
Action-Learning Projects to build leadership capacity among academics in first-year science and mathematics: 
SaMnet, nuts and bolts. 

1

Action-Learning Projects to build leadership capacity  
among academics in first-year science and mathematics: SaMnet 

 

 
Stephanie Beames   

Queensland University of Technology 
s.beames@qut.edu.au   

 
Manjula Sharma 

The University of Sydney, Sydney 
sharma@physics.usyd.edu.au 

 
Will Rifkin 

The University of Sydney, Sydney 
SaMnetAustralia@gmail.com  

 
Elizabeth Johnson   

La Trobe University, Melbourne  
E.Johnson@latrobe.edu.au   

 
Cristina Varsavsky   

Monash University, Melbourne  
 cristina.varsavsky@monash.edu   

 
Mario Zadnik   

Curtin University of Technology, Perth  
m.zadnik@curtin.edu.au   

 

 
Andrea Crampton   

Charles Sturt University, Wagga 
Wagga 

acrampton@csu.edu.au   
 

Simon Pyke  
The University of Adelaide, Adelaide  

Simon.pyke@adelaide.edu.au   
 

Susan Jones   
University of Tasmania, Hobart  

s.m.jones@utas.edu.au   
 

Brian Yates   
University of Tasmania, Hobart  

Brian.yates@utas.edu.au   
 

Kelly Matthews   
The University of Queensland  

k.matthews1@uq.edu.au   

 

 
Abstract 
  
Significant change is required in university teaching, particularly in the daunting first-year of 
university science. Such large-scale change requires a ‘movement’, says sociologist of higher 
education Parker Palmer (1992).  In a movement, Palmer argues, individual innovations gain 
collegial support and become fodder for widespread conversations. Then, one needs to 
establish reward structures to sustain the movement for change.  This strategy is being 
applied in a Leadership Project funded by the Commonwealth Office for Learning and 
Teaching.  We aim to shift practices in university teaching of science and mathematics away 
from traditional, didactic, content-heavy delivery where many such attempts have failed in the 
past. Our initiative involves developing the capacity of effective teachers to influence policy 
and practice within their schools, faculties, and institutions through ‘distributed’, 
‘transformational’ leadership.  This session provides a glimpse of our strategy. 
 
The Science and Mathematics network of Australian university educators (SaMnet) is 
supporting 25 action-learning projects nationally.  Many of these projects will focus on first-
year subjects. Project teams are being guided in aligning their worthy undertakings with the 
key performance indicators of their Dean and legislated mandates, the remit of their Vice 
Chancellor.  As a result, the action-learning within these projects involves more than 
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garnering insights about teaching and student learning or even about building capacity in the 
scholarship of learning and teaching.  Team members are meant to learn about the exertion of 
influence at the institutional level.  This influence is being sustained by partnership in our 
national network.  
 
SaMnet was launched in July 2011, having evolved from:  (a) regional hubs focusing on 
science teaching and learning, such as the Sydney-basin Network of University Science 
Educators (SNUSE); (b) discipline-based special interest groups, such as in the teaching of 
university chemistry; (c) communities of interest formed around projects funded by the 
Australian Learning and Teaching Council; and (d) a national conference on university 
science teaching that has run for 18 years, the Australian Conference on Science and 
Mathematics Education (ACSME).   
 
In this session, we will provide an overview of SaMnet’s history, strategies being employed, 
and their impact to date within institutions.  The session will draw varied perspectives from 
members of our leadership team as well as members of action-learning teams.  The session 
should be of interest to others who are pressing for institutional change through similar, 
multifaceted partnerships.  We invite your insight and advice to enable SaMnet to cultivate 
connections among like-minded colleagues across disciplines.   
 
 
How our proposal fits the FYHE conference theme ‘New Horizons' 
 
This ‘nuts and bolts’ presentation embodies the conference topic of academic and professional 
partnerships for an enhanced FYHE by supporting development of these partnerships via the 
various strategies employed by SaMnet. We will discuss the indirect strategies to foster 
engagement and links among peers as well as across disciplines. We have been experimenting 
with and developing these strategies over the past year. The session also provides an overview 
of the action-learning projects for fostering innovation and curriculum renewal in 
departments, schools, and faculties. 
 
 
SaMnet Action-Learning Projects   
 
SaMnet is supporting a set of action-learning projects as way of building leadership capacity 
among academics in science and mathematics.  The aim is to enable innovative and effective 
lecturers to improve the practices of colleagues and ultimately to change the culture of 
university science teaching in Australia.  Though broad in our aims, we are working with each 
participant to align their effort with local needs, such as the key performance indicators 
(KPIs) of Heads of Schools and Deans. 

Those engaged in these action-learning projects are: 

1. Assisted by a project team members assembled with SaMnet’s help, including 
mentor/senior academic, Associate Dean, and academic developer. 

2. Attending local and national workshops addressing strategies for leading change, 
including both intellectual leadership (SoTL) and institutional leadership.   

3. Guided in authoring and publishing case studies on their educational strategies and on 
their efforts for organisational change, to be submitted to Australian SoTL journals. 
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Background 

The project from which SaMnet is emerging, “Fostering institutional and cultural change through 
the Australian network of university science educators” was funded by ALTC (now administered 
by the OLT) in 2011.  The project aims to: 

 Develop 100 new leaders of change in university teaching of science and mathematics.  
 Assemble teams to work on 25 action-learning mini-projects to improve teaching of 

science and mathematics.  
 Cultivate coherence among the new leaders via foci on key themes including academic 

standards, laboratory exercises, and new educational technology.  
 Support participants beyond 2013 through a centrally-coordinated national network 

fostering distributed leadership. 
 

