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Formal and implicit conceptions of authenticity in university teaching

This particular study is part of a larger research project that investigates the complex relationships between teacher identity and generic graduate outcomes.  However, this larger context, albeit important, is not the focus of the present study. In exploring identity we distinguished it from authenticity, whereby we considered the latter to be a sub-theme of the former.  Our understanding was that although we construct our identities according to the recognition we gain from others, it is possible to move towards a more authentic identity through awareness and reflection.
‘Authenticity in teaching’ has been recognized as an important yet under-researched phenomenon. Hence, we delved into some of the related philosophical and educational literature. We identified six dimensions of ‘Authenticity in teaching’:
A
Being sincere, candid or honest
B
Being ‘true to oneself’ (e.g., in a Heideggerian sense)
C
Being ‘true to oneself’ (in a critical social theory sense, e.g., Adorno)
D
Constructing an identity around ‘horizons of significance’ (e.g., Charles Taylor, 1991; Grimmet and Neufeld, 1994)
E
Care for the subject and interest in engaging students with the subject around ideas that matter (e.g., Palmer; Taylor)
F
A process of becoming sustained though critical reflection on core beliefs and premises (Cranton, 2001)

Data were collected through interviews and repertory grids (Kelly, 1955) from nine academic teachers and their undergraduate students at a research-intensive university. In this specific study we focus on the ‘pure’ side of our research seeking a deeper understanding of the meaning of authenticity in teaching by analysing the literature and juxtaposing these formal conceptions to those explicit and implicit conceptions offered by academic teachers and their students. This allowed us to firstly, understand the essential aspects of authenticity and how these are critical for effective teaching; secondly, how teachers think of effective teaching, the value they attribute to authenticity, and the extent to which fulfil the criteria of authenticity; and thirdly, what students value in their teachers that can be linked to authenticity.
Repertory grids were analysed both individually and in groups (Jankovicz, 2004) allowing insights into teachers’ self-concept as well as into their conceptions of authenticity. Semi-structured interviews with academics from three disciplines explored whether their own sense of authenticity had changed since they became academics and the factors they believe enable authenticity as teachers.  46 undergraduate students in these academic teachers’ courses also completed rep grids and were asked in focus groups what they think authenticity in teaching means, whether they think it is important to their learning and whether and if so how their teacher was authentic.
The study provides deep insight into the meaning of authenticity in teaching and also how and why it is important.
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