on the relationship between pedagogical beliefs and intentionality to illustrate
the central role of individual beliefs in shaping decisions about teaching in a blendedmode course. The second section extends the discussion to consider how lecturers’
decisions about using technology in particular ways represented a historically mediated,
socially constructed enactment of their personal practical theories of teaching. The third
section concludes the discussion by considering the influence of disturbances, dilemmas
and disjunctions on the ultimate enactment of lecturers’ pedagogical visions. The
discussion makes reference to teacher cognition literature and studies of affordances and
constraints, and, is organised around CHAT concepts such as object and motive and
principles including historicity, multivoicedness, and expansive transformation. The
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names of belief dimensions depicted in participants’ pedagogical belief profiles (e.g.,
Teacher’s role) are bolded and the names of activity system nodes (e.g., Subject) are
italicised to differentiate them within the descriptions.

5.2 Pedagogical beliefs and intentionality
The exercise of developing a pedagogical belief profile for each participant exposed
multifaceted and highly personalised views about the nature of teaching and learning.
In articulating their beliefs, participants also revealed a nuanced web of connections
among the individual and contextual elements of the activity of planning and teaching
a blended-mode course. In particular, lecturers revealed a complex reciprocity between
their espoused pedagogical dispositions; their individual experiences as a university
teacher and as a practitioner in their profession; their personal qualities, attitudes,
abilities and skills. Lecturers’ individual attributes were also connected with the
perceived affordances and constraints of the digital technologies being integrated into
their blended learning designs. The analysis in this section focuses on evidence of shared
and individual pedagogical beliefs across the participant group. It draws examples from
the case studies to highlight how the intentions or reasons that motivates lecturers to
participate in the activity of planning and teaching a blended-mode course are
embedded in the ways they relate to, and ascribe meaning to the object of teaching and
learning.
Across the range of pedagogical conceptions and beliefs espoused by the participants,
all lecturers agreed that there was a significant connection between the roles and
responsibilities of teachers and learners. There was a clear consensus on the nature of
learning in that all participants held a highly student-centred perspective. This
perspective was characterised by the view that students learned actively rather than
passively. Rather than simply reproducing knowledge, the learner played the major role
as an organiser and transformer of knowledge through engaging higher order thinking
skills such as synthesis and evaluation. In Martin’s case, it was evident that he also saw
a place for students being able to demonstrate understanding through reproducing the
concepts and principles of the discipline and the interrelationships between them.
Although reproductive understanding did not form part of Martin’s personal
pedagogical philosophy, he acknowledged that the dominant disciplinary paradigm by
which students would be largely assessed was centred on reproduction and application
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of structured knowledge, and he was able to accommodate this conception in his
schema. A strong belief orientation espoused by all participants was the expectation that
students develop disciplinary knowledge and skills and the social processes associated
with that in a more authentic context, particularly through the application of
professional knowledge and skills.
The predominant expectation that students should use knowledge and skills in authentic
contexts was mirrored in the group’s shared belief of assessment as a measure of
students’ ability to integrate, transform and use knowledge purposefully. An academic
holding this perspective sees assessment as a means of supporting student learning and
tends to integrate assessment into their teaching. This belief orientation is characterised
by the expectation that students develop their own understanding by transforming
existing knowledge or procedures to achieve a specified purpose. A course design
aligned with this view of assessment would typically incorporate tasks that require
application of knowledge in open-ended, ill-defined scenarios which frequently
simulate procedures and skills performed by practitioners in the students’ future
professions (Samuelowicz & Bain, 2002).
Although the assessment tasks planned by participants somewhat inevitably contained
tests of reproducing knowledge in the form of written exams, they all incorporated clear
examples reflecting their intention to assess learning in terms of students’ ability to
integrate and transform disciplinary knowledge. In Adam’s design, the planned peer
assessment of students’ critical thinking skills through online debate demonstrated his
intention to gauge students’ ability to grapple with the diverse viewpoints inherent in
contentious, real-world issues in public health. Lisa’s design involved the assessment of
authentic role-playing scenarios that mirrored professional knowledge and skills of a
journalist such as researching, writing, editing and publishing news stories on a blog
and contributing to a news conference. Martin and Kate’s assessment designs reflected
a more defined progression from testing the basic acquisition and application of
disciplinary knowledge with online quizzes, through to assessing students’ ability to
apply disciplinary skills in clinical or laboratory settings.
In comparison with their consistently student-centred views about learners and
learning, participants’ espoused beliefs about teachers and teaching were relatively
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diverse. For example, when asked to identify their educational goals it was evident in
responses that they espoused many of the broader educational goals and graduate
attributes expected by the institution, but also identified parallel discipline specific and
personal teaching goals as strong motivators of their own practice. The goals of two
participants, Kate and Lisa, were particularly focused on socialising students into the
profession and the acquisition and demonstration of professional skills and
competencies. Their educational goals were consonant with espoused beliefs that the
curriculum should be focused on disciplinary ways of knowing and professional
performance, and that learning tasks should be authentic. In contrast, Adam and
Martin’s educational goals were broader and more generic where the focus was much
more on developing the students as individuals. In particular, both participants wanted
their students to become better learners through engaging in tasks that encouraged selfexamination of their own conceptions and beliefs. It was evident that Adam and Martin
held a more academic orientation in their beliefs about the types of tasks that had the
potential to meet these objectives. Certainly, the diversity of beliefs about teaching,
learning and assessment expressed by this small group of university teachers supports
the notion that the theories of teaching and learning are highly personalised and
particularistic (e.g., Marland, 1998; Ritchie, 1998).
While a level of diversity was evident across the pedagogical understandings and
preferences expressed by participants, the coherence and complexity of their
descriptions were relatively consistent. In previous studies of university teachers (e.g.,
Dunkin & Precians, 1992; Hativa, Barak, & Simhi, 2001) it has been noted that teachers
with more sophisticated pedagogical knowledge possess a more complex and rich
repertoire of skills and beliefs about what constitutes good teaching in their discipline
and in general. In the study, the participants were both experienced practitioners and
university teachers and had clearly developed rationales for their proposed course
designs from a pedagogical perspective. Nevertheless, there were some noticeable
differences in the language used to express these ideas. For example, Kate and Martin,
both of whom had completed higher qualifications in education, tended to reference
theoretical constructs and pedagogical terminology in a more confident and concise
manner and demonstrated a significant depth and breadth of knowledge in relation to
pedagogical processes in their own context.

273

Similar nuances of expression were apparent when participants discussed professional
knowledge, skills and attitudes in connection with their pedagogical intentions. For
example, Kate and Lisa had comparable teaching experience but more recent experience
as practitioners in their respective fields when compared to Adam and Martin. Both
participants tended to describe their pedagogical intentions with direct reference to their
own experiences as a professional and cited ‘real world’ scenarios that their students
would likely confront. For Kate and Lisa, the professional world and the academic world
were inextricably linked from the first-year of study in their respective courses. In
contrast, Adam and Martin viewed the academic world, at least in the early stages of
study, as a place for students to discover and develop their own conceptions about the
world and themselves. Learning tasks were aimed at establishing a solid basis on which
to build disciplinary knowledge and understanding in later years.
During interviews, and when constructing belief profiles, the influence of individuals’
past experiences and development as teachers was further evidenced in their ability to
hold and express multiple conceptions within a given belief dimension (e.g., Teacher’s
role). In studies of teachers’ beliefs, the finding that individuals can display evidence of
more than one conception of teaching is not uncommon (Kember, 1997; Martin &
Ramsden, 1992; Samuelowicz & Bain, 2001), but is usually interpreted as evidence of a
developmental process. That is, an individual is capable of progressing from relatively
simple conceptions of teaching and learning through to more complex conceptions.
Lecturers in this study were experienced teachers and disciplinary practitioners, and
could consistently articulate their understandings of complex pedagogical relationships.
It could, therefore, be argued that they were purposefully selecting the conceptual
position from their personal repertoire that was most suited to the context being
discussed - that is, planning a blended-mode course, rather than merely adopting a more
simplistic expression of teaching and learning. For example, the ability to coherently
hold multiple conceptions was particularly noticeable in the Curriculum focus
dimension. As teachers of professional disciplines, all articulated the importance of
integrating opportunities for students to develop ‘disciplinary ways of knowing’. In
parallel with this core conception, Kate and Lisa clearly expressed their desire to
incorporate opportunities for students to demonstrate ‘professional performance’ into
their courses. Similarly, Adam and Martin espoused the core conception concerning
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disciplinary knowledge, but also explained their intention to design activities aimed at
developing basic ‘knowledge and understanding’.
Taken in isolation from the pedagogical context, the casual observer might interpret Kate
and Lisa’s focus on professional performance as evidence of a highly developed
conception of curriculum progression. Similarly, Adam and Martin’s focus on
developing conceptual understandings underpinning later work in the discipline could
be taken as a relatively simplistic view of curriculum progression through the mere
accumulation of knowledge and skills. The potential for oversimplified assumptions
about teachers’ beliefs becomes more plausible when viewed against previous research
where the organising framework for characterising teacher beliefs has been almost
exclusively based on the relationships between the teacher, students and the content
(e.g., Kember, 1997; Murray & MacDonald, 1997; Prosser et al., 1994; Samuelowicz &
Bain, 1992, 2001). In reality, teachers’ beliefs systems are far more complex.
In the study, participants’ expressions of their pedagogical dispositions frequently
transcended the relationship between teacher, students and the content by making
reference to a range of context-specific influences. Participants frequently qualified their
position(s) on any given pedagogical dimension by referring to their past experiences,
such as their personal histories as a professional and as a university teacher, and
previous experiences with students.

The lecturers also referred to their personal

attitudes and expectations, and to broader disciplinary or professional knowledge and
standards. The influence of socio-cultural structures was implied with references to the
pedagogical culture and accepted teaching approaches within the School; the
institutional policy context; and imperatives such as the expectation to offer more
flexible curricula. A range of constraints also featured prominently in participants’
descriptions including workload issues; the availability of support staff; and not being
able directly to observe students in the Virtual Learning Environment (VLE). The
findings in the study, which give prominence to context, therefore go some way towards
explaining the basis of Kember’s argument that “there may not always be an automatic
relationship between underlying beliefs and observable teaching approaches” (1997, p.
270).
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In this study, participants consistently expressed their espoused pedagogical beliefs
with reference to historical, social and contextual structures in their local setting.
Lecturers routinely rationalised their stances on each pedagogical dimension, ostensibly
as a justification for their intended course of action. Such clear intentionality suggests
that individual beliefs should be viewed as key elements underpinning a more
expansive view of teacher cognition. The intensely individual, context-specific and
dynamic nature of teachers’ pedagogical positions revealed in the study aligns with
Handal & Lauvas’ (1987, p. 9) characterisation of personal practical theories (PPT) as a
“person’s private, integrated but ever-changing system of knowledge, experience and
values which is relevant to teaching practice at any particular time”. The influence of
individual agency, particularly evident in lecturers’ purposeful planning of their
blended-mode courses, exemplifies Marland’s (1998) depiction of PPT as a complex
amalgam of knowledge and beliefs that provide a basis for teachers to describe and
explain what they do. In the design phase, this agency was directed towards the
generation of plans that were workable and effective for the current context and could
be modified in-flight where necessary or possible. The following section extends the
discussion to consider the influence of individual agency in the choice of technologies
for enhancing a blended-mode course and how the social and contextual structures in
participants’ work activity systems can shape their decisions.

5.3 Teaching with technology
Participants in the study shared a similar profile in that each was an experienced
practitioner and teacher of their discipline, had previous positive experiences using
digital technology in their curricula, and were all indirectly subject to the institutional
expectation of improving the flexibility of their course offerings. In general, Schools or
disciplinary departments interpreted this organisational imperative as a call for more
external course offerings and a greater emphasis on course ’delivery’ using the
University’s VLE. Participants generally perceived the impending curriculum
redevelopment task as an opportunity to align their personal beliefs, values and
expectations for student learning with institutional and disciplinary requirements in the
form of a blended-mode course. In particular, all participants expressed a desire to
capitalise on the functionality afforded by the University’s VLE to facilitate learning
tasks that allowed students to develop and demonstrate the appropriate academic or
disciplinary knowledge and skills. The dominance of pedagogical dispositions
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favouring authentic tasks and an assessment focus on transforming and using
knowledge purposefully suggested a common driver for the selection of technological
tools and the design of learning tasks.
As participants engaged in the curriculum design and planning process, it became
apparent that their decisions about using technology in particular ways were strongly
influenced by their individual theories of teaching but were also historically mediated
by their previous experiences with digital technology and their own personal histories
as disciplinary professionals and university teachers. Their teaching approach was also
socially constructed through their interactions with academic colleagues in their Schools
and students in their courses. The following sections offer further analysis, through the
lens of cultural-historical activity theory, on the possible interrelationship among these
elements.

5.3.1 Perceptions about the value and role of technology
Prior to the commencement of the teaching period, all participants in the study were
able to rationalise and explain their detailed plans for redeveloping their blended-mode
course. In articulating their learning designs, two themes were consistently drawn from
their personal practical theories of teaching - the perceived affordances and constraints
of the available technology, and the view of technology as a means to a pedagogical end.
The two themes are elaborated in the following subsections.

