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Abstract Teaching quality improvements frequently focus upon the ‘development’ of
individual academics in higher education. However, research also shows that the
academics’ context has considerable influence upon their practices. This study exam-
ines the working environments of teachers on an online pharmacy programme,
investigating contextual conditions that facilitate or impede academic change and
development. Interview data and institutional policy documents are examined within
a Cultural-Historical Activity Theory framework. Distinct differences in the teachers’
sociocultural context were identified as influencing change and development. Depart-
mental teaching cultures and patterns of communication influenced practice both
positively, by offering collegial support, and negatively by impeding change. The
findings have significance for academic development strategies. They suggest that
departmental-level support should include communicative pathways that promote re-
flection upon and development of conceptions of teaching and learning.

Keywords Academic development . Cultural-historical activity theory . Teaching cultures .

Structural teaching context . Pharmacy programme

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-018-0254-1

* Claire Englund
claire.englund@umu.se

Anders D. Olofsson
anders.d.olofsson@umu.se

Linda Price
linda.price@beds.ac.uk

1 Centre for Educational Development, Umeå University, SE-90187 Umeå, Sweden
2 Department of Applied Educational Science, Umeå University, SE-90187 Umeå, Sweden
3 Centre for Learning Excellence, University of Bedfordshire, University Square, Luton, Bedfordshire

LU1 3JU, UK

High Educ (2018) 76:1051–1069

Published online: 10 March 2018

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3448-7964
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10734-018-0254-1&domain=pdf
mailto:claire.englund@umu.se


Introduction

Academic development activities frequently focus upon the individual development of aca-
demics (Kirkwood and Price 2006). However, research also shows that the context within
which academics work has considerable influence upon practice (Van Schalkwyk et al. 2015;
Leibowitz et al. 2014).

Building on earlier research by the authors (Englund et al. 2016), the present study
examines the working environments of higher education (HE) teachers on an online Master
of Science in Pharmacy (MSc Pharm) programme. Specifically, it investigates the sociocultural
and structural context within which the teachers act in an effort to understand previously
identified differences in conceptions of teaching and learning. The contextual conditions
examined include disciplinary and departmental cultures and institutional policy and strategy
(Mathieson 2011; Zhu and Engels 2014; Fanghanel 2007). Interview data and contextual data
concerning the HE educational setting spanning a 12-year period are analysed within a
Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) framework (Engeström 1987, 2001). This socio-
cultural framework is used to enable an examination of how teaching practice at the micro-
level of the individual is influenced by the sociocultural context at the meso-level of the
department and the structural context of the institution at macro-level. Specifically, we
investigated the question:

How do sociocultural and structural contextual conditions impact on the way university
teachers conceptualise and approach teaching and learning?

The teaching and learning context in higher education

Price, Kirkwood and Richardson (2016) emphasise that to gain a deeper understanding of the
complexity of teaching in HE it is necessary to adopt a holistic approach, taking into
consideration individual differences in teachers’ conceptions of teaching and learning, the
sociocultural and the structural context within which they work and the relationship between
these conditions. A CHAT framework is therefore applied in the present study to investigate
the activity systems within which the teachers operate and their interrelationships. This makes
it possible to analyse the multiple relationships within the system and explore tensions and
contradictions that may facilitate or impede academic change and development. CHAToffers a
broad approach to analysing organisational and contextual issues and is increasingly being
used in HE to consider the tensions and contradictions within given educational contexts
(Kaatrakoski et al. 2016; Ellis et al. 2010).

Teachers’ academic context

At micro-level, the authors previously found distinct differences in the degree to which
conceptions of teaching and learning changed among teachers on the MSc Pharm in a 10-
year longitudinal study (Englund et al. 2016). Findings indicated that a number of sociocultural
and structural contextual conditions were significant. One important conclusion was that a
deeper understanding of contextual conditions, such as the influence of departmental teaching
cultures and the organisational structures of the context of practice, is necessary.
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Teachers’ conceptions of teaching and learning and how these influence approaches to
teaching is a well-researched field (Prosser and Trigwell 2014; Kember and Kwan 2000). The
significance of variation in conceptions is how they impact on student learning: student-
centred beliefs about teaching and subsequent approaches to teaching correspond to deeper
approaches to learning by students (Trigwell et al. 1999). However, the question remains as to
what shapes teachers’ conceptions of teaching and learning and what conditions contribute to
their change and development? As investigated in this study, one possible explanation may lie
in the influence of the sociocultural and structural context and how they shape academics’
teaching and learning beliefs and practices.

