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Executive summary 

Background 
Higher education institutions across Australia employ large numbers of teaching staff, many 

having minimal or no teaching qualifications. As the Benchmarking Leadership and 

Advancement of Standards for Sessional Teaching (BLASST) Report noted: “Up to 50 % of 

teaching in Australian universities is provided by sessional staff. At individual departmental 

levels, this can rise to levels of 80% and more”. Sessional staff members do not have the 

same opportunities as ongoing staff to access learning and teaching professional learning 

programs. In addition, teaching by sessional staff members has typically not been highly 

valued by universities (Bexley, James, & Arkoudis, 2011, p. 46). In some universities, less 

experienced and temporary teaching staff are given the most important classes – large 

undergraduate classes of first-year, foundation units. This project focused on teaching staff 

of large, first year foundation units, both sessional and permanent.  

The current project explores issues about the quality of higher education teaching similar to 

concerns raised in the 2010 United Kingdom based Browne Report (2010), and to 

complement recommendations from the Southwell (2012), Devlin et al. (2012) and Harvey 

(2014) reports. The Southwell (2012) report provides recommendations for raising the 

quality and status of higher education teaching and identifies professional development in 

teaching for all academics as a key activity for achieving this improvement. The Devlin et al. 

(2012) report looks more holistically at providing practical advice for both teaching 

academics and institutional leadership to address concerns over the quality of teaching and 

support, especially for students from low socioeconomic status backgrounds. The BLASST 

project “refined and validated national standards to support and enhance quality learning 

and teaching by sessional staff” (Harvey, 2014, p.9). 

The project approach 
In this study, the term educators was chosen to describe the people teaching higher 

education classes who had no formal teacher training qualifications. The term teacher is 

used only to describe a person who has undertaken formal teaching qualifications. This 

point is important as it underlines the value and recognition of formal teacher education 

skills in the higher education context. Although out of the scope of this project, the 

difference in the quality and teaching abilities, skills and practises of higher education 

practitioners with formal teaching qualifications and those without, appears to be a 

significant variable worthy of further investigation.  

The aim of this project was to investigate whether providing an ongoing, scaffolded 

professional learning program to higher education educators who had little or no formal 

teacher training and who were teaching large, first year foundation units led to more 
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engaged teaching. AT Victoria University (VU), the targeted first year foundation units were 

originally to be taught by sessional staff only, but staffing changes meant that a mix of 

sessional and permanent staff taught the units. At Edith Cowan University (ECU), selected 

first year foundation units were taught largely by sessional staff.  

An existing professional learning and teaching framework from the USA, the Advancement 

via Individual Determination (AVID) college/university readiness program, was selected to 

test its viability for the Australian higher education context. The AVID program has been 

operating for over 35 years and currently has over 1 million students across 46 states and 

territories in the USA. The AVID for Higher Education (AHE) component of the AVID program 

was developed about six years ago in response to requests from universities in the USA that 

had often enrolled AVID secondary school students and found them to be better prepared 

and more successful than non-AVID students.  

Delivery of the AHE professional learning sessions uses an immersion model where the 

theory underpinning explicit teaching strategies is explained, and the strategies are then 

modelled and practised by the participants. Sessional and permanent staff from VU in 

Victoria and ECU in Western Australia were given the option of attending between one and 

six professional learning sessions. The sessions were offered over two years to help the 

educators build a repertoire of inclusive, explicit teaching strategies. Sessional teaching staff 

were paid for the hours they attended the professional learning sessions at a rate equivalent 

to marking or other activities. They were also provided with ongoing professional learning 

support from coordinators through the semester to build a collaborative professional 

learning community across discipline areas within their own university and with colleagues 

from the other university.  

An earlier paper, The use of Explicit Teaching Strategies for Academic Staff and Students in 

Bioscience Foundation Subjects (Tangalakis, Hughes, Brown, & Dickson, 2014) published 

during the project provides detail about the customisation of the AHE professional learning 

model for Australia. It explains how the AVID explicit learning and teaching framework was 

implemented at VU for the Bioscience Foundation units. In addition to that paper, this 

report provides a summary of the findings from both case study sites, VU and ECU. The data 

have been used to formulate two short vignettes that demonstrate the implementation of 

the AHE professional learning model and its impact as experienced by the participants (see 

Appendices B and C). The data for these vignettes were derived from semi-structured 

interviews with educators, workshop attendance data, survey data, and video recorded 

teaching observations. ECU data contains students’ evaluation survey data from the 

coordinator of the unit. These data were collected over a three-year period prior to and post 

AVID training. VU data contains the data on pass rates for one of the target units pre- and 

post-AVID. Following the case studies, three additional findings are discussed: 

 The impact of the AHE professional learning program on teacher capabilities and 

identities. 
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 The economic argument: The return to universities on investing in professional learning 

for sessional teaching staff. 

 The case for videos of effective higher education teaching: How do educators with little 

or no teaching training know what effective higher education teaching looks like? 

Summary of findings 
This research investigated the issue of professional learning from both sessional and 

permanent teaching staff perspectives. The focus was on analysing the educators’ 

experiences in terms of their teaching capabilities and their identities as educators. 

Traditionally, teaching has not been as highly valued as research in universities. This project 

sought to give voice to the professional teaching experience and professional learning needs 

of these educators. Consistent with findings in the Southwell (2012), Devlin et al. (2012), 

and Harvey (2014) reports, findings from this research identified the need for universities 

that wish to improve the quality of teaching to commit resources and to foster a change of 

culture, which encompass both teaching and institutional factors.  

Findings relating to teaching factors 

 No single professional learning activity can provide a short cut to the years required to 

master the complex art of becoming and remaining an effective, accomplished teacher. 

 Professional learning programs should themselves be engaging and model effective 

teaching practices that can immediately be implemented in the next class.  

 The AHE collaborative, inquiry-based, practical model of professional learning was 

positively received by participants and customisable for Australia. 

 Effective higher education professional learning programs should include a mix of 

generic teaching strategies and examples customised for specific disciplines. 

 Video examples of highly effective higher education teaching are necessary. Video 

examples viewed in a context that includes clearly articulated standards for effective 

higher education teaching and that encourages a culture of supportive peer observation 

may help raise the quality of higher education teaching.  

