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Abstract


This paper examines the role of ideology in academics’ conceptions of their discipline. The focus is on how individual ideologies affect the way academics conceptualize and enact the discipline in practice. It uses data collected for a study involving eighteen academics in fifteen disciplines working at seven different institutions which had the broader remit of examining the pedagogical constructs of university lecturers (Fanghanel 2007). It established that a number of ‘filters’ came into play to ‘colour’ the way academics conceive of and approach teaching and learning in higher education (HE). One of those filters concerned academics’ own conceptions of their disciplines which were found to be at the same time more complex, and more grounded in the material context of practice, than both epistemological (Donald 2008 for example) or socio-cognitive studies (Becher 1989 for example) of the discipline infer. 
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Introduction

This paper reports on a discrete component of a larger study which examined ‘pedagogical constructs’ (Fanghanel 2007). ‘Pedagogical constructs’ were defined as the ways in which academics conceptualize and approach teaching and learning, and position themselves towards the teaching and learning context. The discipline was one of the filters that played a role in affecting academics’ pedagogical constructs. The present paper focuses specifically on the ways in which discipline experts’ conceptions and enactments (i.e. purposive translation into practice) of their discipline are affected by their ideological beliefs. 
It starts by providing some context, and a brief overview of the literature with reference to the prevailing perspectives for analyzing the disciplines which focus on knowledge structures, knowledge properties, and their impact on disciplinary communities. It then outlines its own socio-cultural theoretical position, which takes the discipline into the realm of practice, and considers the context in which it is taught. It proposes that taking into account the context of practice brings in nuances as to the nature of the discipline which do not transpire in the more structuralist epistemological studies examined in the literature review. It shows specifically that ideology plays a significant role in discipline conceptions and enactments.

Conceptual puzzle: Examining the disciplines

To a large extent, disciplinary categories in today’s universities reflect the way knowledge was organized in the mediaeval European universities, emphasizing knowledge specificities that account for what Tony Becher has called the ‘tribes’ and ‘territories’ of academia.  Sociologically, disciplines can also be seen as historically emergent as they evolve with reference to what is happening in the wider world, whilst themselves influencing that world (Kuhn 1970). As historically grounded entities, disciplines therefore also have a social and ideological base. More or less open onto the outside world and specific professional fields, for example, they are subject to regulations by these fields, and dependent on the value placed on them by the market. 

Historically, disciplinary differences can be traced back to the seven ‘liberal arts’ taught in the medieval university, and the well-rehearsed (Bernstein 2000; Durkheim 1977; Muller 2008; Young 2008) distinction between the Trivium (logic, grammar and rhetoric), and the Quadrivium (arithmetic, geometry, astronomy and music) which introduced an ontological dislocation between the disciplines of the ‘inner’ (about spirituality, ethics, and logic and representing the Arts and Humanities) and of the ‘outer’ (about understanding the world and representing Mathematical Sciences). Drawing on this tradition, much of the literature on the disciplines focuses on the epistemological properties inherent in this initial categorization (Donald 2002, 2008 for example). Other studies have focused on the socio-cognitive characteristics of the disciplines, examining how these structural properties impacted on disciplinary communities (Becher 1989; Becher and Trowler 2001; Henkel 2000). A few studies have suggested that the unit of analysis should be located at the institutional level, establishing that certain disciplines attach themselves to certain institutions by virtue of their respective prestige (Clark 1987; Halsey 1982). So, from that perspective, in today’s environment, for example, Pure Mathematics and Physics are more likely to be taught in long-established  research-intensive universities, whereas new fields such as Fashion Management or Digital Media, are more likely to be taught in institutions which have been brought into the HE landscape much more recently.
The literature on the disciplines

The work of Anthony Biglan (Biglan 1973) which made the distinctions between four types of discipline properties serves as a paradigm to illustrate an epistemological understanding of the disciplines. He identifies the following:

· ‘hard pure’ disciplines: e.g. Maths, Physics, Astronomy

· ‘hard applied’ disciplines: e.g.: Engineering, Economics, Computer Science

· ‘soft pure’ disciplines: e.g. Literature, History, Philosophy

· ‘soft applied’ e.g.: Education, Social Care, Foreign Languages

A significant body of literature based on Biglan’s typology has focused on the structural differences between disciplines - knowledge properties, structure, and organization. It argues that, as a result of epistemological differences, disciplines focus for example on content which is ‘linear, straightforward, and uncontentious’ in pure hard disciplines and ‘holistic and qualitative in nature’ in soft disciplines (Neumann et al. 2002, 287). As a result of those differences, it is argued that teachers adopt different teaching approaches – lectures and problem-based learning in hard disciplines; discussions and debates in soft disciplines. By the same token, assessment methods differ, reflecting differences in knowledge validation and truth criteria (Donald 1995, 2002). Hard pure subject favor closely focused examination questions, whilst soft pure subjects prefer essays and project reports (Neumann et al. 2002). An acute translation of these differences culminates in the notion of ‘signature pedagogies’ (Shulman 2005) which claims that specific disciplines yield their own specific teaching patterns – e.g. ‘clinical rounds’ for medical students or ‘case dialogue’ for lawyers.
Tony Becher’s seminal work which has examined the cultures of disciplinary groups, envisaged discipline cultures as determined by discipline knowledge properties:

[…] the attitudes, activities and cognitive styles of groups of academics representing a particular discipline are closely bound up with the characteristics and structures of knowledge domains with which such groups are professionally concerned. One could venture further to suggest that in the concept of a discipline the two are so inextricably connected that it is unproductive to try to forge any sharp division between them (Becher 1989, 20) 

In his significant study of UK academics in twelve disciplines, he concluded that ‘fields of enquiry and academic cultures are closely interconnected’ (Becher 1989, 159) emphasizing the significance of disciplinary structures in shaping disciplinary cultures. The role of the social in shaping the epistemological is explored as a significant caveat to this claim in the second edition (Becher and Trowler 2001, 37). Mary Henkel’s substantive study of disciplinary cultures (Henkel 2000), which examined quite ‘traditional’ disciplines, has also emphasized the significant role of epistemological differences. It concluded that epistemological differences between disciplines were reflected in academic cultures where, for example, different ‘conceptions of the advancement of knowledge’ (p 155) and different career patterns - described as more predictable and planned in the Sciences (pp 167-171) and more serendipitous in the Humanities and Social Sciences (p 174) – were identified. 

The effect of theoretical lenses

Studies which explain behaviours and beliefs (or conceptions) through disciplinary cultures, discipline epistemologies, or structural specificities, bring their own explanatory power to understandings of the disciplines, and with their specific analytic lens, partial apprehensions too. The studies discussed above tend to yield a normalized view of practice, emphasizing similarities within disciplinary ‘tribes’ and ‘territories’ while glossing over internal differences. Unlike socio-cultural analyses, they understate the impact of local context (department or equivalent unit) (Trowler 2008) and of individuals’ positioning towards the structures that frame their practice (Fanghanel 2007). A socio-cultural perspective, with its focus on context - problematizes the deterministic and rationalized apprehensions of the discipline referred to above, whilst resisting entirely relativist views of the discipline encapsulated for example in the notions of ‘epistemic fission’ (Barnett 2000) or ‘plurality and multi-vocality’ (Bauman 1997, 25). Like any theoretical position, it is exposed to critique, and in particular, to that of emphasizing the social and constructed dimension, at the expense of the cognitive – thus reversing the propositions made by authors like Donald, Biglan, Becher, etc… without actually addressing the tensions between the cognitive and the social in a satisfactory way. Following Young’s perspective on the nature of knowledge (Young 2000, 2008), I suggest, as he does, that it is useful to apprehend the discipline both as a knowledge field and as a sociological object. 

