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Abstract

Constructive alignment (CA) is often promoted as an approach for developing
teaching/learning methods, and assessment tools, that specifically address the intended
learning outcomes in a way that is often not achievable via conventional classes and
assessments. This research study is a critical analysis of constructive alignment within an EFL
curriculum developed by English language Departments, at Soran University. In this research
study, a mixed-method research design was used to provide procedures for approaching,
gathering, and analysing data from various sources. The research instruments included a
questionnaire, focus groups, semi-structured interviews, and observations. A questionnaire
was delivered to 120 English-language students. Fourteen students agreed to voluntarily take
part in the subsequent focus groups, and seven lecturers were recruited for the observations
and semi-structured interviews. The results of this empirical research study demonstrate that
certain teachers adhere to the CA guiding principles and make an effort to combine the CA
fundamental components constructively. On the other hand, most teachers acted less
responsibly towards the process and were not successful in translating the CA principles into
practice. Hence, it was recommended that all parties involved in educational administrations
take CA practices more seriously and pinpoint any obstacle that might prevent a constructive
alignment within the curriculum, and thus, provide the best solutions for dealing with the
challenges.

Keywords: Constructive Alignment (CA), Intended Learning Outcomes, Teaching/learning
Methods, Assessment Tools, EFL Curriculum
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1. Introduction

Constructive alignment was first introduced by (Biggs, 1996). According to the
theory of CA, learning objectives should be accomplished via teaching methods
and assessment activities which provide students with the opportunity to fulfil
and demonstrate the intended learning outcomes. In other words, after defining
the learning outcomes of a teaching course, the teaching/learning methods and
assessment strategies should then be developed to best meet those objectives
and should then assess the extent to which they have been fulfilled (Ali, 2018;
Azasu & Berggren, 2015; Biggs, 2014). Ali (2018, p.77) states that
“constructive alignment is about ensuring that assessment, teaching, learning,
and feedback should be in synchronous with each other and that feedback links
well to students’ evidence of demonstrating their achievement of the intended
learning outcomes”.

Biggs's (1996) approach to constructivism suggests that meaning is created via
learners' learning activities and assessment, rather than being forced or
delivered by the teacher. Biggs claims that the curriculum must be focussed on
what the students can do for them to be meaningfully engaged and thus bridge
the learning gap. In everyday classroom learning, this form of teaching strategy
should be expected. The targeted act is that; the intended objectives, the
learning method, and the assessment tools are for determining whether the
specified standard of the objective has been fulfilled or not (Biggs, 2014). For
instance, a driver learner should learn through the act of driving itself until the
act of driving can be done satisfactorily.

Constructive alignment within the process of curriculum design and
development needs careful planning, where initially the learning objectives of
the teaching program are specified in terms of what the learners will be able to
perform at the end of the teaching course. This is typically stated as a series of
verbal statements. Then the gap between what the learners know or can perform
before the course and what is anticipated of them as a product of the course is
determined. After the intended learning is defined, the curriculum is then
developed. This is said to help facilitate learners to confront their earlier
knowledge and make skill-based modifications. The learners' progress through
the curriculum is then scrutinized by using assessment tools that are closely
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aligned with the course's intended objectives. This gives the teacher an insight
she needs to modify the learning environment in the classroom so that the
student can more effectively achieve the learning objectives (Smith, 2012).

All in all, a fundamental factor of effective teaching is the alignment of intended
objectives with the relevant teaching activities and the associated assessment
tools (Biggs, 1996). Yet, until quite recently many teaching institutions were
still following the traditional ways of curriculum designing. Moreover, the
teaching process in most universities is still formulated in such a manner that is
completely at odds with the principles of constructive alignment. For instance,
teaching remains constant with lecturing and adopting a teacher-centred
approach with an emphasis on the content the lecturer wants to deliver (Biggs,
2014).

However, a few scholars, like Wachter (2004) and Remneland Wikhamn (2016)
think that applying the CA framework in curriculum design and development
might sometimes bring about some challenges. For example, they contend that
translating the CA principles into practice might be time-consuming. Yet the
studies that were reviewed in this research demonstrate that constructive
alignment is thought to be a fundamental concept to embrace for the effective
attainment of the intended learning outcomes.

2. The Framework of Constructive Alignment

Constructive alignment is an educational model that aims at aligning the
teaching and learning methods, the assessment activities, and the intended
learning outcomes. With the ultimate goal of improving the quality of learning,
constructive alignment seeks to ensure that what learners are expected to learn,
how they are going to learn, and how they should be examined are all
constructively aligned. To put it briefly, the framework of constructive
alignment is the “unity between intended learning outcomes (ILOs), learning
and teaching activities (LTAs), and assessment tasks (ATs)” (Hamdoun, 2023,
p.163).

2.1 Intended Learning Outcomes (1LOs)

Teachers need to be very specific about the things/learnings they want their
students to learn. They should be able to specify how well each lesson is
required to be understood. This should be done subject by subject, but first, they
need to separate the declarative knowledge and functional knowledge that
students can perform after completing each class and also at the end of the
teaching program (Biggs, 2014). Declarative information is what students can
declare and talk about either verbally or in writing. It is the information that has
been acquired and is usually secondary and indirect knowledge. Declarative
knowledge is the initial knowledge teachers want their students to develop.
However, it is not enough to acquire knowledge only to tell people about it.
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What matters most is how to put this declarative knowledge into practice so that
it works.

The majority of students are not turning declarative knowledge into functional
knowledge if they are not asked to do so. Therefore, teachers should help
students learn how to apply and transform declarative knowledge into practice.
For instance, teach physicians how to diagnose accurately and lawyers how to
make proper legal decisions. Thus, the teacher must set the goals and objectives
in a way that obliges students to show and perform the information they have
learned rather than just report it in an oral or written exam. So, specifying the
level of knowledge teachers expect from their students in each subject and what
evidence of understanding would provide teachers with this knowledge can be
regarded as the first stage of defining the curricular objectives (Biggs, 2003).
Here, the teacher should use appropriate verbs that would suit the level of
understanding of each topic and discipline. There are generally two main
categories of verbs. They are high-level verbs and low-level verbs. High-level
verbs, for example, include verbs such as “reflect,” “hypothesize,” and
“resolve”. Low-level verbs, on the other hand, contain words like "describe,"
"memorized," and "identify”. However, to keep teachers on track, the teaching
and learning methods and the assessment tools should incorporate the same
verbs (Biggs, 2014).

