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Introduction 

Purpose and problem

The main purpose of this paper is to discuss how quality in higher education can be conceived from the perspective of theory of teaching and learning. The arguments will be based on the concepts of constructivism, alignment and the deep (vs. surface) approach to learning and on new research results about student learning at universities.

According to the constructivist theory of learning, knowledge is not imposed or transmitted by direct instruction. The students acquire – or construct – their knowledge through their learning activities. What matters in learning is what the students do. Effective teaching is first of all about motivating the students to work between their lessons. It is important to distinguish between a teaching system (what teachers do) and a learning system (the students’ learning activities spurred by the teaching efforts). To create a strong and coherent motivation structure for the students, it is crucial that (i) the curriculum and the learning objectives; (ii) the assessment criteria/examination requirements; and (iii) the teaching/learning activities are ‘aligned’ and clearly communicated to the students at an early stage. And it is important that teachers consciously choose learning objectives, examination forms and teaching/learning activities that encourage students to adopt an in-depth approach to learning and prevent a superficial approach to learning. This part of the paper leans on a book by John Biggs (2003)  QUOTE "" 
– a highly recommendable book for all involved in educational development and quality enhancement at universities.

Furthermore the paper will argue that universities need educational theory to bridge the gap between different ways of understanding quality among universities on the one hand and different stakeholders on the other. 

In a situation where trust between universities and stakeholders outside the universities has declined, quality assurance and quality enhancement have come much more into focus. As a wide range of “consumers” are busy trying to impose their definitions and measures of quality on universities, it is vital that universities explicitly and offensively formulate definitions and measures of quality solidly rooted in the main activities of the universities – i.e. research and teaching – and explain them to the community outside the universities. This part of the paper takes another recommendable book by Harvey, Lee and Knight (1996) as its starting point QUOTE "" 
.

Theory of teaching and learning 

Although there have been pioneers in the field for decades, it is only recently that research into university teaching methods and student learning has established itself as an independent research area. Journals, conferences, educational research and development units, jobs and positions have seen the light of day. Traditionally teaching at universities has been strongly formed by tradition and personal experiences. What is new is that it can now to some extent be informed by research-based theories and evidence-based counselling. 

Constructivism – a Theory of learning

Teaching and learning at universities are complex activities, which are – and should be – organized and carried out in multiple ways. Teaching always implies concrete judgement about (i) how I (the teacher) with my particular qualifications can teach (ii) this particular subject to (iii) these students with their particular qualifications and background. Teaching is in other words always situated. But even though teaching is complex and situated, generalized knowledge about teaching and learning at universities exists.

One clear conclusion from educational research is that knowledge is not imposed or transmitted by direct instruction. Somehow new knowledge always has to be connected to already established knowledge. The students acquire – or construct – their knowledge through their learning activities. In other words, students need to be active. They have to take notes, read, summarize, ask questions, search for answers, relate to other facts, compare, apply, generalize and so on. What matters in learning is what the students do. Good teaching activates students inside and outside class. Effective teaching is first of all about motivating the students to work between their lessons. It is important to distinguish between what teachers do (a teaching system) and the students’ learning activities spurred by the teaching efforts (a learning system).

Although the insight that the important thing is what students do has been well documented in educational research for decades and certainly clearly appeals both to common sense and experiences, it is probably not the most common way of thinking about teaching among faculty.

What students are

Some teachers at universities are very focused on differences in their students’ qualifications. There are good students and poor students. Explaining their own teaching, they see their own responsibility as (i) knowing the content well, and (ii) expounding it clearly. The rest is up to the students. Teaching is held constant – it is transmitting information, usually by lecturing – so differences in learning are due to differences between students (in ability, motivation, what schools they went to, and grade levels). Ability is usually seen as the most important factor. In this perspective teaching becomes a selective rather than an educative activity, and assessment becomes the instrument for sorting the good students from the bad after teaching is over. 

The variability in student learning is explained on students’ characteristics. This makes it a blame-the-student theory of teaching, based on student deficit. When students don’t learn, it is because they lack something. 

