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Abstract
Curriculum design is a complex undertaking that requires both epistemological and ontological work.
While there is an increased need for academics to develop and strengthen their capacity to design
curricula, particularly in the context of Universities of Technology, which have gone through an
intense period of identity finding and re-curriculation, there is little support for academics involved
in this kind of work. This paper reflects on four iterations of an academic staff development
intervention aimed at supporting academics engaged in curriculum design and renewal, with a
particular focus on designing flexible curricula. Using a learning design model along with eleven
design considerations developed by Gachago, et al. (2020) for online academic staff development
and Maton’s Legitimation Code Theory – in particular the dimension Specialization - we show how
curriculum work and learning design is iterative, contextual and messy. Most importantly, it is
relational and involves collective sense-making. We recommend that each context needs to be
carefully considered when designing courses, both face-to-face and online, and design
considerations (such as motivation, facilitation, structuredness, level of collaboration) impact strongly
on participants’ engagement and consequently experiences.
Keywords: academic staff development, curriculum design, flexible learning, learning design,
Legitimation Code Theory

Introduction and Background
Many structural, systemic, and institutional changes have emerged over the last few years, which
make it essential for higher learning institutions to explore options of flexible learning. For instance,
Goodyear (2015) reports widening access and burgeoning student enrolments, graduate underpreparedness for rapidly changing workplaces, and most importantly dwindling public funding as
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global challenges to Higher Education (HE). Furthermore, increasing competition by private higher
education providers has forced public HE institutions to rethink their modes of provision of learning.
Recently, the novel coronavirus commonly referred to as COVID-19 has led to the shutting down of
cities and universities across the world, thus adding to the need for alternative ways of working,
teaching, and learning (Quacquarelli, 2020).
South Africa’s need for more flexible curriculum design can be linked to several factors: The
changing student population, consisting more and more of ‘non-traditional’ students (NTS) who, as
opposed to the ‘traditional’ conception of students can be older, engaged in some form of paid or
unpaid work, and have a multitude of responsibilities outside of their studies. There are also growing
needs and requirements for in-service/continuous professional development (CPD), necessitating
flexible learning alternatives for people in the workplace that take into account their working and
personal contexts and their learning needs (Jones and Walters, 2015). Additionally, HE institutions
are looking for alternative income streams, as government subsidies decrease and technological
advances make interactive distance education possible and efficient. These developments have
necessitated policy changes, such as the 2014 Policy for the Provision of Distance Education in South
African Universities (DHET, 2014), which allows contact institutions to offer distance education, i.e.,
education at a distance rather than on campus, and the draft Open Learning Policy Framework
(DHET, 2017), which proposes open learning approaches and practices in the post-school sector.
South Africa also has particular issues to contend with, such as the widespread disruption of
teaching and learning in HE by student-led protests, which has highlighted the inequality that
persists in the country's tertiary system and pointed to the need for fresh approaches to addressing
systemic problems in HE. In particular, the protests have drawn attention to the need to not only
create epistemic access for diverse communities of students (Quinn and Vorster, 2019), but also the
inclusion of student voices into the curriculum design process, and co-creating spaces where all
students can flourish (Cook-Sather, et al., 2019; Ngoasheng, et al., 2019).
Curriculum development is a complex process that requires a myriad of different intersecting
skills and knowledges, including disciplinary, pedagogical, policy and technological knowledge,
among others. Universities of Technology (UoTs) in South Africa are undergoing an intense process
of transformation, including re-curriculation of programmes and development of new qualifications
in line with the new Higher Education Qualification Sub-Framework (HEQSF) (Engel-Hills, et al.,
2019). The UoT, which is the centre of this case study, has been engaged in such curriculum activities
for several years; by way of example, more than 70 new programmes needed to be developed before
2021 to ensure articulation and progression possibilities for students. To build the capacity for the
development of the above programmes, the curriculum officers (COs Project) was introduced in the
late 1990s. The aim of this programme was to capacitate curriculum officers (COs) in their respective
academic departments, to support the development of new qualifications, and to offer targeted
curriculum planning support. Key concepts emphasised in this project are the promotion of greater
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student inclusivity, including making the curriculum more meaningful, promoting active learning,
and ensuring greater flexibility in the delivery of teaching and learning programmes. Offering courses
in a blended learning format, with varying degrees of ‘online’ learning, is one way of providing more
flexibility to students the COs were exposed to during the training.
Since 2017, staff from two academic staff development units, the Curriculum Development
Unit and the Centre for Innovative Educational Technology, where the authors of this paper were
based during the facilitation of these courses, have been working with academic departments that
are designing advanced diplomas, postgraduate diplomas and Honours degrees, which need to
accommodate working students by offering flexible learning options using blended learning. At this
UoT, blended learning is defined as a ‘thoughtful combination of different pedagogical approaches,
drawing on a range of teaching and learning theories, using a variety of tools and technologies, to
create context-sensitive and flexible learning experiences with and for our learners’ (Gachago, et al.,
forthcoming).
Support to the COs and departments in developing the new HEQSF qualifications has taken
various forms, such as seminars, workshops and CO forums that have focused on interrogating and
discussing the principles, theories, and practices of programme and curriculum development in a
UoT context. However, a more intensive and systematic approach to programme and curriculum
development was needed to assist these academics to conceptualise and design educationally robust
learning programmes that, at the same time, conform to the prescriptive requirements and templates
of the national accreditation and registration authorities. Moreover, to build longer-term curriculum
development capacity in the institution, these interventions needed to promote the social
construction of knowledge through collaborative activities among participants and with their
colleagues in academic departments.
We decided, therefore, to pilot a blended learning short course in the first semester of 2019,
offered as a series of nine workshops with online facilitator-supported activities in between the faceto-face sessions. This had some successes but also some challenges, such as staff being from
different campuses. Also, staff has high teaching loads which made it difficult to attend the course
face-to-face and long-term unsustainable demands on the facilitators. Therefore, in the second
semester, to mitigate some of these challenges, and to open the course to a wider spectrum of
academics interested in curriculum development, we redesigned the short course as a largely online
offering, supported by occasional workshops for specific curriculum design activities. This paper
reflects on a design journey comprising four iterations of a curriculum development course, from a
face-to-face provision of learning to a blended learning format and finally two iterations of an online
course. Using an action research approach, we integrated Kolb’s experiential learning cycle with
elements of Specialization in Legitimation Code Theory (LCT), focusing on the entanglement of
knowledge and knowers, to understand how different modalities of delivery could support academic
staff in designing flexible and context-sensitive curricula.
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In this paper, we explore the challenges faced, and possibilities emerging, from exploring
emergent modes of academic staff development, which have become increasingly relevant in these
times of remote teaching and learning, even more so in times of COVID-19.

