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ABSTRACT

This paper forms part of an ongoing attempt to reflect on the ways in which Biggs’ (1999a) notion of “constructive alignment” has been used to design, implement and review the curriculum of the Sociology Foundation course at the University of the Witwatersrand, South Africa. The course’s key aim is to encourage student learning of a number of competencies, which involve the integration of disciplinary content and the skills needed to work with and understand this content in accepted ways. Previous papers have identified the principles that have shaped the course’s teaching and learning activities, and assessment practices, to create an aligned curriculum in which such learning can be achieved. This paper shifts the focus to one competency in particular, namely research, and explores how “constructive alignment” has been adopted for the teaching and learning of this crucial competency.  

Introduction

A large-scale survey of all undergraduate students in the Department of Sociology at the University of the Witwatersrand in 1998 revealed that 77% of our final year undergraduates felt that the teaching of research should occur earlier on in the degree programme (Hagemeier, 2000: 8). These results were not surprising in light of the fact that Sociology students could only register for the research methodology course in one of the last semesters of their degree. In a number of curriculum review workshops during that year and the next, it was agreed that rather than introducing another separate module on research earlier in the degree, research design and methodology would be incorporated as a theme into already existing courses. A number of initiatives in this regard have subsequently occurred in individual modules at the first and second year levels, in order to create clear links between theoretical and epistemological approaches and the kinds of research methodologies that they engender. 

This paper focuses on the teaching of research in the Sociology Foundation course, a first year bridging programme in Sociology for underprepared students. Foundation course teachers have always taken the teaching of research seriously, and from the outset have been developing and refining the teaching of research even prior to the decisions made at the department’s curriculum workshops.

Curriculum design and review in the Foundation course has been heavily shaped by Biggs’ (1999a) notion of “constructive alignment”. This broad principle captures the idea that the various aspects of course curricula need to be aligned with one another to create a mutually reinforcing system. Two previous papers have shown how “constructive alignment” has been applied in the course and drawn particular attention to the roles of teaching and learning activities, as well as assessment, respectively, as two components in such an aligned system of teaching (Alfred, Dison & Hagemeier, 2000 and Hagemeier, 2001). The key argument has been that the principles by which these aspects of the Foundation curriculum are designed and implemented have contributed extensively to the development of students’ linguistic and conceptual competencies.   

The discipline of Sociology within the School of Social Sciences has prided itself on developing what we hope to be an excellent and reputable programme of research training. It is obvious then that one of the key competencies we expect students to acquire and demonstrate is that of research, yet nothing has been written about the philosophy which has informed this training. This paper is therefore a first attempt at reflecting on the teaching of research in the Foundation modules, and in particular, how the principle of “constructive alignment” has provided a framework in which this could be done. This is an important descriptive exercise with the ultimate aim of teasing out the more general principles that have been used and how these can be applied more broadly.  

Background and description of the course

tc  \l 1 "of the course"
The Sociology Foundation course was introduced as part of a wider process at the university in the early 1990’s that recognised the need for “enrichment programmes” (Potter, 1994: 1) in a context where apartheid’s legacy of many years of inadequate schooling had contributed to the high rates of student exclusions on academic grounds. While Academic Development (AD) tutorials had been introduced even prior to 1994 to provide extra support for so-called ‘disadvantaged’ students, a false distinction had thereby been created between content and skills. The discussion of content remained the task of the ‘mainstream’ tutorials, while AD tutorials were conceived as ‘teaching students skills’. Sustained disciplinary interventions where general learning, study and discipline-specific skills could be developed, were needed. The Sociology department had already expressed concern to provide for the needs of an increasing number of underprepared students in its modules, and the introduction of a Foundation course in the discipline, it was agreed, would go some way towards creating a solid foundation on which students could build their subsequent studies. 

Discussions over two years eventually led to the Sociology Foundation course as it is structured today. This credit-bearing course for the Bachelor of Arts degree is taken by a group of first time first year students prior to registering for Sociology at the ‘mainstream’ first year level. Generally, students who obtain less than 18 matriculation points
, write a Faculty admissions test
 and express interest in the Social Sciences, are admitted to the course. Due to the intensive nature of the teaching and learning experience, and limited staff numbers, student numbers are restricted to between 100 and 120. Student numbers have risen steadily since the course was first presented in 1996, ranging from 35 that year to the current registration of 115 (Hagemeier, 2001: 2). 

