DfL Project Staff Stories: Matt Riddle

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

I started in his current role as an academic developer I think it was March 2009 and pretty much straight away I was involved for about three days a week in the development of the faculty of Law and Management's response to Design For Learning so I guess I was involved from the fairly early stages to the faculty responses and one of the things we had to decide was what would be the appropriate way to go about curriculum renewal for the faculty? So I together with David Spencer and Bernadette Knewstubb developed a plan, an overview of what we thought would be the way forward and I have to say the thing about that was we didn't have a roadmap as such, there weren't that many other projects around that have tried to do curriculum renewal in such deep and wide way across entire faculties, so we set about starting to look at what other people were doing, we did a literature review and we developed an idea of how it might work and the central concept for that was consultation, we wanted the whole process to be consultative and for the curriculum renewal to come from the people who are working at the coalface with students and that is the subject coordinators themselves.

Question: What challenges have encountered?

I would say that the major thing that we had to contend with was simply the number of subjects that we needed to touch in the project. At first year level we are talking about something like 35 or 40 subjects, I can't remember exactly, which is quite a number to begin with. But by the time you get to third year it is 80+ in the programs were talking about because of the way that the programs work in our faculty, it is quite a large faculty and quite a large number of programs that we offer. So how do we guarantee that students actually come up against graduate capabilities? You need to go and look at what we're doing now and you need to then follow up with each of the subject coordinators about how they are teaching and assessing each of the graduate capabilities and somehow compare across programs to find out where things complement each other and where you have got gaps. So I would say that the real challenge for the project was in its scope.

Question: what most excited about your project?

Definitely the most exciting aspect of the project is getting to speak to people, particularly on a one on one basis about their teaching. And the reason for that is what we find is that a lot of people that we speak to don't actually get the opportunity to reflect on their teaching and learning very often. And invariably when we started meeting, people asked us what is all this about and how does this fit into what I'm actually doing, it might seem like an administrative process at first brush, but often what happens at the end of the meeting is they say thanks very much for the opportunity to sit down with you and talk to you about my teaching, I don't get the opportunity to really do that. What excites me most is we are going through something for the first time with people and having a real impact on teaching and learning and the outcomes for students.

Question: would you have the curriculum renewal process will achieve?

What I hope the project will achieve a really rigorous look at what we are doing in terms of our programmes for the first time certainly in a while at a time when we probably need to do that. I think that ultimately that is about student outcomes, it is about making the pathways clear for students but also within each of the subjects that they are doing that the intended learning outcomes, the assessment and the activities that they are undertaking are aligned in meaningful ways. So hopefully what we'll see is right across all of the core subjects in our offerings, a better experience for students at each level. Along the way there are some other thing to come out of that. Quite importantly we have been looking at all of the subjects in terms of the approach to assessment and making sure that they all comply with a criterion reference assessment approach which I strongly believe is a useful thing to do in any case. And then there are other outcomes that come with taking a second look at the graduate capabilities or the skills that the Students are receiving and acquired through their learning and for me personally that has been an opportunity to look at learning spaces, that is a particular interest of mine. So for example one of the things that we found through the mapping process was that we need to work on the areas of graduate capabilities that have to do with interpersonal communication skills, particularly group work and teamwork skills, and one of the things that is evident when you walk around this fairly traditional campus is that we have spaces that have been designed for smaller student cohorts and student cohorts are operating in fairly didactic modes, it is true of many universities. So one of the really nice outcomes for me is that we have been able to link the pedagogical needs of the institution and the faculty to some outcomes in terms of physical spaces for students and we are starting to build some of those places now like faculty learning commons that enable group work and enable people to work together and to do private study to go alongside their studies in a way that is appropriate for this design for learning approach. I think there are many other possible outcomes along those lines that follow from a clear vision about what we're trying to do with students.