2.2 Teaching and Learning Activities (TLAS)

Teachers in many teaching contexts still use lecturing and tutorials as the
primary modes of teaching and learning. This kind of setting usually produces
passive learners who mainly rely on passive listening and memorizing certain
information. However, constructivist learning philosophies with their learner-
centred orientation try to create productive learning conditions. Instead of using
surface learning methods that can encourage students to rely on memorization
and knowledge recall, it tries to use strategies that seek to utilize higher-level
verbs and in-depth learning strategies that would help learners with long-term
learning (Biggs, 2003; Martin et al., 2000).

If we, for example, take the very common declarative verb "explain'. Here, to
constructively align the learning activity to the learning outcomes that contain
the verb 'explain' and to help learners construct their knowledge, teachers can
apply a variety of peer and group working activities such as peer teaching or
buzz groups to make sure that every single student does some explanation
(Biggs & Tang, 2011a). There are several other ways to promote effective
learning activities which can be also scheduled outside the class or what is
referred to as extracurricular activities. These can, for instance, include
interactive group projects, peer mentoring, peer teaching, and self-directed
learning, all of which are excellent sources of appropriate learning activities
(Biggs, 2014).
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2.3 Assessing Students’ Learning Outcomes

It is said that inappropriate assessment tools harm teaching more than any other
factor. Ramsden (1992), for example, states that as far as students are concerned,
the assessment is the curriculum. According to constructive alignment (CA), an
effective assessment tool should be a real reflection of the intended learning
outcomes. Therefore, an immediate evaluation of assessment activities is of
great importance. The effect that a test makes on the student's ‘backwash’
should always be positive. If the alignment between the assessment strategies
and the intended learning outcome is achieved then it will be positive, because
the assessment tool will then cover what the course specifically intended to
achieve. Moreover, the assessment method should not encourage learners
towards adopting low-level learning techniques such as memorization, question
detection and other similar tactics (Biggs & Tang, 2011a).

Furthermore, defining ILOs in terms of student marks may not be appropriate,
yet the quality of performance is what matters most. This is very important and
should be clearly outlined in the intended learning outcomes to compare the
students' actual performance to those desired standards. Otherwise, the learning
objectives and the assessment tasks are not aligned. Overall, to make the
assessment tasks a real indication of the curriculum both the teachers' teaching
activities and the learners’ learning activities should be directed towards the
same direction which is the desired learning outcome (Biggs, 2014).

3. Methodology

In this section, the methods used to undertake this academic research will be
explained and rationalised. It includes describing and justifying the research
design, research participants, research instruments, and data analysis methods.
3.1 Research Design

This research has combined qualitative and quantitative data in a way that more
effectively explains research problems and accomplishes the aims of the study
(Fetters, 2016). The quantitative work was in the form of a closed-ended
guestionnaire, while research instruments employed for the qualitative data
were semi-structured interviews, focus groups, and observations (Bloomberg &
Volpe, 2008; Taherdoost, 2021). This triangulation strategy was particularly
useful for evaluating the validity of the study by bringing together data from
various sources (Carter et al., 2014).

3.2 Research Participants

The sample for both the questionnaire and the focus groups was third-year
students from English language departments of two faculties (i.e., the Faculty of
Education and the Faculty of Arts, Soran University). The questionnaire was
delivered to 120 English-language undergraduates. Sixty of them were from the
Faculty of Arts (17 males and 43 females). The other sixty were from the

faculty of education (16 males and 44 females). The respondents were between
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________|
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the ages of 19 and 22. Among the 120 participants, 14 students agreed to
voluntarily take part in the subsequent focus groups, taking into account a
maximum variation in students' gender, as well as social and geographical
backgrounds. Seven lecturers with different educational degrees, areas of
expertise, academic titles, and administrative responsibilities were recruited for
the observations and semi-structured interviews. Their qualifications include a
Doctorate in TESOL, a Master's in TESOL, a Master's in English Linguistics,
and a Master's in English Literature. They also held administrative positions
including directors of English language departments and representatives of the
department’s scientific committees.

3.3 Research Instruments

The current research study has used some semi-structured interviews, focus
groups, and observations as qualitative research instruments for data collection.
Additionally, a survey questionnaire was employed as a quantitative research
method. The mixed-methods approach adopted enabled us to gain a deeper
understanding of the research problems by comparing and contrasting the data
obtained from the various methods applied (Stainton et al., 2010).

3.3.1 Questionnaire

The questionnaire was to evaluate the degree to which constructive alignment
principles were integrated into the EFL teaching syllabuses. It consisted of two
sections. The first section of the survey contained demographic information
about the students, such as their names, ages, sex, and ethnicity. The second
section was made up of both questions and statements based on the Likert Scale.
The items of the survey were answered by picking one of the five frequency
levels (options). The options were, never, rarely, sometimes, often, and always.
The lowest point receives (1) marks for the item, which is never, while the
highest point receives (5) marks, which is always. The other given options,
rarely, sometimes, and often take (2) marks, (3) marks, and (4) marks
respectively. This means that the mean between 1 ‘Never’ to 5 ‘Always’ 1s 3.
3.3.2 Focus Groups

Focus groups were set up to obtain comprehensive details relative to the topic
under investigation (Then et al., 2014). The main purpose of focus groups was
to better comprehend the research areas and provide more in-depth responses to
any issues that the questionnaire did not sufficiently address. Through
exchanging thoughts and ideas, focus groups allowed the participants to discuss
and expand on one another's opinions. Consequently, it either reinforced their
pre-existing convictions or inspired them to form new ones (Doody et al., 2013;
Lune & Berg, 2020; Then et al., 2014). Concerning the number of focus groups,
many studies recommended saturation as the primary factor in determining the
number of focus groups required for a study (Guest et al., 2016). It was evident

that the topic was saturated as similar instances and data were repeatedly seen.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________|
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Following practical considerations and relevant academic research, the number
of each focus group participant was determined. For example, researchers such
as Klagge (2018), Krueger & Casey (2015), Patton (2002), and Then et al.
(2014) report that the ideal number of participants required for each focus group
session is between 6 to 10. Accordingly, each group consists of seven
participants. To protect their privacy, the student participants were given
pseudonyms as STIGA, ST2GA...... ST14GB.