Findings relating to institutional factors  

 Paying sessional staff to attend professional learning appears to provide a return on 

investment in terms of improving the quality and engagement in teaching over time, but 

payment alone is not sufficient to ensure institutional factors allow all staff to attend 

and invest in professional learning opportunities. The tenuous nature of sessional 

employment disempowers educators to commit to or regularly attend.  

 Professional learning for both sessional and permanent staff needs to be collaborative, 

practical, sustained, scaffolded, supported and ongoing.  

 Changing teaching practice is hard, especially when those teaching have no formal 

teaching training to draw upon.  
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Project context and aims 

Project context 
Higher education institutions across Australia employ large numbers of teaching staff, many 

having minimal or no teaching qualifications. As the 2014 Benchmarking Leadership and 

Advancement of Standards for Sessional Teaching (BLASST) report noted: “Up to 50 % of 

teaching in Australian universities is provided by sessional staff. At individual departmental 

levels, this can rise to levels of 80% and more” ("Blasst - The Project website," 2014). 

Sessional staff members do not have the same opportunities as ongoing staff to access 

learning and teaching professional development programs. In some universities, these less 

experienced and temporary teaching staff are given the most important classes – large 

undergraduate classes of first-year, foundation units. “Estimates show that 40 per cent to 60 

per cent of undergraduate teaching is now tasked to causation [sic] sessional academic 

staff” (Matthews, 2014, p. 1). Teaching by sessional staff has typically not been highly 

valued by universities (Bexley et al., 2011, p. 46). In the last six years, at least three Office of 

Learning and Teaching (OLT) reports have focused on the need to improve the quality of 

higher education teaching (Chalmers, 2010; Hirschberg, Lye, Davies, & Johnston, 2011; 

Probert, 2015). 

Purpose of this project – the project questions 
This project investigated whether the Advancement via Individual Determination (AVID) 

professional learning framework could be adapted for an Australian context to stimulate 

greater engagement in higher education learning and teaching that leads to improvements 

in the quality of both. The focus was on higher education teachers who had had little or no 

formal teacher training and who taught large, first year foundation units. Typically, but not 

always, these were sessional teaching staff. Shortly after this project commenced, one of 

the case study sites, VU, experienced extensive staff restructuring. As a result, some of the 

identified first year units that were originally to be taught by sessional staff were re-

timetabled to use permanent staff. This project readjusted to offer professional learning for 

both sessional and permanent staff who taught these large first-year foundation units.  

In particular, this research picks up on a specific issue raised in the BLASST report (Harvey 

2014) on the need to identify effective higher education teaching practices and share them 

more widely. For sessional teaching staff, this is a particular issue given they are often only 

on campus for their actual teaching contact hours and do not receive much, if any, 

professional learning during the semester and have limited interaction with other 

colleagues. As Matthews points out: 

Regardless of who is teaching, however, building teaching capacity is a process that 

unfolds over time…. Responding to the changing knowledge, abilities and 



Improving Higher Education Teaching Practice  11 

motivations of students is difficult and is at the heart of teaching…the capacity for 

university teaching develops over time and with experience (Matthews, 2014, p. 2). 

The AVID learning and teaching framework and AVID for Higher Education (AHE) 

professional learning program were selected because AVID has been operating successfully 

in the USA as a not-for-profit whole school and university teaching and learning 

improvement system for more than 36 years. The AVID framework is constructed around 

well-researched, evidence-based, effective explicit teaching strategies. AHE was developed 

about six years ago in response to requests from universities in the USA that had enrolled 

AVID secondary school students and often found them to be better prepared and more 

successful than non-AVID students. AHE is implemented in over 40 universities across 13 

USA states. http://www.avid.org/higher-education.ashx 

This project provided evidence for the following questions:  

1. Does providing ongoing professional learning using the AVID for Higher 

Education (AHE) explicit teaching framework stimulate more engaged teaching? 

2. Is there a return on investment for a university from providing 

regular/continuous, supported professional learning to sessional and permanent 

teaching staff? 

3. Is there value in building a prototype database of effective higher education 

teaching video exemplars that could be further developed to build professional 

learning activities around them? 
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Project approach and methodology used 
Sessional and permanent staff from two universities in different Australian states, Victoria 

University (VU) in Victoria and Edith Cowan University (ECU) in Western Australia, were 

given the option of attending between one and six professional learning sessions offered 

over two years to build a repertoire of inclusive, explicit teaching strategies using the 

Advancement via Individual Determination’s (AVID) for Higher Education (AHE) learning and 

teaching framework and program. Sessional teaching staff were paid for the hours they 

attended the professional learning sessions at a rate of $37.49 per hour, which is the rate 

equivalent to marking or other activities. In some cases, they were also provided with 

additional professional learning support from unit or course coordinators through the 

semester with the aim of building a collaborative professional learning community across 

discipline areas within their own university and together with colleagues from the other 

university. Although this was not mandated in the aims of the project, where it occurred, it 

proved to be an important additional level of ongoing professional learning support. 

Quantitative and qualitative data were collected using anonymous survey data, individual, 

semi-structured interviews conducted at different points in the research with two different 

members of the research team, attendance data, and a small number of teacher 

observations that were captured on video. The videos provided evidence about the 

potential value in building a prototype database of effective higher education teaching 

video exemplars that could be further developed to create professional learning activities.  

Using the AVID learning and teaching framework, a number of illustrations of effective 

higher education practice were edited for each of the practices. Having multiple examples of 

each of the practices as taught in different disciplines illustrates that there is no one “right” 

way to teach, but rather shows how effective higher education teaching is achieved by 

educators considering a number of factors for each class and every student at every contact 

period. Such considerations include both student and institutional factors (Brinkworth, 

McCann, Matthews, & Nordstrom, 2008; Coates & Goedegebuure, 2012; Devlin et al., 2012; 

Henard & Leprince-Ringquet, 2008; Kofod, Quinnell, Rifkin, & Whitaker, 2008; Krause, 2014; 

Reason, Terenzini, & Domingo, 2006).  