Design of a “constructively aligned” Foundation curriculum

Prosser and Trigwell (1999: 3) point to research in higher education over the last two decades which shows that students may approach their learning in two distinctive ways. On the one hand, students may have a deep approach to an academic task, where they are primarily concerned with grasping ideas and concepts, extracting meanings and making connections between these and other ideas to produce a holistic understanding. In contrast, a surface approach to learning involves a concern with reproducing ideas and material without seeking to understand these or reflect on them. Ideally, a learning context needs to be created in tertiary education courses in which the deep approach to learning is encouraged and supported.  

It would seem to me that Biggs’ (1999a) principle of “constructive alignment” has much to offer for achieving the ideal context of this sort. He explains this principle of curriculum design as follows:

“In aligned teaching, there is maximum consistency throughout the system [of instruction]. The curriculum is stated in the form of clear objectives … teaching methods chosen are those that are likely to realise those objectives … [and] assessment tasks address the objectives …” (Biggs, 1999b: 64).

Biggs (1999b) contends that it is within this carefully threaded framework of course components that student learning of the kinds desired by teachers can be enhanced. Consequently, it is this principle that forms the primary basis around which the Sociology Foundation course has been conceptualised. In order to develop deep level learning in our students, we have aimed to structure the key components of the course – outcomes, content, assessment tasks and teaching activities – in a closely aligned fashion. The rest of the paper is therefore devoted to a discussion of how “constructive alignment” has been applied in the course, with a specific focus on the teaching and learning of research. 

Deciding on outcomes

The rhetoric of Outcomes Based Education has become quite commonplace in the education arena. As its name suggests, it is an approach which advocates that teaching and learning processes should be directed by the specified behavioural, intellectual and affective outcomes for the students. As Brodie (1997: 35) emphasises, outcomes need to “… state what the learner should know and be able to do” throughout the course curriculum. Yet while most educators are familiar with the terminology, it is in the practical implementation of this approach that progress has been slow. Detailed lists of content topics in course outlines continue to be produced, without much thought given to what students have to do to demonstrate an understanding of these topics. Foundation course teachers have tried to move away from this flawed approach and in designing the curriculum have specified the competencies that students are expected to acquire and use in their academic work. Our outcomes have therefore been conceived as various “competencies” (Dison & Rule, 1996: 86), which combine the knowledge of particular disciplinary content with the skills to be able to demonstrate that learning of such content has been attained. 

In designing the research aspect of the Foundation curriculum, we began with the broad outcome that students needed ‘to understand research’. We recognised however that this was merely a useful starting point, and that the value-laden nature of the outcome ‘understanding’ necessitated clarification. It was critical therefore that if we wanted to create the context in which we could facilitate students’ research competency, we identify what knowledge and skills students needed to develop to be regarded as competent in research. The work of Felder and Brent (1999), based on Bloom’s (1956) taxonomy of cognitive skills, proved very useful in developing the hierarchical schema outlined below.  

At the most basic level, students need to learn and demonstrate lower order competencies, which involve knowledge of facts, concepts, principles, theories and definitions, and the skill of reporting that information accurately. In relation to research, we identified the following competencies as appropriate for students at the Foundation level. They need to: 

· IDENTIFY the characteristics of a clear research question;

· DEFINE the concepts used in the research question; 

· DEFINE the terms used in research methodology – quantitative versus qualitative approaches; research methods; sampling; and the ethics and politics of research; and

· OUTLINE the general steps and procedures for carrying out a research project.

Since our ultimate aim is to encourage deep learning, it was important to move students beyond these lower level competencies to the middle order research competencies. Here students are required to demonstrate the skills of comprehension and application of their newly gained knowledge to new, but still straightforward or routinised, situations and contexts. The competencies in question are thus:

· FORMULATING their own research questions within a broad research topic and area; 

· ILLUSTRATING how the concepts in the research question guide the research strategy;

· APPLYING the aspects of a general research methodology to a new yet standard situation; and

· EXPLAINING how general procedures are used in this specific research project.

Higher order competencies call on the students to use and go beyond what they know to work with ideas in new non-routinised ways, to generate original ideas and to create and attach value to ideas. The necessary skills therefore are those of analysis, synthesis and evaluation. Specifying these skills with regard to research gave rise to the following competencies:

· GENERALISING what they have learnt to a new situation;

· APPLYING and IMPLEMENTING what they have learnt to real life;

· ANALYSING results of their own research in light of concepts used learnt previously;

· EVALUATING the strengths and weaknesses of research approaches and methods; and

· DESCRIBING and ANALYSING the statistical and narrative findings of others’ research. 
These are not the only competencies that students are taught in the semester, but they are the ones key to gaining an overall competence in research. As the definition of “competency” implies, all competencies in this course are necessarily mediated through the disciplinary content of sociological knowledge. This is their great strength. A discussion of this aspect of the constructively aligned Foundation curriculum therefore follows. 

