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John Biggs' 2003 "Teaching for Quality Learning at
University": A Deep Dive
John Biggs' 2003 book, "Teaching for Quality Learning at University," remains a cornerstone of higher education
pedagogy. This seminal work profoundly impacted how educators approach teaching and learning, shifting the
focus from traditional teacher-centered approaches to more student-centered, constructive learning
environments. This article delves into the key principles outlined in Biggs' work, exploring its lasting influence on
teaching practices and its continuing relevance in contemporary higher education. We'll examine its core
concepts, including constructive alignment, surface and deep learning approaches, and the 7 principles
of good teaching, and discuss practical applications and implementation strategies.

The Core Principles of Biggs' Approach
Biggs’ framework centers on the idea that effective teaching requires careful consideration of both the learning
process and the learning outcomes. He argues that aligning teaching methods with intended learning outcomes is
paramount for quality learning. This is the essence of constructive alignment. This isn't just about matching
activities to assessment; it involves a thoughtful and deliberate process of designing learning experiences that
directly support students in achieving the desired learning goals.

### Constructive Alignment: The Foundation

Constructive alignment, a key concept in Biggs' work, emphasizes the critical link between learning outcomes,
teaching activities, and assessment tasks. It's a three-part process:
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Define Intended Learning Outcomes (ILOs): Clearly articulate what students should know, understand,
and be able to do by the end of the course or module. These ILOs should be specific, measurable,
achievable, relevant, and time-bound (SMART).
Design Teaching Activities: Select and design teaching methods that directly support students in
achieving the ILOs. This might involve lectures, group work, problem-solving activities, discussions, or case
studies, all tailored to facilitate the intended learning.
Develop Assessment Tasks: Create assessments that accurately measure student attainment of the
ILOs. The assessment should directly reflect the skills and knowledge specified in the ILOs. This ensures that
what is taught and assessed aligns directly with what students are expected to learn.

Biggs provides practical examples of constructive alignment across various disciplines, showcasing the versatility
and adaptability of this approach.

### Surface and Deep Learning Approaches: Understanding Student Strategies

Another crucial element of Biggs' framework is the distinction between surface and deep learning approaches.
Surface learning is characterized by rote learning, memorization, and a focus on achieving grades without
genuine understanding. Deep learning, on the other hand, involves active engagement with the material, critical
thinking, and a desire to understand concepts at a deeper level. Biggs argues that effective teaching should
encourage and support deep learning by designing activities and assessments that promote active learning and
critical thinking.

### The Seven Principles of Good Teaching

Biggs’ book presents seven principles of good teaching that directly support the constructive alignment model:

1. Clear goals and objectives: Students need to understand what they are expected to learn.

2. Meaningful content: The material should be relevant and engaging to students.

3. Relevant activities: Teaching activities should actively involve students in the learning process.
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4. Appropriate assessment: Assessments should accurately reflect the learning outcomes.

5. Effective feedback: Students need timely and constructive feedback to improve their learning.

6. Student support: Instructors should provide adequate support and guidance to students.

7. Evaluation of teaching: Regular evaluation of teaching methods is essential for continuous improvement.

These principles provide a practical framework for designing and delivering effective teaching that fosters quality
learning.

Implementing Biggs' Framework in Higher Education
Implementing Biggs' framework requires a significant shift in teaching practices. It necessitates a move away
from traditional lecture-based approaches towards more active, student-centered learning strategies. This
includes:

Designing student-centered activities: This could involve collaborative projects, problem-based
learning, discussions, simulations, and case studies.
Providing regular and constructive feedback: Feedback should be specific, actionable, and focused on
helping students improve their understanding and skills.
Using a variety of assessment methods: Assessment should go beyond traditional exams,
incorporating projects, presentations, portfolios, and other forms of assessment that demonstrate a deeper
understanding of the material.
Creating a supportive learning environment: Instructors should foster a classroom climate that
encourages student participation, collaboration, and questioning.

Challenges and Criticisms
While Biggs' work has been widely influential, it's not without its challenges and criticisms. Some argue that
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implementing constructive alignment can be time-consuming and require significant changes to existing teaching
practices. Others point out that the emphasis on deep learning might not be appropriate for all students or all
learning contexts.

The Enduring Legacy of Biggs' Work
Despite these criticisms, Biggs' "Teaching for Quality Learning at University" continues to be a relevant and
influential text. Its emphasis on student-centered learning, constructive alignment, and deep learning remains
central to contemporary discussions about effective teaching and learning in higher education. The book’s
principles continue to inform pedagogical approaches and inspire educators to design more engaging and
effective learning experiences for their students. The focus on aligning teaching with learning outcomes and
promoting deep understanding remains crucial for creating quality learning experiences that prepare students for
the challenges of the 21st century.

FAQ
Q1: What is the main difference between surface and deep learning according to Biggs?

A1: Biggs differentiates between surface and deep learning based on the learner's approach to the material.
Surface learning focuses on rote memorization and achieving grades without genuine understanding. Deep
learning, however, involves active engagement with the material, critical thinking, analysis, and a desire for true
comprehension.

Q2: How can I apply constructive alignment in my classroom?

