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Introduction
This paper considers the implications for staff in Scottish higher education and their development
needs in light of the changing local and global environment in which the higher education sector
operates.
Part 1 focuses on the nature of these challenges in terms of what one might call the 'big issues'
that confront staff.
Part 2 focuses on what the implications of these changes might be for managing a staff
development so that staff are able to meet the challenges of a corresponding curricular change.
The concluding section draws together these twin focuses through a set of questions that the
sector needs to address.

Part 1: Challenges
The curriculum is not a static artefact but rather an evolving and changing set of knowledge
and practices (Hyun, 2011). Some of the major forces that are challenging staff in how they
conceptualise and orientate the curriculum are set out below.

Technology
Writing in the context of the 'industrialisation' of higher education in the United States, Schejbal
(2012) argues:
	Higher education has not undergone the kind of disruptive transformation that we have
seen across the world in manufacturing, communications, and other sectors. In this regard,
faculty members live a dual existence. They live in a 21st century society, one that is highly
dependent on mechanization and automation. Yet faculty members continue to conduct
their work as artisans. Each faculty member is an independent creator. Intellectual property
is sacrosanct, nonreplicable, and highly ethereal. Once spent in a classroom, it has to be
re-created by the artisan him or herself. (pp 5-6)
However, Schejbal goes on to set out the kinds of challenges to the 'academic as artisan' model
through the changes in technology and online provision, coupled with cost-reduction measures,
that are affecting the nature of the curriculum and how higher institutions are run (as businesses).
These include, for example, the increasing availability of 'off-the-peg' online courses offered
through large and economically powerful universities as well as large publishing companies. Such
courses can be offered for free, or in the case of publishers can involve the hire and utilisation of
content experts from anywhere in the world in order to produce materials that can be packaged
at far less cost to students than being taught by academics in a classroom setting. As Schejbal
points out, competition between traditional and new suppliers of these programmes is likely to
be fierce in order to meet the growing demand for higher education across the world. Even if
such developments do not replace the traditional classroom in the near future, these materials can
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nonetheless be customised and taught by non-tenured staff whose labour costs are much less than
those of traditional tenured academics. The trend is therefore one of both traditional on-site and
online provision being increasingly challenged by global competitors.

Globalisation
Lines (2012), writing in this Enhancement Theme series of papers on the topic of 'National and
International Policy Developments in Higher Education', also poses some searching questions about
the increasingly competitive nature of higher education in a globalised environment. He writes:
Increasingly, the assumption that more equals better has been challenged, usually from a
solely economic perspective, amid accusations of 'dumbing down' and degrees of dubious
worth (Altbach, Reisbeg & Rumbley, 2009). In its place there has been a growing emphasis on
international competitiveness through higher quality in both teaching and research, albeit at lower
costs to the state. (p 3)
It is clear that academic staff are being pushed hard to deliver better quality teaching and research
in the face of stiff international competition. Moreover, as Lines also points out, students are now
prepared to use the 'buying power' to leave their home countries and seek the best quality higher
education at the lowest price. Universities are now active international recruiters in a world market
for higher education. This trend is only going to increase and therefore a major challenge for
academic staff and their managers is to position themselves and their institutions in such a way as
to rise to the challenge. It is clear that we will all need to 'up our game', so to speak.