Emerging modes of academic staff development
The need to develop new academic programmes is an opportunity for much-needed curriculum
transformation, but also demands a rethink of the UoT’s current academic staff development
approaches. Research into academic staff development for integrating technology into teaching and
learning seems to agree that, in general, these programmes follow a ‘one-size-fits-all’ workshop
approach with little in the way of flexible or blended delivery options, making it difficult for lecturers
to participate equitably. Also, these interventions tend to focus on technology rather than pedagogy
(Lane, 2013; Bali and Caines, 2018).
We suggest that one of the most important aspects of academic staff development may be
the unlearning of established habits and beliefs around teaching and learning. Baran, et al. (2011)
suggest that there should be a focus on professional development that promotes critical reflection,
supports the integration of technology and pedagogical inquiry and empowers blended/online
teaching and learning. Also, attention needs to be placed on the structure of a blended course with
emphasis on a design that enables participants to progress in the course in a scaffolded approach
such as the 5 Stage model of online learning proposed by Gilly Salmon (2004). When facilitating
courses on blended learning, one should tailor them to provide authentic, evidence-based (drawing
from theory and practice) and chunked courses that allow for flexible participation, focusing on
effective situated delivery; supporting communities of practice and integration into the institutional
academic community (see for example Ní Shé, et al., 2019). These design considerations support
course participants, who not only have to deal with new knowledge but might also struggle with
these new ways of learning.
There is a small but growing body of knowledge that explores these more flexible, open,
equitable (Bali and Caines, 2018), ‘untethered’ (Leafstedt and Pacancsky-Brock, 2016) or ‘networked’
(Gachago, et al., 2020; NLEC, et al,, 2021) approaches to academic staff development. Leafstedt and
Pacancsky-Brock (2016: n.p.) defined untethered academic staff development as ‘learner-centred,
grounded in the use of online networks to share practices, and [which do] not require faculty to be
on campus to learn. Untethered places value on sharing and the relational ties between faculty, as
opposed to the number of people in a room at a particular time’. Similarly, Gachago, et al. (2020)
positioning the philosophical roots of networked learning in the work of Dewey and Freire,
emphasised relationships and collaboration rather than technology and openness in attitude, learner
collaboration, self-directed learning, and authentic learning.
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Specialization in Legitimation Code Theory (LCT)
Academic staff development traditionally focuses on constructs that build the ‘knower’. That is
training in values, beliefs and practices that enable one to thrive as an academic in the higher
education space. However, traditionally lecturers are recruited because of their disciplinary
knowledge and not necessarily on their ability to design or create meaningful learning experiences
for their students. This presents a contradiction that is common in many higher education settings.
LCT provides tools that one can use to engage with this contradiction, such as Specialization (Maton,
2016b), to make attempts towards bridging the ‘knowledge-knower gap’.
Legitimation Code Theory has been described as a conceptual and analytical ‘toolkit’; a
‘practical theory’ containing theoretical tools that can be used to bridge the divide between theory
and practice in education and other disciplines (Maton, 2014: 15). There are five dimensions in LCT,
namely: Specialization, Semantics, Autonomy, Temporality and Density (Maton, 2016b). Each of these
dimensions engages with different aspects of practices, exposing the underlying organising
principles of such practices. These organising principles of practices shape what Bourdieu (1991, in
Maton, 2014: 7) terms the 'space of possibles' - the 'range of stances actors see as viable and
legitimate' (Maton, 2014: 7). While LCT offers five dimensions, this paper adopts one - Specialization
- to explore the challenges and opportunities which lecturers experienced in academic staff
development across different modalities.
Specialization focuses primarily on the nature of a field: that is, ‘what makes this field, and
those within it who count themselves as belonging to it ‘special’?’ (Clarence and McKenna, 2017:41).
Specialization explores how the organising principles of a field make the field, and those who act in
the field, legitimate in the field (Maton, 2014). Building from this, Specialization proposes two sets of
relations that compete for legitimacy in terms of what counts as achievement in a field: epistemic
relations (ER), which refer to how the field relates to the knowledge contained within it (relations with
the object), and social relations (SR), which refer to how the actors (also known as subject/knower)
relate to the field (Maton, 2014). Epistemic relations (ER) and social relations (SR), in other words,
refer to relations to knowledge and knowers respectively. Chen and Maton (2011: 131) explain this
as follows: ‘Underpinning LCT (Specialization) is the notion that educational practices and contexts
represent messages as to both what is valid to know and how, and also who is an ideal actor (learner
or teacher).’
Maton (2014) argues that every field or practice presents relations to both the object (the
knowledge) and the subject (the knowers) - at varying degrees of relative strength. Some fields
foreground the knowledge as more prominent (i.e. Engineering), while others favour the knowers as
a basis for achievement (i.e. the Humanities). The preferences for either foregrounding the knower
or the knowledge are reflected in how a curriculum is designed and in the disciplinary teaching and
learning practices.
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To further explain the relations between the epistemic relations and the social relations, Maton
(2016a: 13) uses a continuum of positive and negative axes, resulting in four Specialization codes,
namely:
•

