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What is required is a union of disciplinary area and pedagogy to develop what could be termed pedagogical content 
knowledge.1  

INTRODUCTION  

For many years programmes designed to improve the quality of teaching in institutions of higher 
education focused on how to teach — the techniques of teaching. The Australasian Law Teachers 
Association Law Teaching Workshop was no exception. This quite technical emphasis parallels a “technical 
rationalist” perspective, which reflects an epistemology of practice derived from positivist philosophy.2 The 
maintenance of such a philosophy allows one to adopt an atomistic view of knowledge, one which is based 
on the assumption that teaching is a “bag” of skills that we collect and perform; thus, good teachers display 
a range of techniques and methods which are readily transferable irrespective of subject matter. By 
divorcing discipline and pedagogical epistemologies, for example in education and law, this approach fails 
to recognise that good teaching is grounded in a marriage of the two, as we advocate here. Moreover, it 
inhibits the further development of our understanding of what constitutes good teaching in law.  

In this article we describe the redesign of the Australasian Law Teachers Association (ALTA) Law 
Teaching Workshop, which was made possible by the award of a Commonwealth Staff Development 
Committee (Cathie) grant to Griffith University and the Queensland University of Technology in 1994. This 
new, holistic model embodies a reconceptualisation of law teaching in which teaching as a practice is not 
only embedded in the epistemology of education but also in that of law.  

THE ALTA LAW TEACHING WORKSHOP: 1988–1993  

In order to understand the need to reconceptualise the Workshop in 1994, one must appreciate the 
historical context in which teacher education programs in law have developed in Canada and in Australia. 
The Committee of Canadian Law Dean were instrumental in establishing a national clinic for Canadian law 
teachers over fifteen years ago. This program has since become internationally recognised. However, until 
1987 there were no national initiatives which were specifically designed to improve the teaching of law in 
Australia. In 1987 Professors Neil Gold3 and Mary Gerace of the University of Windsor, Canada were 
invited by Professor Jack Goldring to offer a version of the Canadian Law Teaching Clinic to law teachers 
in Australia.4 This model has provided the base for the annual ALTA Law Teaching Workshop from 1988 
to 1993.  

In the Canadian and in the Australian contexts, various organisers have introduced new content to the 
Workshop over the years.5 Thus in each country the Workshop has evolved to meet some of the perceived 
needs of legal educators and participants. For example in Australia, sessions on gender and culture, 
assessment, and large group teaching were included in response, in part, to the suggestions of the 
participants. It appears that the introduction of some of these topics has contributed considerably to the 
popularity that the Australian Workshop has experienced since its inception in 1988.  

That the enthusiasm amongst participants for the Workshop has continued since its inception is evident 
in the formal evaluation conducted by the Centre for Legal Education in 1994.  



There is much support for the workshop amongst those who participated in it, with many (of the former participants) 
indicating that they have incorporated the information from particular sessions into their teaching. As a result, many 
believed their teaching has improved …6  

This response is echoed in that of the Australian Law Deans who stated that the Workshop plays  

an important role in the professional development of their staff and (in) keeping them up-to-date with developments 
in educational theory and techniques … Many deans indicated that while only one staff member benefits fully from 
the workshop, many others at the home institution also benefit, mainly through informal seminars and discussions 
run by participants.7  

Despite its success, the Workshop has maintained many of the features of its original Canadian 
counterpart8 When looked at from an historical perspective, one might conclude that the Canadian Law 
Teaching Clinic embodied educational principles of its time; however, it was designed when the 
development of ideas about teaching and learning had begun to be challenged. The mid-1970s saw a 
movement away from the strongly positivist, quantitative, measurement- oriented view of education to more 
hermeneutically oriented, qualitative perspectives that emphasised an interpretive approach. Educational 
researchers began to focus on the student’s perspective of the experience of learning rather than the 
teacher’s perspective of teaching.9 The outcome of this change produced a totally different way of 
approaching and understanding dilemmas in teaching. Conceptually it provided a new paradigm for 
understanding education which illustrated the impoverishment of the previous approaches.10 Thus, for 
example, we were able to see, for the first time, how the learning context that we produce as teachers affects 
how students approach their learning, which, in turn, affects what they learn. It also enabled us as educators 
in our respective disciplines to see the importance of discipline-specific educational practice.  

