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are explored and factors that impact on creativity in teaching and learning are also examined.

CITATION: Wahr, Fiona, McAspurn, Elizabeth, Hadgraft, Roger & Gray, Kathleen (2005) Great Idea! But how do we do
it? Mobilising internal networks to get innovative projects off the ground. In: Dirk HR Spennemann & Leslie Burr (eds),
Guood Practice in Practice. Proceedings of the Student Experience Conference 5-7th September "05. Wagga Wagga, NSW: Charles Sturt

University. Pp. 24-31.

Student progress and retention are considered
measures of student academic success. They
are also two of the eight measures currently
used by the Australian Government to monitor
the performance outcomes of Australian uni-
versities (DEST, 2005). Supported student
transition is recognised as a key factor influen-
cing student progress and retention (Carey,
2005; Moxley, Najor-Durack, & Dumbridgue,
2001) and hence, improvements to student
transition are integral to student progress and
retention.

The Science, Engineering and Technology
(SET) Portfolio at RMIT University, Mel-
bourne, Australia has nominated improvement
to student transition as one of its three teach-
ing and learning priorities for 2005. A number
of relevant activities have been established with
this aim, that is, to improve student experience
and success, in addition to and subsequently to
improve performance outcome.

The ten schools within SET currently pro-
vide standard transition activities including ori-
entation to facilities and services, I'T induction
and training, social events and access to learn-
ing support. In 2005, each school has nomi-
nated a project to address a specific student
transition need. These have included evaluation
of orientation programs, an eatly intervention
program for students ‘at risk’ and improving
student articulation between TAFE and higher
education programs. A part-time teaching and
learning project officer has been dedicated to
collectively support these projects.

A transition priority for the School of Civil
and Chemical Engineering (SoCCE) is the suc-
cessful progression of non-English speaking
background (NESB) students, both local and
international.

A recent internal RMIT report (2005a) has
identified the key reason for specific cohorts of
students to cancel from their programs. Inter-

national onshore NESB students are more
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likely to report “academic difficulties” and do-
mestic NESB students are “more likely to say
the program was ‘not what they expected’ *
(RMIT, 2005a, p.1). This is consistent with the
anecdotal findings of SoCCE staff who have
previously found these students lack the Eng-
lish language and learning skills necessary to
successfully engage in their program of study.
(Note: RMIT terminology denotes a sequence
of units of study leading to an award as a pro-
gram and the individual units of study as
courses.)

To address this priority, SOCCE has identi-
tied a project to develop and offer an English
for Academic Purposes (EAP) credit-bearing
course, contextualised to teach and/or consoli-
date the English language and learning skills
specifically required to successfully engage in
the core courses undertaken by first year stu-
dents.

In this paper, we firstly provide a back-
ground for the importance of innovation in
teaching and learning to respond to student
needs and suggest approaches for doing this.
Secondly, we outline the actions, hurdles, nego-
tiations and resolutions experienced by the
project team using the case study of taking the
idea for the EAP course and actioning it to the
approval stage within an eight-week window of
time. Finally, we examine the role of internal
networks in the success or otherwise of the
project and how these can be mobilised for
rapid and effective responses to innovative
teaching and learning ideas.

EVIDENCE BASED CONTINUOUS IMPROVE-
MENT AND ACTION RESEARCH
Our commitment to continuous improvement
encourages and provides the impetus to better
understand the student experience and to find
students’ learning
needs. This professional commitment is re-
inforced at the organisational level by internal
and external management drivers in the collec-
tion and reporting of performance measures
and improvements (AUQA, 2005; DEST,
2005).

Further than just monitoring, Carey (2005)
says in relation to student progression and
completion rates, the data must be analysed

innovative solutions to

and used to create new approaches and innova-
tions to teaching and learning; “[I]t matters
whether administrators and faculty monitor
student progress, taking advantage of new data
systems to tease out patterns of student suc-
cess. Successful schools use that information
not only to help individual students but also to
make needed changes in policies and practice”
(Carey, 2005, p.2).