The Learning and Teaching Framework 
The AVID learning and teaching framework uses an acronym, WICOR, which encompasses:  

 Writing for purpose  

 Inquiry-based learning 

 Collaborative Learning strategies  

 Organisational skills 

 Critical Reading strategies  
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The WICOR learning and teaching framework promotes engaging, interactive learning 

activities that use inquiry-based strategies to stimulate deeper learning, facilitated by 

collaborative learning strategies. The WICOR framework builds a common language around 

learning and teaching for students, teachers and their communities that is shared across 

AVID schools and universities. This approach is consistent with strategies identified in 

related literature (Brinkworth et al., 2008; Coates & Goedegebuure, 2012; Henard & 

Leprince-Ringquet, 2008; Kofod et al., 2008; Krause, 2014; Reason et al., 2006). AVID’s suite 

of explicit teaching strategies builds teachers’ and students’ metacognitive thinking 

capabilities through the use of strategies like Socratic methodologies that engage students 

in dialogue in ways that promote critical thinking and that progressively work towards more 

abstract levels of thinking.  

Promoting student engagement and learning communities is also likely to 

enhance the quality of student learning. Universities or teachers that give 

students incentives to study in groups will improve learning outcomes ... Indeed 

this teaching strategy enables the students to see the topic from multiple 

perspectives, thus gaining more deep understanding of the subject. (Kofod et al., 

2008, p.28). 

An OECD report investigating quality teaching in higher education described the 

fundamental strategies upon which AVID’s WICOR framework is built. The report, Equity and 

Quality in Education: Supporting Disadvantaged Students and Schools (OECD, 2012) cited 

AVID as a case study of excellence for providing a highly effective college/university 

readiness system. AVID focuses particularly on diverse, disadvantaged and underachieving 

students seeking to raise their aspirations, sense of identity, academic, social and emotional 

capacity so that ultimately they are fully prepared for university entry and are equipped 

with the necessary social and academic skills to be successful once they get to university. 

AVID is a system of school-wide reform with specific programs for implementation at 

primary and secondary schools and post-secondary institutions.  

Delivery of AHE professional learning program 
Delivery of the AHE professional learning sessions used an immersion approach where the 

teaching strategies were modelled and practised by the participants in every professional 

learning session. Sessional staff members at both universities were paid for the hours they 

attended the professional learning sessions. For both VU and ECU permanent staff 

attendance at the professional learning sessions was timetabled around their availability. 

For sessional teaching staff, their attendance was dependent upon whether or not they 

were to be employed at the start of each semester to teach in the target units. That decision 

was typically not made until the week before semester began and student numbers were 

confirmed. This ultimately restricted the availability of sessional staff to attend professional 

learning sessions no matter how worthwhile they felt the sessions would be.  
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Table 1: ECU professional learning schedule 

DATE 

No. TRAINING DAYS 

ECU TYPE OF SESSION No. PARTICIPANTS 

Feb 2013 2 days initial training 8 

April 2013 2 days Booster 10 

July 2013 2 days mid-semester new staff initial training 7 

Sept 2013 2 days Booster 23 

Dec 2013 3 days AVID Australia Summer Institute 38 

Feb 2014 2 days Beginner and intermediate sessions 8 

July 2014 1 day + optional day Staff chose to attend one or two days  20 

Dec 2014 3 days AVID Australia Summer Institute  4 

TOTALS 17-18 days 

  

Table 2: VU professional learning schedule 

DATE No. TRAINING DAYS  TYPE OF SESSION No. PARTICIPANTS 

Feb 2013 2 days + 1 day initial training – 2 days for College 

H&B; 1 day College of Arts  

18 

April 2013 1 day Booster 9 

July 2013 1 day mid-semester new staff initial training 30 

Sept 2013 1 day cancelled Booster 0 

Dec 2013 3 days AVID Australia Summer Institute 38 

Feb 2014 2 days Beginner and intermediate sessions 45 

May 2014 1 day Booster for College Arts 5 

July 2014 2 days Beginner and intermediate sessions 45 

Dec 2014 3 days AVID Australia Summer Institute 22 

TOTAL 14-15 days 

  

Time in each professional learning session was provided to review teaching materials to 

determine how the AVID strategies could be embedded in the target units. An initial two-

day training was provided before semester commenced with a one-day follow-up workshop 

provided mid-semester. This model was repeated for semester two, and the same process 

was applied in the subsequent year. At the end of each year, an additional three-day 

intensive training was offered through AVID’s main professional learning training event, 

known as the AVID Australia Summer Institute. Fees for attendance at the Summer Institute 

were paid for each participant, and sessional staff members were also paid an hourly rate 

for attending each day of the Summer Institute. 

Participants were taught a range of explicit teaching strategies that aimed to increase 

student engagement in deeper dialogue about key concepts. Educators were introduced to 

and practised teaching strategies that promoted collaborative and critical thinking skills 



Improving Higher Education Teaching Practice  15 

progressively working towards promoting higher levels of thinking. Participants practised 

how to make explicit the metacognitive thinking processes for analysing increasingly 

complex ideas incorporating real-world connections, encouraging students to become more 

independent learners motivated to take intellectual risks. Participants practised how to 

scaffold lectures, tutorials, seminars and laboratory exercises using collaborative learning 

and small group strategies to provide more interactive learning experiences that better 

engaged students in deeper learning. Particular emphasis was given to the specific 

strategies of critical reading and writing, which AVID materials teach explicitly for each 

discipline. In addition, participants were trained to make explicit vital organizational skills 

necessary for tertiary academic success, such as the Cornell note-taking system. 

The AHE participants 
At both VU and ECU, the participating faculties and colleges in this project made a financial 

commitment to have a core group of staff trained in the delivery and use of AHE explicit 

teaching strategies for specific units. At VU, target units in the College of Health and 

Biomedicine (H&B) and the College of the Arts were identified by academic, unit and course 

coordinators based on need identified through trend analysis of progress and attrition rates. 

The H&B foundation units were targeted because the College was experiencing a high 

attrition rate in first year. Staff in Health and Biomedicine had been aware that significant 

areas of its first year teaching had relied on sessional staff with limited teacher training or 

experience and it was difficult to attract any staff to teach first years. The target College of 

Arts unit was a foundation unit required for all students undertaking a Bachelor of Arts 

degree. It too had experienced variable progression rates and was rewritten several times. 

Attendance in the AHE professional learning for both VU Colleges was optional.  

Conversely, permanent and sessional staff members from ECU’s School of Communication 

and Arts (SCA) were required to attend the AHE professional learning program in order to 

teach in the target unit. Additional teaching staff from ECU’s School of Education and 

UniPrep opted in to attend sessions. The UniPrep cohort reported that many of the AHE 

explicit teaching strategies were familiar given that their teaching focused on providing 

additional social and academic scaffolds for students who had not initially met requirements 

for direct entry in to ECU university courses. The School of Education cohort reported that 

AHE pedagogical approaches reinforced strategies they were using in teacher education 

courses and added some teaching practices that they would incorporate into their teaching. 