 Notwithstanding what has since been recognised as revolutionary developments, the ALTA Law 
Teaching Workshop has remained teacher-centred with a considerable emphasis on teaching methods, 
techniques, and devices.11 For example, the Workshop did not specifically address knowledge that is 
considered central to teaching and learning. Student learning was addressed but primarily through the 
exploration of learning styles and the use of inventories. However, one can argue that a learning style is 
simply a research construct, and the notion that one can measure a learning style derives from the earlier, 
arguably less valuable research perspective discussed above. The notion of a learning style appears to be 
contrary to our current thinking which maintains that our best source for learning about learning is from 
students themselves. Moreover, and more importantly although the Workshop encouraged participants to 
draw on their experience and develop their techniques, it failed to develop a pedagogy of law.  

 During the last few years, the principal organisers of the Workshop were aware of the limitations of the 
Workshop Model12 but were unable to address the problem due to a lack of funding.13 In 1994 the award of 
a Cathie grant provided finance for a formal, external review and for the employment of academics whose 
main job was to develop a new Workshop model. Our primary task as researcher and consultant 
respectively14 was to redesign the Workshop, using some of the feedback that former Workshop participants 
had offered over the years.  

THE ALTA LAW TEACHING WORKSHOP RECONCEPTUALISED  

 In redesigning the Workshop we recognised the need to embody a model which captures the dynamism 
of the inter-relationship of teaching and learning rather than one which reflects a more static conception of 
education as teacher-centred. Integral to this idea is the notion that learning is transformative, that it 
involves individual conceptual change on the part of the learner. A good teacher organises and illustrates 
knowledge in such a way that students can grasp it, organise it, and make it their own — in effect transform 
it.15  

 The Workshop was designed so that participants could examine their conceptions of teaching and 
learning, and explore their teaching practices in light of an increased understanding of what learning entails. 
In particular, we hoped that participants would seriously consider, reflect on, and question their deeply held 
beliefs about what teaching and learning involves against the background of the challenges implicit in the 
teaching of law, thus creating their own legal pedagogy.16 In contrast to the earlier Workshop which 
primarily emphasised generic teaching skills,17 we intentionally attempted to integrate the disciplines of law 
and education.18 We believed that the Workshop needed a strong basis in legal epistemology. In short we 



wanted to present the ambiguities in law teaching as dilemmas upon which each participant could reflect.19  
Thus, we shifted from the earlier, quite narrow focus on the demonstration of effective teaching practise 

towards a deeper examination of the inter-relationship of legal epistemology, educational theory, and legal 
educational practise. In so doing we hoped to develop and establish the notion of teaching as scholarship 
amongst legal academics.  

WORKING PRINCIPLES 

In order to achieve this goal we developed a series of working principles for the teachers of the 
Workshop, which are grounded in current understandings of teaching and learning. We agreed that the 
Workshop teachers would encourage participants to:  
• draw on and develop the skills, attitudes, and values that are prized in good legal practice.20  
• consistently state the intended learning outcomes at both a Workshop and a sessional level.  
• model good teaching. For example, the Workshop teachers would make explicit and transparent the 

assumptions underlying their practice, work as a team in the planning and implementation of the 
Workshop, manage cooperative learning activities, and encourage the participation of all individuals in 
Workshop activities.  

• be open to the different ideas that the participants espoused about the nature of law, and the teaching and 
learning of law.  

• encourage participants to take responsibility for their own learning.  
• include reflective practice as in integral and integrated element within the Workshop setting.21 The 

teachers would introduce and demonstrate the importance and role of reflection, evaluation, and feedback 
in assessing teaching and student learning outcomes. A processing segment in which the teachers 
outlined what they did and why, what they hoped to achieve, and what they think they had accomplished 
closed most sessions.22  

The “Model”  

The ideas discussed above are embedded in an integrative or relational model of learning and teaching 
developed by Ramsden23 and others. Bain illustrates his interpretation of this approach in diagrammatic 
form (Figure 1). We used Figure 1 as a simple, thematic model for Workshop purposes.24  



Figure 1: Conceptions of Learning and Teaching: A Simplified Model  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In each session the Workshop teachers focused on a segment of the model and the relation of that 
segment to the overall schema. They also attempted to make all aspects of the model relevant to the work of 
the participants. For example, on day 1 they focused on the creation of a learning context for the Workshop 
participants while illustrating at the same time the impact of the learning context on student learning 
outcomes. On day 2 they developed the theme of conceptions of learning, thus linking perceptions of the 
learning context with ideas about student learning.  