The sociocultural context: disciplinary differences and academic cultures

At meso-level, disciplinary differences and academic cultures are highly influential in aca-
demic practices (Fanghanel 2009; Becher 2001; Trowler et al. 2012). Epistemological differ-
ences are evident in varying academic cultures. They result in divergent disciplinary teaching
and learning norms and practices, where different conceptions of teaching and learning
become apparent (Becher 2001; Neumann et al. 2010; Lee 2007).

Nonetheless, teachers’ practices are influenced not only by the epistemological assumptions
of the discipline but also by individual departmental cultures and conventions (Trowler 2009,
2014; Roxå and Mårtensson 2015). For example, the extent to which a department is perceived
to value good teaching is linked with academics’ approaches to teaching (Prosser and Trigwell
1999). Although university teachers are members of several contexts of practice, the academic
department is frequently the most significant (Knight and Trowler 2000). The culture of a
particular community, such as a department or programme, is continually (re)-constructed and
maintained as members act and interact, change and are changed by the community (Ancona
et al. 2004; Lave and Wenger 1991). Communication and dialogue, where meaning is
negotiated, are important components of cultural construction and the development and
maintenance of communities (Mårtensson and Roxå 2016).

The culture and context of practice also influence the long-term impact of continuing
professional development (CPD) programmes (Stes et al. 2007; Leibowitz 2015) where lack
of consensus and collaboration with colleagues is experienced as a constraint. The impact of
CPD is influenced by the teachers’ working context and supportive networks (Smith 2012), the
predominant teaching culture of the community to which they belong (Trowler and Cooper
2002), and leadership within the department (Thoonen et al. 2011).

Structural conditions: institutional policy and ideology

At macro-level, teachers operate within structural conditions that can include institutional
policies, regulations, the requirements of external evaluation bodies and the external political
environment (Henkel 2000; Deem and Lucas 2007). These structures determine the physical
and organisational context and can constrain or enable the choices and opportunities available
to individuals and communities within the organisation (Mathieson 2011; Kaatrakoski et al.
2016). Institutional policies, particularly regarding promotions, rewards and educational tech-
nology use, influence the sociocultural context, including the norms and ideologies operating
at institutional and departmental levels (Leibowitz 2015; Barman et al. 2014). For example, in
a research-focused university, promotion criteria may focus solely on evidence of research
output, excluding teaching-related activities (Cruz 2014; Fitzpatrick and Moore 2013).
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The institution sets the structural context indicatingwhat is valued throughpolicy and strategy
directives. These directives influence discourse and set the tone for teaching and research (Quinn
2012; Cretchley et al. 2013). Nonetheless, institutional policies are interpreted by the department
(Lee 2007; Price et al. 2016) where it is the local community that develops day-to-day practices
(Knight and Trowler 2001). Hence, it is important to understand how the departmental context
interprets, enacts and influences academic practices in relation to teaching and learning.

There is a paucity of studies into departmental and institutional contexts and their effect
upon teachers’ conceptions of teaching (Saroyan and Trigwell 2015; Lee 2007). A deeper
understanding of these issues has practical implications for academic development strategies.
Using CHAT as a framework enables an examination of individual teachers’ experiences as a
lens through which to explore the influence of the sociocultural and structural contexts and
how these conditions interrelate and change over time.

Cultural-Historical Activity Theory

Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) has its origin in the sociocultural perspective on
learning and development. It is a theoretical framework that can be used to analyse human
interactions and relationships within particular social contexts. From a CHAT perspective, the
context for understanding learning and development through human actions is the activity
system. Put differently, and as described by Blackler (2009), ‘…rather than the socially
mediated individual being taken as the basic unit of analysis, the historically located activity
system should be the fundamental unit’ (p. 29). The activity system can be conceptually
depicted as a unit of activity with six interconnected components: subject, object, material or
cognitive cultural tools, community, rules and division of labour (Engeström 1987). Engeström
(2001) proposed that interaction between subject and object is mediated not only by cultural
tools but also by the community in which the activity is taking place, the implicit and explicit
rules that direct the activity, and the division of labour between actors in the community.