The SCA staff targeted a first-year foundation unit that was experiencing high levels of 

disengagement, poor attendance rates, and low levels of preparation by students when they 

did attend. Students usually had not done any of the pre-reading tasks prior to class.  

Two staff members from The Victoria Institute qualified in the USA as AHE staff developers 

and delivered the AHE professional learning program customised for Australian contexts. 

One of these staff developers had a formal secondary school teaching qualification. They 
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taught the professional learning sessions and offered additional support to the pilot group 

of sessional and permanent teaching staff throughout the project trial. 
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Project outputs and findings 

Outputs 
The project deliverables were: 

1. Adaptation and trial of AVID AHE professional development program with sessional staff 

tutoring in first year units in a range of disciplines. 

This deliverable was achieved. AVID’s AHE program was successfully adapted for 

Australian educators and delivered at two sites over a two-year trial period. All of the 

educators who participated in the professional learning program reported that the 

training was very useful and that they had incorporated explicit teaching strategies into 

their teaching. They reported that their teaching was now more interactive and 

students appeared to be more engaged in their learning as a result. In the final year, a 

random sample of classes from both universities were observed and filmed by the 

project leader. To varying degrees, where the educators were observed explicitly using 

high engagement interactive AHE teaching and learning strategies, students were more 

actively engaged in the learning activities than had been observed previously. 

 

2. Development of prototype of practical resources to improve professional learning 

activities across the sector, including: a suite of video exemplars on tertiary teaching 

strategies; and professional learning workshops utilising the video exemplars. 

This deliverable was achieved. A prototype website housing a suite of video exemplars 

showing various AHE explicit teaching strategies as they are taught across different 

disciplines can be found at www.vu.edu.au/the-victoria-institute/publications. These 

video exemplars could be incorporated in subsequent professional learning workshops. 

 

3. Benchmarking of project findings with findings from AVID universities in the USA, where 

similar projects are being coordinated. 

As the project progressed, the customisation of the AHE program for the Australian 

context meant that this deliverable was no longer relevant. The way that the AHE 

framework was adapted for the Australia universities did not provide data that was 

similar enough to the USA model to allow for meaningful benchmarking activities.  

 

4. Development of a project website to disseminate resources and build a professional 

learning community. 

This deliverable was achieved. A full report on the project and the two case studies are 

available on the project website at www.vu.edu.au/the-victoria-institute/publications.  

 VU Case Study. This vignette describes how AHE strategies were incorporated and 

practised in one of the foundation units in the College of Arts. This unit is compulsory 

http://www.vu.edu.au/the-victoria-institute/publications
https://www.vu.edu.au/the-victoria-institute/publications
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for several courses and typically has an enrolment of about 450 students (see 

Appendix B).  

 ECU Case Study. The team at ECU focused their implementation of AVID on one of 

their first year core units. The unit’s main focus was creativity, however, being a first 

year core unit it also aimed to develop academic practices and metacognition. This 

feature was recognised as particularly well aligned with the AVID learning and 

teaching framework (see Appendix C). 
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Key findings 

AVID learning and teaching framework was successfully implemented 

The evidence-based, AVID explicit learning and teaching framework, WICOR, built around a 

collaborative, inquiry-based model of teaching and learning was successfully implemented. 

Analysis of the data showed that all interviewees valued the professional learning sessions.  

 

Both sessional and permanent teaching staff from VU and ECU reported that their teaching 

capabilities and sense of teacher identity were enhanced by undertaking the AHE 

professional learning program. Most participants believed that the positive impact on their 

teaching was due to particular features of this type of professional learning including: 

 

 Modelling of explicit teaching practices in an interactive, practical, hands-on workshop 

style format that enabled participants to practise strategies as they learned them. 

 Timing of the professional learning activities before and during teaching semesters. 

http://www.ijisme.org/
http://theconversation.com/whats-the-best-most-effective-way-to-take-notes-41961.%2014th%20July%202015
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 Providing ongoing, supported, scaffolded professional learning rather than ad hoc, 

disconnected, one-off activities. 

 Modelling and practising an inclusive, collaborative approach to learning and teaching. 

 Learning and practising a range of strategies anchored in AVID’s WICOR framework. 

No single professional learning activity can provide a short cut to the years required to 

master the complex art of becoming and remaining an effective, accomplished teacher. 

The reported impact on participants’ teaching capabilities depended on the participants’ 

levels of higher education teaching experience. Teachers who had more than five years 

higher education experience reported that the workshops provided an effective scaffold 

that enabled them to: 

 Learn new teaching strategies that they could apply immediately to their classes. 

 Build on their existing knowledge of effective higher education teaching practice. 

 Reinforce good practices already being used. 

 Adapt and modify higher education teaching strategies to suit their discipline area. 

 

Educators who had no teaching training and less than five years of higher education 

teaching experience were often sessional or new recruits to their university. They reported 

that the AHE professional learning sessions helped them to build an initial understanding of 

the importance of developing foundation skills and theories of learning and teaching that 

they did not previously have, which helped restructure their teaching initially. Educators 

noted that having background knowledge of the science behind the complex art of teaching 

was essential. They observed that it was unlikely that their teaching would improve with 

random “snapshot” training. They commented that their teaching was more likely to 

improve if they could access ongoing support and mentoring, and if they had the 

opportunity to form professional learning communities that would allow them to reflect and 

improve on their teaching practices.  

Professional learning needs to be collaborative, practical, sustained, scaffolded, supported 

and ongoing 

Consistent with other research, the AHE professional learning framework reinforced several 

important conditions required to build the competence and confidence of teaching staff, 

particularly those without any formal teaching qualifications and minimal experience.  

Increasingly, research into academic development suggests sustained, 

ongoing teaching development activities are far more effective in 

transforming how academics teach than one-off workshops or short programs 

(Matthews, 2014, p.2). 
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Professional learning programs should model effective teaching practices  

Professional learning programs should themselves be engaging and model effective teaching 

practices that can immediately be implemented in the participant’s next class. 

