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Abstract: This paper explores how academics in one South African Open University, experience learning in
order to hasten the impact of their innovative teaching and student learning. It also aims at the formulation of
a training framework to guide teacher learning. A qualitative phenomenological research design as advocated
by Giorgi and Giorgi (2009) was adopted for this study. The research questions posed were: How do
academics experience academic development and which teacher learning framework could be used to
enhance academic development for ODL teachers to teach innovatively? The study found that the university
introduced an academic training programme to the participants (orientation).The orientation prepared them
for practical training (learning). Through learning, they were empowered with skills and competencies (skills
acquisition) that enabled them to work (performance) as online teachers. The participants further noted that
for a training programme to be successful, it must be long in duration, evaluated and have the support of
University management. All the participants learning experiences and concerns were synthesised into a
training framework. It was recommended that academic development programmes run for longer durations
and should be supported by institutional leadership. An evaluation mechanism should be introduced and
adhered to, to ensure achievement of all objectives in every training phase.
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1. Introduction

In this paper we explore how academics in one South African Open University, experienced learning in order
to enhance the impact of their innovative teaching, research and scholarship, and more importantly, student
learning. For Taylor (2008), teacher learning is about knowledge embedded in practice. Abbot (2014) sees
teacher learning as a tool to enhance not only teachers’ subject knowledge but education in general. In
essence teacher learning is about academic development. Hoadley (2010). Indeed Marshall and Pennington
(2009) note the need for individuals and institutions to recognise and acknowledge those teachers who excel
with regard to academic development. Given that universities, like in any other industry, are required to
measure the performance of employees, in particular academics, in order to improve the quality of services
provided (Kaydos, 2000), performance measurements are the norm of the day. For Kaydos, the benefits of
performance measurements are to motivate the organisation and to help change its culture. This is significant
within universities where intellectual capital has now come of age as a field both of research and practice
(Viedma Marta & do Rosario Cabrita, 2012). In line with this thought, Marshall and Pennington (2009)
suggest that academic development for teachers should be a must especially in light of the changing roles of
academics, increasing university needs and diverse student needs. Based on the importance and necessity of
academic development, Marshall and Pennington (2009) observe that some institutions have undertaken
major changes; linking promotion and selection procedures to academic development. While academics
whose major focus is on research and publication may question the essence of paying more attention to
teaching (Marshall and Pennington, 2009), Fry and Kentteridge (2009) point out the necessity of teaching
research as a way of preparing University teachers to teach research. The purpose of this paper is to share
the experiences of how teachers learn in one Open University in South Africa. We also provide a framework
for training teachers in higher education within the South African context.

Problem statement: Research by Taylor (2008) indicates that the reason why the South African system fails
to deliver quality results, often points to the failure of basic education (that is primary and secondary school
education) to prepare student for tertiary education. Van der Berg and Louw (2008) and Hoadley (2010)
argue that very few matriculates obtain university qualifications. Some examples they cited are that nearly
one out of three of those students who obtain matric never go for tertiary education. Among those who are
able to get passes that enable them to enter tertiary education, university access is often skewed against black
students. Thus, black students appear to be at a disadvantage in terms of completing undergraduate
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programmes relative to students from other race groups. Boughey (2010) cautions that despite data she
collected from a study that was conducted in two universities of technology in South Africa, the
overwhelming construction of students in the data is as ‘disadvantaged’ where the term ‘disadvantaged’ is
linked to students’ previous educational experience. She argues that this sort of understanding of what it
means to be ‘disadvantaged’ can be rendered problematic with the use of theory and research which
questions the extent to which schools can do to prepare students for higher education. Large differences in
access to undergraduate degree programme remain evident in South Africa. Many matriculates who go to
university only do so two or more years after finishing school; the majority drop out without completing the
qualifications for which they enrolled. Given that methods of teaching and learning are changing due to the
use of computer, information and communication technology (ICT), how do university academics bridge the
knowledge gap that new entrants into tertiary education bring along?

Research questions: The main research questions that guide this study is:
e  Which teacher learning framework can be used to enhance academic development for innovative
teaching?
e How do academics experience learning for innovative teaching?

Aims of the study: The main aim of this study is to:
e Suggest a training framework that can be used to enhance academic development for innovative
teaching.
e Explore and describe teacher learning experiences.

