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Abstract 

The concept of pedagogic frailty has been proposed as a unifying concept that may help to integrate 

institutional efforts to enhance teaching improvement within universities by helping to maintain a 

simultaneous focus on four key areas that are thought to impede development. The structure of these 

four dimensions and the links that have been proposed to connect them are explored here through 

the analysis of interviews with academics working in a variety of disciplinary areas. The application of 

concept mapping in this process allows us to view the variable connections within and between these 

dimensions and the personal ways they are conceptualised by academics working across the 

heterogeneous university context.  
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Introduction 

 

Universities expend considerable time and energy to enhance the quality of teaching received by their 

students in order to gain recognition in league tables and to perform well in student satisfaction 

ratings. However, there appears to be no unifying concept that might help to integrate these efforts 

and increase their effectiveness in enhancing the quality of student learning. Indeed, within this 

environment, some commentators consider the learning gains achieved by undergraduates to be so 

poor that they describe large numbers of students as being ‘academically adrift’ (Arum and Roksa, 

2011). The piecemeal consideration of teaching elements such as classroom practice, assessment 

techniques, technology-enhanced learning and feedback (for example) fails to bring these 

components into simultaneous focus with the result that teaching development becomes a juggling 

act with little chance of keeping all the balls in the air. In an attempt to address this problem, this 

paper interrogates the emerging concept of, pedagogic frailty (Kinchin, 2016) as an integrative term to 

articulate a complex situation. Factors that contribute to pedagogic frailty are considered as well as 

possible outcomes of the condition. The aetiology of frailty is traced here through map-mediated 

interviews with academics. This recognition will eventually enable a consideration of potential 

strategies to avoid frailty and so create the possibility to enhance the university teaching environment 

in a more integrated and coordinated manner. 

 

There are concepts from other disciplines that can sometimes be helpful in making useful analogies in 

educational research. This often draws on established ideas from the sciences which provide 

anchoring concepts against which comparison can be made. Indeed, Glynn (1991) proposed a 

‘teaching with analogies model’ to exploit this idea and to support the acquisition of difficult concepts. 

In higher education such analogies have included the consideration of DNA as providing a stable 

base from which change may (or may not) arise (Christensen, 2011), whilst the adoption of ecological 

analogies has been widely used to express the complexity of the environment in which educational 

processes must continue (e.g. Toulmin, 1972; Strike and Posner, 1992; Doyle, 2006; Stelma, 2011).  

 

Within the clinical literature, "frailty" is considered to develop as a consequence of a decline in a range 

of factors which collectively results in an increased vulnerability to sudden adverse actions triggered 

by relatively minor events (Clegg and Young, 2011). Various indicators of frailty have been identified 

and include the inability to integrate responses to change in the face of stress (Rockwood, et al., 

1994); the loss of adaptive capacity due to a loss of complexity (Lipsitz, 2002); the wear and tear that 

results over time by repeated efforts to adapt to change (Seeman, et al., 2002); the sense of fatigue 

when change is implemented without consultation (MacIntosh et al., 2010). These issues would 

appear to offer considerable resonance with the pressures felt by academics teaching at university. In 

the context of higher education teaching, one might observe pedagogic frailty (Kinchin, 2016) when 

colleagues find the cumulative pressures of academia eventually inhibiting their capacity to change 

practice in response to an evolving teaching environment, leading them to adopt what they might 

consider a 'safe' and sustainable pedagogic approach (Canning, 2007). Pedagogic frailty may 
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contribute to recently observed occurrences of the arrested professional development of university 

teachers, in which they have been described as experienced non-experts (Brody and Hadar, 2015; 

Van Waes et al., 2015). Moreover, such an outcome may in fact be against the typical aspirations of 

the teaching researcher, whereby motives for professional and personal development are in 

dissonance with the cultural normalisation towards safe teaching.  