5.3.1.1

Perceived technological affordances and constraints

Participants frequently rationalised their intended learning designs in terms of their
perceptions of the affordances and constraints inherent in the VLE. Affordances were
generally discussed in connection with their espoused pedagogical beliefs, while
constraints were mentioned in respect to their personal teaching contexts. The concept
of affordances was mentioned in Chapter 2 in relation to lecturers’ capacity to implement
pedagogical designs using the VLE. It was suggested that teachers need to be able to
perceive the affordances and constraints inherent in any technology to enable them to
create teaching and learning congruent with their beliefs (Steel, 2009a). Participants in
the study all had previous experience using the University’s VLE, and they held personal
views about its capabilities. Affordance theories, therefore, provide a window into
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understanding how and why lecturers recognised and applied certain affordances over
others during pedagogical decision-making.
Early definitions of the concept of affordances (Gibson, 1979) focused on what the
environment offers an individual, “what it provides or furnishes, either for good or ill”
(p. 127). However this elementary view provides little clarity around the contemporary
meaning of the concept, particularly as applied to the use of technologies in teaching
and learning. In later work, Hutchby (2001) posited that affordances also have
functional, relational, and cultural aspects. As a functional entity, a given technology has
properties that “allow certain actions to be readily performed with them, and which
therefore push behaviour in certain directions” (Tolmie & Boyle, 2000). In Turvey’s
(1992) view, artifacts and environmental resources themselves are not agentic, but have
dispositional properties that only manifest themselves in relation to actualising
circumstances. Norman (1998) clarified the distinction between “real” and “perceived”
affordances noting that “the perceived affordances are what determine usability” (p.
123). The linkage of affordances with the mental and perceptual capabilities of the
individual suggests that technologies are also relational in that they may vary for
different individuals. The notion of cultural affordances can also be applied in the
current context in that there may be values and conventions determining how
technology is used within a group such as a School or discipline. Kennewell (2001)
extended the concept of affordances to the whole pedagogical context defining them as
“the attributes of a setting which provide potential for action” and constraints as “the
conditions and relationships among attributes which provide structure and guidance for
the course of actions” (p. 106). In this view, constraints are not seen as the opposite of
affordances but rather as complementary and equally necessary for activity to take place.
Indeed, both affordances and constraints “must be considered in relation to the abilities
of the participants in the activity they support” (p. 106). From this perspective,
constraints are analogous to the concept of contradictions in cultural-historical activity
theory in that the introduction of a new element (e.g., a new technology) to an activity
system has the potential to clash with an old one (e.g., traditional teaching roles) and
“generate disturbances and conflicts, but also innovative attempts to change the
activity” (Engeström, 2001, p. 137). Constraints and contradictions are the underlying
cause of teaching dilemmas which emerge visibly as disturbances (Capper & Williams,
2004).
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While engaged in the planning of their respective courses, it was evident that
participants consistently selected technological tools that had the potential to
accommodate activities that aligned with their espoused pedagogical dispositions.
Lecturers rationalised their choices by making reference to their perceptions of the tools’
functionality and pedagogical efficacy gained from their previous successes and failures
using the University’s VLE.
For example, all participants had previous positive experience using the Discussion
Board tool as a way to actively involve students in whole class or group discussions. In
planning their blended course, Kate, Adam and Lisa’s learning designs reflected their
belief about the centrality of dialogue in the learning process by purposefully
incorporating the Discussion Board tool. Adam’s emphases on engaging students,
facilitating critical thinking and fostering conceptual change were reflected in his use of
online group debates where students were expected to read about a topical issue, form
and present an opinion, and critique other students’ perspectives using the Discussion
Board tool. Kate’s learning design captured authenticity through having students
engage in an online role-play where students were expected to use a discussion forum
to engage in dialogue reflective of a typical nurse-patient interaction such as taking a
case history. Lisa’s learning design combined an authentic production element where a
Blog was used as a medium for students to publish their own news stories, combined
with a reflective component where students used a Discussion forum to critically reflect
on the story production process. For Martin, an authentic learning design was one where
students learned the professional problem solving skills of an engineer and could
communicate their understandings clearly in written form. In Martin’s course, the
majority of this learning was planned for face-to-face sessions such as tutorials and
laboratory sessions rather than in an online forum. However, Martin utilised the
assessment tools in the VLE more than the other participants as a means of providing
instant feedback on students’ understanding of the concepts, principles and
relationships in the discipline.

5.3.1.2

Technology as a means to a pedagogical end

Participants shared a number of common goals that motivated their choice of learning
design. Concerns for the quality and depth of student learning experiences; improving
accessibility and participation for all students enrolled in the course; and providing
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opportunities for students to demonstrate the stated course outcomes, were overarching
concerns for all participants. Additionally, a strong theme running through the
interviews was the desire to reify the personal learning goals they held for their students.
However, in selecting VLE tools (Virtual mediating tool) to articulate with their personal
goals, participants rarely referred to the technology itself (e.g., ‘Discussion Boards’),
instead referring to teaching strategies (Cognitive mediating tool) with indirect reference
to the VLE as a meditational means of facilitating their pedagogical intent (e.g., ‘Online
role play’). When choosing ‘the best tool for the job,’ lecturers consistently privileged a
tool’s pedagogical affordances over its functional potential, effectively seeing the
technology itself as a means to a pedagogical end.
For example, Kate held the personal goals of socialising her students into the Nursing
profession and fostering the development of professional knowledge, skills and
attitudes. She expressed a firm pedagogical belief that students should be engaged and
active participants in the learning process and should take active responsibility for
transforming their thinking. She selected the teaching strategy of an online role-play and
planned to utilise the communication and collaboration tools in the VLE as a means to
mediate interactive learning tasks and facilitate a dialogic learning mechanism to assist
students in recognising incorrect or inappropriate conceptions, attitudes and opinions.
Lisa held similar personal goals to Kate in terms of developing students’ professional
knowledge, skills and behavioural traits required of a professional journalist. In
particular, she valued critical and analytical thinking; and the ability to write logically,
clearly and creatively. Lisa’s philosophy was that the organisational and pedagogical
elements of the course should be as flexible and as authentic as possible and wanted
students to engage with the profession and one another reflecting on their experiences.
For Lisa, a face-to-face role-play strategy allowed students to experience the
responsibilities and demands of professional roles and the creation of a blog external to
the VLE was an ideal medium for students to publish their stories in a public forum. The
VLE itself was used predominantly as a way of communicating with students via the
Announcements tool; organising the submission of stories and feedback via the
Assignment drop box tool, and providing a space for students to reflect on their
experiences while researching and writing.
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Across the participant group there was little doubt that lecturers’ intended learning
designs, which were articulated during the planning process, reflected decision-making
born from the well-honed personal practical theories of experienced teachers.
Nevertheless, as the participants moved into the teaching phase of their course and
implemented their blended learning designs, it was apparent that some participants’
perceptions about the affordances of various tools were more sophisticated than others.
This variation highlighted the importance of individual agency in shaping how the tools
might ultimately support or detract from lecturers’ intended teaching strategies. Indeed,
the progressive emergence of tensions during the teaching phase demonstrated that
intended outcomes were neither predictable nor certain, even with the benefit of
hindsight from previous successes.
For example, Adam, as an experienced teacher of large first-year classes, was keen to
redesign his course to create an online learning community and undertook to move the
majority of the content and all interactive components to the VLE course site. Adam’s
rationale was that all students would have access to a common set of online resources,
communication tools and scaffolded learning tasks through which they could interact
and engage in online debates. The intended approach articulated well with Adam’s
espoused pedagogical beliefs, but also progressively exposed some logistical and
pedagogical challenges with supporting a large class of students inexperienced in online
learning. In particular, Adam experienced significant difficulty translating some of his
established face-to-face teaching practices such as maintaining teacher presence, the use
of body language to emphasise the importance of key ideas, checking for understanding,
and providing real-time feedback. While the VLE theoretically afforded Adam an online
space capable of supporting a community of learners, the constraints imposed by
physical isolation from his students resulted in the need to make several ‘in-flight’
modifications to the implementation of his learning designs. In some cases, the
modifications themselves revealed further constraints. For example, the adoption of
podcasting as a means to capture the face-to-face lecture experience resulted in a
problem for external students downloading the large files, which was only mitigated
with a time intensive strategy of pre-recording the lectures and making the files available
in alternate formats. In this instance, the potential benefit of improved accessibility to
course materials was countered by the technical constraint of external students having
insufficient bandwidth to access the podcasts coupled with the increased workload
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generated by pre-recording and processing the media. Ultimately, this contributed to a
sense of time paucity, which reduced Adam’s capacity to provide the timely feedback
he valued. In Adam’s case, the accessibility was both an affordance and a constraint
depending on the location of the learners, their equipment and the desired learning
design. Although clearly unanticipated, the constraint was manifested early in the
teaching phase motivating further possibilities for action to mitigate or remove the
problem.
Viewed from the individual plane of analysis, the highlighted examples reflect the
findings of other studies of teachers who have successfully used technologies in their
teaching (Ertmer, Gopalakrishnan, & Ross, 2001; Zhao et al., 2001). The study effectively
supports the position that the functional features inherent in the selected technologies
can enable and support the online implementation of favoured teaching strategies.
However, when explaining their intentions for using the VLE, participants consistently
referred to a combination of their individual beliefs, their past experiences, the type of
activity that the tools would enable, and the contextual barriers to be overcome in order
to achieve their intended outcomes.
This finding adds to work that has applied the concept of affordances to eLearning
contexts (Brine & Franken, 2006; Day & Lloyd, 2007; Hutchby, 2001; Kennewell, 2001;
Steel, 2009b; Van Aalst & Hill, 2006) by suggesting that the use of technology as a
mediating tool is a function of each individual’s interpretation of the affordances of the
tool, through the lens of their own personal practice theory, in response to the conditions
and relationships in their current context. The powerful influence of individual agency
demonstrated in translating intentions to practice supports the position that planning
and teaching a blended-mode course is not deterministic, solely shaped by the
theoretical affordances of the tool. The findings suggest that the relationship between
the individual and the environment plays a significant role in determining how the
latent affordances in the tool are activated (or suppressed) and become manifested
through practice. This relationship is consistent with Hutchby’s (2001, p. 444)
characterisation of technologies as “artifacts which may be both shaped by and shaping
the practices humans use in interaction with, around and through them”. The analysis
also concurs with Day and Lloyd’s (2007) view that the affordances of digital
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technologies, such as the VLE, must be viewed as products of the whole teaching and
learning context.
The non-deterministic nature of technology is also emphasised by Wertsch et al. (1995)
in their assertion that mediational means represent the potential to shape human
activity, but human agency can alter this potential through unique or unpredicted ways
of use. The study demonstrates that the perceived presence of functional affordances in
a mediating technology does not guarantee its consistent application in a given teaching
and learning scenario, but more significantly, reinforces the need to adopt more
expansive understandings of the interrelationship between technological affordances,
context and the agency of the individual.
Interpreted from the perspective of activity theory, a theoretical conclusion that could
be drawn from the planning stage of the teaching activity was that when university
teachers plan to integrate technologies into their curriculum, they draw on perceptions
shaped by their own beliefs, abilities and past experiences. They further consider the
possibilities for action offered by the perceived affordances of the mediating tool in
relation to the socio-cultural-historical tensions in their current context. This study
proposes the terms ‘affordances-in-theory’ and ‘affordances-in-use’ to distinguish
between the theoretical or potential affordances inherent in given technology and an
individual’s interpretation of the affordances of the tool through the lens of their own
personal practice theory in response to the conditions and relationships in their local
context. Broadening the scope of analysis to the institutional–community plane, the
following section highlights the theme of student attributes to exemplify the historicity
embedded in lecturers’ pedagogical decision making.

5.3.2 Teaching with technology as a historically mediated
activity
This section explores the influence on pedagogical decision-making of lecturers’ shared
previous experience as teachers of large first-year courses comprising, largely, students
of school-leaving age. Prior to the planning phase of the course, participants had
anticipated a range of potential challenges to be addressed in the current iteration of
their course designs; however, a number of unanticipated challenges also arose
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progressively during the teaching phase of the course. A common concern voiced across
the group was the acknowledgement that students were likely to possess a diverse range
of personal qualities, attitudes, opinions, abilities, skills, knowledge and experiences that
could either help or hinder their pedagogical objectives.
All lecturers identified students’ lack of experience as university learners and being at
‘different places’ in their learning as a significant barrier to be overcome. In general, they
all shared a common concern that some students may not possess the academic aptitude,
IT competency or a satisfactory level of literacy required to be a successful student in the
course. Martin, for example, perceived students’ reliance on memorisation and their
focus on assessment to be a hangover from secondary school approaches to academic
success. He felt that their general lack of interest in what was a compulsory course, and,
their anxiety with participating in a large class contributed to the complexity of planning
and teaching a blended-mode course. In another insight, Kate explained that learners,
who were often first-generation university students, had no models of how to be a
successful student and often demonstrated ignorance – ‘they don’t know what they
don’t know’ – in a range of situations. In her experience, students often struggled with
the concepts in the course. She felt students had difficulty recognising the importance of
abstract ideas, such as value systems and interpersonal behaviour, compared to concrete
ideas and applied skills, such as giving medication. Kate also had observed students
experiencing difficulty applying abstract ideas in practice, such as in their relationships
with patients. Adam, Kate and Lisa came from disciplines where students were expected
to critically engage with ethical issues. All three lecturers identified students’ general
lack of life experience as a teaching challenge explaining that the often-narrow
perspectives brought by first-year students made it difficult to engage them in activities
that examined values and opinions.
In planning their course, the participants voiced different perspectives on how the
functionality of the VLE could be leveraged to mitigate the potentially disruptive
influence of a diverse student cohort. For example, Martin and Adam both had positive
previous experience with the VLE and were confident users of the system. They both
espoused a belief that students should develop their conceptions of learning towards
becoming independent and self-sufficient learners. Both saw an opportunity to take
advantage of the VLE’s organisational and presentational functionality to scaffold
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students’ participation in their respective courses. Martin’s design philosophy for his
VLE site was that the layout and content should be dynamic and adaptable to students’
needs and abilities as they evolved. He used the organisational functionality of the VLE
to pre-emptively load announcements and resources to the VLE course with the
intention of supporting the face-to face lectures, pre-empting anticipated requests for
assistance by providing targeted online resources, and providing additional resources
to motivate more advanced learners. Similarly, Adam, who had evolved his own theory
about the learning preferences of first-year students, questioned whether the common
practice of using the VLE to present text-centric information would engage visuallyoriented students. He used the organisational and presentational capabilities of the VLE
to reduce the visual complexity of the site structure, and included evocative images to
draw students’ attention. Further, Adam broke the text material into modular segments
containing hyperlinks to emphasise the relationships between chunked information, and
provided a rubric to scaffold students’ access and engagement with the planned online
activities. Adam and Martin’s decision to design their VLE course site to pre-emptively
accommodate assumed students’ attributes highlights the influence of their previous
experience with similar groups.
In contrast, Kate and Lisa were more concerned with developing students’ disciplinary
ways of knowing, thinking and doing with the expectation that students would be able
to think and act as a professional in the real world. Both lecturers characterised
themselves as being less adventurous in their previous use of the VLE, viewing it as an
effective vehicle for connecting students and facilitating authentic collaboration. Kate
and Lisa saw the potentially diverse range of knowledge, skills and experiences brought
by their students as something that would emerge through their engagement in the
planned activities and could be captured as a teachable moment rather than something
that should be pre-emptively ‘designed for.’
For example, Kate designed a number of ‘Online Learning Activities’ (OLAs) utilising
the Discussion Board consonant with her beliefs about the central role of communication
and collaboration. However, during the first activity she found that students appeared
unsure about the requirements of the task and were not participating as expected. She
attributed the unexpected barrier to ineffective communication and acted to remediate
the issue by scaffolding the task with specific online instructions and providing dialogic
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feedback to the students. She subsequently made further in-flight modifications to her
design by integrating more specific metacognitive support into the remaining OLAs.
Similarly, Lisa implemented a blogging activity to allow students to publish their stories
in a public forum but had not anticipated students’ lack of prior knowledge and
experience with the tool. She subsequently scaffolded the task with guidelines, a
physical demonstration of the virtual tool, exemplars and a template. During the story
researching process, Lisa also noticed that students were using the Discussion Board for
informal peer support rather than for the expected purpose of formal reflections. Lisa’s
in-flight response was to establish an additional Discussion Board dedicated to sharing
their experiences with their peers while maintaining the academic focus of the reflective
task.
In the highlighted examples, participants possessed a well-developed pedagogical
rationale for their learning designs and selected virtual tools based on their perceived
capacity to support intended teaching strategies. Moreover, the lecturers’ designs
reflected a deep understanding of their respective teaching contexts born from their
experience with teaching first-year students in the discipline in which they were expert
practitioners. While the participants’ experience afforded a degree of precognisance in
anticipating potential tensions, it did not, however, prevent subsequent entanglements
with tensions that emerged in the teaching phase. Nevertheless, it was evident that
participants’ past experience conferred a degree of resilience, confidence, flexibility and
a capacity to draw from their repertoire of personal practical knowledge and skills to
mitigate or resolve roadblocks as they emerged. Furthermore, the different ways in
which individual experience was brought to bear on perceived issues highlights the
influence of personal history on individual agency. Adam and Martin, for example, both
exercised their experience by pre-emptively structuring their VLE course site to
articulate with their personal theories about engaging first-year students and scaffolding
their development as learners in a large blended-mode setting. In contrast, Kate and
Lisa’s preference was to intervene in a just-in-time approach as issues emerged and
attempt to capitalise on the disturbances as ‘teachable moments.’ The value and
influence of personal experience were further evident in that all participants consistently
demonstrated the ability to deploy a multifaceted response to perceived issues using a
variety of tools and approaches.
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The illustrated examples emphasise the agency of individual participants as a
historically-mediated