Scott (2001) supports the need to link im-
provements to relevant data and further, refers
to the constancy of the need for change in re-
sponse to changing data, as the relationship be-
tween “continuous quality improvement and
innovation” and “effective change manage-
ment” (Scott, 2001, p.2). The resulting applica-
tion of these combined processes, amongst
other factors, produces “evidence-based action
priorities” including research into what others
are doing in the field, recognises that there is
some inherent uncertainty in the change pro-
cess, and takes an “action oriented” approach
which includes on-going monitoring, evalu-
ation and further improvement, and the cre-
ation of learning from this work. Scott (2001)
refers to the methodology as a workplace ac-
tion research approach.

Similarly, Cherry’s model of action research
is a “continuous cycle of planning, action and
review of the action” (Cherry, 1999, p.1). Like
Scott’s model it results in improvement and
learning; providing “an opportunity for a dif-
ferent kind of knowledge -making: the creation
of knowledge by taking what is already known
and applying it in conditions that are different”
(Cherry, 1999, p.23). The project team in taking
existing knowledge and understanding of the
transition needs of NESB students and apply-
ing them to the development of the new EAP
program used an action research approach.

Scott’s (2001) work links innovation and
change together, which suggests both non-
standard approaches and/or standard ap-
proaches to new situations; hence, his refer-
ence to the uncertainty associated with change.
Cherry (1999) recognises this also, ““ the action
work on offer is by no means assured and is
never a matter of simply following the pro-
gram, rolling out the plan or joining up the
dots.” (Cherry, 1999, p.17). Additionally, both
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acknowledge there are factors outside of the
control of the action researcher.

In a university setting, acting on an innova-
tive idea for change requires planning, secking
approval and implementation which can use
significant resources, and requires a compre-
hensive understanding of how the organisation
works and possibly long lead times. Budget and
policy considerations and organisational poli-
tics can all create a series of unforeseen hurdles
for the action researcher.

Each hurdle needs to be deconstructed into
its elements and these elements must be nego-
tiated, in order for the project to progress.
Thus, a range of skills and areas of expertise is
required, leading to the need for an action team
to undertake action research (Scott, 2001). This
team should be made up of people “already ac-
tive in the area and who are willing to work
collaboratively to develop their common inno-
vation further” (Scott, 2001, p.2). He stresses
the need for the team to be trained in an action
research approach.

Gladwell (2002) in relation to change man-
agement argues there is a point in the change
process “when everything can change” (Glad-
well, 2002, p.8). This is the tipping point. Once
the tipping point has been reached, the existing
conditions make implementation of the change
self-sustainable. Hence, the key task of the
change manager or action tesearchet/team is
to drive the change process to the tipping
point.

The necessary conditions to achieve the
tipping point are set by three elements; appro-
priately skilled people to drive the change, the
nature of the change itself and the appropriate
environment into which to attempt the change
(Gladwell, 2002). The appropriate skills for the
change managers are the ability to make and
maintain strong and relevant yet varied profes-
sional networks, the specialist knowledge to
recognise linkages between aspects of the
change and the ability to be persuasive (Glad-
well, 2002).

In relation to teams Belbin (2004) has
found in addition to a range of attributes such
as leadership (also in Kotter (2001, 1995)), cre-
ativity and intelligence there needs to be “a
good match between the attributes of members

and their responsibilities in the team [and] an
adjustment to the realization of imbalance”
(Belbin, 2004, p.90) within the team. For a
small, yet responsive, team this can mean re-
cognising expertise outside of the group will be
needed. Hence, the network of each team
member becomes an attribute in itself and
must be exploited to make up for gaps in team
skills and/or knowledge.

Whilst referring to corporate alliances,
Kanter (1994) also stresses that successful col-
laborations rely on the strength of the partners
and their commitment to positive outcomes.
Like Belbin (2004), Kanter (1994) also referred
to the range of skills brought by the different
members of the group, saying “neither can ac-
complish alone what both can together”
(Kanter, 1994, p.100).

If a team understands its skill gaps and has
complemented these with established and ef-
fective networks, it can set out with an action
research approach and be flexible enough to
undertake innovative change projects.

