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Abstract

This study explores the lived experiences of two students with learning and developing a constructively
aligned course at the postgraduate level. Two private university students were selected in a class about
developing constructively aligned courses. A semi-structured interview guide was used to collect data,
which was interpreted through profiling and the thematic analysis technique. This revealed that both
participants had some prior knowledge of developing a constructively aligned course but did not use this
approach in their professional careers. The participant who did not know about it came from different
educational backgrounds, so they struggled with learning and developing the course at the initial stage and
used different books and internet resources to overcome this problem while their instructor guided them
side-by-side. However, both found this course very informative and helpful. Students need some pre-
requisite courses before studying constructively aligned courses at the postgraduate level.

Keywords: Constructive alignment, Outcome-based Education, Lived experiences, Qualitative analysis

Introduction

Constructive alignment (CA) “is an outcomes-based approach to teaching in which the learning outcomes
that students intend to achieve are defined before teaching takes place. Teaching and assessment methods
are then designed to best achieve those outcomes and to assess the standard at which they have been
achieved” (Biggs, 2009, p. 5). CA has two domains: The constructive phase covers the plan in which
students construct meanings through appropriate learning activities, i.e., they must create meaning rather
than it being conveyed by the teacher. To allow students to successfully learn the required objectives,
teachers must engage them in tasks that can help them achieve those results (Biggs & Tang, 2011). In the
alignment phase, the teacher’s role is to create an environment that supports acceptable learning tasks to
attain the targeted learning outcome. To achieve the results, the evaluation of the objective is to evaluate
the achievement of these results.

The existence of alignment or lack of alignment provides insights into the tensions within the learning
process for a particular group of Constructively Aligned Courses (CAC) in Pakistan. Given the importance
of the course at the postgraduate level and for learners’ future careers, it is helpful to focus on the process
of learning and the learners’ perceptions of its usefulness. This study explores the postgraduate students’
lived experience of learning to develop constructively aligned courses in a curriculum classroom, focusing
on developing the constructively aligned Courses. It also considers learners’ broader perceptions about
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CAC at a university in Pakistan. CA has been widely used within the constructively aligned course
development of the students during their learning. This approach considers the responses to specific
classroom tasks and the more comprehensive potential transfer of learning to the Constructively Aligned
Course context. Biggs’ system represents what happens within the classroom and the influence of out-of-
classroom factors (Biggs, 1999). His approach to learning shows a mixture of elements that may influence
the training of CAC skills. Learning CAC influenced learners’ background, culture, beliefs, and the way
learning occurred within the classroom. Most higher education institutes in Pakistan offer CIIC courses to
their students to assist them in developing their CAC skills. Studies show that, for multiple reasons,
students come to learn CAC at a university in Pakistan.

The CA approach has been used globally and has undergone numerous changes to suit the context used in
aligned courses. Various factors in the learning and developing stage influence learning and teaching in the
classroom. In this study, selected elements emerged from the data and became the focus of the
investigation. These include prior knowledge, skill-related challenges, anxiety in learning, interest in
learning, motives for learning, and students with different backgrounds. This research explores learners’
perceptions of the alignment in learning in terms of the learning factors, developing CAC, and learners’
perceived outcomes in their learning of CAC skills in critical issues in curriculum classrooms.

A body of relatively recent research in Pakistan and official concern has established a sense of urgency in
the need to address Pakistani students’ curriculum designing skills. As a curriculum designing learner, the
first author (HI) became interested in students’ learning process, particularly developing CAC. It may be
relatively easy to understand the process students go through with CAC, but it is harder to glimpse how
students process information in CAC. HI wondered whether her colleagues were approaching the CAC
developing tasks to complete without much engagement with the content. She noticed a general pattern in
which most students struggle to make meaning, identify the writer’s purpose, and offer their reflection on
the text they read. In addition, some students were primarily passive learners and did not participate
actively, preferring to wait for answers to be provided for them. Although students seem happy at times, it
is not certain whether they enjoy the reading material and tasks done in style. This research study led to her
curiosity about how students perceive learning in the curriculum classrooms and whether their perceptions
are aligned with their goals. She believed that students at the postgraduate level should acquire analytical
skills. These concerns have stirred her interest in conducting this research study.

