
 

46
th

 Annual Conference of the Architectural Science Association (ANZAScA), 2012, Griffith University  

Barriers to adoption of blended learning and online 
feedback and assessment by sessional staff 

 

Susan J. Shannon1, Rebecca L. Francis2 and Gemma T. Torpey1 

1
School of Architecture, Landscape Architecture and Urban Design, The University of Adelaide, Adelaide, Australia  

2
School of Civil, Environmental and Mining Engineering, University of Adelaide, Adelaide, Australia 

 

The use of blended learning techniques is beneficial for design and engineering (architectural) 
students. In the case studies reviewed, a range of feedback and assessment was provided through 
blended learning, although none was provided solely utilising online elements. In considering the 
barriers to a more widespread adoption of digital or online feedback in the blended learning studio 
setting, speculation arose that one of the major limitations may be the reliance upon sessional staff for 
teaching, including marking and giving feedback.  
 
To determine the barriers (if any) to the adoption of blended learning assessment and online feedback 
by sessional staff we interviewed twenty-two sessional staff members from two adjacent Universities’ 
Architecture and Engineering Schools about their engagement with blended learning and providing 
online feedback. Sessional staff’s conceptions of their role in academia, and their beliefs about learning 
and teaching determined their practices in the studio and online. They were resource deficient, and 
unwilling to invest upfront in courses only taught once. Their constant juggling of commitments 
favoured the paid over the unpaid. We concluded that for universities to promote an effective e-
learning strategy a re-conception of the teaching enterprise – from tool-led to staff development-led – is 
required.  
 

Conference theme: Architectural Education 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Case studies conducted in technically-oriented design courses for students studying architectural design and 
engineering (architectural) revealed that the use of blended learning techniques was beneficial to students’ learning 
outcomes (Shannon and Francis, 2012).  Blended learning is the seamless amalgamation of traditional face-to-face 
interaction augmented by carefully considered modules of online learning which support and stand alongside the face 
to face opportunities (Beer, Clark and Jones, 2010, Blackmore et al., 2010).The limitations to the case studies 
included that they were conducted at the (research intensive) University of Adelaide, in a small range of courses from 
four Degree Programs, for students studying either design studies, architecture, landscape architecture or 
engineering (architectural), and delivered by a limited number of course coordinators, over a five year period. Thus 
the results cannot be generalised, but recommendations for adoption elsewhere based on the experiences of staff, 
and evaluation of students in these courses, are valuable as a guide to best practice.  

In the case studies reported (Shannon and Francis, 2012) a range of feedback and assessment was provided 
through blended learning, although none was provided solely utilising online elements. Later ShowOff (Shannon, 
Francis & Murison, 2012) utilised solely online elements for display, feedback and marking of assignments. In 
considering the barriers to a more widespread adoption of digital or online feedback in the blended learning studio 
setting, particularly for more technically-oriented construction technology and architectural design courses, we 
speculated that one of the major limitations may be the reliance upon sessional staff for teaching, including marking 
and giving feedback. The majority of the teaching (including giving feedback) in the Architecture School and the 
majority of the marking and feedback given to Engineering (Architectural) students in the University of Adelaide is 
conducted by sessional staff members (non ‘Faculty’, or non-academic appointments, who are paid per session, and  
sometimes also referred to as casual staff, part-time Faculty, adjuncts or, when solely preparing materials and 
marking, teaching assistants). They are often recruited from the ranks of either doctoral students, as induction to 
academia, or from practitioners who bring current practice-based perspectives to academia.  

Cowley (2010:30) reported on the “significant growth in the number of sessional (casual) staff in Universities in 
Australia, the United States of America (USA) and the United Kingdom (UK)”. She reported estimations by the 
Australian Learning and Teaching Council in 2008 that “40 to 50 percent of all teaching in Australian higher education 
is conducted by sessional staff” (p. 31). The “key benefit particularly for ... professional schools, is employment of 
high profile industry or professional experts, which allows the university (and students) to gain access to very 
valuable knowledge” (p. 34). Chan (2010) found that practicing professionals “practitioner-part-time-teachers” (p. 36), 
who also teach, play a vital part in professional education through their currency of knowledge, demonstration of 
reflective practice and “coaching ability” (p. 43). The study looked at four professional programs (three from design; 
two of these being architecture) and concluded that practitioners contribute to professional education in a way that 
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full-time academics cannot, and, as such, their role is vital to “help bridge the gap between professional practice and 
professional education” (p. 43). He noted that the contributions made by practicing professional are “not supported in 
professional education” (p.43). Laxpati and Saad (1996) found that practising professionals who maintain a role with 
academia (as ‘adjunct faculty’) have value to add to engineering schools through their experience, ties with industry 
and community and provide a link between university and the real world. 