3.3.3 Interviews

In this study, semi-structured interviews were conducted with department heads
and English language lecturers. The research questions and the pertinent
literature were the basis for designing and generating several specific and open-
ended interview questions. Slade & Sergent (2022) contend that selecting an
appropriate study sample is essential for yielding thorough and worthwhile
responses. Duly, seven English language instructors of both genders who held
different academic positions and educational degrees consented to take part in
the interviews. To maintain their anonymity, the responders were assigned
pseudonyms T1, T2...T7.

3.3.4 Observations

This study has applied the direct non-participant observation method. In this
form of observation, the observer maintains his role as a guest or an outsider
(Kostera, 2007). The use of observation in this study was to get a general
overview and idea of teaching conditions and classroom practices. Additionally,
observations allowed for a better description of the settings, observing
unplanned and natural events, deepening understanding and developing new
inquiries to be asked of the participant (Kawulich, 2012). The use of
observations was also compatible with the study's research questions. It was to
observe the degree to which the constructive alignment's components and
details are successfully implemented and the challenges that might be
encountered when aligning the CA elements. The number of teachers who
agreed to participate in the subsequent interviews determined the number of
classroom observations. Thus, seven English language classes from various
academic disciplines that are part of two different faculties were selected for the
observation.

4. Data Analysis

Thematic analysis was used as one of the qualitative data analysis methods for
the data that was collected through, focus groups, semi-structured interviews,
and observations. The thematic analysis, as stated by Braun and Clarke (2006,
p.79) is "a method for identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns (themes)
within data". Moreover, thematic analysis is particularly appropriate for
analysing a wide variety of data sources, such as interview transcripts,

observation notes, documents, and several other data sources (Mills et al., 2010).
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________|
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Concerning the quantitative data collected through the questionnaire, the
analysis did not require a detailed treatment (Young T.J., 2016). It was analysed
by manually entering the raw data into a Microsoft Excel program.

In this section, the findings of the data collection instruments, which included a
guestionnaire, focus groups, semi-structured interviews, and observations, will
be presented. Categories and themes are used to organise the section. Thus,
three main themes that emerged from the analysis of the data are demonstrated
as follows:

4.1 Learning Outcomes

This category investigates the way teachers and students perceive the learning
outcomes of the instructional modules. It inspects the process of setting learning
outcomes and the extent to which teachers can effectively match the learning
outcomes of the curriculum to the teaching/learning methods and assessment
tools.

4.1.1 Questionnaire

A survey questionnaire was handed to student participants to elicit some precise
responses regarding the topic. Table 1 below shows the intended learning
outcomes (from item 1 to item 5) as perceived by students:

No Question item Total | Neve | Rarel | Sometim | Often | Alwa | Mea | SD
r y es ys n

1. | Atthe beginning of | 120 1 6 24 22 67 | 423 |0.9
the course, teachers 8
) 100 | 0.83 | 5% 20% 18.33 | 55.83 | 84.6
illustrate the

) % | % % % %
learning outcomes.

2. | The learning 120 3 18 34 48 17 | 3.48 | 0.9
outcomes of each 9

. 100 | 2.5% | 15% | 28.33% | 40% | 14.16 | 69.6
unit or lesson are
. % % %
clear and specific.

3. | We can understand | 120 3 13 53 38 13 | 337 ]0.9
the teachers’ 0
tezcﬁﬁf ?;iemions 100 | 2.5% | 10.83 | 44.16% | 31.66 | 10.83 | 67.4
_ gnt % % % | % | o
in the learning
process.

4. | Teachers try to 120 4 17 34 41 24 | 353 |10
combine and relate 6

100 | 3.33 | 14.16 | 28.33% | 34.16 | 20% | 70.6
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the learning % % % %
outcomes of each
lesson to the
learning outcomes
of the whole
module.

5. |What I learned isin | 120 8 21 50 30 11 3.12
line with the stated

: 100 | 6.66 | 175 | 41.66% | 25% | 9.16 | 62.4
learning outcomes.

