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Introduction
This paper addresses the overall theme of the 2015 HERDSA conference – learning for life and work in a complex world - and, particularly, sub-theme four: navigating uncertainty and complexity. The higher education context has shifted considerably over the years, and today’s students bring with them a diverse array of social and cultural backgrounds and experiences, which create complexities for teaching and learning, as well as uncertainty for some students as to how they will navigate the discursive environment of academia and the professional world beyond. Rather than seeing these challenges as problematic, we hope to model an approach that will lead to greater creativity and innovation on the part of educators in responding to diverse student groups, and enhance students’ abilities to participate in both academia and their respective disciplines.

Drawing on educational literature and our own academic experience, we are interested in how bridges can be built between discursive communities (McKay & Devlin 2014); how we might encourage the development of growth mindsets and the yearn to learn; and how we can enhance lifelong learning skills.   To do this, we need to challenge assumptions around teaching and learning.
We argue that embedding learning skills in curricula content brings together classroom learning, real world experience, professional discourse and academic literacies, as students and educators collaborate to create environments where complex and uncertain landscapes can be explored.  To flesh out this argument, we illustrate a model we have developed in relation to a specific social work unit.
Background

The evolution of higher education in Australia

In considering how we might respond to the complexities and uncertainties of contemporary academia, it is helpful to review how we got here.  Our summary is subjective, based on observations we have made over the years as Australian academics.   In the 1960s, the introduction of Colleges of Advanced Education (CAEs) opened higher education to non-matriculants, in response to post WW2 industrialisation.  This reform was followed by Whitlam’s ‘free entry’ for matriculants, which led to the revolutionary opening of doors to mature age students, granted entry through ‘life experience qualifications.’ This had a radical effect on the style of thinkability practiced at universities, as alternative viewpoints were aired and diversity of thought bloomed.
The eventual reconstruction of CAEs and Institutes of Technology as universities, or their incorporation into existing universities, saw a shift in teaching from a singular focus on ideas and theory, to a gradual acceptance of programs aimed at applied theory. Both student and staff bodies underwent change as thinking doers joined ranks of academia, and ensconced thinkers were encouraged to become doing thinkers. The rarefied atmosphere of the ideational citadel of learning now had the sound of a vocational factory of learning, where the product was the knowledge and skills that imbued each graduate with employability. Applied theory gained prominence as professionalism and employment prospects became a measure of learning success, fuelled by ‘industry demand’ and taxpayer discontent.
For many of these students, academic skills were not finely developed, and interest in ongoing learning was, for some, overridden by the pragmatic need to pass assessment regimes that led to doable skills. 
Traditional academic staff were sometimes reluctant to engage at the practical level with the more vocationally oriented learners. Some tutors incorporated academic and learning skills into weekly programs as a response to emerging difficulties.  Academic skills advisers created programs for students to address their skill deficiencies. In some areas, marking rubrics and multiple choice exams meant students received less detailed feedback about their work.
As these changes altered the landscape of higher education, student numbers grew exponentially. When Whitlam’s reforms made higher education free in the mid 1970s there were 200,000 students on Commonwealth or State scholarships; by 2012 there were 1,200,000 students, including 450,000 international students, most fee paying (Gallagher 2014).
These historical shifts, and the tensions and factors associated with them, have contributed to concerns that some of our ‘traditional’ assumptions about teaching and learning require re-examination.  In this project, while we ponder the big question of what higher education means in 2015, we also consider everyday issues around how to increase retention and progression rates and how to enhance students’ learning capabilities.  Underpinning our discussion is a view that the acquisition of knowledge is a communal asset in the quest for a more just society, despite politically dominant discourses that suggest otherwise.