As Tangalakis et al. (2014) indicated, the AHE professional learning program and explicit 

teaching strategies prompted higher levels of engagement in teaching by higher education 

teaching staff because they had enjoyed learning the strategies as they were modelled and 

had practised them in an interactive, scaffolded way that enabled them to apply them 

immediately. Because participants saw value in the AHE training, they were motivated to 

reflect on students’ learning and their teaching throughout the semester.  

Experienced academics who participated in this study have started to lead 

change in their discipline areas and formed communities of practice. In 

response, student satisfaction with teaching appears to be improving 

(Tangalakis et al., 2014, p.48). 

The AHE collaborative, inquiry-based, practical model was positively received  

The AHE collaborative, inquiry-based, practical model of professional learning was very 

positively received by participants. The evidence-based, AVID explicit learning and teaching 

framework, WICOR, built around a collaborative, inquiry-based model of learning and 

teaching was successfully implemented. Evidence for this is that teaching staff from both 

universities will continue using the AHE teaching strategies. A second College at VU plans to 

use the AHE framework, strategies and AHE professional learning model in 2016 to create a 

new foundation unit in another Bachelor program. Participants felt that the WICOR 

framework provided a range of collaborative teaching practices that improved the 

interactivity of the traditional lecture and tutorial structures. As a result, they reported that 

students appeared to be more engaged and participated more actively in learning tasks.  

Higher education professional learning requires both generic and customised strategies 

Feedback from participants indicates that higher education professional learning requires a 

mix of generic teaching strategies and customised examples for specific disciplines. The 

initial professional learning sessions were offered to a mix of participants from different 

discipline groups, Arts, Education and Health Sciences, who participated and worked 

together. While the inclusion of different discipline groups was successful in building a 

professional learning community across the universities, difficulties arose when examples 

were given in one particular discipline. For example, strategies were modelled to change a 

standard tutorial format from being teacher-centred to building in more student interaction. 

The introduction to these strategies used a social science example, but the participants from 

Health and Biomedicine reported they found it difficult to apply the same strategy in their 

tutorials without seeing a specific example in their discipline context. It took two years 

before educators in the Biomedicine unit developed the confidence and skill to embed these 

practices more intentionally and frequently in their teaching.  
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Talking to staff about set questions in tutorials is finally paying off. Staff are 

changing the way they teach their tutes!! Tutes are becoming collaborative 

sessions with better integration of [lecture] material. I think our discussions at 

AVID sessions and thereafter have obviously influenced this change (report 

received from VU course coordinator, March 2015). 

Krause’s (2014) research on “academic staff perspectives on disciplinary communities and 

skill development in disciplinary contexts” also found this to be a complex issue. “Findings 

highlight discipline-based patterns in staff views about the value of generic skills” (Krause, 

2014, p. 2). 

Contribution to existing knowledge 
This project explored findings from three reports focused on improving the quality of higher 

education teaching and examined some of the recommendations made in each. The 

Australian Learning and Teaching Council’s (ALTC), Good practice report: revitalising the 

academic workforce, noted that: “… the challenge is to equip all academics, not just some, 

with teaching responsibilities for effective learning by their students in the 21st century” 

(Southwell, 2012, p. 3). This report made recommendations for improving the quality and 

status of higher education teaching.  

A second project funded by a strategic priority grant from the ALTC, (now the OLT), Effective 

teaching and support of students from low socioeconomic status backgrounds: Resources for 

Australian higher education (Devlin et al., 2012) advised universities to prioritise better 

teaching for students from these previously identified backgrounds, in particular.  

A third report, Benchmarking Leadership and Advancement of Standards for Sessional 

Teaching, observed that:  

The ongoing importance of sessional staff as teachers in higher education in 

Australia, and internationally, required a mechanism to identify effective 

practices and share them more widely. There was a need for multi-level, 

multi-disciplinary and cross-institutional standards (Harvey, 2014, p. 4). 

This project’s intent and strategies were informed by these projects, national and 

international literature relating to the teaching challenges of wider participation in higher 

education, and literature relating to improving first year higher education student 

experience. Detail is available in the full project report at www.vu.edu.au/the-victoria-

institute/publications.  

Interdisciplinary linkages 
The broader project team comprised of an interdisciplinary team of teaching and research 

staff recruited from across VU and ECU. The collaboration of the various groups within and 

across both universities became a highlight of the project as the project sought to bridge 

https://www.vu.edu.au/the-victoria-institute/publications
https://www.vu.edu.au/the-victoria-institute/publications
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silos and built a professional learning community of higher education educators who were 

collaborative, cross-disciplinary, and collegiate. Providing ongoing professional learning 

combining both generic skills training and discipline-specific material stimulated more 

engaged teaching. The sessions engaged all staff and the collegiality shown across the 

discipline groups were frequently nominated as a strength and a highlight.  

Critical success factors 
An important difference between VU and ECU ’s implementation of the AHE trial was that 

the Associate Director of Teaching and Learning in the Faculty of Education and Arts at ECU 

directed the AHE trial and oversaw the administrative and organisation of the professional 

learning sessions. With a single point of contact who was a senior academic in that Faculty, 

the ECU professional learning sessions were intentional, better organised and well 

communicated in advance to potential participants. At VU, four course coordinators from 

two different Colleges were required to manage their regular responsibilities as well as 

organise and coordinate the professional learning sessions. During the period of this 

research, VU also underwent a restructure and reduction of professional staff across the 

institution, which meant that time consuming administrative tasks, such as organising and 

coordinating training, fell to the course coordinators. This proved to be less efficient. 

Implementation in other institutions 
In this project, the AHE WICOR strategies were customised across several higher education 

disciplines to deliver supported, ongoing professional learning sessions in Australia. The AHE 

professional learning model has been employed in many institutions in the USA and this 

project has demonstrated its potential to contribute to enhancement of learning and 

teaching in an Australian context. 

This project reinforced previous research findings that universities wanting to improve the 

quality of teaching need to commit resources and foster a change of culture. In particular, 

institutional factors deemed to be important to effect institutional change, such as those 

identified in the Devlin, et al. (2012) report include:  

 Articulating and promoting higher education teaching standards. 

 Identifying senior staff who can direct, value, support and encourage sessional and 

permanent teaching staff to participate in professional learning activities. 

 Building supported, ongoing professional learning programs for all teaching staff, 

and particularly for those who have no formal teaching training. 

 Supporting professional learning programs that are intentional, scaffolded, 

continuous, valued and supported financially with appropriately qualified 

instructors/teachers/mentors. 