In Figure 2 we illustrate the plan of the Workshop and in footnotes we summarise the objectives for the 
sessions.  
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Figure 2: Workshop Plan 
 

Day Session 1 Session 2 Session 3 Session 4 

Day 1 
The Learning 
Context 

  Setting the 
learning 
context: 
• Who are 
you? 
• Why are 
you here?1 

Conceptual 
framework & 
theoretical 
assumptions: 
• Introducing 
the 
Workshop & 
the model2 

Day 2 
Conceptualising 
Learning 

Introduction 
to teaching, 
reflection, & 
feedback 
(Teaching 1) 
• Individual 
20 minute 
video-taped 
teaching 
session 

Teaching 1 
(continued) 

Learning 
outcomes 
• Exploration 
at macro 
level 
(employers’ 
expecta- 
tions)4 

Approaches 
to/conception
s of learning 
• Exploration 
at micro level 
(student 
videos)5 

Day 3 
Conceptualising 
Teaching 

Teachers’ 
conceptions 
of legal 
knowledge, 
teaching, & 
learning6 

Linkages 
• Relating 
students’ & 
teachers’ 
conceptions 
of/approache
s to learning 
& teaching7 

Afternoon 
free 

Afternoon 
free 

Day 4 
Conceptualising 
& Instituting 
Change 

Teaching to 
promote 
student 
learning 
• the use of 
media in law 
teaching8 

Promoting 
learning 
through 
assessment9 

Review & 
summary 
• revisiting 
expectations 
• outstanding 
issues10 

Preparation 
for teaching 
2 

Day 5 
Reconceptualis- 
ing Practice: 
Promoting 
Learning 

Individual  
40 minute 
video-taped 
teaching 
session 
(Teaching 
2)11 

Teaching 2 
(continued) 

Teaching 2 
(continued) 

Teaching 2 
(continued) 

Day 6 
Conceptualising 
Transitions 

Reflective 
practice & 
evaluation 
• The role of 
reflection & 
evaluation12 

Transitions 
& evaluation 
of the 
Workshop13 

  

 
 
Notes:  
1 The primary objectives were: to have the participants meet and learn about one another; to elicit the expectations that the 

participants held about the Workshop; to establish a climate for learning; and to heighten awareness of the importance of the 
learning context in promoting student learning.  

2 The main objectives were: to introduce the theoretical framework of the Workshop; and to begin the process of modelling, 
reflection, and feedback.  

3 The main objectives were to begin to put into practice the processes of reflection and feedback; and to establish a baseline for 



teaching.  
4 The main objectives were to develop a knowledge of the variety of outcomes which can be achieved in legal education; to develop 

an awareness and knowledge of the dynamic relationship between substantive law, context, and generic skills; and to provide an 
opportunity for participants to consider these issues in relation to their own work.  

5 Extracts from videos of first year law students at Griffith University were shown. Student permission to show the videos at the 
Workshop was obtained and requisite university authorities were consulted.  

  The main objectives were: to introduce the notions of approaches to and conceptions of learning; to explore students’ approaches 
to and conceptions of learning law in relation to a specific assignment; and to begin to consider the implications for law teaching.  

6 In individual and pair work the participants examined their own conceptions of legal knowledge, teaching, and learning and began 
to explore how these conceptions can affect students learning.  

7 The main objective of this session was to deepen awareness of the relational nature of teaching and learning by consolidating the 
notion that student learning outcomes are affected by a number of factors: how both teachers and students conceptualise law, 
learning, and teaching; how teachers see their work environment and how students perceive their learning context; and how both 
teachers and students approach learning.  

8 Media was used to illustrate the main objectives of this session which were: to identify the various teaching methods, techniques, 
and devices that can be used to promote learning; to consider how they can enhance learning; and to discuss various circumstances 
in which they can be used most effectively to promote student learning.  

9 The main objectives set for this session were: to identify why assessment is conducted; to discuss what assessment involves; to 
identify the relationship between assessment and learning outcomes; to describe a range of assessment strategies; and to identify 
assessment strategies which promote student learning.  

10 In this session we reviewed the expectations that participants had for the Workshop, discussed outstanding issues in individual 
group activities, drew together what was learned, and considered how what was learned at the Workshop could be put into practice 
in the teaching session scheduled for the next day.  

11 This teaching session was designed to build upon the first video-taped teaching session. Participants were asked: to combine their 
subject matter knowledge with what they have learned at the Workshop in a teaching session; to practise giving and receiving 
constructive feedback again; to reflect on their teaching as they did in Teaching 1; and to take risks, try something new. The main 
objective of this session was to determine whether learning occurred.  

12 In this session we considered the role, function, and use of evaluation generally and specifically.  
13 In this final session we checked to see that the participants’ expectations for the Workshop had been met, considered barriers to 

change, and discussed ways to introduce change so that student learning is promoted.  

