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Learning takes place through the active behavior of the student: it is
what he does that he learns, not what the teacher does.

Ralph W. Tyler (1949)

If students are to learn desired outcomes in a reasonably effective man-
ner, then the teacher’s fundamental task is to get students to engage in
learning activities that are likely to result in their achieving those out-
comes. . . . It is helpful to remember that what the student does is actu-
ally more important in determining what is learned than what the
teacher does.

Thomas J. Shuell (1986)
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Foreword to original edition

The book is an exceptional introduction to some difficult ideas. It is full of
downright good advice for every academic who wants to do something prac-
tical to improve his or her students’ learning. So much of what we read on
this subject is either a recycling of sensible advice topped by a thin layer of
second-hand theory, or a dense treatise suitable for graduate students with a
taste for the tougher courses. Not many writers are able to take the reader
along the middle road, where theory applied with a delicate touch enables us
to transform our practice. What is unique about Biggs is his way with words,
his outspoken fluency, his precision, his depth of knowledge, his inventive-
ness, or rather how he blends all these things together. Like all good
teachers, he engages us from the start, and he never talks down to us. He
achieves unity between his objectives, his teaching methods and his assess-
ment; and thus, to adapt his own phrase, he entraps the reader in a web of
consistency that optimizes his or her own learning.

Perhaps not everyone will agree with Biggs’s treatment of the academic
differences between phenomenography and constructivism. I’m not sure
I do myself. But does it matter? The author himself takes a pragmatic
approach. In the daunting task that faces lecturers in responding to the
pressures of mass higher education, reduced public funding, and students
who are paying more for their education, the bottom line of engineering
better learning outcomes matters more than nice theoretical distinctions.

Readers of the present book will especially enjoy its marvellous treatment
of student assessment (particularly Chapters 3, 8 and 9).* Biggs’s most out-
standing single contribution to education has been the creation of the Struc-
ture of the Observed Learning Outcome (SOLO) taxonomy. Rather than
read about the extraordinary practical utility of this device in secondary
sources, get it from the original here. From assessing clinical decision

* This material is covered in Chapters 5, 9, 10 and 11 in the present edition.
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making by medical students to classifying the outcomes of essays in history,
SOLO remains the assessment apparatus of choice.

There are very few writers on the subject of university teaching who can
engage a reader so personally, express doubts so clearly, relate research
findings so eloquently to personal experience and open our eyes to the
wonder around us. John Biggs is a rare thing: an author who has the humility
born of generosity and intelligence to show us how he is still learning
himself.

Paul Ramsden
Brisbane

xvi Foreword to original edition
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Preface to third edition

It is very gratifying to discover that, since the second edition of this book, the
concept of ‘constructive alignment’ has become part of the working theory
not only of individual teachers, researchers and teaching developers, but has
been implemented in many institutions and is now part of the language
of quality assurance on a systemic basis. Google ‘constructive alignment’ and
you now get over 24,000 references.

This upsurge of interest in constructive alignment is paralleled by that in
outcomes-based education (OBE): this is not surprising, given that con-
structive alignment is itself one form of OBE. Unfortunately, there are other
forms of OBE that have received a less than favourable press. To make sure
we keep constructively aligned OBE quite separate from the others, we refer
to ours as one instance of outcomes-based teaching and learning (OBTL).
Our concern is exclusively with enhancing learning through quality teaching,
not with managerialism, on the one hand, or with politically controversial
school-based curricula, on the other. These tangled skeins are unravelled in
Chapter 1.

However, this edition is not intended only for those interested in
outcomes-based education. The major intention is as it has always been: to
enhance teaching and learning through reflective practice using construct-
ive alignment as the framework for reflection.

An important feature of this edition is that whereas in previous editions
Catherine Tang was acknowledged as ‘a continuing source of inspiration’ to
JB, she is now on board as co-author. While Catherine was head of staff
development at the Hong Kong Polytechnic University (PolyU), she initiated
an inter-institutional project implementing constructive alignment, funded
by the University Grants Committee (UGC) of Hong Kong, resulting eventu-
ally in the PolyU adopting constructive alignment throughout the univer-
sity. Then both of us were invited as consultants to the institution-wide
implementation of OBTL, in the form of constructive alignment, at the City
University of Hong Kong. This experience has taught us a great deal, not
only about implementing constructive alignment in different disciplines in
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individual classrooms, but also about the strategies – and the politics – of
implementation on an institution-wide basis. The UGC is currently commit-
ted to bring outcomes-based education, of which constructive alignment is
one example, to all eight Hong Kong tertiary institutions in due course.

The language of OBE has become widespread and for that reason, this
edition uses that language consistently: for example, we now speak of
‘intended learning outcomes’ (ILOs), not ‘curriculum objectives’ as before.
In fact, we are grateful for the reminder, because ‘curriculum objectives’
wasn’t quite the right term anyway, as we discuss in Chapter 5.

Our recent experience has also resulted in several changes from previous
editions, apart from terminology. One is that we are concerned with imple-
mentation at the institutional level as well as in the classroom. What were in
the previous edition special topics – large class teaching, using educational
technology, teaching international students – are now dealt with as all part of
designing and implementing constructively aligned teaching and assess-
ment. Educational technology is now so much an integral part of university
teaching that it should be treated as such, not as a special topic. And while
international students undoubtedly have specials needs with regard to provi-
sion for language and social support, when teaching is focused on students’
learning activities that are aligned to the intended outcomes of learning, the
need to teach to presumed differences between students on the grounds of
ethnicity disappears, as was made clear in the previous edition.

Another change is that, following our own hands-on experience with
implementing constructive alignment, this edition is even more practically
oriented than the last, aimed directly at practising teachers, staff developers
and administrators. Readers looking for a comprehensive update of research
into student learning will not find it here. We do, however, provide two or
three tasks in every chapter, making some 28 tasks in all. Doing those tasks as
you, the reader, progress will without doubt enhance your understanding of
constructive alignment, but you may prefer to tackle those tasks if and when
you are seriously attempting to implement constructive alignment in your
own teaching. In that case, the tasks are virtually a ‘how-to’ manual. To
emphasize that practical orientation, and to show that implementation is
possible under a variety of conditions, the final chapter gives concrete
examples of implementing constructive alignment on a faculty-wide basis
and of recently constructively aligned curricula in various subjects. We also
provide URLs for some excellent material that is ‘up there’ waiting to be
accessed.

Finally, a further note on terminology. Many different terms are used to
refer to degree programmes and the unit courses making up those pro-
grammes. Bachelor’s degree programmes we refer to as ‘programmes’, which
some refer to as ‘courses’. The units of study that make up programmes we
call ‘courses’, which others refer to as ‘units’, modules’ or ‘subjects’.

John Biggs, Catherine Tang
Hobart, Tasmania

xviii Preface to third edition
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When you have read this book

When you have read this book you should be able to:

1 Explain to a colleague what ‘constructive alignment’ is and where it fits
into other models of outcomes-based education.

2 Write a set of no more than five or six intended learning outcomes, each
containing a key ‘learning verb’, for a semester-long course you are
teaching.

3 Reflect on your current teaching using the constructive alignment frame-
work and devise:

• teaching/learning activities that address your intended learning out-
comes and that activate those key verbs

• assessment tasks that likewise address those key verbs
• rubrics or criteria for assessment that enable judgments to be made as to

how well your outcomes have been addressed.

4 Develop quality enhancement processes for your own teaching.
5 Identify quality assurance and enhancement processes within your institu-

tion that support the implementation of constructively aligned teaching.




