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This article describes the experiences of an Australian university Information 
Technology school that embarked on a journey of cultural transformation aimed at 
breaking down the barriers to collegial engagement at the program level. Using action 
research methodology, data was collected from various sources to evaluate the 
effectiveness of the transformation effort as well as the process of implementation. This 
paper focuses on the latter. The school shifted a pre-existing norm of separating the 
curriculum into course based silos whose proponents avoid the sharing of feedback that 
could inform appropriate program level change. In the rapidly changing higher 
education environment, leaders need to develop expertise in transforming practices. 
This paper enables leaders to engage in practice-based learning by providing a study of 
a real life problem. Kotter’s 8 stages of change are used to makes sense of the data from 
the action research process in order to reflect on how this collegial, evidence based 
approach to course and program design became “the way we do things around here”. 
The article offers insight to other schools that are seeking to implement a sustainable, 
shared approach to developing a collegial, open culture capable of supporting evidence-
based curriculum transformation. 

 
Keywords: Culture, leadership, transformational change 

 
 
Introduction 
 
The higher education sector is undergoing significant changes, with increasing focus on 
curriculum that delivers graduate level outcomes. The notion of an academic’s autonomy over 
the courses they teach is being disrupted by the need for a program level approach in design, 
delivery, and assessment of learning.  The practice of scholarly, evidence-based curriculum 
transformation invites academics to share information about their students’ experiences in 
their courses and cooperatively explore common issues and shared solutions. Sharing 
feedback with others can be uncomfortable and over time, defensive norms of avoiding such 
conversations can develop. For program level curriculum transformation to flourish, defensive 
norms need to give way to academics opening their doors and letting their colleagues peer 
into their learning and teaching practices. 
 

Transition to university can be particularly challenging for students in technical disciplines 
such as Information and Communication Technology, which have been acknowledged to have 
especially high attrition rates, around 30-50% (Denning & McGettrick, 2005). An analysis of 
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161 introductory computer science courses across 51 institutions and 15 countries, showed a 
mean pass rate of only 67.7%, with no significant difference in this rate over time (Watson 
and Li, 2014). In addition, higher education sector literature advocates a cultural change that 
values the importance of teaching quality as well as research quality in Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Mathematics disciplines (Anderson et al, 2011).  

Rationale 
The practice of leading change is complex and difficult, with high risk of the change effort 
failing (Kotter, 1995). In the higher education sector, developing leaders’ abilities to 
implement change is a priority (Fullan & Scott, 2009).  This paper enables leaders to engage 
in practice-based learning by providing a study of a real life problem. 
 
This article shares learnings about transformational change in an Australian university 
Information Technology school. This school recognised the need to shift a culture where 
teaching was considered a more or less private matter and generally not spoken about between 
staff members. The school believed it was negatively impacting on the quality of the student 
experience. The approach underpinning the transformational change is readily applicable to 
other teaching environments in the university sector. Therefore, the article offers a way 
forward for other schools that are seeking to adopt a shared leadership approach to embedding 
a collegial, open culture capable of supporting evidence-based curriculum transformation. 
 
Approach 
This paper draws on the findings of a school based project entitled “A whole of school 
approach to facilitating a successful first year in ICT: Measuring the impact on culture and 
student experience” (Venema, Muthukkumarasamy, Jeremijenko and Potter, 2014). The 
project introduced a school based reflective practice process, known as Connecting through 
Feedback. This process was designed specifically to shift norms related to how school-based 
academic staff interact with students, their peers within the school, and faculty and university 
learning and teaching experts. The process began in 2014 and consists of a series of 
workshops (two a semester) that create an opportunity for course coordinators and colleagues 
to come together to reflect on their course feedback and student data, support each other to 
analyse the information and develop a plan for what they would do.  
 
The Connecting through Feedback process extends the scholarly practice of individual critical 
reflection (Potter & Kustra, 2011) by using a group setting to create the conditions for double 
loop learning (Argyris and Schön, 1974). Wilson (2014) describes double loop learning in 
scholarly practice as critical reflection which stretches and challenges assumptions and 
conceptions, in order to improve as well as innovate. As these team based reflective practice 
cycles continue across semesters, participants reflected on what worked and what needed 
further consideration. The full scholarly teaching cycle repeats as new hot data becomes 
available.  
 