CASE STUDY

The opportunity
In the School of Civil and Chemical Engineer-
ing School, up to 40% of students identify as
cither local or international non-English speak-
ing background (RMIT, 2005b). Statistically,
SoCCE student records show student progress
and retention rates for NESB students studying
engineering programs were poorer than the
overall average. SOCCE staff anecdotally re-
ported NESB students’ English skills as par-
ticularly lacking in the areas of written and oral
communication and analytical skills and study-
ing in a second language. Difficulty also occurs
in team-based project work where confidence
in communication in English is important.
Having the required International English
Language Testing System (IELTS) entrance re-
quirement does not guarantee that international
students from non-English speaking back-
grounds (NESB) achieve early success in their
studies, due to gaps in English language and
study skills. Equally, local NESB students are
recognised as having special needs in these
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arcas. For instance, in regard to learning

Krause et al. (2005) found that NESB students:

*  “have difficulty comprehending the ma-
terial, with 30 per cent agreeing that this is
the case

* have more difficulty adjusting to the style
of university teaching, and

* are more uncomfortable in class discus-

sions.” (Krause et al., 2005, p.75)

A number of SET Schools have strategies
in place to support students in study, profes-
sional and/or communication skill develop-
ment, which can include some support in
English language enhancement. However,
most of these do not formally address the
needs of students who lack the English lan-
guage skills necessary to engage successfully
with program requirements.

Additionally, students can voluntarily access
the RMIT Learning Skills Unit (LSU) where
they can receive English language skills support
and study skills support, including through on-
line materials, one-to-one and small group
teaching or drop-in centre support. LSU staff
have also successfully team taught with con-
text-based lecturers in core courses, focussing
on the needs of NESB students.

The idea

The initial idea was to make a new English for
Academic Purposes (EAP) course available to
NESB engineering students. The course would
be owned and offered by SoCCE, and be
driven by the language and learning needs of its
students. The course would complement stu-
dents’ existing studies by providing language
development skills and approaches to learning
as a NESB student using their other studies as
the learning context, in this case, focusing on
the English requirements of the engineering
programs.

EAP courses are particularly valuable in
terms of building student awareness of, and
abilities in, the discourses (ways of talking,
reading and writing) used in the higher educa-
tion field generally, and where contextualised,
specific discipline areas. These courses are dif-
ferent to general English as a Second Language
(ESL) courses in that they focus on the ‘con-
text-reduced’ language which is often abstract

and more difficult to learn by ‘osmosis’ (Cum-
mins, 1982; Jordan, 1997).

Much research points to the usefulness of
EAP courses, particularly those that are con-
tent-based, that is, those built around a general
discipline area. Kasper (1997) for instance re-
ports improved language and content perform-
ance and higher scores on measures of reading
proficiency among students who have com-
pleted content-based EAP courses. However,
they do more than address language issues;
they address a range of issues in learning in an
unfamiliar learning culture. Ballard (1996,)
states that language problems often mask ‘the
much deeper problems of adjusting to a new
intellectual culture, and new way of thinking
and of processing knowledge to meet the ex-
pectations inherent in the Anglo education sys-
tem” (Ballard, 1996, p.150).

Much research points to the usefulness of
EAP courses, particularly those that are con-
tent-based (those built around a general disci-
pline area). Kasper (1997) for instance reports
improved language and content performance
and higher scores on measures of reading pro-
ficiency among students who have completed
content-based EAP courses.

Using the networks

The action research team

Within SoCCE, the original need to support
NESB students was recognised and responded
to by the SoCCE Director (Teaching and
Learning); a co-author with teaching and learn-
ing and engineering expertise.

At the same time the SET Portfolio was en-
couraging targeted action in relation to improv-
ing student transition, by requiring each School
to identify a project to address the transitional
needs of a particular student cohort. This
brought the involvement of the Manager, Stra-
tegic Teaching and Learning Projects; a co-
author with educational development, teaching
and learning and academic policy and adminis-
tration expertise, who works in the SET Port-
folio office.

Brainstorming based on some initial re-
search suggested a range of possible solutions.
An EAP course was one appropriate solution,
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but it seemed an ambitious option. Its form
and how it might be offered, and by and to
whom were initially unclear.