phenomenon,

demonstrating

how

university

teachers’

pedagogical beliefs, their previous experiences teaching the course, their expectations
and personal goals for student learning, their previous experience with the technology
and their perceptions of its affordances can interact to shape their response to the
constraint of managing a student cohort with a diverse range of knowledge,
understandings, skills and opinions. By directing attention towards historical factors,
the findings illustrate one way in which lecturers ascribe meaning to the teaching context
and how this is manifested through teaching practice. Examining lecturer’s teaching
assumptions and beliefs from a historical perspective also assists in revealing the roots
of potential disjunctions between the planned curriculum (espoused theory) and the
enacted curriculum (theory in use) as “parts of older phases of activities stay often
embedded in them as they develop” (Kuutti, 1996, p. 26). In acknowledging that
developments, transitions and reorganisations within and between activity systems are
an evolutionary process (Engeström, 2001) it becomes possible to describe the dynamics
of a blended-mode course as lecturers make ‘in-flight’ modifications in response to
emergent tensions. It also illuminates how those experiences may subsequently become
‘hindsight’ and shape future iterations of the course. In effect, the principle of historicity
makes cultural-historical activity theory a useful theoretical lens for characterising
activity as it describes the trajectory of the system through time.

5.3.3 Teaching with technology as multivoiced activity
According to the activity theory principle of multivoicedness, different participants in
an activity bring with them their voice, that is, their interests and conceptions of the
object and its development in the activity system (Miettinen, 1999; Wertsch, 1991). The
different points of view and traditions brought by participants to an activity can be
sources of trouble and sources of innovation, demanding actions of translation and
negotiation (Engeström, 2001). The concept of multivoicedness is applied in the analysis
to direct attention to the diversity of participants’ interests, perspectives, motives and
tools, including cognitive tools such as their beliefs, for shaping the object.
Throughout their interviews, participants explained their pedagogical intentions in
terms of their personal practical theory of teaching, that is, the individual teacher’s body
of beliefs and practical knowledge that guide decisions and actions in specific contexts
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and situations. The situated nature of the activity of planning and teaching a blendedmode course was a consistently voiced theme with frequent referral to the array of rules,
assumptions, attitudes, expectations, accepted practices and relationships suffusing the
activity of teaching within participants’ schools and across the university. This finding
supports the view that individual teaching behaviours and assumptions are socially
constructed and located. The scope of analysis in this section remains in the
institutional–community plane, focusing on the influence of socio-cultural and
contextual structures in the participants work setting and their role providing the
circumstances and conditions that shape lecturers’ decisions about teaching with
technology.
Across the group, lecturers initially expressed positive expectations about using digital
technologies as a means of aligning their own pedagogical preferences with the
institutional imperative. However, during the planning stage, Kate, Lisa and Martin
encountered a significant cultural constraint in the form of a clash between their personal
preferences for designing a blended-mode course, and the prevailing traditional
ideologies and teaching methods held by academic colleagues within their disciplinary
departments. In other words, three of the four participants experienced a disjunction
between the version of teaching espoused by the regime and their own pedagogical
intentions, thus exemplifying the multivoiced nature of the activity.
To elaborate, Kate was responsible for redeveloping a course that ostensibly aimed to
build professional communication skills. She was motivated by the idea of using the
communication and collaboration tools in the VLE to enable external students, who
frequently expressed feelings of physical isolation, to interact with their on-campus
peers and become active members of a larger community of learners. In planning her
learning design, Kate consciously aligned the perceived affordances of the
communication tools with her personal objectives, the objectives of the course, the
institutional graduate attributes and the University’s expectation of greater flexibility.
However, the pervasive opinion of academic colleagues in Kate’s School was that the
imperative to improve curricular flexibility was merely an ‘add-on’ that would require
replication of existing processes rather than complement traditional on-campus course
offerings. There was also a perception that the University had underestimated the need
for school-based technical support to assist those staff members with fewer skills to
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develop a more technology-centric model of teaching and learning. Further tensions
were progressively revealed when Kate’s intention to use the VLE to provide feedback
to students on their academic writing clashed with the School’s policy of allowing a
single final version of assignments to be submitted electronically. The multiple points of
disjunction between Kate’s view of technology-enhanced teaching and the prevailing
traditional and somewhat technology-averse view of teaching in the School introduced
several teaching dilemmas for Kate giving her cause to question accepted ideology,
policy and practice. In turn, Kate’s dilemma became a question of how she could
actualise her pedagogical vision under such conditions.
Similarly, Lisa was determined to design relevant and engaging experiences for her firstyear Journalism students and saw technologies such as the University’s VLE and an
external blog as the key to developing a course aligned with both her personal goals for
students and institutional expectations. In her initial attempt to implement a
contemporary learning design, she encountered a conservative school culture averse to
attempts at innovation. In particular, Lisa felt that the bureaucratic nature of institutional
processes, the seeming reluctance of her colleagues to embrace or recognise change, and
a general lack of support acted to stifle her pedagogical ambitions. For Lisa, the strong
culture of resisting change in her School was at odds with her philosophy of
contemporising the course causing a dilemma about how to use the available technology
to support her personal goals of improving flexibility and authenticity.
In Martin’s case, socio-cultural barriers took the form of competing ‘agendas’ that acted
to constrain his pedagogical intentions. For Martin, the academic agenda espoused by
his disciplinary colleagues privileged a culture of didactic teaching, an emphasis on
analytics skills in the discipline, and a tendency to assess academic performance with
written exams. He also perceived an agenda espoused by students after observing that
previous enrolees had tended to rely on memorisation of textbook information as a
learning approach, were pre-occupied with the assessment requirements, and often held
a negative view of the process. Both the academic and student agendas competed with
Martin’s personal aspirations for students which centred on students taking control of
their own learning, engaging in intellectual questioning of the concepts and
relationships in the discipline, and being able to articulate how they had learned
something and understood it. Martin’s teaching dilemmas centred on the challenge of
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balancing these multiple agendas and leveraging the available digital technologies to
support and motivate student learning.
Viewed as a cultural constraint, the socio-cultural barrier of competing agendas or
regimes in the illustrated examples represents the ‘circumstances’ under which
academics attempt to actualise their pedagogical visions. In other words, the tension
manifested by competing views of teaching and learning, each with their own
underpinning beliefs, assumptions and goals, provided structure and guidance for
lecturers’ courses of action. Despite finding themselves in a regime with a dominant
ideology that was, in many respects, at odds with their own personal practical theories
of teaching a blended-mode course, the experienced lecturers in the study typically
interpreted the disjunction as a ‘difference of opinion’ rather than a directive to approach
their teaching in a more prescribed manner. In effect, participants viewed the historically
accumulated pedagogical views of their academic colleagues simply as an alternative
approach to achieving the shared goal of improving course accessibility and student
outcomes.
The four cases illustrated in the previous chapter revealed that socio-cultural tensions
were manifested progressively as lecturers moved through the planning and teaching
stages of their course. These tensions took the form of: questioning of school policies and
accepted practice (Rules) and whether these were workable in the current context;
disturbances where participants actively disagreed with the school or institutional model
of course implementation; dilemmas where lecturers were in two minds about
implementing a particular element of their proposed learning design; innovation attempts
where lecturers consciously sought to circumvent, mitigate or resolve an issue; and
interaction of voices where participants negotiated their preferred approach through
dialogue with their academic colleagues.
These findings emphasise the centrality of individual agency in planning and teaching
a blended-mode course, and supports Lantolf and Pavlenko’s (2001) view that agency,
rather than being a property of an individual, is a relationship that is constantly coconstructed and renegotiated with those around the individual. The findings also
emphasise the importance of motive as a powerful factor in shaping how people make
sense of an object, and concur with Nardi’s (2005) argument that in a collaborative
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activity, one object can be shared by the group, but members of the group can relate to
the object through differing motivations. Similar findings have been reported by
Yamagata-Lynch (2003, p. 110) who, in her study on the effect of professional
development on the integration of technology into school settings, observed “the
community component of an activity system may not necessarily endorse and support
the subject’s effort to attain the object.” The individual lecturers in the study were all
active members of their discipline and the wider organisation, and shared a common
goal of improving accessibility and student learning outcomes. However, as experienced
teachers, the lecturers possessed personal ideologies, beliefs, strategies and preferences
that often differed from the established culture. Their implementation of the object
(planning and teaching a blended-mode course) was achieved through dialogic
negotiation with the community (stakeholders) and through exercising their agency as
individuals.
The notion that lecturers’ decisions about teaching with technology are historically
mediated and socially constructed provide a basis for further exploring how lecturers’
response to technological, organisational and socio-cultural constraints in their work
activity systems influence the way their pedagogical visions are ultimately enacted. The
analysis in the following section draws on the activity theory principle of expansive
learning to explore the notion that when a contradiction is acknowledged and
successfully resolved, a widened or expanded way of thinking and practising becomes
possible.