 

 

Conservatism in teaching approaches can lead to a convergence on traditional views of teaching in 

which the transmission of content is seen to dominate and teaching is structured as a procedural 

chain of practice (Kinchin, 2009). This does not leave room for innovation and as stated by Douglas 

(2014: 81), “staying in the safe harbour of monolithic lecturing will most likely result in many missed 

learning opportunities.” Such a situation may be most pronounced in institutions of long and revered  

reputation, whereby much value is given to established practice and tradition to the extent that 

‘universities hang on to past practices to the point of imperilling their futures’ (Christensen, 2011: xxii), 

with the cultural inclination towards change being stronger in relatively young (rather than established) 

institutions. In their report on the stratification of pedagogy across UK universities, Stevenson, Burke 

and Whelan (2014: 39) conclude that the overall picture is a complex one, “with institutions striving to 

distinguish themselves as distinct while at times, homogenising their approaches to teaching 

excellence, pedagogic practices and the overall student experience.”   

 

Teaching conceptualised as a linear chain of activity is indicative of strategic success (i.e. “it works for 

me”) in which the academic selects what is considered the essential information to convey his/her 

view of teaching and selectively ignores the rest (Kinchin, 2009). The competence that is indicated by 

such chains has been described as a ‘monolayer of understanding’ by Talbot (2004), in which 

dialogue plays no part in subsequent development; i.e. it portrays an authoritarian certainty that has 

only a single possible route from beginning to end. This makes the evolution of teaching practice 

more problematic (Kinchin, 2011), and hence increasingly frail. In addition, the adoption of innovative 

technologies (such as virtual learning environments) into such a restrictive model means that any 

transformative potential is corrupted to perform utilitarian tasks, maintaining the status quo of non-

learning (Kinchin, 2012). Within such an environment, it is not difficult to see why colleagues may find 

the idea of the ‘scholarship of teaching’ to feel like an unhelpful distraction from their daily tasks (e.g. 

Boshier, 2009). 

 

One of the underlying causes of pedagogic frailty may be the way in which discourses surrounding 

the instructional mechanisms of teaching seem to take precedence over the discourse of the 

underpinning values. Bernstein (2000) refers to curriculum in terms of its Regulative Discourse (RD), 

and Instructional Discourse (ID). The RD refers to the values that underpin the curriculum. ID refers to 

content selection, sequencing, pacing and assessment. Bernstein argues that the ID is always 

embedded in the RD, whether the RD is explicit or implicit. Observations of programmes and their 
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supporting literature often suggest that departments typically focus on the ID without paying much 

attention to the RD (Kinchin et al., 2015). Meetings are set up to discuss content to be taught and 

assessments to be created, but little time seems to be spent on discussing the underlying philosophy, 

values or pedagogy that support the programme. These less tangible factors seem to be assumed to 

be a “given”. Even if they have been acknowledged within the original validation documentation of the 

programme when it was established, how the RD is evaluated as it evolves or takes into account 

induction of new members of teaching staff or insertion of new technology into the teaching mix is 

rarely noted. 

 

New academics who may have their horizons broadened through introduction to a variety of research 

into teaching and learning through HEA-accredited programmes of faculty development (e.g. 

Kandlbinder and Peseta, 2009) may succumb to the conventional wisdom of the dominant group 

(often referred to as COWDUNG) so that their emerging dynamic and progressive teaching 

frameworks are eroded by the stresses of the job and the indifference (or active negativity) of jaded 

senior colleagues towards the discourse of teaching and learning. This allows academics to settle into 

a comfortable cycle of non-learning (Kinchin, Lygo-Baker and Hay, 2008), with the aim of releasing 

more time to focus on research activities that are perceived to be of higher status (Young 2006; 

Cretchley et al., 2014). Indeed, relatively little value may be gained from the usual academic 

performance indicators of funding, publication or international accolade when associated with an 

educational (teaching and learning) endeavour (Alpay and Verschoor, 2014). This leaves the 

institution in a state of pedagogic frailty. This frailty results in institutions having a limited repertoire of 

responses to demands of the teaching and learning environment. This is illustrated by the apparent 

impotence of universities to address students’ on-going dissatisfaction with assessment feedback 

practices (e.g. Evans, 2013), exacerbated by a lack of agentic engagement on the part of the students 

(e.g. Reeve, 2013), to which institutional responses are typically ‘just do more and do it faster’, as if 

increasing the dosage of an inappropriate medicine will eventually become a cure. This is an example 

of the loss of adaptive capacity due to a loss of complexity described by Lipsitz (2002).  