In this study, CHAT is used to understand the activity systems within which teachers work
and how sociocultural conditions such as the departmental teaching community and structural
conditions such as institutional policy influence teaching practice. The object of the activity
system is the online MSc Pharm programme as illustrated by Fig. 1. The outcome is students’
successful completion of the programme, i.e. qualification as pharmacists. Mediational tools
used include educational technology, teaching strategies used to support the students’ learning
processes and language, i.e. communication and dialogue between and among students and
teachers. The community consists of the teachers and their sociocultural context, which may be
their disciplinary department, programme teaching team or research team. The division of
labour is the roles occupied by the actors in the programme activity system, e.g. programme
board, department head or teacher and the power relations between them. Finally, the rules are
the explicit and implicit norms of the community, institutional and programme policy and
regulations, professional ethics, and external quality evaluation policy.

An activity system is never in perfect equilibrium; the components of the system contin-
uously interact with each other causing inner contradictions (Engeström 2001; Barab et al.
2002). These contradictions can be thought of as historically evolving tensions that can have a
negative or a positive impact on the system. Contradictions are frequently grounded in
problems that affect the subjects’ practice negatively, e.g. between a lack of resources and
the need to improve teaching quality. They can also occur between different activity systems
within a network, for example in the case of the online MSc Pharm programme, this can
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involve tensions between the different systems to which teachers belong, such as the activity
system of the department and that of the programme. Contradictions can however also have a
positive effect, acting as driving forces for change within the activity by generating tensions
that can lead to innovative attempts at development if participants have the opportunity to
work collaboratively to solve them (Engeström 2001; Kerosuo et al. 2010).

By applying the CHAT framework in the case of the MSc Pharm programme, we were able
to investigate the activity systems within which the teachers operate, exploring tensions and
contradictions within and between systems, for example between the individual teachers
(subjects), the sociocultural context (the community) and the structural context (rules). This
made possible analysis of the multiple relationships within the system, both in the present and
over time.

Methods

Data were collected from an online MSc Pharm programme at a Swedish university. In total,
47 semi-structured interviews were carried out with 24 teachers at five points over a 12-year
period: 2004, 2008, 2011, 2014 and 2016. Data from eight teachers, who previously took part
in a longitudinal study on changes in conceptions of teaching with educational technology,
were complemented with interview data from an additional 16 teachers to provide more detail
concerning departmental teaching contexts. A mixed methods approach was used (Creswell
and Plano 2007) where interview data were combined with document analysis to provide
contextual data concerning: departmental teaching culture, teachers’ individual conceptions of
teaching and learning, institutional policy and strategy and national quality evaluation policy.
The research design and data sources are illustrated in Table 1.

The MSc Pharm programme is delivered almost entirely online using a variety of educa-
tional technology blended with two or three on-campus meetings per semester for laboratory
work. Around 25 teachers are currently involved in the delivery of the programme although

Rules: programme policy, 

institutional policy and 

regulations, cultural norms, 

financial framework 

Community: departmental 

colleagues, teaching & 

programme teams

Division of labour:
programme board, department 

heads, teachers, educational 

developers & technologists

Outcome: 
achievement of 

learning 

objectives by 

students, 

qualification as 

pharmacists

Subject: teachers 

working on MSc 

Pharm programme 

Object:  
MSc Pharm 

programme 

Tools: educational 

technology, teaching 

strategies, 

communication

Fig. 1 The activity system of the online MSc Pharm programme, adapted from Engeström (2001)
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the individuals have changed over time. The MSc Pharm is a joint programme where
responsibility for delivery of modules on the programme is distributed between three depart-
ments: A, B and C. The departments are split between two faculties: the Faculty of Natural
Sciences (A and B) and the Faculty of Medicine (C).

Data analysis

Interview data were transcribed verbatim and analysed using thematic analysis (Braun and
Clarke 2006; Creswell and Plano 2007). The data were analysed focusing on sociocultural and
structural contextual conditions experienced by respondents as contributing to or impeding
academic change and development. The data were then re-examined and deductively coded
with reference to the six components of CHAT: subject, object, tools, community, rules and
division of labour. This was conducted for the activity systems of the three departments: A, B,
and C. Contradictions within and between systems were identified and differences and
similarities between departments established.