5.4 Expansive transformation of blended teaching
practice
The activity theory principle of expansive learning relates to the potential for expansive
transformations in activity systems when contradictions are aggravated, leading to some
individual participants questioning established norms and making a deliberate change
effort (Engeström, 2001). In effect, there is a constant tension between established
practice and future-oriented solutions where solutions to the problems gradually give
form to a new practice (Virkkunen & Kuutti, 2000).
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From the perspective of an observer, the experienced university teachers in this study
used personal and professional insight to bring together a range of technologies and
teaching strategies in pursuit of their pedagogical visions. In reality, many of the
pedagogical decisions made throughout the planning and teaching phases of the course
represented “unintentional deviations from the script” Kärkkäinen (1999, p. 111), that is,
they required a modification of the lecturers’ original course of action in order to achieve
the intended outcomes. In some cases, participants’ intentions were compromised due
to the technological, organisational and socio-cultural constraints at play in their local
context.
If interpreted as barriers to technology integration, the constraints experienced by
participants in this study echo the findings of previous studies. For example, the need
for technical training and pedagogical support (Butler & Sellbom, 2002; Egbert et al.,
2002; Pajo & Wallace, 2001), a lack of policy and strategic planning (Roberts et al., 2002),
the lack of recognition or reward incentives (Newton, 2003; Zhou & Xu, 2007), and
student resistance to new ways of teaching and learning (Shaw & Pieter, 2000) were
reported as significant organisational barriers. The constraining influence of sociocultural factors such as implicit rules (Hew & Brush, 2007), the attitudes of colleagues
towards technology use (Sahin & Thompson, 2006) and historically accumulated
teaching and learning regimes within schools and disciplinary departments (Trowler &
Cooper, 2002) also featured strongly in the participants’ stories. A universally cited
individual barrier to the curriculum redevelopment task was a lack of time (e.g., Zhou
& Xu, 2007). However, viewed through the lens of activity theory, this considerable list
of constraints suggests the very circumstances or conditions under which a widened or
expanded way of thinking and practising becomes possible when lecturers act to resolve
the tension.
Lecturers across the group were effectively faced with a range of barriers from the outset
that caused some discomfort and disjuncture between espoused beliefs and practice.
Participants responded to the discomfort by adjusting elements within their activity
systems over which they had control. These critical junctures referred to by Kärkkäinen
(1999) as ‘turning points,’ represented lecturers’ attempts to resolve or mitigate the
underlying tension and were evident when lecturers delineated the activity of teaching
in a new way. Engeström explains that contradictions can lead to innovation and
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transformation in an activity system “when the object and motive of the activity are
reconceptualised to embrace a radically wider horizon of possibilities than in the
previous mode of the activity” (2001, p. 137). When a disturbance manifesting an
underlying contradiction is acknowledged and successfully resolved, a widened or
expanded way of thinking and practising becomes possible (Kärkkäinen, 1999);
however, failure to do so can compromise the potential for transformation.
In the planning stage, a significant challenge for most participants centred on the sociocultural barrier with their academic colleagues. Lisa, Kate and Martin all acknowledged
this constraint, experiencing the tension as a disturbance by way of their disagreement
with their School’s view of teaching and learning; questioning of the institutional
expectations for course implementation and additional departmental polices and
procedures; and dilemmas about how the tools in the VLE could best be leveraged to
actualise their own pedagogical visions.
For example, Lisa encountered a contradictory situation in the planning phase when her
attempt to implement a personal agenda (Subject) was challenged through a
disagreement with a historically accumulated, traditional school culture (Rules). Unable
to gain support for implementing her intending learning design, Lisa effectively ‘broke
the rules’ by connecting with a technology-savvy academic colleague in another School
and a member of the central VLE support team. These connections allowed her to
broaden her understanding of the functional affordances and pedagogical possibilities
of the University’s digital technologies. She subsequently decided to widen her learning
design by incorporating a blog to enable students to publish articles in a public forum
and a Discussion Board to facilitate reflective practice. As a result she expanded her
conception of technological affordances, selected and aligned appropriate virtual tools
with her pedagogical beliefs and personal goals for student learning, adjusted the
balance of face-to-face teaching strategies and learning tasks to incorporate a more
significant online component, and, in doing so, actualised several of her personal
learning goals for students.
In contrast to these three participants, Adam had not experienced the same sociocultural tensions with his academic colleagues due partly to his preference for traditional
face-to-face teaching that was more closely aligned with the accepted culture in his
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School. Although Adam was a confident user of the University’s VLE, he experienced a
significant dilemma about how to use the functional affordances of the VLE (Virtual
mediating tool) to facilitate the communication and feedback elements of his face-to-face
teaching strategy (Cognitive mediating tool) with students who were physically remote.
Adam readily acknowledged this challenge and responded with a number of innovation
attempts that enabled him to translate the key elements of his face-to-face practice to the
online environment. Adam’s response took a holistic approach in that he purposefully
adjusted a number of elements of his activity system in parallel. He leveraged the
assessment functionality of the VLE to develop a series of online quizzes to provide realtime automated feedback, and modified his teaching strategy by adopting a peer
assessment model with a rubric to facilitate online group work. Adam also used the
Discussion Board and email tools to monitor and guide group work. Significantly, the
shift to a peer assessment model also allowed Adam to adjust his role focus as a teacher
to that of a group monitor. This adjustment had the dual effect of driving Adam’s
personal goal of fostering greater personal agency in students to manage their own
learning while keeping his own workload under control. Adam’s multifaceted response
to the tensions in his activity system and the subsequent widening of his existing thinking
and practice exemplify Engeström’s (2001) notion of expansive learning by “conflictual
questioning of the existing standard practice” (p. 151) and “learning new forms of
activity which are not yet there” (p. 138).
A second form of transformation evident in lecturers’ thinking and practice exemplified
Kärkkäinen‘s (1999) mechanism of switching when tensions inherent in the
implementation of the object caused the participants to change their response to the
object. In other words, lecturers responded to some of the disturbances and dilemmas
encountered during the planning and teaching of their blended-mode courses by
changing their intentions or expectations as a way to mitigate or resolve the tension.
For example, Martin faced a similar dilemma to the other participants in that he was a
member of a discipline that espoused a traditional academic agenda for teaching and
assessment characterised by reproduction of structured knowledge and demonstration
of understanding through written examination (Rules). Although Martin felt this
‘surface learning’ approach contradicted his personal agenda (Subject) for developing
students’ conceptions of learning, he recognised that established assessment methods
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were outside his control. Martin chose not to view the academic agenda as a negative
element to be avoided, but rather as an aspect to be accommodated and balanced with
his own priorities for student learning. Through planning a combination of
opportunities for students to master course conceptual content, perform problemsolving tasks under exam conditions, ask questions and undertake self-reflection on
their learning, Martin effectively switched the object to incorporate the key elements of
each agenda. He thus avoided a potential conflict while achieving his intended
outcomes.
In another example of transformation through switching, Kate faced the dual challenges
of a lack of technical support staff (Division of Labour) to assist in the development and
delivery of her blended-mode course (Object), and a group of tutors and students with
limited skills in using digital technologies (Community). Kate had no control over the
provision of technical support expertise, and this remained an unresolved issue for the
duration of the course. However, rather than narrow or disintegrate the object, Kate
adjusted her expectation about the provision of institutional support and made the
decision to pre-emptively scaffold tutors’ and students’ participation in her online
activities. She achieved this by uploading a series of centrally produced VLE guides
demonstrating the features and functions of the email, Discussion Board and assignment
submission tools, situated in her VLE course site where they would be required. In
taking the decision to act as the provider of technical support, Kate did not resolve the
original division of labour issue but redefined her role to include a technologist function,
thus subtly redistributing the division of labour in her activity system to mitigate the
underlying tension. The switching of her expectation of technical support and the
adoption of alternative means of provision, effectively scaffolded tutors’ and students’
participation in the planned online activity thus ensuring alignment with her
pedagogical beliefs and achievement of her intended outcomes.
All lecturers in the study acknowledged and responded to a range of contradictions in
their local settings over the duration of the course. While not all tensions were
completely resolved, lecturers’ post-course group reflections indicated a general
agreement that their ‘in-flight’ responses to mitigate the impact of emergent problems
enabled achievement of their intended outcomes. Among participants there was
variation in professional backgrounds, pedagogical contexts, beliefs about teaching and
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learning, perceptions about the affordances of digital technologies and the nuanced
personal attributes evident in the participants’ stories. Given this diversity, it seemed
likely that the four case studies would reveal four unique approaches to planning and
teaching a blended-mode course. While uniquely individual trajectories to achieving
pedagogical visions, and the influence of individual agency emerged as strong themes,
there were nevertheless some broad similarities that could be depicted. One common
attribute, evident through profiling participants‘ beliefs and interviewing them before,
during and after teaching their courses, was that expressions of their personal practical
theories of teaching showed depth, coherence and complexity.
Another recurrent theme observed in lecturers’ responses to emergent tensions in their
activity system was the universal reflection of their experience and identity as university
teachers and professionals in their discipline. Their decision making was characterised
by a confidence in their own repertoire of pedagogical skills, a deep belief in the
importance of good teaching, a concern for the wellbeing of their students, a strong sense
of professional identity, a willingness to experiment with new technology, a willingness
to take risks, and a positive regard for reflective practice. It was also evident that the
positive and affirming nature of the previous experiences with technology conferred an
enhanced capacity to recognise and leverage affordances in the available tools,
particularly when responding to disturbances. Participants were readily able to identify
and acknowledge a range of barriers in their activity systems and assess the elements in
their pedagogical context over which they had some influence. In general, lecturers in
the study were willing to make decisions that had the potential to transform their
existing beliefs and practice rather than simply acceding to the status quo.
Across the group, participants demonstrated a strong sense of self-efficacy and
responded to turning point events in ways that necessitated a shift in their current
thinking and practice. In general, when lecturers felt they could control the events in
their local context, they responded by widening their thinking and practice, effectively
introducing new forms of activity. For example, most of the participants believed they
could not personally change the innovation-averse culture in their School. However,
they exercised their knowledge and control over the mediating technology to construct
a learning environment where students would have the opportunity to participate in
ways that aligned with their pedagogical visions. In other circumstances where lecturers
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perceived they had less control, such as resourcing the provision of technical support or
controlling the expectations of students, they tended to change their response to the
object by adjusting their expectations and seeking alternative ways to actualise their
pedagogical vision.
A persistent finding that emerged at multiple points throughout the research was that
individual characteristics such as beliefs, expectations, attitudes, and motivations that
had been acquired during past activity featured very strongly in an activity theory
analysis that accentuates the role of society in shaping the mind of the individual. This
suggests that, while lecturers see themselves as members of their disciplinary and
academic communities and that university teaching is indeed a socially constructed
activity, the internal world of the individual mind, shaped by past experience,
profoundly shapes the nature of participation. The university teachers in the study have
been depicted as historical agents who draw on their past experience to inform their
response to problematic events in their local context.
The analysis in this section provides a case to reinforce Engeström’s (2001) claim that
contradictions are a source of change and innovation in practice. The analysis also
illustrates how the transformation in teaching practice emerges not necessarily because
it is planned or intentional but because it is actually a response to the tensions between
and within the nodes of an individual’s work activity system. As Engeström argues, “in
important transformations of our personal lives and organisational practices, we must
learn new forms of activity which are not yet there. They are literally learned as they are
being created” (2001, p. 138).

5.5 Chapter summary
The cross-case analysis and discussion presented in this chapter showed some
remarkable similarities and differences among the individual and contextual factors
influencing pedagogical decision making in a relatively small group of university
teachers.

All lecturers in the study were both experienced practitioners in their

disciplines and university teachers who had previously used digital technologies
successfully in their teaching. They were all subject to a common institutional mandate
to improve the flexibility and accessibility of their courses and boost student learning
outcomes. The participants all held complex personal practical theories of teaching and
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were able to articulate their established pedagogical beliefs, preferences and intentions
coherently and consistently. Participants’ decision making throughout the planning and
teaching phases of their courses was characterised by a confidence in their own
repertoire of pedagogical skills, a deep belief in the importance of good teaching, a
concern for the wellbeing of their students, a strong sense of professional identity, a
willingness to experiment with new technology, a willingness to take risks, and a
positive regard for reflective practice.
The analysis revealed that lecturers’ decisions about using technology in particular ways
were strongly influenced by their individual theories of teaching but were also
historically mediated by their previous experiences with technology and their own
personal histories as disciplinary professionals and university teachers. The design of
learning tasks in the planning phase consistently demonstrated the purposeful selection
of technological tools to facilitate activities aligned with participants’ espoused
pedagogical dispositions. Significantly, the study demonstrated that the mere presence
of functional affordances perceived in a mediating technology did not guarantee its
consistent application in a given teaching and learning scenario. The variation in
lecturers’ learning designs highlighted the importance of individual agency in shaping
how the tools ultimately supported or detracted from their intended teaching strategies.
Affordance theories offered a useful insight into how the participants perceived the
possible uses of digital technologies for teaching and learning in relation to the
actualising circumstances in their work activity systems.
The analysis also depicted participants’ teaching approaches as socially constructed
through their interactions with academic colleagues in their schools and students in their
courses. Lecturers in the study frequently found themselves in a regime with a dominant
ideology that was at odds with their own personal practical theories of teaching a
blended-mode course suggesting that, in a collaborative activity, a group can share one
object, but members of the group can relate to the object through differing motivations.
Socio-cultural tensions were manifested progressively as lecturers moved through the
planning and teaching phases of their course in the form of questioning, disturbances,
dilemmas and innovation attempts. Their implementation of the object (planning and
teaching a blended-mode course) was achieved through dialogic negotiation with the
community (stakeholders) and through exercising their individual agency.
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Finally, the analysis focused on lecturers’ responses to the technological, organisational
and socio-cultural constraints at play in their local context. The participants
demonstrated a strong sense of self-efficacy, were readily able to identify and
acknowledge a range of barriers in their activity systems, and could assess the elements
in their pedagogical context over which they had some influence. In general, when
lecturers felt they could control the events in their local context, they responded by
widening their thinking and practice, effectively introducing new forms of activity. In
other situations where they perceived less control, lecturers tended to change their
response to the object by adjusting their expectations and seeking alternative ways to
actualise their pedagogical vision.
In general, the cross-case analysis demonstrated that when university teachers plan to
integrate technologies into their curriculum, they draw on perceptions shaped by their
own beliefs, abilities and past experiences. They consider the possibilities for action
offered by the perceived affordances of the mediating tool in relation to the sociocultural-historical tensions in their current context. In particular, the analysis showed
that the experienced lecturers in the study group sought to preserve the continuity of
their established pedagogical vision by adjusting their practice to accommodate a new
form of the activity, or, by adjusting their expectations and seeking alternate ways to
actualise their intended outcomes.
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CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS
6.1 Introduction
This chapter concludes this study into how experienced university lecturers make
decisions about teaching with technology in a contemporary blended learning
environment. The inquiry was underpinned by the belief that more expansive
approaches to researching eLearning were required to accommodate its innate
complexity and reveal the socially situated and culturally-historically mediated nature
of teaching with technology. This study has engaged with the complexity of eLearning
by providing an in-depth and critical representation of the multi-faceted phenomenon
of planning and teaching a blended-mode course in a Higher Education setting. This
study viewed activity through the eyes of four experienced university teachers as they
attempted to actualise their pedagogical visions.
An exploratory focus was adopted to realise the objectives of this study. The study was
underpinned by a research question aimed at uncovering how individuals, who were
disciplinary professionals as well as experienced lecturers, made decisions about
teaching with digital technology. In particular, the study sought to describe and
interpret lecturers’ decision-making and action-taking against the background of their
own established pedagogical and technological beliefs, their personal history, and the
culturally imbued contextual structures in their local work environments. Culturalhistorical activity theory was used as a theoretical and interpretive lens to characterise
and analyse the complex nature of lecturers’ participation in a highly personal,
contextualised and mediated activity over time. A CHAT perspective recognised the
value-laden nature of digital technologies and supported a critical stance that revealed
affording and constraining factors in the surrounding context, and provided
opportunities to explore the object of activity from multiple perspectives. Further, by
highlighting the prominence of individual characteristics such as beliefs, expectations,
attitudes, and motivations, the analysis revealed that the internal world of the individual
mind, shaped by past experience, profoundly shapes the nature of participation,
especially when responding to contradictory events in their local context.
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This final chapter is divided into four sections. The first section presents a summary of
key theoretical and methodological findings that articulate with the research question.
The second section identifies limitations of the study, and the third section discusses
implications for practice and future research. The chapter concludes with some final
comments.