Online evaluations of the above activities have been performed. In addition, a quantitative 
survey based on Kirkpatrick’s (1959) 4 level model of training evaluation has been carried out 
in Semester 1, 2015. A report based on the survey outcomes has been prepared and a 
qualitative survey and focus group session discussing the survey results has been carried out 
in Semester 1, 2016. Additional data sources include qualitative information collected from 
school Learning and Teaching champions, anonymous post-session feedback from the 
Connecting through Feedback workshops, and project team meeting notes. 
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Context 
The trigger for this intervention was the introduction of student success and retention teams, 
which was a university wide strategy. At the time in early 2014, it was evident to the school 
leaders, that the teams consisting of program directors, course convenors, student success 
advisors and learning and teaching champions were not forming. Team members reported an 
unwillingness of some colleagues to share feedback about their students and engage in 
constructive conversations about their courses.   
 
The school executive invited a colleague from the university’s academic development center 
to assist them. As a result of this partnership, the project was funded in part through a small, 
university based strategic learning and teaching grant. The 12 month project set out to (1) 
evaluate the effectiveness of the Connecting through Feedback process, (2) investigate the 
factors that enhanced the success of implementing the Connecting through Feedback process 
in the school, and (3) make recommendations for other schools interested in implementing a 
similar process.  
 
The school continues to use the Connecting through Feedback process into its’ fourth year. 
This paper focuses on (2) investigating factors that enhance the success of implementing the 
Connecting through feedback process. The project team incorporated an action research 
methodology, based on Kember’s work (2000), to learn about the implementation process. 
This methodology is widely recognised in educational research for implementing change. The 
action research process also facilitates distributed leadership (Jones, Lefoe & Ryland, 2012) 
by guiding participants to engage collegially with the change process and influence the 
change that is being experienced.  
 
The project team initially used Lewin’s simple phases of change model (1947) as reference 
for investigating the process of embedding the Connecting through Feedback activity within 
the school. As the action research progressed, the project team deepened their understanding 
of change management theory and chose to apply Kotter’s 8 stages of change (1995), later 
referred to as 8 accelerators (2012, 2014). Kotter extended his formerly top-down approach to 
transformational change (1995) to incorporate a second dynamic and nimble organisational 
network within the traditional, more rigid hierarchical structure. His revised approach maps 
well to the dynamic nature of the contemporary university environment where a distributed 
approach to innovation and change complements the traditional leader centred model (Bolden, 
Jones, Davis and Gentle, 2015).   
 
Team members participated in a series of six university wide leadership workshops that 
developed their knowledge of leadership in higher education and organisational change 
literature. Team members were introduced to a number of change management theories, 
including transformational change (Kotter 1995, 2012, 2014), organisational learning (Senge 
et al. 1999) and leading change in higher education (e.g. Scott, Coates & Anderson, 2008).  
 
In this paper, members of the project team share their learnings from the action research, 
using Kotter’s 8 stages of transformational change and reflect on how a collegial, evidence 
based approach to course and program design is becoming ‘the way we do things around here’. 
 
 
 
 



	
	

383 

Background 
 
The school teaches a number of undergraduate and masters level programs. Classes range in 
size from 25 to 600 with delivery models ranging from in-semester in-person on-campus, 3 
week in-person on-campus intensive, through fully online. Each course is evaluated at the end 
of its delivery using an online anonymous course evaluation survey. The survey is based on a 
number of 5-point Likert style questions with options ranging from Strongly Disagree to 
Strongly Agree as well as opportunities to provide open-ended text-based responses. A similar 
anonymous survey is available for evaluation of each teaching staff member.  
 