Methodology

Theoretical framework

The study I report on here was carried out within a socio-cultural theoretical framework. It therefore examined the context of practice. It borrowed from three specific lines of theory which I describe briefly. First, and to a large extent, my approach was based on Engeström’s activity systems theory (AST) (Engeström 1987), itself derived from Vygotsky. It is represented as follows:

Figure 1 Engeström activity system theory basic triangle (adapted from Engeström 1987)


AST envisages activity with reference to the specific context in which it takes place. The ‘object’ (project, action, concept – teaching and learning, and within that understandings of the discipline) is conceptualized in relation to the ‘subject’ (here the HE teacher) and through the mediation of ‘instruments’ (or tools). This is the basic unit of analysis. The tools are the artefacts that mediate the relationship between the subject and the object. They can be either physical tools (resources, methods) or symbolic tools (theories, conceptions). In the case of the discipline, tools include conceptions, specific teaching approaches, and ideological resources. There is a strong historicist dimension in this framework, and the relation to the macrosociological is illustrated by the three nodes of ‘rules’, ‘community’ and ‘division of labor’- although Young (2008) has suggested that to a large extent this was ‘rhetorical historicism’. 

I observed elsewhere (Fanghanel 2007) that AST is not a strong framework to examine ‘communities’. It tends to focus more on structures than on how people behave within them. I found that using Communities of Practice (CoP) theory (Wenger 1998) was a more useful framework to do that. CoP looks closely at social interaction within groups through the concept of ‘legitimate peripheral participation’, which examines the way individuals are gradually socialized and enabled into a community of experts. CoP was the second theoretical strand I drew upon; it enabled me to question in particular the extent to which meanings about the discipline were ‘shared’ within groups (the notion of ‘shared meaning’ with a community is taken for granted in CoP theory). Finally Anthony Giddens’ theory of structuration (broadly meaning that action impacts on structures, whilst structures are also transformed by actors) was considered a useful tool to capture the relation between structures and people. For Giddens (1984), structures do not exist as external entities as they do in AST or CoP theory. They are a virtual concept that is produced and transformed through agency (broadly the way individuals position themselves and respond to structural propositions). This perspective on the nature of structure is evidently partial; it was chosen as taking practice out of the strong structural Marxist framework of AST, and out of the agentic but under-theorized phenomenological framework in CoP theory. This enabled me to examine structure and action as interdependent and mutually transformative. 

Research methods

Data were collected at seven different UK universities, representing fifteen different disciplines including Life and Pure Sciences, Social Sciences, the Humanities and the Arts. A sample of eighteen respondents was also chosen with particular consideration for the context of practice; eleven interviews were carried out in ‘research-intensive’ or ‘research-oriented’ institutions, and seven in ‘teaching-oriented’ institutions. Male and female academics were included in order to obtain a more comprehensive representation, although gender differences were not examined. A selection of new and experienced academics was made to provide a broad perspective on life experience, level of seniority, and worldview patterns. The respondents were generally unknown to me, and access was provided through Heads of Department, on a voluntary participation basis.

The main research question was to establish what elements in the broad context of practice acted as ‘filters’ to their pedagogical constructs. In the interviews, respondents’ narratives about themselves and their environments were elicited through descriptions of teaching approaches and of ‘lived’ practice. I report here on those aspects of the interviews that bore on the discipline.

The general framework for data analysis was interpretive – the data were not regarded as yielding a literal representation of reality, but as a narrative about respondents’ positions and perceptions. The interviews were transcribed verbatim, the data then deductively coded with reference to the theoretical framework (AST) which provided the ‘practice’ categories (i.e. the nodes of the AST triangle – community, structure, strategies) and later inductively coded, as themes and patterns emerged from the data, populating the study with subthemes and identifying preferences, conflicts, contradictions, and providing information on how individuals were positioning themselves towards each of the filters (of which the discipline was one).