In the previous year, the University’s
Teaching and Learning Committee had made a
top-down that an EAP
should be developed in each portfolio of the
university. However, the proposal had lan-
guished without a champion. It was recalled
and revived in this case only once a clear need
emerged from focussed staff exploration of
data and practices around supporting student
transition in Schools which recognised the
benefit of embedded support for culturally and
linguistically diverse students.

The initial discussions highlighted the need
of an expert to comment on the English lan-
guage and learning skills aspects and options
within the project. A colleague, a co-author,
from the Learning Skills Unit (LSU), a provider
of services to students from across the Univer-
sity to support their learning, who had previ-
ously supported NESB students was contacted
and agreed to become involved. She also had
close knowledge of EAP courses offered else-
where in the University.

The course could be service taught by
RMIT’s Learning Skills Unit, whose staff have
substantial experience in teaching academic lit-
eracy and supporting NESB students in devel-
oping the English language and study skills
required for higher education study.

The formation of the project team with the
added resource of each members’ own net-
works and commitment to positive outcomes
created the tipping point for the project. Des-
pite the small size of the team, the commit-
ment and networks of each member created
the necessary change environment to progress
the project.

recommendation

The networks
This section briefly describes the process used
by team members to progress the project. It
includes references to the broad expertise ac-
cessed by the team through their networks.
With a narrow window of time, consulta-
tion from across the Portfolio was needed to
determine which other Schools were interested
in collaborating on such a course. Collabor-

ation would involve staff input to contextualise

the course to the needs of students from a

range of programs, resourcing and administra-

tion.

The consultation was organised and facili-

tated by the Manager, Strategic Teaching and
Learning Projects using Portfolio contacts.
Five of the ten Schools were represented at a
meeting where participants provided indica-
tions of interest and raised suggestions and is-
sues with the project team. A possible scenario
for the EAP course had been provided to
School representatives to give some framework
for the discussion. Input and comment from
the other engineering schools was gathered
using existing relationship amongst the respec-
tive Teaching and Learning Directors of these
schools.
To be offered, the course needed to be cost
neutral or return a profit to SoCCE. Financial
projections were needed. The University’s fi-
nance department provided an income and ex-
penses costing based on a model which applied
a range of assumptions prepared by the team.
The assumptions included minimum and
maximum class sizes, teacher skill level and
mode of delivery.
This costing was subsequently not used as the
model could not account for the specifics of
this case. Using the same set of assumptions, a
second costing was prepared by the Manager,
Strategic Teaching and Learning Projects and
validated by the Portfolio’s Finance Manager.
Further expert advice was sought from those
with experience in teaching an existing EAP
course, in another discipline area. School based
content experts, who would advise on how to
contextualise the course to their disciplines,
academic policy experts on what was allowable
within the University’s policy framework and
the approval process, were also involved. This
led to determinations on the following details
about the course:

* The course content would be individually
contextualised to supporting the English
and study skills needed by students in their
other coutses, to ensure that students find
it beneficial, highly relevant and engaging.

* As ecach RMIT undergraduate program re-
quires students to include two or three stu-
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dent electives, whereby students may enrol

in any course offered by the University

(some conditions do apply), the EAP

course could be offered as an elective.

* The timetabling concern that students may
need to take an above load enrolment
would be mitigated by the fact that they
were receiving learning skills support that
they might otherwise have to be resourced
outside of their courses. Additionally, stu-
dents would benefit by lightening their load
later in their program. The EAP course
could be seen as visiting a private tutor for
assistance, not as another course with a
large burden of content to be absorbed.

* The pass only grade status of the course
will make it unattractive to over-qualified
students.

Finally, the course once finalised, needed
ownership. This was left to the Director,
Teaching and Learning in SoCCE to seek the
endorsement from the School and to subse-
quently present the course for Portfolio ap-
proval.

The course has now been approved and
with further implementation work by the pro-
ject team it will be offered in 2006.

WHY WE NEED TO BE RESPONSIVE AND
WHY THERE IS OFTEN A LAG?

