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INTRODUCTION 

Can you teach an old dog new tricks? This idiom is often used to point to people who find it very difficult to adjust to 
or adopt, a new way of doing something. For example, some elderly folk may find it very difficult to adapt to new 
trends in technology, including the latest cell phones, Internet banking and on-line digital libraries. However, this idiom 
may also be applied to academics who have been around for many years and who struggle to adopt educational 
technologies. 

It has been reported that old academics do not prefer new innovations and are afraid to lose the benefit of their existing 
closed society [1]. These new innovations in teaching may include, among other, learning management systems [2], 
social media [3], electronic responsive systems (ERS) and computer simulations [4]. Moreover, academics in general 
may not be fully convinced of the value of a new or refreshed pedagogical approach or educational technology within 
their own field of discipline. This, in turn, may create resistance, resulting in the idiom mentioned at the outset. 

One way to lessen this resistance may involve the use of educational technologies to convey the message of new or 
refreshed pedagogies within an academic development workshop. This intertwining, or fusion, of technology, pedagogy 
and a developmental workshop may have the potential of creating awareness among older and younger academics about 
the value and amalgamation of these technologies and pedagogies into their own teaching practice. It has been reported 
that academic development workshops are successful tools of change in teaching practice and that post workshop 
evaluations serve as indicators of possible impact [5]. Current workshops need to take the path of innovation as 
innovation breathes life into academics [6]. On the other hand, there is a clear message that these workshops be tailored 
to the distinctiveness of each academic’s discipline, as attempts to overrun the individual departments and disciplinary 
characteristics may meet with resistance [7]. Kreber et al also argued along this line and stated that academic 
development should focus on situational wisdom rather than large quantities of technical knowledge [8]. 

The purpose of this article is to highlight the benefits of using an ERS (called clickers) in an academic development 
workshop that was aimed at creating awareness among academic staff members of a refreshed approach to the setting of 
balanced assessments within their own specific disciplines. The article firstly reviews the challenges often associated 
with academic development workshops. Then, the discussion turns to describing how the ERS was used in such 
a workshop. The research methodology is then presented, followed by the results and conclusions. 

CHALLENGES ASSOCIATED WITH ACADEMIC DEVELOPMENT WORKSHOPS 

Academic development workshops should be situated within existing academic cultures [9], focus on conceptual change 
[10], allow for the building of capacity [11], be grounded in the daily demands of academic work and take place in 

Can you teach an old dog new tricks? – A case study using an electronic 
responsive system in an academic development workshop 

Arthur J. Swart† & Lawrence Meda‡ 

Central University of Technology, Bloemfontein, Free State, South Africa† 
Cape Peninsula University of Technology, Cape Town, South Africa‡ 

ABSTRACT: Educational technology has become ubiquitous and widespread in higher education across the globe. It has 
also penetrated academic development workshops to enhance participation by faculty staff members. The purpose of this 
article is to highlight the benefits of using an electronic responsive system (educational technology) in an academic 
development workshop that was aimed at creating awareness among academic staff members of a refreshed approach to 
the setting of assessments within specific disciplines. A multiple case study of two universities in South Africa is used. 
Both quantitative and qualitative data was obtained from the participants who attended the same workshop offered at two 
different universities, using a pre- and post-questionnaire. Results indicate that the majority of the participants enjoyed the 
practical application of the material that was mainly conveyed using educational technology, which two-thirds of the 
participants really enjoyed using. A collaborative strategy is recommended using educational technology to create 
awareness among academics of refreshed or innovative teaching practices conveyed in academic development workshops. 
 

 



83 

response to particular projects and responsibilities [12]. Vorster and Quinn concur that relevant academic development 
workshops are essential to quality education as they enable academics to learn new and innovative teaching and 
learning strategies [13]. Education is dynamic and constantly changing throughout the world necessitating academics to 
reflect on new and refreshed teaching and learning strategies in higher education. Academic development workshops 
enable this reflection as they promote a culture of critical reflective practice among academics [14]. Thus, academic 
development workshops are very critical and consequential in the higher education context. As such, they need to be 
facilitated by knowledgeable and experienced academic developers who have strong academic identities [15]. In South 
Africa, universities have units or centres, which are entrusted with the responsibility of offering academic development 
workshops to staff [16]. These workshops are aimed at continuous professional development of academics in order to 
improve teaching and learning within the university context. 