6.2 Summary of key findings
The four case studies presented in this study provide an insider’s perspective on how
university teachers make decisions about teaching with technology in a contemporary
blended learning context. In particular, the study offers an expanded view of teacher
cognition that illuminates the complex interrelationship between lecturers’ pedagogical
and technological beliefs, their past experiences as teachers and practitioners, and the
social and contextual structures in their local environment.

6.2.1 Theoretical findings
The findings accentuate the highly personalised and contextualised nature of lecturers’
personal practical theories of teaching and highlight the central role of the individual in
the socially constructed activity of planning and teaching a blended-mode course. This
detailed exploratory study has revealed the following findings related to the research
theme:
1. Experienced lecturers’ pedagogical decision-making is underpinned by a
flexible, multi-faceted belief system. Profiling the pedagogical beliefs of a
group of experienced university lecturers revealed diverse, complex, yet
coherently and consistently expressed pedagogical understandings and
preferences. Participants’ established beliefs about teaching and learning
represented a universal point of reference in the explication of their pedagogical
vision. The experienced lecturers in the current study consistently elaborated
teaching scenarios that aligned with their espoused pedagogical beliefs, but were
also remarkably malleable in their expression. Their espousal of particular
pedagogical dispositions was characterised by an ability to consciously shift
between multiple conceptual stances within a given belief dimension.
Conceptual flexibility and the assumption of multiple perspectives were
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enduring traits of the group that afforded participants a degree of control over
the

trajectory

of

the

activity

in

which

they

were

the

subject.

2. Experienced lecturers’ technological decision-making is influenced by their
interpretation of the technology’s ‘affordances-in-use.’ Given participants’
previous experience with using digital technologies in their teaching, it was
expected the VLE would feature prominently in the articulation of their
pedagogical intentions. On the contrary, lecturers rarely referred to the
technology itself, instead describing teaching strategies with indirect reference to
the VLE as a mediating tool. Although the finding cannot be generalised beyond
this investigation, experienced lecturers consistently espoused a user-led
conception of technology integration. That is, their pedagogical decision making
was focused on the activity required to enable the achievement of intended
outcomes and personal learning goals for their students through the use of
digital technologies. The linkage of affordances with the mental and perceptual
capabilities of the individual emphasised the relational nature of technology by
revealing the variation in perceived usefulness of a given tool in a given context.
This investigation proposed the terms ‘affordances-in-theory’ and ‘affordancesin-use’ to distinguish between the theoretical or potential affordances inherent in
given technology and an individual’s interpretation of the affordances of the tool
through the lens of their own personal practice theory in response to the
conditions and relationships in their local context. This distinction draws
attention to the influence of individual agency in shaping how the tools might
ultimately support or detract from lecturers’ intended teaching strategies and
helps explain some of the unanticipated outcomes of the activity. In particular,
this investigation supports the position that planning and teaching a blendedmode course is not deterministic, and not shaped solely by the theoretical
affordances of the tool, demonstrating that the mere presence of functional
affordances does not guarantee its consistent application in a given teaching and
learning scenario. This finding serves as a caution against privileging a technocentric view of affordance in the eLearning in Higher Education that fails to
consider the relationship between the inherent properties of the tool, human
cognition and surrounding context.
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3. Lecturers’ personal history and past experience are influential in their
pedagogical decision-making. The participants in this investigation were all
experienced disciplinary professionals and university teachers, and, to varying
degrees, had previous positive and affirming experiences with integrating digital
technologies into their curricula. Their learning designs reflected a deep
understanding of their respective teaching contexts born from their perceptions,
impressions, learnings and personal theories about teaching first-year students
in the discipline in which they were expert practitioners. The influence of past
experience was most apparent when the participants encountered contradictory
circumstances or barriers to achieving their intended outcomes. It was evident
that their past experience conferred a degree of resilience, confidence, and
flexibility and a capacity to draw from their repertoire of personal practical
knowledge and skills to mitigate or resolve roadblocks as they emerged. The
different ways in which individual experience was brought to bear on perceived
issues highlight the influence of personal history on individual agency providing
clear exemplification of the notion that beliefs and experiences are routinely
imported into and shape activity. By directing attention towards historical
factors, this investigation illustrated one way in which lecturers ascribe meaning
to the teaching context and how this is manifested through teaching practice.
Examining lecturers’ personal theories of teaching from a historical perspective
assisted in revealing the roots of potential disjunction between espoused and
enacted theories. In particular, the focus on historicity made it possible to
describe the dynamics of a blended-mode course as lecturers made ‘in-flight’
modifications in response to emergent tensions and illuminated how those
experiences may subsequently become ‘hindsight’ and shape future iterations of
the course.
4. Experienced lecturers’ individual agency is constantly reconstructed and
renegotiated with the community. Participants’ explanation of their
pedagogical intentions and justification of their observed actions frequently
transcended the simplistic relationship between teacher, student and content
prevalent in the literature on teacher cognition, making reference to a range of
social and contextual influences. Individuals frequently qualified their
descriptions by referring to disciplinary or professional knowledge and
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standards; the pedagogical culture of the School such as accepted teaching
approaches; institutional policy context and imperatives such as the expectation
to offer more flexible curricula; and organisational constraints such as workload
and the availability of support staff. Socio-cultural tensions were manifested
progressively as lecturers moved through the planning and teaching stages of
their course. These tensions took the form of questioning or active disagreement
with accepted practice; dilemmas where lecturers were in two minds about
implementing a particular element of their proposed learning design; innovation
attempts where lecturers consciously sought to circumvent, mitigate or resolve
an issue; and interaction of voices where participants negotiated their preferred
approach through dialogue with their academic colleagues. Employing the
activity theory principle of multivoicedness has provided this investigation a
means to unpack the concepts of object and motive offering an insight into the
mixed motivations that exist between members of a community who share
aspects of an activity. The study has demonstrated that members of a community
can construct meaning in different and sometimes conflicting ways lending
support to the view that agency, rather than being a property of the individual,
is a relationship that is constantly constructed and renegotiated with the
community.
5. Experienced lecturers seek to maintain the continuity of their established
pedagogical beliefs. Several of the pedagogical decisions made by participants
throughout the planning and teaching phases of the course exemplified
"unintentional deviations from the script", that is, they required lecturers to
modify their original course of action in order to achieve their intended
outcomes. A salient finding in this investigation was that when participants’
intentions were compromised due to the technological, organisational and sociocultural constraints at play in their local regime, they were readily able to identify
and acknowledge the barriers, and respond by adjusting the elements within
their activity systems over which they had the most influence. The experienced
lecturers in this study conveyed a strong sense of self-efficacy and control over
their own assumptions, beliefs and expectations. They tended to interpret
disjunctions between the dominant ideology and their own personal theories as
a ‘difference of opinion’ or an alternative approach rather than a mandate to
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undertake their teaching in a prescribed way. By adopting an independent
stance, the participants were willing to make decisions that had the potential to
transform their current thinking and practice. The notion of turning points was
used to represent lecturers’ attempts to mitigate or resolve emergent systemic
tensions, and these were manifested through widening or switching their
practice. Widening of practice was apparent when lecturers questioned the
existing standard and learned new forms of activity to overcome a contradictory
circumstance. Switching was manifested when lecturers responded to
disturbances and dilemmas by changing their intentions or expectations. Both
modes of response demonstrated lecturers’ capacity to seek alternative ways of
actualising their pedagogical vision and reinforced Engeström’s (2001) claim that
contradictions are a source of change and innovation in practice.

6.2.2 Methodological findings
This investigation has contributed to the growing body of research that has applied
cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT) to educational research, particularly in
relation to eLearning in Higher Education. This study found CHAT a useful theoretical
and interpretive framework well suited to the task of representing more expansive
conceptions of participation in complex teaching and learning environments mediated
by ICTs. CHAT acknowledges the socially-situated and culturally-mediated nature of
teaching, providing a participatory unit of analysis that helps to illuminate and explain
different motivations and perspectives, and accommodates the historically-mediated
influence of individual agency and participation. CHAT’s emphasis on mediated
activity has foregrounded the relational nature of technology, highlighting the interplay
between technology, the individual and the surrounding context.
Importantly for this study, activity theory has provided a way to identify tensions that
emerge in activity systems from work-related constraints that can act to impede
lecturers’ attempts to actualise their pedagogical vision. Instead of assuming a goodness
of fit between their vision and the planned integration of digital technology, CHAT has
the capacity to view an enterprise such as planning and teaching a blended-mode course
as an emergent activity that unfolds over time and considers how actualising
circumstances can influence the subject’s response to a disturbance. Rather than simply
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focusing on "what went wrong," CHAT affords insight into moments when something
new was learned or when the participants conceptualised the activity in a new way.

6.3 Limitations
Some critiques of the theoretical and philosophical assumptions of activity theory were
considered in Chapter 2; however, there are a number of broader limitations inherent in
this investigation that must be acknowledged. Although this inquiry was an in-depth
exploratory study of the individual and contextual influences on pedagogical decisionmaking, the number of cases was small and, therefore limits the generalisability of the
findings. While this may be an inherent aspect of this kind of research, statements about
whether the findings of the study can apply with equal validity to a larger population of
university teachers with a more diverse range of personal histories and experiences are
speculative at best. The lecturers in the current study were also purposefully selected for
their relatively successful experiences as university teachers and their previous
experience using the University’s VLE as a teaching tool. Although not by design, a
further measure of uniformity was introduced with all lecturers coming from
professional disciplines and having previous experience as practitioners in their
respective disciplines. Nevertheless, representation from both genders and different
cultural backgrounds introduced a degree of diversity. It is important to remember that
obtaining a large, representative sample was not a goal of this study. The goal has been
to gain a thick, in-depth description and interpretation of a social phenomenon from the
perspective of the lecturer that allows the reader to decide whether the findings are
applicable to other contexts.
During the profiling of their pedagogical beliefs, participants were aware that the study
involved ascertaining the elements and connections in their personal practical theories
of teaching but were not specifically questioned about the mediating technology or their
pedagogical contexts. Although this approach allowed for the possibility of spontaneous
comments and explications to enrich the data, participants may nevertheless have
depicted superficial self-presentations of their pedagogical beliefs, especially with
regards to the espousal of social constructivist philosophy. In this sense, some anecdotes
and opinions may have been related in ways intended to please the researcher rather
than reflect their true perspective. More significantly, this study only directly observed
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the online component of the lecturers’ planning and teaching activity so relied on
lecturers’ own perceptions of what occurred in the face-to-face component of their
blended-mode course. Although a major objective of the research was to gain the
lecturers’ individual perspectives, the study could nevertheless have benefited from
additional observations and interrogation of the lecturers’ classroom activities. The
study could also have gained strength by including student feedback to confirm the
lecturers’ perceptions of students’ personal qualities and that learning with respect to
the use of technology was occurring as described by participants.
Finally, ensuring the credibility of findings has been a constant concern in this study.
While the design well exceeds the number of strategies recommended by Creswell (2007)
to enhance the trustworthiness of the research, the interpretation of the findings has
nevertheless been a largely solo effort. To meet the quality criterion of confirmability,
selections of data and the researcher’s interpretations were checked with the research
supervisor. However, by viewing such a large volume of complex data largely through
the eyes of an individual, this thesis is inherently skewed towards one perspective. This
factor is a limitation of the study, and indeed all qualitative studies, where one person
primarily undertakes the interpretive process.

6.4 Implications
The theoretical and methodological findings of this investigation have implications for
both practice and research. They can be applied to the professional development of
university lecturers with a view to assisting academics to take a more holistic approach
to integrating digital technologies into their teaching. A number of directions for further
research are also considered.

6.4.1 Implications for practice
The case studies in this investigation told the stories of four experienced university
teachers who were all similarly tasked with improving the flexibility of their course
offerings through adopting a blended learning approach. All participants had positive
prior experiences with using technology in their teaching and had access to the same
suite of technologies for the duration of the study. Nevertheless, the diversity of
lecturers’ learning designs and the emergent nature of their planning and teaching
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decisions clearly demonstrated that there was little advice in the way of ‘common sense’
or ‘good practice’ that could assist lecturers to express their personal theories of teaching
in ways that aligned with the views of the institution. The study revealed many complex
and interrelated individual and contextual factors at play that influenced the trajectory
of their theory-in-use. Through surfacing some of these often-tacit factors and
recognising their interrelatedness, there are opportunities to assist less experienced
lecturers to discover their own pedagogical dispositions, vocalise their perceptions of
the technology, and acknowledge the motivations and assumptions held by colleagues
sharing the same activity. By engaging in such an exercise lecturers will be better
equipped to navigate the passage from the trial and error approach of the novice towards
the self-aware and self-confident approach of an expert.
The pedagogical belief profile developed in the methodological design phase of this
research holds promise for assisting lecturers to engage in in-depth reflection on the
conceptual stances and pedagogical orientations underpinning their espoused theories
of teaching beyond the relationship between teacher, learner and content. Similarly a
discussion or structured reflection drawing on the principles of cultural historical
activity theory could provide opportunities for lecturers to reconcile the past and present
forms of their practice by reflecting on the differences between the affordances of a
traditional face-to-face teaching setting and a blended learning setting. In particular,
illumination of lecturers’ perceptions about the affordances of a given mediating
technology in the context in which it will actually be used could provide a pathway
towards a more pragmatic, user-led view of technology aligned with one’s own
pedagogical disposition rather than simply settling for the often hegemonic, technologyled view of blended learning found in Higher Education.