Based on informal discussions with large numbers of academics, and on dialogues within academic 

development programmes, a  tentative model of the relationships between the dimensions of 

pedagogic frailty has been proposed by Kinchin (2016) (Figure 1). Segments of this model represent 

factors that are continually under scrutiny within the dialogues between participants on academic 

development programmes, and were recently amplified during the development of an MA programme 

in higher education (Kinchin, et al., 2015).  
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Figure 1:  

A tentative model of pedagogic frailty, indicating relationships between the four major dimensions 

(from Kinchin 2016) 

 

Methods 

In order to interrogate the model and determine the range of possible internal structures of each of 

these dimensions, data presented here are drawn from map-mediated interviews with academics to 

explore indicators of stressors that may accumulate in such a way that relatively small events 

(changes in the academic environment) may become impossible to accommodate within the 

perceived strait jacket of traditional teaching models. These dimensions in which the indicators are 

grouped include the tension between teaching and research that exists within an asymmetrical 

context in which rewards are not perceived as equal in status; the perceived separation of pedagogy 

and discipline; the centralization of administration that removes control of processes from the end-

users; and the lack of a shared and explicit regulative discourse within teaching and learning 

strategies. The first step in combating pedagogic frailty is to identify relationships between the factors 

that are thought to contribute to the condition.   

Concept map-mediated interviews. 

The method we have adopted in this research project is the concept map-mediated interview 

(as detailed by Kandiko-Howson and Kinchin, 2014). The standard interview set-up requires the 

interviewer to present questions to the interviewee in order to gain access to the interviewee’s 

individual insights and personal perspective. This is achieved by engaging in dialogue (verbal or 
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textual) that is by its very nature linear in structure. Within that linear narrative, it is then up to the 

researcher-interviewer to determine the underlying conceptual structure within that dialogue to 

construct an interpretation of the interviewee’s understanding. In essence, the interviewer has to 

interrogate the interviewee’s invisible knowledge structure (Hay, Kinchin and Lygo-Baker, 2008).  

 Compared with the standard interview, the dynamics within the concept map-mediated 

interview are changed in a subtle, but important way. Here the interviewee exposes his/her 

knowledge structure during the interview through the concept map that emerges within the dialogue 

between the interviewer and interviewee. Concept mapping (Novak, 2010) has been shown in 

previous studies to be the ideal tool to make learning visible and externalise the relationship between 

public and personal learning in higher education (Hay et al, 2008; Kandiko et al, 2013). The 

interviewer’s job is then to prompt the interviewee with questions that will encourage him/her to 

interrogate his/her own knowledge structure as it develops on the page. This means that the 

interviewer no longer has to impose a structure on the linear narrative, but rather interpret the 

structure that has emerged from the dialogue (Kinchin, Streatfield and Hay, 2010). Whilst this process 

makes it less likely that the interviewer will impose an inappropriate knowledge structure based on 

his/her prior conceptions, the dialogue between the interviewer and interviewee does help to ensure 

that the structural grammar of the resulting maps is similar and negates the need for any 

topographical normalisation (sensu Buhman and Kingsbury, 2015) that is often required to facilitate 

comparison of maps when novice mappers interpret the concept mapping method in idiosyncratic 

ways.  

The resulting concept map is the main artefact for analysis that is created during the interview 

dialogue. Whilst no restrictions were verbalised to the mapper in terms of the number of concepts to 

be included, the process used 38 x 50mm self-stick notelets to act as the nodes on which the concept 

labels were written, and these were affixed to a sheet of A3 paper, so that once the sheet was 

becoming full, the interviewees tended to stop adding new ideas. This provided a helpful mechanism 

to regulate the size of the resulting maps, which in turn helps the interviewee to concentrate on the 

key ideas they want to present in the available space. The ability to be concise within a concept map 

is regarded as one of the criteria for excellence (Caňas, Novak and Reiska, 2015). The interviewer is 

also able to prompt the interviewee and ensure that linking arrows are labelled to provide meaning 

and maximise the explanatory power of the map. This is an aspect of mapping that novice mappers 

usually find the most challenging. Once the interviewee was happy that the resulting map gave a fair 

representation of their perspective, it was digitised by the interviewer and returned to the interviewee 

who was invited to make any amendments they wanted to and to offer any reflective comments on the 

structure or content of their map. Archer (2008: 400) has commented on how “writing about academia 

is inherently challenging, particularly for those ‘on the inside’ ”, and for some of the interviewees, the 

construction of certain parts of their concept maps proved to be an emotional experience. Such 

personal reflections, whether looking across an individual’s entire career (Douglas, 2014), or 

focussing on a single day (Winkler, 2013) can reveal important insights to academics’ perceptions of 

the development of their academic identities within a changing higher education landscape 