Student centred practitioners often use an ac-
tion learning approach to meet the learning
needs of their students. They will regularly
“take the pulse” of the student experience by
collecting feedback to determine what and how
students learn in their classes, courses and pro-
gram (Chickering & Gamson, 1987). They then
come up with continuous improvement and
innovation strategies, to make the student ex-
petience more effective to achieve the learning
objectives of the program. Such strategies may
be modifications of existing practices, applica-
tions of practices from elsewhere, or genuine
innovations, and selection of one over the
other will depend on a range of factors, includ-
ing needs of the various cohorts of student,
degrees of risk attached to various options, the
background and creativity of the practitioner
themselves, and the resources and support
available.

There is often a significant lag between the
conceptions of teaching and learning innova-
tions and their implementation, as they often
require either policy or budgetary responses or
a shift in the culture from traditional modes of
operating in the organization which can impact
on uptake. Knight and Trowler (2000) put this
down to a reduction in the “time, energy and
mental space available to improve teaching and
learning practices” (Knight & Trowler, 2000,
p.71) available to staff for teaching and learning
improvements.

In this case study, the project group has
been able to respond to a complex problem in
a short time. The task was complex because it
required a non-standard response, that is, set-
ting up of a course from another discipline
(English language) within an engineering
school for a particular cohort of students.
There was no existing precedent within the
school for this proposal. It had to be conceived
from the ‘first principles’ of change and project
management (Ciacoppe, 1997; Kotter, 1995)
and innovation was needed (Senge, 1990).
Despite the complexity involved, the time
taken to design the course and have it ap-
proved was approximately eight weeks.

Of greatest importance is that if the project
had not been picked up the by the team mem-
bers and acted upon as described, this project
would not have been attempted this year, and
subsequently, the needs of the student cohort
could not have been addressed in this innova-
tive way.

The importance of internal networks
Knight and Trowler (2000) found that due to
the current inherent pressures on academic
staff ~ “[RJeduced  self-esteem and  self-
confidence reduce the capacity to take risks
and innovate” (Knight & Trowler, 2000, p.72
in teaching and learning. The use of networks
can assist staff to feel better supported in rela-
tion to this work.

This project had a core team of three, each
with different areas of expertise which was
substantially complemented by the team mem-
ber’s own networks. The additional expertise
provided by the combined networks of the



30 Great Idea! But how do we do it?

team members was critical to the success of the
project.

Using networks, such as the consultations,
not only confirmed that NESB students re-
quired targeted strategies to achieve academic
success, but provided invaluable feedback
which assisted the project group to see the
deeper issues to offering the course, including
issues relating to assessment and grading, mode
of delivery, timetabling and the role of existing
support for NESB students.

Using an action research approach, the pro-
ject team consulted within its professional net-
works from which options for the project were
identified and analysed. This subsequently led
to the final form of the EAP course.

Establishing and maintaining internal
networks — valuing skills and abilities
Building networks relies on the range of pro-
fessional and social avenues available to the in-
dividual (Gladwell, 2002) but also it is about
being able to engage them to contribute. This
requires taking the time to build mutual respect
and recognition (Kanter, 1994). For the
authors this occurs through participation in
strategically useful working groups and com-
mittees.

Networks can involve engaging socially and
can be strengthened by such, but do not have
to be to be effective. Knight and Trowler
(2000) note that academic staff do not find the
opportunity to discuss teaching and learning
because of limited opportunities to socialise.
Such opportunities must be created to allow
networks to grow and consolidate. The quali-
ties of collaboration (Kanter, 1994) can be ap-
plied here to really strengthen networks.

Effective governance and management
systems

Strong governance and management systems,
primarily policies, which are rigorous yet flex-
ible, map out frameworks in which staff are
encouraged to innovate. These systems require
boundaries and parameters that are clearly
understood and outcome focused and risk
managing, rather than risk averse. These pro-
vide a form of leadership for the project and in
this case, leadership was provided by the SET

Portfolio’s decision to target efforts to improve
transition and provide the assistance to do so.

CONCLUSION

The use of a range of networks was essential to
the success of this project. The critical mass
created by the combined networks and subse-
quent access to skills and knowledge was able
to negotiate the policy hurdles which can exist
for innovation. Thus, despite the brief time-
frame, the project team was able to successfully
achieve the approval of an innovative new
course for NESB engineering students to en-
hance the student experience and student suc-
cess.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Australian  University Quality Agency (2005).
AUQA Audit Mannal, Version 2.1. Melbourne:
Australian University Quality Agency.