To provide contextual data concerning structural conditions that may have influenced
teaching practice, institutional policy and strategy and national policy documents for the
quality assurance of HE programmes were analysed. The documents were read iteratively
by the researcher and thematically coded focusing on the contextual conditions identified by
participants in interviews as influencing practice (Bowen 2009; Hodder 2000). To gain a
deeper understanding of the influence of organisational policy, a framework suggested by
Cooper, Fusarelli and Randall (2004) was adapted and applied in the analysis of policy
documents. This framework includes identification of the normative dimension, including
the goals and assumptions of policy and strategy, and the operative dimension, including the
implementation and evaluation of policy and strategy.

Table 1 Research design and data sources

Method Sampling regime Rationale Sample size

Interviews with
teachers from the
MSc Pharm
programme

Purposive sampling.
Teachers from the three
departments contributing
to the programme

Elicit a rich description of
sociocultural and
contextual conditions, e.g.
departmental teaching and
learning cultures and
perceived institutional and
departmental structural
context

Dept A—9
Dept B—4
Dept C—11
24 teachers in total
47 interviews in total

Institutional
documentation
2004–2016 with a
focus on vision and
strategy and
teaching and
learning

National quality
assurance policy

Purposive sampling.
Documentation of overall
university strategy and
policy, teaching and
learning strategy, teaching
rewards system and
development project
funding

Historical and current aspects
of contextual conditions at
institutional and national
level, e.g. overall strategy,
teaching and learning
strategy, teaching rewards
system, development
project funding and
national evaluation
framework

Institutional policy and
strategy

- 8 documents
Swedish national quality

evaluation policy
- 3 documents
11 documents in total
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Results and analysis

Departmental sociocultural context

The sociocultural context of each department is described using vignettes to provide a rich
description of the context as experienced by the teachers in the study. Vignettes are frequently
used in research to collect data (Hughes and Huby 2002) but can, as in the present study, also
be used to present research data collected through interviews (Ely et al. 1997). The vignettes
presented are composite narratives depicting a mix of experiences merged into a single account
(Spalding and Phillips 2007). The aim of the narratives is to reveal typical patterns found
across participants within the departments and to identify contradictions experienced by
participants. The vignettes were developed directly from interview transcripts and are thus
an accurate account consisting of direct quotations from several participants. A further
advantage of composite narratives is the achievement of anonymity, where exact reporting
may make a specific participant identifiable.

Department A

Vignette: Research is valued higher in terms of qualifications and coffee room chat.
When you get research funding it’s celebrated, but when you are responsible for a course
and get positive course evaluations nobody says a word. Everything is calculated in
terms of how much research funding you have; those who teach don’t get funding and
don’t count. Attitudes are perhaps changing but not practice; management and senior
researchers all talk about how important teaching is but none of them do it. It’s the
tradition here that if you’re good at research you “buy” yourself out of teaching. I think
there are many good teachers in the department but we don’t share our ideas and talk; we
don’t seem to have the words for it or the channels. The younger staff have started to
discuss teaching in the department and have begun ‘team teaching.’ Otherwise there’s
incredibly few meetings to discuss teaching. In order to have a rewarding dialog [about
teaching] which might lead to the development of new ideas, we need to show a certain
amount of respect and humility towards each other and I’m sorry, but that’s just not
widespread in this department. Management has two new buzz words: “student active”
and “effective”. But this is something driven by the department’s poor economy, not out
of consideration for the students. There’s no discussion of what constitutes good
teaching; we are instructed to record our lectures to save time, not to improve student
learning.

A common opinion consistently voiced by teachers from department A is that research has a
higher status than teaching, which is expressed both in terms of departmental culture and
career structure. The departmental emphasis on research echoes institutional ideology as
evidenced in the analysis of policy documents, prioritising research over teaching. More recent
institutional initiatives to promote teaching have had some effect on departmental attitudes but
as yet not on practice. Nonetheless, there is indication of a gradual change in the teaching
culture of the department towards increased collaboration among younger teachers, although
some feel that an open climate for discussion and exchange of ideas is lacking.

The contradiction between teaching and research is exacerbated by a lack of opportunities for
pedagogical discussions or reflection concerning teaching and learning within the department.
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Themajority of teacherswork individuallywith their coursemodules and anycollaborativework
undertaken in the department is focused on practical or administrative aspects of teaching.