A recognised issue with gathering feedback only at the end of a course using surveys is that 
the information cannot be used to implement changes for the offering in which it was given. It 
is simply too late to act on the feedback and any changes will only impact the next cohort, not 
the cohort that provided the feedback. As Palermo (2003) indicates, communicating the 
response to the feedback that has been received back to students is challenging at the best of 
times. Attempting to close the feedback loop after the course has finished only exacerbates the 
challenges. 
 
Closing the loop 
In 2012, the faculty within which the school resides implemented a new initiative called 
Closing the loop. Closing the loop is a faculty wide initiative mandated for every course by 
the Dean Learning and Teaching. The premise of the Closing the loop process is to gather 
feedback early in the course to enable feedback to be acted upon in a timely manner. 
Gathering data early enables the feedback loop to be closed in the same course that it is given. 
Students experience the adjustments made to the course based on their feedback and can see 
that their concerns are being addressed. In this process, feedback is gathered in week 4, 
analysed in week 5, and a response is disseminated to students in week 6. 
  
Transformational change 
 
This transformational change is aimed at developing a culture where gathering feedback and 
freely discussing it with other academics is seen as both normal and valuable. It attempts to 
create organisational and team learning environments (Senge, 1990), where double loop 
learning becomes part of the practice rather than a one-off intervention. In this transformed 
environment, colleagues could share their practice and teaching innovations with others and 
best practice could evolve through shared experience. This creates an environment moving 
towards a constructively aligned course and program design (Biggs, 2014) and delivery where 
staff do not keep their teaching and feedback close to their chest. 
 
Recently, Coldwell-Neilson, Dew & Goscinski (2015) proposed a holistic approach where a 
workshop was held for all teaching staff to explore and address not only the end of semester 
feedback, but also the reasons for the feedback. Their approach differs from Connecting 
through Feedback in that it focuses on a one-off experience for problematic courses. 
Connecting through Feedback’s embedding and focus on all courses, problematic or 
successful, and its action learning process is aimed at effecting positive culture change both 
formally and informally. In Connecting through Feedback, staff are encouraged to make 
connections with each other by discussing their feedback and responses in two facilitated 
sessions during and after the semester. In short, staff are enabled to connect through feedback. 
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Connecting through Feedback process: 
The Connecting through Feedback process is an iterative series of action learning cycles 
(Argyris & Schön, 1974). There are two action learning cycles per semester. The first cycle 
begins in week 1 of semester, the second cycle begins after the end of semester but before the 
subsequent semester commences. Each action learning cycle includes a number of weeks of 
teaching as its experience phase and uses student data (Closing the loop,  end of semester 
course and teaching evaluations) to then reflect, analyse and plan. The complete Connecting 
through Feedback activity is outlined in Figure 2 (Lizzio & Jeremijenko, 2014). 
 
A Connecting through Feedback cycle:: 
 

 
Figure 1: A Connecting through Feedback cycle 

 
In the first Action learning cycle, shown in Figure 1, the 4 action learning phases are 
delineated as follows: 
 

Phase 1: Experience 
Feedback on week 1-4 teaching will be sought from students during week 4 using the 
Closing the loop model detailed previously. 

 
Phase 2: Collect/reflect 
In week 5, teaching staff collate and analyse the data gathered from Phase 1 using a 
worksheet detailing the analysis and key issues. 

 
Phase 3: Analyse/theorise 
In week 6, a 1 hour workshop is held. The aim is to create an environment that is safe 
and promotes double loop learning (Argyris & Schön, 1974). Participants create an 
action plan based on their discussions and a whole group debrief of the key discussion 
points is held. An evaluation is also performed. 

 
Phase 4: Plan 
In week 7, staff complete the action plan begun in week 6 and disseminate the list of 
issues and their corresponding action pan to students to close the feedback loop. 
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Subsequent cycles repeat these phases with other types of data. Figure 2 depicts the iterative 
nature of the Connecting through Feedback process. Over time this collegial action learning 
process aims to develop program level innovation. 

