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Designing a Unit Assessment 
Using Constructive Alignment
Japhet E. Lawrence, Faculty of Arts and Education, Deakin University, Australia

ABSTRACT

Constructivealignmentisanoutcomes-basedapproachforteaching,inwhichthelearningoutcomes
thatstudentsareintendedtoachievearedefinedbeforeteachingtakesplace.Teachingandassessment
methodsarethendesignedtobestachievethoseoutcomesandtoassessthestandardatwhichthey
haveachieved.Itprovidesaframeworkforadjustingteachingandassessmenttoaddresstheattainment
of those outcomes and standards. Constructive alignment is effective in designing teaching and
assessmentthatenablestudentstolearn,ratherthantoleavethemguessingastowhatisinvolvedin
thecourseofstudyoronwhattheywillbeassessed.Thepaperhighlightstheimportanceofusing
constructivealignmenttoenhancethequalityofteaching,learning,andassessment.Itreportson
astudythatapplied theprinciplesofconstructivealignment topromotegoodteachinganddeep
studentlearning.Itdiscussestheapplicationofconstructivealignmenttodesignassessmentcriteria
andrubricforacurriculumunit.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

Teaching and learning take place in a whole-system, which embraces classroom, departmental
andinstitutionallevels.Apoorsystemisoneinwhichthecomponents(curriculum,teachingand
assessmenttasks)arenotintegrated,andarenottunedtosupporthigh-levellearning.Insuchasystem,
onlythe‘academic’studentsusehigher-orderlearningprocesses.Inagoodsystem,allaspectsof
teachingandassessmentaretunedtosupporthigh-levellearning,sothatallstudentsareencouraged
tousehigher-orderlearningprocesses.Biggs(1999)statesthatthefocusofgoodteachingmustbe
onwhatstudentsaredoingwiththeknowledge,skillsandcompetenciestheyareacquiring,because
learningdoesn’toccurthroughjustlistening,actionisalsorequired(Felder,1997).Learningtakesplace
inacomplexenvironmentandtherearemanyfactorsinteractingwithinthissystemsuchasstudents`
characteristics,teachingmethods,curriculum,thelearningobjectives,andtheinstitutionalsetting
(Shuell,1986).AccordingtoShuell,ifteacherswantstudentstofocusonunderstandingmeaning,
ondevelopinghigh-levelcognitiveskillslikeanalysisandsynthesis,thenthelearningactivitiesthat
teachersdesignandassessmenttasksmustbeconsistentwiththoseobjectives.
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Thetraditionalwayofcurriculumdesigndefinesthecontenttobetaught,describetheways
inwhichthecontentshouldbedeliveredandthemethodsofassessingthecontent.Theapproachis
teacher-centredandfocusesontheteacher’sinputanditlaysemphasisoncontentandcoverage(Tam,
2014).However,inrecentyearstherehasbeenaparadigmshifttakingplace,movingtheemphasis
fromteachingtolearningandamorestudent-centredcurriculum.Thischangehasimpactedonthe
curriculumdesignprocesswithagreateremphasisonthelearningintermsofknowledge,skills
andcompetencieswithincoursesandmodules.Thefocusisonhowlearnerslearnandthedesign
ofeffectivelearningenvironments.Theassessmentoflearningisintermsofhowwellthestudents
absorb the materials taught, most teachers assess students’ needs and strengths by giving their
studentsexamsatspecifictimesduringtheacademicyear,whichgenerallyoccursinonesitting.
Forexample,multiplechoicetests,true-false,fillintheblanksaretraditionallyusedinassessing
studentsandthesetypesofassessmentrequireeithermemorizationorrotesubstitution.Thistypeof
examhastraditionallybeenthepredominantinstrumentusedforstudentassessment.Forthemost
part,studentsarenotallowedtoparticipateinassessingtheirownprogressoraccomplishments.
However, teachershaverealisedthat‘academicexams’arealimitedtypeofassessment, theydo
notthoroughlyoraccuratelygiveaviewofthestudents’academicdevelopment,performanceand
capabilities.Theseacademicexamsdonotconsiderstudents’variouslearningstyles,theirpersonal
backgrounds,theirinterestsandtheirneeds.Becauseoftheselimitationsintraditionalassessment,
teachershavebeguntouseothertypesofassessmentthataremoreresponsivetostudentdiversity.
Diversityinhighereducationincreasesasstudentsmigrateallovertheworldandasmorestudents
fromdifferentsocialandeconomicbackgroundsaccesseducation.Educationalgoalshavemoved
beyondsimpleknowledgeacquisitiontopromotingstudentengagementandhigherordercognitive
functionssuchasproblemsolvingandcriticalthinkingwhicharethecharacteristicsofdeeplearning.
Teachers,nowmorethaneverbefore,needtolearnmoreabouttheirstudentsandtheirstudents’needs.
Assessmentsthatwillhelpinthisprocessandsupportstudentsinovercomingbarrierstolearning
areameansofhelpingbothteachersandstudents.

Adeparturefromthistraditionalparadigmisthestudent-centredapproachwheretheemphasisis
onwhatthestudentsareexpectedtobeabletodoattheendofthelearningexperience.Thisapproach
isalsoreferredtoasanoutcomes-basedapproachwithstatementsusedtoexpresswhatknowledge
students have acquired, and what abilities they have developed. The outcome-based approach
differsfromthetraditionalmodel,theoutcomesnotthecontenttobeinputtedareinitiallydefined.
Subsequentlythedeliveryandassessmentmethodsaredevelopedtoenableindividuallearnersto
achievethelearningoutcomes(Harden,1999).Outcome-basedassessmentfocusesonapplication
andhigher-levellearninganditemphasizesonmaximizinglearning,itisstudent-centredinthatthe
targetiswhatthelearnermustachieveandhowthelearnermaybestbeengagedtoachieveittothe
requiredstandard.Itisanassessmentforlearning,thatgenerallyextendsovertime.Forexample,
portfolio,demonstrations,fieldwork,casestudies,assignmentandlabreportsareusedinassessing
students.Alignmentofassessmentdesignwithlearningoutcomescanenhancestudents’learning,
andensureteachingqualityandstandards.Implicitintheoutcome-basedapproachistheideathat
teachersarefacilitatorsoflearning,whocreateandsustainaneffectivelearningenvironmentand
experiencebasedonawiderangeofbestpracticesinteachingandlearning.Andthefundamentalrole
ofassessmentistomonitor,confirmandimprovestudentlearning.Suchradicalshiftfromteacher
deliverytostudentlearningisresonantwiththetheoryofconstructivealignment(Biggs,1996,1999,
2003;BiggsandTang,2007,2011).

Aswithanyothermodelsofeducationalandcurriculumdesign,therearebothadvantagesfor
guidingbetterinstructionandcurriculumanddisadvantagesassociatedwithadoptingoutcomes-based
approaches.Anunderstandingofbothbenefitsandlimitationswillhelpmaketheprinciplesand
conceptsofoutcomes-basedapproachmoreconcreteintheformofapplicationofcurriculumand
instructionaldesign.Atthelevelofimplementation,theoutcomes-basedapproachisconsideredto
offerbenefitsincludingclarity.Focusingonoutcomescanhelpcommunicateclearlybetweenvarious
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