Internationalisation
Associated with the above is the drive to internationalise the curriculum, especially in being able to
offer students opportunities to develop global capabilities that are often identified as valued goals
in the acquisition of graduate attributes. However, it is probably fair to say that the extent to which
home students develop a sense of intercultural competence during their time in higher education
is variable (Turner, 2009). Four elements commonly associated with internationalisation include
the study of a foreign language, the potential for a period of study abroad, attention to global
environmental and ethical issues, and the presence of international students. Home students do
not routinely participate in the first two elements, most commonly due to the relatively low uptake
of advanced foreign language study in Scottish secondary schools, and perhaps more importantly,
the current economic situation and the financial constraints that impact upon the ability to study
abroad. Nevertheless, there is some scope within the latter two elements to make an impact on
the aspiration to introduce greater scope for the development of intercultural competence and to
better prepare graduates' international employability attributes, as well as for their participation as
global citizens in the twenty-first century (see also Fotheringham, Strickland and Aitchison, 2012).
However, if we take the last element in the list above, one of the most common (if implicit) aims
of higher education is the drive to internationalise local student populations by giving them,
through their studies, 'internationalisation at home' (Deardorff, 2006). The diffuse aim is therefore
to develop intercultural contact opportunities that lie within diverse international cohorts. The
idea that students from different countries and cultures provide a beneficial experience for home
students, while appealing as a broad liberal aim in developing intercultural understanding, is
nonetheless somewhat vague with respect to actual pedagogic practice. It is evident that academic
staff will need to become less provincial in what they offer through the curriculum while at the
same time trying to foster intercultural contact and competence. Engineering this within the
learning experience will therefore become something of a key skill for teaching and support staff.
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Diversity of learners
One of the major success stories of the past decade has been the widening of participation in
higher education, particularly in Scotland, although there is still some debate concerning the
accuracy and nature of the data available (Cohen, Fielding and Waterton, 2010). Notwithstanding
the concerns about measurement indices, it is still the case that there has been a policy drive to
ensure that non-traditional applicants are encouraged and this has an obvious impact on the
diversity of learners that staff encounter and engage with. Such diversity, in terms of gender,
socioeconomic status, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, and disability has been welcomed, not
only in terms of non-discriminatory practice, but also in creating learning communities that are
reflective of higher learning as truly open to different perspectives. This diversity now permeates
the whole organisational culture of higher education and the ways in which students and staff
share responsibility for maintaining the values and insights that it generates (see Harris, 2011).
Brown et al (2012), writing on the 'student perspective' in this Enhancement Theme series of
papers, also draw attention to the need to reform the 'learner journey'. This will require staff to
lead students in their learning rather than trying to control it. However, it is also arguably the
case that this reform is required in order to address the potential risk of a homogenising impulse
to create a 'widening participation student', at the expense of more sophisticated and studentcentred measures that enable all learners to engage with their studies at a more individualised
level (Butcher, Corfield and Rose-Adams, 2012). This personalised approach to learning chimes
with more individualised and holistic approaches seen in schools, and in particular through the
introduction of Curriculum for Excellence.

Curriculum for Excellence
All of the three previous papers in this Enhancement Theme series draw attention to the challenge
for staff posed by the introduction of the 'Curriculum for Excellence' in Scottish education. This
places a requirement on institutions and their staff to offer a higher education experience that
is aligned with this new initiative. School leavers will now enter higher education with new skills
and attributes that are less reflective of the old subject-based school curriculum and more in
keeping with an interdisciplinary orientation. This will mean that they will have had an educational
experience that will enable them to work between disciplines and be versed in more interactive,
innovative and learner-focused modes of learning. This brings Scottish education perhaps closer to
the dream of the rebel educationist R F MacKenzie, who for so long argued against the tradition
of schooling as being a matter of being there 'tae learn an dae whit ye're telt'. Such a tradition,
in which the curriculum was based on learning authoritative subject knowledge, was taught with
little relevance to the lives of pupils. For MacKenzie, it was the curriculum that was at the root
of the problem - a standardised product that was not suited to the needs of pupils, and where
subjects were regarded as though they were the ends and not the means of education. There are
perhaps traces of this tradition still in the classrooms of higher education institutions, and it is the
case that some teaching staff will need to move further than others in aligning their approach to
pedagogy with a more learner-focused and less subject-focused orientation.
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Part 2: Changes
There are three major changes resulting from the above that affect staff in higher education in
terms of engaging with the curriculum and learners.