Deciding on content

As alluded to above, it is equally important to give careful consideration to the substantive and disciplinary content to be covered in any aligned system of teaching and learning. In his description of the content used in one of his courses for the teaching profession, Jansen (1996: 56) states that content “… is brought in on a need-to-know basis i.e., primarily in the interest of giving access to the competency and not as having value in and of itself”.  Although I have argued that content material should be of secondary importance to the competencies that students are expected to acquire, I would not go so far as to proclaim that content has no intrinsic value. Content has value in itself firstly, as it reflects the new and contemporary developments in the discipline, secondly, as it includes the classical theories and writings from which such developments have emerged, and most importantly, in its relevance to the local context. However, Jansen’s (1996) sentiment that content not be what courses are ultimately about is a worthwhile one, and one we have tried to apply in the Sociology Foundation course.

The fact that the outcomes for the course are formulated in competency terms meant that the content of the course had to be related to the skills we were seeking to address. We therefore decided that the overall theme for the course would be poverty and social inequality, and that both the local and global aspects of these social processes would be explored. This core theme was regarded, firstly, as useful for introducing students to the discipline and perspective of Sociology by questioning the common-sense understandings of these social phenomena and moving to a more sociological understanding. Secondly, the concepts of poverty and inequality facilitate the teaching and learning of the required competencies. The primary outcome of the course is not that students ‘know about poverty in South Africa’, but rather that students are able to display a set of skills including defining, measuring, describing and analysing poverty and inequality. Finally, the shift over the two modules from the local to the global patterns of poverty and inequality would allow for teaching skills of comparison over time and space (Hagemeier, 2001).

It is clear then that the Foundation course is not a discrete research module where the theories and practices of research are the primary subject matter. Rather, research is one competency amongst many others that students are expected to master and it is thus taught within the broader course themes of poverty and inequality. This does raise some complexities however. In teaching most other competencies focus can be directed at the course themes only. For example, learning the skills of describing and analysing social processes, and distinguishing between the two, can be located in the broad thematic concepts of poverty and inequality, without very much else. In teaching research competency, on the other hand, two sets of substantive content material need to be dealt with, namely, the empirical content of the course themes as well as the theoretical content of research methodology and practice.  

Foundation teachers recognised that it would not be possible to teach all of research theory, and that at the level of an introductory course this was in any case undesirable. We therefore turned to the empirical content for guidance and decided that questions about the extent and experiences of poverty and inequality would lend themselves quite well to the quantitative and qualitative research strategies respectively. In turn then, the distinction between these approaches – in relation to the methods, sampling techniques and nature of the data they give rise to – would form the basis of the research material of the course. 

This formulation also assisted in the selection of appropriate readings for the research theme. We included a general academic reading on research strategies and methods, as well as two additional readings to show research in practice. One a quantitative report on poverty indicators produced by the South African government
 and the second based on a qualitative analysis of testimonies given to the “National Speak out on Poverty” hearings in 1998
.  

Deciding on assessment

Obviously, the design of a course’s curriculum does not only involve deciding on its outcomes and content, and a crucial component of the aligned system of teaching and learning is that of assessment. Yet many academics fail to think about assessment until teaching has ended and students need to be evaluated, a scenario which often leads to serious discrepancies between the stated objectives of the course and what assessment tasks require of the students (Crooks, 1988: 3). It is important to note that, as Ramsden (cited in Biggs, 1999b: 68) has argued, “from our students’ points of view, the assessment always defines the actual curriculum”. This implies in real terms that students acquire and demonstrate the kinds of learning that assessment requires of them, rather than those of the course outcomes or the teacher’s intentions. Biggs (1999a: 141) refers to this as “backwash”, a phenomenon that can be utilised to good effect when assessment is aligned with the outcomes of the course and hence compels students to acquire the learning inherent in the outcomes. 

With regard to assessment in the Sociology Foundation course, we have noted Biggs’ (1999b: 64) advice for “positive backwash” of this kind: “…be clear about what we want students to learn, and then teach and assess accordingly in an aligned system of instruction”. To this end, the design of assessment practices in the course has been informed by five key principles (Hagemeier, 2001). The first principle is that all tasks are competency-driven, since this is what “we want students to learn”. Throughout the curriculum then, we establish what skills we want students to master; what content we want students to use in displaying that skill; and finally, what assessment tasks are the most appropriate for permitting students to learn and show that competency.

This primary principle is translated into practice by the second: that the mode (or format) of assessment be aligned with the competency. This is important because different modes of assessment assess different things, and in so doing, encourage students to adopt different learning strategies (Crooks, 1988). As shown earlier, within the broad competency of research knowledge and skill there are various competencies expected. In line with this principle then, we have used different formats for the research tasks to develop student learning of these competencies.     

