
 

 

 

 

 

INVESTIGATING UbD AS A COURSE DESIGN 

FRAMEWORK FOR EDUCATORS TO EVIDENCE 

PEDAGOGICAL DECISIONS IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

 

 

A Thesis submitted by 

 

Hendrika Tame  

 

 

For the award of 

 

 

Master of Professional Studies (Research) 

 

 

2023 

 

 



 

i 

ABSTRACT 

This research project investigated the Understanding by Design (UbD) 

framework alignment to educator practices and questioned if the UbD stages and 

tools could be suitable to capture educator’s key pedagogical design decisions within 

the higher education context. The study draws upon the School of Business educator 

interviews, Academic Quality Unit professional staff interviews, and an analysis of 

the university and governance documentation, within a regional university. A 

correlation exists between the UbD stages, educator design practice, TEQSA intent, 

and selected Higher Education Threshold Standards. The educators' course design 

process identifies elements – learning objectives, assessment, and learning activities 

– similar to UbD framework processes stages and intent. A lack of clarity exists 

around the university and governance requirements and expectations for course 

design. Consequently, educators do not express an obligation or responsibility to 

quality standards and providing evidence of course design. This research contributes 

to Australian research, exploring UbD or the application to course design in HE. The 

findings agree with literature identifying a gap in university course design policy, 

procedure and guidance and the influence on educators’ course design practices 

and attitude (Zundans-Fraser et al., 2016). Further investigation is required to adapt 

the UbD framework and tools to meet needs of the School of Business educators. 

However, due to the minimal university course design governance documentation, 

implementing a course design framework and tools at the course level requires 

further investigation to determine the potential impact on the university educators. 
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DEFINITION OF KEY TERMS 

Australian Quality Framework: the policy for regulated qualifications in the 

Australian education and training system. The policy comprises of: AQF level and 

qualification type, linkages, learning outcomes and student pathways, specifications 

for the accreditation and development of qualifications and for issuing AQF 

qualifications and requirements for addition or removal of qualification types in the 

AQF, and the definitions of the terminology. 

Course: a component of study focused on a particular subject or topic. 150hours in 

duration over short period of study during the year. TESQA uses the words unit or 

subject undertaken to complete within a program.  

Course of study: defined by TEQSA as coherent sequence of units of study leading 

to the award of a qualification often called a program. 

Educator: used to represent an academic at a university in Higher Education  

Higher Education Standards Framework (HESF): standards that Australian 

providers must meet and continue to meet to be registered to operate as a higher 

education. 

higher education (HE): education beyond the secondary level, in reference to 

education offered by university in the form of undergraduate and postgraduate 

programs of study. 

Learning Management System (LMS): a software application that provides the 

framework that handles all aspects of course that students access for learning. 

Program: a qualification or award received after the successfully completion of a 

sequence of units, subject or courses. Programs vary in type and duration. 

Tertiary Education Quality Standards Agency (TEQSA) is a national regulatory 

and quality assurance agency for higher education to ensure quality education for 

students. 

Understanding by Design (UbD): a student-centred design framework consisting of 

a process and tools [templates] to help the educator to plan curriculum to enable 

students transfer their understanding. 

Unit of study are often referred to as module or subject or course. 

Vocational Education and Training (VET): delivers certificate and diploma level 

competency-based education and training services for individuals at every stage of 

their work life. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

1.1. Background 

Greater expectations are being placed on university educators to produce and 

evidence pedagogically sound courses with quality student learning experiences and 

outcomes (Thomson et al., 2017) for the assurance of learning. The Tertiary 

Education Quality Standards Agency (TEQSA) is a national regulatory and quality 

assurance agency for higher education to ensure quality education for students. 

TEQSA guidance notes provide clarity for universities in interpreting and applying the 

standards but are not ‘how to’ guides to develop and assure quality programs or 

courses in higher education. It is the university’s responsibility to establish 

institutional control and practices to ensure that the characteristics of a program, 

including courses, are achieved. 

TEQSA does not require a degree in teaching for those teaching in higher 

education; however, roles of the position include the design of a unit of work with 

sequential learning and aligned assessment as well as pedagogical approaches. 

Program and course design activities and designing learning is an assumed and 

expected part of academic work (Goodyear, 2013). Where educators are part of a 

design team consisting of design specialists, using templates and tools, especially in 

large-scale program and course development, the academic’s role and 

understanding of online course development and design has been challenged and 

almost disenfranchised (White et al., 2020). Higher education (HE) educators 

[Academics] felt a “lack of control was distinct from conventional production and 

represented an unbundling of their role of ‘creator’ and ‘deliverer’ of courses.” (White 

et al., 2020, p. 78). 

The feeling of this lack of control and, the challenge to the conventional 

approach to course design, HE educators possibly apply a design process with 

varying levels of comprehension and lack a design thinking mindset. In this research 

project, a design thinking mindset is defined as a set of creative skills to solve 

problems that places the human in the centre of the design process. Hence, 

educators have been found to revert to learning design taxonomies from their past 

experience as a student in a traditional university environment (Goodyear, 2015; 

McKenney et al., 2015). Research has identified that there is limited evidence on 

how HE educators design courses and what their levels of knowledge and practice 
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are (Goodyear, 2015; Laurillard, 2012; McKenney et al., 2015). They engage in the 

design of teaching, but often do not draw on design models or frameworks to guide 

the design process (Bennett et al., 2016). 

Both Goodyear’s (2015) and Bennett et al.’s (2016) conclusions remain 

relevant: further investigation is required into the development of university 

educators' design practice and thinking. As Bennett and colleagues (2011) stated, 

the challenge remains “to further develop this emerging understanding of academic’s 

design practice, and bring this understanding to bear on the development of tools 

and strategies that can support and advance current practice” (p. 165). This research 

study investigated Wiggins and McTighe’s (2005) Understanding by Design (UbD) 

framework to determine whether the same processes and tools could be used within 

the HE context, to assist educators in producing high quality courses.  

This chapter outlines the background to the research (section 1.1) as it relates 

to the research problem (section 1.2) and explains why the research is needed. The 

purpose of the research (section 1.3) outlines the research objectives. Section 1.4 

includes the scope of the research to provide clarity on the study and the gap in the 

literature. Section 1.5 provides a background of the researcher as a practitioner. 

 

1.2. Statement of the research problem 

Some smaller tertiary institutions typically do not use course design 

frameworks or software and have limited human resources dedicated to course 

design and development. As a consequence, the manual task of evidencing and 

documenting course design falls to full-time, part-time and casual staff. Educators 

need a course design framework that provides clearly defined processes and tools 

for designing courses to ensure quality learning experiences. 

Adding to the complexity, courses are offered in multiple modes of delivery, 

e.g., online, offline, blended, and on-campus. Therefore, a need exists for a course 

design framework, process or tool which is generic, robust, and flexible enough to 

accommodate not only the diversity of educator pedagogical decisions but also to 

enable building the course in multiple modes of delivery across different disciplines 

and schools. The project focussed on identifying whether UbD aligned with 

educators’ design practices and could be suitable for use within the HE context to 

enable educators to produce quality courses. UbD is a conceptual framework for 

planning, consisting of a process and design templates. The template act as a set of 
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design standards during development, review and quality control. (Wiggins and 

McTighe, 2015). The process and templates guide teachers to design and plan in 

detail units of curriculum or modules for courses to ensure alignment of curriculum 

within the broader context of programs. (Wiggins, 2005) 

 

1.3. Purpose of research 

This research project was a qualitative exploratory investigation. The purpose 

of the investigation was to identify elements of the UbD framework processes and 

tools that aligned with educators’ practices and whether the templated 

documentation could capture the educator’s key design decisions, personal 

meaning-making, and interpretations of their learning design taxonomy (e.g., 

pedagogical decisions, assessment design, learning activities and resources within 

the HE context). The project also set out to determine whether the UbD process and 

tools would meet the TEQSA requirements to evidence Higher Education Standards 

Framework (HESF) Standard 3.1 Teaching, Course design, section.1- 5 (HESF 

Standard 3.1) (Department of Education, Skills and Employment, 2021). 

 

1.4. Scope of research 

The research project took place at a regional university in Queensland, 

Australia. As an Educational Designer I am employed within the university in which I 

have access to the university systems and operations, and business educators. 

Currently, the university has no identifiable electronic storage system for course 

design documentation that is retrievable to evidence HESF Standard 3.1. Although 

on limited budgets and facing strategic changes, the regional university is still 

required to deliver quality learning and teaching, continuous improvements to assure 

learning, and adhere to external standards for registration. The research project drew 

upon educators from the university School of Business. These educators were less 

likely to have educational training or qualifications than educators from a School of 

Education. Although business educators possibly lack in pedagogical training, they 

are still expected to evidence course design. This situation falls upon full/part-time 

and casual educators to draw upon their own methods, processes, and tools to fulfil 

the expectations. Therefore, research is required to determine a resource-effective 

process to support educators in achieving these standards. 
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The exploratory investigation consisted of two stages. Stage 1 analysed 

documentation from the university, TEQSA and HESF. Stage 2 involved semi-

structured interviews with two participant groups. During the life of the project, the 

university divisions, from which participant groups were drawn, changed. The School 

of Commerce and the School of Management combined to become the School of 

Business. The Office for the Advancement of Learning and Teaching (OALT) was 

dissolved and replaced by the Academic Transformation Portfolio (ATP). The 

interview groups were drawn from the university educators within the School of 

Business and the professional staff drawn from the Academic Quality Unit within the 

ATP.  

 

1.5. Researcher as practitioner 

As an insider/outsider researcher, I bring to this project a range of experience 

and insight into learning and teaching theory and praxis. I trained and practiced as a 

secondary teacher and Leading Vocational Teacher in the Vocational Education and 

Training (VET) sector undertaking significant planning and development of programs 

and courses, as well as mentoring and coaching teachers. As a Leading Vocational 

Teacher, I was also responsible for the quality assurance of programs and courses to 

comply with governing agency and legislative requirements. I now work in the role of 

an Educational Designer at the regional university, assisting HE educators to design, 

develop, and improve courses and programs. In this position I have gained an 

intimate knowledge of the university systems, policy and procedures and apply them 

on a regular basis to assist the educator to design courses. I have witnessed first-

hand educator responses and reactions to the university systems, policy, procedures 

and expectations. I work collaboratively with HE educators across a number of 

schools, but in particular, have been involved heavily with the School of Business 

and the various discipline groups. I assist them to design and develop courses with a 

focus on student quality outcomes and assurance of learning. 