knowledge codes (ER+, SR–): where possession of specialized knowledge, principles or
procedures concerning specific objects of study is emphasised as the basis of achievement,
and the attributes of actors are downplayed;

•

knower codes (ER–, SR+): where specialised knowledge and objects are downplayed and the
attributes of actors are emphasized as measures of achievement, whether viewed as born
(e.g. ‘natural talent’), cultivated (e.g. ‘taste’) or social (e.g. feminist standpoint theory);

•

elite codes (ER+, SR+): where legitimacy is based on both possessing both specialist
knowledge and being the right kind of knower; and

•

relativist codes (ER–, SR–): where legitimacy is determined by neither specialist knowledge
nor knower attributes – ‘anything goes’.
To put this in context, a field of study where the focus is predominantly on developing

knowledge, procedures, principles, and/or formulae in the field, would be denoted as having
stronger epistemic relations (ER+) and weaker social relations (SR–). Conversely, a field where the
focus is predominantly on key dispositions, aptitudes, experiences, abilities, or identity would be
referred to as having stronger social relations (SR+) and weaker epistemic relations (ER–). Therefore,
in Specialization, we would commonly refer to a knowledge code as ER+, SR–; and to knower code
as SR+, ER– (Maton, 2014).
Maton (2007: 97) uses a Specialization plane to enact the four Specialization codes to bring to
the fore the organising principles which underpin a field both in thinking and in context, as seen in
Figure 1 below.

Situating academic staff development within LCT
Higher education is at a crossroads and facing serious existential introspection (Winter, et al., 2017;
Barnett, 2009; Barnett, 2006). Barnett’s (2012: 253) call for supporting learning for an uncertain future
is even more cogent in these times of uncertainty as a result of COVID-19. He sees the educational
project as an epistemological but even more so an ontological one:
Under these conditions of uncertainty, the educational task is, in principle, not an
epistemological task; it is not one of knowledge or even knowing per se. It is not even one of
action, of right and effective interventions in the world. For what is to count as a right or an
effective intervention in the world? Amid super complexity, the educational task is primarily an
ontological task. (Barnett, 2012: 252)
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Figure 1: A Specialization plane showing epistemic and social relations (Maton, 2014:30)
In this paper, we follow the suggestion of Dall’Alba and Barnacle (2007), that knowledge and
the knower are intricately dependent on each other. This dependency is both temporal and
contextual and means that teaching and learning need to create an understanding of how history
shapes subjectivities and practices and how subjectivities and positionalities shape access to
knowledge (Thomson, 2001: 248).
Academic staff development has tended to be concerned with the knower, focusing on issues
of identity and positionality of lecturers and students and how these impact teaching and learning
(Vorster and Quinn, 2017). Working across many disciplines, knowledge is not necessarily
foregrounded, but academic staff developers encourage academics to reflect on their knowledge
and knower practices in their disciplines. However, when it comes to curriculum design, both
knowledge and knower relations are essential. Specialist curriculum knowledge areas include an
understanding of learning theories, national and institutional educational policies, student and
employment contexts, professional body requirements, pedagogical knowledge, among others, and
how these all intersect with distinctive disciplinary knowledge in designing a learning programme
and curriculum. Academic staff developers, in turn, need to be able to translate the ‘technical’ aspects
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of curriculum design for academics and encourage academics to critically engage with and challenge
their assumptions of teaching, learning and knowledge/knower relations in a rapidly transforming
higher education context (Quinn and Vorster, 2019).

