Chapter 2

The State of Program Design
and Development

Abstract Why take on a whole-of-university approach to the improvement of
learning and teaching? This chapter answers this question by describing the state of
current practice followed by a rationale for the self-organizing university model
including the need for theory, collaboration, and new institutional practice for
governing the learning and teaching process.
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The climate of change and uncertainty in universities has heightened the focus on
learning and teaching. This includes concern about entry and exit standards, participation (Bradley et al. 2008), issues of equity and inclusion (Devlin et al. 2012),
and the impact of accountability (Kimber and Ehrich 2015). The need to address
these concerns is reflected in a range of initiatives that include projects to track and
predict student performance and success, the innovative use of technology, and
external benchmarking (Kemp and Norton 2014), the use of outcomes-based
education practices (Barman et al. 2014; Lam and Tsui 2014), program evaluations
(Ronsholdt and Brohus 2014), enhanced student perceptions of learning experiences (Kuhn and Rundle-Thiele 2009) and the measurement of student satisfaction
and performance.
According to Norton et al. (2013), the need for good teaching in universities has
never been greater. Good teaching begins with a strong responsive curriculum.
Bradley et al. (2008) challenged universities to view increased participation in
higher education as a driver for curriculum reform. With current curriculum reform
promoting the importance of catering for the needs of individual students across all
disciplines, changes in the design and delivery of programs are also necessary.
What is not evident internationally at this time are coherent and integrated
approaches to the broad-based fundamental transformation of universities to
address the tensions and challenges associated with becoming better learning
organizations. This includes the simultaneous transformation of policy, work
practice, organizational design, technology, and support around learning and
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teaching that are commensurate with the order of magnitude of the challenges
facing universities. How university programs are designed has not been addressed
through reform, although traditional design methods have been widely criticised
(Florian et al. 2010; Forlin 2010; Song-Turner and Willis 2011).
Four areas of need have been consistently identiﬁed in the higher education
literature related to program design and development. These are: the need for a
theoretical basis for program reform and design (Goldspink 2007; Levin 2010); the
need to close the theory-to-practice gap between (a) research in higher education,
and (b) what is done in practice (Hora 2012; Norton et al. 2013; Song-Turner and
Willis 2011); the need to utilise collaborative practice, including the way groups of
people work together to achieve common goals (Burgess 2004; Furlonger et al.
2010; Oliver and Hyun 2011; Winn and Zundans 2004); and the impact of prevailing institutional practice on program reform, design and innovation (Bradley
et al. 2008; Levin 2010; Oliver 2013; Sabri 2010).

2.1

Need for Theory

A number of researchers have identiﬁed the need for curriculum innovation to be
theorised beyond actual curriculum content (Cochran-Smith and Zeichner 2005;
Hoban 2004; Kezar and Lester 2009). This refers to the kind of theory that links
design process to the full scope of the change required by organizations to engage
in substantive and sustainable curriculum reform. Such theory addresses the way
the organization is structured for learning and teaching, as well as the content and
process speciﬁcally related to the design of curricula. It is clear that unifying theory
is necessary to bring these interdependent aspects together.

2.2

Research to Practice Gap

There is also a gap between research and practice with the most prevalent explanation suggesting that researchers and practitioners operate within quite different
cultures (Kezar 2000; Schalock et al. 2006). Kezar (2000) suggests that the
dichotomy between theory and practice is a social construction. Within the institutional context, theory is broadly constructed to mean work that is done in
research, principally in university settings, that in turn is expected to impact upon
the ﬁeld. However, this fundamental operating assumption of universities has not
been applied to the ﬁeld of curriculum learning and teaching in higher education
where innovations are rarely theorised and only loosely connected to related
research.
Multiple factors come into play at the higher education level that continue to
separate theory from practice—the culture of the institution, socialisation of the
faculty, the discipline foci of the institution, and the continued tension within higher
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education itself as a professional identity (Kezar and Lester 2009). This suggests
that addressing the theory to practice gap requires high-level and broad-based
change capable of engendering new cultures of practice. Those new cultures need to
address the separation from practice (Grima-Farrell 2012) and reconcile the
acquisition of practical knowledge with traditional theoretical knowledge (Berry
2007). From a SOU perspective, the magnitude of the gap in all sectors of the
education ﬁeld is indicative of a ﬁeld that is pre-paradigmatic in its development
and evolution (Kuhn 1996). The reconciliation of theory and practice is necessary
for any theory to be complete and for practice to be informed.