Conducting research while in this position has provided valuable insights into 

School of Business educators’ perceptions and attitudes towards course and learning 

design, the varying levels of experience and confidence, and the impact of the limited 

range of assistance and availability of purposeful tools. I am familiar with the culture 

and politics of the School of Business and have established working relationships 

with the educators. I am aware of the educators’ prior experiences, predilections, and 
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knowledge of designing courses. I have seen educators call upon traditional tried and 

tested past practices which has given them a sense of security and success. 

Therefore, this resulted in the research to further explore the theoretical basis of 

School of Business educator praxis and particularly their course design processes. 

 

1.6. Summary 

This chapter has briefly introduced the quality agenda driving the HE sector, 

the implications to universities and the impact on educators to produce quality 

courses. A problem for the university and educators has been identified. The purpose 

and scope of the research project address the need to investigate a course design 

framework for educators within the context of the regional university. Furthermore, 

the position of insider researcher (Yin, 2016) and relationship to the research project 

has been acknowledged.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1. Introduction 

This chapter presents an overview of the literature, positioning the need for a 

course design framework to design quality courses. Section 2.2—Assurance of 

learning, provides a broad context of the quality agenda driving program and 

consequently course design. Section 2.3 further narrows to the university sector 

context, and their responses to the quality agenda for programs. Teacher as 

designer (Section 2.4) discusses the shift of the educators’ role to designers of 

courses to meet the quality agenda. Finally, Section 2.5 presents Understanding by 

Design (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005), a framework for planning and designing courses 

as a possible solution to address the quality agenda for course design which leads to 

Section 2.6. research questions. 

 

2.2. Assurance of learning 

TEQSA (2017) and Australian Government (2017) refers to characteristics for 

assuring learning and quality through the design of a program or course including 

activities such as learning outcomes, assessment, resources content, and learning 

activities, and the extent of the student achievement of learning outcomes. 

TEQSA assurance of quality focuses on the registration and accreditation of 

HE activities i.e., a course of study. At the university a course of study is referred to 

as program and units of study as courses and this naming convention is used 

throughout the document. TEQSA course design guidance notes (Tertiary Education 

Quality and Standards Agency, 2017; Australian Government) provide design 

requirements and characteristics for a course of study to comply with HESF Standard 

3.1 Teaching, Course design, Section 1-5 (HESF Standard 3.1). Quality Assurance is 

achieved through the design of these characteristics: alignment of learning 

outcomes; methods of assessment; content; and learning activities can be 

demonstrated—whether at program or course level. Laurillard (2012) and Goodyear 

(2015) refer to these activities as pedagogical decisions or design patterns used by 

educators as designers of teaching and courses of learning.  

TEQSA imposes stringent requirements on the tertiary sector to evidence the 

HESF Threshold Standards for registration and accreditation, and in particular, 

evidencing assurance of quality through continuous improvement of course activities 
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and assessment. However, under the HESF, there are no mandatory education 

qualification requirements for HE educators to initially gain pedagogical knowledge 

and practice. Nicole (2012, p. 4) stated “[c]urriculum design in HE is not a formal 

activity and there is little support, formal or informal, provided in most HE institutions 

to help academics become better at designing learning activities, modules and 

courses”. In contrast, secondary teachers require a minimum four-year 

undergraduate education degree and educators in the VET sector require a minimum 

of a Certificate IV in Training and Assessment. These qualifications provide formal 

training in learning and teaching theory and practice, the skills to design and develop 

courses, units, or modules of learning. The absence of formal training may explain 

why tertiary educators tend to draw upon past experiences as a learner to formulate 

their course design approaches (Goodyear, 2015). 

 

2.3. University context 

Over the past decade in response to the quality agenda, universities have 

explored rapid design processes (White et al., 2020) and the use of software and 

collaborative activities to design and develop programs and courses (Alammary et 

al., 2017; Thomson et al.,2017; Wijngaard-de Meij & Merx, 2018). Also, universities 

have invested in and divested of learning and teaching departments to address and 

support program accreditation requirements and educators to design courses. 

Amongst these changes, the sector has seen an emergence of design/learning 

specialist positions, including Educational Designers, Learning Designers, 

Instructional Designers, and dedicated design teams (Slade et al., 2019; Thomson et 

al., 2019). These specialists work collaboratively with academics and consult with 

industry professionals to document and translate learning designs and produce 

quality learning experiences to meet TEQSA requirements (Toetenel & Rienties, 

2016). However, even with the assistance of design teams, the responsibility of 

undertaking program and course design activities lies with the university educator. 

 

2.4. Educators as designers 

The role of the educator in HE is changing into a more complex career, 

meeting university research performance expectations and developing a teaching 

identity (Debowski, 2022). HE teaching is rapidly evolving, and the traditional 

teaching role is no longer simply the exposition of knowledge but involves the 
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creation of an environment where learning takes place through a variety of activities 

to help students learn (Goodyear, 2015). The traditional approach of course design, 

where the teacher works in isolation with an emphasis on content rather than the 

student, is no longer a viable approach according to some theorists (Reynolds & 

Kearn, 2017; Thomson et al., 2019). 

University educators, as part of their role, are required to undertake program 

and course design activities (The University, 2022). They tend to apply a design 

process with varying levels of comprehension and as a result, habitually revert to 

traditional teaching (Goodyear, 2015) and design practices. They engage in the 

designing of teaching and courses, but often do not draw on design models or 

frameworks to guide the design process (Bennett et al., 2016). There is limited 

evidence on how teachers design courses, what their level of knowledge and 

practices are (Goodyear, 2015; Laurillard 2012; McKenney et al., 2015), what effects 

are placed on university teachers’ workload (Sridharan et al., 2015), and how student 

performance is assessed (Nguyen et al., 2018). Studies in learning analytics and 

course design provide insights into the implications of educators’ pedagogical 

choices that inform the course learning design and learning activities and the 

influence on student engagement in the Learning Management System (LMS) that 

impacts performance (Toetenel & Rienties 2016) and student engagement (Nguyen, 

2018) and retention (Olney et al., 2018). Bennett et al. (2016, p. 143), acknowledged 

in their study that “significant research and practical applications are needed to 

advance design thinking and practice” of teachers. Educators need to develop a 

design thinking mind set and skills to innovate curriculum fit for the current 

educational challenges students face (Vallis & Redmond, 2021). 

Whilst the term design is now applied to course design, the concept of design 

and design thinking has been traditionally associated with fields such as engineering, 

industrial design, and architecture. Within HE the term design is predominantly used 

in literature in conjunction with program curriculum development for the assurance of 

learning (Goode et al., 2018; Millear et al., 2017; Thomson et al., 2019). Since the 

early 2000s, there has been considerable interest in “teaching as design”, “design of 

learning”, and “learning design” (Bennett et al., 2011; Goodyear, 2015; Laurillard, 

2012; Konnerup et al., 2019; Toetenel & Rienties, 2016). The notion of teachers as 

designers (Asenio-Perez, et al., 2017; Goodyear, 2015; Jordan, 2016; Laurillard, 
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2012 & Mckenney et al., 2016) and designers of learning design in course design 

(Bennett et al., 2011; Mittlemeir et al., 2018) has emerged in literature. 

Laurillard (2012) defined teaching as design as a science focusing on the 

designing of learning. McAndrew and colleagues (2006) drew upon architect and 

design theorist Christopher Alexandria’s notion (1964) of design patterns to explain 

activities and problems associated with pedagogical design and called upon the use 

of a variety of learning theories approaches, processes, practices, and tools. In 

relation to universities, Goodyear (2015) discussed teaching as design with specific 

design components: good learning task; supportive physical and digital environment; 

and social organisation and division of labour. 

With the exception of those with an Education degree, educators may not be 

equipped with the knowledge and skills to think and plan as designers, but they are 

still required to design courses and learning. The lack of a TEQSA requirement for 

mandatory qualifications for teaching at a tertiary level may contribute to a limited 

sense of the design process, a lack of a design thinking mindset, and a tendency to 

revert to learning design taxonomies from past experiences as a student in a 

traditional university (Goodyear, 2015; McKenney et al., 2015). As Bennett and 

colleagues (2011) stated, the challenge remains “to further develop this emerging 

understanding of academic’s design practice and bring this understanding to bear on 

the development of tools and strategies that can support and advance current 

practice” (p. 165). 

Also, both Goodyear (2015) and Bennett et al. (2016) concluded that further 

investigation is required into the development of university educators’ design practice 

and thinking. Their research also identifies the need for further investigation into the 

“ways in which other university staff who support student learning engage in design 

activities” (Goodyear, 2015, p. 43) and what “appropriate training and supports will 

be needed” (Bennett et al., 2016, p. 143) to assist and work collaboratively with 

educators to create visual representation of their course design. Therefore, research 

is required to develop effective tools and resources that enable educators to 

participate in the design process and to realise and document design decisions to 

address standards. 
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2.5. Understanding by design 

Wiggins and McTighe’s (2005) Understanding by Design (UbD), also referred 

to as backward design, is a design framework that is predominantly utilised in the 

primary and secondary education sectors. It is a conceptual framework for curriculum 

planning, consisting of a three-stage process and design templates. The set of 

design templates align with the three stages in which the educator completes 

stimulus questions and sections to document decisions. The process and templates 

guide educators to design and plan in detail units of curriculum or modules for units 

or courses to ensure alignment of curriculum within the broader context of programs 

(Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). “It is a map for how to achieve the ‘output’ of desired 

student performance, in which appropriate learning activities and assessment are 

suggested to make it more likely that students achieve desired results” (Wiggin & 

McTighe, 2005, p6). A detailed review of literature can be found in Chapter 5: 

Unpublished Paper literature review discussing: What is Understanding by Design, 

theoretical underpinnings of UbD, constructive alignment, quality outcomes for 

students, and benefits to educators applying UbD. 