The short paragraph answer format is a good mode for assessing lower order competencies, because the focus here is on reporting information accurately in as concise a manner as possible. Students are mostly assessed on the basis of whether they have got the answer right. In order to encourage learning of the lower order research competencies, students are required to submit two short paragraph assignments, based on the readings and lectures. The first is a worksheet of questions about the theory and practice of research in the abstract, dealing especially with the characteristics of a good research question, the terms used in research methodology and the general steps or procedures to be followed in undertaking a research project. The second worksheet concerns the empirical content of the course as a whole, and calls for students to provide the definitions and measures of poverty. In both these worksheets students are involved in skills of defining, stating, identifying, and outlining particular course content, all of which are lower order competencies. These tasks not only allow the teachers to assess to what extent students have understood the material and acquired the necessary skills. Perhaps more importantly, the tasks, by their very nature and format, reinforce the kinds of competency learning that students are required to do. Positive backwash is therefore achieved.

These assignments highlight another of the key principles by which assessment is designed and undertaken in the Foundation course. While much of the assessment in the course is summative, where student performance is allocated a grade and counts towards their overall mark for the course (Starfield, 2000: 109), we have recognised the value of formative assessment in encouraging deep learning in the students. Both assignments detailed above are used for feedback purposes only, and students may re-submit their work for additional comments on a voluntary basis. Formative assessment in this way allows students to not only see what satisfactory performance of the competency involves, but also to know how they can improve and an opportunity to actually do so. 

As the theme of research progresses and students develop the required lower order competencies, attention is shifted to the acquisition and demonstration of middle order research competencies. Using the research proposal as the mode of assessment for promoting this kind of learning has been a singular success through the years.  

Students work in pairs on this assignment. They are presented with a broad research topic, ‘Poverty in South Africa’, and the key objective of investigating the extent and experiences of poverty. For the research proposal, students are required to display their middle order competencies by firstly, locating the study within a defined geographical area and formulating their own research questions within the parameters of the key objective of the research. Secondly, they need to illustrate how the concepts embedded in their research questions shape the research strategy, and thirdly, apply their knowledge of research methodology to this particular research setting. Finally, they have to explain how the general research procedures they have learnt about will be used in their specific research project. In line with our general assessment philosophy, both formative and summative assessment activities are used to evaluate student performance on the task. Students are asked to present their proposal orally to the rest of the class, from which feedback is obtained. On the basis of this feedback, students re-work their written proposal for final submission and grading. 

The above discussion has shown how different assessment tasks are used to assess different competencies, and how this contributes to learning. Implicit however in this discussion is the fourth principle of assessment adopted in the course: scaffolding (Hagemeier, 2001). This too has been applied to the research assessment tasks, since they progress from assessing increasingly more complex competencies. This is useful in ensuring that students both learn the lower order skills and build on them to display the higher order competencies. The assessment practices with regard to these latter competencies are considered next.

We do not expect the students to engage in a practical research project of their own, simply because we feel that this might overburden them. However, if higher order research skills are to be promoted, it is crucial that students apply, even to a small degree, what they have learnt to a real life situation. Based on the research questions identified in their group proposals, each student conducts an interview with an older person about their experiences of poverty. In the write-up of the interview, students must describe the findings and use the sociological concepts they have learnt to analyse the respondent’s life history. In addition, they are requested to provide a brief evaluation of the strengths and weaknesses of the interview as a research method based on their own experience. Since all the higher order research skills of application, analysis and evaluation are assessed in this task, student learning of these competencies is thereby affirmed. 

In the final ‘quantitative indicators’ assignment students are asked to read and describe the statistics presented in two tables and a pie chart in the government report on poverty. This task clearly seeks to evaluate students’ ability to translate numerical data into written form and provide a sociological analysis of what the results mean. While the learning of these higher order competencies is again reinforced by the assessment activity, it has the potential for creating enormous difficulties because so many of our students lack numeracy skills. However, by applying Biggs’ (1999a) “constructive alignment”, such difficulties are avoided because the tutorial that precedes this assignment prepares students for engaging with the material in an adequate manner. Teaching and learning activities constitute the final component in our aligned system of instruction, and they too have been designed to ensure deep approaches to learning in the students. 