These efforts are conceived to improve teaching in science and mathematics by developing 
capabilities in ‘distributed’, ‘transformational’ leadership among academics, Associate Deans 
(Teaching &Learning), and academic developers. Their action-learning projects require an 
alignment with institutional aims of Heads of School and Deans to foster desired changes in 
pedagogy through adoption of proven strategies for teaching and assessment. Evidence of 
efficacy is being cultivated by participants in communities of practice in SoTL, which are 
being consolidated to focus on areas of need – academic standards, laboratory teaching, and 
use of new media and information and communication technology. These communities and 
the ties that build them into a network draw on existing disciplinary and regional groups and 
on the constituency of the well-established national conference on university science and 
mathematics education (ACSME, formerly known as the Uniserve Science Conference).  

A sense of urgency to draw network members together is rooted in the need to respond to 
government regulatory initiatives (e.g., the Tertiary Education Quality Standards Agency and 
the government’s ‘inclusion’ agenda) as well as a trend in some universities toward teaching-
focused positions and teaching-based promotion. On this latter point, SaMnet’s agenda 
includes identifying, developing, and leveraging SoTL publications, with a view to enabling 
network members to advance within the traditional reward structures of science. These 
opportunities for collaboration, impact, and appropriate and consistent reward structures are 
the crucial fourth stage needed to sustain a movement, according to Palmer (1992).  SaMnet is 
designed to serve needs of the higher education sector, local needs within faculties, and 
aspirations of individual academics.   

See the OLT project listing:  http://www.olt.gov.au/project-fostering-institutional-and-
cultural-change-through-australian-network-university-science-ed 

 
Key questions / issues to encourage audience participation 
 
Session participants will scrutinise the well-known, eight-step model for leading 
organisational change developed by Harvard Business School professor, John Kotter (1995).  
They will discuss in groups:   

(1) Which of Kotter’s eight steps in leading change they see as being easy;  
(2) which steps are hard; 
(3) and what makes those steps hard.   
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In previous workshops, participants have noted that Kotter’s model provides a clear 
explanation for why some initiatives from above are received so poorly by academic staff, as 
key steps are missed. The take-away messages from the exercise are a focus on key 
stakeholders and their perceptions and the need to plan strategically when trying to introduce 
something new, which are targets of SaMnet’s effort.  The session also provides an 
introduction to insights from the literature on organisational change (and links to further 
resources).    
 
Information: http://samnet.edu.au  
Contact:  SaMnetAustralia@gmail.com  
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Audience participation - session outline: 
 
    Get Your Colleagues to Teach Better   

1.  A teaching approach worth sharing? 

What is an approach to teaching that the person sitting next to you has developed or adopted 
that they feel that colleagues would benefit from using?  A type of assignment, use of 
‘clickers’ in lectures, an assessment strategy?   Talk for a few minutes each.   

2.  Why is it so hard for your colleagues to change how they teach?   

With your neighbour, list a few reasons why academics can resist adopting a new, more 
effective teaching practice.   

3.  Easy/hard strategies? (adapted from Kotter, 1996) 

In getting others to change, which single step would be the easiest to complete?   

Which one would be the hardest?   

Steps to creating change in teaching* Easy Hard 

A. Create a sense of urgency 

How can you compel colleagues to adopt teaching techniques that 
lead to improved student learning? Why is it urgent to do so? 

  

B. Get support from influential people   

To create larger scale change (e.g. your department and/or 
institution), who do you need to have as part of the team? What 
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skills and authority should they have? 

C. Create a clear description of a goal that all can agree on  

Through discussion, have the team agree on an achievable goal as 
well as strategies to get there.   

  

D. Talk about this goal at every opportunity   

Communicate your vision widely, invite others to join, keep it as 
simple to understand and contribute. 

  

E. Remove barriers to change where you can   

Identify imminent and potential obstacles as early as possible, and 
have leaders support progress toward the goal.  

  

F. Identify short-term successes on the way to the overall goal  

Break down the goal into small, achievable tasks. Finish these 
tasks before moving to the next ones. Publicly recognise and 
reward progress. 

  

G. Build on progress to create more change   

Continue to communicate current successes and future tasks. Do 
not ease up until the goal has been achieved and embedded.   

  

H. Make the change stick by keeping a focus on it long term   

Reinforce successful change through new criteria for recruitment 
and promotion. Get buy-in from new leaders. Make the quest for 
improvement in teaching continuous. 

  

*adapted from http://www.businessballs.com/changemanagement.htm, accessed 25 January 
2012. 

4.  What would you like to know about leading change in teaching?   

 How someone has influenced the teaching of colleagues in my discipline 

 How to get a single colleague in any discipline to change their teaching 

 How to persuade someone higher up, such as a head of school or dean   

 Convincing ways to present qualitative and quantitative evidence of impact   

 Theories from psychology that can help me to influence others   

 Theories about organisational behaviour and organisational change    

 Principles of leadership 

 Case studies of change that occurred in a school or faculty in my discipline 

 Case studies of change that occurred in a school or faculty in any discipline 
 
The information that we are gathering in workshops, like this one, may be useful in creating 
research publications.  In that case, we will contact you for permission to include your 
thoughts from this worksheet or to ask you to complete a future survey, interview, or focus 
group.  You will not be identifiable when these data are referred to in any presentations or 
publications.   