Strong parallels exist between UbD (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005, Yurtseven & 

Altun, 2017) and Constructive Alignment (Biggs, 1999) such as the theoretical tenets 

of student learning and outcomes, teaching conception and curriculum objective and 

assessment alignment. Biggs and Tang’s (2011) Constructive Alignment Theory 

frequently appear in literature on program or curriculum development or design as 

the lens for alignment and mapping, with the incorporation of other learning theories 

and design models for assuring learning (Goode et al., 2010; Millear et al., 2017; 

Toetenel & Rienties, 2016; Wijngaards-de Meij & Merx, 2018). Although frequently 

used for quality learning and teaching outcomes it is not a design framework or 

process. Although a parallel exist between UbD and Constructive Alignment 

theoretical concepts of learning and teaching, this research project did not 

investigate the validity of UbD framework through investigating the theoretical 

underpinning and principles aligned to the context of HE. 

 

2.6. Research questions 

The purpose of the research project was to investigate if the UbD framework 

processes and tools are suitable to design courses within HE. Therefore, the 

overarching research question was: 
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Which UbD design framework processes and tools (if any), may be suitable for the 

development of a course design framework for the University School of Business 

disciplines? 

The sub research questions were used to breakdown and further explore the main 

research question. Research sub-questions: 

• (RSQ1) What are the TEQSA requirements and is there an alignment with 

UbD design framework processes and tools? 

• (RSQ2) What are the university School of Business educators’ course design 

practice and perceptions of TEQSA requirements? 

• (RSQ3) To what extent does the School of Business educators’ design 

practices and TEQSA perceptions align with UbD design framework 

processes and tools?  

 

2.7. Summary 

This chapter has outlined the literature which highlights a gap and need for a 

design framework that will provide the educator with guidance and structure to 

design courses and respond to the quality agenda. The following chapter outlines the 

methodology to explore the research questions presented in this chapter. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

3.1. Introduction 

This chapter outlines the methodology and rationale for the approaches 

selected. Following this introduction, a foreward is provided of the wider context of 

the university which contributes to the rationale for the chosen research 

methodology. Section 3.2 explains the research paradigm adopted for the study, 

section 3.3 outlines and explains the research design stages. Sections 3.4 and 3.5 

describe the two participant groups and the method and criteria for selection. The 

data collection process (section 3.6) and the data analysis reflexive approach 

(section 3.7) is described, with explanation of the derivation of emergent themes. 

Section 3.8 describes the ethical considerations undertaken to conduct the project. 

Recent strategic changes to the wider context of the university have resulted 

in significant challenges to the educator participants,’ their learning and teaching 

praxis and educator role. The university has undergone strategic changes in 

response to TEQSA registration audits and compliance with HESF through the 

implementation of the university Academic Plan 2019–2022 (the university, 2020). 

This has resulted in program rationalisation, redesign and re/accreditation, the 

revision and introduction of new policy and procedures, the introduction of quality 

course improvement processes, and learning and teaching initiatives and directives 

to ensure quality learning and positive student experiences. 

 

3.2. Research paradigm 

A constructivist paradigm of research was adopted for the research project 

exploratory investigation. This approach was appropriate as the constructivist 

approach constructs meaning with actions and outcomes situated within a specific 

context, culture, organisation, and time (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). The rapid 

succession of changes to the wider context of the university could influence both 

educator and professional participants’ reality, perspectives, and perceptions, and 

therefore shaped their interpretations (Creswell, 2009). Being an insider/outsider 

researcher, having existing relationships with targeted participants and an in-depth 

understanding of the university policies and procedures, has placed me within a 

unique position to explore both the educators’ and university’s paradigm of course 

design. As the researcher, I explored the interpretations of the educators’ 
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perceptions of course design within the university context and social construct of the 

School of Business. I was able to gain insights into the participants’ subjective 

experiences and attitudes toward course design, the university’s wider perceptions 

and UbD processes and tools for designing a course to inform the extent in which it 

can meet both educator and the university needs (Yin, 2016).  

The qualitative methods of document reviews and semi-structured interviews 

are predominant within a constructivist paradigm (Martens, 2019). A review of 

documentation, and Academic Quality Unit professional staff [the university wider 

context and construct] interpretation of educators’ course design, allowed the 

researcher to draw meanings from multiple interpretations for results, rather than on 

the assumptions drawn as an insider researcher. 

 

3.3. Research design 

A qualitative approach to the research project’s exploratory investigation 

aligned with the constructivist paradigm as it enabled the university educator and 

professional staff participants to draw and construct meaning from their learning, 

prior experience, and knowledge (Churchill, 2013). The use of semi-structured 

interviews and open-ended questions provided the opportunity for both participant 

groups to reflect on their worlds, lived experiences, and opinions (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2018). Also, the conversational mode of the semi-structured interviews allowed the 

researcher to follow up on responses important to the participant and the direction of 

the project, which structured interview questions and a prescribed place and time 

schedule cannot afford (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). 

The research design consisted of two stages, as outlined in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1  

Conceptual Diagram of Research Design  

 

 

The Stage 1 investigation consisted of an analysis of documentation 

authored and endorsed by the University and available through the official Policy 

Library. A search was conducted of the University Policy Library [category Programs 

and courses], including University policies, procedures, schedules, and definitions. 

The search terms included: course, course design, curriculum, curriculum design 

with cross references to development, processes, tools or guidelines, which rendered 

a number of results. Also relevant TEQSA documentation, as well as the HESF, 

which informs the University's learning and teaching and influences the participants' 

operating environment, were identified. Other authorised learning and teaching 

university documents were identified that were not in the Policy Library. The 

examination and interpretation of the university policies and procedures, along with 

learning and teaching documentation, TEQSA guidelines and resources, and HESF 

threshold Standards provided insight into university and governing bodies 

perspective of course design requirements and expectations (Bowen, 2009). The 

insights garnered from the document analysis enabled the researcher to refine the 

interview questions for the participant groups (Yin, 2016) in Stage 2. Further, the 

review and evaluation of the documentation confirmed generalised themes that were 

compared with the participants' responses (Creswell, 2018). 
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Stage 2 consisted of semi-structured interviews for two groups and a reflexive 

thematic analysis. The two interview groups were the university educators of the 

School of Business [Group 1] and the university Academic quality unit professional 

staff [Group 2]. Prior to conducting educator interviews, a pilot of the questions was 

conducted to ensure validity and rigour (Mikuska, 2016). This pilot group of two Law 

educators provided feedback on the question construction and interpretation. The 

feedback was used to refine the semi-structured interview questions further for use in 

Stage 2. 

The university educator interviews were conducted first, which provided 

insight into university educators’ level of knowledge and interpretation of course 

design and explored their awareness and knowledge of the UbD framework 

principles and processes, the university expectations, TEQSA requirements, and 

HESF Standards to identify similarities and differences. A reflexive thematic 

approach (Braun & Clarke, 2019) was applied to the analysis of the educator 

interview responses. The researcher utilised the insights gained from the knowledge 

generated through the educator responses and used this information to re-focus and 

refine the interview questions for the professional staff (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). The 

professional staff interviews provided insights into the university’s interpretation of 

the course design requirements and the expectations and perceptions of educators’ 

course design practices. A separate reflexive analysis of the interview responses 

was conducted to identify the emergent themes.  

The themes resulting from the thematic analysis of the Group 1 and Group 2 

responses were collated and compared. From the comparison, the overall emerging 

themes were identified that responded to the research questions. 

 

3.4. Group 1—university educator participants 

Five participants from the School of Business were interviewed. I had deep 

knowledge of the school context and an established working relationship with some 

staff in the school. Also, I was aware that for a high number of School of Business 

educators, English was their second or third language. Therefore, for the educators 

that participated in the project, it may have bearing on the expression used in their 

responses and influence the interpretation of the data. As an insider researcher, I 

was aware that this could influence the participants’ responses and the integrity of 
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the study (Yin, 2016). The participants who were identified and invited satisfied the 

preferred inclusion criteria:  

• Each educator came from a different disciplinary group within the School. 

• The researcher had no or very little prior interaction with the participant in 

designing or redesigning a course. 

Participants were drawn from the Finance, Politics, Computer Information 

Systems, Management, and Marketing disciplines. Drawing university educator 

participants from a variety of disciplinary groups provided diverse insights into 

meaning-making and decisions in course design, and their interpretation of HESF 

compliance. It was anticipated that participants drawn from the School of Business 

would possibly not have formal graduate or post -graduate education qualifications 

like that of the School of Education. From the interview responses, it was found that 

one participant had postgraduate formal training in course design, one had no formal 

training, and the three others had extensive years of teaching within the University 

sector only. 

 

3.5. Group 2—university professional participants 

Two university professional staff from the Academic Quality Unit, within the 

Academic Transformation Portfolio were interviewed. These participant’s duties 

focused on course improvement conducted through curriculum conversation 

activities to ensure compliance with the TEQSA improvement requirements. 

Curriculum conversations were conducted with educators to address student 

feedback flagging issues arising from student feedback regarding anything within the 

course, such as assessment, content navigation, teaching, etc. The participants were 

able to provide an organisational perspective of educator expectations and 

responsibilities to fulfil compliance requirements for course design and the 

University’s expectations and documentation requirements. 

These participants were recommended by the Director of Academic Quality 

due to the correlation between the project intent and professional staff work focus 

across various schools, educators, and courses. Although recommended by the 

Director, participants were invited to voluntarily participate in the project. Participants 

were made aware that their interviews were conducted after the educator interviews, 

and all information was confidential and de-identified. 
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3.6. Data collection 

The following step of data collection was undertaken to gain insights into the 

suitability of the UbD framework for use in the HE context. Figure 2 outlines the data 

collection process for Stage 2 research design. 

 

Figure 2  

Conceptual Diagram of Data Collection Process Stage 2 Research Design 

 

After gaining relevant approvals for the research project, the two participant 

groups were interviewed. For participants in both Group 1 and Group 2, individual 

one-hour semi-structured interviews were conducted online at a time and day 

nominated by the participant, with the interviews both audio and video recorded. 

Group 1 interview questions were framed around the three stages of UbD: 

1. Have you heard of Understanding by Design? Or backward mapping? If yes – 

Can you describe what it is? 

2. How do you go about designing/planning your course/curriculum? What 

documentation do you keep when you design or redesign your curriculum? 

3. How do you decide what the student will need to achieve as outcomes from 

the course?  

1

•Seek approval from Head of School to invite educator (group one) 

•Seek approval of Director of Quality Unit to invite professional staff (group two)

2
• Group 1 conduct interviews, recorded and manually transcribed.