Methodology
The study comprises four design iterations of a curriculum development short course that was
offered in 2019 to academic staff involved in developing new qualifications, particularly postgraduate
diplomas, bachelor, and honours degrees. Our research question is: How do certain design decisions
influence participants’ experiences of academic staff development interventions with a particular
focus on knowledge and knower relations? Or, what happens when we move academic staff
development online?
With its emphasis on intervention and change, action research is a suitable approach for
investigating flexible models to teaching and learning as well as infusing blended learning into
programme design and delivery (Heinze and Procter, 2004). Action research is critical and
collaborative and therefore aligns well with our considerations of flexibility, appropriateness and
multimodality in programme design and programme delivery. It also aligns well with social
constructivist theories of learning (Vygotsky, 1978; Dewey, 1938) which underpinned the pedagogical
decisions taken in designing the four iterations. At its core, the process of action research, based on
Kolb’s experiential learning cycle (1984), revolves around a phased strategy of plan, act, observe,
reflect and re-plan (see Figure 2), which is appropriate for a small-scale qualitative and participatory
study such as the one reported in this paper.
Data collection methods included the following:
●

Observations of workshops, group discussions and content analyses of the four iterations,
as well as of the learning activities produced by participants.

●

Qualitative feedback, which was obtained from participants at the end of each
workshop/learning session.

●

Surveys and semi-structured interviews with participants (academic staff members) on the
courses.
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Figure 2: Kolb’s experiential learning cycle
To make sense of the data, we engaged in a four-step process: (i) establishing design
considerations and identifying theories that inform a blended academic staff development course;
(ii) capturing the design iterations; (iii) interpreting the data using identified theories; and (iv) a
reflection on each of the iterations at the end of each of the action research cycles based on the data
collected and its interpretation at those points in time (see Table 1).
To understand how different learning designs affect learning experiences, we adopted the 11
design considerations for online academic staff development developed by Gachago, Pallitt and Bali
(2020). Table 1 below captures these dimensions and brief descriptions of each.
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Table 1: Design dimensions and descriptions (adapted from Gachago, et al., 2020: 6-7)
Design dimension

Description/explanation
To what extent are the facilitators working directly with participants? How do the

Degree of Facilitation

participants experience the facilitators? How do the participants/facilitators see
the course as building on their facilitation skills?
Is access to the course open to people outside of the institution or restricted to

Degree of Openness

within the institution? How do the participants experience this access? What is the
relationship of this access to knowledge?
To what extent was there a course structure that was planned and followed? How

Degree of Structure

do participants experience the planning of the course? Do participants see the
course as highly structured, semi-structured or very flexible? How does the
structure affect the participants’ appreciation of the course?

Degree of
Voluntarism

To what extent was lecturers’ participation voluntary versus mandatory? Is
enrollment for the course compulsory or optional? How does this affect the way
the participants experience the course?
To what extent does the course flow in a particular order? How does the course

Degree of Linearity

progress from beginning to end? Is there a clear order? How do the participants
experience this?

Degree of

Is a certificate of completion offered for completing the course? Is the certificate

Certification

recognised beyond the institution?
How is new material presented during the course? Is it planned and released on

Degree of Eventiness

schedule, or all at once? Are there scheduled synchronous meetings (face to face
and online)? What are the participants’ experiences of synchronous meetings?
Does the course present a clear curriculum (content) with learning outcomes, or

Content or Process

does it have loosely stated goals to achieve (process)? How do the participants
experience this?

Degree of

Are participants expected to follow a set content/learning path of study, or can

Homogeneous /

the content/learning path be chosen/adapted based on participants’ disciplines,

Personalised Learning

expectations, interests?

Degree of Playfulness
Degree of
Collaboration

To what extent does the course employ games or other “fun” activities to keep
the participants engaged? How do the participants experience this?
Do participants study only on their own, or are they encouraged to collaborate
with peers and facilitators? To what extent is a collaboration facilitated or
encouraged into the course design? How do they experience this?

These dimensions then led us to the design, in Table 2, of a translation device which enables
us to highlight Specialization codes and how they can manifest in the study.
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Table 2: Epistemic relations and social relations: A translation device
Concept

Example

ER+

Dense course curriculum, strong focus on knowledge transfer.

ER-

Less focus on content and stronger focus on process, such as identity work,
personal growth of participants.

SR+

Strong emphasis on building a learning community through facilitation,
collaboration, and peer support.

SR-

Self-study, independent learning design.

Findings
Reflection on design iterations
Having outlined the 11 dimensions (in Table 1), we reflect on participants’ and facilitators’
experiences of these four design iterations (see figure 3) in the section below. Of interest to us is
how the design dimensions one needs to consider when moving academic staff development online,
to provide more flexibility and authenticity, impact on participants’ experiences. This is particularly
important vis-a-vis epistemic relations and/or social relations - that is, a relation more to the
knowledge or more to the knower as summarised in the translation device. In other words, what we
sought to explore in this paper is the extent to which what we aimed for in the design of the course
was achieved - based on participants’ and our reflections.