 Putting structures in place to support and prioritise research and ongoing 

professional learning around highly effective higher education teaching. 
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 Providing time for all teaching academics to plan curriculum and teaching material 

responsive to the inclusive learning needs of more diverse student populations. 

 Providing greater support for sessional teaching staff within their discipline and the 

broader university.  

 Providing financial and structural support and incentives for sessional teaching staff 

to engage with regular professional learning programs to improve the quality of 

higher education teaching. 

 Identifying leaders who can refocus university priorities that develop academics as 

highly skilled teachers as well as academics as highly skilled researchers. 

 

In the VU case study, pass rates for this unit rose significantly from 53% (N=58) in 2012 to 

81.01% (N=179) in 2013 after AHE strategies were embedded, particularly the community 

building activities at the start of semester. An observation shared by all tutors in the unit 

was that the improvement in the pass rates was indicative of more engaged students who 

were responding well to the new interactive approach to learning and teaching. The unit 

coordinator observed an important effect on the way the tutors were now teaching and 

collaborating. Having the common AHE framework encouraged the team to reflect and 

discuss their teaching experiences regularly using a shared language, which was not a 

practice they had engaged in previously before participating in the AHE training. 

Similarly, in the ECU case study, student unit evaluation data showed a significant 

improvement on most items in the survey, which educators attributed to using AHE 

strategies in an explicit and coordinated way. Educators spoke about the students’ 

responsibility for learning increasing significantly from using the AHE strategies. They felt 

that this greater responsibility came particularly from having established stronger personal 

relationships within the class, more collaborative activities, and conveying an explicit 

purpose for learning tasks. Educators also reported that using the AHE scaffolded critical 

reading strategies resulted in more engaged students and consequentially a more satisfying 

teaching experience. All of the staff found the AHE training very beneficial, and that through 

the AHE professional learning activities, they became more engaged with their teaching. For 

the staff with more than a decade of teaching experiences, learning about AHE teaching 

strategies meant acquiring a very useful set of practices and a consolidation and 

improvement of strategies they had been using already. For staff with little teaching 

experience this professional learning experience had a significant impact on their 

engagement with their teaching, their sense of capability and feelings of confidence. One of 

the sessional staff in reflecting on the continuity aspect of AVID training emphasised the 

importance of ongoing professional learning in relation to building professional learning 

communities within their faculty.  
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Findings against the questions investigated 

1. Does providing ongoing professional learning using the AVID for Higher Education (AHE) 

explicit teaching framework stimulate more engaged teaching? 

 

 It appears that implementing the AHE explicit teaching strategies stimulates more 

engaged teaching, but further longitudinal research is recommended to see how 

learning is sustained over time. More generally, it appears that paying sessional staff to 

attend professional learning appears to provide a return on investment in terms of 

improving the quality and engagement in teaching over time, but payment alone is not 

sufficient to ensure institutional factors allow all staff to attend and invest in 

professional learning opportunities. The tenuous nature of sessional employment, in 

particular, disempowers educators to commit to or regularly attend professional 

learning activities.  

 

2. Is there a return on investment for a university from providing regular/continuous, 

supported professional learning to sessional and permanent teaching staff? 

 

 From the data in this project, it appears that there is a return on investment, but further 

longitudinal research is recommended and suggestions for how to conduct future 

research is discussed in the full project report available at www.vu.edu.au/the-victoria-

institute/publications  

 

3. Is there value in building a prototype database of effective higher education teaching 

video exemplars that could be further developed to build professional learning activities 

around them? 

 

 Findings from this project indicate that both experienced permanent and sessional staff 

valued having videos of effective higher education teaching to analyse and draw upon. It 

is likely that a database of effective Australian higher education video exemplars that 

focuses on a repertoire of teaching strategies illustrating effective teaching practices 

being taught across a range of disciplines would make a valuable contribution to higher 

education professional learning programs and would improve the quality of learning and 

teaching. Ideally, video exemplars of effective higher education teaching should also 

include a set of clear teaching standards and encourage supportive peer observation 

with accompanying observation frameworks that educators could use to reflect on their 

own and colleagues’ practice in order to raise the quality of learning and teaching. 

https://www.vu.edu.au/the-victoria-institute/publications
https://www.vu.edu.au/the-victoria-institute/publications
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Project impact, dissemination and evaluation 

Impact 
This project has had a positive impact for project team members and the sector more 

generally. All participants who were trained with the AVID teaching strategies reported that 

they continued to use the AVID explicit teaching strategies after the project ended as they 

felt using the explicit teaching strategies was improving their teaching and consequently, 

student learning. Since the conclusion of the official data collection period, participants have 

subsequently reported additional positive changes to their learning and teaching practice. 

These educators reported that students’ feedback in their 2015 Unit and Course Teaching 

Evaluations was more positive and they received higher satisfaction ratings than in previous 

years. AVID’s explicit teaching strategies and the AVID professional learning model has 

subsequently been implemented in a second VU College for delivery in 2016. Key staff in 

those units attended the AVID Summer Institute in December 2015 and will implement a 

new, revised unit with AVID’s student-centred, high engagement teaching strategies 

embedded throughout. The educators are using the collaborative strategies to work as a 

team and will meet weekly to ensure their teaching across the unit is consistent, highly 

engaged and student focused.  

The relevance of customising a USA-developed university readiness system for an Australian 

context shows potential for growth. Having attended a presentation by members of the 

project team on the AHE project, another university in Melbourne has requested AHE 

training for several groups of staff across that university. Customised workshops will be 

provided on site in 2016.  

A significant impact of this project is a connection between the Victoria Institute and 

Professor Eric Mazur, Harvard University, winner of the 2014 Minerva Prize. The Minerva 

Academy is an honorary institution “dedicated to promoting and rewarding extraordinary 

advancements and innovation in higher education teaching around the world” 

http://institute.minervaproject.com/ Professor Mazur has invited the project leader to 

collaborate and develop a professional learning program for building high engagement 

learning and teaching strategies with peer support using electronic, interactive e-texts. 

On a personal level, participating in this project assisted another VU staff member to 

achieve promotion to Associate Professor. Two staff members from Health and Biomedicine 

published or are in the process of publishing academic papers that focus on the learning and 

teaching of their discipline rather than their usual publication field of discipline content. 