Biggs (1996) helps in understanding the nature of the learning process. This study adopted the CAC
because it helps instructors align the TLA (teaching-learning activities) in the CAC classroom with the ILO
(intended learning outcomes) and transfer them to the students’ learning context. The terminus of learning
at the postgraduate level spurs complex teaching among students. This approach emphasizes creating an
appropriate learning environment to promote deep learning. This teaching and learning tool provided a
valuable framework for the CA approach, and this research investigates how learning in the CAC
classroom affects the students’ interview responses. The following section explores the background of the
study, including the development of CAC and the teaching of CAC in Pakistan.

The basic idea of CAC was developed more than 60 years ago. Ralph’s famous book “Basic Principles of
Learning and Teaching Curriculum” states that the most helpful way to communicate the course’s
objectives is to express them in terms that establish how students and teachers will develop together and
what kind of behavior is expected in class. Tyler’s introductory textbook is used by nearly every teaching
and educational institution in the United States. He is noticeable in various advisory committees related to
education and is considered the Father of teaching goals. He influenced his colleague Benjamin Bloom at
the University of Chicago to master the concept of Learning (Bloom, Hastings, & Madaus, 1971). Thomas
Shuell pointed out to Tyler that if students are going to discover the intended outcomes in an effective
method, the role of the instructor would be to allow them to participate in learning activities that can lead to
them achieving these goals. The student’s will is more significant than what the teacher performs among
the essential knowledge (Biggs, 1999). This means that teachers should pay attention to the outcomes that
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students should attain and facilitate them in doing so. This almost invariably entails students taking notes
and talking for an hour. Research indicates that postgraduate students in Pakistan struggle to develop CA
courses effectively, partly because of the lack of knowledge in developing a CAC at the beginning of the
course at the Postgraduate level (Kandlbinder, 2014). Biggs stated that Constructively Aligned is an
approach used to provide the intended learning outcome before teaching and learning to develop CAC in
the classroom. In essence, teaching pedagogies and assessments are designed to meet the intended learning
outcomes that students should learn in school. These assessments and teaching methods should be created
and delivered in an engaging way to assist learners in meeting the intended outcomes (Kandlbinder, 2014).
CA is systematic and consistent (Biggs & Tang, 2011). However, the students still struggle to develop CA
courses.

Biggs (1996) notes how CA has been widely used within constructively aligned course development. Biggs
(2003) allows consideration of the responses to specific classroom tasks and the vast potential to transfer
learning to the CAC context. There is a gap in the literature; most of the time, researchers only look at
whether the course is constructively aligned. Instead, this study focuses on students’ learning and their
skills in developing a constructively aligned course that will fill the gap in the literature. The purpose of
this study is to explore the lived experience of students while developing constructively aligned courses on
the critical issues in curriculum classes in the university. The purpose of this research was to address the
following objectives:

i. To explore the primary knowledge-related challenges that students face while developing and
learning constructively aligned courses in the classroom.
ii. To explore the skills-related challenges that students face while developing and learning
constructively aligned courses in the classroom.
iii. To explore how students overcome these challenges.

Methods

This study incorporated a qualitative case study research design (Thomas, 2021; Yin, 2018). It focused on
interpreting participants’ responses to make sense of their lived experiences of participation in a course
designed to teach how to develop a constructively aligned course. The study was conducted at a University
of Management and Technology, offering a course in MPhil in ELM and teaching how to develop
constructively aligned courses. The study’s first author requested a letter from the university authorizing
the researcher to collect data for the study. The first author personally called and e-mailed all participants
who had experienced learning and developing the course. After gathering their information, the first author
conducted a semi-structured interview via Zoom.

A criterion sampling technique was used, which involves selecting a sample based on pre-established
criteria. It helps identify and understand issues that are rich in information. Criterion sampling entails
identifying and defining specific criteria of relevance and a systematic assessment and analysis of examples
that satisfy the standard (Pirzada, Muhammad, & Mahmood, 2022; Suri, 2011). The following criteria were
used to decide the inclusion of participants in this study: The participant was the student of the curriculum
class in which they participated to learn and develop a constructively aligned course at the postgraduate
level, and the participants faced challenges while they learned CA at the university.