Genesis of the current project
Our current project of embedding skills in curricula comes under the banner of the Higher Education Participation and Partnership Program (HEPPP), a Commonwealth Government initiative calling for university-community partnerships which enable wider participation of people from low SES and other ‘non-traditional’ backgrounds.  Our project builds on the work and ideas of many others.  
The idea of scaffolding skills in a progressive way comes from constructivist ideas from the work of Vygotsky (1978) and Rogers (1983).  When applied to the idea of embedding scaffolded academic skills in a higher education curricula, it means that the expectations and complexity with respect to academic skills are gradually increased across a degree program.  Just as building scaffolding is removed once the structures are secure, scaffolding teaching strategies are designed to be temporarily available until the students have moved to the next level of competence (Goldingay et al., 2012).  

Since the late 1990s, higher education scholars have been advocating the use of embedding or scaffolding academic skills into curricula for a variety of reasons.  These include that it enables academic skills to be developed in a discipline-specific (Lea and Street, 1998; Lea, 2004) and contextual (Gamache, 2002) manner, and that it moves beyond the ‘deficit’ approach to student learning (Kimmins and Stagg, 2009). Embedding academic skills into the taught curriculum is thus seen to be consistent with an approach which is inclusive and beneficial to all students, rather than a remedial approach designed to target those at risk (Goldingay et al., 2014; Hattford-Letchfield, 2007).  It ensures that students become familiar with the language and expectations of the discipline, and as such, have the best chance of successfully completing their degree (Goldingay et al., 2014).  The non-deficit approach to skills acquisition, and the gradual inculcation of the student into academic and professional discourses is at the heart of our project, as we will describe later.

Despite the fact that embedding academic literacies can be seen as an improvement in the quality of the learning experience for students, there have been few studies discussing how it might occur.  There have, however, been studies which discuss some of the challenges to implementing an embedded approach.  Kift (2009) describes the extensive time and resources needed to implement and maintain an embedded approach to academic skill development, noting that university management needs to support it through policy, resourcing and training.  In our experience, the initial time allocation for the development of this project has been far exceeded; the implementation will require even more time. 

Other studies (for example Chanock et al., 2012; Jacobs, 2007; Magyar et al., 2011) found that academic teaching staff required support from academic skills advisers in order to successfully and sustainably make academic skills explicit within curricula.  Even with support, academics may be reluctant to engage in the process of scaffolding academic skills into their curricula, due to a concern that the university may reduce other forms of academic support for students.  Furthmore, some academics may be concerned that implementing such programs are not acknowledged in their already over- full workloads, or that such material adds to an already over- full curriculum. Others may believe that learning academic skills is the responsibility of students, and academics are only responsible for teaching content. Yet others may believe that teaching academic skills amounts to ‘dumbing down’ university study, removing the gatekeeping function that some disciplines may employ in order to maintain their status amongst other disciplines.  In our own experience in this project, the process of skill embedment, far from ‘dumbing down’, has challenged us to deeply consider not only the purposes of higher education within the evolving dynamic of the student demographic, but also our assumptions about the teaching and learning that occurs in our classrooms, virtual or face-to-face.

The project begins

Our fascination with and concern about how students learn and how educators provide a conducive environment for this process had led us to develop a range of skill development ideas over the years which we had incorporated into our teaching almost sub-consciously.  The announcement of HEPPP project funding was a catalyst to further explore and consider what was going on in our classrooms.  As social workers, our focus was on the development of academic skills that would enable students to enter the profession, but also on how the skills and literacies they attained in our course would enable them to be critical thinkers and lifelong learners in their ongoing professional life. 

In our HEPPP project proposal we outlined how we might take a specific unit and attempt to embed a range of skills and literacies within the content of that unit.  The unit we chose was one taught by one of us: HSW219 Self & Society – a second year social work unit that was also open to other students as an elective.  The unit focus is on developing a sociological understanding of theories of the self.  Beginning from a simple brainstorm, based on the lecturer’s experience of teaching the unit, a simple table of weekly exercises formed the basis of the development of our program.
Further introductory materials were provided to us for review and elucidation by social work academics and other personnel employed in various University projects that were interrelated. These were voices to be heard as their expertise was a vital element of the foundation of the project. Both Goldingay et al (2014) and Boud (2000, Boud & Falchikov)were prominent voices, who propounded sustainable assessment and its links to a learning society, the normalisation of academic skill development and examination of our assumptions around teaching and learning. 