% | % % % %

Table 1: Intended learning outcomes perceived by students

As it is shown in Table 1, the mean of the first item “at the beginning of the
course, teachers illustrate the learning outcomes”, was 4.23. This outcome
appears to be promising as it shows that the vast majority of students (84.6%)
confirm that teachers clarify and explain the general learning outcomes of the
instructional module they teach at the very beginning of the course. Teachers
often set the first class of the academic year or semester to introduce and
explain the different components of the course module including the overall
learning outcomes. According to the results elicited from student participants, it
Is obvious that teachers are attempting to illustrate the learning outcomes of the
module, which seems to be a good thing and is consistent with the concepts of
constructive alignment since an explicit description of the intended learning
outcomes is one of the central CA features (Biggs, 2014; Krathwohl, 2002). The
average of the data set concerning the second item “the learning outcomes of
each unit or lesson are clear and specific” was 3.48. This demonstrates that
(69.6%) of student participants believe that teachers are successful in clarifying
and specifying the learning objectives of each class. This result again can be
considered a positive point for teachers, as it goes in line with the principles of
constructive alignment that exhort teachers to be very specific about the
things/learnings they want their students to learn (Biggs, 2014). Statement
number three, “We can understand the teachers’ teaching intentions in the
learning process”, recorded 3.37 (67.4%) as a mean. The outcome of this item
IS quite encouraging as it implies a kind of correlation between the teaching
methods used by teachers and the intended learning outcomes because these two
components should always be in synchronous with each other (Ali, 2018). The
mean of item four “teachers try to combine and relate the learning outcomes of
each lesson to the learning outcomes of the whole module”, was 3.53. This
output displays that a greater number of student participants (70.6%) think that
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Soran University teachers most often attempt to connect the general learning
objectives for the course module with the learning objectives for each class.
Last but not least, question number five, with a mean average of 3.12, reveals
that more than half of the participants (62.4%) acknowledge that what they
learn during the learning process resembles the stated learning outcomes.
However, the targeted act according to CA principles is that; the intended
objectives, the learning method and the assessment tools are for determining
whether the specified standard of the objective has been satisfied or not (Biggs,
2014).
4.1.2 Focus Groups
It is said that teachers typically set some very ideal outcomes in their module
descriptions, yet when it comes to practice, for whatever reasons, they more
often forget about many of those predetermined outcomes. A constructive
alignment is therefore of the utmost importance in preventing this mismatch
(Biggs, 2014). For example, in response to a question about learning outcomes,
an extract from a participant ST3GA (Student Number 3 Group A) depicted
how students view the process of teachers setting and pursuing the intended
learning outcomes they outlined in their course books. The excerpt says:

Generally, there are some teachers; who have written in Moodle

(course book), but they are not applying them in the class.
Particular students claim that they are unable to clearly and visibly see the
intended learning objective of particular modules. They believe that fewer than
50% of the overall learning objectives of certain instructional disciplines are
eventually met. These claims indicate that the CA principles here are
overlooked by some teachers (Biggs, 2014).
Moreover, according to Blumberg (2009), students’ advanced awareness of the
learning outcomes can help them learn more effectively and feel less anxious.
For example, a student (ST14BG) put forward the following comment:

| think that there is a problem, maybe if it was 50% it is going to

be okay, but it is less than that. Sometimes teachers don't even

talk about the goals of the lessons!
4.1.3 Interviews and Observations
The findings of teachers’ semi-structured interviews corroborate and support the
assertions made by the students during the focus groups. They also reported that
teachers in their module descriptions define some ideal goals, but when the time
comes, they often forget about many of those predefined outcomes (Ahmad &
Rao, 2012; Mowlaie & Rahimi, 2010). For instance, the following quotes from
Teacher2 further describe the situation:

| believe that teachers, generally, when they set the aims and

objectives of the whole module do not very often refer back to

them, or they might do that only occasionally and only a few
I ———
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teachers do that. Only a few teachers try to combine the aims

and objectives of each lesson with the aims of the whole module.
Likewise, Teacher 5 believes that aims and objectives are not always mandatory.
This may be due to potential situations that teachers may run into. As he said:

You know those course books are not 100% binding; because

the situation will change in every class and every semester, we

cannot guarantee 100% that all the outcomes mentioned in the

course will be achieved, but we try to get these learning

outcomes as much as possible.
In contrast to the situation previously portrayed which implies that certain
teachers were somehow irresponsible about the process of seeking the general
and the more specific educational learning outcomes, the following quotes
depict a rather positive image of teachers who seem to be more concerned about
this crucial component of the curriculum. Just to name a few, Teacherl put
forward the illustration below:

Usually, at the beginning of the course, | discuss the learning

outcomes of the course with my students and help them

understand why they need to take this class. For setting module

objectives and aims, | usually consider the bigger picture. | mean

the general aims and objectives of the department and its major.

In this way, | can easily find out how a particular module can

serve to complete the bigger picture. The aims and objectives of

each lesson and the aims of the whole module all work as one

package and should be designed very carefully. All the details in

the process are essential as they complete one another.
According to CA, teachers at the very beginning of a teaching course must
overtly state and explain the educational aims and objectives of the course and
their relationship to the other CA components to raise learners’ attention and
interest towards them (Ariffin et al., 2018). Payne (2003) also reports that
students will strive to comprehend items more thoroughly if they are explicitly
stated in the learning objectives. However, when teachers were observed inside
their classrooms during the observations, only one teacher started the class by
explaining and clarifying the aims and objectives and the learning outcomes of
the lecture.
4.2 Teaching/Learning Methods
This category aims at scrutinizing the participants’ perceptions about one more
central element of 'constructive alignment' which is the learning and teaching
methods.
4.2.1 Questionnaire
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The section initiates with presenting and analysing the results of a questionnaire
delivered to undergraduate students. As it is shown in the table below, the items
associated with this category start from (item 6 to item 11).

No Question item Total | Never | Rarel | Sometim | Often | Alwa | Mea | SD

: y es ys n

6. | Teachershelpusto | 120 2 16 37 38 27 3.6 | 1.0
exchange our 100 | 1.66% | 13.33 | 30.83% | 31.66 | 225 | 72% | 2
knowledge and % % % %
experiences.

7. | Teachersview usas | 120 13 20 41 28 18 | 315 |11
independent and 100 | 10.83 | 16.66 | 34.16% | 23.33 | 15% | 63% | 8
self-directed % % % %
learners.

8. | Teachers welcome | 120 7 30 37 22 24 132111
our comments on 100 | 5.83% | 25% | 30.83% |18.33 | 20% | 64.2 | 9
their ideas. % % %

9. | Teachers show 120 4 15 71 18 12 | 3.15|0.8
enthusiasm and 100 | 3.33% | 125 | 59.16% | 15% | 10% | 63% | 8
excitement about % %
their teaching
modules.

10. | The different 120 6 22 39 32 21 33311
components of 100 5% |[18.33 | 325% |2666| 175 [ 666 | 1
learning modules % % % % %
such as (seminars,
lectures, tutorials,
etc.) are well
aligned.

11. | The 120 11 17 43 37 12 | 3.18 | 1.0
teaching/learning 100 | 9.16% | 14.16 | 35.83% | 30.83 | 10% | 63.6 | 8
methods help % % % %
improve our
analytical thinking,
practical abilities,
and comprehension
of the subject.