Smith and Coombe (2006) considered the increasing dependence upon sessional staff in teaching generally and in 
marking in particular. They viewed increased reliance upon sessional staff for marking as an indication of resource-
strapped academics endeavouring to free-up time by diverting the tasks they consider a “chore” (p.48). They 
commented upon movement towards automated marking of essays; regarding this as underscoring the negative way 
in which marking is regarded. The nature of the casual markers in Smith and Coombe’s study was that they were 
generally external to the course: that is they were not prepared for the marking by having any other inherent role in 
the learning and teaching process. We have termed this role ‘teaching assistant’. No comment was made on any 
process of calibration or moderation amongst markers, although the need for it was apparent. Given the dependence 
upon sessional staff as “gatekeepers for university quality” (p. 45) and the lack of rigour in quality control on behalf of 
university management, the need for staff development (tenured and sessional) is expected to be important.  
 
There is no dispute internationally in higher education that providing “feedback is a key element in effective teaching 
and learning” (Tang and Harrison, 2011:583). Ramsden (1992:193) stated that “it is impossible to overstate the role 
of effective feedback on students’ progress”. Mazelan, Green, Brannigan and Tormey (1993) found that students 
rated effective feedback as the third most important activity for effective study. Adcroft (2011:13) found, in a survey of 
students’ responses concerning adequacy and meaning of feedback in a law school, that “almost twice as many 
students as academics felt that feedback is the crucial mechanism through which a student’s performance is 
improved”. “More positively, a significant majority of students did feel that feedback was successful in bridging the 
gap between how they did perform and how they wanted to perform” (Adcroft, 2011:14). Tang and Harrison 
(2011:584) argued that “the important part of assessment does not end when the work has been marked; rather, that 
is when it begins”. They described tutor’s attitudes towards feedback as conforming to three types. Traditional-
autonomous-global (TAG) tutors’ characteristics were “that they believed the most important feedback to students 
was a score and demonstrated a doubtful attitude about the helpfulness of tutor feedback and of discussions with 
other colleagues over marking”. Student-centred (SC) oriented tutors “maintained good tutor feedback provided more 
than a score and that students needed feedback in order to improve”. Lastly traditional-local type tutors (TL) “held 
that there was little relationship between tutor feedback and students’ subsequent achievements”. They did not want 
to be told how to mark assignments, and were local in that they underlined all the errors and provided detailed 
feedback (Tang and Harrison, 2011: 589-591). In conclusion Tang and Harrison said that tutor dispositions may 
affect tutor feedback approaches, the amount of detail in their feedback and effort expended on feedback provision.  
 
Black and Wiliam (2009) confirmed three roles for formative feedback – so important in design education – as 
“establishing where the learners are in their learning; establishing where they are going; and establishing what needs 
to be done to get them there” (2009:7). Sorensen and Takle (2005) said that the convergence of formative 
assessment and web-based technologies created the concept of online formative assessment. Ludwig-Hardman and 
Dunclap (2003), who identified ongoing learner support as critical to the success of effective online learning, 
essentially said that it can be facilitated through sustained interactive collaboration between teacher, peers and the 
individual learner. Gikandi (2011) advanced this collaboration through using asynchronous discussion boards. 
Mandernach, Daily-Hebert and Donnelli-Sallee’s (2007) study quantified the time (on average 187 minutes per week 
over 5½ days) that staff logged onto the threaded discussions in discussion boards, an element to which we shall 
return later when discussing reasonable time input by sessional staff. Al-Smadi, Guetl and Kappe (2010) recorded 
the history of peer assessment systems and surveyed the field; we also return to peer assessment later in the paper.  

