Being a teaching focused academic: scholarship in times of supercomplexity
The role of a modern academic is complicated, multifaceted, and rapidly changing, in part due to the neoliberal forces shaping higher education. In many Australian research-intensive universities, the creation of teaching focused (TF) roles is said to be interrupting a university culture that has placed research over teaching (Probert, 2015). However, there are concerns about the lack of clarity surrounding TF roles (Fanghanel et al, 2016; Rawn & Fox, 2018) prompting calls for further research into new conceptualisations of TF identities and theories of academic development (Krause, 2020). Understanding how TF academics develop an understanding of their role within a research-intensive context, through examples of how, where, and when they engage in professional learning, placing universities in a better position to support the development of their emergent identity. Through a focused ethnographic study that examines the behaviours, beliefs, and practices of seven TF academics at an Australian research-intensive university, we asked: what influences the identity and practices of TF academics in a research-intensive environment? With a commitment to understanding authentic professional learning (Webster-Wright, 2009) and using Pitard’s (2016) vignette analysis, we present practice maps and vignettes. The results trace how TF academics engage in professional learning and how they use conversations, examining what works well and where they struggle in the university. From a social constructionism perspective, we argue that the TF academic identity is informed by a desire to develop a teaching culture amongst colleagues, most of whom are not TF academics. We argue TF academics engage in their own forms of academic development, professional learning and leadership within the university as part of their identity construction. Using Barnett’s (2000; 2020) theorisation of supercomplexity as a lens, we examine new definitions of knowledge and market pressures within universities and the various ways TF academics live purposefully amid this supercomplexity. (298 words)
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