We acknowledged the ‘student body’ was a complex social construct derived from varied social, cultural, political, philosophical and ecological backgrounds. Further to this was the acceptance that not all students shared general weaknesses, coming to tertiary study from a variety of pathways, including LSE backgrounds; direct school leavers from a range of high school environments; mature aged workplace participants and international students.   

We sought a way to address students’ needs across a wide range of capabilities that did not involve stigmatising or lauding the less competent and the accomplished. In a previous project Jenkins had established an In House Tutor Service dealing with Learning Skills across all disciplines represented at a small educational institution. This service needed to include all students at all levels of ability, and words like help or aid or assist were considered exclusionary in that their connotations implied weakness. Instead students were called learners and the service offered enhancement of existing skills.  Thus a program aimed at enhancing existing skills caters for every level of capability, and aims to prize skills not ‘traditionally’ considered as ‘academic’ (in social work, for example, this includes skills in demonstrating empathy, encouraging others to engage in dialogue, having an understanding of oppression and privilege, etc).

We were drawn to the notion of  ‘the will to learn’ (Bruner 1966 in Hepworth 1990: 19), and the importance of instilling this in students -  exciting learners’ curiosity as uncertainty catches their interest; their reciprocity, which creates an opportunity to work with others; and a feeling of competence, and thus confidence, engendered by those experiences.  We followed an earlier team’s approach (Thies, Wallis, Turner & Wishart 2014: A46) of embedding learning skills in the curriculum in a ‘seamless way’ so they were perceived by students as an integral part of their normalising these various skills and aptitudes within the content of the unit in such a way that students are initially unaware of their presence, but on being advised of their usage afterwards are able to assess their validity as learning tools.

While this appears a complex task, to meld content with learning skills, if the latter constitutes a framework for the construction of a topic, where content and skill are matched, the task is simplified.  This is particularly apt if a new unit is being created. The task is somewhat more complex when absorbing skills into an existing unit, but certainly achievable.  

What skills are we talking about, and how have we embedded them in our chosen unit?

Far from ‘dumbing down’ we found the process of embedding learning skills in unit content took us into deeper interrogation of what higher education is about, and, in particular, what we want our graduates to be capable of.  One of the most challenging elements of ‘embedding skills’ in the curricula is choosing which skills are important: these choices implicitly or explicitly presume an underlying vision of the world we want to create, and how our graduates might contribute.  
An immediate course of action is to consider desired ‘skills’ or ‘literacies’ as falling into categories, such as: 1) general academic skills and 2) unit/discipline/profession-specific skills, which is what we did.  General academic skills included such things as discernment in choosing references, blending one’s own voice with the voices of others from the literature, reading for comprehension, developing capacity for self assessment, etc.  Discipline specific skills (for social work) included such things as developing sociological literacy, gaining an understanding of privilege and oppression and developing skills in critical reflection.

This conceptualisation was a useful beginning, and still drives much of the content of our embedding program; however, it also became clear that the boundaries between these categories were blurred, and that some important elements of learning and skill development lay below the surface of this initial formulation.

Surfacing learners’ (and educators’) beliefs about knowledge and knowing

As discussed previously, the higher education sector in Australia is constantly shifting as our lives, views and experiences are re-shaped in response to our globalised, digitalised, neo-liberalised world.  As educators, our assumptions about who the learner is, what they expect from higher education, and what our role is, require ongoing examination.