(Hernandez et al., 2010). 
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 The five interviewees here are all academic staff who have major teaching roles within their 

faculties. Whilst they are each able to offer their personal perspectives from within their disciplinary 

areas, they are not ‘representing’ their disciplines in the sense of providing generalizability across 

domains. However, they do provide insight to the variety of interpretations that may be encountered 

across a university campus through experiences that are ‘more richly complex at the level of the 

individual’ that allows us to ‘theorise some of the possible ways in which the life-world of academics is 

being experienced’ (Clegg, 2008: 332). Or as Haggis has stated: 

“it might be fruitful to try to understand something about the ways in which the specifics of 

context and history translate, in dynamic and unstable ways, into multiplicity and 

difference in the lives of situated individuals.” (Haggis, 2004: 337). 

In order to initiate the interview dialogue, a number of prompting concepts were offered as words on 

post-it notes for each of the five dimensions (Table 1). These were presented in no particular order 

and the interviewee was told that s/he could use as many or as few of these as they wished, and 

could add any concepts they wanted to. 

Pedagogic Frailty Regulative & 
Instructional 
Discourse 

Pedagogy & 
Discipline 

Research-
Teaching Nexus 

Locus of Control 

Ability/Inability Assessment Activities Motivation Autonomy 

Adapt Assumptions Authentic Recognition Best practice 

Change Course content Disciplinary Research Decisions 

Complexity Sequencing Practice Rewards Guidance 

Environment Theories Professional Status Quality Assurance 

Integrate Values Strategies Teaching Regulation 

Stress     

Sustainable     

Table 1:  Prompting concept labels for interviews. 

 

 

Analysis of the maps: Intra-dimensional analysis 

Interviewees were asked to map the elements making up each of the dimensions of the model. The 

internal structure and content of each of these indicated the components that the interviewee 

considered to be most significant, along with the links that joined them together. Examples from each 

dimension are offered below for discussion. 
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Regulative vs. Instructional Discourse 

 

Figure 2: Regulative vs. Instructional Discourse in Performing Arts 

 

Figure 3: Regulative vs. Instructional Discourse in Engineering 

 

Where regulative discourse (Bernstein, 2000) is seen to dominate disciplinary discussion, one would 

expect to see concepts such as ‘values’ appearing towards the top of the concept map (Figure 2). 
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Where the instructional discourse is more evident, through discussions of course content, assessment 

and so on, one would expect these concepts to appear towards the top of the concept map (Figure 3). 

In practice, these two discourses are intertwined and so elements of each will be found to interact. 

The key position of values in figure 2 signifies the evolution of performing arts education within 

universities. What we now call conservatoires were originally the drama schools founded in the late 

19
th
 century, independent private colleges set up to provide actor training.  These institutions, outside 

the traditional university system, established their own practices and traditions based on the practices 

and values of the theatre. This became an implicit Regulative Discourse, rooted in the values of the 

theatrical world – respect, collaboration, hard work and never missing a deadline (Cohen, 2011).  In 

the theatre, everyone is essentially working towards the same simple goal – to get the show produced 

on time.  Hence great emphasis is placed in the drama school curriculum on punctuality, effective 

teamwork, etiquette and professional behaviour as these are essential in achieving that goal.   

Another key aspect of the implicit Regulative Discourse is the idea that the drama school is an 

integrated part of the theatre business. In practice this means that desirable teachers are those who 

are actively engaged in professional practice as actors, designers, directors and technicians, in order 

to remain connected and current.  It also means that hierarchies within the drama school, both among 

staff and students, mimic those of the professional world – effectively a feudal system where the 

director is ‘God’, other members of the creative team are his inner circle of disciples, the actors must 

be managed and the stage management and technicians make the whole thing work.  Again this is 

implicit rather than explicit. 