3
•Group 1 analyse data to identify themes in relation to the UbD stages, expectations and quality 

perceptions.

4
•Group 1 data interpretation of results

5
•Group 2 conduct interviews, recorded and manually transcribed.

6
•Group 2 analyse data to identify theme related to University and TESQA requirement and expectations.

7
•Group 2 data interpretation of results
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4. What type of assessment evidence do you collect to document and validate 

student learning and achievement? How do you determine the type of 

assessment evidence used in the modules/topic for the course? 

5. Do you have learning activities? If yes – How do you select learning activities 

to use for the modules/topics in the course?  

6.  What documentation do you keep of your designing/planning of the course? 

7. Have you heard of TEQSA? If yes – what are the requirements for course 

design? 

Group 2 interview questions were: 

1. At the course level of curriculum design, what are the requirements or 

expectations from TEQSA? 

2. What type of documents or evidence are academics expected to keep for 

course curriculum design work? Either by the university or to satisfy TEQSA? 

3. What does the University expect academics to know or do about TEQSA and 

HESF? 

4. Does the university use any frameworks, tools, or systems that is used to 

evidence TEQSA standard around course design? 

 

3.7. Ethical considerations 

The researcher acted in accordance with the Australian Code for the 

Responsible Conduct of Research (2018) and the National Statement of Ethical 

Conduct in Human Research (2018). Institutional ethical approval was obtained from 

the university Human Ethics Committee (H20REA313) (see Appendix A) before 

commencement of the project.  

After approval was granted, the researcher recruited participants for the Group 

1 [educators] and Group 2 [professional] interviews. Group-specific Project 

Information Sheets and Consent Forms were sent to each participant (see Appendix 

B). The Group 1 Participant Information Sheet addressed the perceived 

psychological risk in disclosing aspects of their experience and attitudes to course 

design and course evaluation for performance purposes and identified the 

opportunity for the participant to verify and edit interview transcripts and meeting 

documentation. Immediately after the interviews, transcripts were generated. The 

transcripts were sent to the participants, who were given two weeks for verification, 

prior to the data being analysed. In accordance with ethics requirements, the data 
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was not shared or made openly or publicly available to the University or school staff 

to assure participant’s confidentiality and privacy. 

The Group 2 Participant Information Sheet addressed the psychological risk of 

disclosing information of specific courses and educators’ practices (see Appendix C). 

The data had the potential to contain details and evaluative information that could 

directly identify both the educator and professional participant, in conjunction with the 

course and interview data. To ensure confidentiality, participants were provided with 

the opportunity to verify and edit interview transcripts. Immediately after the 

interviews, transcripts were generated. The transcripts were sent to the participants 

and given two weeks for verification. During the interview introduction, the 

participants were made aware that any educator names and course codes within the 

transcripts would be de-identified or substituted with a non-identifying code. 

Both participant groups were advised that they could leave the project at any 

time prior to conducting the interviews, but withdrawal after interviews would 

compromise the data. Group 1 and Group 2 participant data were de-identified for 

protection and privacy. Both participant groups Participant Information Sheets and 

Consent forms are stored in data storage and security in accordance with the Human 

Ethics Data Management Procedure (The university, 2020). 

 

3.8. Data analysis 

The researcher used a reflexive thematic approach (Braun & Clarke, 2019) to 

analyse data for both interview group data sets. This approach was suited to the 

constructivist research paradigm and included both deductive and inductive 

analytical methods of data analysis (Braun & Clarke 2020). It could also encompass 

both a semiotic level of thematic development, i.e., looking at surface meanings of 

data, evolving from description and latent level that identifies as well as examine the 

underlying ideas and conceptions that form the semiotic data content (Braun & 

Clarke 2006). 

The data analysis broadly followed the process as outlined by Braun and 

Clarke (2006): 

1. Data familiarising 

2. Generating initial codes  

3. Searching for themes  

4. Reviewing themes  
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5. Defining and naming themes  

6. Producing the report 

The same approach to data familiarisation of the interview data set was taken 

for both interview groups. The first pass of familiarisation began with the transcribing 

of the individual interview data, each of the individual data was read and reread, 

noting any initial similarities or common ideas, categories, or similar, that arose. In 

the second pass of familiarisation, the individual interview data was separated and 

collated under the relevant questions. Again, data was read and reread, noting 

commonalities and differences that arose. 

The researcher applied both an inductive and deductive approach to the initial 

analysis of both interview group data sets to generate codes and develop broad 

patterns and themes (Creswell, 2018). During this process, each group’s data set 

was categorised, colour-coded, and relevant data extracted. Each interview group's 

data set was initially analysed independently. 

Both an inductive and deductive approach was initially taken to the interview 

group one data set. A deductive approach was taken to questions 2- 5. These 

questions were based on the UbD stages: 1) identify desired results, 2) determine 

acceptable evidence, and 3) plan learning experiences and instruction. These UbD 

stages functioned as preconceived codes against which the data was analysed. An 

inductive approach was taken to questions 1, 6 and 7. These questions were discrete 

and each with a unique focus and no preconceived codes to test or compare 

responses against (Creswell, 2018). After the initial coding of group data sets, the 

themes were generated and collated. The themes from questions 2 – 5 were 

generated and collated under the UbD stages. For questions 1, 6 and 7, the themes 

were collectively identified. Relevant data extracts were then collated under the 

themes. See Figure 3 for an example of generating the initial codes and themes. 
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Figure 3  

Example of Generating Initial Codes and Searching for Themes. 

 

 

 

An inductive approach was only used for the Group 2 interview data set. 

These questions were discrete, with each having a unique focus, and there were no 

preconceived codes against which to test or compare responses. As Group 2 

interview questions differed from those used in Group 1, separate themes were 

generated and collated. 

The themes generated for both Group 1 and Group 2 interviews were 

reviewed and verified in relation to the coded extracts, and also to the entire data set. 

A conceptual map synthesising the codes across Group 1 interview questions was 

produced to identify the relationships that align with the UbD stages and contribute to 

themes (see Appendix B). Ongoing refinements were made to narrow and refine the 

themes. The Group 1 themes and data extracts were continuously compared against 

the UbD stages and specific process stages to refine the themes. A conceptual map 

for the Group 2 themes was not produced as the themes were distinct and discretely 

derived from the questions within the data set analysis. 

On completion of the reflexive thematic analysis, the generated themes and 

selected data extracts from both groups were compared and collated to identify 

overlapping coherent themes in order to justify overall emergent research themes 
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that responded to the research questions (Creswell, 2018). Throughout the data 

analysis the insider research was aware of the bias due to the familiarity and close 

proximity to the participants. To reduce the potential bias of the finding the insider 

researcher compared the data and findings against other data sources such are 

research projects. She also checked for alternative finding explanations through 

discussion with fellow researcher peers. 

 

3.9. Summary 

This chapter outlined the methodological approach to generate emergent 

themes to answer the research question. An account of the qualitative approach is 

described to investigate the UbD framework processes and tools, educator practices 

and if the templated documentation could capture the educator’s key course design 

decisions. From the data collection method, the document analysis and the 

interviews, the research set out to determine whether the UbD process and tools 

would satisfy TEQSA, HESF, and University requirements. The following chapter 

outlines the findings of the data collection. 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 

4.1. Introduction 

This chapter presents the document analysis including an introduction to the 

sub sections and a summary of findings (Section 4.2). Section 4.3 introduces the 

Semi-structured interview and presents the findings and themes of Group 1 (Section 

4.3.1) and Group 2 (Section 4.3.2). 

 

4.2. Document analysis findings 

4.2.1. Introduction 

A document analysis was conducted across three different document sources. 

The researcher gained insight into university and governing bodies perspectives of 

course design requirements and expectations. Section 4.2.2 identifies the university 

documentation drawn from the Policies Library, Learning and Teaching sites, and 

documentation focusing on related ‘course’ terminology. Section 4.2.3 identifies the 

relationship of course to TEQSA documentation of guidance notes and program 

characteristics. Section 4.2.4.—HESF Standards identifies the relevant standards 

based on the program intent and characteristics that align to the UbD stages. 

 

4.2.2. The university documentation 

A search was conducted of the university Policy Library [category Programs 

and courses], including University policies, procedures, schedules, and definitions. 

The search terms included: course, course design, curriculum, curriculum design 

with cross references to development, processes, tools or guidelines, which rendered 

a number of results. In the university Policy library, course is defined as a discrete 

element of a program. The only reference to course design is included in the 

definition of curriculum design as “intentionally crafting the architecture of the entire 

suite of learning activities and experiences to successfully complete a program, 

courses or study component to achieve the stated learning outcomes.” (The 

university, 2021. n.p) 

Table 1 identifies these policies, procedures, and schedules and describes the 

content in relationship to search terms. Note: The university Policy Library does not 

contain guidelines. 
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Table 1 

Policies, Procedures, and Schedules Related to Course. 

Policies, Procedures, Schedules Relationship 

Academic Programs and Courses Quality 
Policy 

Standards underpinning the 
development, accreditation and 
quality assurance of Academic 
Programs and Courses 

Course Definition overview 

Course Management Procedure 
Course Nomenclature and Coding Schedule  
Course Specifications Requirements 

Schedule 
 

Administration, codification and 
systematisation of the course 

Coursework Curriculum Design and Structure 
Procedure  

Coursework Curriculum Design and Structure 
Schedule  

Coursework Curriculum Design Policy 

Curriculum design structure 
related to programs 
requirements to meet 
accreditation  

Relationship to program structure, 
clustering, course type, unit 
value, conditions 

Coursework Quality Assurance - Evaluation 
Procedure 

Curriculum quality assurance 
framework and initiative for 
program assurance 

Program Accreditation Procedure Course outline and synopsis as 
part of program accreditation 

Program Development Team Schedule Roles identified to assist in course 
curriculum development 

 

Little official and current university Learning and Teaching documentation 

was found. No single Hub site storing documentation related to course, course 

design, development, processes, tools, or guidelines was found. A single internal 

Learning and Teaching Intranet SharePoint site Academic Development was 

identified. Though the site contained various links, the university Learning and 

Teaching priorities document directed related to course: 11 Minimum Requirements 

for online learning and teaching. This document identifies the good practice elements 

present for online courses but not a process, guideline or tool for the design or 

development of a course. 