Semi-structured interviews were used for data collection purposes in the current study. In a semi-structured
interview, the interviewer does not rigidly follow a planned list of questions (Naz, Muhammad, &
Mahmood, 2022). More open-ended queries are posed in the meeting rather than a straightforward
question-and-answer approach. A significant number of responses can be obtained through this method,
and it has been proved effective while collecting personal and sensitive information for data collection
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(Khawaja, Muhammad, & Siddiqui, 2022; Naveed, Muhammad, & Siddiqui, 2022; Siddiqui, Muhammad,
& Naseer, 2021). The interview guide developed for the study was given to two field experts for their
evaluation. The experts belonged to the Department of Education of the University of Management and
Technology. They validated that the questions in the guide were clear and relevant to the topic. The
researcher contacted the participants by e-mail to discuss the next steps in the research process. Interviews
were semi-structured in format, and participants were individually interviewed through the Zoom
application. Zoom’s built-in recording function was used to record the interviews. In addition, the interview
guide was used to take notes whenever it was deemed necessary. Both interview recordings were
transcribed and translated into the English language by the first researcher with the help of the Otter app.
Pseudo names are allotted to the participants while transcribing the interview.

This study design integrated the multiple case studies followed by the profiling of respondents (Miles,
Huberman, & Saldafia, 2020; Saldafia, & Omasta, 2021). For profiling, the researcher used semi-structured
interview data. Making profiles made it easier for the researcher to organize the data and extract the result
for the study. Ingrained in the analysis are the questions from the interview guide.

Results: Case Commentaries

The data presented below are in the form of two brief case study reports using material relating to the issue,
as this technique of presenting the findings previously proved useful (Saleem, Muhammad, & Siddiqui,
2021).

Case 1

Participant 1 is 45 years old, MPhil (ELM) graduate. He started his career as a primary school teacher in a
local school. Currently, he is working as a principal in a well-reputed school in Sialkot.

Prior knowledge-related challenges

The participant has studied the course on constructive alignment and is currently working as a school
principal. He thinks constructive alignment is a course in which the trainer knows his objective. Therefore,
the teacher adapts to a teaching style and selects the activities and modes of assessment to complement the
set objectives. He explains his definition based on his previous experience of constructive alignment with
the help of an example.

If a teacher teaches the student ‘jumping, his mode of assessment should complement the objective, and
hence he will be assessing the student on the pace of his jumping. i.e., the number of jumps per minute and
the height of the jumps. Similarly, the ILO of a swimming teacher is to teach the student how to swim. He
would assess the student on his ability to swim and the distance he would have covered per minute. In none
of the cases the modes of the assessments can be exchanged.

While studying this course, he shared his learning experience and tried to make course content for his
teacher training system. After the hard work, he left it in the middle because it required a book to be
studied, the content was also needed, and then ATs were required, which was a difficult task for him. He
tried to implement this concept into his school as it is a tedious and hardworking job, and most people do
not bother to work hard for it. He had prior exposure to the course of constructive alignment and had
attended several courses. Though he found the course exam challenging, he claimed that his teachers
prepared him for that exam in a way that allowed him to respond to questions appropriately. He seemed
satisfied with the course he had taken and expressed that a course with an unaligned agenda and objectives
further emphasized the importance of a constructively aligned course, where the objectives, TLA, and
assessment are aligned. The students are assessed on their teaching content, which is the crux of a CA
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course. His prior knowledge of constructive alignment has helped him to a great extent. His certification
from Coursera has been beneficial in further clarifying his concepts. During his course, he found the
development of ILO and TLA daunting. However, reading books and searching the internet has helped
clarify his concepts regarding a constructively aligned course. Hence, studying the course at university
elicits the concepts for him. He believes that for teaching CA courses, the teacher should know CA. One
can only test someone if he also has that knowledge. Moreover, one must know theories, so they can
implement them in the course. Theories open minds, broaden the vision and allow the development of
scholarly approaches.

Curriculum designing experience is less considerable than teaching experience. If someone is unaware of
teaching and curriculum designing, then the learner cannot understand the concept of CA. He must be an
efficient teacher and affirm the subject knowledge for the CA course. Moreover, what other courses are the
students learning? What is the learning level of students, and what is the content complexity for the
teaching-learning activities? How much efficient is the teacher to be able to use the apparatus. Moreover,
actually, how much time is available for all the activities. Maybe he defined many activities for CA
courses, but practically the time is scarce. Is he able to motivate the students? If not, then the teacher is not
committed. Moreover, teachers’ reflections and evaluations are essential. In short, activities, objectives, and
assessments should be balanced as it needs the most attention to be successful.

