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Project Overview
Most universities in Australia offer the equivalent to a Graduate Certificate in Higher Education, which has become a signifier for teaching quality (Ryan, Dearn and Fraser, 2003). But the existence of such a course is no assurance of its relevance or usefulness for staff participants. This research project functions as the first stage of a review of ACU’s Graduate Certificate in Higher Education (GCHE). This review will determine the right type of delivery and the right type of content for maximum benefit to staff participants, their students and ACU National. By comparing ACU National’s GCHE course content and the results of our evaluation to similar reviews in other Australian universities, this study will usefully contribute to the professional development of university teachers via formal award programs.
The aim of this research project is to identify the content and mode of delivery that will enhance the teaching of academic staff participants in the GCHE. It will evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the GCHE as it is currently delivered and compare this to similar courses offered by other Australian universities. The project leader has been involved in ALTC studies of similar courses, and has existing public data on such reviews. The objects of evaluation will be (a) the relevance of the GCHE to academic staff, faculties and schools (b) benchmarking of course content against other universities (c) comparison of feedback from ACU staff to feedback from studies conducted at other universities and (c) the extent to which the course fulfils ACU National’s goals for teaching and learning and the professional development of its staff. The findings will be used to review ACU’s GCHE. This review is necessary to ensure the currency and relevance of the course for ACU staff and their students.
In particular, this project will provide feedback from GCHE current students and graduates and senior ACU National staff to determine how GCHE graduates have, if at all, introduced their new skills in their teaching, and the effects of GCHE training on the professional practice on both the graduate and their school/faculty. A comparison of our findings with evaluative studies conducted at other Australian universities will enable us to determine the knowledge, skill and delivery characteristics that will best suit the ACU National course.

Currently, the GCHE is delivered fully on-line. This project will determine whether this is the best mode of delivery for ACU staff. As ACU staff members have heavy workloads and little time the course needs to fit into their workload and time in an appropriate manner to ensure they have the best opportunity to complete the course in a timely manner. Lecturers in the GCHE have trialled complementary videoconferences to assist in improving the engagement of ACU staff in the course. This project will determine the benefits of this initiative.
Methodology

This project has been primarily designed as a qualitative study but will incorporate some quantitative analysis. It will include one-on-one interviews and a survey.
Participants of this project will include GCHE current students, graduates, supervisors, peers, GCHE lecturers, Heads of School and Associate Deans. The project researchers will also gather relevant data from course outlines and other course materials from the World Wide Web and other relevant reports and publications.
Participant involvement in this project will be voluntary and all participant details will be kept confidential. Interview data will be audio recorded and transcribed for analytical purposes only. The recorder used will be small and unobtrusive to minimise discomfort to the participant.

Web & Literature Search

The first part of this research project will include a detailed online investigation on similar courses offered by other universities across Australia. The purpose of this is to compare the ACU GCHE with other institutions to enable an evaluation of the depth, breadth, currency and mode(s) of delivery of the GCHE.
Interviews

Two sets of interview will be conducted (1) GCHE participants and (2) Heads of school and Associate Deans (TL).
Interview participants will include (1) a sample of GCHE current students and graduates, their peers and supervisors. Ten participants will be invited to be interviewed to ascertain (a) their perception of the appropriateness and relevance of the GCHE’s content and modes of delivery and (b) their perception of the contribution of the GCHE to the improvement of teaching skills. (2) A sample of ten Heads of School and three Associate Deans (TLI), selected on the basis of specific participation by staff (i.e. only Heads of School and Deans who have had staff participate in the GCHE will be invited to participate).
All participants will be interviewed using open ended questions (Patton, 2002) (attached), leading to a research conversation (Levy 2003). These interviews will be audio recorded. 
Survey

Due to the different lines of enquiry required to gather relevant and informative data two surveys will be conducted. (1) A survey (attached) will be sent to all GCHE graduates and current students. (2) A different survey (attached) will be sent to all relevant supervisors, Heads of School and Associate Deans.
Analysis

The method of data analysis will include both qualitative and quantitative analysis. The interviews will be analysed qualitatively. To assist in the qualitative analysis the one-on-one interviews will be digitally recorded and transcribed. The surveys will be analysed using quantitative and qualitative methods of thematic analysis.