Table 2: Teaching/learning methods perceived by students
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The output of item number six “teachers help us to exchange our knowledge
and experiences” was 3.6 (72%) as a mean. This seems to be positive and is in
line with the CA key tenets as it suggests that lecturers generally aim at
assisting students in working together; sharing their knowledge and experience;
and ultimately constructing their knowledge (Biggs, 2014). The mean of the
next item, which is item number seven, “teachers view us as independent and
self-directed learners”, was 3.15 (63%). The resulting figure of this item is also
considered to be advantageous and is compatible with the basic notions of CA
(Biggs & Tang, 2011; Boulton-Lewis, 1995). Students’ response to item
number eight which states, "Teachers welcome our comments on their ideas"
had a mean score of 3.21. This outcome shows that more than half of student
participants (64.2%) believe that teachers are giving them the chance to
question and comment on teachers' ideas. This, according to CA, will help
learners show their unique ability and expand their critical thinking (Joseph,
2015; Vrasidas, 2000). The results of item number nine show that more than
half of students 3.15 (63%) think that teachers show enthusiasm and excitement
about their teaching modules. This product is particularly favourable since a
teacher’s lack of enthusiasm and engagement could create a very teacher-
centred classroom, which is seemingly against CA’s core principles (Ariffin et
al., 2018; Jani et al., 2020). The last two items belonging to this category, item
number ten and item number eleven, scored 3.33 (66.6) and 3.18 (63.6%)
respectively. Item number ten states that “the different components of learning
modules such as (seminars, lectures, tutorials, etc.) are well aligned”, whereas
item number eleven says that “the teaching/learning methods help improve our
analytical thinking, practical abilities, and comprehension of the subject”. Due
to the positive scores they recorded, both of these items are seen as rather
encouraging.
4.2.2 Focus Groups
Constructive alignment emphasises the utilisation of teaching methods that are
supportive in relating ideas, using evidence, and engaging in reflective and
critical thinking to help learners build their knowledge of the material being
studied (Biggs & Tang, 2011; Entwistle, 2018; Joseph & Juwah, 2012; Hailikari
et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2022). In response to a question posed concerning this
idea, one of the student respondents (ST1GA) made the following comment:

I don’t think that there is an alignment, because as long as |

remember the only thing that teachers do is just try to make us

memorise things.
Another student (ST3GA) went on to support the above assertion by saying:

Unfortunately, nowadays most of the teachers focus only on that,

they want their students to memorize things.
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One factor contributing to this defect is the teachers' use of outdated teaching
strategies. It is believed that traditional teaching methods do not help students
develop their critical thinking skills or build their knowledge (Armarego, 2009;
Zhang et al., 2022). For example, one of the learners (ST4GA) said that “many
teachers use traditional ways, or the old ways to teach English. It is wrong for
me because it will decrease the students’ Interest in the class ™.
According to CA's views, a supportive learning environment will assist students
to develop their critical thinking skills and use deep learning approaches. On the
other side, an obstructive learning environment may force students to employ
surface learning strategies or fragmented knowledge (Larkin & Richardson,
2013; Lindblom-Ylanne et al., 2018). Students’ perceptions regarding this issue
were relatively negative. They think that the learning environment is not helpful.
The excerpts that follow capture the opinions of the majority of the students:

As for the environment, I don’t think it is really good. I don’t

think so because sometimes the teachers do not do such things to

make the students much easier to understand and the classroom

environment does not make it much easier. (ST1GA)
In addition, there should always be collaborative planning by teachers to
develop purposeful lectures that can help students acquire, understand, and
retain information, and accomplish and perform the desired learning outcome
(Smith, 2012). The teaching activities and assignments activities should
constantly help learners to become aware of the learning objectives (Ali, 2018;
Biggs, 2014; Azasu & Berggren, 2015). Overall, the student's impressions of
this matter were not encouraging. For instance, ST2GA argued that:

In my opinion, not all of the teachers have a good lesson plan.

First, they teach them then they have some activities for their

students, so the students can understand, and retain the

information then by the end of the class they can perform the

information that has been given by the teacher. Fifty per cent of

the teachers apply this...
The teaching/learning activities and the assessment activities, in the opinion of
student participants, are often chosen at random by teachers and do not guide
students towards the learning outcome. This contradicts the CA's basic values
(Ali, 2018). Yet, few teachers effectively align with them. For example, two
student respondents reported:

I don’t think that there is a good alignment. You cannot find

your aims and goals via what we do inside the faculty (class)... I

cannot find the aims of the teaching/learning activities. (ST4GA)

| think most of the teachers, their teaching methods and

assignments are somehow close to supporting the learning
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process but we have some other teachers who just teach!
(ST2GA)
Further, students’ group and team working activities, practical sessions, and
extracurricular assignments are examples of some teaching and learning
procedures that are strongly advocated by CA (Biggs, 2014; Biggs, 2003,
Hailikari et al., 2021). However, our results imply that only a minority of
teachers are genuinely striving to execute this crucial aspect of the learning
process. This, in the opinion of the students, is a result of the employment of
teacher-centred approaches. The comments below further support this claim:
| think teachers are helpful to the students by having group
discussions and presentations to help their students learn more
effectively. Some teachers give extracurricular activities, but not
all of them. Only a few of them... (ST2GA)
| think that most of the students get bored in terms of
participating in the class because the majority of the time
teachers apply teacher-centred, not student-centred methods.
(ST13GB)
It can be concluded that while most lecturers have difficulties aligning
between the many components of constructive alignment, certain
excellent teachers can do so.
4.2.3 Interviews and Observations
Here, it was important to understand how the instructors felt about this crucial
part of the research. First, some encouraging perceptions were inferred from
what some teachers said. For example, Teacherl said:
That is an essential part of any teacher’s job. | usually try to
assess my activities and make sure that all of them are aligned
with the course outcomes.
On the other hand, some negative comments from certain teachers were also
received, as Tearcher2 and Teacher3 respectively mentioned:
Sometimes the teaching/learning activities can serve in
achieving the learning outcome and sometimes not.
Personally speaking, the learning outcomes don’t reflect the
assessments and the activities practised in the classroom
precisely and accurately.
Therefore, for a positive alignment, students should be assisted in performing
tasks that are likely to elicit the necessary understandings, and they must present
verification showing that their learning has been in line with the stated
objectives (Biggs, 2003; Houghton, 2004). Teacherl, for instance, said that:
| mostly rely on inductive approaches to learning because |
believe that learning implicitly is more effective. I try to choose