Department B

Vignette: If I do my teaching well and get good course evaluations I will just get more
teaching. If I do it badly then I will be released from teaching and can concentrate on my
research. There is no one who cares about teaching here, it's just research. So I try to
avoid teaching as much as possible, which means I have to be a poor teacher, and that is
ridiculous. We need to take education seriously because it is so important, but at the
same time, although you try to do your best as a teacher, it’s research that’s the main
task. You do what you are obligated to do as well as possible. Support in terms of CPD is
totally lacking from departmental management. You just get a message “the teaching
committee have decided that you should do this teaching” - like it or not, it's just to do it.
There is not much support, in fact there is no support. I feel very much alone in the
department as a teacher, there is no discussion of teaching. If I want to develop my
modules I do it in my own time with my own ideas. There are a group of employees who
teach and then there is an elite group who do research. A bit like an A and B team,
actually. Teachers in department B experience little incentive to focus on the promotion
of student learning or the development of their teaching skills. Support from the
departmental community and management is lacking and few members of this depart-
ment have participated in CPD activities. Teaching is frequently carried out by younger
members of staff without permanent positions, and despite an interest in teaching, the
strong research focus of the department restricts their possibilities for change and
development. As in department A, teachers work individually and rarely have contact
with other teachers on the programme or within their department. The communities of
departments A and B did not provide support; collaboration or opportunities for formal
or informal discussion appear to be lacking. The departments’ research focus also placed
time constraints on the teachers through the rules governing allocation of teaching time.
The priority awarded research echoes institutional policy and ideology and does not
appear to facilitate a positive attitude to teaching or a desire to improve student learning.

Summary of departments A and B

The activity systems of the two departments are similar and are represented diagrammatically
in Fig. 2 as a single system. Several contradictions within the activity systems of departments
A and B can be identified, both within and between components and also in the participants’
understanding of the object.

As illustrated by the vignettes, teachers in departments A and B frequently found it difficult
to reconcile their desire to develop their teaching with the departments’ objective to produce
research, experiencing a contradiction between teaching and research. Teaching is awarded
lower priority and there is little encouragement to participate in CPD.

The different conceptions of teaching and learning held by members of the department also
resulted in different understandings of the object, teaching on the MSc Pharm. For a teacher
with a student-centred teaching approach, supporting student learning is the object of the
activity. However, with a teacher-centred approach, the teaching and delivery of content is the

1058 High Educ (2018) 76:1051–1069



object. These contradictions are aggravated by the lack of communication within the system,
hampering opportunities for dialogue and reflection as a mediating tool among members of the
community.

The teachers participated simultaneously in several activity systems, for example the
programme, the department and the institution. Contradictions frequently emerged between
the object of the programme teaching activity system to support student learning and that of the
department to produce research. Opportunities for negotiation and discussion of possible
solutions to the contradictions between activity systems seem to be lacking in both
departments.

Department C

The situation within department C differs from A and B in several respects. Department C has
a close disciplinary relationship with the MSc Pharm programme and is also smaller and more
financially dependent on the programme. Thus far, there has been little pressure to carry out
research and the teachers have experienced fewer contradictions.

Vignette: Here at our department teaching probably has quite high status because there
are more of us that are employed to teach. So, it’s not research intensive really. I’m not
sure if it’s high status or not, it’s just what we do. It’s not written down, but the teaching
philosophy of our department is that we are not there to teach the students, we are there
to help students learn for themselves. It’s reflected pretty much in the structures of our
modules. I’ve had good support from colleagues here. If you need advice or have a
problem or something you can always talk about it in the coffee room. When I worked at
department A it was almost impossible to discuss teaching methods or even research; it’s
easier to discuss and exchange ideas with the others at C; more open. We try to work
together as a team. Working with the project around virtual reality [OpenSim] also
contributed to a large part to my development as a teacher. We discuss our courses and
teaching a lot here [at C]. So it’s first and foremost here, with colleagues that are more
experienced that I learn things. We discuss mostly practical questions, but we discuss

Tools: lack of 

communication with 

colleagues 

Community: lack of collegial 

support  

Rules: research prioritised, 

time constraints on teaching 

Division of labour: teachers 

work alone 

Subject: teachers Object: course 

modules on the 

MSc Pharm 

Fig. 2 Contradictions in the activity systems of departments A and B
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pedagogy too. We talk a lot, but it’s not organised like seminars or lectures, it’s more an
informal chat over coffee. The head of department has indicated very clearly that it
would be good for the department if we could publish more but he is well aware of our
time restraints. If we research who is going to teach? Our jobs are financed by
undergraduate education so we’d have to find research funding elsewhere. He doesn’t
pressure us, but he doesn’t provide any time either.

