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What was done? 

This project investigated secondments of academic staff to academic development units in two Scottish universities with the aim of sharing practice - through digital stories and online guidance - with other higher education institutions. 

How was it done? 

An online survey requesting information and experiences on secondment practice was designed and developed and made available to the higher education academic development community in Scotland.  14 responses providing a variety of information about current secondment practice were received.

Interviews were conducted in each of our institutions with two secondees, the head of the academic development team or unit in which they were based and senior member of staff with responsibility for strategic direction in relation to academic development or learning and teaching. These interviews were at variance with our original plan as we included interviews with line managers and senior staff to get a perspective on the institutional and strategic rationale for seconding staff. Each of the audio recordings provided invaluable insights as to secondments and the benefits they can bring to an individual, academic development unit and an institution. Some difficult issues were also discussed particularly in relation to ‘going back’ at the end of a secondment. The recordings also captured some valuable information on best practice in relation to the practical issues of arranging secondments. The recordings were all transcribed and themed.

Digital stories were filmed with the four secondees by Edinburgh Napier BA TV 3rd year students. The aim of these four short films was to capture the secondee’s voice in relation to the positive aspects of their experience. Given the enthusiasm of the student cohort asked to create the digital films, we successfully managed to match the SEDA funds enabling us to employ eight students rather than the original four planned. We believe that a pair of students working on each film enabled a richer resource to be developed.

Ethical approval was granted for all aspects of our research.

Why was it done? 

Geopolitical metaphors have proved valuable in enabling us to talk about the relationships between university academic departments and academic development units. Academic developers have been viewed as colonizers (McWilliam, 2002) migrants (Manathunga, 2007 Green and Little, 2011) and travellers negotiating different institutional terrains (Land, 2001). However, the direction of travel under discussion is usually one way, with little attention paid to what happens when colleagues from different parts of the university cross the border in to academic development and become, in the words of Holmes (2012) ‘a stranger in a strange land’. Despite a commonly-held view that benefits ensue, there is limited research into this practice. What values do these ‘strangers’ bring with them? What souvenirs do they carry home? And what footprints do they leave behind? We were keen to investigate assumed benefits including personal-, capacity-, community- and relationship building, encouragement of a mutual understanding by providing academic development practitioners and colleagues in academic schools with insights into each other’s working experiences (Hill 2009) and the nature of the network which secondees, returning to their disciplines, may provide through which academic development work can be progressed. 
Initial reviews show that secondments to academic development units can enhance practice by introducing expertise from different areas of the university and enabling collaborative work on emerging academic strategy or practice. These projects may have a relatively local focus or may impact more widely on a faculty or the whole institution (Gosling, 2001). In addition they may enrich the experiences of both the secondee and their colleagues within their originating and destination units. By enabling staff to work in a different environment and with different colleagues, secondments provide an excellent means of capacity-, community- and relationship- building. This gives academic development practitioners insight into the working experiences of colleagues in academic schools and secondees gain a more informed appreciation of academic development (Hill, 2009). At the conclusion of secondments, secondees provide a useful network through which academic development work can be progressed in schools. 

Secondees also have the opportunity to focus on a sustained piece of work with local support and with a tangible deliverable. They develop their capacity to inquire not only into their learning and teaching, but also into other aspects of academic practice. ‘Inquiry is central to a university, but is all too often confined to the disciplinary domain’ (Brew 2010). This personal development brings confidence and new capabilities and often provides the platform for future professional direction or role change.

Secondments hosted in the Institute of Academic Development at the University of Edinburgh and the Office of the Vice Principal (Academic)’s Professional Development Team at Edinburgh Napier have included:

· Supporting and enhancing the Programme Leader role

· Celebrating and sharing academic practice through the Learning, Teaching and Assessment Resource Bank and awards

· Enabling college and university transition through technology

· Developing online transferable skills modules

· Focusing on alternatives to the research-based MSc dissertation

· Engaging online distance masters students

What effect did it have? 

The research project has brought about a new area of collaboration between  Edinburgh Napier University and the University of Edinburgh and created discussion around the potential of secondments both within and beyond the participating institutions.

How are people hearing about it? 

The results of the study were reported at the following conferences:

SEDA 2013 Spring Teaching Learning and Assessment Conference, Changing Values in Higher Education, Leeds, Friday 17th May 2013
http://www.seda.ac.uk/resources/files/10_Campbell.pdf
Scottish Higher Education Development (SHED) Conference, Thinking Differently: New Approaches to Educational Development in Scotland, Skye, Tuesday, 17th-19th June 2013
International Enhancement Themes Conference, Enhancement and Innovation in Higher Education, 
Glasgow, 11th-13th June 2013
http://www.enhancementthemes.ac.uk/docs/resources/enabling-collaboration-in-curriculum-development-and-innovation-through-cross-university-internal-secondments.pdf?sfvrsn=2
What has been learnt? 

Internal secondment provides many valuable opportunities to the secondees involved, their originating department, the academic development unit to which they are seconded and to the university as a whole. These opportunities include:

· greater mutual understanding of a university and the roles and approaches of academic schools and a central academic development unit

· the development of a sustained piece of work - often of some significance to the institution - which continues to have impact and build momentum after the conclusion of the secondment

· contribution of secondees to strategic activities

· secondees taking on an informal academic development advocate role on their originating departments

· secondees bringing back to their colleagues ideas, resources and approaches including pedagogic practice underpinned by scholarliness

· academic developers gaining greater insight into the realities of day-to-day work of seconded colleagues
Taken together, these opportunities seem to suggest a reconceptualization of academic development that moves beyond the “workshops, courses and events” model and contributes to a more nuanced understanding of how colleagues can develop themselves and contribute to the development of others,while enhancing their contribution to their institution.

The following are important factors to be considered:

· need for strategic support from senior colleagues

· open recruitment v negotiation with managers 

· value of co-location of secondee and academic development colleagues

· value of time and space to focus on development projects

· interplay between staff development and  strategic activity

· potential for broadening and sharing of perspectives

· potential for building bridges and enriching communication

· question of what happens after the secondment

Where might it lead?
We are considering next stages which might include comparison with other models of secondment in Europe and beyond; an investigation of institution-wide change management strategies and an investigation of ex-secondees’ perceptions of themselves as developers, using arts-based inquiry.
What next?

We are currently preparing a paper for submission to the International Journal for Academic Development and 

an article for QAA Scotland Themes in Practice TIP Zone. We have been invited to contribute an article to Educational Developments.
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