Sharpe and Pawlyn (2009) considered the experiences of the tutor in blended e-learning. “As blended learning 
becomes embedded into the practices of higher education, many more staff are involved, some of whom have not 
made an active choice to adopt technology, have not been involved in the pedagogical redesign decisions, and are 
not all sharing the same responsibilities” (p. 19). Sharpe and Pawlyn reported five emerging themes from blended 
learning – first a change in the relationships between staff and students – staff said that they did not get a sense of 
the students as individuals; second, praise from tutors observing students’ support for each other including 
excellence in group work; third, support for students’ access to web-based learning as a harbinger of how their 
professional development would evolve; fourth, praise from the tutors for the integration and flexibility of online and 
face-to-face learning which also made tutors more accessible, they felt; and lastly tutors seeing the need for 
professional development of their own tutoring skills to maximise the potential of the online environment. In 
conclusion, Sharpe and Pawlyn related that tutors, in an online mode “were sometimes unsure of the role they should 
take, and when to intervene” (p.29). They reported that Goodyear (2001) predicted that the tutor’s role “would be 
expected to change in networked learning environments from lecturer to guide, and from provider of content to 
designer of learning” (p.29). In conclusion Sharpe and Pawlyn (2009) reported that the outcome of their study was 
“lobbying for staff to receive time to work online and for the school to invest in developing their e-moderators” (p. 30). 

Mogey (2011) questions why there is such a low uptake of e-assessment in UK for summative assessment, and 
concludes that the way forward is possibly through the adoption of “computer barns” where students have 
individualized examinations (which is physically possible but an unlikely fit with the complex assessment in design 
education); or through access to wireless networked computers which facilitate immediate assessments which test 
students’ practical collaborative abilities (once again a poor fit with the individualised nature of complex feedback on 
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students’ design propositions); or most desirably through changing the nature of assessment where assessments are 
personalised and build on experiences, reflections and diversity of responses. In this way the task questions become 
trivial and the learning opportunities and capturing student experiences becomes complex. This is the best fit with the 
needs of students learning in these disciplines where design process is valued. Mogey (2011) concluded that the key 
point is that a complete analysis of current methods of assessment is a positive thing to determine whether these 
methods are in fact the best modes for maximum retention and learning. 

Ashton, Beevers and Thomas (2008), who conducted an analysis “Can e-Assessment Become Mainstream?” stated 
that “well trained and informed practitioners who are able to understand and address issues relating to the use of e-
assessment” was a “necessary precursor to mainstream acceptance” and identified that “staff skills and 
understanding” are amongst potential barriers (p.12). But Benson, Anderson and Ooms (2011) found that barriers to 
developing blended learning modules were not generally related to staff attitudes (in business and management 
education); rather they were related to lack of time and lack of confidence in technology. Their study confirms 
previous research on staff perceptions that blended learning is time-consuming but that staff were inclined to use 
technology where they can see the benefits. “Hence any strategy implementation needs to address staff concerns 
(time, resources, integrity) and identify innovations likely to be beneficial in the specific context” (ibid p. 153). 

One step in Mogey’s (2011) complete analysis of current methods of assessment or Asthon, Beevers and Thomas’ 
(2008) test of staff skills and understanding is to test our speculation – a hypothesis that reliance upon sessional staff 
may present a barrier to the more widespread adoption of the delivery of more feedback and assessment through 
fully online means for architecture, design and engineering (architectural) students. To test that proposition we 
interviewed twenty-two sessional staff members from the University of Adelaide and the neighbouring University of 
South Australia’s Engineering and Architecture and Design Schools. Our goal was to ascertain what the factors were 
in adoption or non-adoption of blended learning and blended modes of feedback for sessional staff members. 
Through interviewing sessional staff more broadly than from the University of Adelaide our intention was to determine 
whether its research focus, compared with the technology focus of the University of South Australia, was a factor in 
sessional staff members’ willingness to explore and adopt alternative blended learning feedback paradigms.  
 

2. METHOD 

Human Research Ethics Committee approval was gained for a qualitative study which sought interview responses 
from sessional staff. Six standard questions for the telephone or face-to-face interviews were developed. Interviews 
were carried out by three researchers, and were audio-taped, transcribed, coded and themed to ascertain trends. 
Interviews were ceased when the data repeated and repeated, and no new insights were revealed. In total twenty-
two interviews were completed. The questions were: 
 
Question 1: What experience(s) have you had in your past teaching roles in the School/ The School of Architecture, 
Landscape Architecture and Urban Design & The School of Civil, Environmental & Mining Engineering School of Art, 
Architecture and Design & The School of Natural and Built Environments (the courses you've taught, and your role, 
responsibility). 