 
 

Figure 2: Full iterative Connecting through Feedback process 
 
Connecting through Feedback outcomes 
To date the following outcomes have been observed through the project’s internal evaluation 
process. There is evidence of changes in attitudes and behaviours related to seeking feedback, 
receiving feedback and giving feedback. In a quantitative survey, staff indicated a comfort 
and willingness to discuss feedback with colleagues and felt their colleagues were supportive. 
They felt comfortable both giving and receiving feedback, suggesting improvements to 
colleagues, and were generally receptive to receiving feedback. There is also evidence of 
double loop learning occurring, and almost all staff indicated they now have a clear 
understanding of what double loop learning is and feel confident applying it in their own 
practice. This is supported by facilitator observations. Academics are prioritising their time to 
work together on specific curriculum issues that evolve through genuine shared interest, such 
as the scaffolding of threshold concepts across multiple courses.  While it is difficult to fit in 
meetings with staff in time pressured environments, during the qualitative feedback sessions, 
staff strongly indicated that they valued the time allocated to discuss their student feedback 
with other staff members. This is covered in more detail in the analysis section. 

After two semesters of Connecting through Feedback, in November 2014, the school reported 
significant improvement in a number of targeted key performance indicators. In particular, the 
percentage of courses with formal end of semester student course evaluation results less than 
3.5 out of 5 dropped from 26.2% in Semester 2, 2013, to 6.5% in Semester 2, 2014. This 
improvement exceeded the University target of less than 10% of courses with end of formal 
end of semester student course evaluations 3.5 out of 5 or less. In 2015, in a nationally 
benchmarked, "Overall Satisfaction" measure, the school was ranked number 1 in Australia, 
up from 35 the previous year.  
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Analysis 
 
In this section we discuss the learnings from the Connecting through Feedback process. We 
first describe Kotter’s stages of transformational change (1995, 1996, 2012, 2014). We then 
describe how it fits with and explains what was noticed during the process.  
 
Kotter’s stages of change  
In 1995 Kotter published an article that described eight reasons why most organisational 
change effort failed. His 1996 book Leading Change made recommendations on how to lead 
transformational change, using eight stages of change. Kotter’s stages of change model was 
designed for practitioners but has since has framed academic debate. His 1995 and 1996 
publications are the top two most cited leading change/transformational leadership 
publications between 1978 and 2012 (Hughes, 2015).   
 
In 2012 Kotter (2012) built on his earlier work to describe the requirement for a dual mode 
operating system for organisations due to the rapid pace of change. Kotter makes the case that 
even highly optimized traditional hierarchical systems cannot keep up with the rapidly 
changing world. Kotter’s proposed dual operating system is comprised of two separate 
operating systems. System one is the traditional slow to change hierarchical system. System 
two is an agile network of volunteers that continually scans the environment and reacts with 
greater agility and speed than the traditional hierarchical system. The two operating systems 
are complementary and assist each other to perform the tasks to which they are best suited. 
 
Kotter’s (2014) model provides a useful lens through which to view the implementation of the 
Connecting through Feedback process. The school exists within a traditional hierarchical 
organisational environment. This hierarchical environment can be relatively slow to adapt to 
change. We believe that there is a dual operating system within higher education generally, 
and particularly within this school, where change and innovation can happen as a result of 
passionate groups and individuals who work towards a shared outcome. 
 
Kotter describes eight accelerators that enable the agile strategic network to function. We 
discuss how these eight stages explain what was observed whilst implementing the 
Connecting through Feedback process over multiple years. 
 

1. Create a sense of urgency around a single big opportunity 
 

In 2012, the strategic focus of the university, and hence, the faculty focused more on 
student retention. Staff were advised that continued low student retention would have 
budgetary implications. A concerted effort was made to address the projected shortfall. A 
key indicator linked to retention was student experience. A number of initiatives were 
introduced, including improving students’ experience of their courses by listening to 
feedback and addressing issues.  