2. Literature Review

Fry and Ketteridge (2009:468) indicate that globally early career academics are usually asked to build their
research, publication, management, teaching and supervision expertise while also undertaking a formal
programme of academic development. They suggest that the latter (academic development), relates largely to
the teaching and supervision role. Boughey (2010) suggests that in developed countries, the development of
capacity and of research on teaching and learning has been an issue which has been addressed through the
establishment of a national coordinating structure. A case in point, the author suggests, is the Higher
Education Academic in Britain, where a range of policy and other developments are available to structure
improvements in teaching and learning. According to Bourghey, arguably what is needed is a national
structure which will contribute to the development of capacity at institutional level to work with policy and
other developments to maximise their effects.

Marshall and Pennington (2009) suggest that progressive human resource policies have seen the widespread
adoption of job evaluation schemes aimed at parity of esteem and reward between different career routes
and greater transparency in grading decisions. They point out that as HR policies and procedures have
become more codified, HEIs have also recognised the imperative of retaining flexibility and responsiveness to
both individual cases and their own circumstances. Where once the nature, volume and scope of individual
professional development for teaching was a private matter it is now clearly in the public domain and subject
to various forms of review and regulation. Appraisal of performance, quality assurance procedures,
institutional and subject-level audits and requirements for professional body membership have exposed a
once ‘secret garden (Marshall & Pennington, 2009).

Quinn (2012) argues that re-imagining a purpose for academic development ought to provide a strong moral
compass for the work. Boughey (2010) argues that academics are required to retrain and upgrade their
teaching skills and competencies, particularly as suggested by Development Bank of South Africa (2012), with
the expansion of information and communication technologies that require changed methods of teaching and
learning. In this regard, Boughey (2007), suggest that academic development (AD) is an ‘open’ set of practices
concerned with improving the quality of teaching and learning in higher education. She further suggests that
‘open’ is an attempt to capture that, AD also constitutes student practices. For this reason, they are of the view
that AD work often stems from very different ideological and discursive positions. Abbot (2014) suggests that
terms and phases such as sustained, intensive, on-going, comprehensive, aligned, collaborative, continuous,
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systematic or capacity-building, as well as relevant to teacher work and connected to student learning, are
often used in reference to academic development that is considered to be of higher quality.

Whilst teaching traditionally entails mere information transmission to inactive students, innovative teaching
actively involves the students (Neo & Neo, 2001). This means that academics have to develop new
approaches to teacher learning on their campuses, approaches that create real changes in teacher practice
and improve student achievement. Hence, the real challenge universities face is how to create opportunities
for teachers to grow and develop in their practice so that they, in turn, can help students grow and develop
their knowledge and ability to think critically. Universities must consider how teachers learn and adopt new
techniques for instruction and tailor the training accordingly. Meeting the new demands of standards-based
reform will mean universities must not only change their approach to student learning, but teacher learning.
In this regard, teacher learning and student development are intractably linked, and can thus not be viewed
separate from each other. Thus, higher education institutions strive to retrain academics to equip them with
vital skills, particularly due to the nature of the knowledge economy of today that increasingly demands
academics with high level of technical and social skill, knowledge and expertise to meet the demands of a
constantly changing, competitive environment (Botha & Coetzee, 2012). In this regard, Boughey’s (2010)
early initiatives on academic development (AD) in universities are in line with the aspirations of the South
African National Development Plan (2030) that seek to ensure access to higher education, equity and quality
for all without discrimination. In this regard teacher learning is epitomised by continuous improvement for
organisational excellence and student learning.

Research Design: In order to collect the required data for this study, we used a qualitative interpretive
design of a phenomenological genre. It was envisaged that such a design would enable the collection of the
respondents’ subjective experiences concerning teacher learning and academic development (Giorgi & Giorgi,
2003; 2009). We believed that phenomenology would also enable access to detailed respondents’ academic
development experiences that we required.

Sampling strategies: Participants were purposefully chosen to provide information needed in this study
(Gall, Gall & Borg, 2007). Required data was also obtained through reputational sampling. In this regard we
selected the respondents based on the recommendation of key informants. Such informants had information
about the participants which we were not privy to. Such sampling was appropriate since chosen participants
were required to meet specific criteria (Trochim & Donnelly, 2008). They should have been continuously
been employed by the institution for a couple of years; and taken part in the institution’s academic
development activities.

