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2nd Seminar on Higher Education and Innovation Research: 

University in Transition 

 
Workshop: Disciplinary Differences in Teaching and Learning in 
Higher Education, PART 2: Theoretical Approach 
 
Time: Friday 13th April 2012 at 9:15 – 11:00 
Venue: TBA 
 
Chairs: Liisa Postareff, Centre for Research and Development of Higher Education, 
Faculty of Behavioural Sciences; 
Viivi Virtanen, Faculty of Bio- and Environmental Sciences & 
Nina Katajavuori, Faculty of Pharmacy 
 
Previous research has shown that teaching and learning in higher education are highly 
context-specific. Disciplines have their own traditions and characteristics, which affect 
teaching and learning to a great extent. Therefore, there is variation in the ways students 
go about their studying, and the ways teachers go about their teaching between different 
disciplines. These differences have an effect on what kinds of skills and competencies 
students acquire in different disciplinary contexts. 
 
The workshop begins with research presentations focusing on disciplinary differences in 
teaching and learning and on developing university pedagogy. Next, cooperative learning 
is used as an instructional strategy to deepen our understanding of the way of thinking 
and practicing in different disciplines. The workshop will focus on questions:  How should 
university pedagogy be developed? What are discipline specific effects on teaching and 
learning? What can we learn from other disciplines? Are there academic traditions that do 
not support student learning nowadays? 
 
Presentations: 
Teija Löytönen (Aalto University): Pedagogical Encounters in Higher Arts Education – 
Exploring Difference in University Pedagogy 
 
Laura Hirsto & Teija Löytönen (Aalto University): Disciplinary differences? University 
Pedagogy for an Unknown Future 
 
Hanni Muukkonen, Auli Toom, Minna Lakkala, Sami Paavola & Liisa Ilomäki (University of 
Helsinki): Developing University Pedagogy through Trialogical Knowledge Practices and 
Technology 
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ABSTRACTS 
 
Pedagogical Encounters in Higher Arts Education: Exploring Difference in 
University Pedagogy 
Teija Löytönen, Aalto University, School of Art and Design, Department of Art  
 
Research on disciplinary cultures has emphasized how fundamentally teaching and 
learning are intertwined with the epistemic cultures and social practices of a particular 
discipline. This means that the teaching and studying practices are approached differently 
and from different premises. 
 
In the studies the disciplinary differences have been often presented on a four-quadrant 
matrix whose axes are hard vs. soft and pure vs. applied science. The disciplines have 
accordingly been divided into four categories: hard pure (like physics), hard applied (like 
engineering), soft pure (like history) and soft applied (like education). The different 
categories highlight the epistemological basis of different disciplines and, based on this, 
describe the characteristics of teaching and studying in a specific discipline.  
 
The university education in arts has not been correspondingly categorised, although some 
descriptions on the various approaches to teaching and learning can be found for 
example in the visual arts, fashion design and design subjects. 
 
It is obvious that the general categorisations are crude descriptions of disciplines, and 
they only suggest a direction for identifying differences in the research, teaching and 
studying practices. Neither are the categorisations closed and permanent, but, as Ylijoki 
(2000) points out, the disciplinary cultures are porous and formed by constant social 
interaction with their environment at large. It is still interesting that the significance of the 
disciplinary differences has been recognised in the academic community. Ideally, being 
sensitive to the differences can encourage respect and appreciation for the diversity of 
disciplines. But the categorisation of disciplines may also reinforce the image of the 
different disciplinary cultures as being coherent and homogeneous.  
 
Even if the disciplinary cultures did not manifest themselves in the form of the pure 
categories in the everyday lives of teachers or students, the conceptual significance of the 
difference is decisive in these analyses. The short description above indicates that the 
difference is constructed between disciplines by approaching it in terms of opposites. 
 
In this proposed presentation I will explore a more subtle way of understanding 
disciplinary difference. Instead of conceptualizing difference as categorical, discrete and 
distinct, which separates one from the other (Davies 2009) difference is approached 
through the philosophy of Gilles Deleuze (1994, 1993). The most important conceptual 
shift that Deleuze offers us is the move from difference to differenciation or becoming. As 
Williams (2003, 60) points out for Deleuze “real difference is a matter of how things 
become different, how they evolve and continue to evolve beyond the boundaries of the 
sets they have been distributed into.” In these lines of thinking the differenciation in 
university pedagogy invites us to engage in encounters that open up possibilities of 
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understanding disciplines and their pedagogy to something other than the already known, 
the established. I will give some examples of pedagogical encounters amongst university 
teachers that have taken place during 2011-2012 within a course program called 
university pedagogy in the arts. 
 