As an insider researcher, I had the advantage of accessing and sourcing 

documentation from legacy learning and teaching sites that educators had access to 

previously. The learning and teaching documents appraised did not address the 

designing of courses or learning, but administrative information to enact program 
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characteristics, policies and the university learning and teaching directives, and the 

associated elements of learning and teaching such as assessment design, rubrics 

development, and LMS ‘how to’ documents. No processes, guidelines or tool for 

course design or a framework for development were found. From the documentation 

examined, a generalised theme emerged: There are no specific university process, 

guidelines or tools for course design and development to guide the educator.  

 

4.2.3. TEQSA documentation 

TEQSA provides guidance notes and other resources to universities. The 

guidance notes express the nature of the topic, the underlying intent of those 

standards, the risks to the quality of education and the evidence that TEQSA is likely 

to look for. In the TEQSA documentation, course is referenced as a unit of study 

within the program to ensure program quality. Table 2 identifies TEQSA guidance 

notes and program characteristics translatable to course [unit of study].  

 

Table 2  

Identification of TEQSA Guidance Notes and Program Characteristics Translatable to 

Course. 

Guidance Notes Relationship to Course* 

Guidance note: Course 
design (including learning 
outcomes and 
assessment) 

 

Characteristics of a program  

• content, duration and sequencing of the 
elements (units) of a course study. 

• detail on the nature of the content required 
of a HE course  

• address accreditation of the course of study 
by a professional body,  

• specify the learning outcomes for a course 

• Methods of assessment also need to 
provide students with timely feedback on 
their progress towards achieving course 
learning outcome standards 

Guidance note: Staffing, 
learning resources and 
educational support  

 

Quality of learning resources to be: 

• relevant to the expected learning outcomes 

• appropriate to the level of study; and 

• authoritative, and up to date. 

 

Note: *Course as defined by TEQSA as a unit of study 
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4.2.4. HESF standards 

The HESF Standards were compared against the three stages of the UbD 

framework. The program-related characteristics of the standards were mapped to the 

details unpacked in the UbD stages process. The two standards identified as directly 

related to course were Standard 3.1— Course Design, and Standard 1.4—Student 

Participation and Attainment. Table 3 identifies the alignment of UbD stages to HESF 

Standards. 
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Table 3 

UbD Stages Alignment to HESF Standards  

UbD Stages HESF Standards 

1. Determining desired 
outcomes 

HESF 1 Student participation and attainment–1.4 
Assessment and outcomes no. 1 and 2 expected and 
specific learning outcomes to course 

HESF 3 Teaching–3.1 course design, no.2 and no.3 
pertaining to teaching, content and learning activities 
and no.5 professional accreditation of a course of 
study 

2. Determine 
acceptable evidence  

HESF 1 Student participation and attainment–1.4 
Assessment and outcomes no 3. methods of 
assessment and no 4. demonstrate the learning 
outcomes 

3. Plan learning 
experiences 

HESF 3 Teaching–3.1 course design, no.3 pertaining to 
teaching and learning activities and no 4. achievement 
of expected learning outcomes 

 

4.3. Interview findings 

The following section presents the findings and themes of the group 1 and 

group 2 semi-structured interview. Samples of all interview data extracts can be 

found within Appendix 3: Emergent themes. 

 

4.3.1. Group 1—university educator interviews  

A detailed summary of the findings from the Group One interview questions 

2—5 data set thematic analysis category and the resultant themes can be found in 

Chapter 5: Unpublished Paper. Other themes that emerged from the Group 1 

interview questions 1, 6 and 7 were: 1) university imposing or dictating learning and 

teaching, and 2) a lack of knowledge of and responsibility to TEQSA and HESF.  

Participants expressed a strong reaction to the university environment and its 

impact on them as educators. One participant expressed annoyance at the University 

dictating and imposing guidelines. 

 

that people who try to dictate step by step [course design] what to do to, 

academics don’t understand that, you couldn't dictate step by step; It's, it's just 

insane.  It's, it's, it's dictated by people haven’t designed anything in their lives.  It's 

dictated by people who think everything can be mapped exactly (P1) 
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Two participants commented on difficulty with the University’s processes and 

procedures: ”my difficulty at [the university]. It's not a complaint, it’s the level of 

approval that is needed for us to make any changes” (P2); and:  

 

I do find quite a lot of limitation in terms of the technology.  I know [the university] 

has a lot of technology but allocation of that and, and time to develop activities is 

difficult also.   in the last couple of years…that structure of, the discipline has 

almost been completely taken away from us. (P4) 

 

The second theme emerged around the educators’ knowledge or awareness 

of TEQSA and the HESF. Participants demonstrated a varying level of awareness 

and perception of TEQSA as a governance agency and the HESF Standards. One 

participant expressed a vagueness about TEQSA and the HESF. ”Yeah, I've heard 

of them, to satisfy some internal pilots, um, they need to add quality, but yeah, no, 

um, but I really don’t understand what they do really” (P3). A participant was aware of 

TEQSA but did not perceive it as an imposition: “Well, TEQSA is just the 

government, the government imposing what they believe is minimum required 

standards and they've got every right to.” (P1) 

 

Participants confused TEQSA with the Australian Qualification Framework 

(AQF): “Are you talking about that, AQF levels thing? [shakes head to indicate no] … 

I seen those words, those acronym’’ (P2); and  

 

Well, the, the TEQSA one you talk. Hang on a second. You're not talking about 

AQF? … no, sorry that I was getting that confused. No not as totally familiar with 

the TEQSA one and the other one then in that sense. I had been using the AQF 

[Australian Qualification Framework] levels. (P5) 

 

Participants expressed vagueness of the HESF: “I'm, I'm aware of them 

[HESF], … Just heard about them, but not a lot, probably very little.” (P5); “Yes, 

that's ah, I don't understand. I, I'm sorry. I'm not familiar with the actual details. I 

know the overall, yep” (P1). When asked for further details the participant stated: 

“Not currently no because… wasn't it updated recently or didn't it get revamped?” 

(P1). 
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Participants expressed a lack of obligation or responsibility towards both 

TEQSA and the HESF.  “I don't feel any particular responsibility to them [TEQSA], I 

don’t feel any responsibility to that, I just making sure students do well” (P3); and “So 

I think, I think things like TEQSA and the HES framework, that they're admirable, you 

know, they're necessary. I think the operationalisation of that at our level [the 

university] is really poor.” (P4) 

 

4.3.2. Group 2—university professional interviews 

The analysis of interview data of the professional staff revealed the following 

themes: 1) TEQSA/HESF expectations and requirements are vague, 2) the 

University expectations or requirements are vague, 3) educators have little 

knowledge of or sense of responsibility towards TEQSA/HESF, and 4) a lack of 

expectations or tools to evidence course design. 

 

This first theme addressed TEQSA’s and the University’s expectations and 

requirements. Participants agreed that the TEQSA expectations and requirements 

are vague: “I find the threshold standards and all of the TEQSA guidance notes just 

far too vague and I don't know why they feel like they need to be so vague.” (P7); 

and 

 

threshold standards, they're not that extensive really. And they're not, they’re kind 

of more high level … they aren't meant to be kind of, overly prescriptive and that 

they do want universities to have a certain amount of leeway in terms of how they, 

implement things or not. And So I think, in terms of what does TEQSA expect? it's 

hard to say, really, at that course level. (P6) 

 

Participants expressed ambiguity around the documentation that determined 

the University expectations or requirements: “referring back to those overall values of 

the, you know, respect integrity, excellence as well. …, the minimum requirements 

[the university online requirements]” (P7); and  

 

Whatever policy document is in vogue at the time around, learning and teaching, 

that's to me what would be encapsulating the university's perspective so or 

expectations…the Academic Plan. … first year experience, embedding those 
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principles into curriculum, workplace integrated learning and employability 

principles. … assessment policy and procedures in place at the time in terms …I 

feel like the University's expectations, … tend to be articulated in those types of 

documents. (P6) 

 

One participant expressed a lack of university clarity of course expectations: “I think 

that things like what does the University expect at that level [course] is pretty badly 

articulated.” (P6) 

 

The third theme addressed educators’ knowledge of or responsibility towards 

TEQSA and HESF as communicated by the University. Both participants were in 

agreement that educators had little awareness of TEQSA, and they felt no sense of 

responsibility to enact the requirements. “I don't think that they [educators] see that 

connection”, ”…people just don't understand the bigger context.” (P7); and 

 

People [educators] have no idea about that stuff. In the main, I would say that 

most people have, you know, absolutely no clue, about...even like the basic, like I 

guess, they might have some inkling that HE is regulated, like some kind of 

inkling, but how that is relevant to what they do know - no idea. (P6) 

 

Both participants expressed their perception about the educators’ awareness 

of TEQSA and HESF expectations and requirements: “the vast majority think they're, 

you know, they're being interrogated by the police.”, “the vast majority of people 

consider it an enormous waste of their time.’ (P7); and 

 

And they see a lot of the initiatives, to kind of move in that direction as being the 

university, being overly prescriptive or taking away their freedom to be creative in 

their own courses or whatever.… you start using words like quality or, you know, 

the regulator or whatever, people think that it's like talking about a performance or 

whatever. (P6) 

 

A participant commented on the educators’ discontent with the university imposing 

expectations and requirements: “… we've [educators] got all this stuff suddenly we 

have to do. And it's more like, no, no, these are the minimum requirements. This is 
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what is minimally expected, like most people [educators], should be going well and 

truly above this.” (P7) 

 

Both participants identified that the University could offer capacity building to 

increase educator awareness of TEQSA and the HESF: “But I think there's a very 

large kind of educative piece that is missing as well and, um…kind of really 

developing staffs capacity to understand and execute, um, good curriculum design” 

(P6); and “it wouldn't be an unreasonable expectation that, you know, some sort of 

little, you know, online course on that wouldn't be out of the ordinary.’ (P7) 

The fourth theme was around expectations or tools to evidence course design 

documentation kept by educators for course curriculum design work. Both 

participants agreed that TEQSA requirements around course design are not clear. 