2.3

Collaboration

Successful and long-term change requires collaboration, yet higher education is
often a solitary and isolating profession, with university structures separating disciplines and individuals within disciplines. Kezar and Lester (2009) described the
conditions required for a higher education institution to support collaboration. They
found that teaching, research, governance and management all needed to be altered
to support the collaborative process. Collaboration, and the process required for
effective collaboration, can be viewed at several levels: collaboration at the institutional level where academics work together; academics in a specialist ﬁeld
working together to create and develop new program content; collaboration in the
ﬁeld; and collaboration between educators in different contexts, such as between
academics and teachers (Zundans-Fraser 2014). Researchers indicate that despite
recognising the beneﬁts of collaboration, teachers in universities continue to work
largely in isolation (Norton et al. 2013; Zundans-Fraser and Bain 2015a).

2.4

Institutional Practice

Knapp and Brandon (1998), suggest that the institutional practice of universities
also impedes curricular reform. The authors identify four prominent features of
university structure and institutional practice that impede innovation. They are: The
knowledge-centric nature of the organization, position hierarchy, promotion systems and departmental autonomy. These factors interact in ways that perpetuate the
status quo by making collaboration and organizational coherence difﬁcult. They
create insurmountable challenges for academics attempting anything a little different and innovative while perpetuating “private practice” work environments that
inhibit collaboration. In their study, Zundans-Fraser and Bain (2015a) found that
academics believed working in a collaborative manner led to an open and transparent design process, the valuing of different opinions and expertise, shared
knowledge and responsibility, and ultimately the design of a quality program. Most
of the challenges identiﬁed by the academics had to do with institutional practices
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where the investment of time and recognition of the work done were lacking. This
meant that although the academics had shared ownership of the program and valued
collaborative practice, working in such a manner with existing processes was
challenging. An institutional process that embeds collaboration within organizational structures as a standard expectation was suggested as a way to move institutional program design and review processes from a data entry exercise to one
focused on quality design.
When a level of flexibility is sought against centralised control within this
complex environment (Knight 2001; Macdonald 2003), the enthusiasm for
self-organization demonstrated by educators is dampened at administrative levels
due to concern about potential risks that may never eventuate (Goldspink 2007); and
when the greatest focus is on rationalisation and efﬁciency (Coate and Tooher 2010).
These concerns reflect the tension that exists between the organizational structure
and realities of higher education institutions and their daily operations. The everyday
restrictions and constraints of higher education practice, such as tight deadlines and
expansive documentation requirements, appear to work against curriculum coherence and depth. The institutional practice of many institutions focuses on documentation requirements that are not related to the quality of learning and teaching
(Zundans-Fraser 2014) and where ideas of quality are shaped by the extant demands
of the organization around the way curriculum is developed and documented (Borko
et al. 2006; Tudor 2006). Curriculum reform and design that goes beyond the regular
institutional cycles of student evaluation, staff reflection, and the selection and
design of new program materials is particularly challenging, as it requires time and
dedicated participation that some researchers claim are not a natural part of higher
education culture (Burgess 2004; Oliver and Hyun 2011).

2.5

Summary

This overview of key program development issues provides an evidence base for
the claims made in the introduction to this brief. Reforming curriculum design and
delivery involves transformational change in the way universities are structured and
organised. Existing processes are not only frequently incompatible with change and
better practice, but can actively undermine such change through diffusion of purpose, poor alignment of goals and process, and contradictory structures for reward
and recognition. Even though there has been a dramatic increase in educational
reform efforts over the past 25 years, it is having insufﬁcient impact to drive
sustainable and scalable change (Hopkins and Levin 2000). Many academics
instrumental in curriculum reform are open to innovations, change, and enhancing
teaching and learning. However, reform often gets in the way by focusing on
operational aspects of the system—governance, ﬁnance, workforce and accountability that do not support curricular innovation. A key contention of SOU is that
curricular reform needs to drive structural improvement informed by complete
theory to practice models of institutional change for better learning and teaching.
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Fundamental change in the way university services are funded, designed and
delivered, and the needs and characteristics of the students who pay for and receive
the service are driving reform and change in universities that frequently lack the
theoretical frameworks, institutional process, practice and collaborative cultures
required to address the profound changes they face. An integrated program design
approach, a more rigorous theoretical base for program reform and tight coherence
between course work and practical work are required (Darling-Hammond 2006;
Darling-Hammond et al. 2005). The type of reform that is advocated is in its
infancy in the higher education sector, with little attention given to the evolution of
program content or the way it can transform and renew an institution, although this
situation is slowly changing (Oliver and Hyun 2011). Reform that moves beyond
the regular institutional cycles of student evaluation, staff reflection, selection and
design of new materials at the course level is particularly challenging as it requires
time and dedicated participation that some researchers claim are not a natural part of
higher education culture (Burgess 2004, Kezar and Lester 2009). An integrated
program design approach, a more rigorous theoretical base for program reform and
tight coherence between course-work and practice is required (Zundans-Fraser and
Bain 2015b). Any change initiatives designed to address the key areas of need
identiﬁed here need to be grounded in changes in the extant institutional requirements for program design.
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