3. Methodology

Semi-structured phenomenological interviews were used. The interviews involve a number of phases namely:
familiarization with the respondents, the interview audio-recording and transcribing the interviews (Giorgi,
2009). In line with Giorgi's (2009) and Englander’s (2012) recommendation, we focused on obtaining the
participants’ complete description of their experiences. To further meet the phenomelogical criteria of
phenomenological interviews, probes that were geared towards participants’ staff development experiences
(Giorgi, 2009) were made use of. Interview documentation was done through audio-recordings. We also
made notes during the interview process for further analysis. The field notes were used as a measure of
triangulation, in addition to capturing respondents’ mannerisms during interview sessions. Interviewees’
collation between the participants’ responses and mannerisms enabled us to identify any contradiction
between their vocalization and non-verbal signals. The notes were also used to document the products of
coding; examine the codes further; establish and ascertain the relationship between the different categories,
as well as exploring gaps in the formed categories (Dooley, 2002; Charmaz, 2003).

Data analysis: Data were analysed following the dictates of phenomenology as advocated by Giorgi and
Giorgi’s (2003). This entailed recording and transcribing the interviews. We then individually listened to each
transcribed interview several times. This enabled us to get a general picture of what the participants were
saying. We identified words and phrase (units of meaning) that carried similar meanings in each of the
transcripts. The identified words and phrases were regrouped according to what they indicated about the
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respondents’ experiences and given a general name which epitomised what each unit in the cluster said
(Giorgi, 2009; Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003; Giorgi, 1986). The transcribed interviews were then analyzed according
to Giorgi’s phenomenological approach (Giorgi, 1986; 1989; 2009). Each general description indicated a
different experience as lived by the academics (Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003, 2009).

Credibility: To ensure the credibility of the study, we rendered consistent explanations giving reasons for the
research design and methodology (Morse, Barrett, Mayan, Olson & Spiers, 2002). A comprehensible and
justifiable connection linking all phases of the study from data collection to reporting the results was
presented. Furthermore, as advocated by Creswell and Miller (2000), we deciphered and gave data logically
against the backdrop of the empirical findings. To avoid tenting the results, our own predetermined beliefs
and ideas that were likely to impact on the results were acknowledged beforehand and avoided (Maritz &
Visagie, 2010).

Ethical considerations: Permission to conduct this study was got from the ethical committee of the
University. All respondents were informed about the study and its purpose and their participation was
voluntary. They were also allowed the freedom to withdraw from the study at any one moment if they felt
uncomfortable. Anonymity of all participants was assured and we emphasised that and answers given by the
respondents would be used for no other purpose other than ‘advance scholarly research and improve
academic practise (Shammo & Resnik, 2009).

4., Results

Six academics took part in the study. Each academic was given a code name L1, representing the first
academic to be interviewed and L6, representing the last one. The respondents’ revealed that they were
introduced to the training programme (orientation) following which they exposed to learning activities
(learning).Through learning they got the required skills and competencies (skills acquisition) to work
(performance) as online teachers. They indeed indicated that for them, professional development was a
change experience as it changed their teaching approach. Notwithstanding their positive experiences, the
respondents had three major concerns which required the attention of the institution. In order to further
enhance their training and learning experiences. They decried the short period in which the development
programme had to be accomplished. They were also concerned about the little (time) they had to accomplish
the authentic exercises during the practical exercises. They further noted the absence of a mechanism to
ascertain the accomplishment of the training goals (evaluation). Finally all the participants noted that for
such a training programme to be successful, it requires the support of the institution (university support).

Discussion and formulation of the training framework: The results as given above were synthesised into
a training framework following Boulter and Buckley’s (2000), Halloun’s (2007) and Morse’s (2004)
recommendations of model building. By analysing the respondents ’lived experiences, we formulated a
comprehensive, logical, parsimonious, and consistent framework (Morse, 2004). The formulated framework
mirrors the findings of the study.
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The training framework for teacher learning and academic development

University through policies, resources and practice

More TIME to ensure effective orientation, quality learning, refinement of skills and

competencies and effective performance

Evaluation (ascertain achievement of objectives at each level)

