DfL Project Staff Stories: Belinda Probert

Question: As one of the principal architects of DfL at LTU, why is curriculum renewal so important?

I would hesitate to call myself an architect of the Design for Learning project but I think I was the architect of the Design for Learning process, a process that produced Design for Learning and I think it is important to say that because the project is very much the outcome of a lot of discussion and not just ordinary discussion, but discussion where we had to bring in real expertise and I think that is the first time there has been such a sustained focus on bringing onto the campus and sharing with a significant number of people the real expertise that exists out there about curriculum design because it is not something that most academics, myself included, have ever trained in, know a great deal about. So I think the process is the thing I most like and I think is most valuable. The reason we set out on it, I must confess when I arrived here 3 1/2 years ago the Vice-Chancellor had written a green paper saying that there would be review of all curriculum and make sure it was aligned, something very generic, and it was in my position description. That sounds fairly simple but when I stopped to think about it I thought this is a huge challenge. So there was an internal driver, La Trobe had declining student demand, there was a sense from a good review that a lot of what we did was earnest, well-meaning but tired, and there was a real pressure to do something about La Trobe's attractiveness. So there was a particular internal moment, new Vice Chancellor, going to really do this systematically. But in the sector as a whole too there is much more interest now in, not individual subject teaching, but curriculum as a whole, so it was like the two came together. So what I think was really distinctive about what we did here was to go at it system-wide, that is to say we're going to look at this across the University and to create a process that allowed us to do that, and I think that as soon as we set out down that path we could see just how big it was going to be but also the potential gains in changing the culture at La Trobe.

Question: What advice can you give staff about the change that comes with DfL?

I think the most important thing is persuading academic staff that they will benefit from these changes. That isn't to say that I think absolutely most academics care very much about what students learn and would hate to think that they were doing things which were less effective than they might be, and so it is not as though that is a point of resistance, but I think there had to be a complete narrative around things, if we teach the students better and the focus is really on what they have learnt, everybody in your area, which is where academics live, they live in departments and disciplines and areas where they care deeply, will benefit because I remember talking to people about the fact that if you really focus on first year, when you get these students in second and third year you won’t be saying "Oh my God they can't write", we would really have fixed those things, there is an enormous, even if you're not involved in first year, even if you don't want to be a part of the people actually working, not everyone should be doing everything, you will benefit from it. And for a university that prides itself on access and equity, to be able to say that we're going to do this and it absolutely has to be about students will succeed, we'll retain them, they will graduate, but the self-interested one is that I'll get to teach these students who are so much better prepared as they come through and I'll get to be able to push them because at the later years because of all this ground work that has been laid it is a very attractive argument. It is a long time since I've done real teaching but I think the other thing that the minute you can engage academics in this they immediately begin to appreciate the pleasures of doing this collaboratively, that teaching can be quite frightening, it is just you, in my generation and a couple of generations behind me they were not prepared, not trained, just had to go in there and do it. And standing up in front of 600 students like I used to do in introductory lectures with engineers up the back who were doing an elective throwing paper darts at you, I know people don't do that any more, but it is not an easy thing to do. A little cozy seminar, yes, but the bulk of teaching and the sense of not doing it well, I think anybody enjoys that so the idea that this is not something private where if you say "I completely stuffed it up", where you can say to people that was a disaster and they say have you tried this, it is actually enormously attractive, I wish when I was teaching big, huge first year subjects I'd been part of a group who talked about how we could be doing this better. So I think partly it is the logic of being in it and being rewarded for it, that we have changed the promotions criteria, that we have sent signals that we value this, but then you get in it that you immediately get to see the sheer pleasures, let alone the payoff, of being able to talk with other people about how you do it and try things out, it is fun.

Question: What most excites you about Latrobe is curriculum review and renewal?

I think there are two things. One is the engagement, you go out into a meeting, you go to a faculty and there are so many people who have now got involved and who are wrestling with how to do this. We have got the theory, we've got the framework, but they actually have to do it so it is just energising and you don't feel "Oh God, Management coming up, what is everybody doing", there is this sense of engagement which is just enormously pleasurable. The other thing that is really important and makes you feel "this is good" is that what we have done in first year already, this is a long process, there will be ups and downs, it is not an overnight miracle, it requires several years of sustained effort in the same direction but you can now see what all that chit chat and meeting and having interesting conversations turned into in first year and just looking at the way we are trying to support new students, we haven't evaluated it yet, I can't say it has been a miracle but I would be amazed if we don't actually show that we retain more students, that they do better, that they feel more engaged, I would be very very surprised. First year is such a vulnerable point, later on you king of know you've got them but to see that rolling out this year and to know what is being done in different faculties to really support to students who are most vulnerable, that is exciting.

Question: What you hope will the outcomes of DfL?

The most important thing is changing the culture. It is an easy, cheap phrase really  but what I mean by that is that the curriculum is never fixed. We are going to have different students, we are in a very volatile environment, a lot of the content we teach will have to change, there is just never a moment we can say "now we have got the curriculum sorted we can go back to think about something else", it has to be in the long run that La Trobe values thinking about the curriculum, it values an evidence-based approach to it, it values the time that will need to be put into implementing the rest but then keeping it alive and reviewing it and changing it and that is partly about having some of the incentives in place. I think for the next few years we actually do have budget incentives, we have got promotions criteria which clearly signal that, but in the end it is people like the deans and the heads of school that they think differently than they used to about how much time should be spent on this and the approach that it is not something individual, it is something of a collective responsibility and that people feel that teaching is something exciting to talk about here, that is the key. So induction programmes, the three-day workshop that Tom Angelo runs, you are having more and more of those kind of things which people just take for granted are what the university is about. That is what has got to live on and that involves many many different people in different roles all singing off the same sheet, not because we all know the right answers, but all saying that and I think one of the things people are writing more and more about in universities at the moment is most universities, learning is not central, not because anybody doesn't like it but because there are so many other pressures and that the really radical outcome of Design for Learning would be that everybody who came to work here would walk in the door and very quickly pick up that a focus on learning is what the place is about, then we would have won.