Online learning spaces
Schejbal (2012) has outlined the challenges that online education, artificial intelligence and market
pressures are bringing to the world of higher education. There is no 'putting the genie back in
the bottle', so to speak. Technological change is accelerating and staff will need to get up to
speed. This will inevitably mean that teaching staff will need to become better at designing online
materials and interactive learning environments for students. It will not be enough to be familiar
and conversant with virtual learning environments, or even to move away from using such facilities
as storage spaces for materials. Designing curricular materials for interactivity is arguably becoming
a necessity in a world where people are increasingly immersed in interactive online environments.
It would seem sensible for educators to explore and exploit the possibilities that such environments
offer for higher education.
However, working with learning technology is not something that requires a slavish commitment
to offering the latest product to all just in order to keep up with the pace of advancing technology.
Different groups of students - in terms of programmes of study, stages in the educational process,
and individual personal circumstances - require different sorts of technological support. Cost
pressures aside, the technology needs to be tailored to the requirements of particular students.
In others words, the online curriculum is not all or nothing; its depth of coverage and what it
is used to do require careful planning of the part of teaching staff. This means that teaching
staff will need to work more closely with online course developers than they have been. Some
of this work may involve short-term projects with specialist software, other work may require
longer-term relationships and working arrangements between teachers and technologists. This
will require institutions to plan staff development accordingly and to move beyond a situation
where individual academic staff members are expected to have baseline IT competence. Such
a model often does little to enable staff to fully grasp the benefits of new technologies and IT
products as vehicles for learning. There are sometimes enthusiasts and IT champions who carry
forward developments, but many staff, although they may want to utilise these new products,
rarely have the time to devote to finding out what they offer or how they could apply them. Staff
development in IT will therefore require a much greater prominence than it is currently given.

Physical learning spaces
Although there is a temptation to apply a futurist's eye to the expanding nature of technology
in the transformation of learning, there is obviously still a space for the physical learning space.
This may involve teaching staff and students, students and support staff, or students interacting
with each other. Schejbal draws attention to the ways in which online learning is becoming
linked to the functional requirements of certification in order for students to possess the necessary
credentials to undertake employment. Indeed it was Collins (1979) who first pointed out the drift
towards and dangers of a 'credential society', in which competition for qualifications as an index
of human capital becomes paramount. To put it bluntly, the certificate - the piece of paper - is
considered as being of more (exchange) value than the educational experience behind it. This is
what R F MacKenzie often rallied against within the school education system.
Higher education is more than just the awarding of certificates to verify what, or how well,
someone has learned. We have witnessed in the previous Enhancement Theme the focus of
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graduate attributes. Attributes such as working in teams, being able to present complex arguments
and information, and thinking on one's feet are skills that are best developed within the immediacy
of classroom interaction, as well as in less formal learning spaces such as group project work outside
the classroom. The planned learning that goes on in the physical environment, be it the classroom,
laboratory, or open learning space needs to be much more carefully thought out in terms of
what we want students to be able to do in these environments. In other words, bringing students
together in physical learning spaces will require more than simply sitting and listening to lectures.
Instead, it will require a much greater focus on what sorts of activities take place in these spaces.
Such a focus on active rather than passive modes of learning is something that many teaching staff
are familiar with in relation to blended learning and how they apportion class contact and online
learning activities. However, this will require greater strategic input in terms of the ways in which
the outcomes associated with different modalities of learning are related to the requirements of
the curriculum and the development of graduate attributes.
Indeed, the planning of new physical infrastructures in higher education institutions, or
repurposing and remodelling existing ones, is something that will require much greater
coordination of staff input: estates staff, senior managers, teaching staff and administrators.
What kinds of classrooms or open-plan learning spaces, in terms of layout or flexibility, are best
suited to the encouragement and accomplishment of particular learning outcomes? How can
accommodation be utilised efficiently in terms of, for example, one or two-hour classes or blocked
use for students on particular courses within the teaching year?
As Wilson and Randall argue (2012, p 3), there is a need to consider 'the convergence of
pedagogy, space and technology' in order to provide a set of learning principles to guide the
design process. This involves gathering information and analysis prior to the design of the space,
as well as ongoing assessments of new learning spaces to inform improvements to current spaces
or in assisting with the design of future ones.

