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Project title: New academics’ experiences of induction to teaching: an Activity Theory approach
This project explores how staff are supported with their induction to teaching, particularly in disciplines and departments. The project was developed in the context of changes to the funding of professional development programmes for academics, with the introduction of the Apprenticeship for Academic Professionals (AAP). The AAP emphasises a work based learning model, which in the academic context involves teaching on programmes in disciplines and departments. The project sought to map academics’ induction experiences, in order to inform the support academics need with their induction to teaching. In the university in this study, induction to teaching was previously facilitated through an HEA accredited experiential route, however, a new AAP linked PGCAP has recently been launched for academics who are new to teaching. Educational developers and mentors based in departments support induction through both the taught and experiential routes. The research project involved educational developers working in 6 departments of a post-92 university, which has historically valued professional practice and teaching, however, more recently the emphasis has been on research excellence. 
The project adopted an activity theory approach, which focuses on socially situated learning through engaging in everyday tasks - in this case how academics learn to teach in disciplines and departments. Activity theory has been used as a professional development tool in higher education (Englund and Price 2018). As a research approach, it has the potential for promoting ‘expansive learning’ (Engestrom 2001) through engaging the researchers in reflection on the contradictions within the ‘activity systems’ for induction to teaching, in disciplines and departments, and across the University more widely.  

The group of educational developers first mapped the ‘activity system’ for the induction of academics into teaching in disciplines and departments as follows:

· The Subject: academics new to departments

· The Object: induction into teaching 

· The Community: who and how they support learning about teaching

· Tools and Resources: that support induction into teaching 

· Rules: governing induction to teaching

· Division of labour: for new academics

We then interviewed two new academics in each of the 6 departments about their experience of induction, using the categories developed through a collaborative mapping exercise. Interviews were analysed and contradictions within the ‘activity systems’ were identified, generating recommendations for supporting staff with their induction to teaching. 
The research has deepened our collective understanding of the experience of academics of their induction into teaching, and the contradictions they face in engaging with teaching. 

Most new academics experienced their induction to teaching as a process of ‘sink or swim’, with many being given challenging teaching roles with minimal support. This was often experienced as threatening their developing identities and wellbeing. However, in some disciplines and departments new academics were better supported, with opportunities for team teaching and shadowing. New academics valued access to academic ‘communities’, often through room shares, who they could ask for advice about issues that surfaced on a just-in-time basis. Where this occurred, it enabled academics to develop a greater sense of self-efficacy. 

The research highlighted the relative ineffectiveness of formal learning processes alone, and the importance of informal learning from colleagues, such as module teaching teams, office mates or programme leaders. Opportunities to integrate their previous teaching and research expertise into their new environments were valued. 

Activity theory also brings into focus rules and workload, which brought to the fore contradictions and gaps in institutional probation practices, and the opacity of rules governing workload and teaching expectations.  

Through discussion of the issues and contradictions that had been identified in the Activity System for the induction to teaching across the six disciplines, the research group proposed a range of recommendations to recognise the key role of informal learning in disciplines and departments and to create more explicit opportunities to promote informal learning. 

As a research team, we were struck by how much the academics interviewed were committed to their teaching and wanted to be successful teachers.  Our perception prior to the research was that because the institution appeared to value research more than teaching, new academics would also value research over teaching. However, we were also struck by the levels of anxiety and tension experienced by new academics, and the pressures they were under. One outcome of the project is that as educational developers we have developed a greater degree of empathy for the experience of academics who are new to teaching, and a deeper understanding of their subjective experiences of induction. However, we recognised that we need to engage more of our colleagues in understanding and empathising with the challenges faced by new academics, and find ways of mobilising them to offer the support new academics need. As Boud and Brew (2013) argue, the benefits of supporting the development of teaching are not just for the individual development of teachers, but are also essential for the health of the practice communities, or activity systems, that support teaching. 

Research outputs from the project include: 

· A paper submitted to Educational Developments
· Conference presentations at: 
· 3 Rivers, Durham, September 2019 
· Higher Education Conference, Amsterdam, October 2019 
· SEDA Autumn Conference, Leeds, November 2019
· Two journal articles are under development. 