Figure 3: Four design iterations
Design iteration 1: Individual on-demand workshops on ‘Programme/Curriculum Design’
(collaborative, face-to-face, and synchronous)
During 2018, we designed two workshops for departments engaged with curriculum design:
one for designing complete academic programmes, the other for designing curricula for individual
subjects in a programme. Both were hands-on workshops, where departmental design teams were
encouraged to envision their courses and to start thinking about how to offer a more flexible
provision of their courses. These were offered on request to faculties and academic departments.
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While the workshops were well received and provided a space for creative engagement in often
diverse teams, one consistent feedback was that design teams struggled to transfer the interactive,
creative work from the workshop into a written proposal format for the prescriptive templates for
new HEQSF qualifications. Our analysis of this situation reveals that the participants voluntarily
attended the workshops, and that the structure of the workshops was not strongly bound and
allowed for collaboration and fun-filled group tasks. This was considered to be focusing on stronger
social relations (ER-, SR+). But, when participants engaged individually on completing the templates
for their respective HEQSF qualifications, they found it challenging applying the knowledge from the
workshop to their templates. This led us to decide to offer a more structured, longer-term facilitated
process, which is described in design iteration 2.
Design iteration 2: Blended learning course ‘Designing HEQSF-aligned programmes’ (collaborative,
face-to-face workshops supported by asynchronous online resources & activities)
The course was structured around decisions that need to be made when designing a new
qualification and was scaffolded to facilitate the completion of the required templates of the national
authorities and professional bodies.
We offered the first iteration of this course over six months with nine, half-day, face-to-face
workshops every three weeks; supported by resources on the institutional learning management
system (LMS), Blackboard. Also, workshop learning material, recorded presentations and activities
were uploaded onto the LMS after the workshops for participants to access and engage with.
The workshops were organised around hands-on, topic-related activities in the classroom and
participants were encouraged to form design teams with participating colleagues from the same
academic department or faculty. Explicit links were made to topics covered in preceding workshops
and to design activities, to scaffold learning and to maintain coherence.