Blame-the-student is a comfortable theory of teaching. If students don’t learn, it’s not that there is anything wrong with the teaching, but that they are incapable, unmotivated, foreign, or some other non-academic defect, which it is not the teacher’s responsibility to correct. 

It seldom occurs to these teachers to ask the key generative question: “What else could I be doing?” And therefore their teaching is unlikely to change.

What teachers do

Other university teachers focus on their own abilities and efforts (and not solely on the student’s ability). They too mainly think of teaching as ‘transmission’, but they also believe that the responsibility for getting information, concepts and understandings ‘across’ rests to a significant extent on what the teacher does. So these teachers try to obtain a wide range of teaching skills and techniques. 

A big tool box with teaching techniques is certainly useful, but the ‘tricks and tips’ are most often about how to manage lectures and how to send a clearer message. They are more seldom about how to facilitate learning – that is about how to connect between new and former knowledge. Good management is important, but as a means of setting the stage so that good learning may occur, not as an end in itself.

Focus on what teachers do turns out to be a deficit model too, the ‘blame’ this time on the teacher. This perspective on teaching is common among teachers and certainly widespread among students and administrators.

What students do

Educational theory and research advises us – as mentioned above – to se teaching as an activity that supports learning and as a consequence to focus more on what students do. Good teaching here includes mastery of a variety of teaching techniques, but unless learning takes place, they are irrelevant. 

Biggs visualizes this perception of teaching and learning in the three-stage model below. The important thing in our thinking is to separate teaching from learning and not to confuse what we do as teachers with the entire learning process
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The focus on what students do raises the important question of how to motivate students. Here ‘alignment’ enters into the picture

Alignment – an institutional theory of motivation

What should motivate students to work hard and appropriately at universities during and between classes? Motivation – like teaching – is certainly a complex phenomenon, and what follows is not meant to be an exhaustive analysis. But we actually do have a considerable amount of knowledge about motivational factors in higher education.

Of importance for the motivation of students taking courses at higher education are first and foremost (i) clear curriculum objectives and a felt need to get there; (ii) rewards of getting there, which means that the assessment criteria should reflect the objectives, (iii) appropriate teaching-learning-activities, which actually make it possible to practice the skills described in the curriculum and rewarded at examinations, and (iv) an appropriate climate in classrooms and at institutes in the interaction between teachers and students. 

And now comes the main point: Each of these components should work towards a common end. We have to be careful to seek compatibility between the curriculum, the assessment procedures, and the teaching methods. When there is alignment between what we want, how we teach and how we assess, teaching is likely to be much more effective. This is what ‘alignment’ is about.
Some people find that the idea of alignment is common sense, maybe even trivial. But if we take a look at university teaching as it is most commonly practised, it is anything but trivial. The idea of alignment represents a necessary and constructive, critical perspective on the everyday practice at many universities. Let us briefly elaborate the idea point by point.

Curriculum objectives

Obviously, the ways curriculum objectives are described in different courses at various universities differ considerable. Nevertheless the prevalent way to describe a course is to define what should be ‘covered’ by means of subjects and topics that will be discussed, and literature and authors that will be included. But generally, course outlines lack descriptions of the cognitive level of understanding the teacher aims at. ‘Covering’ a particular theory, for example, can span from identifying, paraphrasing, describing over comparing, explaining, relating, applying it on near problems to theorising, generalising and applying it on far problems. Very often teachers do not explicitly communicate the cognitive level of ambitions, which means that the curriculum objectives remain unclear for the students (and sometimes also for the teachers). The result is that it is unclear for the students (i) what qualifications and competences they can expect to acquire from the course and (ii) what the examination requirements are. Both things erode motivation.

Assessment procedures

Many teachers think of examination as a bureaucratic – sometimes irritating and always time consuming – activity taking place after the teaching. And it frustrates – and sometimes irritates – teachers when students ask about assessment criteria and examination requirements at the very beginning of a course. Teachers tend to think that the students should concentrate on learning something before they start worrying about some distant examinations. Often the teachers have worked out nice plans of instruction, they follow the plans and yield to the illusion that the students study according to the same plan. But the students all over the world study first and foremost in accordance with what they think they need to know at the examinations. 