Confidentiality

All personal details of participants involved in this project will be kept confidential at all times. All tape recordings will be coded so as to hide the identity of participants. These codes will be known only to the research team and will be stored separately to the audio tapes. These codes will not be made public at any time. Participants will not be identified in any report.
Risks

The risks associated with this research project are negligible. However, some participants may feel uncomfortable to talk with an audio-recorder switched on. In such cases the participant will not be recorded and detailed notes will be taken during the interview subject to approval from the participant.

Data management
All data will be collected on a digital audio recorder. Data will be downloaded into a computer for transcription, analysis and management purposes. All data will be coded, regularly backed up and stored in a safe place that only the researchers have access to. Once the research is completed the data will be stored according to the ACU Human Ethics Policy in Professor Yoni Ryan’s office for a period of 5 years. It will then be destroyed by securely erasing the data and shredding participant’s surveys.
Dissemination
The findings of this research are mainly aimed at improving the GCHE and its impact on teaching and learning at ACU National. However, the findings may be disseminated through national and international conference presentations and publications within the discipline of higher education, including HERD. 
Project Timetable

It is anticipated that this project will take one year. Subject to ethical clearance the project will commence on the 1st August 2009. Following is the anticipated timeline.
	Date
	Objective

	Aug-Sept 2009  
	National and International Web and literature search for courses similar to the GCHE. 

Comparison of these courses with the GCHE for competitiveness, relevance and currency.

	Sept-Oct 2009 


	Establish interview and survey participants.
Contact all potential participants to request participation.
Gather consent from all interview participants.

	Nov 09-March 2010
	Start interviews and send out surveys.

	March 2010
	Surveys compiled. Interviews completed and transcriptions started.

	April - June 2010
	Analyse interview and survey data. Compile results.

	July - Aug 2010
	Finalise project, write final report and start dissemination.
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Appendix: overview of research into ACU GCHE: summary for ethics application
	Research purpose: to investigate the impact of the ACU GCHE on the professional practice of its graduates and current participants.

	Research questions
	Data collection methods
	Participants

	1. What are the characteristics of the GCHE course at ACU and how do they compare to similar programs in other universities?
	· Document analysis

· Exploration of websites

· Literature search

· Interviews


	· Selected GCHE Course co-ordinators from ACU & other universities
· Participants from each GCHE cohort

	2. What do sponsors, LICs and participants perceive to be the strengths and weaknesses of the GCHE as a means of professional development for professional practice?
	· Survey
· Interviews
	· ACU sponsors (GMcM; Deans; Director LTC
· Selected HOS/Supervisors

· Participants from each GCHE cohort

· LICs /teaching staff from each cohort
· External Sessional teacher for UNHE 500

	3. What have participants/graduates changed or introduced into their professional practice as a result of their GCHE experiences?
	· Survey
· Interviews

· 
	· Participants from each GCHE cohort



	4. What input into/influence on their institution’s educational programs and policies have participants/graduates had as a result of their GCHE experiences?

	· Survey

· Interviews

· 
	· Participants from each GCHE cohort

· 

	5. What constraints, if any, have participants/graduates met which may limit what they would like to do in their professional practice arising from their GCHE experience?
	· Survey

· Interviews
	· Participants from each GCHE cohort

	6. What strategies can be undertaken to enhance the impact 

               
of the GCHE in the future?
	· Survey
· Interviews


	· ACU sponsors (GMcM; Deans; Director IATL/LTC
· Selected HOS/Supervisors

· Participants from each GCHE cohort

· LICs /teaching staff from each cohort


	7. In what ways, if any, does the fully online mode of delivery of the GCHE via the Blackboard LMS enhance or constrain student learning?


	· Interviews
	· Participants from each GCHE cohort

· LICs/teaching staff from each cohort
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