“TEQSA are not actually specific in what they require in that area, and I would say 

none.” (P7) Also, requirements that are prescribed at the program level: ‘Well, my 

understanding of that threshold standards are, that they talk about course design, but 

of course…I mean program design. Yes. So I don't think they go down, to what we 

call the course level.” (P6) 

One participant expressed doubt regarding course curriculum documentation 

existence: “I would say most people would have no idea, what's expected of them, 

and people just make it up. And in terms of actually documenting decisions, the 

decision-making process would be seriously surprised if people did that.’ (P6) But 

both participants agreed that clarity of expectation of evidencing is more likely around 

the institute and program level and, is strongly driven by TEQSA requirements. 

 

but we've been quite specific in terms of what we [the university] require. Mostly 

because of the TEQSA accreditation … that was pointed out in our conditional 

registration that we needed more evidence around curriculum change … [HESF 

improvement or maintenance standards] I would argue that that's probably at the 

program level. (P7) 

 

“I still think this is framed as being at the program level”, ‘All I can really go on is 

what's in the threshold standards and I guess like the guidance notes, but again a 

lot of those guidance notes are more institutional level.” (P6) 
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Both participants acknowledged that the university has no software, 

framework or tools that could be used to capture program or course design work to 

evidence TEQSA requirements. “I think they're [frameworks or tools or systems] 

coming” (P7), and 

 

There's not really like a systematic approach to that as far as I'm aware…a kind 

of template or something to fill out. And I think as we move towards a curriculum 

management system and, um, I'm talking more here about core specifications 

rather than like really putting the meat on the bones to courses. (P6) 

 

One participant commented on the reliance of people to fill the systems gap. 

 

we do have resources in the form of people. … currently what we have around 

curriculum design is more that we have people rather than systems who can help 

with that. So, the Ed. designers is, to me, are key folk in that picture. (P6) 

 

4.4. Summary 

This chapter presented the findings of the research methods. Across the 

individual data sets similar themes have been generated. As a result of the 

examination of all themes generated across the data sets of the analysis, four 

themes emerged. In later chapters, these emergent themes are discussed and 

addressed in relation to the research questions. 
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CHAPTER 5: UNPUBLISHED PAPER EQUIPPING 

ACADEMICS WITH TOOLS FOR DESIGNING COURSES 

AND LEARNING 

5.1. Introduction  

This chapter presents the unpublished paper that addresses the research sub 

question (RSQ3): To what extent does the School of Business educators’ design 

practices and TEQSA perceptions align with UbD design framework processes and 

tools? The unpublished paper particularly discussed the findings of the educator 

interview findings regarding the course design practice alignment to the UbD stages 

and processes. 

The unpublished paper was submitted on 21 June 2021 to the Journal of 

University Learning and Teaching Practice. A confirmation of the submission can be 

found in Appendix 4 Unpublished Paper Submission confirmation. Embedded below 

is a copy of the Unpublished paper as submitted to the publisher. 
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5.2. Summary 

This section presented the Unpublished paper which only addressed 

Research Sub-question 3—Identifying a need to investigate educator course design 

practice and UbD as possible solution to meet this need. In the following chapter, the 

other research sub question and main research question are discussed, addressing 

the emergent themes.  
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CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION 

6.1. Introduction 

This chapter presents the emergent themes (Section 6.2) generated across 

the data sets. Section 6.3 presents the discussion of the three research sub-

questions (Subsections 6.3.1., 6.3.2., and 6.3.3.). The sub-questions seek to clarify 

and contribute to the main research question. The final sub-section 6.3.4 presents a 

summary of key discussions to answer the research question.  

 

6.2. Emergent themes 

The themes that addressed the overall research, the document analysis and 

the two interview groups were collated (see Appendix B). The examination of the 

themes across the data sets resulted in four major themes. The emergent themes 

are addressed with the discussion of the main research question and sub-questions: 

RSQ1, RSQ2, and RSQ3. The four themes that emerged from the research project 

were: 

1. An alignment exists between UbD stages and the Higher Education 

Threshold Standards.  

2. Educator design practices exhibit similarities to UbD processes.  

3. There seems to be a lack of clarity around requirements, expectations, and 

obligations.  

4. No evidence or documentation exists or seems to be required for course 

design.  

 

6.3. Discussion 

6.3.1. Research sub-question 1 

This discussion addresses the research sub question: What are the TEQSA 

requirements, and is there an alignment with UbD design framework processes and 

tools?  

Technically no alignment exists between the TEQSA requirements and UbD 

design framework as they address two different levels of outcome. The UbD 

framework articulates processes or tools (set of templates) targeted at the course 

level to design and plan modules. TEQSA requirements and intent target the design 

of a program to ensure quality of student outcomes and to protect Australian 
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universities reputations. Guidance notes and resources provide advice and 

characteristics to inform systems, policies and procedures and are not intended 

specifically to address the individual course level. In general, the Guidance notes 

express the intent for a program, not a course, and provide no processes or tools.  

If the program elements and characteristics expressed in the TEQSA 

Guidance notes are taken into consideration, a relationship can be identified between 

the two. UbD could be seen as actions and processes of these conceptualisations 

enacted through the templates to guide the course design. Wiggins and McTighe 

(2005) also identify a relationship and purport that the overarching elements of the 

framework could be applied to the level of programs and courses to serve as a 

blueprint for alignment. 

Breaking this view down further, according to TEQSA (2017), program content 

and learning activities should be at the level and fit for HE and discipline. UbD ideas 

of level and fitness places the student cohort at the centre of: determining the extent 

and level of curriculum; prioritising content and learning; and considering the choice 

of resources and activities to evidence outcomes (Wiggins and McTighe, 2005). The 

nature, quality, and level of learning outcomes fit and assessed at the course level 

appropriate to the program (Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency, 2017; 

Australian Government). When compared, the UbD Stage 1 and template requires 

standards, usually overarching, such as course objectives, graduate outcomes etc. to 

be demonstrated through summative assessment. These need to be identified and 

provides a framework to determine teaching and learning priorities and guide design 

of learning activities, content and assessment (Wiggins and McTighe, 2005) 

appropriate to the course.  

TEQSA (2017) and Australian Government (2017) and UbD agree that all 

methods of assessment should include measures of validity, appropriateness, fitness 

for purpose and effectiveness (Wiggins and McTighe, 2005.). UbD achieves this 

through the Assessment task blueprint [UbD template], by anchoring assessment to 

the learning outcomes and curriculum, authentic performance-based task, identifying 

product, performance and outcomes. Assessment is also evidenced through the use 

of rubrics and exemplars and to ensure reliability and validity for fairness (Wiggins 

and McTighe, 2005). It is evident that these important TEQSA program elements and 

characteristics are echoed in the intent of UbD and achieved through the process 

and tools to ensure quality content, learning activities and assessment. 
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6.3.2. Research sub-question 2 

This discussion addresses the research sub question: What are the university 

School of Business educators’ course design practice and perceptions of TEQSA? 

The educator’s design process tended to be similar to a curriculum alignment 

approach, which privileges the design of the course elements over the student 

learning (Anderson, 2002). Educators mentioned the ‘traditional approach’ or 

‘conventional approach’ which focuses on content-centred design. In curriculum 

alignment, student learning is the result of the design of the course elements, rather 

than the driver for designing and aligning of the course elements (Anderson, 2002). 

The curriculum alignment approach ensures knowledge [disciplinary], skills and 

module outcomes are aligned directly to course specification, rationale, and 

synopsis. Educators expressed the importance of ensuring student acquisition of 

knowledge and “…to be able to address this [module content], [and] course 

outcomes as well.” (P5) is reflective of what students achieved as an outcome of 

studying the course. The design of course elements such as content, assessment, 

and course objectives were the educators’ main driver to evidence student learning 

and outcomes rather than placing the students’ learning as the starting point for 

designing the course elements.  

Summative assessment of learning arose as the dominant paradigm 

(Harrison, et al., 2017) that synthesised and validated course content and as an 

outcome student competence reinforcing a content-centred approach to course 

design. Assessment was devoid of student learning but designed “to satisfy a) the 

programme objectives and b) the course objectives” (P1) to ensure the fulfilment of 

educators’ responsibility to stay consistent with program objectives and university 

course specifications. The final assessment was designed to validate content 

acquisition and validated students’ or graduates’ competence of course materials 

and content, so the assessment,” actually provided them [educator] with evidence 

that they [student] had, in fact, achieved in that area or mastered that skill or learnt 

that content.” (P4) Assessment provided the evidenced that “…a graduate or a 

person who that leaves the course, is actually competent in that course.” (P1)  

Educators struggled with the notion of formative assessment (Bennett et al., 

2011; Schellekens, et al., 2021), presenting mixed ideas. Assessment for learning 

(formative assessment) activities focused mainly on building students’ underpinning 
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skills to scaffold content for summative assessment, rather than monitoring student 

progress to improve student learning outcomes and achievement (Ninomiya, 2016; 

Poortman, 2016). Educators confused graded assessment, as final evidence of 

student learning, with formative assessment as a tool for the students to improve the 

learning process (Dann, 2014). Formative assessment which assessed content 

[marked or graded], was low stakes and consisted of weekly activities throughout the 

course. Further discussion of the educators’ varying comprehension of assessment 

purpose and types can be found in Chapter 5: Unpublished Paper. 

The role of learning activities in the course design was not clear and possibly 

a consequence of minimal university learning and teaching direction, or policy and 

guidelines associated with course design available. Learning activity was mainly 

expressed as assessable items that contribute and form part of, or as the summative 

assessment at the end of the course. Learning activities focused on developing and 

scaffolding skills for the assessment rather than learning activities that were active, 

constructive, or interactive (Chi, 2009) enhancing student learning (Streveler & 

Menekse, 2017). Further discussion of the educators’ purpose of learning activities 

within course design process can be found in Chapter 5.  

Perhaps the minimal requirements of TEQSA teaching qualifications for the 

HE sector contributes to the diverse course design knowledge and practices. Further 

discussion of this point can be found in Chapter 5 Discussion, highlighting the 

disparity of pedagogical training of HE educators (Michael & Librakin, 2016; Ulucinar, 

2021) and perspectives of training and professional development requirements.  

University procedures, guidelines, design framework or supporting tools 

establish educator expectations or sense of responsibilities for implementing course 

design (Zundans-Fraser et al., 2016) or evidencing of the process or outcome of the 

activity. Perhaps the unclear university expectations and guidance of course design 

has contributed to educators’ attitudes to the university. When “whatever policy 

document is in vogue at the time around, [for] learning and teaching,” (P5) in 

response to TEQSA intent and program characteristic are implemented, educators 

perceived the university as hindering creative course design, unresponsive to 

implement change, and restrictive in implement new technologies. 