Despite the good intention of academic development workshops, it is often a struggle to meet its key goal of improving 
quality in teaching and learning due to  a number of challenges [15]. Ndebele postulates that huge workloads, which 
lecturers have is the major constraining condition, which prevents them from attending academic development 
workshops [14]. Their hectic classroom timetables allow little time to accommodate these workshops. In some 
instances, negative attitude towards these workshops prevent some academics from attending them. Ndebele reiterates 
that academics in South Africa hardly attend academic development workshops due to a negative attitude on their part 
[14]. Some feel that it is a waste of time, while others feel that their way of teaching requires no adjustment. A similar 
situation exists in Zimbabwe, where academics also refrain from attending academic development workshops due to 
their negative attitudes [17]. They prioritise research related workshops as opposed to teaching and learning workshops, 
as promotion is usually depended on their number of research publications rather than on their teaching practice. 
This results in academics marginalising teaching and not attending academic development workshops as they rather 
strive to build their research reputation. This is especially experienced in the engineering field, where academics are 
required to be specialists in their discipline rather than in education. 

It has been reported that engineering academics are typically more familiar with the concepts of projects in their 
professional practice than with concepts of engineering education [18]. In other instances, faculty staff disassociate 
themselves from academic development workshops, because of a misconception that support staff lack in-depth 
disciplinary content [19]. The misconception arises from the wrong assumption that since academic staff development 
is not discipline specific, its essence and legitimacy is questionable, as it does not have its own defined literature, 
standards and language that are commonly found in many disciplines. This perspective results in academic development 
workshops being viewed negatively as a generic practical and instrumental activity [20], which lacks in-depth 
disciplinary content.  

Some academics are sceptical about attending such workshops as they believe it cannot enhance their skills or abilities 
[21]. Such scepticism results in absenteeism. Finally, resistance to change, especially by older academics who have 
been teaching for many years, contributes to absenteeism in these workshops [21]. Some older academics are reluctant 
to try new things or teach the same content using innovative or refreshed pedagogies. One may wonder whether older 
academics are open to new, refreshed or innovative pedagogies and to the use of educational technology in their 
teaching practice. This is tantamount to the idiom in the title of this article -…Can you teach an old dog new tricks? 

USING AN ERS IN AN ACADEMIC DEVELOPMENT WORKSHOP 

Academic development workshops should not be top down approaches. Instead, they should involve equal participation 
by all the attendees [22]. This key requirement is attained by the use of an ERS in a workshop environment, 
as leveraged workshop participation is maintained. Some academics tend to be shy and reserved, resulting in their voice 
not being heard in academic development workshops. However, it is vital that each academic’s voice be heard to 
encourage the following:  

• Agency - this refers to the capacity of individuals to act independently and to make their own free choices [23].
• Ownership - refers to the importance and need for individuals to actually participate by discussions, choice,

responsibility and decision taking [24].
• Active learning - this helps academics to become personally involved in the discussions, moving away from

a passive learning style, which is not really conducive to fostering long-term retention [25].
• Satisfaction of learning - this results when each academic learns from his or her own misconceptions, as their

perspectives were shared and scrutinised by others in a secretive way [26].

The academic development workshop, reported in this article, made use of three separate PowerPoint presentations. 
The main presentation contained the structure of the workshop, giving the introduction, importance and outline of the 
workshop along with key theoretical principles. Two hands-on activities were included in the workshops that were 
outlined in two separate PowerPoint presentations. These two activity presentations must be saved individually to retain 
the responses of the participants for future analysis. Hands-on activities in workshops would enable thorough 
exploration of key content or concepts [27], which in this workshop would be the setting of balanced and consistently 
structured assessments. These activity presentations require participants to engage with a set of questions that require 
the use of an ERS transmitter (remote unit that looks like a calculator). The ERS receiver (connected to the USB of 
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a notebook) collects, in real-time, the voluntary responses of each participant (agency involved) who has his or her own 
transmitting device (active learning as keys need to be depressed). This is done wirelessly with the total number of 
participants being shown on the presentation slide, which enables the facilitator to determine when to display the 
results. No threat of victimisation or intimidation can occur as the responses are recorded anonymously. After all the 
participants have responded, the results are visually displayed on the presentation slide, for all to see and analyse 
(this contributes to ownership as each contributes to the discussion).  

