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BACK TO BASICS: INTEGRATING TECHNOLOGY INTO CURRICULA FOR 

IMPROVED STUDENT ENGAGEMENT 

A.Riley 

 

ABSTRACT: 

In the context of fast evolving technology and changing knowledge paradigms, the 

modern day student accessing the higher education domain holds substantially different skill 

sets and expectations in terms of their autonomy and level of engagement in the classroom 

context. Students no longer look to lecturers or professors as the oracles of knowledge as 

the information age has to a great extent demystified specialist knowledge which can be 

accessed with ease. Students have become curators of knowledge, skilled in sourcing 

information on an array of mobile technologies. It can be argued that lecturing as it was 

conceptualised in the last century has become obsolete and therefore the role of the 

lecturer along with the curricula being taught requires a makeover. Currriculum development 

and review processes have for some time formed an integral part of teaching and learning 

in the Higher Education context, evident in the legislation such as the Education White 

Paper 3 (1997) and the Higher Education Act of 1997, making provision for this type of 

renewal. Badat (2010) highlights the necessity of responsiveness in curriculum in order to 

provide relevant qualifications and associated skills to our graduates. One such manner of 

curriculum renewal is the integration of digital tools into new and existing curricula in order 

to engage students in a manner to which they are accustomed, in order to build skills 



associated with graduateness as conceptualised by the local and global marketplace. This 

involves not simply allowing for basic curating/accumulation of knowledge but tasks 

developed in relation to established taxonomies of learning such as Blooms Revised 

Taxonomy (Pickard, 2007) or SOLO Taxonomy (Biggs, 2003) by providing students with 

opportunities to develop higher level critical thinking skills through application of 

appropriate knowledge, collaboration and problem-based learning in a blended learning 

environment. While the notion of blending traditional and online environments to facilitate 

teaching and learning in our current context is fairly commonplace the focus has to a large 

extent been on technology adoption as opposed to integration in order to meet a specific 

need. As such the concept of content dumping has prevailed and true integration with a 

view to engage the student in the online as well as classroom environment needs to be 

revisited. Quality integration of technology into curriculum involves providing students with 

a different learning experience to the one they can access independent of the course, one 

which will add value to a learning guide or course notes. To this end, this workshop will 

focus on interrogating aspects of curricula and investigating the viability of including online 

tools for specific tasks/activities. Workshop participants will be required to bring an 

existing outline of a current course they are teaching/will be teaching in the future on 

which to base the technology integration activities and tools. It must be noted that for the 

purposes of this workshop technology will not be viewed as the answer to all curriculum 

issues but specific affordances for both students and lecturers in terms how it can be 

leveraged to facilitate engagement in particular ways for example collaborative discussion 

forums, revisiting of content in their own time and real time communication. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

ALTERNATIVE APPROACHES TO DOCTORAL EDUCATION 

S. McKenna 

 

ABSTRACT: 

Many universities in Europe follow a system of programmes for doctoral education in which 

teams of scholars collaborate on projects, undertake coursework modules and complete 

assignments alongside their major research projects (EUA-CDE 2010). Similarly in America, 

there is typically a process of coursework followed by a research project and this is 

becoming common elsewhere (Lee 2012). In much of Africa, however, there remains a 

predominance of the apprenticeship model. In South Africa there has been increasing 

critique of the exclusive use of this model (ASSAf 2010, Backhouse 2009) and a discussion of 

how it can perpetuate a feeling of the ‘lonely scholar’ (Harrison 2012) working in a fairly 

isolated way with a supervisor, possibly with the occasional seminar with other doctoral 

scholars.  

There are many reasons for the reliance on these traditional models in our context. Firstly 

our whole education system is based on the British model (Shay 2015) where supervision in 

the Humanities and Social Sciences has historically followed the Oxbridge model. Secondly, 

the restrictions on the use of coursework in the doctorate have constrained the 

development of more scaffolded models. As of August 2013, when the revised Higher 

Educations Qualifications Sub-Framework was gazetted into being, there has been space 

within the professional doctorate for a combination of coursework and advanced research. 

Such a doctorate would focus on training for a career in the professions and industry. But 

the PhD, with the purpose of providing ‘training for an academic career’ (HEQSF 2013: 40), 

remained in place and while such a doctorate can include coursework ‘as preparation or 

value addition to the research’ it may ‘not contribute to the credit value of the qualification’ 

and very few PhD programmes include coursework. 