Skills related challenges

Critical thinking is higher-order thinking. He thinks that the current curriculum lacks this because it
primarily teaches lower-order thinking. If the person understands vital thinking in CA, they will incorporate
it in their teaching. Otherwise, the course will be constructively aligned without developing students’
critical thinking. Another essential skill is needed for designing a CA course: writing skills and content
knowledge are necessary for addressing ideas. Medium and average level writing skills are sufficient for it.
Content awareness is crucial for incorporating ideas and creativity for the CAC, and ICT skills are
essential. Advances in ICT skills are necessary, but knowledge of MS word and google docs is sufficient. It
facilitates CAC and eases the working to achieve the target.

He thinks that planning plays a significant role in our daily lives and CA. An effective CAC is well planned
from objective to assessment. Alignments are planning to define his do’s and don’ts and to maintain his
checklist regarding what kind of assessments and activities are required to meet the learning objectives. He
believes in developing and learning constructively aligned courses and developing one’s managerial and
leadership skills. Socio-economic skills are also required, and one should be a good learner and
communicator.

Overcoming challenges

When he was in the initial stage of constructing ILO and TLA, he found this process difficult. Because time
management is a difficult task, as one wants to work more and teach everything, we can limit it to seniors.
He broke the content into highly required and necessary chunks as he answered their queries and cut off the
least essential for training the teachers.

For the development of strategies, he read different books. He used the teaching approaches of his teachers
to understand concepts. He searched different pedagogies on the internet and selected the better pedagogy
to understand the course content. He thinks whatever you are teaching students should be accessed
according to the need. Learners’ IQ was also kept in mind, and the course was developed according to their
cognitive skills.

After learning and developing this, he believes this course does not cause mental stress. Students are
assessed on the content which was taught in the class. If there is stress, then love for learning is missing.
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Teachers quickly ascertain what to teach and how to teach, and students can also easily grasp how to study.
If the course is not constructively aligned, then multiple meanings are generated. This course gives
direction and planning to achieve the target.

Case 2

The participant is 45 years old, MA in English, B.Ed. She has 15 years of work experience as a teacher and
five years as a principal. Currently, she is doing her MPhil (ELM) and working as a lecturer.

Prior knowledge-related challenges

She thinks that instead of focusing on the topic, Constructive Alignment focuses on what and how students
learn. She knew the constructively aligned course, and her experience was good. Furthermore, she also
learned how to align approaches stepwise and plan the lessons for students. Still, she opined that CA is a
modified lesson planning form. Generally, students are recommended to either have practical prior
knowledge of the domain or have deep study skills to grasp the intermingling of the concepts and theories.
She shared that after having an aligned course, she has improved her craft of teaching. She feels that she is
more organized now in her personal and professional life. Commenting on the steps, she said she first plans
it, then designs it, and then implements it in class. She later analyzes her plans and evaluates the whole
process critically to improve further her practices through her reflections on her work.

It is a principle used for learning activities, rating assignments, and lesson design. It clearly explains what
students need to know and how they express what they learn before the lesson. The constructive alignment
focuses on what and how students learn rather than on the topic. The teacher teaches a branch of
educational evaluation theory that has emerged and focuses on constructive alignment as a critical element
in effective educational design. She had many stories to tell about her experience of learning and
developing the course of CA.

It is difficult to understand the concepts of constructive alignment unless one is an avid reader. Teachers
explain the concepts in the class, but it has to be backed by rigorous reading. It has helped me a lot. Also,
constructive alignment has evolved with time and is continuously evolving. One can say that it is a
modified form of lesson planning. I, in my capacity, have found the course of critical alignment very
practical and has helped me align my whole strategy with the objectives and the outcomes. Believe it or
not, | have also become a better time manager.