6.4.2 Directions for future research
This study has illuminated the complexity of eLearning in Higher Education by
exploring the ways in which university lecturers think about planning and teaching a
blended-mode course. In particular, this inquiry has gained an in-depth understanding
of the interrelationship between individual attributes such as beliefs, perceptions,
intentions, assumptions and personal history and the socio-cultural milieu of the local
pedagogical context. The research was based on only a small sample of university
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lecturers who predominantly used only the tools available in the University’s VLE and
purposefully took the perspective of the teacher as the subject of the activity system.
While such an in-depth study enriches our understanding of the field, there is scope to
strengthen these findings by capturing a broader range of individual and contextual
variables. Further, critical approaches can be applied by considering the perspective of
different members of the community who participate in and influence the activity of
blended teaching and learning.
From a methodological perspective, the findings of this study could be tested with a
larger sample size and with a more diverse selection of participants. Such participants
could bring a broader range of personal experiences in their respective disciplines, be at
different stages of development as university teachers, and have experienced both
positive and negative aspects of using technology in their teaching and their everyday
lives. This study was necessarily a snapshot of individual lecturers’ activity over a
thirteen-week study period. However, a longitudinal approach might better capture a
sense of how lecturers’ beliefs and practices evolve and change trajectory over time as
they engage with disturbances in their local contexts. A natural extension to the current
research would be to include students’ beliefs and perspective in their own voices rather
than rely solely on the lecturers’ interpretation of their students’ dispositions. A critical
approach could also consider the relationship between established institutional beliefs
and practices and how they affect the design and implementation of blended-mode
curricula. For example, attention could be focused on surfacing the institutional beliefs
and values about teaching, learning and technology underpinning accepted practice.
Such research holds promise for clarifying some of the reasons why lecturers, regardless
of their experience, can struggle to implement technology-driven initiatives in ways that
satisfy both the requirements of the institution and their own pedagogical aspirations.
The nature and extent of barriers to the effective utilisation of mediating technologies by
lecturers and students, especially with respect to the current trend of merging physical
and virtual learning spaces and their influence on learning designs, are worthy of further
investigation. Although many studies focus on the student use of digital technologies, it
would seem appropriate to investigate how university teachers use digital technologies
in their everyday lives and how they incorporate technology use into their academic
practice.
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This current study applied CHAT as one way to describe and interpret the complexity
of a typical eLearning environment in Higher Education from the perspective of the
lecturer. The principle of contradictions has featured strongly in the current study as it
has in other CHAT-based eLearning research. From a theoretical perspective, future
research could usefully focus on the CHAT principle of historicity to explore the
interplay between past and present in eLearning contexts. Similarly, a focus on the
CHAT principle of multivoicedness could consider the diverse histories and motivations
of different stakeholders in the activity of eLearning to reveal the multiple layers and
strands of history engraved in its artefacts, rules and conventions.
Activity theory as a base for future research holds significant potential for a broader and
deeper theorisation of the complexity of eLearning. For example, research designs could
consider networks of interacting activity systems with a view to understanding the
dialogues and multiple perspectives present in complex learning environments. An
activity theory approach also affords exploration of different layers of activity within
one or more activity systems. For example, future eLearning research might investigate
the semiotic and technological layers of activity in one of the emergent pedagogical
models where physical and virtual spaces are blended. Such research might consider the
complexity of an activity that unfolds not only in two different learning spaces, but also
in two different yet interconnected layers. That is the semiotic layer that represents the
social and cultural context in which the design activity is taking place, and the
technological layer that affords the actual realisation of the object of the design activity.
For example, the VLE constitutes a ‘technological’ layer of the activity, with its own
mediating artifacts, rules and conventions, and division of labour.
Although activity theory holds extraordinary potential for theorising the complexity of
eLearning, a range of other theories intersect with and complement this research and
could usefully inform the direction of future investigations. For example, findings from
the current study suggested that lecturers’ ways of responding to disturbances and
dilemmas of practice may depend to a significant extent on socio-cultural factors in their
local context. A future investigation could analyse the data using different theoretical
approaches to studying context such as distributed cognition or situated action models
and comparing the analyses. The notion of boundary crossing is closely connected to the
CHAT principle of expansive learning as a vehicle for learning and transformation and
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is a worthy of further research. For example, a study could focus on identifying
indicators of conflict and negotiation where lecturers’ personal theories of teaching
intersect with the affordances of a given technology and the socio-cultural and
contextual structures present in an eLearning setting. The object of such research might
be to understand the mechanisms constituting the learning potential of boundary
crossing in terms of how lecturers negotiate their theories-in-action through the lens of
their pedagogical beliefs.

6.5 Concluding comment
The four case studies in this research have provided a window on the complex nature of
of human activity. This investigation has demonstrated that a willingness to embrace the
messiness of the human condition is essential for authentically representing the
dynamics of eLearning practice within Higher Educational contexts. Engagement with
this complexity has illuminated many of the interrelationships between the individual,
social, cultural and historical factors at play in a contemporary learning environment. In
doing so, this thesis has contributed to an understanding of why the gap between the
potential of digital technologies and their uptake by teachers in universities persists as a
challenge and points towards ways of assisting academics to take a more holistic
approach to integrating digital technologies into their teaching.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A: Glossary of Terms
Blended learning
A teaching approach aimed at enriching students’ learning experiences through the
complementary integration of various teaching strategies achieved by combining face to
face interaction with internet-based information and communication technologies.
Blog
A blog (a truncation of the expression web log) is a personal website or web page on
which an individual records opinions, links to other sites, etc. on a regular basis. Blogs
consist of discrete entries ("posts") typically displayed in reverse chronological order (the
most recent post appears first). Blogging is the activity of writing entries in, adding
material to, or maintaining blog. A blogger is a person who keeps and updates a blog.
Discussion Board
The Discussion Board is an asynchronous communications tool in Blackboard that can be
used to facilitate text-based discussion within a Blackboard course site. The Discussion
Board tool can be used to create self-contained discussion topics (Discussion Forums). A
Discussion Forum is organised into threads (conversations within a topic). Messages are
posted by adding a new thread or replying to an existing posting.
File Exchange
The File Exchange is a group tool in Blackboard that is used to privately share electronic
documents between members of a group.
Information and Communication Technology (ICT)
The term “information and communication technologies” (ICT) refers to forms of
technology that are used to transmit, store, create, display, share or exchange
information by electronic means. This broad definition of ICT includes such technologies
as radio, television, video, DVD, telephone (both fixed line and mobile phones), satellite
systems, computer and network hardware and software; as well as the equipment and
services associated with these technologies, such as videoconferencing, e-mail and blogs.
(United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation [UNESCO], 2009,
para. 2)
Mp3
Mp3 (MPEG Audio Layer-3) is a compressed digital audio file typically used in podcasts
that can be downloaded from the internet and played back locally on a computer, mobile
or portable audio device such an iPod.
Personal Practical Theory of Teaching (PPT)
Personal practical theories of teaching are an individual teacher’s body of beliefs and
practical knowledge that guide their decisions and actions in specific contexts and
situations. They are dynamic but develop over time from experience and are typically
tacit, imprecise and resistant to change in unfamiliar contexts.
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Portable Document Format (PDF)
Portable Document Format (PDF) is a file format used to present documents in a manner
independent of application software, hardware, and operating systems. Each PDF file
encapsulates a complete description of a fixed-layout flat document, including the text,
fonts, graphics, and other information needed to display it.
Virtual Learning Environment (VLE)
A Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) is the integrated, multifunctional suite of
technologies comprising the typical contemporary learning environment. A VLE assists
teachers to organise and distribute course content, facilitate communication and
collaboration, support assessment processes, and perform administrative tasks. The VLE
typically consists of a core Learning Management System (e.g., Blackboard) frequently
enhanced with a range of locally or commercially developed tools to enhance its
functionality and provide a cohesive online environment for student engagement
(ACODE, 2011).
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Appendix B: Participant Information Page
This Information page was printed on JCU letterhead and given to each participant.
Research title: Exploring the dynamics of academics’ personal practical theories of teaching in
an online learning environment
With the rapid shift towards a more flexible, technology driven model of teaching and learning in
Australian universities, many academics now find themselves working in a ‘blended’ teaching
context that combines elements of face-to-face with online learning. This new mode of teaching
and learning presents many challenges for subject lecturers, particularly with regard to making
choices and decisions about the how to best re/structure their subject design, teaching strategies
and assessment to maximise student learning. In addition to making pedagogical choices they
must also contend with new social, managerial and technical roles inherent in online teaching.
Such choices are firmly anchored in lecturers’ values, beliefs, and knowledge about teaching
and learning.
This research aims to explore and develop an understanding of lecturers’ individual amalgam of
beliefs, knowledge and actions – their personal practical theories of teaching - with a view to
understanding how their theories may shape or be shaped by their teaching practices in the
context of a blended online learning environment. The rationale for this research lies in making
the nature of these connections explicit so that lecturers will be able to come to a deeper
understanding of why they teach as they do and can take an active role in reflecting on and
shaping their online teaching practices. The ability to ascertain the substance and structure of an
individual’s personal practical theory also has direct implications for how academic developers
might situate a professional development activity focused on improving online teaching
practices.
This research will be conducted by Mr. Scott Bradey (Teaching and Learning Development), under
the supervision of Dr. Lyn Henderson (School of Education) and Dr. Kay Martinez (Teaching and
Learning Development). The results of this research will contribute to Scott Bradey’s PhD thesis.
The data may also be used in relevant academic and professional publications and conferences.
Please contact any of these people if you have questions about the research. The research
project has been approved by the JCU Human Ethics Sub-Committee, and you are encouraged
to contact the Ethics Administrator (Tina Langford) if you have any questions about the ethical
conduct of the research.
At any time you can seek further information from the contacts below.

You should retain this page for your records. If you do not understand anything on this
information page you should seek clarification from the person who handed you the page before
you sign the accompanying consent form.

314

Appendix C: Consent Form
This Consent Form was printed on JCU letterhead and given to each participant.
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Appendix D: Individual Interview Schedule
Core questions

Supplementary questions

1. What do you aim to achieve through
your teaching?

What, if anything, does prevent you
from achieving your aims?

2. What is teaching?

Do you think about teaching this way in
all situations? If not, what are the other
ways in which you think about teaching?

3. What is learning?

What does it mean to learn?

4. How do you know that your
students have learned something?

What are the signs students have learned
something?
What are the signs students are
struggling or confused?
What student behaviours or states of
mind do you see as essential to success?
Do you, and if so how do you,
communicate to students what kind of
learning you value?

5. What aspects of a subject or course
are difficult for students to learn?

What makes it difficult for students?

6. What do you see as your role and
your students’ role in the teaching
and learning process?

What is your main concern when
teaching?
What are you and your students’ main
responsibilities?
What do you do apart from telling your
students about something?

7. What do students bring to the
learning process?
8. What is the role of assessment?
9. Does your teaching influence student
learning? How?

What do you think has the biggest
influence on students’ learning?

10. What are the qualities or attributes of
a good teacher?

Are there any qualities that are especially
important for teaching a blended-mode
subject?
What, if anything, do you see as the
obstacles to good teaching?

11. What do you aim to achieve through
your teaching?

Are there any particular tactics that you
employ in your teaching?

12. What is teaching?

Are there any skills you see as integral to
teaching a blended-mode subject?
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Appendix E: Guidelines For Conducting Stimulated
Recall Interviews
Guidelines adapted from Marland, Patching, and Putt (1992)
• Gain the confidence of the interviewees by being open and frank about the purposes
of the research and by answering questions as fully as possible;
• Establish a relaxed, friendly, supportive atmosphere prior to and during interviews;
• Assume a respectful attitude toward the student and the self-report data;
communicate to the interviewee that he/she is being taken very seriously;
• Avoid making interpretations of, and judgments about, what appears on the
computer screen or what the interviewee says or does in stimulated recall sessions;
• Encourage and facilitate self-discovery; it is important for the interviewee to believe
that he/she is capable of telling about his/her mental processes;
• Keep the interviewee’s attention focused on the computer screen; refrain from
unnecessary activity as it may actually interfere with recall;
• Encourage the interviewee to talk; don’t have him/her become so engrossed in
listening to you that he/she forgets what he/she is meant to be reliving; remember
that the interviewee is the authority on what he/she was thinking about during task
performance - you are there to learn from him/her;
• Immerse yourself in the interviewee’s communication rather than trying to figure
out what to say next;
• Keep the discussion focused on what transpired during the online teaching episode
and matters relevant to that;
• Encourage the interviewee to browse and review digital artifacts as often as he/she
wishes;
• Ask questions which invite open-ended recall, clarification, elaboration;
• Avoid questions which “lead” or suggest possible answers; imply criticism,
incredulity, disagreement, disapproval; avoid questions answerable by “yes” or
“no”;
• Once the interview has provided some recall data, ask questions that facilitate full
disclosure by the interviewee. (N.B. Questions should be brief, and should create an
intense self-awareness in the student of his/her mental processes);
• Check frequently that the interviewee is differentiating between a priori thoughts
and feelings; those experienced during the online teaching episode; and those
subsequently experienced.
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Appendix F: Guiding Questions For Stimulated Recall
Interviews
Online site design
•

Show me through your site and explain to me how you designed it to facilitate
teaching and learning?

•

What were you thinking when building your site?

Online learning activities
•

Show me some examples of the learning tasks on your site?

•

What are students expected to do and achieve in this activity?

•

Are there any aspects of the task design that assists students to achieve the course
objectives?

•

Are there any aspects of the task design that assists students to achieve your
objectives for them?

•

Show me how you’ve used the tools in [the VLE] to achieve your aims for this
activity.

•

I noticed you used [identify tool] in [identify activity]. What motivated you to use
the tool in this way/for this purpose?

Communication and collaboration
•

Are students expected to communicate and collaborate using the site?

•

How do you use the tools to communicate with your students?

•

Can you show me an example of that?

•

How do you know if your messages have affected your students?

Assessment
•

Show me some examples of the online assessment of your course. What were you
aiming to achieve with [identify assessment]?

