
What exactly is “deep learn-
ing”? How do we define it? 
How do we promote it? How 
do we know we are achieving 
it? These and associated 
questions arise regularly 
when a learning community 
reviews itself as an agent of 
effectual higher education. 
Let’s try to add a brief but 
meaningful sentence to this 
important conversation. 

The starting point of deep 
learning is found in outcomes-
based education, that is, a 
system of learning that is or-
ganized around what is essen-
tial for all students to be able 
to succeed at the end of their 
learning experiences. (Spady, 
1994:24). Consequently, it 
demands that a clear set of 
outcomes be established for 
any unit of learning, and that 
all teaching is shaped by those 
outcomes. Therefore, Out-
comes-Based Education is that 
approach to education that 
prioritizes the intentional stat-
ing of outcomes, and in which 
all teaching and learning is 
shaped by those outcomes. (De 
Jongh, 2010: 18). 

In defining deep learning, two 
key points need to be empha-
sized. Deep learning is an inte-
grative process in which 
learners seek to integrate 
their learning into the 
broader, existing body of 
knowledge and understanding 
that they already have. There 
is thus an internal dimension 
to deep learning, in terms of 
which the learner seeks to 
internalize that which is 
learnt, rather than to keep it at 
an objective distance. This 
contrasts with surface learn-

ing in which 
material is 
impressed on 
the memory or 
manipulated 
unthinkingly 
with the inten-
tion of satisfy-
ing assess-
ment de-
mands.  

Understanding 
this funda-
mental distinction between 
deep and surface learning 
introduces the relationship 
between a learner’s approach 
to learning and the activities 
and assessment of learning. 
(Ramsden, 2003:48).  

Activities that facilitate deep 
learning generally have three 
distinguishing characteristics. 
First, they connect with exist-
ing frameworks of reference 
rather than require the memo-
rization of discrete and unre-
lated facts. Thus any new 
knowledge needs both time 
and opportunity to be related 
effectively to existing frame-
works of knowledge and un-
derstanding: an accumulation 
of disconnected and un-
integrated knowledge can 
produce a fragmented out-
come of much learning but not 
deep learning. They also relate 
to  learners’ aspirations: ac-
tivities that are perceived to 
be personally relevant to 
where the learner is located or 
wants to be located are more 
likely to take deep root than 
activities that are perceived to 
be externally (or institution-
ally) imposed – these are of 
course not necessarily mutu-
ally exclusive, but they need to 
be overtly harmonized. Fi-

nally, they engage learners in 
designing and assuming re-
sponsibility for the conduct of 
the activity. 

In assessing whether (or to 
what degree) deep learning is 
attained, the inevitable 
shadow of assessment looms 
large. However, if assessment 
is understood as a process in 
which evidence is collected 
and interpreted in order to 
make judgments on the 
learner or learners’ progress 
towards achieving the stated 
outcomes, then the assess-
ment of learning has the po-
tential not only to influence 
learners to surface learning, 
but equally to motivate learn-
ers to deep learning. (Forbes, 
2005:58; Boud, 1995:37).  

The relationship between the 
assessment of learning and 
the learners’ approaches to 
learning is of significance to 
both educator and learner, 
particularly where the goal is 
to promote deep learning. 
Hence the question: how 
might the assessment of learn-
ing be constructed to promote 
deep learning? It is in the care-
ful construction of activities 
that both promote and dem-
onstrate deep learning that 
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effectual teaching meets its ma-
jor challenge. Simply put, activi-
ties that demonstrate deep 
learning are designed to allow 
learners to express attainment 
of outcomes in a variety of ways 
(to show comprehensiveness of 
attainment) and are flexible 
enough to allow a variety of 
learners to express attainment 
of outcomes (to accommodate 
different learning styles).  

In facilitating deep learning, 
teachers need to see themselves 
as leaders of learning rather 
than deliverers of knowledge. 
The 3Rs of leadership have been 
expressed in this way: reflecting 
upon the nature of the group; 
representing the group; and 
realising the collective potential 
of the group. That is, learning 
leadership is not first-person 
singular (it’s all about me), but 

first-person plural (it’s all about 
us). (Haslam, 2013: 29).  

It is in light of such thinking 
that the SCD professional devel-
opment day in August is struc-
tured to assist teachers to learn 
more about the principles of 
deep learning and to have the 
opportunity to devise learning 
and assessment activities to 
enhance their teaching in the 
coming year. 
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Recommended Journal 
This edition’s recommended journal is: 

Teaching Theology & Religion. 

This is an international 

peer-reviewed journal 

on teaching, published 

by Wiley-Blackwell in 

cooperation with the 

Wabash Center for 

Teaching and Learning 

in Theology and Relig-

ion at Wabash College. 

(http://www.wabashcenter.wabash.edu/) 

Teaching Theology and Religion aims to 

promote good teaching and learning and 

sustains a crucial international discourse 

among faculty members about teaching 

and learning in the several sub-

disciplines in the study of religion. As the 

body of scholarly writing on teaching and 

learning increases across academic dis-

ciplines, this peer-reviewed scholarly 

publication has become an essential 

forum for generative discourse about 

pedagogical issues specific to the field. 