Discipline constructions
I turn now to a discussion of the findings in respect of respondents’ conceptions of their discipline. 

A majority of respondents interpreted their discipline as a more or less bounded knowledge domain, with a set of related conventions and beliefs, thus foregrounding the epistemological and cognitive dimensions. From this perspective, their input in the curriculum was often described in terms of ensuring that students ‘understood’ the structural or the conceptual relations within this domain. This is evocatively captured in a Maths teacher’s words about understanding Mathematics which emphasizes progress through a structured knowledge domain comprising sets of thresholds:

When [the student] finally comes through, there is like a little spark there and when you enable the student to get this sort of epiphany, you see they’ve made a jump here, they have had a certain amount of success, then suddenly there is something that moves them forward to go on to other things

The notion of understanding a broader whole expressed by this teacher was present in most respondents, even those who perceived their syllabus as mainly skills-based. For nearly all the respondents in this study, the link between teaching and understanding of the subject was clear and mediated through a curriculum based on progression, reiterations, relations between components, or around a basic ‘jellying’ concept.

As indicated earlier, the relation between epistemology and culture has often been presented as uni-directional, epistemological structures being seen as shaping cultures (Becher 1989). In this sample, however, there were examples showing that culture and ideology might also shape cognitive structures. A Sport Science teacher for example presented his discipline as imbued by an all-encompassing scientific underpinning.  This gave his discipline historical legitimacy and academic credential: 

Science is central to the study of this subject […]. It is a science discipline, so that’s where the long term tradition is coming from. It has to be scientifically rigorous […]. So we are looking for students learning, and understanding, and becoming familiar with the philosophy of science and how scientists work because if they want to become sport scientists in the field, then I think that this is what is expected of them
This teacher constructed his discipline by putting science was at the heart of it; all else, including the way he envisaged the teaching of experiments, research methods and coaching, derived from that. Without the science, he stated, ‘the subject would be diluted’. Science is what brought coherence to his curriculum: ‘by saying it’s all science, it’s all scientific, you bring together [the different parts of the curriculum]’.

This example brings to the fore the role of agency in defining a discipline. It shows how epistemological properties can be constructed and, here, imported from well-established disciplines into emerging fields to confer authority and legitimacy. I now turn to the specific forms of discipline construction generated by a teacher’s ideological beliefs.
Educational ideologies

The relation of HE to the economy which has been theorized by sociologists of education like Bourdieu, Bernstein and Young for example, principally around the notions of knowledge production and reproduction, and educational systems as reproducers of social inequities, is the ideological cornerstone for HE educators. Educational ideologies have been explored with reference to that relation (Saunders 2000; Saunders and Machell 2000 for example). Four broad ideological orientations were identified by Trowler (Trowler 1998). I use here a slightly different terminology to his, but the orientations remains the same:

· A ‘traditionalist’ or ‘liberal’ view of education as ‘learning for its own sake’. From this perspective students and academics are engaged in the purpose of advancing knowledge through intellectual enquiry. 

· A ‘vocationalist’ view embracing human capital theory and establishing a clear link between university education and the needs of the economy.  It focuses on the vocational function of higher education. 

· A ‘progressive’ or ‘emancipatory’ position which focuses on personal choice, and personal growth and development of the student.
· A ‘social constructionist’ (Trowler 1998) or ‘critical’ (Allen and Ainley 2007; Barnett 2000) position in which HE is seen as a vehicle for criticality and for transforming society.