So instead of trying to suppress this strong interest in assessment criteria it would be much wiser if the teachers instead tried to channel this strong – not to say the strongest – motivational force in constructive directions. This can be done by aligning the curriculum objectives with the assessment criteria and from the first day clearly announcing (i) what the objectives of the course are and (ii) at explain that the extent to which these objectives are achieved is precisely what is assessed at examinations. 

For this to be true the teacher has to choose appropriate forms of examination. If the objective of the course is to paraphrase then this is what should be asked for at examinations. If the objective is to enable students to apply on far problems, then the form of examination should provide possibilities for the students to demonstrate their abilities for that.

Teaching/learning activities

The third component to be aligned is teaching methods. Only when it is clear what the objectives are and what abilities should be trained, can the teacher make rational decisions on what teaching/learning activities should be designed. The rule here again is that if the objective of the course is to memorise, paraphrase and describe, the teacher should choose teaching/learning activities that make up an appropriate frame for practising these abilities. If the cognitive ambition of the course is applying theories on near and far problems, other teaching/learning activities (resembling research activities more) should be chosen.

Harvard Business School is an example of an institution that has made very clear educational choices at the institutional level. The faculty has asked themselves what abilities are crucial for future top leaders in private companies. Off hand, problem solving and decision making seem to be the obvious answer. But before that, leaders need to be able to find out what the (main) problem is in a decision making situation. In a complex and sometimes chaotic world, problems certainly do not present themselves as nice, well-ordered, exemplary text book problems. So, at Harvard Business School they decided to practice and train problem definition and then – like most other institutes – problem solving abilities. This is the reason for their world famous and recognized case method. It is an example of formulating curriculum objectives before making choices about teaching learning activities. And it is an example of aligning education.

Teaching/learning climate

Not only institutional factors like curriculum objectives, assessment criteria and teaching methods matter and should be aligned. Also ‘softer’ factors like the psychological climate in teacher-student interaction are important. An attitude towards students that assumes that they don’t want to learn, that they will cheat if given the opportunity and so must not be allowed to make any significant decisions about their learning, does not fit well with curriculum objectives that resemble critical, independent research activities. On the contrary, this attitude seems to produce anxiety and cynicism, which restrict good learning processes. 

AlignmEnt as a web of consistency

In aligned teaching, there is maximum consistency throughout the system. The students are ‘entrapped’ in this web of consistency, which optimizes the likelihood that they will engage in appropriate learning activities. In this perspective teaching could be defined as the purposeful creation of situations from which motivated learners should not be able to escape without learning or developing  QUOTE "(Biggs, 2003: 27)" 
(Biggs, 2003: 27)
. 
People tend to think of good teachers as those who give a good performance in the classroom. In the perspective outlined here, good teachers are those who are good at planning appropriate teaching processes. Quality has more to do with planning than performance.

Biggs illustrates the idea of alignment in the figure below. He continues to distinguish between the teaching system and the learning system. The main point is that the curriculum objectives have to be formulated clearly and early on in the planning and roughly translated to marks.

From research we know how important precise research questions are for doing the research and writing good articles. In teaching formulating clear curriculum objectives plays the same crucial role.


[image: image2.emf]Aligning curriculum objectives, teaching/learning activities

(TLAs), and assessment tasks

Curriculum objectives

expressed as 

verbs

that

students have to enact

A hypothesize, apply to ’far’ 

domains

B explain, solve, analyse, 

compare

C elaborate, classify, cover 

topics a to n

Teaching/ 

learning

activities

Designed to 

generate elicit

desired verbs

Assessment

tasks

evaluate

how wll the

target verbs are

deployed in 

contexst

Learning outcomes

Learning activities

1. The teaching system

2. The learning system

Source: Biggs, 2003, p 28


However, although very important, alignment alone does not sort out the situation. The following example of perfect alignment displays the problem:

At a law school one member of the faculty had a reputation among students of being an excellent teacher. The teacher gave the lectures at a mandatory course in the first term. Asked in more detail what made him so good, the students explained that the teacher was very precise in his formulations. The students further explained that the examination that followed at the end of the course was an oral examination with a written question as the starting point. The actual question was found by lot at the very beginning of the examination, but the whole range of possible questions was known to the students. At the end of the course the teacher offered a day long repetition of the entire course curriculum by answering all possible examination questions. At “repetition day” all students came early and put their tape recorders up front. In their exam preparation the students then memorized all the answers. High marks were highly correlated with the ability to reproduce the teacher’s answers to the questions, and many students actually got high marks. In the example the course is perfectly aligned. The assessment criteria are well known, and the teaching method (lectures) actually prepares the students well to pass the examinations. The students are happy with their high marks, and the teacher ranks high in evaluation. 

The problem is: Do the students learn anything important? Is memorizing the teacher’s answers and reproducing them on cue ambitious enough? Although the course has been given for years, not all external examiners are happy with what they hear. The same is true for at least some members of the faculty, who also experience some critique from students because they do not fulfil the students’ expectations of good teaching – expectations heavily influenced by first term experiences with university teaching.

So, despite the importance of alignment you can have perfectly aligned teaching without appropriate learning. What is needed is to combine alignment with a theory of learning objectives.

.

In-depth approach to learning – a theory of learning objectives and learning style

Educational research has exposed two different approaches to learning among students – two approaches most practicing teachers at universities probably would recognize – namely the surface approach and the deep approach to learning

The surface approach to learning

This approach to learning leads students to a coping strategy, where they concentrate on routine memorization with the aim of becoming able to reproduce the information as faithfully as possible. Students with this approach to learning typically do not grasp the underlying structure in theories, texts and arguments. They don’t really become integrated in the professional or scientific dialogue, and there is an element of imitation in their study behaviour: Because they often do not really understand the subject matter, they become very focused on signs of what the teacher wants from them. Metaphorically speaking, the students engaged in ‘surface learning’ lodge their information in separate files that are hardly linked with related sets of concepts and meanings. 

Educational research has revealed some of the factors that encourage students to adopt surface approaches to learning. This includes from the student’s side: An intention only to achieve a minimal pass; non-academic priorities exceeding academic priorites; insufficient time; too high a workload; misunderstanding requirements, such as thinking that factual recall is adequate; a cynical view of education; high anxiety; or a genuine inability to understand particular content at a deep level.

From the teachers’ side, factors producing surface learning among students include: Teaching piecemeal by bullet lists, not bringing out the intrinsic structure of the topic or subject (and here PowerPoint sometimes makes things worse); assessing for independent facts; teaching, and especially assessing, in a way that encourages cynicism; providing insufficient time to engage the tasks; emphasizing coverage at the expense of depth; creating undue anxiety or low expectations of success.
The two sides should not be seen as entirely separate. Most of the student-based factors are affected by teaching. The universities can ‘produce’ surface learning, and research indicates that many university studies actually tend to do this during the first couple of semesters. It is not all about lowing of standards at high schools.

The deep approach to learning

Within a deep approach to learning, information is acquired and stored purposefully and can be retrieved along with concepts and other information that have been associated with it. Students here have the intention to transform information or ideas by understanding them for themselves. This involves relating ideas to previous knowledge and experience, looking for patterns and meanings, appraising evidence and the conclusions associated with it, in the process subjecting arguments to critical scrutiny. In short, students are working on and sometimes struggling with the material.

Factors that encourage students to adopt a deep approach include from the students side: An intention to engage the task meaningfully and appropriately, appropriate background knowledge; ability to focus at a high conceptual level, which in turn requires a well-structured knowledge base.

From the teachers side the following factors encourage deep approaches to learning: Teaching in a way that explicitly brings out the structure of the topic or subject; teaching to elicit an active response from students, e.g. by questioning, presenting problems, rather than teaching to expound information; teaching by building on what students already know; confronting and eradicating students’ misconceptions; assessing for structure rather than for independent facts; teaching and assessing in a way that encourages a positive work atmosphere that allows students to make mistakes and learn from them; emphasizing depth of learning, rather than breadth of coverage; using teaching and assessment methods that support the explicit aims and objectives of the course: “practising what you preach”.