activities that are aligned with the learning outcomes.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________|
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Yet, a few other teachers had different opinions. As an illustration, Teacher4
noted:
Unfortunately, | can see that many of the teaching staff focus on
lecturing which is more traditional.
Teacher2 likewise added that:
The majority of teachers, | believe, use teacher-centred methods
such as lecturing and tutorials as the main methods of teaching
and learning.
However, teachers who use conventional teacher-centred strategies like
lecturing and tutorials usually produce passive learners and do not help
improve learners' critical thinking (Martin et al., 2000).
4.3 Assessment Tools
This section displays and analyses the data collected from the participants about
this dynamic component of the constructive alignment strategy.
4.3.1 Questionnaire
Table 3 below illustrates the assessment tools (from item 12 to item 16) as
perceived by student participants.

No Question item Tota | Nev | Rarel | Sometim | Often | Alwa | Mea | SD
: I er y es yS n
12, The assessment 120 | 4 10 21 28 57 | 4.03 |11
methods guide toward | 100 | 3.33 | 8.33 | 17.5% |23.33| 475 | 80.6 | 3
memorization. % % % % % %
13. The assessment 120 | 42 32 19 22 5 23 | 1.2
methods guide toward | 100 | 35% | 26.66 | 15.83% | 18.33 | 4.16 | 46% | 3
knowledge % % % %
construction,
understanding, and a
deep approach to
learning.

14, The assessment 120 8 23 48 28 13 (312 |10
strategies used by 100 | 6.66 | 19.16 | 40% |23.33 1083|624 | 5
teachers, such as % % % % % %

(tests, examinations,
assignments, etc.) are
appropriate.
15. | The assessment syste | 120 | 57 23 16 14 10 | 214 |13
m includes 100 | 475 | 19.16 | 13.33% | 11.66 | 8.33 | 428 | 4
quantitative scoring % % % % % %
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with qualitative
feedback.

16.

The course assessment | 120 9 16 33 39 23 3.42
methods can serveasa | 100 | 7.5 | 13.33 | 27.5% | 325 |19.16 | 68.4
reflection of the % % % % % %
student’s learning
process.

1.1

Table 3: Assessment tools perceived by students

In response to item number 12 which says “the assessment methods guide
toward memorization”, the majority of student respondents (80.6%), with a
mean score of 4.03, believe that the assessment tools guide toward
memorization. On the other hand, in response to the question that is comparable
to the first one which states “the assessment methods guide toward knowledge
construction, understanding, and a deep approach to learning”, only 46% of
the students believe that the assessment tools are beneficial in enabling learners
to construct their knowledge and understanding. This item with a mean score of
2.3 suggests that teachers or the relevant authorities are typically not using the
most efficient assessment techniques. These two items intrinsically contradict
the core concepts of constructive alignment and do not seem to be at all positive
(Biggs & Tang, 2011). Item number 14 tried to explore the appropriateness of
the assessment strategies applied by teachers. The question asks whether the
assessment strategies used by teachers, such as (tests, examinations,
assignments, etc.) are appropriate or not. The question has scored 3.12 as a
mean. This seems to be relatively optimistic as more than half of respondents
(62.4%) agreed that the assessment tools are appropriate. However, an
assessment that is appropriate and matches the employed teaching methods does
not necessarily mean to be productive or positive as well, because as Biggs
(2014) claims the quality of performance is what matters most. There should be
an actual performance of the desired qualities by the students, otherwise, the
learning objectives and the assessment tasks are not aligned (Biggs, 2014). The
mean of item number 15 "the assessment system includes quantitative scoring
with qualitative feedback” was 2.14, which appears to be negative as only
(42.8%) of students declare that instructors provide them with qualitative
feedback in addition to quantitative scoring. Vrasidas (2000), for example,
contends that the assessment scheme according to constructivism’s viewpoints
entails qualitatively assessing the structure of the learner's knowledge. Finally,
the student’s reflection on item number sixteen with the statement that says “the
course assessment methods can serve as a reflection of the student’s learning
process” was rather encouraging since more than half of them (68.4%) thought
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that the testing means reflects the learning process regardless of the efficiency
of the learning/teaching methods exploited in the learning process. The average
score of the item was 3.42. Generally, in an aligned curriculum, assessment
methods should always reflect the student’s learning process (Jani et al., 2020).
The offered assessment criteria must indicate how the learning outcomes can be
fulfilled at different levels of achievement (Biggs, 2014; Biggs & Tang, 2011).
4.3.2 Focus Groups
During the focus groups, students expressed their opinions on this topic in both
positive and negative ways. They stated that some competent instructors can
handle this important matter quite skilfully, while other teachers may approach
it negatively. For instance, ST2GA and ST3GA gave the following account of
their experience:
For assessment, it depends on the teachers, because for some
teachers | have good feedback about the assessment. But for
some other teachers, we just have to memorise to pass the exams.
(ST2GA)
More than 75% of assessments are memorization, while teachers
can bring some questions that help students to focus on their
meaning, depending on their brain, and how they think. (ST3GA)
Yet, according to CA, methods of assessment should never motivate
learners to use low-level learning strategies like memorising, recalling,
question detecting, and so forth (Biggs & Tang, 2011; Hailikari et al.,
2021). Assessments should urge students to build their understanding
and develop their critical thinking skills (Biggs & Tang, 2011).
4.3.3 Interviews and Observations
The opinions of teachers about this essential component of constructive
alignment were also investigated. For example, Teacher2 commented on this
issue by saying:
| am not very satisfied with assessment strategies especially the
mid-term and the final exams. These two main assessment tools
applied in our university are not very helpful in helping students
construct their knowledge or understand and comprehend the
things they have studied, yet they push them to focus on
memorization.
Teacher5 also said:
This is a relative subject. You know some of our modules, the
assessment of some modules is good, and you can have your
quizzes, seminars, presentations, reports, etc...they are very
effective, but there are some modules again just like listening,
speaking, and grammar there is no one hundred per cent correct

