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Background to the study

The focus of attention of this project was on departmental leadership of teaching in research-
intensive university environments. By ‘leadership of teaching’ we mean all those activities
undertaken by the chair of department or others that contribute to the teaching environment
within which teachers operate, in such a way that teaching and student learning is enhanced.
Our starting assumptions were that leadership of teaching is distinct from departmental
leadership in general and that leadership of teaching in research-intensive departments is
distinct from that in what might be termed ‘teaching-intensive’ departments. The second of
these assumptions was not as well supported by our data as the first.

One reason for studying departments in research-intensive environments is that they are
often characterised by ‘traditional’ teaching. While ‘teaching-intensive’ universities in the UK
have made significant progress in implementing institutional 'learning and teaching
strategies’ * % progress has been much less rapid, extensive or securely embedded in
research-intensive institutions where the collegial organisational culture mitigates against
bureaucratic and corporate approaches to management®. Previous case study visits to
thirteen research-intensive universities in ten countries* found that while there were some
examples of institution-wide strategic development of teaching, in many contexts what
teaching development could be seen was the result of initiatives within departments, partly or
wholly independent of the centre. Furthermore, institution-wide initiatives tended to emerge
from successful initiatives from within an individual department, rather than the other way
round. Change in teaching was very often ‘emergent’ rather than centrally driven and this
reflects literature describing ‘bottom-up’ change in teaching that develops from relatively
small-scale local initiatives®. In higher education, and especially in collegial research-
intensive universities with highly devolved organisational structures, departments and
programmes are the key organisational units when it comes to understanding change
we are to understand the development of teaching in such research-intensive contexts we
need to study departmental leadership of teaching.
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