The overall Regulative Discourse within drama education prioritises the passing on of values by 

‘joining the world of the theatre’.  Within that, content is planned and sequenced to meet the needs of 

3 stakeholders – the student, who has bought a specific ‘package’, the industry, which expects 

graduates with specific skills and abilities, and the institution, which sets the rules, parameters and 

institutional aims.  Although the student should be a priority when designing learning and teaching, in 

practice the institutional structures come first (timetabling, assessment deadlines, budgets) , followed 

by the needs of the industry (performers with ‘triple-threat’ skills, imaginative and resourceful 

technicians), and finally the needs of the students (a positive learning experience in a supportive 

environment). 

Interestingly, ‘educational theory’ was actively discounted as a concept to include in their maps by all 

the interviewees. This was not because they thought it lacked importance, but because they did not 

consider it to be a significant part of their disciplinary discourse on teaching and learning. This 

disjuncture between educational research and theory production on one hand, and educational 

practice on the other hand has been noted in the literature and reviewed by Kezar (2000). In addition, 

Tight (2004) has commented that ‘higher education researchers, for the most part, do not appear to 

feel the need to make their theoretical perspectives explicit’. In which case, it seems likely that their 

implicit perspectives will not be evident to those looking in from other communities of practice within 
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the university. This suggests that when universities describe their teaching as ‘research-led’ or 

‘research-informed’ this does not, in practice, refer to pedagogic research informing teaching practice 

as part of the regulative discourse, but rather it refers to disciplinary research informing content 

selection as part of the instructional discourse. However, it is difficult to verify which of these 

interpretations is intended within university documentation that typically lacks explicit definitions of the 

terms used. This has been summarised by Cleary (2013: 19) who states that universities tend to be 

“self-proclaimed research-led teaching centres, with no real way of evaluating the veracity of the 

claim, or even what the claim means.” 

Whilst there have been significant efforts in Engineering Education to raise the prominence of 

professional ethics, ‘aspirational approaches to engineering’ (Bowen, 2009) and authentic and values-

driven leadership, concepts of ethics and values largely remain a tangential and, at best, an implicit 

aspect of discourse that is embedded within the curriculum. Indeed, often so embedded that it is not 

even recognised as a learning outcome or effectively verbalised by the students and many academic 

staff, (see also the discussions of Alpay, 2013). It is therefore not surprising that regulative discourse 

relating to values may be an uncomfortable, perhaps trivialised, but certainly relatively weakly 

considered aspect of curriculum design and development. 

In the perspective offered from healthcare education, the RD and the ID components appear more 

integrated (Figure 4). Here ‘values’ for education practice as well as for clinical practice are seen as 

part of ‘course content’ and so the separation of the regulative and instructional discourses is not 

evident. This is possibly due to the development and ‘delivery’ of health professional curricula being 

‘shared’ between HEI and clinical practice (the UK National Health Service). In nursing for example, 

the Nursing and Midwifery Council (NMC) require that half of student learning is theory-based and half 

takes place within clinical placements (NMC, 2011). Values for education and for professional practice 

are explicit; such as the importance of organisations valuing learners and their educators. The NMC 

(2008) also state values to promote equal opportunity in learning and assessment; explicitly requiring 

individual students are treated with fairness, respect and understanding, irrespective of race, gender, 

and disability. There are also value expectations on educators in terms of creating environments that 

support effective learning and encourage assessment accountability (NMC, 2008).  Because values 

are promoted prominently within these explicit standards for education, there is overt integration of the 

regulative and instructional discourse within this context. 
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Figure 4: Regulative vs. Instructional Discourse in Healthcare 

 

Pedagogy/Discipline 

The diversity of perceptions within this dimension is illustrated by the maps offered in figures 5 and 6. 

Within figure 5, the map author is able to provide an integrating concept, ‘psychological literacy’, 
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Students also see the importance of psychological literacy and the associated graduate attributes 

(Morris, Cranney, Jeong and Mellish, 2013). 
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 It is important to note that such application of psychological knowledge is not restricted to work as a 

professional psychologist. Psychology students undertake a wide variety of graduate work and the 

whole concept of psychological literacy trades on the belief that the skills and attributes of psychology 

graduates are so wide-ranging that “just about every job suitable for a general graduate will be done 

better by a psychology graduate” (Florance, Miell and Van Laar, 2011, p. 699). Psychological literacy 

is not, therefore, driven by the desire to produce a ‘psychologist’ in a professional sense, but an 

individual functioning as a psychologist in the ways in which they carry out their work: “Because 

Psychology is concerned with understanding human cognition, emotions and behaviour, Psychology 

graduates are equipped with a deep understanding of themselves and others and, given an 

appropriately focused curriculum, they can acquire a broad range of attributes and competences to 

apply this knowledge in any endeavour in which humans are involved” (Mair et al., 2013, p. 13). 