•

Show me how you’ve used the tools in [the VLE] to facilitate assessment in your
course

•

How do you know if this has improved student learning

General
•

Are any other ways in which you’ve used [the VLE] to facilitate teaching and
learning in your course that you’d like to show me?
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Appendix G: Group Interview Schedule
Guiding Questions
1. Are there any particular items or relationships between items that you think
characterise the way academics in general think about teaching? How so?
2. Are there any particular items or relationships between items you think are specific
to an academic teaching in your discipline? If so, which ones? Why do you think
this?
3. Looking at your diagrams, can you identify the items that you think have the
strongest bearing on your approach to teaching a blended-mode subject? The
weakest?
4. Looking at your diagrams, can you identify any inconsistencies in what you said
you believe about teaching and learning and what you do in practice? How do you
account for that?
5. Are there any aspects of your current thinking or teaching practices that you intend
to change? What are your justifications for these changes? Or your justification for
no changes?
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Appendix H: Personal Practical Theory Of Teaching Map
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Appendix I: Thematic Analysis Of Literature On
Teachers’ Pedagogical Beliefs
INCLUDED DIMENSIONS
CATEGORY: Teachers and teaching
DIMENSION
Educational
goals

Teacher’s role
focus

Curriculum

ORIENTATIONS
• Broad educational goals ↔ discipline specific goals (Marland &
Osborne, 1990)
• Developing generic critical thinking skills ↔ developing professional
skills (Gow and Kember, 1993)
• Learning goal orientation: sharply focused ↔ unfocused/general (
Reeves, T. & Reeves, P., 1997; Bain & McNaught, 2006)
• Transmitting information ↔ Facilitating student learning (Fox, 1983;
Dall’Alba, 1991; Martin & Balla, 1991; Martin & Ramsden, 1992;
Pratt,1992; Prosser et al., 1994; Samuelowicz & Bain, 1992; Trigwell et
al., 1994; Gow & Kember, 1990,1993; Kember & Gow, 1994; Reeves,
1992, Reeves, T. & Reeves, P.,1997; Leven & He, 2005; Bain &
McNaught, 2006)
• Control of content: teacher ↔ student ( Samuelowicz & Bain, 1992; 2001)
• Teacher focused information transmission ↔ Teacher focused concept
acquisition ↔ Student focused conceptual development ↔ Student
focused conceptual change (Trigwell, Prosser & Taylor, 1994).
• Focus on content ↔ Focus on student development (Fox, 1983)
• Teaching focus: student development ↔ academic discipline (Bain &
McNaught, 2006)
•
•

•
Task
orientation

•

Accommodation
of students’
understandings

•

•
•

•

Curriculum integration: Sum of the parts ↔ coherent integration (Bain et
al., 1998)
Curriculum focus: Knowledge and understanding ●
Disciplinary/interdisciplinary ways of knowing ● Professional/artistic
performing (Bain & McNaught, 2006)
Curriculum progression: Linear aggregation ● Jigsaw ● Spiral
Elaboration (Bain & McNaught, 2006)
Academic (abstract) ↔ Authentic (Experiential) (Bain, 1998; Reeves, T.
& Reeves, P., 1997)
Taking ↔ Not Taking students’ current understanding of the discipline
into account (Dall’Alba, 1991; Martin & Balla, 1991; Prosser, Trigwell &
Talylor, 1994; Pratt, 2002; Samuelowicz & Bain, 1992; 2001)
Taking ↔ Not Taking students’ prerequisite knowledge into account
(Prosser et al., 1994)
Not accommodating student conceptions ↔ Pre-emptively
accommodating student conceptions ↔ Sharing understandings
through dialogue (Bain et al., 1998, Bain & McNaught, 2006)
Absent ↔ Pre-emptive ↔ Conversational (Bain & McNaught, 2006)

Metacognitive
support

•

Unsupported ↔ Integrated (Reeves, T. & Reeves, P., 1997; Bain et al.,
1998)

Assessment
focus

•

Intended type of understanding: Know more ↔ know differently (Bain et
al., 1998; Bain & McNaught, 2006))
Assessing students’ ability to reproduce atomised information ↔
assessing students’ ability to reproduce and apply teacher structured
knowledge ↔ assessing students’ ability to integrate, transform and
use knowledge purposefully (Samuelowicz & Bain, 2002)

•
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CATEGORY: Learners and learning
DIMENSION
Nature of
learning

Role of student
communication
and collaboration

Agent
constructing
knowledge

Understanding
process

Expected use of
knowledge and
skills

ORIENTATIONS
• Students learn actively ↔ Students learn passively (Dunkin, 1990)
• Agent initiating learning: Teacher initiates learning ↔ Student initiates
learning (Fox, 1983)
• Learning theory: behavioural ↔ cognitive (Bain & McNaught, 2006)
• Value of errors: To be avoided or minimised ↔ opportunities for
learning (Bain & McNaught, 2006)
• Role of student collaboration: Minimal ● social ● cognitive (Bain &
McNaught, 2006)
• Role of discussion in learning: incidental↔ central (Bain, McNaught,
Luekenhausen & Mills., 1998)
• Collaborative learning strategies: Unsupported ↔ Integral (Reeves, T. &
Reeves, P., 1997)
• Teachers ● Students helped by teachers ● Students ( Fox, 1983; Martin
& Balla, 1991; Martin & Ramsden, 1992; Pratt,1992; Prosser, Trigwell
& Taylor, 1994)
• External agency (textbooks, curriculum, teachers) ↔ students ( Pratt,
1992; Prosser, Trigwell & Talylor, 1994)
• Developing understandings of concepts or principles and their
interrelations ● exploring ways of understanding from a particular
perspective ● developing capacity to be an expert (Dall’Alba, 1991)
• Reproductive/fragmentary ● Reproductive/relational ●
Transformational (Bain & McNaught, 2006)
• Curriculum bound ↔ interpretation of reality (Pratt, 1992;
Samuelowicz & Bain, 1992; 2001)

DISCARDED DIMENSIONS
CATEGORY: Epistemology
DIMENSION
Nature of
knowledge

Source of
knowledge to be
learned

ORIENTATIONS
• Unrelated facts ● concepts related via disciplinary framework ● a
way of viewing the world (Dall’Alba, 1991; Martin & Balla, 1991;
Prosser, Trigwell & Talylor, 1994; Samuelowicz & Bain, 1992; 2001)
• Nature of discipline knowledge: Abstract ↔ Situated (Bain & McNaught,
2006)
• Open system ↔ closed system ( Pratt, 1992)
• Taken for granted ● Structured by teachers ● Structured by
students ● Socially constructed (Martin & Ramsden, 1992)
• Revealing extant knowledge ↔ Socially constructed (Bain, 1998)
• Discipline/academic ↔ Student/negotiated (Bain & McNaught, 2006)
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CATEGORY: Teachers and teaching
DIMENSION
Teacher’s
responsibilities

ORIENTATIONS
• Motivating students (Dunkin (1990, 1991; Dunkin & Precians (1992);
Gow & Kember, 1993, Leven & He, 2005)
• Stimulating students’ interest (Dunkin, 1990; Gow & Kember, 1993)

Principles of
teaching

•
•
•
•

Principles, rules (Elbaz, 1983)
Principles (Marland, 1997, 1998)
Principles of teacher reaction (Mangubhai et al., 2004, 2005)
Classroom management (Leven & He, 2005)

Teacher
attributes

•
•
•

Preferred image (Cooper & McIntyre, 1996)
Teacher-student relationships (Mangubhai et al., 2004, 2005)
Qualities of good teachers (Leven & He, 2005)

Metaphors for
teachers and
teaching
Pedagogical
content
knowledge
Teaching
strategies

•

Metaphors (Munby & Russell, 1989; Ritchie & Russell, 1991; Tobin,
1990)

•

Pedagogical content knowledge (Gudmonsdottir & Shulman, 1987;
Shulman, 1997; Marland, 1997, 1998)

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Tactics (Batten et al., 1993)
Actions (Brown & McIntyre, 1988)
Teacher strategies (Cooper & McIntyre, 1996)
Performance (Cooper & McIntyre, 1996)
Strategies (Marland, 1994, 1997, 1998)
Model of teaching (Joyce & Weil, 1992)
Instructional strategies (Leven & He, 2005)
Differentiation of instruction (Leven & He, 2005)
Teaching skills (Mangubhai et al., 2004, 2005)

Flexibility of
assessment
Organisation

•

Flexibility of assessment (Bain & McNaught, 2006)

•
•
•

Organising student activity (Ramsden (1992, 2003)
Organising the learning environment ( Martin & Ramsden (1992)
Organisation and planning (Leven & He, 2005)

Cues

•

Cues (Marland, 1994, 1997; Marland & Osborne, 1990)

CATEGORY: Learners and learning
DIMENSION
Student
outcomes
Relationship
between theory
and practice
Desirable
student
behaviours
Student progress

ORIENTATIONS
• Intended student outcomes (Mitchell & Marland, 1989; Batten,
Marland & Khamis, 1993)
• Broad, long term aims in relation to student outcomes and
professional commitments (Cooper & McIntyre (1996)
• Teacher illustrates relationship between theory and practice
(Dall’Alba, 1991; Martin & Balla, 1991)
•

Normal desirable state of student activity (Batten et al., 1993; Brown
& McIntyre, 1993; Marland, 1997)

