Threshold Learning Outcomes in Australian Theological Education: 
a proposal from the Council of Deans of Theology
The Council of Deans of Theology [CDT] and the Executive of the Australia and New Zealand Association of Theological Schools [ANZATS] invites all Australian Higher Education Providers who offer a first degree in Theology to participate in the formation of threshold learning outcomes for the theology sector, outcomes that will be recommended to the Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency [TEQSA].  
This document comes from a Steering Committee of the Council, whose members were appointed at its meeting in Melbourne on April 30:

Associate Professor Rob McIver 
[President of ANZATS and 
(chair)




Dean of the Faculty of Theology Avondale College] 
Professor Paul Beirne 


[Chair of the Council of Deans of Theology and 
(vice chair)



Dean of Melbourne College of Divinity] 
The Revd Dr Willis (Bill) Salier 
[Vice Principal, Moore Theological College], and 
The Revd Dr Clive Pearson 

[Principal, United Faculty of Theology, Parramatta].

This document 

· outlines the request, 
· explains its importance for your institution, 
· provides a process and timeline for reaching a sector-wide consensus by December 31, 2010, and 
· provides further information on ‘threshold learning outcomes’ and the background against which this request is made.

A
The request:
By June 16, all Australian Higher Education Providers of tertiary-level theological education are asked to provide us with ‘threshold learning outcomes’ for the following:

1. 4 to 6 threshold learning outcomes for these three academic/professional fields:

a. Biblical Studies (including Biblical Languages)
b. Theological and Historical Studies

c. Ministry and Mission

2.   4 to 6 threshold learning outcomes for graduates holding the degree of Bachelor of Theology 

Please note: Each HEP will later add their own distinctive learning outcomes beyond the 4 to 6 threshold learning outcomes.  What is sought now is the 4-6 generic threshold outcomes that might be expected of every student in Australia who receives a BTh, or who takes a major or minor in any of the disciplines listed above.

DUE DATE: 16 June

B
The importance of the request:

The dramatic changes presaged in Transforming Australia’s Higher Education System (Commonwealth of Australia, 2009) [TAHES] are now being implemented by the Rudd government. A key feature of the changes under way is the setting up of the new quality and standards compliance agency, TEQSA, by the end of 2010.  As its name implies, TEQSA brings ‘quality assurance’ and ‘standards’ regulatory roles under the one umbrella.

TEQSA will take over most of the functions now found within the Australian Universities Quality Agency (AUQA) along with the compliance functions located in state government agencies or departments which accredit the programs of non-self accrediting institutions.  As TAHES explains, 
“The new agency will be at the centre of a new standards-based quality assurance framework,” and that “institutions will be required to demonstrate that their graduates have the capabilities that are required for successful engagement in today’s complex world” (pp. 31-32).  
In particular, TEQSA will be given the task of ensuring that minimum standards are met by students graduating with degrees in Australia. Such minimum standards will be expressed in part in terms of minimum (i.e. threshold) learning outcomes. TEQSA will ensure that institutions can demonstrate that their graduating students have met the threshold learning outcomes for the degree and field of study, and the new legislation will provide for sanctions against institutions that cannot do so.  
TEQSA is expected to work with the various disciplines to determine what these minimum standards are, a process that may take some time.  But here is why the request you are reading is important: we will all be teaching to the threshold learning outcomes that TEQSA accepts, and it is important that HEPs in the theology sector take an active role in developing these threshold learning outcomes, rather than having to work to outcomes provided by some other means.  
As Christine Ewan of the Australian Learning & Teaching Council [ALTC] pointed out at in her presentation given on 5 March to the Inaugural Summit of Councils of Deans, “If you as councils of deans do not become active in developing suitable threshold learning outcomes, somebody else will do it for you.”  
In sum, this is a matter of great interest and importance to everybody delivering tertiary education in the disciplines associated with Divinity - theology, biblical studies and the wide range of ministry studies. 
C
The Process and Timeline

By its very nature, a process of sector-wide consultation and dialogue that might give rise to threshold learning outcomes that are acceptable to the sector is complex and time consuming.  Yet the time-horizon to at least develop a first round approximation of these learning outcomes is likely to be December 2010.  

The steering committee has set the following in motion:

By May 25: 
Circulate this email and attached document and make an urgent request for theological HEPs to give feedback on 4-6 threshold learning outcomes in the four areas outlined above.  

The Rev Dr Charles Sherlock, Secretary and Executive Officer of ANZATS, will act as ‘letter box’, distributing this request, receiving responses, and providing an initial aggregation of the results to the steering committee.  
By June 16:  
Response due date for HEPS who offer a first-degree in theology to submit learning outcomes in academic/professional fields and for the BTh.
By June 25: 
The Steering Committee will circulate a report on the initial feedback, and provide a first round suggestion of 4-6 learning outcomes in each of the four identified areas.

July 9, afternoon: Theological HEPs are asked to send representatives to the ANZATS AGM, to give feedback on the first round suggestions, and to exchange ideas for their improvement, or suggest better alternatives.

October 15: 
The Steering Committee provides a report to Council of Deans of Theology regarding threshold learning outcomes in the four areas identified.  The Council of Deans of Theology will determine what is forwarded to TEQSA and in what form, and give directions to the Steering Committee as to its further activities.