Question 2: To what extent have the courses you've taught in implemented any form of blended learning*?  

*Blended learning: The seamless amalgamation of traditional face to face interaction augmented by carefully 
considered modules of online learning which support and stand alongside the face to face opportunities. 

This could be (for example) in the form of e-mails to students, using Blackboard, using Show Off or drop boxes, wikis 
and discussion boards. 

Question 3: If so, what form? If not, can you recall why not? 

Question 4: How much time did it take to learn how to do that form of blended learning? 

Question 5: What were the plusses and minuses of any of the forms of blended learning you adopted? 

Question 6: Is there anything else you can tell us about being a sessional staff member in an increasingly online 
higher education sector? 

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

3.1 Question 1 Teaching roles 

Of the 22 interviewees, 13 had been solely tutors with responsibility for running tutorials and providing feedback and 
assessment as a part of that role. Two of these tutors had also tutored at University of Sydney and one in PNG 
School of Architecture. Two had tutored at the University of Adelaide as well as the University of South Australia; 
three were tutors from Engineering. 

Seven respondents had at times also been Course Coordinator and lecturer as well as tutor. These sessional staff 
had overseas experience and experience; some in these roles at the University of Adelaide as well as at the 
University of South Australia. One was from Engineering. One respondent from Engineering had been a Course 
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Coordinator and lecturer, but never a tutor. One respondent was a teaching assistant, with responsibility for marking 
and feedback, but not tutoring.  

In summary, although their roles covered all teaching assignments, the majority had been solely tutors and even 
when performing at a higher level, had previously tutored. This tutor role is therefore most prevalent amongst 
interviewees for sessional staff who come in casually, or sessionally, from practice or Higher Degrees by Research. 
The responsibility for the course conception often laid elsewhere, with the Course Coordinator, who may 
autonomously determine the role of online blended learning in the course, and the form of feedback and marking. 
However, eight had also been Course Coordinator at times, a position which often assumes complete responsibility 
for course conception, curriculum design and discharge. 

3.2 Question 2 Implementation of any form of blended learning 

Utilising aspects or components of the Learning Management System (LMS) Blackboard was the most common form 
of adoption of any form of blended learning, with 17 respondents using it, most prevalently for information provision 
and links to recorded lectures, as well as the more interactive Discussion Boards (six respondents) and Drop Boxes 
(three respondents). Eight staff also used ShowOff (an online display and critique virtual display room (Francis, 
Shannon & Murison, 2012)) and seven specifically mentioned using emails to students, as well as another two who 
specified the use of group emails for giving feedback. Only one interviewee used wikis (a website developed 
collaboratively by a community of users, allowing any user to add and edit content (Wikipedia, 2102)). Three staff 
specifically mentioned posting lectures online, or referring to lectures posted online, but, along with emails, this 
activity is so commonplace, with automatic lecture recording, and ubiquity of emails, we surmise this does not even 
register for many staff as enabled blended learning. 

In summary, most respondents did not extend their use of blended learning beyond the functions available through 
the Blackboard whose use is mandated at both Universities. One third of the respondents had also utilised ShowOff, 
which is not a Blackboard tool, rather a Moodle-based component linked to Blackboard (Moodle is an open-source 
(free) software which can be modified by users) (Francis, Shannon & Murison 2012). 

3.3 Question 3 Forms of adoption and non-adoption 

Sessional staff engaged with many forms of blended learning in their many levels of responsibility but mainly to 
provide information and then most prevalently to enable group work, group interaction, group feedback, and to 
provide opportunities for the class to provide feedback and peer review – where Blackboard Discussion Board was 
favoured over wikis as a means for engagement. Engineering sessional staff specifically used online modules, 
surveys and quizzes, both as diagnostic tools, as pre-requisites to the tutorial, or learning session, as catch-up pre-
requisites for some students in mixed cohort classes, and for formative and summative purposes. No 
design/architecture sessional staff utilised these modes. One sessional staff member utilised Blackboard statistics. 

