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ABSTRACT

Programs of study are an important interface between student and institution. The program curricu-
lum, as the architecture of learning experiences greatly influences the learning environment and the 
students’ experience of the institution. Despite the recent institutional concern about program quality 
and significant investment in making positive change to teaching and learning, there is evidence of little 
change in curriculum design processes. Programs are frequently faced with challenges of criticisms, poor 
student experiences and opposing view points about what should and should not be done. The present 
chapter develops a conceptualisation of the program level curriculum design process, with the intent of 
contributing to evolving approaches of program level curriculum design which meet the demands of the 
twenty first century. The conceptualisation of program level curriculum design presented in the chapter 
brings together key ideas from the literature including curriculum models, capacities for the twenty first 
century learners, activity theory and participatory design.

INTRODUCTION

To better understand the importance of directing attention to program-level curriculum design con-
sider briefly the broader context in which higher education institutions are operating. In the globalised 
environment, higher education is recognised as a significant economic factor. A 2015 article in “The 
Conversation” states:

Higher education is one of the nation’s [Australia] top exports. As the “Keep It Clever” campaign 
outlines:
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Our universities attract over one million students, employ over 120,000 staff and directly contribute $24 
billion to GDP. At around $16 billion each year, international education is Australia’s largest export 
earner after resources, and it builds vital links with the world. 

Graduates are worth A$198 billion a year to the economy and pay over A$32 billion annually in tax. 
(Pietsch, 2015, p. 1)

The value of higher education is not only seen in monetary terms. With the proliferation of new tech-
nologies and the emergence of the knowledge economy, high levels of participation in higher education 
is seen as highly desirable:

If we are to maintain our high standard of living, underpinned by a robust democracy and a civil and 
just society, we need an outstanding, internationally competitive higher education system. (Bradley, 
Noonan, Nugent, & Scales, 2008, p. ix). 

In general there is a shift towards ‘massification’ of higher education as a “necessity for the acquisition 
of life-long learning and life-wide learning opportunities” (Anchan, 2015, p. 9). The move is a positive 
step towards democratization of education (Anchan, 2015).

To illustrate the shift towards higher levels of participation in higher education, across the globe, 
consider two examples: The Bradley report (Bradley, Nugent & Scales, 2008) in Australia clearly out-
lined an agenda for expansion of higher education recommending that 40% of 25-34 year olds hold a 
bachelor degree by 2025 and 20% of undergraduate enrolments are to come from low socioeconomic 
backgrounds by 2020. Similarly, the Ethiopian Government has initiated a move to make higher educa-
tion more accessible to the broader population rather than only an elite few resulting in a large increase 
in student numbers (Goastellec, 2008) (Ministry of Education, 2015).

Higher education institutions are striving not only to realise their economic and social value, but 
also to survive amid an environment of fierce competition, internationalisation and mounting economic 
pressures (Siemens & Matheos, 2010). Student recruitment, retention, and efficiency are consequently 
of great strategic importance for universities. The upshot of the situation is growing emphasis on the 
quality of teaching and learning (Tadesse, Mengistu, & Gorfu,, 2016), and in turn, a trend towards cur-
riculum reform and renewal, including program level curriculum design.

Program curriculum design warrants serious consideration. The program level curriculum provides 
the architecture of learning experiences for students during the entire course of their study. Furthermore, 
students may base their decision on which university to attend on the basis program selection and the 
perceptions of the quality of programs being offered. The program is therefore an important interface 
between student and institution and its quality is of paramount importance from an institutional point of 
view. However, despite the recognition of the importance of program curriculum and the implementation 
of policies and procedures to improve quality, there has been little impact at the ground level (Tadesse, 
Mengistu, & Gorfu, 2016) and there is thus need for further discussion and development.

The present chapter develops a conceptualisation of program level curriculum design process, with 
the intent of contributing to evolving approaches of program level curriculum design which meet the 
demands of the twenty first century. As a backdrop to discussion, the term ‘curriculum’ is defined, some 
prominent curriculum models are considered. Importance is then placed on contextualising the program 
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