Ideological orientations affect the way teachers view their disciplines. In a study of Law lecturers, for example, Cownie has identified three main conceptions of Law: ‘black-letter’ (doctrinal) law; law as socio-legal studies; and law as critical legal studies (Cownie 2004, 35-39). Accessing the discipline through teachers’ ideological positionings introduces nuances to studies whose analysis is based on epistemological properties and disciplinary communities. When such studies have stated for example that ‘soft pure subjects enhance students’ ability to debate perspectives while hard pure ones develop a capacity to use accepted scientific viewpoints’ (Neumann et al. 2002, 410), it is likely that the ideological stance of the lecturer teaching that discipline was absent. Such a structural analytical lens disregards the ‘purpose’ of HE, its ‘necessarily’ ideological dimension (Barnett 1990), and equally importantly the possibility voiced – albeit at a high level of abstraction - by Barnett that cognitive structures are not abstract and neutral, and ‘reflect the interest of both the academic community itself and the wider society’ (Barnett 1990, 85). I use four vignettes which represent the range of positions taken by respondents in this study to illustrate the role of ideology. Importantly, I will show that those positions are not firmly bounded or fixed; a degree of fluidity and some overlap between the different positions was noted.

Traditionalist views of the discipline

Chemistry teacher 1 in my sample indicated that he wanted to transmit to his students a sense of the beauty of his discipline. His main aim was to teach them the ‘fundamentals of Chemistry’, so that ‘[students] can work out themselves why something happens, so they don’t just have to learn, you know, parrot-like’. He thought that curiosity and passion was what was fuelling students’ desire for learning the subject:

Chemistry involves everything. Everything we touch, everything we wear, everything we feel, breathe, everything is a chemical process and it is fascinating. […] I would love it if my students left here and took away with them part of my enthusiasm for the subject, that they would still want to work in Chemistry. […] That’s what I would like my students to leave [this university] with - this enormous curiosity for the subject

He believed that it was his role to ‘enthuse’ his students for the subject, and ‘fire their enthusiasm’. He therefore made sure his lectures were interesting, and captured the attention and imagination of his students, comparing himself to an ‘actor on a stage’.

Traditionalist ideologies encapsulate the concept that a discipline is inscribed in a cultural tradition. Strongly enmeshed in this traditional view of the discipline, is a sense that an academic’s role involves ‘socializing’ students into the discipline, and preparing the next generation of discipline specialists so that they should adopt discipline values and habits.
Personal growth views of the discipline

A Psychology teacher who taught on a medial curriculum illustrates the ‘personal growth’ position. Whilst he felt quite isolated as a psychologist within a medical curriculum, he saw his role almost as a battle in which Human Sciences needed to find their place alongside Medical Sciences: ‘What I would like to see happening and what is happening, is that it is filtering into other areas [of the curriculum]’. He also spoke of a ‘leeching of influence’ of his ‘soft’ discipline within the medical curriculum, displaying a strong sense that personal growth, and reflection needed to be fostered in his students, so that they in turn pay attention to the human dimension in health matters: ‘it can be a kind of an uphill battle trying to persuade them that it’s really important - I mean that human behaviour is fundamental to health very often’.

In order to achieve that, he needed to provide space for students to talk, exchange, and practice their ‘communication skills’. He used active teaching methods which included life videoing and critique of interactions with patients. He indicated that discomfort (being put in challenging situations) was part of the learning experience and that, somehow, students needed to experience this to learn about themselves and to learn to relate to their patients.

Critical views of the discipline

The most overtly critical respondent in my sample was Chemistry teacher 2. He held very strong views on HE as a vehicle to ‘keep kids off the streets’. Contrasting his views with those of Chemistry teacher 1 starkly emphasizes how ideologies affect conceptions. Chemistry teacher 2 believed that his was a critical discipline that enabled students to understand climate change, pollution, additives in food, food shelf-life, profit-making by large food producers, etc…:
Chemistry has a role in educating people to understand the predicament inherent in the city. So it has a role but in terms of education, I think you’ve got to stress that it’s a good education for whatever you want to do afterwards
His perspective was that a good student of Chemistry would develop into a critical citizen having acquired a critical mind through the study of Chemistry:

