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The Australian and New Zealand Council of Deans of Theology has been awarded a major competitive research grant by the Australian Learning and Teaching Council. The Research Project is titled Incorporating Student Experience and Transformative Learning into Curriculum Design and Planning of Undergraduate Theological Degrees. 
In Charles Sherlock’s previous ALTC-funded scoping study of 2008, Uncovering Theology, the notion of ‘transformation’ in theological education emerged as a widespread concept mentioned in the promotional material and handbooks of many theological and Bible colleges as a distinctive of their offerings. This is clearly seen as an attractive marketing concept to be communicated to potential students. However, there seems to be but a vague understanding of just what the term “transformative learning” means, and even less idea of how it may be demonstrated, let alone how it may be intentionally incorporated into the actual curriculum of a college. Consequently, the Council of Deans identified this as a significant field of research to be conducted at the level of current Australian Higher Education Providers, with particular reference to the undergraduate degrees which are the staple of our offerings and which constitute the entrée into theological learning for most students. 
The Research Project is thus an inquiry into transformative learning in undergraduate degrees in theology, a project to which I have given the short working title of Transforming Theology as a sequel to Charles’s first stage Uncovering Theology.

The Lead Institution in the Project is the Melbourne College of Divinity, on behalf of the Council of Deans. Partner Institutions are 13 members of the Council (including Australian Catholic University, Australian College of Theology, Sydney College of Divinity) and ANZATS. The Project Team consists of six institutional leaders drawn from members of the Council of Deans: 
Professor Paul Beirne (Dean, MCD) – chair

Dr Mark Harding (Dean, ACT)
Dr Neil Holm (Director of Coursework, SCD)
Dr Rob McIver (Dean, Avondale College and President, ANZATS)
Associate Professor Gerard Moore (Charles Sturt University) 
Professor Neil Ormerod (ACU). 
I have been appointed by the Council of Deans as Project Manager to carry out the research over the next two years. A number of specialist consultants will be engaged during the project, which has the strong and enthusiastic backing of a wide range of institutional leaders.

The obvious question arises, “What do we understand as transformative learning?” This was the first item discussed (and debated) by the Project Team. Here I can offer only my own inchoate (and perhaps provocative) thoughts. Do we mean a learning experience that will transform the world into which we release our graduates, who are now shaped in the way we think they should be for ministry, or do we mean a learning experience that will change the shape of the very person of the student, perhaps in ways that we do not foresee (or possibly even endorse)?  Or do we mean something else altogether? 
If we take the first alternative, we are probably talking about “formation” rather than “transformation”: teaching a person the knowledge, skills and attitudes necessary to assume an appropriate ministry persona and to fulfil a particular vocational role. Transformative learning, however, is more to do with growing a person – changing something essential in the person, be that in spiritual, ethical, intellectual or other personal dimensions. It is commonly claimed that theological colleges differ significantly from public universities in their concern for personal growth, the shaping of a person, rather than the mere delivery of a program which produces certified graduates in a discipline. This is really quite a risky business, as it ventures into the realm of unpredictable, and possibly even more disconcertingly, uncontrollable outcomes. However, it is at the same time, historically, the stuff that led Martin Luther to the Reformation, Ignatius Loyola to the Jesuits, Jonathan Edwards to the Great Awakening, and William Carey to India. It is also ideologically the approach that is probably needed if the understanding and articulation of theology is to be advanced rather than strait-jacketed. You may of course disagree with my preliminary thoughts, which is precisely the reason why the research is needed.

The Project is seeking to deliver first some clarification of our understanding of transformative learning (often claimed but rarely if ever defined or measured). It also seeks to articulate what are the expectations and requirements of the various stakeholders (churches, councils, faculty, students); to discover what have been the experiences of various students (both at their initial stage and at the closing stage of their study); and to gauge whether these experiences have been positive or not. By doing this, we hope to identify what curriculum input (in terms of both content and teaching / learning strategies) has been effectual in the process and, importantly, how this input may be intentionally incorporated into developing theological curricula. The ramifications of the study will go far beyond theological education, and a number of universities have already expressed interest in our research. However, our focus is strictly on the educational provision of our Australian theological institutions.

What would we like you to do? 
While the Project has the strong support of all the Deans, it is imperative that we get support from the theological deliverers at the coal-face level. I will not be asking anyone actually to do much, other than to support the work in terms of facilitating my access to students, staff and stakeholders for the purpose of some surveys and interviews, and perhaps some documentary material. 
A preliminary test survey of advanced students is projected for some time during semester 2, 2010, when I will be asking for permission to survey some of your students with an instrument which will probably take up to an hour to complete (with total anonymity, of course). This will be followed in due course throughout 2011-early 2012 by some focus groups, further surveys (not in the same institutions, apart from one longitudinal survey over a 12 month period), interviews with stakeholders and staff (no more than once in any institution), and ultimately a central workshop (similar to that conducted by Charles Sherlock in 2008) projected for early 2012. It is planned to publish the final report as an e-book some time in 2012. I am keeping myself as free of other duties as possible during 2011-2012 to allow myself all possible flexibility to fit in with your availability. I will try to be as unobtrusive as possible, but I believe the more I can tap into your thoughts and practices, the better informed the Project will be and the more beneficial for us all will be the outcomes. 

What benefits can we expect to derive from the research? 
Obviously it is the nature of such research not to know in advance just what we will achieve. However, it is my hope that the term “transforming theology” may come to be seen in both subjective and objective senses (for you language people). That is, while we will be studying how theology serves as an agent of transformation of the student, we will also discover rich ways in which theological education itself may be transformed into a more creative, generative and contemporarily relevant process. In tertiary theological education, we are largely dealing with adults, generally highly motivated adults, whose personal life experiences both undergo transformation and at the same time set the parameters of much personal transformation. How we incorporate such experiences and how we measure such personal transformation remain somewhat in the realm of conjecture at this stage. 
I hope, through this research, that we may give more clear definition of, and gain more practical insights into, this whole aspect of transformation in theological education. The continuous transforming of our minds is a clear biblical directive; hopefully, this Project will generate for the theological educational community some positive benefits in terms of curriculum development and a holistic educational enterprise.
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