 
2. Build and maintain a guiding coalition 

 
Our guiding coalition made a significant difference to the outcomes. The executive 
engaged an external consultant from the university’s academic development center to join 
the guiding coalition bringing change management expertise and raising the credibility of 
the change process during its development. Within the school a number of staff 
consistently received very high student feedback scores and faculty and university 
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learning and teaching awards. One strategy was to appoint four of these high performing 
staff in a service role as Learning and Teaching Champions. Learning and Teaching 
Champions were publicly acknowledged to the school by the Head of School and 
identified as points of contact for learning and teaching issues and questions and to 
develop and drive Learning and teaching initiatives. Each Learning and Teaching 
Champion was equal and autonomous and reported to the Deputy Head of School, a 
structure identified as essential by Kotter (2012). Despite not having any real authority in 
the hierarchy, Learning and Teaching Champions were respected by their peers as having 
expertise in learning and teaching and this helped to legitimise their role within the 
hierarchy. Senge (1996) refers to these roles as internal networkers and also discusses the 
idea that people tend to gravitate to a trusted expert who they believe can help them with 
their problem. 
 
3. Formulate a strategic vision and develop change initiatives designed to capitalise on 

the big opportunity 
 

In 2012, with the introduction of the Closing the loop initiative, the initial vision resulted 
in Learning and Teaching Champions and teaching staff working together at an individual 
level. Individual courses improved, but strategies that had been effective were 
disseminated only on an ad-hoc basis, usually through an informal conversation. 
Academics reported difficulties in finding the time to discuss their teaching with 
colleagues. The Connecting through Feedback initiative introduced in 2014 was able to 
leverage the existing practice of collecting feedback during semester and extend it by 
facilitating academics and  colleagues to discuss student feedback, analysis and plans. 
  
Kotter (2012) describes the vision as needing to be both emotionally appealing and 
strategically smart as well as needing to be shown to the executive for feedback and 
comments. This change initiative was emotionally appealing to staff, in that it provided a 
way to share the burden collectively within a larger peer support network and members of 
the school executive who attended. For example, the Head of School attended an early 
workshop and gave an introductory talk to show the high level of executive support. The 
change initiative was also strategically smart, in that it enabled the rapid dissemination of 
what worked and what didn’t work. It also addressed the “what’s in it for me” factor 
because it made a case that this could result in improvements in the end of semester 
course and teaching evaluations which is part of the annual performance review.  
 
4. Communicate the vision and the strategy to create buy-in and attract a growing 

volunteer army 
  
Before the first Connecting through Feedback cycle in a semester, a formal 
communication was made to all staff by the Head of School. A central repository in the 
form of a cloud based document was made available for staff to list, for their course, 
where, when, and how the feedback would be collected. Staff were encouraged to contact 
one of the Learning and Teaching champions if they had any questions or required 
assistance co-ordinating the feedback collection process. Another email in week 4 
contained a document with guidelines for personal reflection and analysis of the feedback 
for use in the week 5 workshop. At each stage, assistance was available through Learning 
and Teaching Champions.  
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As a new initiative, one that promoted a quite alien culture of discussing teaching with 
peers, the initial workshop was met with some resistance. Staff were encouraged to 
contact one of the Learning and Teaching Champions if they had any questions or 
required assistance co-ordinating the feedback collection process. In the first workshop, 
staff were asked “What conditions are needed to nurture collegiality?”. Figure 3 shows an 
answer garden where the size of each word indicates the relative number of responses for 
each answer, with larger words having more responses. The most common answer, “beer”, 
indicates that some staff may not have been taking the workshop seriously at this early 
stage of the implementation. 

 

 
 

Figure 3: Answer garden responses to “What conditions are needed to nurture collegiality?” 
 

By the second semester of implementing the Connecting through Feedback process, staff 
generally began to value the process and actually requested more time for the discussions. 
In part this was due to the value placed on sharing ideas. Some comments from staff 
anonymously surveyed after Cycle 1 in Semester 2, 2014: 
 

“Please attempt to make the session more than 1hour, it got to a point where we 
wanted to keep exchanging ideas.” 
 
“I think the session is useful. Maybe we can have more of this kind of workshop in the 
future.” 

