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Engaging in the scholarship of academic development practice: facing a challenging agenda.
Introduction

Two contemporary and interrelated forces affecting higher education are (a) the expectation, if not requirement, that educators have precisely and clearly defined performance accountabilities that can be subject to evaluation using robust processes, and (b) the concern to extend and strengthen the body of scholarship-based knowledge available to inform decisions about learning and teaching practices. Academic developers have not been immune to these forces which, in part, account for the sustained introspection and dialogue within the academic development community about what it means to be an academic developer and how the effectiveness of their work might be demonstrated through research. As highlighted in a recent special issue of the International Journal for Academic Development (2007, Vol. 12, No. 1) views amongst the community about academic developer ‘identity’ are wide ranging and vary in clarity, consistency and certainty. And, research-based evidence for the effectiveness of academic development work, in particular when enhanced student learning is deemed its primary purpose, is generally characterized as limited in quality and quality (e.g. Prebble, Hargraves, Leach, Naidoo, Suddaby and Zepke, 2004; Trowler and Bamber, 2005).  Acknowledging unease within the academic developer community about these circumstances and the feelings of vulnerability that they often evoke (I can’t readily define my role, I can’t provide compelling evidence that I do work effectively), a national project is now underway in New Zealand universities which focuses on the relationship between ways of engaging in academic development and their impact on student learning. The project involves staff from academic development centres in all New Zealand universities and focuses on their provision of academic development support for teachers of first year courses and its subsequent impact on the learning of their students. Questions being addressed include:
What impact do teaching and learning enhancement initiatives (TLEIs) developed by academic developers and teachers have on students’ learning experiences and achievement in large first year classes?
How can the impact of academic developers on student learning be determined?
Methods

The methodological challenges that are inherent in any investigation of the relationship between teaching and learning are magnified in this instance because we are investigating two indirect, but potentially contingent, teaching-learning relationships: academic development and teacher learning and teaching and student learning. Further, the sources of potential influence on teachers’ and students’ thoughts and actions are usually multiple and often not controllable by academic developers (Haigh and Naidoo, 2007).  Notwithstanding these challenges, the project is based on an assumption, grounded in an emerging body of scholarship, that it is possible to obtain data that will allow the multiple influences on both teacher and student learning (including academic development initiatives) to begin to be disentangled, differentiated and their impact traced. Exploratory steps that we are taking to achieve this are reviewed.
Discussion

In this paper, we enlarge on the contextual as well as scholarship issues that have prompted the project, discuss the specific challenges that we are continuing to confront and evaluate the extent to which we have been successful in addressing them.