•

Student progress (Brown & McIntyre, 1988)
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Appendix J: Description of dimensions included in the
pedagogical belief profile
Belief dimensions about teachers and teaching
Belief dimensions in this section reflect those conceptions and beliefs relating to the
teacher’s view of the educational process and their role in bringing about those ideals.
Educational goals
The Educational goals dimension characterises an individual’s belief about the broad aims
of the educational process. Gow and Kember (1993) see an academic’s educational goals
as a dichotomy between the development of generic and critical thinking skills versus
the development of professional skills. From this perspective, educational goals are
indicative of an intended learning outcome applied as a demonstrable skill. Goal
orientations have also been characterised in terms of their specificity of focus. Statements
relating to broader, more subjective goals such as developing an appreciation for an
artistic performance may be relatively unfocused, whereas statements that specify the
development of precise skills and abilities tend to be sharply focused (Bain & McNaught,
2006; T. C. Reeves & Reeves, 1997). Marland & Osborne’s (1990) characterisation of
teachers’ goals as a continuum with broad educational goals one end, through to
discipline specific goals on the other, was seen as particularly useful for this research.
Their representation acknowledged the professional disciplinary focus of the
participants and the nature of disciplinary goals as professionally oriented and focused
on a specific set of knowledge, skills and attributes.
Teacher’s role
The bulk of research that claims to investigate the beliefs and conceptions underpinning
lecturers’ teaching practices focuses on how the teacher ideologically positions
themselves as an agent in the teaching and learning process (e.g., Bain & McNaught,
2006; Dall'Alba, 1991; Fox, 1983; Gow & Kember, 1990, 1993; Jih & Reeves, 1992; Kember
& Gow, 1994; Leven & He, 2005; Martin & Balla, 1991; Martin & Ramsden, 1992; Pratt,
1992; Prosser et al., 1994; T. C. Reeves & Reeves, 1997; Samuelowicz & Bain, 1992;
Trigwell et al., 1994). See Table 5 (Chapter 2) for a detailed comparison of schemas used
in this field of research. The Teacher’s role dimension is thus derived from a body of
research that almost invariably uses the teacher-centred versus student-centred
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dichotomy to describe ways that teachers typically locate themselves in relation to the
course content and in relation to their interactions with students. The teacher-centred
pole has been labelled ‘Transmitting information,’ the student-centred pole as
‘Facilitating student learning’.
Samuelowicz and Bain (2001), for example, see ‘imparting information’ as the most
teacher-centred conception espoused by lecturers where teaching is seen simply as an
exercise in transmitting ‘facts,’ usually from a textbook. A slightly more developed
conception, ‘transmitting structured knowledge’ is suggestive of a lecturer who believes
that teachers should transform the information into a more accessible or knowable
format to encourage the absorption and regurgitation of facts. They identify two
intermediate categories, ‘providing and facilitating learning’ (teacher-centred) and
‘helping students develop expertise’ on the basis of a subtle, yet crucial, difference
between who – teachers or students, were the main actors in the process of learning. The
next category, ‘preventing misunderstandings,’ where the teacher takes an active role in
guiding student learning falls clearly on the student-centred side of the continuum. Their
final two categories, ‘negotiating meaning’ and ‘encouraging knowledge creation’ mark
the shift to a conception of the teacher as an active, transformative agent in facilitating
conceptual change and independent learning.
Curriculum focus
The Curriculum focus dimension primarily represents an individual’s belief about the
focus of the knowledge, skills and attitudes developed by students in their subject. The
early work of Bain et al. (1998) investigated university teachers’ beliefs about curriculum
integration and evolved a simple, yet flexible bipolar belief scale to describe academics’
view of curriculum integration as a ‘sum of the parts’ on one hand through to ‘coherent
integration.’ In this sense, curriculum can be interpreted on one hand as consisting of a
collection of discrete, disconnected topics and tasks within a defined area of study, and
on the other as an interwoven, connected, interdisciplinary approach.
Bain and McNaught (2006) developed further conceptual dimensions by investigating
university teachers’ views on curriculum focus and curriculum progression. Their
findings broadly follow the paradigmatic distinction between a teacher-centred or
student-centred approach to delineate qualitatively different conceptions of curriculum
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progression. According to Bain and McNaught (2006), academics may espouse a
relatively simple conception of curriculum progression as a process of linear aggregation
where students’ advancement through the subject is evidenced through the individual’s
progressive accumulation of knowledge and skills. A further developed conception of
progression is likened to Aronson’s ‘Jigsaw’ model where students work individually
on sections of learning tasks then collaboratively to combine the various parts and
complete the activity. A more complex conception of curriculum progression is
described as ‘Spiral Elaboration’ suggesting a connection with Reigeluth’s elaboration
theory where content to be learned is organised from simple to complex order to provide
a context in which students can integrate subsequent ideas.
Curriculum focus was also characterised by three qualitatively different conceptions
ranging from a focus on generic knowledge and understanding, moving to a focus on
disciplinary or interdisciplinary ways of knowing, through to a conception where the
curriculum is focused on professional or artistic performance. This particular schema fits
well with the current research given that all participants were university teachers of
professional disciplines and articulated clear ideas about the intended focus of their
curriculum materials.
Task orientation
The Task orientation dimension has been relatively scarcely explored in the research on
university teachers’ beliefs and conceptions. T. C. Reeves and Reeves (1997) describe this
dimension as a continuum with academic tasks at one end and authentic tasks at the
other. Academic tasks are those where traditional academic exercises are the basis of set
learning activities. Such tasks might typically be situated in an abstract context and
involve textbook problems that have one right answer and are easily solvable. In
contrast, authentic tasks are typically ill-structured problems situated in a meaningful
context that have multiple solutions and take time to solve. Drawing on cognitive
learning theory, P. M. Reeves and Reeves (2008) explain that “if [knowledge, skills and
attitudes] are learned in a context of use, they will be used in that and similar
contexts…otherwise, learners must generate connections between textbook problems
and real-world solutions” (p.51). J. Herrington, Reeves, and Oliver (2007) note that while
most existing examples of online learning environments employ academic tasks, they
can be designed to focus on authentic tasks relevant to learners.
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Accommodation of students’ understandings
The Accommodation of students’ understandings dimension refers to the extent to which
university teachers take students’ prerequisite knowledge or current understandings of
the discipline into account when designing curriculum and engaged in teaching. Much
of the research in this area captures two extreme beliefs – disregarding students’ existing
understandings or taking them into account (Dall'Alba, 1991; Martin & Balla, 1991; Pratt,
1992; Prosser et al., 1994). This characterisation was refined by Samuelowicz (1999) who
better articulated the latter position as “a teacher who takes into account students’
current understandings can be either guided by past students’ understandings and seek
to prevent them from recurring in present students, or he or she can use past and/or
present students’ understanding to inform a process of meaningful negotiation with
current students” (p.158). This expanded perspective suggests that university teachers’
can also hold a belief orientation focused on preventing misunderstanding through preemptive action. A similar distinction is made by Bain et al. (1998) and Bain and
McNaught (2006) who suggest orientations ranging from not accommodating students’
conceptions; moving to pre-emptively accommodating students’ conceptions; through
to sharing understandings through dialogue or conversation. This extended schema has
been adopted in the study.
Metacognitive support
The Metacognitive support dimension was identified by T. C. Reeves and Reeves (1997) to
characterise teachers’ beliefs about monitoring progress and adjusting to individual
learner’s needs in an online learning environment. Metacognition is often viewed as the
highest level of mental activity (Perfect & Schwartz, 2002) and refers to a learner’s ability
to “think about thinking, to be consciously aware of one’s self as a problem solver, and
to monitor and control one’s mental processing” (Bruer, 1993, p. 67).
One end of the ‘metacognitive support’ continuum represents a learning environment
where scaffolding of students’ metacognitive skills did not form part of the teacher’s
beliefs, intentions or practices. The opposing orientation is embodied in the belief that
structured assistance for students to monitor and regulate their own learning processes
is integral to the learning process (T. C. Reeves & Reeves, 1997). For example, Brickell
and Herrington (2006) found that metacognitive support could be appropriately
integrated into a problem-based eLearning environment through: posing questions to
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assist learners to generate ideas; structuring questions that were specific to the context
of the problem domain, but that remained at a metacognitive level; and supporting the
ideas or theories generated through questions that help the learner identify patterns,
links and similarities in the data collected.
The current research adopts T. C. Reeves and Reeves (1997) ‘metacognitive support’
dimension with ‘unsupported’ on one end of the continuum and ‘integrated’ on the
other.
Assessment Focus
The assessment tasks developed by university teachers drive the curriculum, effectively
determining to a significant extent what learners will learn, and the methods they will
employ to retain, reproduce, reconstruct and engage with learnt material (Biggs, 2002;
Martin & Ramsden, 1992). Practical evidence of correspondence between the beliefs and
conceptions underpinning teaching, and actual assessment practices comes mainly from
phenomenographic research into academics’ orientations to teaching (e.g. Dall'Alba,
1991; Martin & Balla, 1991; Trigwell et al., 1994). Such studies found that academics
valued and rewarded qualitatively different learning outcomes, thus suggesting that
they also assessed from a range of personal perspectives.
The Assessment focus dimension in this study describes university teachers’ beliefs about
the intended type of understanding and learning focused on by assessment processes.
Bain et al. (1998), and later Bain and McNaught (2006), identified a ‘know more – know
differently’ belief dichotomy. Teachers holding the 'know more' belief tend to describe
assessment as a way to measure the accrual of knowledge or the depth of understanding
in a given context. Those holding the 'know differently' belief hold that assessment tasks
allow students to demonstrate that their learning in one context is adaptable to different
situations.
Samuelowicz (1999) and Samuelowicz and Bain (2002) described an orientation
framework with six belief orientations grouped into three categories that captured a
more nuanced picture of academics beliefs about assessment. At one end of the
continuum, assessment is seen as a way to measure students’ ability to reproduce
atomised information such as that presented in lectures and textbooks. From this
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perspective, correct reproduction and straightforward use of course material is equated
with understanding. A more evolved, yet still intermediate belief orientation sees
assessment as a way to measure students’ ability to reproduce structured knowledge
and apply it to a modified situation. Samuelowicz and Bain (2002) suggest that
university teachers holding this belief tend to construct assessment that requires
demonstration of a “complex form of understanding that involves some transformation
or interpretation of knowledge/procedure to meet the requirements of the unseen tasks”
(p. 181). In essence, it is expected that students will be able to apply teacher-structured
knowledge to standard, but unseen contexts. At the other end of the continuum, a more
evolved conception of assessment is described as a measure of students’ ability to
integrate, transform and use knowledge purposefully. A university teacher holding this
perspective sees assessment as a means of supporting student learning and tends to
integrate assessment into their teaching. This orientation is characterised by the belief
that students need to develop their own understanding by transforming existing
knowledge or procedures to achieve a specified purpose. Assessment tasks typically
require the application of knowledge in open-ended, ill-defined scenarios which
frequently simulate procedures and skills performed by practitioners in the students’
future professions (Samuelowicz & Bain, 2002).
This study utilises a continuum that describes the least complex belief orientation held
by university teachers about the role of assessment in teaching and learning as
‘reproducing information’ and the most developed conception as ‘integrating,
transforming and using knowledge purposefully’.

Belief dimensions about learners and learning
Belief dimensions in this section reflect those conceptions and beliefs relating to the
teacher’s view of the nature of learning and the students’ role in the learning process.
Nature of learning
The Nature of learning dimension reflects university teachers’ broad ideological
perspective on learning. In a sense, this dimension illustrates the lens through which
more granular beliefs about learning can be interpreted.

329

From a theoretical perspective, lecturers’ beliefs about the nature of learning can be
broadly described as either behaviourist or cognitivist in orientation. In general terms,
behaviourists explain learning in terms of observable behaviour and positions the
learner as a passive recipient of knowledge through stimulus-response interaction with
the environment (e.g., Skinner, 1953). In comparison, cognitivists view the learner as an
active participant in the learning process and place a greater emphasis on knowledge,
meaning, intentions, feelings, creativity, expectations and thoughts as well as cognitive
structures and processes such as memory, perception, problem-solving, comprehension,
attention, and concept-learning (e.g., Vygotsky, 1978).
Drawing on this fundamental dichotomy, Dunkin (1990) described a bipolar scale
characterised at one end by the belief that students learn actively, and on the other that
they

learn

passively.

Bain

and

McNaught

(2006)

further

applied

the

behavioural/cognitive distinction with the suggestion that university teachers may on
one hand hold a view of learning where errors were viewed as something to be avoided,
and on the other, saw errors as opportunities for learning. Fox (1983) suggests that
teachers’ beliefs about the agent initiating learning can be used to distinguish simple
from developed personal theories. For Fox (1983), student-initiated learning, in which
changing conceptions and attitudes is stressed, indicates that the teacher holds a
developed personal theory; while teacher-initiated learning, with an emphasis on
content, is indicative that the teacher holds a relatively simple conception of learning.
This study adopts the inclusive label of ‘students learn actively' to indicate a belief that
learning is fundamentally a cognitive constructive process where students initiate the
events that lead to a conceptual change, and, construct their own meaning though
engaging with others in the learning environment. The opposing behaviourist
orientation, labelled ‘students learn passively,’ indicates a belief that learning is
fundamentally a passive process where an individual can reproduce information in the
same form it is presented by the teacher.
Role of Student Communication and Collaboration
The importance university teachers place on the role of student communication and
collaboration in the teaching and learning process is one of the key belief orientations
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connected with their disposition to design learning experiences from a teacher- or
student-centred perspective.
The tendency to regard discussion and interaction as incidental to the learning process
is indicative of the teacher-centred view that adequate learning is based upon a single
received interpretation of information or structured knowledge that can be achieved
without discussion (Bain et al., 1998). Further, teachers holding the belief that learners
work individually to accomplish instructional goals are unlikely to incorporate
collaborative learning strategies into their practice (T. C. Reeves & Reeves, 1997).
Conversely, the student-centred view that discussion and interaction is integral to the
learning process holds that it is through discussion that different interpretations are
contemplated and negotiated (Bain et al., 1998). T. C. Reeves and Reeves (1997) suggest
that teachers holding this belief orientation tend to favour collaborative learning
strategies where learners typically work together in pairs or small groups. Such an
approach aligns with social constructivist pedagogies that emphasise learning as an
active and interpretive process where personal understanding, meaning making and the
construction of knowledge is facilitated through social interaction (e.g. Dewey, 1929;
Jonassen, 2000; Kafai & Resnick, 1996; Vygotsky, 1978). Bain and McNaught (2006) have
also identified an intermediate conception of the role of student collaboration where
such activities are seen as having a purely social rather than a cognitive function in the
learning process.
The dimension used in this study characterises university teachers’ beliefs about the role
of student communication and collaboration as ‘incidental’ on one pole, though to
‘central’ on the other.
Agent constructing knowledge
The Agent constructing knowledge dimension is often employed to distinguish less
complex from more complex conceptions or belief orientations about students and
learning. This dimension centres on who, teachers or students, plays the major role in
organising and transforming knowledge (e.g. Fox, 1983; Martin & Balla, 1991; Pratt, 1992;
Prosser et al., 1994).
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At the simpler end of the dimension, teachers select and organise knowledge, or use
expert-structured knowledge and transmit it to students (Pratt, 1992; Prosser et al., 1994).
From this perspective, learners are understood to be neither problematic, nor
particularly dynamic elements in the instructional process, allowing teachers to design
learning materials and procedures that are considered more-or-less appropriate for all
learners. This belief orientation is contrasted with more complex views that students
should engage higher-level cognitive processes such as integrating, organising,
transforming and evaluating knowledge and develop new or changed ways of knowing.
Pratt (1992) describes this more developed conception as ‘cultivating the intellect’ where
learners are perceived as dynamic elements with variations in prior knowledge and
intellectual potential to be identified and cultivated by teachers. A certain amount of
disequilibrium or discomfort is seen as a prerequisite for changing students’
understanding and thinking, the intent being to stimulate curiosity and a desire to
enquire further while also encouraging learners to try new ways of thinking about
familiar issues and content.
This study labels the less complex pole as ‘external agency’ to denote a dependence on
agents other than the students - such as textbooks, content experts or teachers for
structuring extant knowledge. The more complex pole is labelled ‘personal agency’ to
characterise a belief that students take active responsibility for constructing their own
knowledge, rather than relying solely on the representations of an external agent.
Understanding process
The Understanding process dimension has been derived from phenomenological studies
aiming to describe the range of qualitatively different conceptions of the process of
student understanding held by university teachers.
Dall'Alba (1991) identified conceptions of teaching that included: developing
concepts/principles; developing the capacity to be an expert – that is, understanding in
a way that is similar to an expert; and exploring ways of understanding from particular
perspectives. She argued that teachers holding these conceptions had moved beyond the
simplistic notion of teaching as the transmission of knowledge and demonstrated a more
granular focus on the nature of understanding. Samuelowicz and Bain (2001) also
suggest, beyond facilitating student understanding and helping students develop
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expertise, that preventing misunderstandings is an important element in a teacher’s
conception of the understanding process. Such conceptions emphasise the shifting
relationship between the teacher, student and content towards a more student-centred
perspective.
Bain and McNaught (2006) take a similar evolutionary perspective on teacher cognition.
They identified a simple conception of understanding as ‘reproductive/fragmentary'
where students' understanding is gauged by their ability to reproduce fragments of often
disparate factual information. An intermediate conception of understanding was
depicted as reproduction of concepts and principles and the interrelationships between
them. The study also identified a complex conception of student understanding
characterised by student engagement of higher order thinking skills such as synthesis
and evaluation to ‘transform’ rather than reproduce knowledge. This study adopts Bain
& McNaught’s (2006) conceptual schema of the understanding process.
Expected use of knowledge and skills
The Expected use of knowledge and skills dimension, at one pole, characterises teachers who
hold an expectation that students will apply knowledge within the confines of the
course. At the other pole, this dimension distinguishes those who expect students to
apply knowledge more generally to make sense of reality (Pratt, 1992; Samuelowicz &
Bain, 1992, 2001). The former belief orientation is associated with a less complex
conception of teaching and learning where knowledge and skills are considered bound
to the curriculum. From this perspective, students are expected to demonstrate the
development of knowledge and skill by applying their expertise to academic contexts.
The latter belief orientation is associated with a more complex conception of teaching
and learning where disciplinary knowledge, skills and the social processes associated
with it are developed and applied in a more authentic context.
Pratt (1992) describes an intermediate conception in his five-level schema of teaching as
‘modelling ways of being’. This conception is based on the belief that the body of
established wisdom and knowledge exists in the form of expert practitioners, and is to
be handed down from those who know to those who don’t know. Learning is
understood to be contextual rather than curriculum bound. From this perspective, the
teacher is seen as an expert practitioner with the responsibility for introducing novices
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to the best ideas, values and methods of practice in the discipline with competency often
measured by professional standards.
This study represents this dimension on a bipolar scale to indicate university teachers’
expectations about how students should use their knowledge and skills. The pole
representing the belief that the application of knowledge and skills is curriculum bound
is labelled ‘academic’, and the opposing view representing the belief that students learn
through the interpretation of reality and the application of knowledge and skills in
professional contexts as ‘authentic’.
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