The discussions surrounding the real-time results enable the participants to reconstruct their knowledge and correct any 
misconceptions (satisfaction of learning involved), which they have with regard to the topic under consideration. 
The real-time results further enable the facilitator to spend more time focusing on problem areas or misconceptions in 
order to achieve the intended learning outcomes of the workshop [28]. It also enables the participants to understand 
where they went wrong in terms of their perceptions, giving them valid useful suggestions to reconstruct their thinking 
[29]. The workshop closes with succinct conclusions encouraging the academics to follow through on the practical 
suggestions given in the workshop. A register is completed where the participants may enter their email addresses. 
These are used to communicate the post-questionnaire to the participants, as the ERS cannot collect extensive 
qualitative data. 

METHODOLOGY USED IN THIS STUDY 

A case study is used with quantitative and qualitative data obtained from the same workshop offered at two different 
universities in South Africa. This was done at university A with academics from engineering (n = 11), and then at 
university B with academics from the education department (n = 11). The workshop has been offered on a regular basis 
since 2008 [30] to specific delegates attending national and international conferences in South Africa relating to 
teaching and learning in higher education. However, in both cases it was the first time it was offered to academics from 
a specific discipline at two different universities in South Africa. 

The main purpose of the workshop focuses on the balance that must exist between higher- and lower-order questions in 
final assessment papers, encouraging academics to make use of a limited number of specific illustrative verbs derived 
from Bloom’s taxonomy in formulating effectual questions. Workshops activities were designed using TurningPoint 
software, where PowerPoint presentations are made interactive with academic feedback immediately being captured by 
the software and displayed for the attendees to review and analyse. 

A brief profile of the participants is gathered at the start of the workshop, which also serves to train the participants in 
using the ERS. This profile is presented in the results to contextualise the discussion. This includes their number of 
years in academia and their highest academic qualification (and if they possess a teaching qualification). 
The participants were asked what they hope to learn in the workshop (quantitative data from a close-ended question in 
the pre-questionnaire). Their responses are captured in order to determine their expectations at the start of the workshop, 
which are then compared to the participants’ feedback (quantitative and qualitative data obtained) given at the end of 
the workshop. This is done in order to determine any possible impact of the workshop (post-questionnaire used). 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS 

Figure 1 shows the profile of the participants who attended the workshops. The experience of the academics, in terms of 
years spent in academia, is shown on the right-hand side of each graph. Four participants from engineering (left hand 
graph) have more than six years of academic teaching experience in higher education, while nine staff from the 
education department (right hand graph) reported this. This suggests that more than half (4 + 9 = 13, when n = 22) of 
the participants have established their own teaching practice, having been around for a number of years within their own 
field of expertise. These may be perceived as old dogs from the idiom contained in the title of this article. 

Figure 1: Profile of the participants in engineering (left n = 11) and in education (right n = 11). 

While teaching practice is influenced by educational philosophy, various other factors contribute to the adoption of 
a particular teaching style, such as experiences as a primary, secondary and college student [31], experiences as 
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an educator, and participation in professional development activities [32]. Only two participants from engineering have 
a doctoral degree in their respective field, while three participants from the education department have the same degree. 
However, 10 of the 11 participants from education have a teaching degree (which is required as they are in the 
education department), while only five of the 11 participants from engineering indicated this. This is because more 
emphasis is placed on a field specific qualification in engineering, than on a teaching qualification. Similar research 
done in 2011 confirmed this by stating that only a small proportion of engineering staff have an official teaching 
qualification [33].  

Figure 2 presents the expectations of the participants that were obtained prior to the start of the workshops 
(pre-questionnaire) along with the feedback of the participants after the workshop was completed (post-questionnaire). 
A few engineering academics wanted to know how to set an assessment paper that reflects quality, which was listed by 
the majority of academics from the education department. A similar number of academics from both fields were 
interested in the balance that should exist between higher- and lower-order questions for different levels of 
a qualification. More engineering academics wanted to know what they should assess and how the assessment could be 
made student friendly. This variation in interest reflects the field discipline of the participants, which must be addressed 
in the workshop [7]. Only 16 of the original 22 participants completed the post-questionnaire (shown on the right-hand 
side in Figure 4). The majority (12 + 2 = 14) felt that the workshop was not a waste of time and that other academic 
staff should attend it (9 + 4 = 13). Recommending the workshop to other staff members indicates that the participants 
view the content as valuable [34].  

