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Constructive alignment:

How creating appropriate undergraduate
assessments starts with designing effective
intended learning outcomes (ILOs)
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“Nothing that we do for our students is
more important than our assessment of
their work and the feedback [that] we
give them on it.

The results of our assessments influence
our students for the rest of their lives and
careers … fine if we get it right, but
unthinkable if we get it wrong.”

Race P. , Brown S. & Smith B. (2005)
500 Tips on Assessment.
2nd Edition.
Routledge, London.
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What should an “appropriate” assessment aim to achieve?

Provide useful feedback about the learner’s current understanding and knowledge

Where might I be going wrong?

Demonstrate that proper academic standards are being maintained 

What area(s) do I need to work harder on?
What area(s) am I doing well in?

Determine if the module’s intended learning outcomes (ILOs) are being achieved

Inspire students to plan their learning and to undertake any appropriate work

Allow evaluation of teaching quality and the level of teaching support
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Key Characteristics: an “appropriate” assessment should …

Have an educational impact: we MUST assess learning that is worthwhile and important
to the learner

Be feasible in terms of student numbers, staff time and available resources 

Be fair: must match the learner’s and teacher’s expectations, and be non-discriminatory

Be valid: must measure what it is intended/designed to measure (the achievement of
ILOs), and at the appropriate level

Be reliable: the assessment must be both consistent and repeatable 

Be transparent: must have clear processes (e.g. assessment briefings), clear supporting
documentation and clear marking criteria
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Validity:
Assessments must measure what they are intended/designed to
measure (i.e. the achievement of ILOs), and at the appropriate level.

“Appropriate” assessments: Important considera=ons

Suggesting, ILOs play a role in the design of
assessment tasks … and teaching and learning activities too.

Have measurable and meaningful outcomes:
Assessments must determine if the module’s intended learning
outcomes (ILOs) are being achieved.
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After Biggs, J., & Tang, C. (2011). Teaching for quality 
learning at university. 4th Edition. Open University 

Press. McGraw-Hill Education, Berkshire.
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Constructive alignment: Ralph Tyler  

Ralph W. Tyler (1902-1994) 

1) What educa2onal purposes do we need to achieve?

2) What educa2onal experiences can be provided in
order to achieve these purposes?

3) How can these educa2onal experiences be effec2vely
organised?

4) How can we determine whether these educa2onal
purposes are being achieved?

Tyler, R.W. (1949). Basic principles of curriculum and instruction. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
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Constructive alignment: Thomas Shuell  

Thomas J. Shuell (1938-2018) 

“If students are to [achieve] desired outcomes in a
reasonably effective manner, then the teacher’s
fundamental task is to get [their] students to engage
in learning activities that are [most] likely to result in
their achieving those outcomes.”

Google image

Anatomy in everyday clinical prac1ce

Shuell, T.J. (1986) Cognitive 
conceptions of learning, 
Review of Educational 
Research, 56: 411–36. 
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Thomas J. Shuell (1938-2018) 

“… what the student does is actually more important 
in determining what is learned, compared to what the 
teacher does.”

Shuell, T.J. (1986) CogniGve 
concepGons of learning, 
Review of EducaDonal 
Research, 56: 411–36. 

Constructive alignment: Thomas Shuell  

Google image
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Construc8ve alignment: John Biggs 

John Biggs. Emeritus Professor of 
Education at Hong Kong University

Educators must clearly define what students are expected to 
be able to do with the educational content they are learning … 
by producing effective intended learning outcomes (ILOs)

Describe any such individual ILO using one specific verb:
… describe … explain … hypothesise … reflect
… conduct … perform
… apply … execute
… solve … calculate ... compute … evaluate 
… design … draw … sketch … etc.

Biggs, J. (2014). Constructive alignment in university teaching. HERDSA Review of Higher Education, 1, 5-22.
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Anatomy ILO Verb: Sketching extraocular muscles

A personal “sketch” from one of my Optometry Exams
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Construc8ve alignment: John Biggs 
Design appropriate teaching and learning activities (TLAs) which
ensure that students HAVE to engage with each ILO’s critical verb

Our assessments must evaluate how well the students can perform
each of these verb-based activities within the appropriate context …

Educators must create assessment tasks which purposefully utilise
each of these verb-based activities, thus enabling an Assessor, with
the help of clear rubrics, to evaluate how closely the students’
performances meet the assessment criteria.

Biggs, J. (2014). Constructive alignment in university teaching. HERDSA Review of Higher Education, 1, 5-22.
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AXer McMahon, T. & Thakore, H. (2006). Achieving construc\ve alignment: pu^ng
outcomes first. The Quality of Higher Educa3on (Aukštojo mokslo kokyb), 3, 10-19.

Constructive alignment
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Constructive alignment is based around the theory of constructivism:
first conceived by pioneering psychologists Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky

King, A. (1993) From sage on the stage to guide on the side. College Teaching. 41(1):30- 35.
Liu, C.C. & Chen, I.J. (2010). Evolution of Constructivism. Contemporary issues in education research. 3(4): 63-66.

Knowledge and meaning CANNOT be imparted or transmi5ed ‘from teacher to learner’ …
they are things that learners MUST ‘construct’ for themselves!

ConstrucJvism: Knowledge and meaning are constructed through the acJviJes of a learner.

Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934)Jean Piaget (1896-1980)

Teaching is a catalyst for learning … it provides learners with the opportunities to construct!
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Biggs, J. (2014). Constructive alignment in university teaching. HERDSA Review of Higher Education, 1, 5-22.

Because both the ‘assessment’ and ‘teaching and learning’ components need
to be “aligned” with the ILOs.

The verbs used within the ILOs become the “common links” that establish
‘alignment’ between the ILOs; the assessment tasks, and the teaching and
learning ac8vi8es.

John Biggs. Emeritus Professor of 
Education at Hong Kong University

Intended
Learning 

Outcomes

Assessment 
Tasks

Teaching & 
Learning
Activities
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Constructive alignment: Does it work at University?
McMahon and Thakore (2006)

McMahon, T. & Thakore, H. (2006). Achieving construc\ve alignment: pu^ng outcomes first.
The Quality of Higher Educa3on (Aukštojo mokslo kokyb), 3, 10-19.

üGreater marking standardisation: led to fairer and more reliable assessments. Decisions on
how many marks are awarded were much easier to make, compare and defend.

üGreater transparency of ILOs: motivated students to focus more effectively on achieving
the ILOs.

üMore effective evaluation of both ‘modules’ and ‘courses’: using the achievement of ILOs,
an Assessor can evaluate how well teaching and learning activities, content, materials,
other resources and assessment tasks actually support learners.

concluded that …
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Taylor & Canfield (2007) 

Taylor, R. & Canfield, P. (2007).
Learning to be a scholarly teaching
faculty: cultural change through
shared leadership. In A. Brew and J.
Sachs (Eds.) The Transformed
University: Scholarship of Teaching
and Learning in Ac3on (pp. 233-247).
Sydney: Sydney University Press.

Constructive alignment: Does it work at University?
‘Student learning experience’ criteria for a ‘unit’ (module) utilising CA

CA introduced

Other non-CA units*

Year
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Wang et al. (2013) 
A long-term project to implement constructive alignment (CA) across two
similar programmes in a Faculty. Compared modules that had been using
CA for at least a year with modules that had just started using CA …

Scientific hypotheses:
• Students taking courses with more CA modules would achieve higher “deeper 

learning approach” scores* than students taking courses with less CA modules 
• Students taking courses with more CA modules would achieve lower “superficial 

learning approach” scores* than students taking courses with less CA modules 

Wang X. Y., Su Y., Cheung S., Wong E. & Kwong, T. (2013). An explora\on of Biggs’
construc\ve alignment (CA) in course design and its impact on students’
learning approaches. Assessment and Evalua3on in Higher Educa3on. 38 (4), 477- 91.

Construc8ve alignment: Does it work at University?

* Biggs, J.B., Kember, D., & Leung, D.Y.P. (2001) The Revised Two Factor Study Process
Questionnaire: R-SPQ-2F. British Journal of Educational Psychology. 71, 133-149
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DEEPER Learning Approach Scores

More CA modules (Programme A) Less CA modules (Programme B)

Mean SD n Mean SD n

Programme’s START 31.93 5.08
274

31.99 5.76
203

p>0.05

Programme’s END 34.35 5.66 32.41 4.95 p<0.05

SUPERFICIAL Learning Approach Scores

More CA modules (Programme A) Less CA modules (Programme B)

Mean SD n Mean SD n

Programme’s START 26.31 5.60
274

26.71 5.22
203

p>0.05

Programme’s END 25.51 7.04 29.35 5.74 p<0.05

Wang et al. (2013) 

Scientific hypotheses:
• Students taking courses with more CA modules would 

achieve higher “deeper learning approach” scores
• Students taking courses with more CA modules would 

achieve lower “superficial learning approach” scores

✓
✓
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Construc8ve alignment: Does it work at University?
Wang et al. (2013) 

FINAL CONCLUSION:
“Students [taking] more ‘constructively aligned’ 
courses were more likely to adopt deeper learning 
approaches and less likely to use superficial learning 
approaches in their study of a particular programme.”

Wang X. Y., Su Y., Cheung S., Wong E. & Kwong, T. (2013). An exploration of Biggs’
constructive alignment (CA) in course design and its impact on students’
learning approaches. Assessment and Evaluation in Higher Education. 38 (4), 477- 91.
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Construc8ve alignment: Provides key posi8ves

Greater marking standardisation: fair and reliable assessments

More effective evaluation of ‘modules’ and ‘courses’

Supports a positive student learning experience

Encourages students to adopt ‘deeper’ learning approaches
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1. I create and/or identify all of the ILOs that need to be covered in the module
(CAREFULLY cross-referencing against the course/programme ILOs and my
Regulator’s guidance)

2. I design assessment tasks (ATs) whichmeasure if students are achieving each ILO

3. I plan and design my teaching and learning activities (TLAs) to support my
students in developing their skills, knowledge and understanding, with respect to
ALL of the module’s ILOs

4. I develop the content (e.g.., learning resources, topic areas, examples and lab.
materials etc.) required to heavily support these TLAs

Constructive alignment: My approach 
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Course Level

Module Level

Course Learning Outcomes

ILOs TLAs ContentATs
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Creating appropriate undergraduate
assessments starts with designing effective
intended learning outcomes (ILOs)

Constructive alignment:
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Thank you, , for listening … 

આભાર
Abhar

Asante Sana

Shukran Jazilan
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