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FOREWORD
John Hilsdon

On a wet, chilly Saturday

1 sat down

to tap out patterning
prepavation perhaps

and now some hundreds of words are here
not generated by

any AI

o chatter-bot

black box

probabilistic prophet

but rather by

a real being

flesh and blood

a sometime learner-teacher
looking back in wonder

from where they came and how
hoping what they say

will make some sense

to friends at the chalkface
striving still

building, writing

talking, listening

recomposing

dreams of the possible

dramas imagined and calculated states
paving paths and opening gates
aspiring to

university



Foreword xvii

The need for this book arises not just from its role in charting the continu-
ing history of Learning Development (LD) or the explication of its origins
(some of that was achieved in Hartley et al., 2010) but, more importantly, in
exploring further the persistence and powerful influence of the underpinning
ideas of LD. This powerful influence is best demonstrated by LD practitioners
in their commitment to work alongside students to make sense of the academic
contexts and tasks facing them on courses of study, and their ingenuity in
finding ways to help make success in higher education (HE) a real possibility
for learners from all backgrounds.

Thinking back to the early days of LD in the UK, and the excitement sur-
rounding initiatives such as the establishment of the LearnHigher Centre for
Excellence in Teaching and Learning, it would be easy to drift into nostalgia.
But, despite the dominant forces determining that university contexts and
processes continue to be shaped largely in market rather than human terms,
the deep sense perceived by many that education is not just a ‘service’, and still
less a commodity, remains a powerful motivating impetus. To be a Learning
Developer was, from the outset (and perhaps now is even more so), to envi-
sion university education as a social and collective enterprise to equip us and
to inspire us, and an engine to drive our efforts in confronting the (literally)
burning global problems threatening our very survival.

The idea of a university as a place for the pursuit of universal knowledge,
and open to all who are able to study, is a liberal idea often associated with a
mid-nineteenth century treatise by Cardinal John Henry Newman, and devel-
oped in the 1960s in the UK government’s Robbins report proposing a wid-
ening of access to, and participation in HE. Leading into the 21st century, the
subsequent, massive expansion of HE in the UK and some other countries,
was, however, shaped by a neoliberal turn in economic and social policy,
enjoining marketisation and commodification of all aspects of teaching and
learning. Despite this straitjacket, the liberal idea continues to inspire many of
those seeking to participate in learning communities as learners, teachers, and
researchers.

The rise and evolution of LD can be attributed to a combination of factors.
Firstly, the neoliberal policies and practices in HE which brought such new
(and, ironically, usually non-academic) posts into being, and secondly the col-
lective commitment of those employed in such posts to interpret, critique, and
reinterpret their remit to ‘deliver’ their work with students. Unpacking and
exploring the complex interrelations between these two strands is a key pur-
pose of this book, along with relating the impact of LD so far and imagining
its future in a landscape characterised by increasing complexity and challenge
for students.

LD has such an important role to play in this effort to reclaim universities
as real-life learning communities because our field has at its heart a focus on
learning as a network of social and developmental processes, rather than as a
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set of mechanistic or disembodied skills to be transferred from teachers to
students. If anything distinguishes an LD approach, it is this insistence on
starting out from the position of the learners, involving them and offering
them an invitation to join in on their own terms, and to comment in their own
language, on where they find themselves. Under these conditions students can
engage more fully with the (often mysterious and challenging) language, tasks
and practices of their subjects of study, but, more importantly, they have
opportunities to critique and recreate such practices for their own use in car-
rying forward the torch of learning and attending to the urgent practicalities
of our times.

The challenges to a commodified and uncritical version of HE are increas-
ingly evident as we enter the third decade of the century and debate grows
over the role of Artificial Intelligence and the uses of Large Language Models
in education, adding to ambiguities about the notions of authorship and aca-
demic integrity or ownership of academic products. Similarly, questions about
whether and how to ‘decolonise’ the curriculum combine with a renewed
focus on participation amid ‘culture wars’ over what constitutes legitimate and
valuable knowledge. The increased indebtedness of students and rising uncer-
tainty about future employment prospects, along with the casualisation of
jobs, places further economic pressure on those from less-affluent backgrounds
and threatens to undermine the standing (and the implied neoliberal pur-
poses) of university education. Furthermore, the post—-Cold War world order
seems close to collapse just at a time when international cooperation is needed
urgently to address impending human-made environmental catastrophes.

Given such instability and turmoil in our times, there are innumerable trials
facing the would-be learning developer, just as there are for all students and
education workers. But to work alongside students as they try to make sense
of it all, to give them new opportunities to ask questions about what they are
doing, and why, and to forge a path together: what a fabulous and uniquely
creative way to spend your time!
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INTRODUCTION

Alicja Syska and Carina Buckley

I love being o Learning Developer.
(This is the first job where I've been able to say that!)
(Survey participant)

Every day, thousands of students across institutions of higher education find
themselves immersed in a conversation about some seemingly impenetrable
aspect of their learning, be it writing an essay, understanding an assignment,
sitting an exam, or articulating ideas in a presentation. The person they are
talking to and seeking guidance on these esoteric academic practices from is a
Learning Developer — a practitioner whose role is to help the student unpeel
the layers of academic expectations and discourses, develop their skills, and
reflect on their learning. There is nothing predictable about that conversation;
each Learning Developer will approach it differently, and each student will
take away from it what they will. But what connects all these encounters is a
love of learning, a deep need for scholarly engagement, and a set of values that
foster spaces encouraging students to be the best they can be and to make the
most of their learning.