Figure 2: Pre-workshop (left) and post-workshop (right) closed-ended questions. 

Figure 3 portrays the result of the 16 respondents to the post-questionnaire on what they enjoyed the most about the 
workshop. 83% of the respondents indicated that the practical application of the material was great, while 75% revealed 
that the use of the clickers (ERS) was enjoyable in the workshop. Recall that the main purpose of the workshop was to 
create awareness of the balance that should exist between higher- and lower-order questions in final assessment papers, 
which was to be achieved by using educational technology. 20% of the participants originally noted that they wanted to 
understand this balance (see Figure 2), which was attained because they perceived the material to be of practical value. 
Further open-ended questions were asked in the post-questionnaire, which are shown next. 
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Figure 3: Post-workshop closed-ended question on what was most enjoyable or beneficial. 

What practical benefits did you derive from attending this workshop? 

Many of the participants mentioned the use of action verbs, which may be correlated to the term illustrative verbs 
as used in the workshop. These focus on a limited number of verbs that convey what students should be able to do in 
an assessment [35], which is also linked to Figure 3 where participants noted the simplified table of Bloom’s taxonomy 
as being beneficial. For example, the action verb sketch clearly indicates that some or other artwork is required, 
which is contrary to the verb understand, which may not easily be demonstrated by students in an assessment. 

What did you learn from the workshop that you wish to implement in your assessments? 
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The importance of being consistent in setting assessment papers stood out above all the responses. This is also shown in 
Figure 3, where it was noted as the third most common response. A reputation for exceptional quality requires 
consistency and continuous improvement over a long period of time [36]. This indicates that consistency is often a mark 
of quality. The majority of the participants wanted to know how to set an assessment paper that can reflect quality. 
By consistently using a limited number of action verbs and adhering to a standard structure will bring consistency to the 
assessment paper, which will reflect a measure of quality. 

What verbs are you going to try to use more often in your assessments? 

All the engineering academics mentioned the word calculate, while those from the education department listed the term 
action verbs. Kreber et al noted that academic development should focus on situational wisdom [8]. It is well reported 
that mathematical techniques form a major component in many engineering courses that engineering academics must 
assess [37]. Instead of asking, What is the amount of current flowing in a circuit?, these participants may now rephrase 
the question to state, Calculate the amount of current flowing in the circuit. Action is now involved, as physical 
calculations need to be shown in support of the answer. Academics from the education department are more exposed to 
Bloom’s taxonomy than academics from engineering. Using the simplified table of Bloom’s taxonomy with succinct 
illustrative verbs (as suggested by Swart [35]) has proved more beneficial (and situational) to these participants. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The main purpose of this article was to highlight the benefits of using an ERS in an academic development workshop to 
create awareness among academic faculty members of a refreshed approach to the setting of assessments within their 
own disciplines. A significant contribution made by this study is the answer to the idiom found in the title of this 
article - Can you teach an old dog new tricks? The answer is Yes. If academics are invited to attend an academic 
development workshop, which is informative (practical value made clear) and innovative (using educational 
technology), change may occur as they can learn some new tricks (new, refreshed or innovative approach to teaching, 
learning and assessment). The academic development workshops reported on in this study were praised by highly 
qualified and experienced participants (an old dog in terms of the idiom) who recommended that it be presented to other 
academics at the university. The greatest challenge, which makes it hard for an old dog to learn new tricks, in this study, 
is when academics fail to attend workshops that are aimed at capacitating them.  

Literature indicates that some academics do not want to attend workshops due to negative attitudes, resistance to change 
and heavy workloads. This study did not attempt to verify these challenges. However, participants in this study 
overcame these challenges and attended the academic development workshops that sought to create awareness of 
a refreshed pedagogical approach by using educational technology. The use of the ERS and the practical application of 
the material was noted to be very enjoyable and beneficial to the participants. It is, therefore, recommended that 
a collaborative strategy (academic development workshop using educational technology to convey a pedagogical 
approach) be adopted by academic developers to try to improve the effectiveness of continual professional development 
initiatives. 

The benefits of using an ERS in an academic development workshop have been highlighted. It may provide a voice to 
each workshop attendee, thereby providing a satisfying learning experience. It may further contribute to attendees 
becoming active participants in their own learning, enabling them to feel valued and empowered-important features of 
agency and ownership. Indeed, a few old dogs were taught a few new tricks using this collaborative strategy. 
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