Design of individual

workshops happened ‘on the fly’, workshop by workshop, responding to participants’ feedback,
modelling a ‘design-on-the-go’ approach to curriculum and course development (Taheri, et al.,
2016), and following our action-learning research processes.
The course demanded a serious engagement with the knowledge needed to conceptualise an
HEQSF-aligned qualification. It included theoretical perspectives on teaching and learning and
challenged participants to interrogate their positionality as educators. It also explored internal
(institutional, faculty, departmental) and external (world of work, comparative positioning of the
qualification to cognate national/international qualifications) contextual factors and national and
institutional education policies that shape the conceptualisation of a qualification. These are
attributes which made the first half of the course to have stronger epistemic relations and weaker
social relations (ER+, SR-), that is, a knowledge code.
The course also included more creative activities as part of hands-on programme and
curriculum design workshops, cohering around pedagogical and blended and flexible delivery
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considerations, especially concerning learners’ contexts and the characteristics and purpose of the
qualification. Although collaboration was central to all activities, playfulness characterised the
activities in the second half of the course; activities such as creating learner profiles, knowledge trees,
and the use of storyboarding to map teaching, learning and assessment activities of individual
subjects. It thus foregrounded stronger social relations. When considering the whole course using
Specialization, this iteration focused on both a knowledge code (ER+, SR–) and a knower code (ER–
, SR+).
Each workshop topic was linked to an online design activity in Google Docs, aimed at the
completion of the prescribed templates for accreditation of new qualifications, and which allowed
for written peer-to-peer and facilitator feedback.
Participation in the workshops was lively and relatively consistent and out of the 34 academics
who enrolled, 26 completed the workshop programme and several design teams completed all the
online design activities. In their evaluative feedback, participants commented positively on the
interactive and collaborative nature of the programme, the opportunity to engage with colleagues
from different departments and faculties and the relevance of the material to their practice. They
also spoke about the importance of action and reflection, and especially of having time in the
workshops for reflection on their practice. It was encouraging that participants were keen to take
what they had learned back to their academic departments to share with their colleagues.
However, as pointed out repeatedly by participants, time was the biggest challenge they faced,
to both attend the workshops and to work on the online design activities. They however also noted
that it was easier to schedule a time to attend the workshops than to catch up on their own.
Therefore, this uninterrupted time to focus on what they needed to do, was a strong motivation for
them to attend the workshops. Moreover, a final workshop, specifically aimed at how to fill in the
prescribed templates, turned out to be critically important. As noted by the participants, it was only
through the collaboration, negotiations, and discussions with colleagues, intensively supported by
facilitators, that the messy curriculum design work could be translated into the specialist curriculum
language required by the technical templates.
Finally, although both participants and the facilitation team testified that this had been a great
learning experience, face-to-face workshops had limitations. As well as time issues, we were a small
facilitation team and not able to scale this kind of intervention across the multi-campus institution
and to the approximately 1000 academics that we support.
Overview of design iterations 3 & 4: Moving academic staff development online
Partly because of capacity constraints we decided to offer the subsequent iterations of the
course in an online learning format. This format was intended to offer greater flexibility for lecturers,
constrained by their geographical location and teaching schedules, to participate, and for more
authentic modelling of flexible/blended learning course design. It was also aimed at a wider audience
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than purely at those involved in the new programme design and allowed participants to select only
those topics that they were interested in.
This online learning course ran over three months, with new topics released every two weeks,
following the thematic structure of design iteration 2. Also, along the lines of design iteration 2, this
course was divided into two modules, which in this paper we will call design iterations 3 and 4, and
for which we continued to follow an action research approach. Compared to design iteration 2, where
the main facilitation and engagement happened face to face, supported by online activities, design
iterations 3 and 4 relied predominantly on online engagement, supported by face-to-face
workshops. Iterations 3 and 4 will be discussed below in detail.
Design iteration 3: Online module 1 ‘Theory of curriculum design and external/internal stakeholder
context’ (independent study, mainly asynchronous and self-study)
The online module ran over two months and was offered through the institutional Learning
Management system (LMS). The online learning was supported by two half-day, face-to-face
workshops to facilitate particular collaborative activities. Additional online self-study design activities
were offered to enable participants to complete the prescribed accreditation templates
documentation as they progressed. Although these activities were not facilitated, online feedback
was given by the facilitators. Thus, even though there were two face-to-face sessions, this module
was mainly asynchronous.
Weekly learning activities for this design iteration, which focused on the conceptualisation of
a qualification (stronger epistemic relations and weaker social relations (ER+, SR–), thus a knowledge
code), as in the first half of design iteration 2, were structured in the following way: a screencast with
an overview of the topic, some readings, a topic for the discussion forum and a reflective blog task
for participants. In total, participants were expected to spend 2-3 hours per week on online learning
activities. The content and structure were decided beforehand, although facilitators created some
content as the course progressed. Participants self-assessed their progress by ticking topics off as
they completed them.
Although 28 participants signed up, there was low participation in the asynchronous online
activities; the LMS analytics showed that very few even accessed the material available, and by the
time the course closed, no one had attempted any of the activity sheets. Similarly, there was no
engagement in the discussion forums, despite frequent communications from the course facilitators
to motivate and remind participants. Even the two workshops were very poorly attended.
On reflection, the interactive workshop model of design iteration 2 was difficult to replicate
online. Scheduled workshops allowed participants, even those with limited time resources, to carve
out time to engage in conversations and learning that is difficult to achieve in an online context.
Challenges inherent in certain online learning designs, which are predominantly based on self-study,
in participants’ own time and at their own pace while meeting their daily work demands, are
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exacerbated if there is no incentive to participate beyond personal interest. Face-to-face
engagements provide a forced break from normal day-to-day work and, as participants commented,
‘time to interact with colleagues from different departments and faculties, can enrich meaningmaking and enhance their understanding of difficult topics.’ Furthermore, the knowledge content,
pace and scope of the course may have been intimidating, especially for participants learning by
themselves, compared to the collaboration and collegiality of engaging with the material in the faceto-face workshops. Most importantly, the lack of engagement with participants did not allow us to
respond to their feedback and needs or adjust course design ‘on the go’, as we did in previous
iterations. Using Specialization, we code this situation to exhibit stronger epistemic relations and
weaker social relations (ER+, SR-) for two reasons: i) the course required intensive engagement with
knowledge issues - knowledge of curriculum theory and design - which are dense and technicist
(ER+) and ii) the self-study, asynchronous nature of the module design isolated the participants from
the face to face interactive space which they have been accustomed to and thus requiring strong
personal motivation, beliefs, and personal readiness possibly accounting for poor participation in the
module (SR-).
Design iteration 4: Online course ‘Flexible and blended learning design’ (collaboration,
synchronous)
In response to the challenges of low participation in design iteration 3, this iteration was
designed to allow more interaction and engagement with topics online. The module focused on
flexible and blended programme and curriculum design, as in the second half of design iteration 2,
which lends itself to being experiential and process-oriented (hence, weaker epistemic relations and
stronger social relations, ER–, SR+), thus a knower code. Although it was not as content-heavy as
design iteration 3, a good grasp of learning theories was necessary to inform their curriculum design
decisions, and these were introduced in the first session. This introduction in the first session was an
opportunity for key concepts to be covered, thus allowing the participants to be eased into the
module.
The module was offered on Google Sites, to widen access and provide opportunities for more
creative design modalities than the institutional LMS would allow. To promote active learning,
synchronous engagement was offered through weekly webinars, which allowed participants to follow
a structured learning routine and engage in social learning in line with more flexible, open, equitable
(Bali and Caines, 2018), ‘networked’ (Gachago, et al., 2020) approaches to academic staff
development described above. The online learning was reduced to one or two short activities which
were oriented towards collaboration with other participants, such as collective annotation of readings
and videos, to re-insert the atmosphere of creativity and playfulness that tend to characterise our
face-to-face staff development activities.
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Although only seven academics enrolled for this module, participation in the weekly webinars
was good. In their feedback, participants responded positively to the webinars (which for many
participants was still a novel experience at that time), and the online learning activities (both
individual and collective), helped them find structure and rhythm to their learning experience. They
commented that the intimacy of the webinars allowed for ongoing conversations, contributing
towards the building of a learning community across the institution, and provided opportunities to
listen to the recordings in their own time. They also mentioned the short and easily accessible, critical
readings that sparked provocative conversations, and the value of the final two-day design
workshop, which consolidated the contents of the module and allowed for productive engagement
and discussions among participants.