Many sessional staff in the design/ architecture departments resisted using the many modes of blended learning 
principally because it did not fit with their view of the face-to-face, one-on-one studio contact which they said was 
integral to the studio ethos of teaching and providing individual feedback. There were also instances in rural and 
regional, and overseas studios where student cultural immersion was desired, not an online proxy. For some 
activities, such as model making, and hand drawing, sessional staff said that transferring a hands-on activity online- it 
‘made no sense’. These are all strands of the same belief, that ‘online-ing’ aspects of face-to-face teaching would not 
improve the learning, connection or interaction for students, and its use was resisted/declined by sessional staff. 
Lastly, if internet connections were unreliable, it was not a preferred mode for any instruction, interaction or learning. 

3.4 Question 4 Time Implications to learn about blended learning tools 

Most sessional staff who utilised online components such as email, ShowOff, Discussion Board and Announcements 
said that they either had pre-familiarity with the interface (email) or the interface was so intuitive or user-friendly that it 
was not time consuming to learn how to use it. More said they had taught themselves (four respondents) than 
attended formal training sessions (one) with one saying the operational aspects were well remembered from 
undergraduate days.  

Staff said the incentive to put more upfront effort into developing online modules for their courses only existed when 
they knew they will be allocated repeat teaching. Incentive was mentioned in several other ways – that the sessional 
staff tutorial pay structure provided no incentive at all to do anything other than ‘giving them information and getting it 
back’ and that initiatives (if there are any) need to be driven from the Course Coordinator. This view was countered 
by two Engineering sessional staff members who said that through formal scholarship of Higher Education study they 
knew the existence and value of online modules – even though they had no incentive to use them. Two sessional 
staff members said that if you do not regularly use Blackboard, the interface is forgotten; another saying that you 
have to search through menus to find what you needed, and that an administrative staff member should full-time work 
on Blackboard for sessional staff members. Further resistance was offered even beyond this point, from a staffer 
saying that s/he did not use Blackboard at all – as it was too time consuming and therefore stopped you from ‘getting 
out’. Time was a major factor in non-adoption, but generally not due to the time to learn how to do it. Teaching online, 
“continues to involve a much higher workload than face-to-face teaching” (Gibbs and Gosper, 2006:50). Sessional 
staff have reported this to be their reality.  
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Interestingly there was a divide between design/architecture staff and engineering staff when it came to “giving it a 
go”. Engineering staff were far more likely to “have a go” at utilising online resources, Blackboard and even providing 
feedback online than design/architecture staff, who preferred coaching, collegiate assistance, formal training and the 
Course Coordinator’s teaching to learn how to tackle any modules of online learning; or rejected the benefits of this 
paradigm at all as having no congruence with their view of the studio culture.  

3.5 Question 5 Benefits and Disadvantages of Blended Learning 

Blackboard was valued for the wealth of material placed online by Course Coordinators, including recorded lectures 
accessible to sessional staff tutors. Drop Box, as a mode of Blackboard, was valued for its capacity to hold 
submissions leading to broader access and capacity to mark work at home, or the office, and to share marking and 
moderation with other tutors and the Course Coordinator. 

ShowOff was valued for many aspects: the potential for immediacy of interaction, appraisal and critique (by staff and 
students) as well as the flexibility of taking work home digitally for marking and critique, and for reference, even as an 
‘aide memoire’ to in-class presentations. Its value as a management tool for large class hand-ins was praised, as was 
its role in combining the display of submission times with a digital record of all work submitted, and ShowOff’s 
accessible online record of all comments, notes and assessment. Critiquing work displayed online through ShowOff 
with all students being able to see the work and the critique – was praised as a way of students learning from peers. 

Some staff thought that digital submission compromises future professionalism – preferring 2-D submission and an 
oral presentation (the standard pin-up and presentation (Anthony, 1991)). Allied to this concern were sessional staff’s 
statements that the substitution of face-to-face teaching with digital teaching is removing the tutor’s capacity to 
engage with students one-on-one to explain concepts in more than one way and see if the students understand the 
explanation; and to communicate critique. They also thought students had changed, now that all their information is 
online; that they declined engagement with lectures and other face-to-face studio sessions, claiming that ‘it was all 
online, anyway’ but then did not allocate time and engagement with the online material to substitute for absenteeism.  

