DfL Project Staff Stories: Liz Johnson

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

I had just taken my position in the faculty as Associate Dean Academic not realising that this was going to come to La Trobe so I was there for the Design for Learning right from the beginning. I was in the original task force that met to draft out why we were doing this and where we wanted to head to and that was a really interesting process because that was people from right across the University trying to work out what was great about the University and what we wanted our graduates to come out with. So that was I guess the second half of 2008 and then I have been involved with the process all the way along. It's been a rollercoaster ride but very exciting.

What most excites you abut your project?

It's the possibility for cultural change I think that we're actually now supported from the centre, supported through policy, supported through all of the processes that we use to deliver teaching and learning so we have got the chance here for a really significant change which is unusual. Normally when you are doing curriculum reform you have control of a single subject or if you're lucky a whole course, rarely do you have the opportunity to do it at this scale so we have got a chance here to do things that we couldn't do otherwise.
The change of senior management certainly helped but I think it was a lot to do with the will of the staff and that's all the staff not just the academic staff but all the other staff that make all of this happen as well. We were ready for change.

What challenges have you encountered?

The biggest challenge is we are trying to do everything at once. So we are trying to think clearly and deeply about the curriculum and about how we set up teaching and learning and at the same time we are updating our processes, reorganising our service departments, reorganising ourselves. We have got major change coming from the federal government for the university sector, there's a lot of things happening and that's hard, it's hard on everybody and if there wasn't goodwill right down through everybody involved, I don't think we would get very far.
You do need to have a clear goal in mind. One of the nicest things about Design for Learning at La Trobe is that it came from the grassroots. When the curriculum task force met in 2008 it was a broad group of people from right across the university and they came to a consensus about their views not a consensus about methodology but that's where you need to start from and that top-down approach dare I say like the Melbourne model can be harder to implement because it's somebody's vision which they then have to sell to the rest of the participants. Here it came from the grassroots, we wanted change.

What do you hope the curriculum renewal process will achieve?

I want to see a curriculum that is reflective and will grow with the staff and the students. It mustn't be static. It's got to be a living thing and it's got to be underpinned by principles that we share. It's got to have room for innovation so that as new ideas come along we can put them into practice and we can actually see students learning in new ways or learning new stuff or making exciting contributions. So it's got to be sustainable, it's got to grow, and people have got to believe in it. And so that's what I want, I want people to be passionate about it, I want people to be proud of what they have done, and I want them to undertake it as a scholarly exercise.

One of the really important things about this process has been the fact that it's been accompanied by change right across a whole lot of systems so for example the promotions criteria have changed so things like that support and drive reform. If people see that their work in curriculum design is valued by others and is valued explicitly in their work, then they will pursue it. I think that it's really important that people believe in what they are doing passionately but it's also important that we recognise that and that we say, this is worth shouting from the rooftops.
