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A curriculum process in which undergraduate students learn as researchers has 
been termed ‘learning in a research mode’ by Lewis Elton. In this session, I 
provide an example of such a paradigm using a case study of an ecology degree 
programme at a New Zealand university. In ecology, knowledge and experience 
are gained through doing authentic research as students emulate their teacher’s 
research activities in all dimensions. They engage in experimental design, 
writing grant applications, field studies, report writing, conference presentations 
and anonymous peer review. Importantly, ecology students do this from their 
first day at university. Over the last 12 years, data about academic and student 
experiences have been collected and analysed in the context of theories about 
knowledge and learning. As the programme has developed, teachers have been 
able to use this data to guide practical decisions and help answer the broad 
question: Why teach like this?  
 
Why this topic is important 
 
It is clear that the curriculum affords a balance between the acquisition of factual 
information and the experience of creating new knowledge. This epistemic 
relationship is judged to motivate and encourage the life project of learning for 
the individual. In this context, what ecology teachers are mainly concerned about 
is developing a certain disposition of mind that students find rewarding. The 
student-as-researcher has required a new type of community that has 
significantly changed teaching, assessment and the relationships between 
teachers and students. Concepts of slow scholarship and deliberative space have 
helped the course team make sense of what students are asked to do. The 
ultimate aim is that all students, regardless of ability and disposition, acquire 
what Leesa Wheelahan has called ‘powerful knowledge’, and with this, new ways 
of accessing the world.  
 
How the session will be run 
 
A short presentation of the research with a model to guide curriculum design 
will take 10 minutes 
 
The rest of the session will be a discussion focused on developing two ideas: 
 

1) Initial thoughts on the model and students as researchers (20 minutes) 
2) The meaning of powerful knowledge and how this concept might be 

researched (20 minutes) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


