Forging connections: Enabling teaching conversations

Opportunities for informal conversations about teaching in contemporary Australian universities are dwindling. Academic work environments have been substantively altered in response to neoliberal pressures (Orrell & Sanderson, 2015). Compartmentalisation of academic work generates an increasing tension between teaching and research (Adcroft & Taylor, 2011), leading to privileging of research and de-valuing of teaching for career advancement. Mounting administrative, teaching, and service responsibilities further erode available time (Blackmore, 2010). Opportunities for informal collegial communication and sharing of ideas have been dismantled as common rooms are re-purposed as office or teaching spaces (Giroux, 2009). There are now few spaces and places for the “backstage conversations” to occur (Roxå & Mårtensson, 2009) - the conversations where much of teaching innovation transfer and curriculum-making transpire.

The reduction of such opportunities is problematic. As the focus of curriculum shifts from course to whole-of-program level, from lecture to engaged learning (Lund Dean & Wright, 2017), the need to work in multidisciplinary teams increases; blending multiple skill sets, disciplinary knowledge and technical expertise. A new language that operates outside of the discipline is needed; a new mode of operation viewed as credible and valuable: a cultural shift that is deep and lasting.

To support a cultural shift, Yunkaporta highlights four pivotal activities: celebrating diversity, enabling interaction, building connection, and allowing for adaptation (Yunkaporta, 2019). These activities acknowledge that cultural cohesion cannot be externally imposed, but has to be owned by individuals and the groups with which they identify. And it needs to be acknowledged that this shift takes time. 

This presentation shares the practices centred on Yunkaporta’s perspectives adopted by an Australian research-intensive institution to forge enabling conversations about teaching and learning. The presentation describes the sites and settings established that develop a collective identity in language, purpose and community designed to build collegiality and trust, status and value and gradually transform the institutional teaching and learning landscape. 
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