The Steering Committee notes that this timeline is tight, but that it is the only one possible in the light of the need to consult widely and develop outcomes by the December deadline.

D
What are threshold learning outcomes?
While many theological HEPs will have been long familiar with setting learning outcomes for their degrees that demonstrate how they implement the requirements of the Australian Qualifications Framework [AQF], the concept of threshold learning outcomes may be new.  
The term ‘threshold’ indicates that these are minimum standards that every student in Australia will meet when they graduate from a BTh, or when they have completed a major or minor in biblical studies, theological studies, ministry studies, etc.  Naturally, each institution will wish to achieve outcomes beyond the minimum, especially those outcomes that represent the uniqueness of that institution.  But such further outcomes are not in view at this stage.

It may be helpful to share the working definition of academic standards that have been developed by ALTC projects (the following is excerpted from the April 2010 “Learning and Teaching Academic Standards Progress Report” page 1):

“1.1
Academic standards – working definition

The working definition, which may be refined as the project proceeds, is:

Academic standards are learning outcomes described in terms of discipline-specific knowledge, discipline-specific skills including generic skills as applied in the discipline and discipline-specific capabilities.

The standards to be defined are threshold standards, expressed as the minimum learning outcomes that a graduate of any given discipline must have achieved.

1.2
Principles underlying use of academic standards for quality assurance

To ensure that the process of setting academic standards is accepted and supported by the academic community some principles were developed to safeguard the process.  A preliminary list of principles follows but may be revised as the project develops.

The process must be transparency, evidence-based, outcomes-based, responsive and feasible:

1. Academic standards will be expressed as assessable learning outcomes.  Descriptors of input and process (eg, student/staff ratios, student entry scores, class sizes, teaching methods) may support but are not acceptable substitutes for evidence of achievement of core learning outcomes.

2. Threshold academic standards, defined as minimum learning outcomes, will be defined by each discipline community of each level of qualification (ie, bachelors, masters, doctorate).

3. There must be a regular cycle of review of academic standards to maintain currency with advances in knowledge and practice.

4. Minimum academic standards must be comparable with international standards.

5. Processes for using standards for institutional or disciplinary performance improvement must be efficient, transparent and based on peer review.

6. Processes for auditing academic standards must be developed so as not to give rise to perverse consequences, eg. Standardization or curricula or standardized tests.

7. Diversity and academic autonomy across the sector must be protected:

· Individual institutions may set their own learning outcomes standards beyond the defined threshold academic standards in any or all disciplines and may choose to also submit them for audit.

· Individual institutions are free to determine the curriculum, teaching methods, resources and assessment methods leading to the achievement of the defined core learning outcomes.”

[Our thanks to Christine Ewan for permission to cite this report]

Why focus only on the BTh?

In its initial meeting, the Steering Committee noted that there are several undergraduate degrees that are unique to the theology sector, including the Bachelor of Theology [BTh], Bachelor of Ministry [BMin], Bachelor of Divinity [BD], Bachelor of Theology and Ministry [BTM].  It further noted that threshold learning outcomes needed to be also developed for higher degrees such as Master of Theology (Research) [MTh(Res)], Master of Arts (Theology) [MA(Theol)], Doctor of Philosophy [PhD], etc.  
The committee noted, however, that the various demonstration projects run by the ALTC are all starting with the development of threshold learning outcomes for the bachelor’s level.   This seemed to be a sensible limiting of scope to the Steering Committee.  It also discussed whether or not threshold learning outcomes be developed for the BMin degree.  In the end it was decided that this would introduce too much complexity into our request.  It was noted that Charles Sherlock reported in Uncovering Theology: The Depth, Reach and Utility of Australian Theological Education (Hindmarsh, SA: ATF, 2009), pp. 242-246, that by his calculations, there was 1,952 equivalent full time student load (EFTSL) enrolled in a BTh, nearly 4 times more than the 561 EFTLs enrolled in a BMin.  It seemed good to the steering committee, then, that it should initially develop threshold learning outcomes for the BTh degree, leaving till later the work of developing them for other undergraduate and post-graduate degrees unique to the sector, and other disciplines that may be relevant (e.g. philosophy).  

Further information

Information about TEQSA and the increasing international use made of threshold learning outcomes has been circulating for some time, but even so, many will have further questions.  Some of them may well be answered by the following, which are attached to this email:

“Learning and Teaching Academic Standards (LTAS) Project: Frequently Asked Questions (updated 15 April 2010) – also regularly updated at altc.edu.au/standards.
“Draft AQF Levels summaries and criteria; qualifications type descriptors”

“Overview of Academic Standards,” Australian Learning and Teaching Council
“The Four Elements of the New Quality and Regulatory Arrangements for Australian Higher Education”

“Framework for Learning Outcomes Quality Assurance”
See also:

http://www.deewr.gov.au/highereducation/Pages/TransformingAustraliasHESystem.aspx
http:www.altc.edu.au/standards
The Steering Committee, Threshold Learning Outcomes 
for the Council of Deans of Theology, 
and the Australian and New Zealand Association of Theological Schools.
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