As she expressed in this quote that the course brought forward multiple benefits in her professional career,
and she became more organized after taking the course. She found her lesson planning to be more practical.
Her students had developed an understanding of what is expected of them and hence, developed skills that
were required for them to perform better not just in exams but later in their lives as well, and hence her
overall results improved. While embarking on curriculum development, it is inevitable for teachers to
identify whether they want to educate or just ‘schooled’ the kids. Constructive alignment distinguishes the
two. Constructive alignment not just teaches the curriculum but initiates and equally supports the cognition
of both the students and the teacher. Courses are constructively aligned to bridge the gap between the goals
to be achieved and their implications. The activities designed in a constructive alignment course
complement the learning targets and build a strong association between the course progression and the
student’s achievements.

To better target student post-secondary success and better use of school resources or other institutional

resource theories related to curriculum and constructive alignment based on the conception of learning and
alignment of teaching and assessment.
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It is necessary principles of Biggs theory and other views of higher development that the curriculum leads
to higher education systems in countries, and the theoretical framework shows how they relate to each other
Internationally, nationally, institutional, and in program courses. The significant change is from a content-
based and teacher-centered model to a learning outcomes-based design and student-centered approach. The
fundamental aim of theories is to motivate teachers for better learning outcomes.

Curriculum design is needed to be decided as the first step of the implementation process and comprises a
multi-layered process. The teacher first needs to identify the targeted students, determine the learning
outcomes, set goals, gather teaching material, decide on the learning activities in compliance with the
outcomes, and finally decide on the breakdown of the content in lectures. Its constructive alignment is
designed to teach the intended student and express their learning clearly. It approaches knowledge is
constructed by the learner rather than transferring from teacher to student. Constructively aligned courses
are a qualitative learning process in which the three components (objectives, teaching-learning activities,
and assessments are correctly aligned.

Skills related challenges

She thinks critical thinking skills are essential when learners develop and learn constructively aligned
courses. It makes the learner self-reliable and independent while determining the significance and relevance
of arguments and ideas based on observation, analysis, interpretation, assessment, explanation, problem-
solving, and allowing her to recognize connections between thoughts. Recognize, construct, and evaluate
arguments, spot inconsistencies and mistakes in reasoning, and reflect on the validity of their assumptions,
views, and values.

Writing skill is also very helpful in aligning courses for teachers. In a critical incident from a reflective
diary, lesson plans are needed to be written. Similarly, concept maps of the course and questionnaire to be
in are also written. It can be done appropriately on paper and explain social economics, regulatory, and
political issues in a system revolving around the writing skills of students and teachers and also for
improving reading comprehension. The teacher should introduce the seven cognitive strategies of effective
readers Activating, inferring, monitoring, clarifying, questioning, searching, selecting, summarizing, and
visualizing organizing.

She says we are living in the era of technology. It allows for the use of innovative educational resources
and the renewal of learning methods that involve understanding and applying various computer programs,
software, and other applications, such as spreadsheets, databases, PowerPoint presentations, research tools,
and the processing and presenting the information. She is more likely to scan and print any document. She
says that since the national curriculum was introduced late in 1997- 98 in Pakistan, it was recommended in
the United States to provide students with better ICT skills to develop the technology. Education in students
is for significant progress in technology.

She thinks communication, collaboration, and creative thinking are the other skills in the constructively
aligned course. Numeracy responsibilities are also essential skills, and learners need to start from the basics
and understand the nature of the century’s skills. It is a fact that Pedagogy and assessment assume an
understanding of specific learning goals across the curriculum.

Overcoming challenges
She says while she was aligning her ILOs in the written form, she considered the student perspective
indicating the level of understanding, so some problems are faced in making ILO, Syllabus plan,

Reassessment, and Specific level description. To overcome these problems, she used proper experience and
knowledge to make ILOs and ATSs.
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She thinks time management is a fundamental strategy for her when she aligns her course. To master time
management, one must not be overly descriptive and should necessarily possess the knowledge of
methodologies and design and develop particular constructs, prioritize the tasks, and set own directions is a
highly organized time block the work and is necessarily self-aware, track the time.

At first, grasping the concepts was very difficult. I could not comprehend ILOs and ATs, set them, and
most importantly, design an assessment that accurately measures the learning outcomes. This problem is,
however, overcome as we progress with the course. Teachers’ cooperation was inevitable, but the sample
ILOs cleared the fog and enabled us to develop independently.