Staff team working
A shift is now well underway from an emphasis on disciplinary knowledge and concepts (what
students know) to broadly defined capabilities or attributes (what students are able to do with
what they know), in order to ensure that graduates have the skills needed to be citizens in the
twenty-first century and to enhance their employability (see Gunn, Bell and Kafmann, 2010; Nicol,
2010; Moir, 2010; Hounsell, 2011; Pegg, Waldock, Hendy-Isaac, and Lawton, 2012).
However, for the most part, it is still the case that academic staff tend to associate themselves
with their disciplines rather than their institutions and the diversity of curricular missions implied.
In a global higher education sector that has witnessed rapid institutional change, disciplinary
affiliation can perhaps seem like the one constant that defines academic identity (see Cummings
and Finkelstein, 2012). Yet we have seen that growing internationalisation and globalisation,
as well as the introduction of 'Curriculum for Excellence' in Scotland, has meant that there is a
need for the curriculum to be viewed in process rather than content terms (see Fotheringham,
Strickland and Aitchison, 2012, as well as Amundsen and Wilson, 2012). It is arguably the case
that many academic staff still have some way go in escaping the 'silo mentality' of disciplinary or
departmental allegiance, and that the focus on the learner journey requires working with staff in
other disciplines in order to produce meaningful and managed learning pathways for students.
Therefore, despite the trend towards encouraging students to work together in interdisciplinary
teams, there has not perhaps been the same managed focus on staff team working across various
disciplines, institutional roles, and cross-institutional collaborations (Jones, Lefoe, Harvey and
Ryland, 2012). This is not to say that there has been little activity in this kind of interdisciplinary
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team working. As Whitchurch (2008) has pointed out with respect to non-academic staff, broadly
based extended projects have developed across the higher education sector that have breached
traditional institutional boundaries. These have included aspects such as student support and
welfare, enterprise partnerships, and professional development. Whitchurch goes on to consider
the ways in which there has been a shift towards more cross-boundary and unbounded activity
that is innovative rather than being locked into traditional institutional bureaucratic structures.
This kind of work can create new and more efficient ways of working and better understanding
between colleagues. However, it can also enhance curricular development and support. This is
clearly an area of change management that requires greater attention in the sector.

Issues for intra and inter-institutional discussion
In looking across these challenges, and the changes required to meet them, it is evident that there
needs to be a managed alignment between these issues and the crucial 'people dimension' of
enhancing academic and professional activity to ensure that staff engage with them. Associated
with these are implications for professional identities for the functioning of higher education
institutions and the need to help staff deal with the pace of such change. With this in mind, the
following questions should help stimulate some discussion and debate about the way ahead.
Although there are no easy solutions to these questions, we cannot afford to duck them.
•

How can we manage the alignment of curricular challenges and changes with staff
development activities? How will we find the time and resources to do this?

•

How can we ensure that different staff groups are able to voice a curricular perspective on their
role? How might this play out in terms of the dynamic institutional working arrangements and
organisational culture?

•

Can we effectively offset the cost of class contact modes of learning with 'off-the-peg' online
courses? Can we ensure a customised curriculum as well as utilising other commercial or even
free online products?

•

In the face of national and international competition, how far do we go in seeking interinstitutional collaboration in curricular innovation, both at national and international levels? To
what extent should these projects be based on a 'bottom up' academically driven approach or
a 'top down' institutional management approach?

•

What mechanisms can we put in place for staff to encourage them to keep in touch with
stakeholder interests and maintain a grounded curriculum? What challenges or opportunities
does this pose for disciplinary allegiances? Are we trying to foster an interdisciplinary
curriculum or a transdisciplinary one?
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