Interdisciplinary research partnerships focused on improving learning and teaching across 

disciplines including Business, Health and Biomedicine, Education, Creative Arts and Science 

developed and are continuing as a result of this project. Similarly, at ECU, several staff have 
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been professionally acknowledged and rewarded with a university prize for their work that 

acknowledged their contributions to this OLT project.  

Dissemination 
To date, the project has yielded two published journal articles, one international conference 

presentation, and two related articles published in the international e-publication, The 

Conversation with very high impact results. Two more journal papers are being written 

based on this project and it is anticipated that they will be submitted for publication in 2016. 

The two case studies are available for download from the project website. The prototype 

website with video examples of educators using AVID’s explicit teaching strategies in 

different contexts is available at www.vu.edu.au/the-victoria-institute/publications. A 

summary of these outputs can be found earlier in this report. 

Evaluation 
A reference group was established and met at critical points during the research. The 

reference group members included AVID Center AHE curriculum and staff developers, the 

Dean of an Education faculty from a university external to this project, and project team 

members from both case study universities. An external evaluator was appointed to the 

project and his summative report was prepared at the conclusion of the research period. 

Suggestions for further research and development 
Further research is needed to determine the best mix of generic versus discipline-specific 

professional learning models. Future research could build on developing the video 

exemplars of explicit teaching strategies with online professional learning modules. A digital 

repository could be developed to showcase illustrations of effective higher education 

practice. The Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership has developed a digital 

repository to exemplify effective school teaching that illustrates the Australian professional 

teaching standards and shows how effective teaching develops by career stage in different 

subject areas, see: http://www.aitsl.edu.au/australian-professional-standards-for-

teachers/illustrations-of-practice/find-by-career-stage. 

Further examples of effective higher education teaching could be gathered from across 

disciplines to build a prototype website demonstrating how a digital repository with 

illustrations of highly effective higher education teaching could provide continuous, online 

professional learning activities for higher education educators. Further research should also 

be conducted to elicit the return on investment to universities, students and the economy 

from investing in professional learning for higher education educators over time. 

Conclusion 
This project investigated whether a US professional learning program, AVID for Higher 

Education that uses a teaching and learning framework of high engagement, explicit 

teaching strategies, could be customised and implemented in the Australian context to raise 

https://www.vu.edu.au/the-victoria-institute/publications
http://www.aitsl.edu.au/australian-professional-standards-for-teachers/illustrations-of-practice/find-by-career-stage
http://www.aitsl.edu.au/australian-professional-standards-for-teachers/illustrations-of-practice/find-by-career-stage
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the level of engagement in teaching for sessional and permanent staff. We investigated 

whether more engaged teaching improved students’ levels of engagement and success in 

large first year foundation units that had previously sustained high rates of failure.  

 

We analysed any change over time on educators’ teaching capabilities and their identities as 

educators given that, traditionally, teaching has not been as highly valued as research in 

universities. This project sought to give voice to the professional teaching experience and 

professional learning needs of these educators. An unanticipated finding was that although 

sessional staff appreciated being paid to attend professional learning activities, of greater 

value to them was the act of being included in a professional learning community at their 

university. Several participants stated that the initial professional learning activities opened 

up opportunities for them to collaborate with permanent staff on unit redesign in a way 

that valued their expertise, and this positively impacted their personal and professional 

identities as educators.  

  

The research found that the impact of the AHE professional learning program improved 

educators’ capabilities and sense of identity as an educator, particularly for those educators 

with little or no formal teaching training. Every unit in which the AHE strategies were 

implemented with fidelity experienced significant improvement in student achievement and 

evaluation data. This finding indicates that for universities there is potentially a significant 

return on investment to improve both student learning and teaching outcomes by 

implementing high quality, ongoing, scaffolded professional learning for sessional and 

permanent teaching staff.  

 

The research also identified the need for Australian video exemplars of effective higher 

education teaching to be created for higher education staff with little or no teaching training 

in order for them to be able to see a variety of examples and learn what effective higher 

education teaching in their discipline might look like.  

 

Consistent with findings in the Southwell (2012), Devlin et al (2012), and Harvey (2014) 

reports, findings from this research identified the need for universities that are serious 

about improving the quality of teaching to commit resources and foster a change of culture, 

which encompass both teaching and institutional factors. 

 

Changing higher education teaching practices will take time. All students deserve high 

quality teaching. To achieve this consistently requires a commitment by universities to 

actively demonstrate to teaching staff that they will value the investment educators make 

to improve their teaching. Old academic cultures catered for an elite group of students who 

were likely to succeed regardless of how they were taught. With more diverse groups of 

students now entering universities, highly effective teaching must be prioritised to ensure 

all students can succeed in their learning.  
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Appendix B: VU Case Study 
This vignette describes how AHE strategies were incorporated and practiced in one of the 

foundation units in the College of Arts, which is compulsory for several courses and typically 

has a large enrolment of about 450 students. This unit aims to build a strong foundation of 

core academic skills and academic metacognition. After participating in AHE professional 

learning sessions, a team of teaching staff decided to strategically embed AHE learning and 

teaching strategies for each of the 12 weeks of lectures and tutorials. They worked together 

with the two AVID staff developers to realign the curriculum. The unit coordinator, who is a 

permanent staff member with 14 years of higher education teaching experience, together 

with two of the sessional tutors who had a maximum five years of teaching experience, all 

participated in at least three AHE sessions. The unit coordinator had also participated in 

additional AHE sessions in previous years. One of the sessional and experienced tutors did 

not attend any of the AHE sessions, but was team teaching with colleagues who participated 

in several AHE professional learning activities.  

In semester one, 2013, the team taught this foundation unit together. In the first four 

weeks, like ECU, they focused in particular on gradually introducing community building 

activities. One of the tutors reported: 

...It was insane, it was absolutely unbelievable how quickly rapport was built, 

how people were relating to me differently themselves, definitely there was this 

air of just honesty and connection and mutual support that I don’t think I often 

see until weeks, weeks in once people opened up a bit more, and it was instant 

from first class and I thought that was unbelievable. (VU tutor #) 

Later in the semester, different metacognitive frameworks such as Bloom’s Taxonomy 

(Bereiter & M., 1998; Krathwohl, 2002) and Costa’s Levels of Questioning (Costa, 1985), 

were introduced. By week four they started using strategies to promote critical thinking 

through discussion and dialogue using Socratic Seminars, Philosophical Chairs and World 

Café activities. Throughout the unit AHE strategies were used to develop critical reading and 

writing skills in the context of the unit’s topics.  

