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Introduction

Emerging socio-cultural understandings of work and learning offer tools for reshaping our analysis of disciplinary academic practice, which has been dogged by arguments about distinctions between teaching and research, the classification of various forms of scholarship, and the extent to which ‘generic’ understandings of teaching and learning can illuminate academic work in any meaningful way.

‘Work and learning’ has developed as a theoretical focus internationally over recent years (e.g. Hager and Hawke, 2005), although this development has as yet had little impact on HE research.  The paper sets out to explore how analyses from this emergent field can help to overcome some of the dichotomies and conceptual obstacles encountered in researching academic practice.
Methods

This is a conceptual paper but draws upon data and analysis from two completed empirical studies. The first involved 15 extended interviews with academics across a range of disciplines, and focused on the construction of academic identity; the second traced the disciplinary trajectories and experiences of a group of academics from one adult education department, following their dispersal across different disciplinary and institutional worksites.  Both studies utilised methods and understandings developed in the field of ‘work and learning’, employing anthropological and other socio-cultural analyses of workplace learning (e.g. Rogoff, 1995; Chappell et al, 2003).   The methodology of the second study in particular was strongly influenced by actor-network theory (e.g. Callon,1986; Nespor, 1994), and was designed to test pervasive understandings of educational practices as sets of work skills which could be unproblematically transplanted from one work setting to another.
Discussion

These studies illustrate the force of disciplinary actor-networks and the inadequacy of ‘acquisitional’ educational metaphors to explain academic work (Sfard, 1998).  It is suggested that disciplinary work should instead be conceived of as social practice involving teachers, students, researchers in changing actor-networks over time and space.  The use of particular socio-cultural analyses of academic practice as learning at work enables us to delineate the powerful actor-networks of disciplines, recognise their force in the construction of academic identity and practice, and consider how disciplinary frameworks can be utilised by academic practitioners to understand their own practice.
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