If we are to develop not only skills but also the ability to apply those skills alongside disciplinary 

knowledge, students need opportunities to practice linking theory to practice (Mair et al., 2013). This 

entails activities that enable students to ‘test drive’ professional roles but also through assessment 

itself. This underlies many endeavours to provide ‘authentic’ assessments that do not merely serve to 

measure students’ understanding and ability, but to bring about some new development in their 

psychological literacy as a result of undertaking the assessment. (e.g. case study; case formulation). 

Fits with approach in literature “As an integral component of the education process, assessment 

supports learning by providing learners with the opportunity to demonstrate acquired skills and 

knowledge, while determining their professional, vocational and academic achievement” (Ashford-

Rowe, Herrington & Brown, 2014). Authentic assessment should support transfer of knowledge learnt 

in one area to a different area, should be challenging, and should promote metacognition (Ashford-

Rowe et al., 2014). Whilst the benefits of this approach are clear, this endeavour requires a significant 

degree of effort, risk, and creativity. Many institutions do celebrate and reward innovations in teaching 

and assessment, but academics must first feel that the likelihood and value of such positive outcomes 

outweigh risks and potential negative outcomes. According to the Expected Utility Theory of human 

decision making, a lecturer deciding whether to innovate would base their decision on the expected 

outcome, and the likelihood of getting this outcome. Thus, if the chances of getting the desired 

outcome are too low, the risk of taking the decision is too great and alternative options (in this case, 

‘playing it safe’) will be taken. A reluctance to take risks and experiment in teaching is a serious issue 

because it is only thorough the willingness to experiment with creative techniques that many common 

problems with learning environments can be overcome (e.g. Winstone & Millward, 2012), and the 

scholarship of learning and teaching advanced. If such experimentation is perceived to bear too much 

risk then it must be the case that lecturers who innovate do so as a result of some personal motivation 

or incentive rather than the hope of institutional approval or reward. 

 

In contrast to map 5, the author of the map in figure 6 has taken a very different perspective on the 

tensions between discipline and pedagogy, where integration is not recognised at all. Indeed, the map 

recognises that many teachers may be lacking in the necessary skills or confidence to be trying 
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strategies that link theory and practice within their teaching: with teachers occupying one or other side 

of this divide. We can see, therefore, that individual perceptions can reflect very different 

environments for individual teachers that will have knock-on effects for other dimensions within the 

pedagogic frailty framework. 

 

 

Figure 5: Links between pedagogy and discipline in Psychology 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Links between pedagogy and discipline in Business 
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With reference to Figures 7 and 8, a clear contrast exists between the authors’ views on the research-

teaching nexus within their respective disciplines. For Engineering, the tensions are clear, with a 

suggested need for concerted consolidation of personal and institutional drivers, as well as a genuine 

appreciation of diversity in the work place. Engineering Education is implicitly linked to the support of 

industrial development and enterprise, and ultimately to economic output. It is therefore not surprising 

that the educational institution mirrors the competitive and output (product) driven culture of industry, 

and more directly succumbs to the pressures to satisfy the funding opportunities offered by industry. 

To some extent, this is similar to the situation that has emerged in Medical Education, whereby 

funding from the pharmaceutical industry has also inadvertently led to tensions in the status of the 

‘pedagogic’ community (see Figure 9), and on occasion to conflicts of interest (Spithoff, 2014). Both 

these contexts reflect the dominant discourse of the sector in which research is given prominence 

over teaching (Cretchley et al., 2014).  