assessment for them...
|
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However, there were also some delightful remarks made about this issue. For
example, one of the PhD holders (Teacherl) stated that for the assessment to
effectively support and serve the learning outcomes; “l usually use diverse
assignments and projects to make sure that learning outcomes are attained”.
Furthermore, to address the inadequacies of summative evaluation and one-shot
tests, one of the heads (Teacher6) stated that:

| assess my students with various assessment tools such as

quizzes, midterm examinations, seminars, projects, writing

essays and paragraphs, and reports. | also sometimes ask the

students to create a poster.
Moreover, during the observations, it was noticed that some teachers are
genuinely attempting to implement some formative assessments within their
classes, as evidenced by their questioning of students, elicitation of feedback,
active daily participation of students, setting up quizzes, and students'
presentations of seminars.
5. Results and Discussion
The key findings of this research study will be discussed in this section. The
items are developed to ascertain whether a constructive alignment between the
learning outcome, teaching methods, and assessment tools exists or not. Thus,
the chapter is organised around these three main elements.
5.1 Learning Outcomes
According to the study's findings, more than half of the teachers in the context
of the inquiry follow the CA guidelines regarding learning outcomes. For
instance, they designate the first lecture of the academic year for introducing,
explaining, and rationalising the very general learning outcomes of the module
they teach. Then, they make an effort to be specific and clear about the learning
goals they want their students to attain and perform for each lesson. It seems
that teachers most often strive to combine the specific learning objectives of
each class with the broader learning objectives of the subjects they are teaching.
Most significantly, the research also showed that more than half of instructors
try to employ teaching methods that are more likely to yield the desired
outcomes. What they have listed as learning outcomes is what they want
students to learn. This appeared to be a good thing since it suggests that the
learning objectives and the instructional strategies are in some way
constructively aligned. In the same way, the literature claims that applying the
CA principles will help students achieve their learning objectives more
effectively (Thota & Whitfield, 2010).
Unlike the above, which can be viewed as a rather favourable result as it goes
with the main tenets of CA, the findings also reveal that certain teachers were
ineffective in making the module's learning objectives clear and visible to the

learners. The results also show that while teachers define some ideal objectives
I ———
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in the module descriptions, they are more likely to overlook many of those
predetermined outcomes when putting lessons into practice. This kind of
mismatch between what teachers claim to apply inside the classroom and what
they implement is often detected and reported by many researchers, such as
Ahmad and Rao (2012) and Mowlaie and Rahimi (2010). Biggs (2003) also
reported that the teaching course books of certain higher education institutions
often include a description of a teaching environment in which learners, by the
end of the course, can effectively achieve the intended learning outcomes, yet in
reality, many of those outcomes are not eventually met. He attributed this
deficiency to the lack of constructive alignment within the curriculum
components.

The displeasing thing concerning the issue of setting and seeking learning
outcomes is having teachers who lack good planning and who are not very
concerned about this important facet of the educational process. For example,
some responses elicited from the participants indicate that some teachers do not
have their own goals or do not play any role in setting the aims and objectives
of their disciplines. They simply receive a prepared course book without
updating it or making any contributions to it. Additionally, because the teaching
authority does not regularly observe teachers, many of them do not abide by
their module descriptions. Yet, according to CA, a teacher should be the lesson
planner and the conductor of learning activities that seek out the intended
learning outcomes (Jani et al., 2020). Given that learning outcomes are one of
the ultimate CA prerequisites, teachers should be very precise and specific in
setting and pursuing the learning outcomes (Biggs, 2014; Biggs, 2003; Smith,
2012).

Through the above discussions, it became clear that some teachers are very
conscious of the process of defining, clarifying, combining, and connecting the
various learning outcomes with other CA key parts. On the other hand, some
instructors behave less efficiently towards this process and are consequently
held accountable for any errors that are made.

5.2 Teaching/Learning Methods

Though the results of the questionnaire are above average levels (60.9%) and
hence fall short of our expectations, they may still be viewed as favourable
outcomes. As a whole, the findings of the questionnaire show that the majority
of teachers are acting according to the CA’s basic principles (Biggs, 2014;
Martin et al., 2000; Vrasidas, 2000). On the other hand, there are also a large
number of teachers who do not follow the CA in their classroom practices.
Participants in the study believed that one of the factors contributing to this
problem is the teachers' use of traditional teaching methods. This belief is also
backed up by other researchers, such as Armarego (2009) and Zhang et al.

(2022), who assert that conventional teaching approaches do not truly assist
I ———
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students in improving their ability to think critically or to expand their
understanding.

An obstructive learning environment was another constraint some student and
teacher participants touched upon. Some of them believe that the educational
environment is not very encouraging. Such a setting violates the CA principles
as it forces learners to adopt surface learning techniques and thus only acquire
some fragmented knowledge (Larkin & Richardson, 2013; Lindblom-Ylanne et
al., 2018). Furthermore, Joseph and Juwah (2012) claim that a CA model is a
useful framework for improving students' skills since it gives students ample
opportunities for practising via group working activities, practical sessions, and
other similar activities. Yet, when scrutinising the participants' perceptions
about this central facet of teaching and learning practices, many complaints
were received. According to the findings, only a small number of instructors try
to comply with these important CA requirements. Participants declared several
factors that went beyond this flaw, including teacher-centred methods and an
absence of experienced instructors.

