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Introduction

The original idea for the inaugural learning and teaching research conference at the University of Salford was inspired by the enthusiasm and interest which met the launch of the Learning and Teaching Research Network, the objectives of which were to enhance scholarship and build research capacity in learning and teaching across the University. It was hoped that the conference would be another ‘marker’ event (Culver and Sackman, 1988) which would contribute to the development of a supportive culture and environment for teaching and learning within the University (Roberts, Hanstock and Oakey, 2003).

At our first planning meeting we originally thought we might get eight or ten papers – enough to put together a day’s symposium for the limited number of colleagues who may wish to attend. However, the call for papers received an overwhelming response, with more offers of papers, workshops and poster presentations than we could accommodate, even taking two full days for the conference and running parallel sessions. More than 120 people requested to attend. We feel one of the reasons for this response is the timely theme of the conference – Education in a Changing Environment. This, it would seem, is a theme that is here to stay given the changing nature of the student body and the increasingly diverse challenges faced by higher education today.

The conference focus - Scholarship, Educational Research and Development at the University of Salford - is also pertinent, providing an opportunity for colleagues to share their teaching and learning scholarship, curriculum innovations and research-based practice. Taking a critical perspective on the teaching and learning of students and on the policies driving change in higher education incites essential debates that should concern all those involved in student learning. The overwhelming response to the conference reflects a real enthusiasm to get to grips with these issues at Salford.

There is, of course, a long history of educational innovation and development at the University. As early as 1988 the Teaching and Quality Improvement Scheme was established, which provided small grants for staff involved in teaching innovation. We were one of the first universities to introduce such a scheme and in 2001 the work undertaken through the scheme led to the publication Improving Teaching in Higher Education, (J. Heywood, J.M. Sharp, M.T. Hides (Eds.)). This scheme, now entitled the Teaching and Learning Quality Improvement Scheme, is still going strong with seven new projects identified this year.

Curriculum innovation and enhancement at Salford has traditionally focused on three main strands - employer involvement, the integration of personal and professional skills and the encouragement of innovation in learning and teaching.  More recently, in line with the University's evolving strategic objectives, these areas have been enhanced by developments in e-learning, student-centred learning, key skills, problem-based learning, widening participation and personal development planning.

In 2001 the 'Proposal for the Establishment of a Learning and Teaching Research Network at the University of Salford' (Oakey and Roberts, 2001) outlined how, while these activities frequently benefited from internal research and evaluation, and in some cases, have led to the subsequent publication and dissemination of outcomes, substantive research focused on teaching and learning was underdeveloped. It was also argued that staff who are engaged in educational research often work in relative isolation without the support of the mechanisms which have been introduced for other types of research activity. The proposal suggested the establishment of a learning and teaching research network which would draw on existing activity at the University, serve as a focus for new activity and provide opportunities and encouragement for cross disciplinary collaboration and the sharing of ideas and good practice. 

The establishment of the LTRN was also shaped by a concern about the undervaluing of much of the action research and evaluation activities that informed curriculum innovation and development at Salford.  This reflected what appear to be two broad views depicting educational research: 

Research undertaken by practitioners, focusing largely on the processes of feedback and evaluation… can be attacked for being amateurish and uninformed (Heywood, J. 1989)

Alternatively, research undertaken by educational researchers… may be criticised for neglecting the needs and priorities of those working at the grass roots (Cowan, J., 1978)

However, as Cowan argues it may be more useful to accept that there are several types of educational enquiry (Cowan 1999):

·	The seeking and use of feedback is an informal process, frequently focused on specific elements within an overall programme, designed to obtain relevant information which may lead to changes of immediate benefit to the learners from whom it is obtained;
·	Formative evaluation is a process in which the evaluators more rigorously attain information which is explicitly and immediately directed towards review and development, usually leading to changes which benefit the following cohort of students;
·	Action research can be described as the conducting of investigations, incorporating a deeper appreciation of learning and the learning experience, which produces useful findings relevant however only to a particular situation;
·	Full educational research is an investigative activity which produces and justifies generalised conclusions and recommendations which can validly be applied to other teaching and learning situations from those in which the original data were obtained.