A third reason for the lack of doctoral programmes in South Africa is that we have had a 

relatively small number of supervisors and doctoral candidates making the formation of 

doctoral communities difficult. Fourthly, the profile of doctoral candidates differs 

significantly from their younger, full-time counterparts in many Northern countries, many of 



whom are fully funded. In South Africa, the mean age of PhD scholars is 40 years and this 

correlates to low completion (ASSAf 2010, CHE & CREST 2009) because such scholars usually 

have full-time jobs and multiple family commitments and financial responsibilities. In such a 

context, it is difficult to imagine undertaking the doctorate in a collaborative way. 

This presentation is a reflection on the experiences of seven scholars who are working 

together within a larger doctoral programme focused on higher education studies (McKenna 

2014). These scholars are all drawing on the same philosophical underpinnings to ask 

questions about the ways in which the South African university system is differentiated. 

They each have their own research problem and design but they collaborate in multiple 

ways. The presentation takes the form of a conversation in which the scholars describe and 

evaluate the use of assignments, online seminars, ‘Doc Weeks’, and writing retreats through 

which they are undertaking their doctoral journeys. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

DEVELOPING YOUR ACADEMIC WRITING AND PUBLISHING CAREER 

G. Wisker 

 

ABSTRACT: 

This workshop aims to support you in starting, developing, maintaining and enhancing your 

academic writing and publishing career. We will be looking at ways to write and publish from 

your Masters PhD and other research, your professional practice, teaching and your 

conference papers. Considering: 

 

 The politics and practices of writing for academic publication-what and where  

 to publish 

 Managing your writing energies- your writing strengths, breaking blocks 

 Planning and taking control of your academic writing career in the longer term 

 

Taking the first steps in publishing your work might seem like a bit of a mystery, understood 

by others, and continuing to write and publish successfully throughout your career after your 

first publishing success something difficult to plan and maintain alongside everything else 

you do. We will share research evidence based findings and our own and others’ experience 

in identifying what are good first steps and longer term management and planning 

behaviours and actions to support and enable you in developing a sustained academic 

writing and publishing career. 

 

The workshop is informed by my research and practice, and 17 years as chief editor of 

Innovations in Education and Teaching International, hundreds of articles and book chapters 

and 23 books including Getting Published (Palgrave Macmillan 20 15),The Good Supervisor 

(2012,2005) and The Postgraduate Research Handbook(2001,2008). 

 

 

 

 



AN INTERACTIVE WORKSHOP: DEALING WITH THRESHOLD CONCEPTS TO 

ENABLE EPISTEMOLOGICAL ACCESS 

Dr. B. Millar 

 

ABSTRACT: 

When faced with students’ inability to understand a subject, the lecturer needs to try and 

understand the students’ lack of understanding. One way is to try and identify those 

concepts in one’s subject that are absolutely key to understanding the subject. These may be 

concepts that a lecturer takes for granted because he has taught them for so long that they 

are second nature to him, but alien to the students.  Meyer and Land (2003, 2006) have 

called these key concepts “Threshold Concepts” whose knowledge is troublesome. 

 

Threshold concepts hold the key to students’ understanding the core aspects of a subject. A 

threshold concept is defined by Meyer and Land (2003) as being like the threshold of a 

doorway that one has to cross to understand what is integral to a subject. Unless one 

understands and learns this core concept, learning does not really happen and students can 

then only engage in mimicry, i.e. they can only engage in rote learning to “keep up” without 

understanding. 

 

The knowledge contained in these concepts is described as troublesome because it may 

make the learner feel uncomfortable in the sense that she cannot relate to the knowledge 

for any of several reasons, e.g. the knowledge is outside the student’s comfort zone, or is 

challenging of belief systems. 

 

Threshold concepts are transformative because once grasped they change the student’s 

perspective and way of knowing. Having deeply grasped a threshold concept, it becomes 

irreversible in the sense that one cannot unlearn the understanding that has occurred. They 

are integrative because they expose how things are interrelated. 

 

The kind of learning that is enabled by threshold concepts is both affective and cognitive and 

relates to shifts in the student’s identity because this understanding of a threshold concept 

effects an ontological as well as conceptual transformation (Cousin, 2006). 



 

Meyer and Land (2006) talk about liminal states (i.e. from the Latin limen which means a 

threshold). If a higher education teacher grasps both threshold concepts and liminality, then 

she has grasped very powerfully how this kind of learning happens and by extension how to 

make this learning happen in the students. 