 

 

Figure 7: Research-Teaching nexus in Engineering 
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Figure 8: Research-Teaching nexus in Performing Arts 

In contrast to the map in figure 7, the brevity of the map in figure 8 makes a strong statement about 
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(Hare cited in Eyre, 2009: 191) 
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theatre where I belong’ (colleague). This conflict links back to the implicit Regulative Discourse of the 
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The author of the map in figure 9 offers a subtly different perspective in which the tensions between 

teaching and research are seen to be related to the separation of communities within the discipline, 

with factors such as funding and gender seen as key elements within this separation. 

 

 

Figure 9: Research-Teaching nexus in Healthcare 
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Locus of Control 

 

Figure 10: Locus of control in Business 

The locus of control is depicted as integrated and unproblematized in figure 10, in which quality 

assurance and autonomy are linked in the pursuit of best practice. In comparison, the view expressed 

in figure 11 reveals many more problems in the process resulting from tensions between the 

professional body and the HEI. In nurse education, nursing faculty have been shown to experience a 
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education of health professional students, and the reality of educating within an ever changing 

environment in both HEI and NHS. Through the use of embodied interpretation, educators have 

shown that balancing constraints placed upon them from the HEI and the pressures of maintaining the 

clinical learning environment, leaves them concerned about the quality of education and meeting the 

NMC standards expected of them (Curtis, 2013). 
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Figure 11: Locus of control in Healthcare 

The shared ‘ownership’ of nursing education between HEI and NHS (commissioners and 

practitioners) creates a complexity to the locus of control.  HEI teachers have many masters 

attempting to assert control, and keeping them all satisfied takes significant effort and negotiation, so 

increasing potential for pedagogic frailty. This view reflects the comments made by Clegg (2008: 336) 

about the emergence of the university as an ‘ambiguous space’ where tensions between professional 

bodies (fig. 11) or industry (fig. 2) mean that colleagues feel they will never be seen as ‘serious 

academics’ by peers whose role is entirely situated within the university environment. Within the 

sciences, Aydeniz and Hodge (2011) found that the identities of a professor as a teacher or as a 

disciplinary expert can be in tension with the structural elements of the workplace that discourage the 

enactment of teacher identity. Whilst in the arts, tutors report experiences of ‘being in two camps with 

tension and separation between them’ (Shreeve, 2011: 89). The move of the traditional drama school 

into the HE sector shifted the locus of control into the wider HEI.  How well this works depends of the 

institutional and management culture of the HEI concerned.  Discussions with colleagues across the 

sector suggest that the personal views of senior management i.e. whether they like going to the 

theatre or not have an impact on how heavy-handed the control is.  For example a colleague in a 

conservatoire which is effectively a university faculty said of her Dean – ‘Oh she loves our shows!  

And she said to me:  “You’re the expert. You tell me what resources you need” ’.  Another colleague 

in a similar institution said – ‘The new VC is a scientist, doesn’t get the arts at all.  Things are really 

difficult’.   
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Pedagogic Frailty 

 

 

Figure 12: Pedagogic frailty in Psychology 

 

 

Figure 13: Pedagogic frailty in Performing Arts 
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Although each of the four dimensions of pedagogic frailty exhibit a considerable degree of variation in 

form and content (Figures 2 – 11), the way in which this is translated into the overarching concept 

exhibits a level of uniformity (Figures 12 and 13), with ‘stress’, ‘change’ and ‘environment’ appearing 

to form the core for most participants here. However, the way in which this triangle of concepts is 

manifest in participants’ maps seems to be divided into two extremes: 

 Those who perceive these factors in a wholly negative manner where change can lead to the 

academic feeling helpless, which in turn has a negative impact on students (Figure 12). 

 Those where the academic is able to reconcile a particular role in the academic environment 

that enables the development a sustainable approach to the job that allows change to be 

‘survived’ (Figure 13).  

Neither of these views portray a view in which change is seen as desirable, providing a challenge 

upon which an academic might thrive – as one might presume if the identity of the academic was 

dominated by their role as a researcher. We must also presume that this depends to a large degree 

upon the drivers for change – whether they are initiated by the academics or by other agencies within 

the academy. If academics continually feel that they have no control over events (such as institutional 

change), they are likely to experience learned helplessness (Seligman, 1975). A sense of 

uncontrollability is a key precursor for depressed mood (Schroder & Ollis, 2013). It is resilience that 

supports individuals in remaining optimistic, rather than helpless, as an outcome of events (Seligman, 

2011). Resilience, defined as “The capacity of individuals to cope successfully with significant change, 

adversity or risk” (Lee & Cranford, 2008, p. 213), matters because the same event can be reacted to 

very differently amongst individuals. Small issues can be catastrophic for some, whereas others thrive 

on an intensely challenging environment (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2013).  Resilience is important beyond 

our own wellbeing. It also becomes an important aspect of the learning environment, that we model 

(or fail to model) to students. Not just that if we are less resilient, students suffer, but that if we are 

less resilient, we are not supporting them in positively developing resilience for their future careers.  