Design considerations and Specialization
Our broad research objective for this project was to explore emerging academic staff development
interventions, i.e., moving academic staff development online. The four design iterations discussed
above have shown how the course was iteratively developed following an action research process,
of planning, implementation, observation, reflection, and re-planning/improvement. The course
iteration reflections demonstrate why certain decisions were made at each stage of the iteration, the
design considerations that informed them, and how those decisions impacted the participants’
experiences.
Specialization helped us analyse the organising principles that formed the basis for claims to
legitimacy across the different design iterations. Our overarching aim for these academic staff
development initiatives was twofold: generally, academic staff developers are mostly concerned with
engaging the knower, encouraging academics to reflect on who they are, who their students are and
how this impacts their teaching and learning practices. However, for this particular course, we also
needed to focus on the field of curriculum development - a highly specialised knowledge area - as
well as the technicalities of completing the prescribed templates for new qualification accreditation
and registration.
The four design iterations were designed to address different learning outcomes: iteration 1,
was focused on the knower; iteration 2, focused on knower and knowledge, iteration 3, hinged on
knowledge, and iteration 4 again focused more on the knower. From an analysis of the facilitators’
reflections, we can see that our aims for these iterations did not always correspond with participants’
experiences, as shown in Table 3 below.
Maton’s notion of Specialization (2014) allowed us to understand the participants’ experiences
in terms of epistemic relations and social relations; and opportunities and challenges that emerged
when moving academic staff development online. Table 3 below captures selected design principles
in each iteration of the courses, aligns them to relevant Specialization codes, and shows how
Specialization helped us to better understand participants’ experiences.
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Table 3: Design considerations per iteration and alignment to Specialization, our aims for the
iterations and participants’ experiences
Iteration

Design considerations

1

Closed (institution only)
Highly facilitated
Loosely structured
Linear
Non-certified
‘Eventy’- date-bound
Low degree of homogeneity (workshops
can be adapted to target group)
Process-oriented
Playful
Strong collaborative element

2

Closed (CPUT only)
Highly facilitated
Highly structured
Linear
Non-certified
‘Eventy’- date-bound
High degree of homogeneity
Process and content-oriented
Playful
Strong collaborative element

3

Closed (institutional LMS)
Low facilitation
Highly structured
Linear
Non-certified
Not date-bound
High degree of homogeneity
Content oriented
Serious
No collaborative element

Alignment to Specialization and how the
design impacted on participants’
experiences )
Participants experienced attributes of
problem-solving, risk-taking, personal
agency, collaboration/discussions and
creativity. The actual HEQSF proposals
(curriculum) and what it takes to get it right
(procedures/content) was not covered.
Therefore, the focus was on the knower and
not the knowledge at this stage:
Aim: ER–, SR+
Experience: ER–, SR+,

The focus here was on the content
(knowledge) and the procedures it takes to
develop a new curriculum. However, there
was also an emphasis on
discussion/collaboration/sharing of
experiences and lecturer
identity/positionality. Facilitated through a
blended approach, participants’ feedback
covers both content, and the experiences of
engagement and activities during face to
face workshops:
Aim: ER+, SR+
Experience: ER+, SR+
The focus here was on getting the
participants to master how to complete
their course proposal templates for HEQSF.
The drills, procedures, and knowledge this
entailed were covered. Participation was
voluntary.
Transferring the knowledge gained through
the online content to individual projects was
minimal; and it seemed participants
struggled to find the motivation to
complete the work on their own volition:
Aim: ER+, SR–
Experience: ER–, SR–
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Table 3: Continued
Iteration

Design considerations

4

Open (open platform Google Sites)
Strong facilitation
Highly structured
Linear
Non-certified
Date-bound
High degree of homogeneity
Process oriented
Playful
Collaboration

Alignment to Specialization and how the
design impacted on participants’
experiences )
The act of reflection relates to a knower
code as it is an innate disposition.
Focus on collaboration and dialogue,
encouraged through the weekly webinars
and collaborative online activities.
Participants embraced the knower code:
Aim: ER–, SR+
Experience: ER–, SR+

From the analysis in Table 3 above, we can map participants’ experiences in a Specialization plane
as follows:

Figure 4: Mapping of participants’ experiences on a Specialization plane (adapted from Maton,
2014)
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Using the Specialization plane as seen in Figure 4 above allowed us to map the different
iterations as they emerged from the data. It should be emphasised here that this mapping was not
pre-planned. Rather, by aligning theoretically informed design considerations to the Specialization
codes, we allowed the data to ‘speak to us’, thus providing for an opportunity to have a broader
reflection on the project. Learning design led to code shifts, defined as a ‘change in the legitimation
code, such as from knowledge code to a knower code’ (Maton, 2016a: 237). The iterative nature of
the course allowed for reflection by both the participants and the facilitators, thus contributing to
how we responded to each iteration. The degree to which the knowledge and knower attributes
were strengthened is significant for us. We can see that in three of the four iterations our aims or
course/workshop outcomes matched our participants’ experiences (iteration 1, 2 and 4). However,
the third iteration did not match participants’ experiences. Its design requires strong theoretical
knowledge (ER+) but it was experienced as a relativist code by participants in that they could not
engage with the specialist knowledge on their own (ER–), nor could they apply such knowledge to
their own practice and development (SR–). Lamont and Maton (2008) refer to this as a ‘code clash’
between desired and actual outcomes. In our case, the learning design (asynchronous online,
independent, little collaboration, voluntariness) was not appropriate for the ‘dispositions’ of the
‘knowers’ (Christie and Maton, 2011: 11). Building from this allowed us to use key concepts as a
means to introduce the theoretical issues and making it easier for the participants to access the
knowledge components of the module. This technique provides motivation for the participants and
leads to stronger socialisation (Salmon, 2014).