Learning Development (LD) is a unique field of practice. Student-centred
and driven by the desire to make higher education (HE) more inclusive and
less mystifying, it has grown from a loose collection of dedicated, like-minded
practitioners, to an expansive territory that has been relatively successfully
charted but not yet fully defined and settled. Partly this is due to the wide array
of trajectories into and through LD, via pathways that encompass a variety of
job titles, responsibilities, structural positions, and institutional cultures, but
which do not necessarily have a clear route of progression or promotion, if any.
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As a result, most Learning Developers, including ourselves, learned how to do
the job — and even understand what kind of job it was — by trial and error,
finding our way eventually to a wider and growing community. There we
encountered colleagues and spaces for conversation and collaboration, encour-
agement for research, conferences at which to share that research, and the
confidence to transform our intuitive practice into genuine praxis.

Part of our goal with this book was to explore and map this rugged ecosys-
tem and to provide a platform for a multidirectional articulation of what it
means to be a Learning Developer in today’s higher education. Thus, the book
has been assembled and curated from fragments of experience, an array of con-
cepts, and a slew of practices that form what we know as the Learning
Development community. It is a community of practice in Wenger’s sense
(1998), as it is nurtured by what brings us together rather than what sets us
apart. The values that connect Learning Developers allow the community to
exist despite the lack of an agreed definition of what LD is. Such a definition was
attempted in the first book on Learning Development — Hartley et al’s Learning
Development in Higher Education (2011), which brought together the nascent
ideas of a fledgling field. Since then, various publications have explored and
challenged these original ideas, including lively debates over whether LD is a
mindset or a professional practice, what pedagogies it should be guided by and
what definitions best capture its ethos. Even though it is not common practice,
in response to this continued dialogue in our edited collection, we chose to spell
‘Learning Development’ in uppercase as a way of inducing a sense of momen-
tary ‘oneness’ in the midst of these debates, while acknowledging that Learning
Development as a field and a practice is constantly in formation, moving with
the murmuration of its members, ever shifting, caught in the ‘not-yet-ness’
(Gale and Wyatt, 2022) of being, and always becoming. LD is brought to life
by the community, in the process of sympoiesis, or ‘making with® (Haraway,
2016); the community which — in line with Spinoza’s philosophy — is less inter-
ested in what it is than what it does and how it is enacted.

The title of the book, How to Be a Learning Developer in Higher Education,
is therefore a provocation, rather than an invocation; an opening rather than
an answer; an invitation to a conversation rather than an edict on how in fact
to be a Learning Developer. Here, we will lean on Wenger again, whose words
resonate with our approach: ‘A perspective is not a recipe; it does not tell you
just what to do. Rather it acts as a guide about what to pay attention to, what
difficulties to expect, and how to approach problems’ (1999, p.9). Our goal
was to capture — not petrify — the diversity of voices, experiences, and perspec-
tives of those who practise LD at this particular moment in time. To emphasise
the importance of the community, most of the authors in this volume (includ-
ing ourselves) consulted colleagues before writing their chapters. We sent out
ethically approved surveys, conducted short interviews, and carried conversa-
tions that would allow us to represent the diverse LD voices as best as we can.
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We also commented on each other’s chapters in the process of internal review,
generating a community collaboration where authors’ words and ideas inter-
mingle and shape each other’s work. In a way, together we took the pulse of
LD as it existed in 2023, even if it still provides only a small insight into this
rich, vibrant, ever-changing, and eclectic field and community.

In spite of the fluid and emergent nature of the contents of this book,
careful thought went into its structure. In an effort to capture the breadth of
topics, perspectives, and concerns, we opted for short chapters rather than
exhaustive analyses, and gave our authors strict word counts and focal points
to convey often very complex processes and ideas. To make space for creativity,
reflection, and even provocation, we asked each writer to begin their piece
with a sort of epigraph — in the form of a statement, story, or anecdote — that
captures the essence of their work and reveals something about the motivation
for it, thus helping the reader to register the tenor of each chapter. The book
is organised into five parts that reflect a practitioner’s journey into and through
Learning Development, from their initiation into the field to becoming an
established expert in LD. Thus, the first two parts explore the theoretical and
practical foundations of the field, addressing the basic principles of working in
LD: its theory and praxis. They are followed by two parts that invite practi-
tioners to engage more critically with their work and to explore ways in which
they can become active contributors to the field through research and publi-
cation. The final part probes more advanced levels of the role including the
as-yet unrealised possibilities of LD. While we create no compulsion for com-
pleting this journey in a prescribed way, we open up opportunities and offer
encouragement to engage with the field on multiple levels and with a wide
range of goals in mind.

The book is meant as a companion for the Learning Developer’s journeys;
however, it need not be read in a linear way. We encourage our readers to dip
in and out, begin in the middle or end, and be guided by their interests and
needs when engaging with the material. While multiple entry points into the
book exist, taken together, it proposes a way of thinking about LD and the
role of Learning Developers in higher education that reflects the dynamic
nature of the field and its inhabitants. Indeed, we do not end with a conclusion
but rather an attempt to open up the conversation to yet more voices and
perspectives, so we can continue to build the field of Learning Development
together.

What we hope our readers will take away from this book is a sense of sup-
port —if you are a new practitioner; an inspiration — if you are well established
and looking for novel ways to do good work in LD; and inside knowledge and
information — if you are curious about this extraordinary field of practice.
Regardless of your reasons for picking up the book, by reading it and engaging
with its ideas, you are participating in the actualisation of the field and its
sympoietic process of becoming. Welcome to LD.
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