DfL Project Staff Stories: Jill Webb

Why did you become involved in curriculum renewal at La Trobe?

I first started working in the faculty of Law and Management while I was a student in a law school, really just to earn some extra money to support my studies, but became interested really quickly in the potential for this project in terms of what my experience as a student had been and what I thought that whole process of curriculum renewal and reform would offer, I suppose thinking about me as a student. So in the Faculty of Law and Management I was involved in supporting the work of that project team, as they went through the whole sort of coffee chat process. So mapping subjects and where the graduate capabilities were being taught in that faculty. Then went on to work with Humanities and Social Sciences and that project, similar project, similar process of engaging staff through that coffee chat process, and then moved on to the Faculty of Science, Technology and Engineering where the work was a little different but still engaged in that curriculum renewal process.

What was the function of the coffee chats?

The coffee chats were an opportunity for the project staff to meet with, for both of those two faculty's, the first year coordinators of core subjects in different courses, and that involved talking through what the curriculum that was being delivered through that subject, and whether and where the graduate capabilities were being taught and assessed.

What challenges have you observed during the beginning of the curriculum renewal process?

I think probably the biggest challenge that I think the whole project faces is how to develop that shared understanding, both across the different faculties, but also the different layers within each faculty. I think there is still not a shared understanding about what the whole Design for Learning project curriculum renewal, curriculum reform, actually means or can mean, what the potential is through that process, what the potential benefits, are not just to students but the university as a whole. And I think another challenge is a time and resources challenge. And I think having, through my involvement in the project, often had to try and find time to meet, particularly with academic staff, and I think there are huge demands on their time and I think there is potential for this to be seen as just another task, another onerous task, rather than a process that has the potential to really make a positive difference.

What most excites you about your project?

It is interesting because what really surprised me about, if I think about the coffee chats in particular, was what the uncovered in terms of really interesting practice, really innovative, unusual teaching, not just teaching practices but teaching assessment and different practices around giving students feedback. And I think that the data that was uncovered through that process I think was sometimes even a surprise for the staff that were talking about what they were doing. I think that best practice wasn't often acknowledged within the faculty or by the staff themselves in that particular area. And that was probably most obvious when we, particularly in Humanities and Social Sciences, we had a few group coffee chats where we had staff from a number of different subjects in the one area come together, and it was really a lovely process because a particular staff member might be asked about a particular graduate capability, and I can think of a number of times where they said "no we don't cover that in my subject" and another staff member would say " but hang on, don't you do such and such, and I thought you said this is what you did", and it was sort of like a process of uncovering really interesting ways of doing things that were not sort of held as knowledge by either that discipline or the faculty.

What do you hope the curriculum renewal process will achieve?

Going back to what I was saying earlier, I think that if the process of curriculum reform can embed, I guess, a shared understanding of what good curriculum is and what good practices are, and if staff, academic staff, and those who are developing curriculum feel they have got a good range of different resources and possibilities and examples to draw on, then I think the project will have done really well. I suppose the work I was doing in Science, Technology and Engineering was a little different. We were working on database systems, creating the maps and putting the information into the maps, so guess that would be another hope, I think to have standardised systems across the University, good, really centralised database systems that are really accessible and usable for people, I think that would be a really significant achievement.

Any further thoughts on the benefits of curriculum review for students?

In terms of curriculum, I guess coming back to the fact that I have recently been a student, I think from a student's perspective I think the whole curriculum reform process has the potential to, I guess, deliver information about subjects and about the curriculum to students in a different way. And I think from my own perspective it would have been really useful to have had that sort of information that we are developing now back when I was beginning of course, or as I was moving from year-to-year through that course. And I suppose particularly the stuff around the generic graduate capabilities, for there to be a clear awareness throughout the different courses just what the expected outcomes are, what students are being encouraged to engage in learning in a different way and to develop those, what I would see as really core capabilities for living and employment and sort of ongoing education, I think that would be a fantastic outcome.