Rather than seeing this as a progression, the above may be viewed as a spectrum of approaches, as each can address different needs. Reflecting this, the LTRN offers colleagues at all points on the above spectrum the opportunity to engage with pedagogical theory, improve teaching and learning, and develop and enhance the institutional environment.  However it is also about colleagues perceiving these ‘scholarly’ activities as more than just a ‘local’ activity and ‘going public’ - writing, presenting and disseminating their teaching and learning innovations and developments.  It also has the vital objective of recognising and encouraging a critical and scholarly approach to learning and teaching. 

Proceedings: Education in a Changing Environment
These Proceedings provide an opportunity for staff at the University to share in the research and scholarship of colleagues and reflect on the teaching and learning of students across disciplines. In reading the papers, colleagues can see how they range across the spectrum outlined above and that they are not alone in the issues they face. Critical perspectives, insights and in many cases, possible ways forward are offered. The book will also be of interest to a wider audience making research and discussions of learning and teaching at Salford available to colleagues in other institutions. 

Fostering the ethos of the LTRN, the publication was also seen as an opportunity to encourage colleagues who had not published in this area before (or had not published per se) to publish for the first time. With this in mind, our colleague, Karen Holland, an experienced editor of an international journal, book and journal reviewer, and book and article author, offered her time and support to discuss reviewers comments with authors and offer guidance on developing papers further. Colleagues will be offered further support in the future to develop the papers as external refereed journal articles. Indeed some of the authors have already had their papers accepted for publication externally.

Perhaps a good starting point for those who did not attend the conference is Prof. John Cowan’s reflections. In the closing session of the conference he provided an overview of the days, highlighting the innovative and important work that is taking place at Salford. His reflections also provide a critical slant which may assist the reader. 

As we were keen to provide the reader with a real feel of the conference and the atmosphere of the two days, we have divided the book into three sections. In Part 1 we have included the opening and closing keynote papers, in Part 2 we have included all the conference papers by theme and Part 3 contains synopses of work in progress, workshop summaries and other articles offered. 

The papers include positional papers, for example, in her piece on social theories and online learning communities, Frances Bell suggests a new approach, emphasising the importance of empirical research. Viv Caruana and Jane Hanstock explore the meaning of ‘Internationalising the Curriculum’ reviewing a variety of approaches and suggesting a way forward for Salford. 

Reflective pieces include those by Mike Doyle who reflects on the methodological approach of an ‘insider-researcher’ used in his research on collaboration in HE. Lisa Anderson’s ‘Critical Reflection – the Hallmark of a Masters Education. A Case Study’ reviews the use of critical theories in action learning at Masters level.

There are also several papers that critically evaluate curriculum innovations and developments. Helen Crabtree presents her experience of using enquiry-based learning to improve student learning over eight years, making available to colleagues her vast experience, as well as an honest presentation of the highlights and difficulties of this approach. Pat Sterry and Debra Leighton offer a description and evaluation of a key skills project developed as part of a Masters programme in the arts and heritage sector, providing an example of the key skills log book in the appendix.

We can also find the innovative research taking place at Salford in this section. Carole Roberts, Maggie Watkin, Dorothy Oakey and Roland Fox offer a new approach to researching retention by asking the question ‘what can we learn from the persisters?’ John Rae and Gary Taylor present their exploratory research and development investigating how learning technology can be used to support the development of self-reflective learners through the use of a ‘learning coach’. 

We could go on but will leave it here to enable you to read and explore these articles for yourself. Although split by theme to help guide the reader there is obviously great overlap so we would advise dipping into all sections.

Finally therefore, we commend to you the ideas, approaches and findings contained within these pages and would encourage the use of this book as a reference to teaching and learning scholarship at Salford, offering the potential for collaboration, the sharing of good practice and the improvement of student learning. 

Prof Carole Roberts, 
Ms Dorothy Oakey, 
Ms Nicola Coates
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