Ballard, B. (1996). Through language to learning:
preparing overseas students for study in the
western universities. In H. Coleman (Ed.). Society
and the Langnage Classroom. Cambridge University
Press: Cambridge.

Belbin, M. (2004). Management teams (2nd ed.). Ox-
ford: Elsevier Butterworth-Heinemann.

Cacioppe, R. (1997). Implementing Successful
Change. Management, June, 1997, 25-28.

Carey, K. (2005). Choosing to improve: Voices from Col-
leges and  Universities with  better graduation rates.
Washington D.C.: The Education Trust.

Cherry, N. (1999), Action research: A pathway to action,
knowledge and learning. Melbourne: RMIT Univer-
sity Press.

Chickering, A. W., & Gamson, Z. F. (1987). Seven
principles for good practice in undergraduate
education. AAHE Bulletin, 39(7), 3-7.

Cummins, J. (1982). Tests, achievement, and bilingual
students. Rosslyn, Vermont: National Clearing-
house for Bilingual Education. (EDRS:
ED238907)

DEST (2005) Review of higher education ontcome perform-
ance indicators. Canberra: Department of Educa-
tion, Science and Training, Australian
Government.

Gladwell, M. (2002). The tipping point: how little things
can make a big difference (2nd ed.). New York:
Back Bay Books / Little, Brown and Company.

Kanter, R. M. (1994). Collaborative advantage: The
art of alliances. Harvard Business Review, July-
August 1994.



Great Idea! But how do we do it? 31

Kasper, L.F. (1997). "The Impact of Content-Based
Instructional Programs on the Academic Pro-
gress of ESL Students’ in English For Specific Pur-
poses, 16/4, (pp 309-320).

Knight, P.T. & Trowler, P.R. (2000). Department-
level cultures and the improvement of learning
and teaching. Swdies in Higher Education 25(1),
70-83.

Kotter, J. (1995). Leading Change: Why Transfor-
mation Efforts Fail. Harard Business Review,
March- April 1995.

Kotter, J. (2001). What leaders really do. Harvard
Business Review, 79(11).

Krause, K., Hartley, R., James, R. & Mclnnis, C.
(2005). The first year experience in Australian universi-
ties: Findings from a decade of national studies. Can-
berra: Department of Education, Science and
Training, Australian Government.

Jordan, R.R. (1997). English for academic purposes: a
guide and resource book for teachers. Cambridge, UK
and New York, NY: Cambridge University
Press.

Moxley, D., Najor-Durack, A., & Dumbridgue, C.
(2001). Keeping students in higher education: Successful
practices and strategies for refention. London: Kogan
Page.

RMIT University (2005a). 2005 Equity and Transition
Projects. Unpublished internal report. Melbourne:
RMIT University.

RMIT University (2005b). Online performance informa-
tion service. http:/ /www.rmit.edu.au/opis Viewed
30 June 2005. RMIT University.

Senge, P. (1990). The fifth discipline. New York: Ran-
dom House.

Scott, G. (2001). ‘Seeing the forest for the trees
Towards a framework for effective change re-
search in education. Innovations in Education and
Training International, 38(1).

AUTHOR CONTACT

Fiona Wahr, Science, Engineering and Technology
Portfolio, RMIT University, PO Box 71, Bundoora,
Victoria, 3083, Australia.

e-mail: fiona.wahr@rmit.edu.au

Elizabeth McAspurn, Learning Skills Unit, RMIT
University, GPO Box 2476V, Melbourne, Victoria
3001, Australia.

e-mail: elizabeth.mcaspurn@rmit.edu.au

Roger Hadgraft, School of Civil and Chemical En-
gineering, RMIT University, GPO Box 2476V,
Melbourne, Victoria 3001, Australia.

e-mail: roget.hadgraft@rmit.edu.au

Kathleen Gray, Science, Engineering and Technol-
ogy Portfolio, RMIT University, PO Box 71, Bun-
doora, Victoria, 3083, Australia.

e-mail: kathleen.gray@rmit.edu.au



