Researching the impact of conference participation on academic practice 

What was done?
We applied to the SEDA Research Committee for a Research and Development Grants for a research assistant to help us to complete a research project that had been underway for some time, and which was not otherwise funded. The research aim was to identify how academic development conferences can make a difference to individual and institutional academic practice. The research involved investigating how the content or delivery of conference sessions and networking opportunities affects our attitudes and approaches when we return to our institutions following a conference.
How was it done?
We identified a series of conferences which took place over a one year period (June 2011-May 2012) these included five international conferences (held in Australia, America, Canada and the UK) and over 15 institutional conferences held within the UK. Both the November 2011 and May 2012 SEDA conferences were included. Participants at the chosen conferences were asked to complete an online questionnaire providing feedback on the sessions which they felt would impact on their or their colleagues’ practice and indicating why. Follow-on interviews were held with a randomised selection of respondents some months after the conference in order to evaluate if any impact had resulted, how the conference participation prompted this and what else had enabled or prevented hoped-for change. 

We used the funds for a research assistant support in order to complete the qualitative aspects of the research and to collate the results. 

Why was it done?
This research follows from our significant experience in organising and planning academic development conferences - both national conferences with the Staff and Educational Development Association (SEDA) as the Conference Committee’s Co-chairs 2009-11 as well as many local conferences at our own institutions. We were aware from our conversations, evaluations and our own experiences that most participants seemed to value particular inputs and opportunities included within conference programmes but found there was a dearth of evidential research in this area. This is all the more surprising given how conferences can enable one of the main purposes of academic development as defined by Gosling (2001): ’informed debate about learning, teaching, assessment, curriculum design, and the goals of higher education’. An investigation into how this can be achieved to benefit academic practice and, ultimately, the experience of our students was clearly due – and particularly in the current financial climate given the actual and opportunity costs involved in conference participation. We reported on preliminary work at ICED in 2010 (Campbell and Popovic 2010), and then commenced our current research in order to investigate and identify systematically factors which make for success.

What effect did it have?
The funding for the research assistant enabled us to complete the qualitative interrogation of the data. The resulting report concludes that in general, conferences keep people up to date with developments in their fields, new methods of practice and cutting-edge research.  An engaging, enthusiastic style of presenting, with content based on practical experiences that is useful to participants, has the most impact. Conferences are ‘a time away from home’ during which people can reflect and exchange ideas and experiences. They share concerns and solutions and this gives participants a sense of support. Central in many discussions are the learning experience of students and how conference participants can apply new tools and approaches, especially with regard to feedback and student participation. Mutual learning is key in conferences.

Networking is also very important and new contacts are made that will be followed-up. Collaboration mostly evolves around the write-up of joint publications, research projects and the co-organisation of workshops. The degree to which people benefit from networking opportunities depends on personal interest and social skills. All in all, a large number of conference participants apply at least some of the new tools and knowledge they have acquired at the conference. To carry through changes on the institutional level requires support from higher management levels. Their presence at conferences would help gaining support for changes on the level of Educational Development.

Finally, a well-organised conference where people feel welcome contributes to the overall positive experience of participants and their learning process.

How are people hearing about it? What has been learnt?
We shared our work and the outcomes with the sector at the STLHE conference in Montreal in June 2012 (Campbell and Popovic 2012a) and at the SEDA conference in Aston in November 2012 (Campbell and Popovic 2012b). The workshop provided useful opportunities to engage colleagues in academic and educational development regarding the value and benefits of conference participation and the conditions which enable that participation to ultimately impact on individual and institutional academic practice.
Our intention is, through publication,  to continue to share the research outcomes with the sector to enable those planning or organizing future institutional or national academic development conferences - or those preparing to participate in them - to identify what processes can improve academic practice.

Where might it lead?

We hope the research outcomes will provide practical guidance underpinned by research which can be used to enhance the impact of academic development conferences on academic practice in future.

What next?

We hope to share our findings more widely with the sector and are investigating the possibility of a book aimed at those who organize and attend conferences who want to get the most out of them.
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Abstract
Why do we come to educational development conferences? What are we hoping to get out of them? The numbers of people who attend conferences – despite their cost in both money and time  - suggest that they are seen as a primary means of professional learning. But what do people most appreciate in conferences? What do they bring back to their institutions? What ingredients are needed to ensure that what is learned at conferences engenders changes of practice in the sector? How can conferences be planned and organised to enable participants to do what they are there for – to share practice and learn from each other and confer? What strategies can we use to enhance conferences and ensure they are a valuable experience for us and our institutions and worthy of our investment?

This research aimed to answer these questions by surveying participants at institutional, national and international conferences. Randomised recipients were then asked a further set of questions regarding the impact of their participation. The results were then analysed and collated in order to inform the practice of participants, presenters and planners and enable participation to impact on individual and institutional academic practice. Our research outcomes have been share dwith the sector through workshops at national and international conferences.