A2: Begin by clearly defining your learning outcomes – what you want students to know, understand, and be able
to do. Next, design teaching activities that directly support the achievement of those outcomes. Finally, craft
assessments that accurately measure whether students have achieved those outcomes. Ensure all three
components are aligned.
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Q3: Is Biggs' model applicable to all disciplines?

A3: Yes, the principles of constructive alignment and the focus on deep learning are applicable across diverse
disciplines. While the specific activities and assessments will vary depending on the subject matter, the
underlying principles of aligning teaching with learning outcomes remain consistent.

Q4: What role does feedback play in Biggs' framework?

A4: Feedback is crucial. Biggs emphasizes the importance of providing timely, specific, and constructive feedback
that helps students understand their strengths and weaknesses and improve their learning. This feedback should
directly relate to the learning outcomes.

Q5: How can instructors encourage deep learning in their students?

A5: Encourage active learning through discussions, group work, problem-solving activities, and reflective
exercises. Design assessments that require critical thinking and application of knowledge, not just memorization.
Provide opportunities for students to connect new knowledge to their prior experiences and beliefs.

Q6: What are some limitations of Biggs' model?

A6: Implementing constructive alignment can be time-consuming, requiring careful planning and design.
Furthermore, the emphasis on deep learning might not always be appropriate or achievable for all students,
particularly those with diverse learning needs or limited prior knowledge. Some argue that the model overly
emphasizes cognitive aspects of learning and undervalues affective and social aspects.

Q7: How does Biggs' work relate to other learning theories?

A7: Biggs' work aligns with constructivist learning theories, emphasizing the active role of the learner in
constructing knowledge. It also resonates with social constructivist perspectives by acknowledging the
importance of social interaction and collaboration in learning.

Q8: Where can I find more information about Biggs' work?
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A8: Begin with the original text, "Teaching for Quality Learning at University" (2003). Numerous articles and
research papers have been published discussing and extending Biggs' work. A search for "constructive alignment"
and "John Biggs" will yield many relevant resources.

John Biggs' 2003 "Teaching for Quality Learning at University": A
Deep Dive into Constructive Alignment
John Biggs' 2003 publication "Teaching for Quality Learning at University" remains a foundation of contemporary
pedagogical philosophy. It's not just a guide; it's a blueprint for crafting engaging and effective learning
experiences. This article will explore into the heart of Biggs' proposals, emphasizing its impact on post-secondary
teaching and offering useful strategies for adopting its concepts in the classroom.

Biggs' central thesis revolves around the concept of "constructive alignment." This influential framework
highlights the essential connection between the targeted outcomes, the instruction techniques, and the
assessment strategies. He suggests that if these three parts are matched, learning becomes more effective. In
essence, the tasks students undertake should explicitly reflect the objectives and the grading methods should
fairly assess student achievement of those outcomes.

For example, if a learning is for students to critically evaluate a scientific source, then the teaching tasks might
involve directed analyses, group discussions, and occasions for individual consideration. The grading would then
focus on the students' capacity to show their evaluative capacities through an essay, a speech, or a argument.
This clear alignment ensures that the evaluation truly reflects the desired learning.

Biggs also distinguishes between two styles to learning: surface and deep. Surface learning centers on rote
memorization, largely concentrated on succeeding the assessment. Deep learning, on the other hand, highlights
understanding, sense-making, and critical reasoning. Biggs advocates for teaching strategies that foster deep
learning, such as problem-based learning, cooperative assignments, and occasions for pupil autonomy.

The effects of Biggs' publication are extensive. It has influenced syllabus development, pedagogy methods, and
evaluation methods in universities internationally. By providing a clear and practical structure for matching
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pedagogy, learning, and grading, Biggs has equipped teachers to develop more productive learning experiences
for their learners.

Applying the tenets of constructive alignment demands a shift in mindset. Teachers need to carefully think about
the targeted results before developing their teaching activities and assessment methods. This process may
involve team development and a willingness to experiment with diverse techniques.

In conclusion, John Biggs' 2003 "Teaching for Quality Learning at University" is more than just a textbook; it's a
enduring contribution to the domain of teaching. Its emphasis on constructive alignment provides a influential
model for creating compelling and productive learning experiences for pupils at all levels. By comprehending and
applying its tenets, instructors can significantly improve the quality of instruction and learning.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. What is the main difference between surface and deep learning according to Biggs? Surface learning
focuses on rote memorization for assessment purposes, while deep learning emphasizes understanding, meaning-
making, and critical thinking.

2. How can I apply constructive alignment in my teaching? Start by clearly defining learning outcomes,
then design teaching activities that directly address these outcomes, and finally, create assessments that
accurately measure student achievement of those outcomes.

3. Is Biggs' model applicable to all educational levels? While primarily focused on higher education, the
principles of constructive alignment can be adapted and applied to various educational levels, from primary
school to postgraduate studies.

4. What are some common challenges in implementing constructive alignment? Challenges include
resisting ingrained teaching habits, needing sufficient time for careful curriculum design, and ensuring consistent
assessment practices across a department or institution.

https://api.unisim.net/938ON59674/320ON20/realise/mun-2015-2016-agenda_topics_focus-questions.pdf

https://api.unisim.net/qv162609/Q70224V170213627/feature/mun_2015-2016_agenda_topics-focus_questions.pdf
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