However, particularly in the design/architecture and engineering fields where all documentation is produced digitally, 
one sessional staff member stressed that there are many instances where work produced digitally, can reasonably 
only be marked digitally, particularly if any aspect of the process of communication is being assessed. Even in this 
instance, his/her feedback was promulgated on hand written sheets. Johnson, Hopkin and Shiell (2011) reported that 
marking on-screen, as opposed to marking a print out, demanded greater cognitive workload, confirming our 
interviewed sessional staff’s concerns about workload or time demands and health impacts of marking on-screen. 

Emails were a source of concern for sessional staff, who thought they were ‘available all the time as a[n unpaid] 
caretaker’. “[a]Access to the teacher” was the strongest predictor for learning satisfaction amongst engineering 
students moving to blended learning from traditional approaches to learning (Martinez-Caro and Camuzano-Bolarin 
2011:482). Students in a blended environment are thus likely to record dissatisfaction in Course Evaluation 
Questionnaires if sessional staff are unavailable and do not respond to emails. Internationally, Landrum (2009) has 
disputed this cause of dissatisfaction, finding that there were few significant differences between the teaching 
outcomes of full time and part-time [sessional] faculty in the areas of learning and teaching with part-time faculty 
performing just as well as full-time faculty in regard to student evaluations of teaching and course grade distributions 
(p. 25). He concluded that the growing reliance upon part-time faculty is well founded – save for insitutions’ 
propensity to overly rely upon part–time faculty for their capacity to achieve same outcomes with reduced resources.  

Online quality and technical glitches were a source of frustration for many sessional staff. When their time is very 
limited, they said long upload times to open and assess files for sometimes poor quality display was an issue, as they 
wanted the flexibility of working from home or the office. They also thought digital hand-ins had opened up a plethora 
of ‘cyberspace’ excuses. One staff member, who did engage with online marking, said that s/he did not want to sit in 
front of computers to do marking, thinking it was unhealthy (also noted by Johnson, Hopkin and Shiell, 2011). 

With blended learning in its relative infancy, one staff member reported a communication gap of varying expectations 
between student and teacher and Course Coordinator and tutor, added to the existing complexities for engagement 
of sessional staff and good learning outcomes. Lastly the propensity for ‘digital plagiarism’ was highlighted, 
particularly if students can view the cohort’s assessment submissions prior to submitting their own. 

3.6 Question 6 Comments about being a sessional staff member in an increasingly online higher education 
sector 

Sessional staff held two major concerns for the adoption of online learning and digital modes of production, feedback 
and critique, firstly for students, and secondly for their role in students’ education and the Universities’ staffing profile.  

Staff were concerned that the adoption of digital modes of production at the expense of developing skills of hand 
drawing and modelling may restrict students’ capacities as graduates. They believed expertise at hand-drawing 
offered relevant immediacy and that restriction of this capacity compromised the design process and design 
development due to the computer’s rigid format. One tutor believed that employing computers for documentation only 
after designs were signed off by the client was their best deployment – as documentation changes were made very 
rapidly and their use did not compromise design development. 
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Staff could see the positives and negatives of the adoption of blended online learning for students. On the one hand, 
they made comments like ‘web based resources have made a significant and important contribution to those students 
who are so motivated to embrace all aspects of their education’ and that most students benefit greatly from the 
flexibility which these technologies allow.’ They said that online tools assist the time–poor sessional staff members – 
for example to look at lectures online ‘as if I was there’ (despite this causing an over-run in allocated course time). 
Sessional staff also acknowledged that they were advantaged by being connected to presented work mounted on 
websites, such as Drop Boxes and ShowOff when at home or at the office.  