 

Inter-dimensional analysis 

Whilst the maps given in figures 2 – 13 exhibit considerable variation in both content and form, it is 

evident that colleagues from across the disciplines are able to articulate connections between 

elements within dimensions. However, depicting the range and nature of the connections between the 

dimensions presents a greater challenge. The richness of the intra-dimensional data gathered and 

presented here makes it difficult for interviewees to then isolate and articulate links between the 

dimensions. The five interviewees offered a total of 33 links between the dimensions (figure 14). From 

this small number it is not possible to draw many generalisations, though there is a suggestion that 

the most difficult links to articulate are those that connect the left and right sides of the model – only a 

single link is offered between ‘pedagogy & discipline’ and ‘research-teaching nexus’, and only a single 

link between ‘regulative discourse’ and ‘locus of control’.  It is tempting to speculate that the left hand 

side of the model features dimensions that are largely controlled by individuals and departments 
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(individual control), whilst the dimensions on the right hand side are largely controlled by the wider 

institution or indeed the sector as a whole (institutional control). However, this requires further 

investigation to offer clarity about the possible distribution and its significance. 

 

 

 

Figure 14: The number of links offered by interviewees between the dimensions of pedagogic frailty 
suggesting a weak connection between those under individual control (left) and those under 

institutional control (right)  
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to resistance to change (Haggis, 2006: 523).  
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seriously the implications of pedagogic frailty in order to better understand and to support the diverse 

teaching community. The ‘broad brush’ of staff surveys or QA-inspired codes of practice are unlikely 
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dialogues that include the array of personal and disciplinary perspectives that are interwoven within 

the teaching community, such as those offered here.  

It is not possible to force academics to agree to values that are at odds with their deeply held beliefs, 

but “we can learn to deliberately connect our actions to the values we wish to promote and to 

disconnect them from the values embedded in the policies we feel pressured to adopt” (Booth, 2014: 

60). This suggests that teachers may not always be seen to acting in ways that reflect their values. 

Samuelowicz and Bain (1992) drew attention to a ‘disjunction’ that existed between university 

teachers’ conceptions of teaching and the methods they reported using in the classroom, suggesting 

that conceptions were based on an ‘ideal’ view of teaching, while actions were tempered by everyday 

experiences. However, if staff development consists of active opportunities to express, develop and 

share values, it has been suggested that institutions would quickly become more positive places 

where this disjunction was avoided, and a shared “values literacy would result in a shared direction for 

resilient behaviour” (Barnes, 2014: 179). It is suggested that development of resilience may be a key 

factor in the avoidance of pedagogic frailty and of teacher ‘burnout’ (Howard and Johnson, 2004), and 

may be worth additional investigation. Drawing on the original clinical analogy of frailty may also 

suggest that revisiting the clinical literature on resilience may help to inform such work (e.g. Wald, 

2015).  

Integrative concepts within disciplines may help to facilitate the coherent description of the pedagogic 

discourse within the maps that occupy the left-hand side of the model (Figure 14), and so facilitate 

communication with elements from the right-hand side of the model. For example, ‘psychological 

literacy’ (Figure 5) may fulfil this function and provide an anchor to help increase inter-dimensional 

connectivity. Appreciation of concepts with similar functions in other disciplines may offer a good way 

forward in the consideration of pedagogic frailty. Finally, mechanisms that promote resilience may be 

seen as positive steps towards development of a workforce that can adapt positively to a changing 

academic environment and continue to support student learning. The alternative would seem to be an 

academic workforce that feels helpless and disconnected from their students (figure 12). This may 

involve support for links between individuals and their institutions in a manner that promotes 

coherence across the dimensions explored here.  
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