Orientation: The participants in this study revealed that they attended an orientation session at the outset of
the training. Through this session, programme facilitators did not only raise awareness of the programme but
also clarified the skills and competencies that the academics were supposed to have in order to teach online.
Furthermore all respondents indicated that through the orientation sessions trainers established their base
knowledge and skills and explained the benefits that they, as on learn teachers were expected to get from the
planned training. Some of the trainees concerns were also addressed during this time. All participants agreed
that the orientation experience was quite a rewarding one. L2 for example indicated the orientation
experience prepared him and the colleagues for the future training sessions. Similarly L3 indicated that
“before the actual training we attended a session in which we were briefed on what is it that we were going to
do” (in the next sessions). Phrases to that effect also resonated in L4, L5 and L6é’s description. Describing the
experience for instance, L4 indicated that, “...the first meetings were all about introducing us to online teaching,
what it was, why the university was adopting it as the major delivery method...”

Since all respondents experienced a positive orientation session, “orientation” was identified as a phase that
is vital in a training programme. This observation is in line with a number of other studies in education that
emphasise the importance of trainee orientation. In this regard Dickhauser, Butler and Tonjes (2007) posit
that orientation programmes do not only motivate trainees, but they also reveal what is required of the
participants during the course of executing their roles (Kagan, 1992). This is important given the fact that
adult learners prefer to learn only that, that is relevant to their goals (Collins, 2009; Cercone, 2008). In light of
the finding that orientation could serve as a positive experience for trainees, it is vital that training facilitators
establish the reasons for the trainees’ participation in a training programme through an orientation exercise.
According to Erasmus et al. (2012) adult participation in a training programme could also be motivated by
the need of achievement, self-esteem, self-confidence, competence and self-actualisation. It is therefore vital
that during the orientation phase, most prominent reasons (Kagan, 1992; Mc Loughlin & Oliver, 2000; Collin,
2009) for the learners’ participation in the course are identified and addressed.

Learning/training: Participants revealed their experiences as they partook in the different learning sessions.
In such sessions they were given real and practical activities connected with online teaching. In the words of
L4, “It was a practical training...we dealt with the making of learning schedules and uploading them on line...”

In a similar vein, L5, indicated “in these sessions we became students, engaging ourselves in practical work that
was designed to enhance our e-teaching skills.” With regard to L6, “the sessions after orientation were enjoyable
but challenging...we went practical. All lecturers teaching a particular module worked together to identify the
essential elements of the modules we taught.”
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Apart from being exposed to authentic and practical learning activities, participants revealed that during this
phase facilitators solicited their prior knowledge with regard to online teaching, and encouraged them to fully
participate in all the activities. This finding is consistent with the literature in adult learning. According to
Gravett (2001) and Cercone (2008) adult learn better when exposed to authentic and practical activities that
are related to their world of work. As adults, academics would also prefer a training program that is self-
directing, interactive and collaborative (Collin, 2009; Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 2005). Not surprisingly,
participants in this study indicated that they liked the partial autonomy they enjoyed as trainees, the
participation, collaboration and the interaction that characterized the training programme during this phase.
Describing his experience during the learning phase, L6 stated thus:

“I liked the way we worked together as a group. I experienced working with those who were better than me in
the use of computers and we solved all the challenges jointly. And I think the idea of the trainer letting us solve
the challenges on our own was also good because it made us learn better.”

From L6’s response which serves as an epitome of all the other responses it can be stated that apart from
experiencing participative, collaborative and interactive learning, participants also experienced some form of
self-directed learning. This finding is supported by the available literature on adult education. Knowles,
Holton and Swanson (2005) and Marthur et al. (2009) for instance emphasises the need to accord adult
learners some form of autonomy during the training programmes; while Cercone (2008) and Gravett, (2001)
add the need to treat adult learners with respect. It is this independence, interaction, collaboration among the
learners and the accorded respect that enhances their learning (Mc Loughlin & Oliver, 2000).

Skills and knowledge acquisition: Participants indicated due to the activities as undertaken in the learning
phase, they acquired the competencies and skills to design and plan online teaching, to establish cordial
relationships with their students online, create positive virtual learning environments, and demonstrate ICT
skills and to monitor assess learners on line. The sentiments of five of the respondents are captured in the
following excerpts.

L2: I'm able to teach online today because of this training....