In contrast to departments A and B, teachers in C have experienced good support from the
community, where collaboration is common and teachers frequently assist in each other’s
courses. There are many opportunities to discuss teaching and learning, creating a climate of
openness and trust. Two of the teachers have recently transferred from department A to C, and
both expressed that the teaching culture and support offered by colleagues is very different in
department C. With regard to the teaching and learning culture of this department, a student-
focused, process-oriented teaching approach was expressed in interviews.

Teachers from department C are encouraged by colleagues and management to participate
in CPD. Over the past six years, the community has actively encouraged members to apply for
funding for developmental teaching projects and several applications from department C have
been successful. The opportunity to test new ideas and technology in teaching and time for
reflection have had positive impacts on their teaching.

Teachers in department C have as yet not experienced major contradictions within the
activity system. However, potential contradictions are evident in interviews from 2016,
indicating that the research focus of the department is increasing. However, teachers in
department C are supported by a strong collaborative community and are able to seek solutions
to contradictions through dialogue and communication within the community and with
management.

Summary of sociocultural context analysis

Table 2 summarises the CHAT analysis of the three departments. There are clear differences
between these departments in their objects, in the support provided by the community, and in
the presence of communication channels enabling dialogue as a mediational tool. These
systemic differences influence opportunities for individual teacher development and can act
as a barrier or enabler of conceptual change.

CHAT analysis made visible relationships between the individual’s activity, the systems of
activity within which the individuals act and the conditions of influence within them. It
afforded a deeper understanding of sociocultural contextual conditions and the identification
of inherent systemic contradictions in the activity systems of the participants. Conditions
identified by participants as contributing or inhibiting academic development included depart-
mental teaching cultures, collegial support and institutional policy and strategy. The longitu-
dinal nature of the study also allowed the identification of changes over time and an
understanding of the historical roots of specific issues.

Structural context

Analysis of central documents concerning institutional and national policy and strategy
facilitated an understanding of the structural context. As illustrated in Table 3, this made
possible the identification of trends and changes in policy concerning teaching and research
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over time. From a CHAT perspective, policy and strategy form the rules governing activity and
shape the framework within which teachers must act.

Fromanormativeperspective, researchwas awarded clear priority in institutional strategy and
vision documents 2003–2009; it is foremost in terms of positioning in documents and receives
greater financial support. Educationgained equal prominence in strategydocuments 2009–2016.
However, while goals for research are expressed in terms of becoming ‘outstanding’ and
‘internationally renowned’, education aims to be ‘attractive’ and ‘internationally respected’.
Operationally, activities to develop researchwere creative environments, top-class infrastructure
and international communities, while developments in education are mainly concerned with the
improvement of the pedagogical skills of teachers and retention of students.

Policy documents focusing on teaching and learning (2002–2013) included guidelines for
development; however, the evaluation of implementation was lacking. It is not until the
introduction of the Pedagogical Qualifications Model in 2013 (Umeå University 2013) that
financial and career incentives for teachers and recognition of teaching excellence were offered
by the institution. On a national level, Swedish quality assurance has moved from enhance-
ment (2001–2010) to control of results (2011–2016), resulting in a focus on outcomes rather
than the processes of teaching and learning.

In the analysis of institutional and national policy and strategy directives, it can be
concluded that teaching and learning are not prioritised areas in HE. It is also notable that
the student and student learning are almost invisible in both institutional and national policy.
Goals are expressed in terms of increasing the institution’s competitive edge rather than
improving student learning. While there is an increasing intention to recognise the value of
teaching by offering extrinsic forms of motivation such as pedagogical qualification, both
institutional and national policy and strategy directives effectively undervalue teaching in
comparison to research.

Discussion and conclusions

The aim of this study was to explore how cultural and structural contextual conditions impact
on how HE teachers conceptualise and approach teaching and learning. The CHAT framework
enabled the identification of sociocultural and structural contextual conditions and systemic

Table 2 CHAT comparison of departments

CHAT concepts Department A Department B Department C

Subject Teachers Teachers Teachers
Object Modules on pharmacy

programme/research
Modules on pharmacy

programme/research
Modules on pharmacy

programme
Tools Few channels for dialogue

and communication
Few channels for dialogue

and communication
Good communication and

dialogue
Rules Research prioritised Research prioritised Teaching prioritised
Division of labour Individual teachers, gradual

movement towards
teamwork

Individual teachers Teamwork

Community Initially poor support by
community, gradual
improvement

No support by community Supportive, community based
on trust and collaboration
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contradictions manifest within and between the activity systems of the teachers and
departments.