What does our diverse range of students expect when they enter the doors – virtual or otherwise - of higher education?  What are students’ theories of learning and their perceived role in this process, and how does this mesh with our views as educators and practitioners? (see Bourke 2014, Kellner 2010, Northedge 2003).  And, importantly, how do students see their skill and knowledge development at the academy ‘fitting’ with their ongoing professional and civic self? 

To explore these underlying attitudes, an initial activity with students aims to ‘surface’ (Maclellan 2014) - bring into awareness and attempt to articulate - their theories of learning: what assumptions do those who’ve come straight from school bring with them; if they are mature aged students, what knowledge, experience, doubts and hopes do they bring to the academic environment; if they are from cultural or social locations different to our own, do we have any sense of the meanings imbued in our own often-invisibilised understanding of teaching and learning?  An early exercise is to start our first tutorial by asking students to express their own theory of learning in no more than fourteen words (Bourke 2014). A starting point is to share with students our own sentence, including our own struggle to articulate it.   A group discussion follows, considering the implications of our theories.  The word ‘theory’ is unpacked, through dialogue:  how do students respond to the word ‘theory’; what do they think it means and why would such a thing be useful in the real world after graduation?

Learning to participate in new cultures: building discursive bridges and creating space for minds to congregate

Another implicit skill for students is learning to participate in a new culture: not just the culture of academia, but the culture of their chosen profession (Brown, Kloser & Henderson n.d.).  One of our roles as educators is enabling students to become participants in potentially new discourse communities (Northedge 2003: 19). Students already know about participation in discourse communities in other areas of their life – they might participate in the discursive community of surfing, a friendship network, their workplace, or their children’s school  (Northedge 2003).  But the discourse of academia and of our specific discipline may be new, and even off-putting; by donning the expert hat, we can unwittingly discourage students from believing they are potentially active contributors (see Wingate 2006, Maclellan 2014).  However it is precisely this capability we need to share with learners:  not because we are generous or benign, but because their ethical involvement in other’s lives as social workers requires it.

One way to bring students into the discourse of the academy and the profession, is to genuinely value and engage with the diverse discourses students bring to the classroom (Priest 2009).  While students need to learn the ‘new code’ of academia and their profession, abandoning the codes associated with their social or cultural backgrounds may not only be elitist but also limiting to the ongoing development of a responsive profession (Priest 2009, McKay and Devlin 2014).  The process of enhancing student skills is not about singling some students out for special assistance, but normalising this process for all students (McKay & Devlin 2014).  Demystifying academic culture and discourse - ‘making the implicit explicit to students’ (McKay & Devlin 2014: 949) - positions us, educators, as ‘discourse guides’ (McKay & Devlin 2014: 954). 

So how might we develop, or embed, skills for participation in the discursive community?

One thing we can do is to recognize that students may move gradually across levels of participation: novice students may need to develop the courage to venture their own thoughts in speech and writing within the academic and/or professional community (Northedge 2003).  Priest (2009) observes that debate or challenge in everyday discourse ‘functions tribally’ while academic discourse aspires to esoteric goals or theory building and research.  Students have to learn different strategies and voices to function in different discursive worlds: while debate may be seen as presenting a ‘crisis of authority’ in everyday/tribal discourse, it is the bread and butter of academic discourse.  

Drawing on the notion of building or crossing discursive bridges, we can invite students to consider ways in which they are currently involved in various discourses where they may experience more or less power, more or less confidence.  A question in small groups in tutorials might be along the lines of:  ‘What do you do when your dad (or boss, or partner, or friend) expresses a view that differs from your own?  What determines your silence or challenge?  Then, moving on to: What is your response when an assessment piece asks you to critique a theory?  And then, linking the academic skill to professional responsibility: How might you, as a professional (e.g. social worker) have the courage to challenge an existing view or practice within a helping organization if you felt it was unethical or unjust? As educators, we can be active participants in such discussions, as we too are ruled by the dominant discourses of our ‘tribe’ and can engage in critical reflection with and alongside students.
Further examples of embedding skills and literacies in our specific social work unit

After creating our list of desired skills and giving each a coded abbreviation we developed sets of exercises related to the development of specific skills, resulting in a weekly time table.   An important element of the table, and a consistent focus in rolling out the program was an emphasis on how the development of ‘academic’ skills is important to the development of professional and lifelong learning skills.  If these are not seen to coincide, we risk promulgating the destructive myth that theory and practice are un-related.