Within educational research considerable efforts have been invested in developing concepts – taxonomies – with the purpose of enabling us more precisely to describe different cognitive levels of learning. One of these taxonomies for university teaching is John Biggs’ SOLO-taxonomy (Structure of Observed Learning Outcome)  QUOTE "(Biggs, 2003:47-64)" 
(Biggs, 2003:47-64)
. 
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Conclusions about quality from the perspective of theory of teaching and learning

To conclude, how can quality in higher education be conceived from the perspective of educational theory? What is quality in education, and what signs of quality should we look for?

Did the students learn something?

The fundamental criterion of quality in higher education is – from the perspective of educational theory – that the students actually did learn something. Many might see this as a both banal and superfluous statement, but it is not. In a situation where so many different actors inside and not least outside the universities are busy imposing on the universities their definitions of quality – quality as: “value for money”, “fitness for purpose”, “clear goals” “customer satisfaction”, “student satisfaction”, “employer satisfaction”, “low failure rate”, “high completion rate” (and sometimes vice versa), “low unemployment rate” – and their measures of quality – surveys (among students, graduates, employers), bench marking, accreditation, (and sometimes examinations and censorship are mentioned too) – it is necessary to remind people of the fundamentals. Quality in higher education is about what students learn. 

Of course this criterion needs to be both qualified and specified. “To have learned something” is both defined by (i) relevance of topics covered (in accordance with definitions and demarcations of different disciplines: law, political science, economics etc.) and (ii) cognitive level of understanding. Research is by nature “deep learning”, and as a consequence research-based education at universities most of the time aims at learning at the higher cognitive levels. 

Good teaching is getting most students to use the higher cognitive level processes that more academic students use spontaneously (se figure below). 
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The aim is to train students to handle knowledge in accordance with scientific methods and research standards, so that they can develop into skilled and well-informed manpower in the “knowledge-society”. So in theory the values and interests between the research communities/teachers at universities, educational developers and the labour marked/society converge. 

In this light it is somewhat ironical that trust between universities and stakeholders outside the universities has declined, and quality assurance has come so much in focus. The main problem is probably not lack of quality in higher education, but rather a communication gap between the universities and their surroundings. Because research and teaching at universities are complex and very specialized tasks, it is only for researchers and teachers and adequately educated external examiners to decide when students have acquired new knowledge at a high level. But external stakeholders demand accessible and easily understood information about quality to be willing to finance and support universities.

 So universities need to be better at explaining themselves and the qualifications and competences they provide – and here educational theory might help – and the stakeholders should look for more relevant signs of quality in education – and here educational theory might help.

Is it likely that the students (did) learn something?

What are relevant signs of high quality in education according to the educational theory presented above? Teachers, educational developers, administration, evaluation institutions, and departmental officials should ask questions like: 

1. Are the different components – curriculum objectives, assessment criteria and teaching/learning activities, forms of evaluation – in the teaching system aligned?

2. Does the teaching promote appropriate learning activities among the students? Information about this can – and should - be built into the routine course evaluation (See for example “An Alternative End-of-Semester Questionnaire” by Charles E. Snare, Middle Georgia College,  QUOTE "" 
)

3. Do the teaching and learning activities encourage a deep approach to learning? Information on this can be gathered from time to time by educational development units (See for example “The Revised two-factor Study Process Questionnaire” by John Biggs  QUOTE "" 
 ).

4. How mature is the department in relation to education quality? Is the department characterized by limited discussion of educational quality, limited regard to any mechanisms that might assist it, are traditional teaching methods prevailing, and are considerations of alternatives absent? Or does the department routinely discuss and modify teaching, curriculum and assessment as normal departmental procedure, does it occasionally have in-depth debates, and do members freely share information about the successes and failure of their innovations across and outside the institution?

In general when talking about quality at higher education:

1. Don’t blame the students; 

2. don’t blame the teachers; 

3. don’t blame the teaching tools; 

4. do blame the lack of alignment; 

5. do blame the lack of assessment.
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The three-stage model of teaching and learning
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Student orientation, teaching method and level of engagement





Source: Biggs, 2004, p 4





4 Teaching for quality learning at university
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