A highlights issue, available only online, 

includes some of the best articles, and 

book reviews published in Teaching The-

ology & Religion from 1998 to the pre-

sent day.  Available at: 
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/journal/10.111

1/%28ISSN%291467-

9647/homepage/highlights_virtual_issue.htm 

 

Learning Deeply at a Distance ?      By Diane Hockridge 

How can we promote deep learning in our 
distance courses?  As Les Ball suggests 
above, activities that facilitate deep learn-
ing are those that connect with existing 
frameworks of reference, relate to learn-
ers’ aspirations and engage learners in 
designing and assuming responsibility for 
learning activities. Here are three simple 
suggestions for activities that promote 
these three aspects of deep learning in a 
distance learning context. 

1. Connecting with existing frameworks of 
reference.  Ask learners at various points 
during the unit (e.g. beginning, middle, 
end), to communicate what they already 
know about a topic, and what they have 
learned about it during the unit. For dis-
tance or online learners this activity could 
be completed via a written journal or 
online blog, or using an e-portfolio.  De-
pending on the topic and the learning out-
comes, students could be asked to present 
this material only to the lecturer, or to 
share it with other students. 
Variations: - audio journaling can be a 
great alternative to writing and can easily 
be achieved using an online tool such as 
VoiceThread (http://voicethread.com/). 

 - mind mapping is a great way of 
visually displaying connections and also 
summarizing learning.  Use freely available 
online software such as FreeMind (http://
sourceforge.net/projects/freemind/) 

2. Relate to learners’ aspirations. There are 
plenty of ways to design learning activities 
and assessments that are relevant to the 
learner’s life and context and these can be 
similar across all modes of study.  For ex-
ample, you can set assignments that have a 
“real world” element, such as a case study, 
a reflection on a ministry experience, or 
the development of a ministry proposal or 
strategy.  This “real world” element is par-
ticularly important for distance learners 
because it reinforces the relevance of their 
study to their life and ministry context.  
Setting learning tasks in the students’ life 
and ministry contexts can also take advan-
tage of existing face-to-face relational con-
nections that distance students may not 
have in an online learning environment. 

3. Engage learners in assuming responsibil-
ity for learning activities.  A good way to do 
this in an online course is to set students 
the task of running an online discussion 
forum.  Students choose a topic and are 
responsible for introducing the topic, de-
vising discussion questions and monitor-
ing/guiding the online discussion.  This 
activity requires students to demonstrate 
not only knowledge of the topic, but also 
requires them to work out how to “teach” 
it, and provides experience in facilitating 
communication.  Students can complete 
this activity individually, in pairs or in 
groups, depending on the topics and num-
bers of students. 
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teaching. 

The conference will be 
held on Friday 27th and 
Saturday 28th Septem-
ber, at the SCD Office of 
the Dean premises in 
North Ryde.   
Conference sessions will run from 
9:15am—5pm each day.  Lunch and morn-
ing and afternoon tea are included in the 
conference registration fee.  A conference 
dinner will be held on Friday evening at 
the nearby Marriott Hotel. 
 
We hope that all SCD faculty members will 
take the opportunity to interact with the 
wider theological education community 
and attend this conference. 
 
Register now for the discounted Early 
Bird rate of only $125 for the two days. 
Early bird registration is only available 
until 30 July. 
 
You can download a registration form 
from the SCD website at:   
http://scd.edu.au/research/research-
news-and-conferences/scd-conference-
2013/ 
 

Planning for the SCD Conference is well 
under way. There are four plenary speak-
ers who will present different perspec-
tives on the way ahead for Australian 
theological education.  

We have locked in an exciting array of 
short papers on various aspects of learn-
ing and teaching, embracing philosophical 
papers, presentations of innovative learn-
ing techniques, teaching in languages 
other than English, pedagogical and cur-
riculum challenges, and theological princi-
ples.  

We have been encouraged by the breadth 
of interest in the Conference, with pre-
senters coming from all mainland States, 
Northern Territory and overseas; from 
universities, major theological consortia 
and a variety of significant independent 
colleges; from a host of denominational 
backgrounds.  

The Conference promises to be an impor-
tant meeting of minds in the quest for a 
vital future for theological learning and 
teaching. 

As well as the keynote presentations and  
multiple streams for paper presentations 
there will be forums on integrative learn-
ing and using technologies in learning and 

SCD Learning & Teaching Conference Update 

Professional Development Day August 12 

The next SCD Professional Develop-

ment Day will focus on the topic of fa-

cilitating deep learning. 

It will be held on Monday 12th August 
2013 from 10.45am-4.00pm at Booth Col-
lege in Sydney.   Sessions will also be 
streamed online for participants who can-
not attend in person. Please mark your 
calendars for this significant faculty devel-
opment day designed specifically to en-
hance your learning and teaching for the 
coming year.   

The day will incorporate two sessions. 

Session 1: Principles of Deep Learning 
The first session, facilitated by Les Ball, 
will feature valuable theoretical input on 
the Principles of Deep Learning and the 
constructive alignment of Learning Levels, 
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Learning Outcomes, Learning Activities, 
Delivery Modes, and Assessment for Learn-
ing. There will be ample opportunity for 
faculty discussion of and engagement with 
the principles presented, including those 
faculty joining online. 

Session 2: Workshop on Implementing Deep 
Learning Principles 
The afternoon session will be in the form of 
a workshop where faculty will work, indi-
vidually and/or collaboratively, on 2014 
Course Unit Outlines to implement princi-
ples of deep learning by (commencing) the 
development of a constructive alignment of 
the learning elements of units they plan to 
teach in 2014.  

This will require faculty to bring with them 
one or two CUOs that they plan to teach 
next year (or soon after). Faculty partici-
pating online may like to form local groups 
at their college or with nearby colleagues. 
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