L3: We were also trained how to engage students online...creating interesting activities and how to encourage
them to come on line...”

L4: It was an experience as we were trained how to write scripts for audio podcasts. We also focused on editing,
recording and uploading learning resources on the net.

L5: It was quite a busy week of intensive training as we touched almost all the online text tools that we use on my
Unisa. We familiarised ourselves with such tools as the welcome or homepage, announcements, discussion
forums...of my Unisa.”

L6: We worked as teams, discussed the necessary components of our modules....we were asked to put them online
practically.”

It is evident that ‘orientation’ and ‘learning’ empowered the respondents, by way of enabling them to acquire
and use the required skills and competencies. Through this phase trainees were transformed into qualified
online teachers (Spector & La Teja, 2001) through the acquisition of online teaching skills. The literature on
training online teachers emphasise that if individuals have to successfully work in virtual learning
environments, they have to muster several competencies required of ODL teachers. According to Egan and
Akdere (2005) such competencies can be generally identified as communicative, managerial and
administrative, technological and instructive competencies.

Performance: Through executing and exposure to the activities in the orientation, training and skills
acquisition phases, participants became potent and competent online communicators (Egan & Akdere, 2005);
transforming into effective and efficient online teachers. Indeed asked how the training programme had
impacted on them the participants responded thus”

L1 I can now apply what we learnt practically.

L2 I'm now more committed to online teaching than before.

L3: The programme has empowered me because am able create a positive VLE environment

Notwithstanding the positive training experiences as revealed during the different phases of training, all the
respondents expressed a number of concerns, which if addressed could enhance the positive learning
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experiences. They felt the need for increased university support of the training programmes, the need for
more time to ensure effective orientation and quality learning. Refinement of skills and competencies and
attaining effective performance also required more time. All these concerns are reflected in the formulated
training framework. Talking about the need for university support, the participants indicated that a teachers’
professional development programme need be supported by all stakeholders. This is in line with Hunter and
Austin’s (2004), Collin’s (2009), Leu and Ginsburg’s (2011) assertion that a supportive context in which
training should thrive entails the entire university, its senior and junior managers, the lecturers and the
students.

With regard to time, the literature indicates that it is essential for crystallization of acquired skills by the
trainees. Indeed effective professional development requires long durations (Garet, Porter, Supovitz &
Turner, 2000). Indeed in this study participants revealed the need for longer duration of time during all
phases of the training. In their own words they stated thus:

L1: I needed more time to grasp everything well

L5: The programme was hurriedly completed.

L6: we needed a lot of time to complete the class activities.

L2: The program was ok but we needed more time to learn better

The above views were in line with the findings of other studies (Supovitz & Turner, 2000). In their study
structured to find out how staff development could lead to quality teacher instruction in the United States, it
was discovered that the longer the duration of the training programme, the better the quality of teacher
instruction. On the other hand, Van Menon's (1990) study concluded that successful development requires a
lot of time since change does not take place overnight. Supporting the findings of Supovitz and Turner (2000)
and Van Menon (1990), Dori and Herscovitz’'s (2005) three year study came to a conclusion that a lot of time
was required to change teachers’ instructional methods. The third and last concern as expressed by the
respondents was the absence of an evaluation mechanism which would ensure that all the objects as set out
in each of the training phases were aptly achieved.

Recommendations: A description of teachers’ academic development experiences has been given in this
study. From the experiences a framework that could be used to guide academic development was
constructed. The framework does not only indicate what the responded perceived as major components of a
training programme, but it also identifies their concerns which, if attended to, could enhance positive
learning experiences. Based on the findings, there is need to attend to the questions of managerial and
administrative support, duration of training programmes and the question of putting a proper evaluation
mechanism to ensure effective development programmes.

5. Conclusion

This study explored learning experiences and concerns for academics at a South African ODL University. To
access the experiences as lived by the respondents, phenomenological qualitative research design was
adapted. Following the sciences of model building and the recommendations of Morse (2004), the
experiences were synthesized into a staff development frame work. From the formulated frame work, it
became evident that effective staff development commences with trainees orientation. Orientation prepares
trainees for learning, acquisition of skills and eventual performance as teachers .But for effective training to
occur, respondents observed that the programme should be supported by the institution, allowed enough
time and be evaluated to ensure that expected outcomes in each phase are achieved.
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