 

This interactive workshop will first look at the theory behind threshold concepts, 

troublesome knowledge and liminality so that all participants have a basic understanding of 

these three concepts. Then there will be time for participants to detect threshold concepts in 

their own subjects by means of free-writing, followed by group discussions. Participants will 

be engaged in “unthinking” exercises once the threshold concepts have been identified 

which should lead them to re-imagining how to teach these threshold concepts for 

understanding. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

UNIVERSITY TEACHING 3.0: ADVANCING AND ENHANCING TEACHING AND 

LEARNING THROUGH BLOGGING 

F. Mudavanhu 

 

ABSTRACT:  
This workshop aims to empower teaching and learning practitioners with blogging skills 

and skills for embedding blogging as a learning activity in a course curriculum. Dyrud, 

Worley, & Flatley (2005) describe a blog as an internet-based journal which allows the 

writer to post ideas and thoughts quickly using familiar language for many to read. A blog 

further allows the writer to easily link to other sites which host supportive resources 

such as audiovisual media and other related electronic resources. 

 

Blogging is the process of creating a blog or blog post by the writer, also known as the blogger 

(Stock, 2009). A blog is an essential Web 2.0 tool that can have great benefit in advancing 

teaching and learning, when applied tactically. Although literature on blogging within 

teaching and learning is experiencing a slow growth, it is believed that blogging is a useful 

practice for the development of higher order learning skills, active learning, learner centered 

pedagogy, critical thinking, and communities of practices (Farmer, 2006; O'Donnell, 2006). 

 

From a lecturer’s, learning developer’s or learning facilitator’s perspective, blogging can 

be a powerful tool for sharing and advancing best practices. It allows these teaching 

and learning practitioners to connect with a community or other experts with similar 

interests, and provides a relatively seamless way of sharing information, advice or best 

practices about useful and/or new innovations in teaching and learning. Hence, in this 

workshop, teaching and learning practitioners are equipped with the hands-on experience 

that will enable them to create their own blogging space and to write-up their first blog. 

 

From a learner’s perspective, Ferdig and Trammell (2004) highlight the pedagogical benefits 

of blogging. They suggest that blogging assists learners to become subject matter experts 

through a process of regular sourcing, filtering and posting. Blogging furthermore, 



increases learner interest and ownership in learning, gives students 

legitimate chances to participate and enculturating them into a community of practice while 

providing a platform for discourse and diverse perspectives. To this end, this workshop 

empowers teaching and learning practitioners with skills and knowledge of pedagogically 

embedding blogging learning activities within the course curriculum. 

 

In conclusion, this hands-on workshop aims to develop the participants’ blogging skills and 

develop their skills of using blogs as a learning tool. This workshop is targeted at Lecturers, 

Professors, Instructional Designers, Learning Facilitators, Teaching and Learning 

Managers/Developers, Tutors, Mentors and any individuals interested in advancing 

teaching and learning. The workshop will require a computer laboratory where 

participants will have access to the internet. To ensure a rich learning environment, a 

maximum of 30 participants will be accommodated. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



THE ROLE OF INSTITUTIONS IN UNDERSTANDING AND RESPONDING TO FIRST 

YEAR TRANSITIONS 

A. Nyar 

 

ABSTRACT: 

The problem of student drop-out and student success remains a vexed one for South African 

higher education.  The transitions students have to make during their first year of study 

appears to be the greatest single obstacle for student success with approximately half of 

total drop-outs taking place during the first year. This has been described as the 

“articulation gap”, implying that the connection between universities and society has been 

lost in some important ways. As educators we are aware of the considerable intellectual, 

emotional, social and cultural adaptation that students have to make in their first year of 

study and that institutions have an important role to play in such processes. Furthermore it 

is recognised that our collective expertise and wisdom is necessary to improve and enhance 

the first year experience. During this workshop participants will take part in discussions 

about the complex set of challenges that students face during their first year transition and 

what is demanded from institutions and teaching staff, in order to ensure that students are 

not lost to the system in the first year of their study. This session will include theoretical 

inputs, current practice and student voices. Participants will be afforded the opportunity to 

reflect critically about both the student and the institutional perspectives on first year 

transitions and to develop strategies to improve these transitional experiences in their own 

contexts. Additionally, there will be a general discussion of teaching and learning with 

regard to the matter of first year students. 

  

The South African National Resource Centre for the First Year Experience and Students in 

Transition (SANRC) has been established with a DHET Collaborative Grant in order to 

address the  problem of student transitions and success. Participants will be introduced to 

the SANRC and the work being undertaken by the newly established Centre. 

  

  

 


