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Research on sessional teachers in legal education is underrepresented in the literature 
(Blackham, 2020). In law schools, sessional teachers are employed to develop and deliver 
bespoke intensive-based subjects at postgraduate level and are often classifiable as ‘outside 
industry experts’ (OIEs); this cohort has been described as atypical of sessional academics 
across the sector in many ways (Cowley, 2010). This poster presentation seeks to add to this 
area of knowledge, by presenting something of an auto-ethnographic snapshot of a 
‘shepherding process’, implemented at MLS, from Educational Designers’ point of view. 

‘Shepherding’ is a collaborative initiative for new subjects proposed to be taught at the MLS, 
enhancing curriculum design outcomes and pedagogical capabilities of new subject 
coordinators (most of whom lack formal training in teaching), as well as facilitating connection 
to the wider teaching and learning community and support services. When a new subject is 
proposed, would-be lecturers are usually not yet employed by the school. Having pitched an 
idea for a subject with the school, they work with an Educational Designer to refine a new 
subject proposal to be reviewed by a curriculum committee. As such, the shepherding process 
and the final deliverable of the new subject proposal form also forms part of the candidature 
process for prospective subject coordinators. Grounded in co-design principles, shepherding 
facilitates the integration of instructional design theories, particularly constructive alignment 
and backwards design, into the subject development workflow from the outset. 

The educational designer’s role is central to shepherding and begins with the collaborative 
formulation of subject intended learning outcomes (SILOs), development of an assessment 
regime and comprehensive subject mapping, with the aim to establish constructive alignment. 
Additionally, the shepherding process includes guidance on designing course content within 
the LMS, providing a structured and accessible online environment for students. In helping 
guide a new subject through to acceptance and by being a singular point of contact with new 
lecturers, the educational designer forms an ongoing relationship which can also help with 
ensuing curriculum development. 

Hitch et al. (2017) and Hattam et al. (2024) have both argued that sustainable and targeted 
professional development of sessional staff is a critical factor for increasing engagement and feelings 
of connection with their institution and to their roles, and that where this is lacking the consistency 
and quality of student educational experience can be undermined. Cowley (2010) argues for the 
creation of school-level programs of support for law schools, specifically aimed at OIEs, in lieu of 
one-size-fits-all programs at the institutional level. Because of the nature of the OIE cohort and 
subject delivery timelines, there is a limited window of opportunity to work towards ‘acculturating 
casual staff to the new student-focused learning agendas’ (Kift, 2003 cited in Cowley, 2010), towards 
improving student learning outcomes. 

By providing targeted support for OIE teaching staff, the shepherding process has represented 
a significant advance in MLS’s instructional design and curriculum development process, 
enhancing the alignment, consistency and quality of subject design. By aligning teaching 
practices with established instructional design theories, the process enhances the educational 
experience for both instructors and students. 
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