She perceived it was not easy. She felt helpless because, at the start, she did not know how she could
understand this. When it came to her understanding, it was easy. For her, how to construct an aligned
course is aligned stepwise, and she needs more to know what we perceive that is false and what is right we
do not know at that time. She strongly agreed that verbal information must be needed for motor skills and
attitude and for strategies to organize, learn, behave, and rules for the constructively aligned course.

Discussion

This qualitative research study explored two student’s lived experiences of learning and developing
constructively aligned courses in one classroom. This study’s finding revolves around three themes:
(challenges faced due to the lack of prior knowledge, skills-related challenges, and overcoming challenges).
Semi-structured interviews were conducted to explore these themes. This study found that most participants
did not know about constructive alignment before this course. Participants agree that the prior knowledge
of curriculum alignment is compulsory for those students who learn this course for their professional
careers at the postgraduate level. The participant who had already learned this course before this found that
it is fully constructively aligned and beneficial for their professional lives. Students suggest that learning
constructively aligned course is very beneficial, but before learning this course, students must have some
skills like critical thinking skills; if someone has these skills, he will be able to think critically and align
their course ILO, TLA, and ATS very effectively also with the critical thinking skills student must have the
excellent writing skills because if the teacher only has the critical thinking skill and do not have good
command on writing then how can he will be able to write these ideas quickly in his document. According
to the current scenario (covid-19), participants must have the ICT skills to change their learning mode. So
far, planning skills are also very beneficial for developing a constructively aligned course.

Students face challenges while they develop and learn the course in class. They had issues related to time
management and designing the activities. This study’s literature shows that most of the courses are not
aligned (Bhatti, Khurshid, & Ahmad, 2017; Saher, 2020), but some courses are aligned (Akhtar & Saeed,
2014). So, respondents of this study also reported that they did not understand the constructively aligned
course before this course. That is why they faced difficulties at the initial stage of the course.

Das (2021) stated that students can learn more effectively when three-component ILO, TLA, and ATs are
aligned. Most respondents had a bad experience with the teaching courses because they said the majority of
the courses were not fully aligned, which is why they faced problems and showed no interest in learning.
Minh and Minh (2020) reveal a misalignment between the ILO, AT, and TLA in the classroom and show
the class’s negative impact. When the three-element ILO, TLA, and ATS are not aligned, students perceive
the course is not as easy as they think, and teachers cannot achieve their teaching goals easily.

If the course is constructively aligned and instructors motivate the students while learning, students also
show positive results. Rahman, Baharun, Yusof, and Rahman (2013) explored that the teachers reinforce
their students through constructive alignment with the help of TLA and AT. The students will show some
effort to adopt the learning behavior efficiently. Students learn and develop a constructively aligned course
during their learning in this constructively aligned course. The discussion of this study shows that before
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this course, students had not learned CAC at the graduation level or any other certification program. Most
participants who learned before this course reveal that they only learned it, not developed or implemented it
anywhere.

Nevertheless, they learned it in this course and developed a constructively aligned course in their critical
issues in the curriculum classroom. According to their learning and developing experience, they faced
problems related to their prior knowledge and skills. However, participants quickly tackled these
challenges, but most faced difficulties and perceived that the course was challenging.

Conclusion

This study briefly describes two students’ learning experiences to develop a constructively aligned course.
Specifically, it adds data that generate the importance of a constructively aligned course and discusses
students’ problems while developing the course. Three different themes (challenges faced due to the lack of
prior knowledge, skills-related challenges, and overcoming challenges) were used in the findings to know
the effectiveness of a constructively aligned course. Before this course, many participants did not know
about the alignment and the importance of constructively aligned courses. They lack understanding related
to the curriculum. This study shows that students face problems due to the lack of prior knowledge of the
constructively aligned course. The study’s participants felt that before this course, students should know
about the basics of curriculum alignment and curriculum development which is very important for the
constructively aligned course and will be very helpful for developing the course. Skills are essential for
every course, and it is concluded that the students face skills-related challenges, they have less
understanding of skills, i.e., writing skills, ICT skills, and critical thinking skills; many of the students
suggest that organizational and time management skills are also essential for developing this course
effectively. Students face problems while aligning ILO with the TLA because both participants came from
different educational backgrounds; they did not have enough prior knowledge related to this course. Their
instructor guided them, recommended different books, and showed some samples of the constructively
aligned curriculum. After instruction, they found this course very interesting, informative, and necessary.
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