Deciding on teaching and learning activities

The research theme is covered in three weeks of the Foundation course. During that time, students participate in a number of teaching and learning activities, all of which are geared to the competency of research. The Foundation course has operated first and foremost from the principle that while the standard fare of lectures and tutorials are valuable and need to be included in our curriculum, in their traditional format they are not enough for sustaining student interest and promoting learning. Students must see worth in the activities, and this is primarily achieved by linking activities to the assessment tasks required of them, and by making them active in their learning processes (Alfred et al., 2000). 

Students attend eight lectures on research methodology (having covered issues around poverty and inequality in earlier lectures), and while they are largely participatory, the central aim of lectures is the transmission of substantive content material.

Following the first three lectures in which students are introduced to some of the key issues in sociological research, they are taken on a ‘research trip’ to Sandton, one of the richest areas in Johannesburg, and to the neighbouring township of Alexandra, one of the poorest. This activity session is undertaken not only to ‘enliven’ the course material and bring into stark relief some of the concepts discussed in class, but to allow students to start thinking about how they would do research in these areas. This activity provides some preparation for the research proposal task they will have to complete later on in the theme. Another activity in the third week is the screening of a documentary video in which seven year old children from a variety of socio-economic and cultural backgrounds in South Africa are interviewed about a series of issues, including poverty. The purpose of this is to initiate some preliminary thinking on how students will handle their own interview assignments. I should point out that emphasis in these sessions is placed on student enjoyment of their learning rather than on the completion of a set of tasks. Learning, I would contend, happens anyway. 

Students also attend a double period skills tutorial every week, where stress is placed not so much on the discussion of content as happens in many other courses, but rather on the development of student competencies. For the research part of the course, students attend three tutorials. Obviously, the materials that students work with in these tutorials are designed to teach the various research competencies, but the tutorials have additional value in that they prepare students for the appropriate assessment tasks. Skills tutorials of this nature are perhaps the best innovation in the Foundation course, and we have found that students often feel confident about the assessment made of them. Some examples of how these principles of tutorial design have been implemented follow.

The first research tutorial is a reading based one where students are acquainted with a general strategy for effective reading. This strategy is modelled by the course tutors in a plenary discussion of a reading on poverty definitions and measures, and in particular, shows the students the importance of using pre-formulated questions to extract information and understand the key arguments in the text. In small groups, students then practise the strategy on one of the readings set for the short paragraph research assignments. A similar approach is adopted in the second tutorial focusing specifically on preparation for the research proposal task. Course tutors facilitate a discussion on analysing the task at hand so that there is mutual agreement on the criteria for satisfactory performance in the task. Students use the remaining time in the tutorial to brainstorm ideas with their research partner and fellow students, and complete the presentation aspect of the proposal in class. Individual consultations with the tutors are also an important aspect of this preparation.

One of the key higher order research competencies pointed to earlier involves reading and analysing simple statistical data. The basic foundation of this competency is a set of numeracy skills, which many of our students do not have at their disposal. The third research tutorial therefore attempts to address this in some detail. Northedge (1990: 87) defines numeracy as a skill for reading and interpreting numbers “… within a particular field of discussion”. Based on this formulation, the tutorial activity started with a discussion of numbers commonly used in daily life. The point was made that just as these numbers were understood within a particular context, so the numbers found in academic texts needed contextualisation and thus were not beyond the grasp of students. Secondly, the tutors modelled a strategy for reading tables and pie charts that emphasises viewing numbers through a sociological lens. In pairs, students rehearse the strategy with tables and charts similar to those they will encounter in their quantitative indicators assignment mentioned earlier. In our aligned system, it is clear how the tutorial activity was designed in conjunction with the assessment task, and related to the competencies we expected and the content discussed in the course.

Conclusion

Biggs’ (1999a) theory of “constructive alignment” has been adopted extensively in the design of the Sociology Foundation course, since it is a useful approach for shifting students to the deep learning and higher order thinking skills expected at the tertiary education level. Translating the theory of “alignment” into practice has entailed two crucial strategies. Firstly, each of the key aspects of the curriculum – outcomes, content, assessment practices and teaching activities – has been informed by the others so that there is consistency throughout. This ensures that an aligned teaching context is created where higher order learning can be promoted. Secondly, all these curriculum components have been conceived in terms of, and in relation to, the competencies we expect of the students. Integrating both knowledge and skills, the notion of “competency” has served as the common thread that holds the course together and ensures that alignment occurs. This paper has focused particularly on how the curriculum has been configured for the teaching of the crucial competency of research. While it has been discussed in separate parts here, this should not be taken to imply that there is a logical and neat progression of curriculum design. Rather, our experience has shown that a process emerges when new issues are considered which necessitate changes to the curriculum. Though not without its problems, the paper has shown how this process of implementing a “constructively aligned” research curriculum has proved very valuable in the course.
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