 
“This should become part of normal teaching activity” 

 
By being part of the Connecting through Feedback process teaching staff were able to 
benefit from the experience of the whole school. Because staff perceived value from the 
process and saw results in terms of improved student feedback, buy-in and growing the 
volunteer army happened organically as a matter of course.  

 
5. Accelerate movement towards the vision and the opportunity by ensuring that the 

network removes barriers 
 

One of the potential barriers was the lack of expertise of the academics in running the 
Connecting through Feedback process. After running the sessions 3 times, the evaluations 
were tabled with the school’s learning and teaching committee who endorsed its 
continuation. A decision was made to coach academics and co-facilitate the early 
workshops to enhance the ownership within the school by having academic colleagues as 
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facilitators. 88% (n=17) of academics who participated in an anonymous survey agreed 
that “it was good to have one of our academics facilitate the session”.  

 
6. Celebrate visible, significant short-term wins 
 
Getting positive feedback that the strategy is having results is critical to continued success 
of the process. Connecting through Feedback originally asked staff to discuss their 
feedback focusing on the negative issues. Over time, a suggestion was made to include 
successes and responses to the feedback in a course that had a positive and measurable 
impact. The workshop structure was amended to allow staff to share their successes to all 
the participants, rather than their own discussion group. Celebrating wins was also 
supported by the executive with public acknowledgments of improvement against key 
performance indicators. 

 
7. Never let up. Keep learning from experience. Don’t declare victory too soon. 

 
In Semester 1, 2016, as part of the Connecting through Feedback workshop, participants 
were asked to reflect on the overall Connecting through Feedback process and make 
recommendations regarding its next evolution. Some participants did not want to use the 
time to discuss the evolution. One comment stated that “This feedback process could have 
been done online, spending one hour here is a waste of time”. The lesson for us is that 
some staff, while ready to apply reflective practice to the feedback process, were not yet 
ready to extend that reflective practice and apply double loop learning to the wider 
Connecting through Feedback intervention.  

 
8. Institutionalise changes in the culture 

 
Connecting through Feedback is now an established and well supported initiative that has 
been running continuously since Semester 1, 2014. It has shown to be an effective way to 
help the school meet key performance indicators and receives strong support from the 
executive. The Connecting through Feedback workshops and feedback process stays 
relevant by adapting in response to feedback from its participants and incorporating issues 
relevant to the current environment. Other drivers, such as a stronger focus on evidence of 
scholarly teaching in annual reviews also provides an impetus for the process to remain 
valuable to staff. Without further qualitative data such as semi-structured interviews, we 
are not able to definitively show that the culture change has become institutionalised 
outside of the Connecting through Feedback workshop. It is challenging to access that 
data from an action research perspective, partly because participants do not have a lot of 
time. 

 
What can we take away from this? 
 
Change in higher education is constant. The school is transitioning to other teaching modes, 
such as online, and introducing new programs and their associated courses. Each of these 
changes provides challenges and Connecting through Feedback remains an important way for 
the school to adapt to the changing environment. Kotter’s 8 step model has enabled analysis 
why the Connecting through Feedback process has become embedded. The intervention was 
led by a well-respected group of academics within the school who understood the needs of 
their colleagues and what their colleagues were likely to engage with. As a consequence, the 
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intervention was able to respond to the level of readiness for change amongst the participants 
and tailor the process to meet their needs. 
 
Limitations of the paper and future directions 
 
The higher education context is constantly changing and universities and schools do not 
implement strategies in isolation. It is therefore difficult to definitively say whether 
Connecting through Feedback is the causal factor underpinning the school’s rapid 
improvement. What is clear is that Connecting through Feedback has helped the school to 
transition from a defensive culture to one where talking about teaching and how it can be 
improved is part of the way we do things. 
 
Further qualitative data is currently being collected to provide evidence to show the links 
between the Connecting through Feedback intervention and culture change.  Behaviours have 
changed in the Connecting through Feedback workshops. The culture change has spread 
outside the workshops through anecdotal conversations with learning and teaching champions 
and colleagues. However, this is not strong evidence and more data is required, such as 
qualitative semi-structured interviews with key staff members. 
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