DfL Project Staff Stories: Adrian Jones

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

It was a nice challenge and probably the right fit for me. Having being involved in curriculum renewal with schools with History Teachers Association and VCAA, the Curriculum and Assessment Authority, I was always a bit embarrassed because we would have these rich curriculum discussions about what kids should learn at school but there was no way we were having a rich curriculum discussion at University, it was this sort of this is what we have always done and that's the way we should do it and you can do what you want and I will do what I want, and I always thought that was a bit embarrassing really and that we should have been having a much more systematic curriculum discussion, which was always the case in a professional school but in general school like humanities or science. There was good reason why we hadn't had a curriculum discussion in the sense that people endorsed liked the diversity, liked the smorgasbord approach, but I think increasingly we really needed to have such a discussion.

Has DFL enabled that discussion?

Well certainly DFL itself encouraged that, that for the first time we were asked in the curriculum task force, what does La Trobe stand for in terms of student learning and teaching? That was a really valuable discussion to have, and then when you have had the discussion well you cant put the genie back in the bottle can you, you've got to then frame some changes to make a more coherent position. So DFL has been a crucial first step although most people wouldn't see it is as so but I think a crucial first step in having a sustained curriculum conversation that will in turn help us to define who we are and what we are on about and why we do it that way, that's in terms of teaching and learning, I think research is another area.

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

There has been resistance or perhaps more confusion but that's because we've never had such a conversation before. The key challenge has been to get people to see the whole degree and not just their bit of the degree and that means that thinking about well what does a first-year student really need, well first-year teachers know that and have evolved independently strategies, but second and third year teachers often don't think about that because they're not facing it right at the moment. But with DFL we've had to have a sustained curriculum discussion right across the board so that we have people thinking about first-year, second-year, third-year, and again in second and third year I always felt a bit uneasy about the tradition that said that we run first second and third year subjects together, and we still will, but we have to be much more coherent about what a third-year student is doing as distinct from a second-year student, which I think some programs have done better than others.

What most excites you about your project?

It's being able to have a conversation about what we are trying to achieve. Talking about some of the key problems that we face together for the first time, for example, loss of attrition rates, better understanding and explaining the way we mark, so just having a general set of conversations beyond research. In my program we have been very good at discussing our research and celebrating that in formal and informal ways in seminars and colloquia, but teaching that has never been done as much and so you collaborate with colleagues in a particular area, but now I can have a discussion with people who are not in my area in that sense and have a rich sharing of possibilities and so we are now opening up new possibilities in terms of things that we are doing like collaborative learning. But I'm also getting ideas from colleagues that I probably wouldn't have been exposed to before and things that they have tried or they tried once that I didn't know about and you think, oh that's a good idea, so there is a deeper sharing involved.

What do you hope the curriculum renewal process will achieve?

I think the key thing that I hope we would achieve is that we are better prepared to meet the needs of the students that we have. Sometimes in academic life we wish that we had other students but you've always got to deal with the students that you have got. I'm also hoping that with a coherent curriculum discussion will come a coherent vision of what humanities is about at La Trobe University, history is about, anthropology is about, whatever, and so we can say that here at La Trobe when you do anthropology or when you do history or when you do biology or whatever, it looks like this, it has these kinds of learning styles, you will progress in this way, so that we can tell that students a coherent story about how they are going to grow as a person, how they are going to be challenged but also kind of nurtured, and how they can expect that they will be a better person, a more interesting person. Whereas I think in many of our generalist degrees the students have enjoyed their study but they are not quite sure what it all adds up to and we are sure and we see the differences between Natalie in year one and Natalie in year three, you know what I mean? But they don't see that, they are still Natalie in their own mind. So as the curriculum deepens and becomes more complex and more discursive and more rich and they see each level adding something to their skill set and their level of interest as a person, then they will be much happier about their studies. It's not that they're unhappy now but often it's kind of like a guilty pleasure that you do these things and you learn about Latin American anthropology and then you're not too sure what you have actually learnt beyond Latin American anthropology, whereas in fact you have learnt a lot more about how to communicate, how to write deeper essays, more thoughtful essays, better referenced, and how to talk about it better as well. So what I'm hoping is that through the curriculum reform process we will have a really good vision to market and to show to prospective students.