TEQSA provides high level advice for evidencing programs, leaving the 

responsibility for the interpretation of this advice to evidence the requirements and 

satisfy the governing body for registration to the universities. Educators assign the 
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responsibility of compliance and the operationalisation of TEQSA requirements to the 

university to enact through the school or other structures. This absolves the 

educators of their responsibility or obligation toward the TEQSA and the HESF 

Standards. Participation within these structures equates to fulfilling the requirements 

for their job. Possibly this is why educators exhibit a limited comprehension and 

perception of TEQSA as minimum standards, imposing, admirable, but necessary. If 

the University provided clearer guidance addressing course design, framework, or 

tools, this may instigate a change in behaviour or perception of responsibility and 

produce a more consistent and coherent course design practice amongst educators 

(Zundans-Fraser et al., 2016).  

 

6.3.3. Research sub-question 3 

This discussion addresses the research sub question: To what extent does 

the univeristy School of Business educators’ design practice and TEQSA perception 

align with UbD design framework process and tools? 

The discussion of the educators’ interpretation of UbD can be found in 

Chapter 5. Further to the discussion in Chapter 5, the results indicated that educator 

design practice exhibit similarities to UbD stages but lacked detail and intent of the 

process.  

Educators’ process of course design and the application of the course element 

align with a content focus design approach. UbD design framework and process is a 

student-centred approach. Student understanding is the driver that underpins the 

content coverage, the design of learning, and the development of assessment and 

rubrics. UbD processes and templates focus on capturing the educators’ decisions 

and designs, and act as a set of design standards during development, review, and 

quality control (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). The lack of concrete documentation or 

tools to evidence course mentioned in the educators, interviews reinforce the fact 

that “there's not really like a systematic approach to that [evidencing course design] 

as far as I'm aware, a kind of template or something to fill out [document]”. (P5) In 

absence of expectations and guidance, educators seek out guidance from other 

educators and call upon their own personal experiences to design courses 

(Goodyear, 2015; Wiggins & McTighe, 2005) they perceive as providing quality 

experience for the students. 
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Although educators didn’t intentionally cite UbD, elements identified in the 

course design process; learning objectives; assessment; learning activities; and 

cohort requirements were discussed that are also inherent within the UbD design 

process. Although this alignment may have been to UbD, the knowledge and 

application of these course design elements can also be identified in constructive 

alignment principles and are more likely a result of the University’s acculturation of 

constructive alignment principles (Biggs, 1999). These principles underpin TEQSA 

intent and requirement for accreditation and program development to ensure quality 

programs (Kindlbinder, 2014) rather than design at a granular level of pedagogically 

sound courses. The introduction of the UbD framework and process to educators’ 

design practice will be challenging (Ulucinar, 2021). The application of the process 

will be provocative and counterintuitive to their ideas of learning, teaching, 

assessment, and planning (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). 

The educator may struggle to maintain their hold on the traditional role and 

perception of being the sources of all content and knowledge for their discipline 

(Reynolds & Kearn, 2017; Thomson et al., 2019, Yurtseven, 2017) as they implement 

a student-centred approach based on student learning not the content for course 

design. The educators’ idea of teaching the content and ensuring the breath of 

coverage for student mastery may also be challenged (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). 

This could be especially difficult for courses that heavily rely on textbooks, for the 

educator who teaches to the textbook or where the textbook content is the course. 

The use of the UbD templates, requires the educator to rethink and clarify course or 

discipline content priorities, identify big ideas and core tasks to facilitate student 

learning to achieve desired outcomes to address the coverage dilemma. The process 

and templates of UbD would provide guidance to support this shift. 

Educators will possibly struggle with ownership of assessment and the burden 

of ensuring alignment to course learning outcomes as the University course 

specifications already define the summative assessment approach and type and 

course learning outcomes alignment. Educators already identify an important 

characteristic of assessment alignment to ensure quality, an inherent requirement in 

the UbD process to determine acceptable evidence of student learning. Applying the 

UbD Assessment task blueprint template to assessment development will 

incorporate specifications requirements and then further extend educators’ thinking 
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of authentic assessment and product and performance evidence and to assess the 

reliability and validity of the assessment for fairness. 

The use of the UbD Stage 3 Plan Learning Experience template could enable 

the educator to adopt a student-centred approach to the design of modules within a 

course. The Plan Learning Experience template follows the WHERETO instructional 

planning; where and why; hook and hold; equip; rethink, reflect and revise; evaluate; 

tailored and organised. It is used to guide the sequencing of teaching and learning 

experiences that are both engaging and effective for learning. Adopting a student 

learning approach to designing will require the educators to take the role of designer 

of learning to create engaging and effective learning environments (Goodyear, 2015; 

Wiggins & McTighe, 2005), by considering teaching methods, resources and learning 

activities to facilitate student learning to achieve desired outcomes. This Plan 

Learning Experience can provide a guideline for not only designing modules but with 

adaption, the ideas and concept could be applied to the designing of a course. 

Further discussion of design frameworks, theories or models impacting 

educator course design practice can be found in Chapter 5: Unpublished Paper, 

Discussion. The UbD design tool structure and questions embody all these aspects 

and intended “to support educators to produce high-quality designs” (p29) and, focus 

and guide the designer thinking mindset (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). 

 

6.3.4. Research question  

The sub questions discussion (Sections 6.3.1, 6.3.2, and 6.3.3) sought to 

clarify and contribute to the main research question discussion. This discussion 

addresses the main research question: Which UbD design framework processes and 

tools (if any), may be suitable for the development of a course design framework for 

the university School of Business disciplines? 

A tangible relationship can be identified between the educators’ design 

process and elements, the intent and characteristics of selected TEQSA Guidance 

notes and standards statement which suggests that the UbD framework could be 

suitable as a course design framework for the School of Business disciplines and 

possibly the HE sector.  

The description of the educators’ design processes has minimal association 

with the UbD processes or templates. Their design process tended to align to a 

curriculum alignment, content-centred approach which privileges the design of the 
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course elements over the student learning (Anderson, 2002). Educators course 

design prioritise the alignment of learning objectives, assessment over learning 

activities and student learning. The student and learning are placed at end of the 

design process rather than at the beginning, as in a student-centred approach. This 

content-centred approach conflicts with UbD design framework and process which 

Wiggins and McTighe (2005) advocate as a student-centred approach to design 

through UbD. It is possibly a positive point that, the University’s acculturation of 

constructive alignment principles (Biggs, 1999) for accreditation and program 

development, educators are familiar with the course design elements of assessment 

and learning activities. This familiarity can assist in a smoother introduction to UbD 

processes and tools to provide a guidance in design student-centre courses. 

Upon examination of the educators’ design process, applying the UbD 

process and specifically the tools could shift educators from a content approach to 

student centred approach to design. Educators may possibly struggle with ownership 

of assessment and the burden of ensuring alignment to course learning outcomes 

due to university course specifications already defining assessment perimeters. 

Summative assessment was the dominant paradigm (Harrison, et al., 2017) focusing 

on validating student content acquisition rather than a tool for learning. The 

educators struggled with the notion of formative assessment (Bennett, 2011; 

Schellekens, et al., 2021) for student learning rather than as a tool to ensure student 

acquired knowledge for final assessment. Applying the UbD Assessment task 

blueprint template could shift educators’ thinking to focus on the student, to create 

assessment that is authentic, effective, valid, reliable and fair. 

The role of learning activities in the course design was not clear but related 

directly to the ensuring the student development of assessment and validation of 

course content learning. The UbD Stage 3 Plan Learning Experience template 

follows the WHERETO instructional planning, used to guide the sequencing of 

teaching and learning experiences, would require the educator to place the student 

at the centre of plan and the module of learning. This tool could also be adapted to 

provide guidance to design the course. 

TEQSA requires the university to evidence quality programs. As a program 

consists of courses, it is logical to conclude that the same expectation of quality 

would be applied to courses. The university needs to provide procedures, guidelines, 

design frameworks or supporting tools to meet this quality course expectation. In the 



 

62 

absence of this expectation, educators may tend to relinquish responsibility and 

place this responsibility for compliance and the operationalisation of TEQSA 

requirements solely upon the university. Without any definitive direction or guidance 

educators typically call upon past knowledge, experience, and colleagues to guide 

practice in order to fulfil the expectation of their job (Goodyear,2015; Wiggins & 

McTighe, 2005). Therefore, consideration should be given to introducing a design 

framework with prescribed processes and tools, and embed this within university 

policy and procedures. The availability of, direction and guidance, and the assertion 

of these expectations could enact in the educators a sense of responsibility for 

implementing course design (Zundans-Fraser et al., 2016) for the university. 

 

6.4. Summary 

In this chapter a relationship has been established between educator course 

design practices, the UbD design framework and TEQSA requirements. Educators 

design process and UbD share identifiable key elements of learning outcomes, 

assessment and learning activities but the design approach and intent differs. 

Overall, TEQSA and UbD share the same characteristics and intent; that learning 

outcomes are taught, practised and assessed, (Tertiary Education Quality and 

Standards Agency, 2017; Australian Government), or desired output and means 

[activities and assessment] are achieved (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005) through 

assessment and designing or learning. This relationship presented warrants further 

research into UbD as a course design framework which is presented in the next 

chapter. 
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION 

7.1. Introduction 

This chapter discusses the limitations to the research project (Section 7.2) and 

the triple dividend benefit and contribution of the research project to the organisation, 

profession and self as researcher (Section 7.3). Further research recommendations 

(Section 7.4) are presented from the project findings. The conclusion (Section7.4) 

summarises context and key take aways from the research project. 

 

7.2. Limitations of research 

The research project results must be interpreted with caution due to the 

limitation of one setting, one school, and limited sample sizes. The research project 

study was undertaken with one school from the university and if the study included 

several other schools across the university, the interview data may have produced 

other results and themes due to the range of educator and learning and teaching 

experience. It is acknowledged, as an inside researcher, that working in close 

proximity with one school could bias participants’ interview responses and my 

interpretation of data. The educators could adjust their responses to meet what they 

believe are the expectations of the interviewer or be guarded, being unsure about 

giving an incorrect response. Primarily the Academic Quality unit professional staff 

were interviewed, but it is acknowledged that other university stakeholders deal with 

TEQSA requirements and if interviewed, may have provided different perspectives to 

the university operationalisation and educator perception resulting in less generalised 

themes. 