So it takes a strong mind [to understand the world critically], a questioning mind, but it is a mind that you can get from Chemistry if you understand what it does and what is involved in all these things. It can make you a much more difficult customer and a sort of person who is not accepting the way things are dished out
In order to emphasize that critical dimension, he challenged his students with questions such as:  ‘Why do cows eat grass? Why are tomatoes that are sold in supermarkets all the same size? Why is red chili not brown as it should be?’. He deconstructed what he called the discourse of ‘propaganda’ through chemical explanations to students. He used for example his session on gas and liquids to explain the dangers of pollution:

Asthma caused by car exhausts is caused by something invisible which people who aren’t trained in thinking about gases, liquids, and so on don’t really believe it’s there if you can’t see it; and every few years the number of children with serious asthma is increasing all the time and eventually you have to admit that in certain cities, like Mexico City or Calcutta, for example, everybody will have asthma. Therefore I feel that a chemical understanding is important. There is a lot of misunderstandings about things
In work placement reports, he again fostered ‘criticality’, and asked students to find out why a particular industry was profitable, and what products generated the profits so that his students developed that critical stance:
The students should be asking themselves - if I am being paid £40 000 a year, where does it come from? I have always had that feeling that you need to understand why things are there, not just take them on face value

Vocational views of the discipline

Not surprisingly, in vocational disciplines teachers expressed vocational ideologies; sometimes in quite emphatic terms as was the case of this Civil Engineering teacher:

We are educating professionals, professionals that are needed in the country and so from my perspective, being in this particular subject […]. So it is producing graduates that are relevant, producing work that is relevant, which is what I really want to do

In order to do that, he used teaching methods, and ways of managing the learning experience that closely resembled the working environment. Students were working on projects with real product output; they were engaged with real firms and placements in the industry. Assessment was based on real Engineering problems, and he saw the severe penalties attached to late delivery of assignments, for example, as reproducing an environment similar to that of the industry where products and projects that are not delivered on time cost money. He emphasized not just the vocational dimension of Engineering, but the sense that the ‘country’ needs universities who will provide expert and talented professionals to sustain the economy.
Complex overlapping ideological positions

The boundaries between the ideological positions identified above are not however impermeable, and in a number of respondents, stances were moderated (sometimes contradicted) by the incursion of other ideologies. I noted for example the critical position taken by Chemistry teacher 2 above, and the clear intention he professed to develop ‘critical’ individuals. At the same time, he had specific beliefs in students’ ‘natural abilities’ which sit more comfortably within a ‘traditionalist’ agenda.

In the interview, he was also emphasizing the vocational nature of his curriculum, and constantly making the link between Chemistry and the economy. He embraced entirely the ‘transferable skills’ agenda:

I am interested in transferable skills because a lot of our students are not going to be Chemists so we want to teach them how to run a computer, how to analyze a problem, how to look things in a library how to find information. So transferable skills are quite important […]. It’s something that I am interested in really

The case of one of the Digital Art teachers in this sample further illustrates how intricate ideological disciplinary positionings are in practice. He held a strong ‘personal growth’ agenda, and firmly believed that his discipline was not about how to use computers and software packages, but about:

facilitat[ing] the creative process with an understanding that [students’] general creative drives are stunted, atrophied, non-exercised through self-doubt, lack of practice, all kinds of things
This position set him quite apart from a number of colleagues in his department who focused on the technological rather than the creative aspects of the discipline. Developing reflection and creativity were at the core of his enterprise. At the same time, he explained that he was strongly opposed to the ‘vocationalist’ ideology, which is an unusual position in a vocational discipline, although it might also reinforce the ‘personal growth’ agenda:

I really have this gutsy feeling that if employers want universities to train their staff, they need to pay for it. This is quite an overt anti-employers stance

Whilst positioning himself in this way, he used teaching methods that reflected quite traditionalist values, and a sense that the teacher holds disciplinary authority:

I would like to think that the art school approach - you do some work and you show it to us, and then we critique, and then you move on, carry on, it gives [students] the confidence in [their] own practice