Sociocultural conditions

CHAT analysis of the departmental activity systems enabled identification of contradictionswithin
activities and the mediational tools available to participants when seeking solutions. Departmental
communities influence teaching cultures and practice both positively and negatively; they can
provide collegial support in development processes or act as a barrier to the implementation of new
ideas. Distinct differences in the cultures andworking practices of the departments were identified,
which in turn influenced teachers’ possibilities to develop and change.

In department A, teachers worked in a loosely integrated fashion: discourse mainly
concerned the practicalities of teaching. Conceptual discussions around teaching have gradu-
ally increased but there is little collaboration in practice. Similarly, in department B, commu-
nication concerning teaching was limited with few possibilities for discussion. In both
departments A and B, there would seem to be limited avenues for pedagogic discussion as a
mediational tool to solve tensions and contradictions. Consequently, when contradictions are
manifested between the object of the teacher to support student learning and the object of the
department to produce research, there are few opportunities for re-negotiation by the commu-
nity. As discussed by Wertsch (2007), the intentional inclusion of opportunities for dialogue as
a mediational tool can facilitate collaborative solutions to emergent contradictions.

The teaching culture in department C however provided a supportive community with
many informal and formal possibilities for communication, which facilitated the development
of conceptions of teaching and learning (2016). Department C is not however without
disruptions in their activity system; challenges arise from outside their community. These
challenges include increasing demands to teach more courses using less time and to produce
more research. Nonetheless, an important characteristic of this community is their ability to
communicate; there is a culture of collaborative problem solving. Members of department C
share a common teaching and learning philosophy, have similar epistemic beliefs, and adopt a
supportive team approach to teaching. These findings align with earlier research by Daniels
(2011) where collaborative settings were associated with pedagogic discourse focusing on
values and beliefs. Whereas, competitive cultures of individualism were associated with
discourse in which transmission of skills and performance predominates.

Structural conditions

The departmental community plays an important role in the interpretation of institutional
policy and ideology. It mediates policy translating it into practice ‘filtered through local
experience and histories’ (Clegg and Bradley 2006). In departments A and B, the research
focus of the institution, as effected by policy, was reflected in departmental culture, permeating
the explicit and implicit rules governing the community. Teaching and CPD were not
prioritised by management or the community. For department C, however, the contradiction
between the prevailing institutional ideology of teaching as secondary to research and the
department’s focus on teaching was mediated by the community. The institution sets the rules
and these rules mediate between subject and community but as could be seen, communities
interpret rules in different ways.
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From 2012, there has been increased effort by the institution to raise the status of teaching
by rewarding excellence in teaching, by the inclusion of teaching as a criterion at employment
and by funding teaching development projects. This has led to a gradual change in attitudes.
Despite these efforts, the research-teaching nexus continues to be a challenge at both local and
national levels (Price et al. 2016; Chalmers 2011). Its roots lie in the structural organisation and
funding of the university and it is consequently notoriously difficult to amend (Kirkwood and
Price 2016). Change is a complex, systemic process in which ‘local’ implementation must
coincide with ‘global’ vision (Knight and Trowler 2001). Results indicate that the emphasis on
research underlying institutional ideology and policy affects the local context of the teachers’
departmental community. These findings confirm earlier research (Price et al. 2016; Lee 2007;
Kaatrakoski et al. 2016) that the structural framework of the institution impinges on the teachers’
possibilities for change and development.

Conclusions

While results are limited to this case study, it confirms other findings concerning the influence
of context on practice and opportunities for development. CHAT analysis showed clear
patterns of contradiction and interaction that influenced teaching practice. Communication
and dialogue are important components of cultural construction and the development and
maintenance of communities. It is therefore important to develop these pathways in order to
facilitate conceptual change and strengthen teaching communities (Roxå and Mårtensson
2009; Mårtensson and Roxå 2016).

Previous research has emphasised the necessity of a holistic approach to understanding the
inter-related conditions involved in the learning, teaching and technology nexus (Fanghanel
2004; Price et al. 2016). This has been confirmed in this study where sociocultural and
structural contextual conditions were seen to impact on teaching practice and opportunities
for change and development.
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