Conversely, the 24/7 availability of web-based resources such as lectures online had led, sessional staff believed, to 
‘a significant increase in number of students who believe that the face-to-face experience has less to offer and that 
their lack of respect for the traditions of a dynamic and well informed dialogue has predisposed those students to a 
less intellectually rigorous approach to their studies’. Interviewees reported how this belief was manifested in 
students’ behaviour. Absenteeism from scheduled teaching was the most important, as was using a laptop during 
lectures to give the impression of engagement whereas sessional staff said it opens a window to irrelevant web 
browsing – particularly on Facebook- ‘there but not there’. Another example reported was student reliance upon 
sessional staff members out-of-hours, by email, despite not attending studio or lecture sessions; the expectation 
being that staff would review and critique design development online. The demand for out-of-class contact with 
sessional staff was widespread. Schmidt (2008) reported on Umbach's study of the effects of part-timers on full-time 
faculty members, where Umbach “analyzed 2001 survey data from about 21,000 faculty members at 148 two and 
four-year [U.S.] colleges gathered by the Higher Education Research Institute at the University of California” finding 
that “compared with full-time faculty members, part-timers [sessionals] advised students less frequently, used active 
teaching techniques less often, spent less time preparing for class, and were less likely to participate in teaching 
workshops.” Stenerson, Blanchard, Fassiotto, Hernandez and Muth (2010) also concluded that students being taught 
by adjuncts (sessional staff) should have access to those staff for discussion outside of class, and that to accomplish 
those goals the university needed to redirect resources in support of those (adjunct) Faculty. 
 
Finally, one sessional staff member summarised their concerns by saying that ‘I would say that the “blended learning” 
option is crucial for sessional staff members... especially in the larger classes. There is simply no way a teacher can 
interact face-to-face with each student in the allocated contact time. Having said that, there is no way I could teach 
the classes by utilising just an online connection and it would be a mistake to think that some of the course material 

could move down this path. The process of growing students through a body of content will always require what is 
fundamental in teaching - a personal and real relationship where the educational process is cyclic in nature. There is 
no way I could foster the necessary student/teacher relationship required for effective learning to take place if I were 
just using the digital realm. “Blended learning” only works so well if and when it exploits the best of both approaches.’ 
 
Commenting upon their own expediency, sessional staff were very concerned that the adoption of online modes for 
learning and teaching may lead (quite quickly) to their redundancy. They feared computers replacing people or 
specialist teaching from sessional staff: ‘I have a reservation which concerns the increasing use of these technologies 
to replace, rather than augment the face-to-face interaction with an experienced tutor’. This concern was widespread, 
and drove a deficit view of the potential benefits of adoption of modules of online learning, as sessional staff strove to 
remain relevant and employed despite being outside any discussion about the institutions’ technology decision 
making. Jackowski and Ackroyd (2010) found that part-time faculty were less likely to engage with technology both as 
users and as teachers which they related to the part-time faculty’s inadequate compensation and poor integration into 
the institional ethos, as well as their limited access to technology. Three main factors influencing confidence in 
technology adoption overall were teaching training, technical support and adequacy of resources. 
 
Sessional staff were critical of the casual, even haphazard, nature of the sessional mode of employment: ‘very eager 
sessional worker but I find myself without work. I haven’t had any negative feedback. I’m still very good at doing this. 
I’m currently undertaking a diploma in teaching which will enable me to teach at high schools too. I find it very hard to 
get these jobs. I’d rather myself be part of a pool of sessional staff for employment. I would like to be told what areas I 
need to improve on with my teaching. I’m slightly frustrated with the system. I also work in a supermarket which is ten 
times more reliable. I really enjoy teaching at university. I would really like to see the preparation that goes into the 
courses and …[I’d like] to take part in changing this for …the better.’ This comment resonates with Smith and Combe 
(2006) who stated that the best indicator of a [teaching assistant] marker’s performance seemed to be whether 
markers were re-employed” (p. 53). This staff member received no feedback and was not re-employed. 

 

4. CONCLUSION  

Coupled with their concerns about the ultimate goal of student graduate attributes possibly not being realised if 
students do not possess a range of relevant design development skills, potentially denied to them through focussing 
too much upon the development of digital skills, sessional staff also feared that the university was abandoning its 
commitment to the relevant professional skills of sessional staff being brought into the studio through the widespread 
adoption of online learning possibly to replace, rather than augment, face-to-face learning and teaching. Sessional 
staff worried about students learning from online resources, with the attendant concerns that students were absenting 
themselves from dynamic face-to-face encounters which could extend their vocabulary and capacity to respond to 
critique, preferring the flexibility and relative anonymity of online learning, which the staff did not believe suitably 
replaces the immediacy of face-to-face engagement. For example, students may remain anonymous in online 
Discussion Forums if the questions they want answered are posed by another student. Further, they may 
anonymously trawl peer interaction on ShowOff to align their peer review, or submission, with assessment guidelines.  
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Sessional staff members’ mode of belief about the primacy of the Beaux Arts atelier and one-on-one over-the-
drawing-board teaching and critique (‘studio teaching’, Anthony, 1991) delivered in a pin-up and oral presentation 
environment being the hallmark for excellence in architecture/design teaching was held by staff at both the 
Universities of Adelaide and South Australia. Engineering sessional staff were more willing to attempt the integration 
of new modes of online modules into their conception of teaching and learning in engineering courses.  