The unit coordinator used two interviews, one conducted during the project and the second 

after the completion of the project, to reflect on the AVID experience. The training resulted 

in two significant changes to the unit coordinator’s teaching. First, more intentional and 

consistent explanations were given to students about the purpose of all activities 

undertaken in the class. Second, intentional and explicit introductions were used for the 

community-building activities beyond the first week of class. These two aspects together 

with consistently using some of the other strategies, have had a significant impact on 

students’ engagement. The unit coordinator observed an important effect on the way the 

tutors now teach and collaborate. Having the common AHE framework has encouraged the 
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team to reflect and discuss their teaching experiences regularly using a shared language, 

which was not a practice they had engaged in previous to participating in the AHE training.  

All teaching staff spoke very positively about their AHE professional learning experience. 

One stated: 

So my experience of it, well personally it gave me a greater sense of control and 

also confidence in knowing what to do to sort of make sure engagement is high 

and get good outcomes out of students. In terms of how students experienced it, 

they were incredibly engaged, motivated. You don’t see people sitting around 

kind of just daydreaming when everyone has to stand and contribute to 

something and you’re on a team, you know what I mean? (VU teaching staff #) 

The pass rates for this unit have risen significantly from 53% (N=58) in 2012 to 81.01% 

(N=179) in 2013 after AHE strategies were embedded. An observation shared by all tutors in 

the unit was that the improvement in the pass rates is indicative of more engaged students 

who are responding well to their new interactive approach to learning and teaching.  

Table 3: VU Arts unit pass rates  

2012 2013 2014 

53% (N=58) 81.01% (N=179) 72.41% (N=145) 
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Appendix C: ECU Case Study 
The team at ECU focused their implementation of AVID on one of their first year core units. 

The unit’s main subject was creativity, however, being a first year core unit it also aimed to 

develop academic practices and metacognition. This feature was recognised as particularly 

well aligned with the AVID learning and teaching framework.  

The typical cohort enrolled in this unit comprised a significant number of non-traditional 

students studying different majors from across the University. There were four staff 

members teaching this unit at the time of this research, two of them as permanent staff 

with at least 12 years of teaching experience and two sessional staff with at least five years 

of teaching experience. None of them had any relevant previous teaching training or 

qualifications. They all participated in AHE training, two of them in six sessions, and the 

other two in at least three sessions.  

After the initial session, the unit coordinator analysed the unit’s curriculum to incorporate 

AHE learning and teaching strategies, and invited the sessional staff to contribute to that 

review process. Sessional staff commented that they felt a greater sense of commitment to 

the unit and felt valued as colleagues from their inclusion in this process. The AVID staff 

developers and the Associate Dean Teaching and Learning also provided support for this 

process.  

The first significant change was an introduction of gradual community building strategies, 

which were incorporated into the first four weeks of the unit instead of only in week one. 

Tutors observed that these strategies were initially met with resistance from students (“it’s 

a waste of time”). Tutors persisted and following the AVID principle of explicit teaching 

which entails explicitly explaining to students the purpose of any given activity. Tutors 

reported that the inclusion of the additional community building activities made a 

significant, positive difference in the level of students’ engagement. Tutors spoke about the 

students’ responsibility for learning increasing significantly from using the AHE strategies. 

They felt that this greater responsibility came particularly from having established stronger 

personal relationships within the class, more collaborative activities, and conveying an 

explicit purpose for learning tasks. One of the tutors explained how he experienced the 

impact of using AHE explicit teaching strategies: 

I think it lets them in more. I think that allows them to feel more comfortable. But 

also, the flip side of that is it puts more onus and responsibility on them…. But when 

you give them that idea that they’ve actually got control and a bit of power, they run 

with that and they turn in work that’s just exceptional. (ECU tutor #) 

The second change involved the incorporation of more scaffolded critical reading strategies. 

Previously students in this unit were disengaged regarding their reading assignments. They 

planned to use AVID’s critical reading and writing strategies in weeks 2, 3 and 4, 
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incorporating a number of scaffolded, collaborative reading activities with non-traditional 

texts. Tutors reported that using these strategies resulted in more engaged students and 

consequentially a more satisfying teaching experience.  

All of the staff found the AHE training very beneficial, and one of them stated: 

It’s been a major factor in my rediscovering my love of teaching, but also my 

ambition to want to do more of it. (ECU staff member #) 

For the staff with more than a decade of teaching experiences, learning about AHE teaching 

strategies meant acquiring a very useful set of practices and a consolidation and 

improvement of strategies they had been using already. 

One of the participants reflected upon the strategies:  

They give you some structure and they provide you a safe base from which to then 

explore teaching. So it allows you to sort of formalise and operationalize your 

teaching in such a way, that you're not having to worry about what you're doing in 

the classroom. (ECU staff member #) 

For the staff with little teaching experience this professional learning experience had a 

significant impact on their engagement with their teaching, their sense of capability and 

feelings of confidence. One of the sessional tutors reflecting on the continuous aspect of 

AVID training pointed out the importance of this type of professional learning in relation to 

their own need for a professional learning community: 

The refresher things are important. Repetition only in the sense that you come back 

to that same space. The space itself, I think, is very important. Because as a sessional 

staff member, I get my three hours at university this semester, because I’ve only got 

the one class. I don’t get a chance to talk much or interact much with other teachers. 

So for that reason, it’s incredibly valuable. (ECU sessional tutor #) 

Student evaluation survey data was shared by the unit coordinator, who is an experienced 

higher education teacher. The data show a significant improvement on most items in the 

survey, which was attributed to using AHE strategies. In the table below are data on the 

most relevant items in the survey.  
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Table 4: Selected Items from ECU Student Evaluation Survey 

Student evaluation survey  2012 pre-AVID 2013 2014 

(relevant items) Agree % 

I am satisfied with this unit 54 83 76 

This unit extended my learning 71 88 84 

This unit challenged my thinking 73 93 85 

 

In the students’ evaluation survey, one of the students affirmed the experience that the 

tutors had described in their observations about the change in their students’ level of 

engagement: 

The tutorials generated my confidence and diminished my fear of public 

speaking due to an extremely clear understanding of each week’s unit topic. The 

tutorial discussions were stimulating as majority of the class seemed very 

engaged and I made friends who share similar interest as I. (ECU student survey 

respondent #) 