 
Disciplinary Differences? University pedagogy for an unknown future 
Laura Hirsto, University of Helsinki & Teija Löytönen, Aalto University, School of Art and 
Design  
 
The general aim of the research on university pedagogy is to create new knowledge on 
university teaching, learning and study. The new knowledge can be seen to help 
understand the pedagogical activity at universities in different times and in different 
disciplines. At the same time, this kind of understanding can help academics orient better 
in the changing circumstances of higher education. But the new knowledge on university 
pedagogy also has other significance for the practices of teaching and studying. When the 
intention is to use research to form an idea of what learning and teaching mean in the 
different disciplinary contexts, the new knowledge is more explicitly normative and defines 
the activities of both university teaching and studying.  
 
In this proposed presentation we will reflect on the questions related to the context-
specificity of university teaching and studying. We will start by introducing some examples 
of research on theology students’ studying and learning processes. Thereafter we will 
problematize the normative view on pedagogy through Ron Barnett’s (2004) analysis of 
the pedagogy for an unknown future and ask what do we know about the disciplinary 
differences now, or in the future? What qualifies a discipline as a discipline? If we get 
evidence about present-day disciplinary differences, what kind of conclusions can we 
make about university pedagogy for now, or for the future?  
 
We will conclude our presentation by offering some insights on how to get in contact with 
difference as difference, as something that is not immediately defined by something 
known or familiar. And so, we propose, we need breaking away from the current criteria 
and deconstructing the taken-for-grantedness of teaching and learning practices within 
different disciplines. As a pedagogical approach, difference is, then, more like a stance 
than categories, techniques or teaching methods, and as such it offers an opportunity to 
become sensitive to the various elements of university teaching and learning.  
 
 
Developing University Pedagogy Through Trialogical Knowledge Practices and 
Technology 
Hanni Muukkonen, Auli Toom, Minna Lakkala, Sami Paavola, & Liisa Ilomäki, University 
of Helsinki 
 
Present day university students will be employed in knowledge work, which requires 
problem-solving skills, competencies for producing new knowledge products and 
innovations collaboratively, and abilities to apply digital technologies as tools for novel 
working methods. In all domains, universities have a challenge to develop pedagogical 
methods that support students in developing related academic expertise and 
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competencies. This is a challenge in the university context, where teachers’ approach to 
teaching has traditionally been content-centered instead of learning-centered (Postareff & 
Lindblom-Ylänne, 2008; Kember & Kwan, 2000; Trigwell et al., 1994). Academic expertise 
is more and more understood as the ability of communities and networks to solve 
problems and create innovations (Sawyer, 2007). University teaching should make the 
learning of collaborative epistemic agency possible (Scardamalia, 2002).  
 
In collaborative efforts aiming at producing new solutions and innovations, it is not 
enough, however, to share knowledge with each other or participate in social interaction. 
It is essential to develop competencies and working practices that center around 
elaborating the common objects and knowledge, simultaneously developing the practices 
themselves. We have developed a trialogical model of learning where deliberate 
engagement in advancing shared workable knowledge artefacts and practices is 
considered as the third, essential element, in addition to individual ('monological') learning 
efforts and ('dialogical') processes of participation (Paavola & Hakkarainen, 2009).  
 
In our presentation, models and principles enhancing trialogical pedagogy and the role of 
technology are discussed in the university context. We will present design ideas and 
technological solutions supporting trialogical learning, developed in the large EU-funded 
KP-Lab project (2006-2011) (e.g., Lakkala et al., 2009). In addition, we will discuss the 
challenges of teaching and learning in pilot courses where trialogical pedagogy and 
supporting technology have been tested in university pedagogy. The trialogical pedagogy 
aims at facilitating the crossing of boundaries in learning and increasing activities between 
individual students, groups, and organizations: between disciplines and across study 
units, between university and working life, and between physical and virtual phases and 
spaces. Learning of modern working life competencies as an integrated part of university 
studies helps students to be employed after finalizing their studies. 
 
An interesting question from the viewpoint of university pedagogy and teaching is, what is 
required from the university teacher? Teachers are in a crucial position in university 
education; the development of various pedagogical approaches, tools and digital 
technology are seen to influence the role and practices of teaching. The shift from 
traditional way of teaching towards learning-centered and trialogical pedagogy sets 
demands for teachers’ conceptions of knowledge, learning and teaching as well as 
attitudes towards changes in pedagogical practice, which all take time (Postareff & 
Lindblom-Ylänne, 2008). In addition, it appears very challenging for teachers to implement 
pedagogical or technical innovations in their teaching even if they value the background 
ideas (Scardamalia, 2002; Hakkarainen 2009). These challenges and examples of 
developed courses investigated by means of design-based research are discussed in the 
presentation.   
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