One exercise is a self-reflective skills and literacies audit, in which a wide range of options are presented, ranging from skills in researching a new topic, to active listening, to reading challenging material, to having an awareness of social inequality, to writing reports.  This gives students an opportunity to self-assess, normalises the experience of having some skills but ‘lacking’ others, and draws students to consider the impact of their pre-university experiences.

Although there are potentially great differences in students’ range of capabilities, one of the academic skills we know many students struggle with is referencing: in particular combining one’s own voice and argument with ideas from ‘the literature’.   Here, we begin by engaging students in critiquing or marking examples of how other (fictional) students have attempted to do this: providing examples where quotes from reference sources are ‘plonked’ in without introduction or critical analysis, to those that employ an effective ‘they say/I say’ formula (Graf & Birkenstein 2010).  The content analysed is related to a specific unit concept studied in that week, for example, Bowlby’s theory of maternal attachment in personality development.  

As mentioned, key to all of this is consistently discussing the relevance of these ‘academic’ skills to practice, where – in social work, for example - one might have to justify the ongoing funding of a program by virtue of well-argued evidence that it is effective.

A related skill is the use of discernment in finding references.  First, a discussion of the meaning of ‘discernment’ is useful, beginning with students reflecting on how they make decisions about what is valid or invalid, trustworthy or not, in their own lives, and how they come to believe that some truths or truth-tellers are better than others.  This leads into an internet search around one of the key concepts of the week, demonstrated by the lecturer or study skills adviser, searching, for example, for arguments that support or deny the existence of gender inequality in contemporary Australia.  

While there is a discipline specific flavour to these exercises, other areas of skill development are more overtly discipline/profession based.  While professional bodies and university, faculty and school guidelines shape our curricula, as educators were are also making decisions about what graduates in our specific profession should do and be.

In social work, we are unapologetically political, value-driven and critical in our approach.  One of the skills we expect graduates to have is some capacity to resist oppressive neoliberal discourses in light of a commitment to social justice.  Some students will be drawn to social work precisely because of their desire to advocate for social change; for others, a structural analysis may be new. How toIf we believe that changing as a person (Bourke 2014) is part of what higher education is about, we need to consider what this means – in our own disciplines and in a more general sense in relation to openness to learning – what some call developing a growth mindset (Dweck 2006).  Curry-Stevens (2007) highlights the role of higher education in relearning how we understand the world and our place within it.  In social work this involves many things, including critical awareness of how we are located in relation to oppression and privilege.  This is a confronting and difficult process.  In social work, consideration of how we can invite students (and ourselves) into this conversation in a way that doesn’t leave us mired in denial, anger or guilt is an ongoing challenge.
Conclusion

In this paper we have shared some of our experiences in developing a simple project of embedding skills in curricula, which led us to consider more deeply the changing landscape of higher education.   The conference sub-theme – navigating uncertainty and complexity – will remain relevant for many decades to come, as some things remain the same and others change dramatically.  Our response, as educators, to the growing number and diversity of university students – both in terms of background and expectations, as well as global and local shifts in the higher education environment, is necessarily a work in progress.  Examining our assumptions about teaching and learning, and whether changes are required, is challenging, time-consuming, and lacking in any guarantees that the outcomes of our endeavours will be fruitful.  Implementing and evaluating changes to teaching and learning environments requires even more work.  The question arises: is it worth it, when our workloads are already onerous?  Perhaps by the end of the year, we can tell you more about how worthwhile small attempts such as ours are, as we engage with students in learning for life and work in a complex world.
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