It was also worth checking the extent to which the stated learning outcome has
been accomplished by the learners or not. This can be exceeded by asking
learners not only to recall the information but also to perform tasks that are
more likely to prove that the required standards have been met (Biggs, 2003;
Houghton, 2004). A careful examination of participants’ impressions of this
iIssue was not very captivating and fell short of expectations. Yet some
competent teachers consistently receive praise for their work. This orientation
was even more explicitly articulated when some participants declared that some
teachers lack a firm plan for aligning the three CA main pillars and that the
lessons are often taught randomly. On the flip side, they also named a few
teachers who effectively managed to align between them.

Overall, two groups of lecturers were recognised during the discussion above.
The first group included lecturers who work hard to maintain the CA tenets
through the employing of deep approaches to learning that are far more
probable to yield the desired understanding, boost critical thinking and
knowledge construction in learners, and encourage them to take greater
ownership of their education (Boulton-Lewis, 1995). The second group are
teachers who continue to use very conventional teaching techniques and are
more likely to apply teacher-centred approaches. This conclusion matches the
findings of a research project conducted by Kazar and Mede (2015), who report
that the CA segments in one English language course were not effectively
aligned.

5.3 The Assessment Tools

According to CA, the instruments for assessment should stimulate students to

use in-depth learning strategies that work well for their knowledge construction
I ———
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(Biggs & Tang, 2011). However, the respondents' overall impressions of this
concept were not particularly positive and were at odds with the CA's claimed
fundamental principles, as the majority of respondents think that the assessment
methods are not greatly productive in assisting students build their knowledge
and instead encourage them to only memorise some fragmented knowledge.
This conflicts with the key concepts of CA because, as Rhind (2006) states, the
assessment should be completely consistent with what Biggs advocates in his
model of CA. Rhind (2006) further added that, for the assessment to be valid
and compatible, it must incorporate knowledge and performance rather than
merely cover some sub-component abilities.

Within the CA framework, what counts most are the constructive traits that the
test should possess, the positive backwash it has on the learners, and the extent
to which the assessment activity can successfully define the learner’s quality of
performance (Biggs, 2014). By and large, concerning this concept, more than
half of student respondents reported that the assessment tools applied, such as
tests, examinations, assignments, and so forth, were appropriate. This finding
initially seemed to be positive on its own, but because it lacked other
characteristics that the constructivism theory emphasises, it can be
acknowledged as only partially favourable. Additionally, the assessment scheme
should combine qualitative comments with quantitative grading. For instance,
Vrasidas (2000) argues that constructivism-based evaluation necessitates
qualitatively weighing the learner's performance. The findings, however,
showed that the majority of teachers do not give students qualitative comments
along with quantitative grading.

For a better accomplishment of the specified learning objectives and to ensure
that the assessment activities are in line with the teaching and learning strategies,
a driven attempt is being made by the educational authority in the setting under
consideration to employ a range of assessment instruments, such as seminars,
presentations, assignments, and projects. Nevertheless, according to our
findings, it appears that summative assessments and one-shot tests are still the
most dominant ones. The above discussion and the classroom observations we
had conducted helped us to conclude that some committed teachers are indeed
seeking to incorporate several formative forms of assessment activities within
their courses, as was documented in their implementation of assessment
activities such as question-response activities, feedback elicitation, active daily
participation of students, daily quizzes, students' discussions and presentations
of seminars, and so forth. This finding is supported by the literature, which says
that an assessment method that fosters student active engagement is highly
effective at inspiring students to take on deep learning strategies (Hailikari et al.,
2021). On the other side, some other teachers fail to act in a manner compliant

with CA guidelines. They, for example, do not have any formative assessment
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________|
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activities, and the classes are almost entirely teacher-centred sessions. This
deficiency, however, is criticised by many scholars. For instance, Yanik (2007)
makes the point that inactive assessment instruments can prevent the required
learning objectives from being successfully met.

6. Conclusion and Recommendations

One of the most crucial aspects of the educational system that requires continual
research, updating, and development is the curriculum. Inquiries about a
constructive alignment among the different elements of the curriculum have
long been an issue of daily debate among decision-makers, instructors, and
students alike. Determining the shortcomings of the existing curriculum can
provide useful insights and the best alternatives for how to handle the
difficulties.

This study, thus, adopted a mixed-methods research design to investigate
students’ and teachers' perspectives on constructive alignment within an EFL
teaching curriculum. The study primarily aimed to investigate the extent to
which teaching and learning activities, assessment tasks, and the intended
learning outcomes are all constructively aligned. The research
revealed some statistically significant findings that can be labelled as follows:

e Some teachers in the context under study adhere to the CA principles and
make an effort to constructively align the CA’s basic elements. For
instance, they take great care in determining, defining, clarifying, and
combining the various learning objectives of the modules they teach.
They strive to implement in-depth and impactful teaching and learning
strategies that are more likely to yield the required understanding,
strengthen students' critical thinking and knowledge construction, and
encourage them to take more ownership of their learning. They also
attempt to put some supportive assessment activities into place to make
the assessment methods well aligned with the teaching and learning
methods and to better achieve the predetermined learning outcomes.

e Most of the teachers behave less responsibly towards the process as a
whole and are ineffective in successfully aligning the CA central
elements. For instance, they continue using the very traditional teaching
strategies that encourage students to adopt surface learning strategies like
memorising and information recall. Additionally, the assessment
practices applied by them are thought to be unproductive and do not
reflect the fundamental requirements of the CA.
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Thus, based on the justifications and effects we have just covered, it is clear
that teachers are required to better follow the CA principles if they are to
achieve all of the desired educational aims and objectives (Mamaril et al.,
2018; Wang et al., 2013). Besides, stakeholders in the educational
administrations should take the constructive alignment practice more
seriously among teachers (Jani et al., 2020), because, as Yusoff et al. (2014)
state, exposure to an accurate practical application of the constructive
alignment model will motivate students to continue excelling in the area of
education and will result in obtaining better academic achievements.
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