A Computer Science teacher in this sample showed equally complex ideological beliefs about her discipline. She was very keen, and adamant that her discipline, and the way it was taught, should breed highly competent workers which she qualified as people with: 

the ability to show confidence to know how the theoretical stuff they have learnt actually applies to everyday questions and everyday needs […]. They can systematically work out what to do

Yet, her vocational stance was not compliant. She saw in fact a ‘transformational’ dimension in her discipline:
I mean we are a service profession […].  So you are a service you just do things for other people. But we have a professional authority that says I have subject knowledge and […] then I also have these specific information skills and they are not just a craft thing they do give me professional authority which means that I can stand up and talk back to you [the user of this service] like an equal

She clearly expressed the view that her discipline was giving ‘credentials’ to a profession that had hitherto been likened to that of ‘librarian’, and saw this as a great advancement in terms of the way the public treats this category of professionals.
The ideological positions identified in the sample, and discussed here, show that positionings are nuanced and rich. An individual’s disciplinary ideology may contain several competing stances. In this sample, even the most vocally ideological respondents adopted complex positions; their ideological beliefs were not ‘of one piece’. Reporting across similar disciplines also emphasizes how beliefs about a subject can be shored-up by very different ideological perspectives (as in the case of the two Chemistry teachers discussed above).
Finally, whilst it has been established that the discipline is the prime locus of academic identity (Henkel 2000), there were cases in this sample where the discipline was not shown as the ultimate identificatory domain. Though a majority of respondents emphasized the importance of the discipline dimension in their approaches to teaching, it was clear that the disciplinary dimension could be ‘back-staged’. A Geography respondent strongly de-emphasized the disciplinary input in her approach, stating that she didn’t feel that her ‘duty was to turn out Geographers’ and underplaying her own sense of belonging: ‘I have no big disciplinary allegiance. I like Geography because it allows me to do the things that I like doing’. For her, the link to the discipline was less important than a sense that her students should access a broader understanding of the social world through her input. Similarly, a Human Resources Management teacher stated that her main concern was with generic skills development rather than with disciplinary content. She had clearly allocated herself the role of a non-disciplinary facilitator: ‘It is really the student job to get the content, it is your job to help them’. A Nursing teacher presented her curriculum as mainly procedure-oriented, with little disciplinary content. She stated that she was not ‘teaching’ them but:  
Giv[ing] them situations to play with so that they can see the difference [between practice and study]; so it’s a lot about transferring knowledge from one setting to another
The instances of back-staging identified here may represent a problematizing of the status of knowledge, the intentional focus on teaching skills and attitudes, and the subsequent epistemological and sociological ‘undermining of higher education’ of which Barnett talks (Barnett 1990). They also indicate that teachers’ positioning can also be serendipitous and pragmatic.
Conclusion
In this paper, I have sought to revisit the notion of discipline by bringing to the fore the ideological stance taken by academics in practice, and by showing how it impacted on the way they conceptualized and taught the discipline. I proposed that the epistemological dimension (well documented in much of the literature) was seen as important but was qualified through the ideological interpretations of the discipline respondents brought with them. This impacted on the way they perceived of the purpose of their curriculum and had ramifications on the content of their syllabus, the way the discipline was defined, and the teaching approaches adopted (debates, use of provocative examples, ideologically-aware forms of assessment, etc.). Disciplines were therefore presented as partially ‘constructed’ and subject to individual (sometimes idiosyncratic) characterizations. I found that a rich ideological agenda towards the discipline existed beside the mere desire to transmit disciplinary knowledge and skills. These findings contradict to an extent Clark’s assertion that ‘political preferences […] have at best a minor role’ and that ‘by the time young academics are committed to a discipline and embedded in an institutional setting, the beliefs and identities they import from their social-class background also fade’ (Clark 1987, 107). It reframes the more deterministic ways in which disciplines are presented in some of the literature, emphasizing the role of agency, and re-introducing complexity without losing sight of the historicist, paradigmatic and epistemological dimensions of the discipline. 
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