MATERIALS  

We distributed journal articles and sessional objectives as pre-reading so that the participants had some 
knowledge of the aims and objectives of the Workshop.25 Whenever possible the Workshop teachers 
attempted to integrate the readings into the classroom experience. In an attempt to reinforce the new model, 
we showed excerpts from videos in which first year students in the Faculty of Law, Griffith University 
talked about learning and learning law.26 The evidence of the videos strongly supports recent research 
findings on learning, and the different voices of the students who were interviewed graphically illustrated 
how students’ perceive what happens to them when confronted with a particular law assignment.  

EVALUATION OF THE WORKSHOP: A PROCESS OF CONTINUING REFLECTION AND 

EVOLUTION  

Recognition of the need to review, reflect on, and evaluate the Workshop has grown over time.27 The 
actual impact of workshops such as the ALTA Law Teaching Workshop is difficult to determine with any 
degree of exactitude. Moreover, there is relatively little data on the efficacy of similar teacher training 
workshops.28 Evaluations conducted at the end of a seminar may simply measure satisfaction rather than the 
likelihood that change will be initiated as a result of what was learned.29 Causal conclusions are difficult to 
make because of the number and potential effect of variables which intervene between the time a workshop 
is held and the implementation of ideas discussed at the workshop. And this problem is exacerbated by the 
so-called “Hawthorne” effect.30  

Nevertheless, we found that informal and formal evaluations that incorporated participant feedback into 
the Workshop design provided useful formative and summative data for its ongoing development. 
Moreover, the Cathie grant provided funding for a formal, external evaluation of the new design by Paul 
Ramsden and Gordon Joughin.31 As part of their review Ramsden and Joughin conducted follow-up 
interviews of some of the participants 5–6 weeks after the Workshop. Taken together, these reports have 
provided a rich source of information.32  

In their Final Report the Evaluators stated that  

the conceptual framework is an appropriate one for the ALTA (Law) Teaching Workshop and we would like to 
encourage its continued use. In supporting its use, we note the following features:  



• It is derived from real teaching and learning situations, and it makes sense to teachers.  

• It is relatively uncomplicated.  

• It is supported and used by leading educationalists and is backed by an extensive and growing body of 
empirical research, including research in legal education.  

• It is consistent with, and supported by, The Quiet (R)evolution,33 which we understand will be the workshop’s 
textbook in future.34  

CONCLUSION  

[I]t is worth pointing out that, to the extent to which they succeed in bringing about long-term change, workshops are 
highly economical. An investment of a few hours of an academic’s time may result in changes which have important 
consequences for the learning experiences of hundreds of students. Where this occurs, and our data suggest that it 
happens more frequently than we are apt to suppose, then the benefits of workshop participation are achieved at a 
remarkably modest cost in relation to total institutional budgets.35  

In this article we have described how we have developed a new model for the Australasian Law 
Teaching Workshop, one which we think appropriately reflects current thinking about teaching and 
learning. As with any successful educational undertaking, this model will be reshaped and refined by the 
future Workshop Committee teachers as their understanding of how students learn law grows. That the 
Workshop will keep pace with changes in educational theory and practise is more likely now than ever 
before with the formal commitment of financial backing from the Australian Law Deans in 1994. In 
addition, as a result of the new Workshop model some of the members of the Workshop Committee have 
come to value more highly the importance of working directly with educationalists since such a major 
reconceptualisation of the Workshop would not have been possible without a close collaboration between 
individuals working in law and in education.  

That the joint project was not only possible but successful is reflected in the feedback that has been 
received. The evaluators concluded overall that the 1994 Workshop was “very successful” and “is highly 
regarded by the deans, the schools of law, and participants”.36 Although they stated that it did not “require 
any significant change”37 the evaluators did offer some (what we consider to be invaluable) suggestions, 
which highlighted the need for participants to incorporate what they have learned from the Workshop by 
changes in their practise as teachers of law.38 One significant lesson for us as project designers is the 
recognition of the need to limit the content of the curriculum so that participants have time to reflect on and 
synthesise relevant concepts. Ashamedly we did what many novice teachers do — we overloaded our 
“students”. As Stephen Brookfield so aptly describes,  

Teaching is the educational equivalent of white-water rafting… All teachers sooner or later capsize, and all teachers 
worth their salt regularly ask themselves whether or not they are doing the right thing.39  

We have learned from the experience. Luckily, we didn’t get our feet too wet.   
 

* Senior Lecturer, Faculty of Law, Griffith University and Associate Lecturer, Griffith Institute for Higher Education, Faculty of 
Education, Griffith University respectively. We extend our appreciation to Barbara Hamilton for her research assistance with this 
article.  
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