Discussion and Conclusions
In this paper, we mapped the process of designing four iterations of an academic staff development
intervention, which was aimed at supporting academics in curriculum design (in particular,
Curriculum Officers). We set out to explore how certain design decisions impacted on participants’
experiences and how data from participants’ feedback, facilitators’ observations, focus groups and
facilitators reflections, impacted on the design of the various iterations of the intervention.
Adopting Kolb’s experiential learning cycle, we built on the understanding that experiential
learning foregrounds a “relational” engagement with knowledge, mirroring the complexity,
messiness and uncertainties inherent in curriculum design processes, rather than a more traditional,
‘technicist’ and linear understanding of curriculum design based on measurable and predetermined
outcomes and objectives (Tomkins and Ulus, 2016: 158). It was this desire to probe relational
experiences that led us to recognise shifting codes. This allowed us to see the participants'
experiences in terms of advantages and challenges. Gains, including building on the participants’
(and facilitators’) individual dispositions, risk taking, experimentation with new (and sometimes
difficult models), critical readings and provocative thoughts, different points of entry and different
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levels of engagement, all point to the conclusion that navigating academic staff development in an
online platform allowed for a similar relational experience between participants (as the knowers) and
the content (the knowledge they sought to build) as in face to face workshops. However, how to
build this relationship is different within face to face and online spaces and needs careful design and
acceptance of limitations of each modality.
The four iterations have shown us how unfamiliar and new blended and online staff
development was for both facilitators and participants and how difficult it was to reproduce the kind
of learning engagement that happens seemingly easily in a face-to-face workshop, and how
important it was, therefore, to create synchronous engagements in online teaching and learning,
even if this meant limiting flexibility.
Specialization also allowed us to engage with the challenges of moving academic staff
development online. Participants’ experiences pointed to challenges in establishing routines, coping
with change in culture or context, confronting transitions and new ways of being, interdisciplinary
collaboration, and creating space for deep engagement. We see these challenges glaringly in
iteration 3, which as described above could be seen as a ‘code clash’ - as the desired course design
outcomes did not match participants’ experiences. Chen and Maton (2011) describe a similar
instance in their studies on Chinese students in Australia, who because of their previous school
experiences and dispositions, could not engage in the more constructivist teaching offered, where
focus was on the knower, and knowledge was implicitly embedded and direct instruction was limited,
which led to a relativist-code learning experience for the students. Thus, we argue that context is so
important in learning design.
If we believe that learning happens in liminal spaces, in the not-yet-known and not-yetexperienced, we need to think carefully about how to support staff into, across and out of these
liminal zones, when preparing them for curriculum work - both face-to-face and online (Berger,
2004). Teräs (2016) suggests staff developers’ need to be careful and work with/support the ‘learning
culture shock’, the accustomisation process the learners/staff go through - which resembles the
socialisation phases in a new cultural environment (Salmon, 2004). The above authors’ argument
reinforces the importance of careful learning design and continuous reflection and redesign,
especially when creating online staff development experiences, which a year ago were still new to
many academics.
Reflecting on the learning designs iterations analysed in this study, we heed Maton’s (2016a)
caution against enforcing false dichotomies in educational research. In our context, we do not place
greater value on one code than another (i.e., we are not suggesting that a knowledge code is more
valuable than a knower code or vice versa). Rather, we need to explore how theory allows one to
engage with the deeper implications of context. In this case, the challenges encountered exposed us
to the participants' varying notions of being (face to face and online) vis-a-vis their engagements
with curriculum development, self, and others. That is, their process of becoming is twofold:
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becoming curriculum developers is both a knowledge-oriented discipline; and it is concerned with
the knower. It is both about meeting quality criteria and understanding the complexities of designing
curricula that speak to the realities of our learners and lecturers and allow them to flourish.
Furthermore, curriculum design is not an individual task, and it is not a technicist engagement, but
a collective sense-making and relational practice, that is in its very nature, complex, dynamic and
transformative (Bester and Jones, 2019). While academic staff development is mostly concerned with
the knower, our study showed that both knowledge and knower relations can be addressed,
although it is not without tensions in curriculum development work because of the iterative,
multilayered nature of the process and the differing conceptions of teaching and learning held by
academic staff from different disciplines. Moving between messy but creative design conversations
on the one hand, and prescribed, bureaucratic templates on the other, required complex translation
work by participants, with intense support and scaffolding - which we were not able to successfully
replicate in an online space as yet. This is not to say that it is not possible, but that each context
needs to be carefully considered when designing courses, both face-to-face and online, and that
design considerations (such as voluntariness) impact strongly on participants’ engagement and
consequently experiences.
Specialization in LCT allowed us to appreciate that the above challenges are not deficiencies
per se, but rather the tools give us an opportunity to understand participants' experiences and make
sense of our own design decisions. Using Kolb’s experiential cycle, we were able and continue to
reflect on how to strengthen both the knower and the knowledge in the context of academic staff
development over time in iterative design cycles - which we will continue to engage with in future.
Much has changed since 2019 and online academic staff development has become more familiar
and common in these times of remote teaching and learning. However, the questions of how to offer
academic staff development that can support both knowledge and knower remains largely
unexplored.
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