Staff in architecture/design, at both universities, feared their rapid redundancy through the deployment of online 
modes of learning and teaching. There was no difference between the views of sessional staff at the research –
based University of Adelaide and the technology-focussed University of South Australia with respect to their views 
about the suitability of online modes of learning and feedback for students’ learning outcomes. 

All sessional staff interviewed were juggling other paid work commitments or study commitments. The 
architecture/design staff were generally unwilling to invest unpaid time in exploring the opportunities for online 
learning or feedback unless it was mandated by the Course Coordinator, and all the preparatory work was done for 
them, so that they could assess and provide feedback online in a proxy studio situation. This research suggests that 
any institution-wide, institution-led e-learning strategy will have specific challenges in schools where there is a heavy 
reliance upon sessional staff. The in-university penetration of this blended mode of learning from LMS adoption to the 
mode of online assessment will need to start with winning over the hearts and minds of sessional staff. As sessional 
staff sit outside the university structure for staff development and with no capacity to mandate action through 
professional development reviews, any blended learning drive needs to have professional development at its centre. 
Thus staff can, either as Course Coordinators re-conceive their curriculum, or as tutors, be familiarised with how 
blended online learning may be implemented. Overwhelmingly, at present, that they cannot see that it is possible, 
because to them it is not desirable.  

Exposure to the current scholarship of learning and teaching is the missing link. But the sessional nature of their 
tenure causes them to not be supportive of a front-end time investment unless it is a good investment – which they 
say is over more than one teaching assignment. Currently the e-learning strategy at the University of Adelaide 
focuses upon tool development – supplying i-pads and developing or supplying applications (“Apps”) and online 
textbooks compatible with Blackboard. We would suggest that the e-learning strategy may embed itself better at the  
University of Adelaide if it started with staff development about situating learning, and e-learning and online modes 
for access and flexibility, then moved to the mastery of simple modes of online feedback and critique (for example 
through learning about the theories of engagement and peer review on moderated discussion boards which foster 
interactivity), and assessment modes that are currently available, leaving advanced tools and bespoke applications 
for trialling amongst the early adopting technology-focussed tenured staff or staff developers. Models for best-
practice abound: Cowley (2010) reported that when busy Law professionals were unable to attend professional 
development sessions – their School’s reponsse was the creation of a DVD of exceptional teaching in which 
interviews with those teachers about their “teaching style, how they encouraged student interaction; and the ways in 
which technology assists their teaching” were included (p. 41). Hoyt et al. (2008) concluded that “ongoing training and 
professional develoment should be offerred to part-time faculty” – even an individualised development plan. They 
recommended payment for completing training sessions and teaching workshops, earning status as a “senior adjunct 
faculty” (p 36). Meixner, Kruck and Madden (2010:146) confirmed in part-time Faculty “a desire to cultivate additional 
knowledge requisite for advancing university teaching”; highest on their list of priorities is “general and specific 
technology assistance (eg Blackboard)”. In an engineering setting, Falkner and Le Lievre (2010) pointed to the 
importance of induction and provision of teaching resources to support new sessional staff in Engineering. 
 
Our final conclusion is that it seems highly likely that these views shared by sessional staff in 
architecture/design/engineering are also shared by tenured academic staff in architecture/design/engineering who 
have chosen  not to update their knowledge of online learning and skills with online feedback and critique and 
assessment either as late adopters, or non-adopters of available technology, possibly due to not supporting the 
proposition that online has anything to offer the design studio field of education. Staff development has a substantial 
role here, too, in developing a capacity to see the value of online elements to first supplement – through enrichment, 
extension and fostering of peer interactivity the face-to-face role of studio staff in critique and feedback -  and to 
potentially supplant the role of face-to-face teaching in best practice feedback and grading for senior students, who 
could ideally have an international community of peers and critics reviewing their design proposals online. 
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