The sample size of both interview groups consisted of limited numbers. Group 

1 educator participants sample size was small, but a richness of diverse responses 

was collected and only generalisations to the School of Business context could be 

concluded. The diversity of response data aligns with literature that recommends that 

further research is required into educator design practice to understand why they do 

what they do (Goodyear, 2015). Also, the results from the small sample size of 

Group 2, quality unit professional staff cannot be construed as represented of the 

wider quality stakeholder community within the university. 

Although some aspects of the UbD theoretical underpinnings are identified 

within parts of this research project, the investigation focused on the suitability of the 
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UbD processes and tools. To validate UbD as a course framework for consideration 

to embed within university policy and procedure would require further research 

examining the theoretical basis and learning and teaching principles aligned to the 

HE sector to ensure quality outcomes. 

 

7.3. Contributions of the study 

The purpose of the research project was to investigate the suitability [if any] of 

UbD framework processes and tools to design courses within HE. The project 

investigated educator design practices aligned with UbD framework processes and 

tools [templates] to capture the educator’s key design decisions, personal meaning-

making, and interpretations of their learning design taxonomy.  

This research contributes to the growing international body of literature 

exploring UbD as a framework to design courses within HE. In particular, it 

contributes to Australian research where the uptake of UbD in HE is slow and, 

minimal research exists exploring UbD or the application to course design in HE. The 

document analysis findings agree with literature identifying a gap in university course 

design policy, procedure and guidance. The research substantiates the influence this 

gap has on educators’ course design practices and attitude (Zundans-Fraser et al., 

2016), highlighting the gap between the educator course design practices and 

university expectations that has resulted in negative educator perceptions or 

disinterest in the university needs for compliance to regulatory requirements. 

A range of benefits were anticipated as a result of the research project from 

the Master of Professional Studies (Research) contributing to the triple dividend to 

the organisation, the profession and the individual (Fergusson, et al. 2018). The 

following sub sections outline the benefits and contribution addressing the triple 

dividend. 

 

7.3.1. Organisation 

The project set out to determine whether the UbD could meet the TEQSA 

requirements. The research project document analysis identified a gap in the 

university policy and procedures library that did not specifically address course 

design, guidelines, resources and tools for educators to guide their planning, 

designing and evidencing of pedagogical decision for course design. The findings 

association between the UbD framework consisting of processes and tools and 
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TEQSA intent of the standards and program characteristics had been identified 

through this research. This association suggested that UbD could be considered as a 

design framework used in HE enacted through policy and procedure as guidelines 

and tools to design courses. 

 

7.3.2. Profession 

The findings have contributed to the literary discourse highlighting the 

changing role of the educators designing courses to meet the quality agenda 

(Debowski, 2022) and, the need to investigate educator design practice to 

understand what they do (Goodyear, 2015; Laurillard 2012; McKenney et al., 2015) 

 

7.3.3. Individual 

Through the Master of Professional studies (Research) program and 

conducting the research project, the researcher has gained benefits. The researcher 

has gained invaluable skills and knowledge and increased the researcher’s 

creditability amongst professional colleagues and educator staff  

1. As an outcome of participating in all aspect of the research journey the 

researcher has developed the knowledge and skills of rigorous research 

approach. Ongoing collaboration and consultation with early and mid-research 

educators reinforced this knowledge and skills. During the research project the 

opportunity to participate in ongoing research group activity has provided 

insight into the nuances of research activities. During the project duration the 

researcher has been invited to participate in research project and writing 

papers. 

2. The acquisition of research knowledge and skills based in the field of study 

has enhanced the researchers’ scholarly practice which is applied to the day-

to-day practice working with the educators. 

3. Through the research project the researcher has gained a deeper 

understanding of UbD and the relationship to TEQSA requirements. This 

knowledge has been applied the university program development initiatives 

and educators for designing new and existing courses. 

4. The researcher has gained greater insight into the nuances of TEQSA 

requirement. This insight has been shared with educators to develop quality 

program and course. 
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7.4. Future research 

This research project investigated the Understanding by Design suitability for 

the HE context to document educator course design. UbD by Wiggins and McTighe, 

is a conceptual framework for planning, consisting of a three-stage process and 

design templates. The relationship between the UbD framework processes and 

stages and the TEQSA requirements intent of Standard 3 Teaching, no.1 Student 

participation and attainment, and educator course design processes suggests a 

suitability for use within HE.  

It is evident that further investigation is required into a course design 

framework to design sound pedagogical courses that contribute to quality programs. 

The educators’ inadvertent knowledge and application of the course design elements 

aligned to UbD stages, reinforces the recommendation to investigate UbD as that 

course design framework and, to investigate adaptation or modification of the UbD 

framework (Schwieger & Ladwig, 2021) to meet the needs and purpose of HE, to 

advance the quality agenda. 

Although the research involved a small sample of participants from a specific 

school it is possible that the finding could be indicative of other educators across the 

university. Therefore it may be prudent to further explore the impact on educators of 

introducing any course design framework consisting of tools for course design and 

development. Implementing a framework like UbD is not common in HE institutions 

(Michael, 2016). Educator issues, problems (Minbiole, 2016; Yurtseven, et al, 2016) 

and impacting external factors (Ulucinar, 2021) will need to be investigated, as the 

traditional teacher/content focus driven pedagogy is challenged and behavioural 

changes will need to be enabled (Reynold & Kearns 2017; Ulucinar, 2021). Whilst 

outside the scope of this project, based on the literature professional development 

opportunities focused on UbD could be provided to enhance educators’ pedagogical 

practices of teaching and assessment methods (Natkin, 2016). 

 

7.5. Final conclusion 

In the past 20 years, within a rapidly changing HE environment educator 

design practice has been challenged (Debowski, 2022). In the past three years, the 

COVID-19 pandemic has intensified this situation. The environment in which 

universities operate is constantly changing. Universities are facing increasing 
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pressures to fulfil the Higher Education Threshold Framework Standards and to 

satisfy TEQSA regulatory requirements for registration, to assure quality programs 

for students. The challenge for educators to recalibrate learning and teaching 

practices, highlighted gaps in course and learning design capabilities has left 

educators grappling with assuring quality outcomes (EDUCAUSE, 2021). Course 

design work is expected in HE but minimal university policy, procedure and 

guidelines for course design or development has inadvertently caused a barrier, 

resulting in educators’ negative perceptions of university expectations and guidance. 

The fact remains universities place expectation on educators to produce and 

evidence pedagogically sound courses, with quality student learning experiences and 

outcomes (Thomson et al., 2017) for the assurance of learning.  

The aim of the research project was to gain insight into educators’ 

experiences of course design, the alignment to UbD processes and tools and, the 

attitude towards governance expectations, to inform the extent to which UbD 

processes and tools, if any, could meet both HE educator and organisational needs. 

The project has provided insights into educators’ perception of course design 

practice and elements, and establishes a tangible relationship to UbD process and 

tools that requires further investigation as a possible framework that could address 

this gap. 
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APPENDIX C-CONCEPTUAL MAP FOR INTERVIEW GROUP ONE THEMES 
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APPENDIX D-EMERGENT THEMES 

Emergent Themes No. 1. A correlation exists between UbD stages and higher Education Threshold Standards no.3  

UbD Process Stages Document 

Theme  Sub theme: Higher Education Standards Framework (Threshold Standards) 2021 (HES Framework) 

Id
e

n
ti
fy

 d
e

s
ir

e
d

 r
e

s
u

lt
s
 (

S
ta

g
e

 1
) Unpacking standards (Professional 

Accreditation bodies/TLOs/ 

Program objectives/ course specs/ 

attributes/ Academic plan- FYI/WIL) 

HESF 1 Student participation and attainment – 1.4 Assessment and outcomes 

1.The expected learning outcomes for each course of study are specified, consistent with the level and field of education of the qualification 

awarded, and informed by national and international comparators. 

2.The specified learning outcomes for each course of study encompass discipline-related and generic outcomes, including: 

a. specific knowledge and skills and their application that characterise the field(s) of education or disciplines involved 

b. generic skills and their application in the context of the field(s) of education or disciplines involved 

c. knowledge and skills required for employment and further study related to the course of study, including those required to be eligible 

to seek registration to practise where applicable, and 

d. skills in independent and critical thinking suitable for life-long learning. 

HESF 3 Teaching – 3.1 course design 

5. Where professional accreditation of a course of study is required for graduates to be eligible to practice, the course of study is accredited 

and continues to be accredited by the relevant professional body. 

Sub theme: 

Clarifying content priorities 

identifying big ideas and core tasks 

(content/topics/ 

theories/skills/attributes) 

HESF 3 Teaching – 3.1 course design 

2. the content and learning activities of each course of student engage with advance knowledge and inquiry consistent with the level of study 

and the expected learning outcomes, including: 

a. current knowledge and scholarship in relevant academic disciple, 

b. study of the underlying theoretical and conceptual framework of the academic disciplines of fields of education or research 

represented in the, and, 

c. emerging concepts that are informed by recent scholarship, current research findings and, where applicable, advances in practice 

Theme 2: 

Determine 

acceptable 

evidence 

(Stage 2) 

Sub theme: 

Curricular priorities and Assessment 

methods alignment 

HESF 1 Student participation and attainment – 1.4 Assessment and outcomes 

3. Methods of assessment are consistent with the learning outcomes being assessed, are capable of confirming that all specified learning 

outcomes are achieved and that grades awarded reflect the level of student attainment. 

Sub theme: 

Performance based (assessing 

understanding summative and 

formative) 

HESF 1 Student participation and attainment – 1.4 Assessment and outcomes 

4. On completion of a course of study, students have demonstrated the learning outcomes specified for the course of study, whether 

assessed at unit level, course level, or in combination 

Sub theme: HESF 3 Teaching – 3.1 course design 
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Theme 3 

Plan learning 

experiences 

(Stage 3) 

Designing/planning process (right 

experience) 

3. Teaching and learning activities are arranged to foster progressive and coherent achievement of expect learning outcomes 

throughout each course of study  

Sub theme: 

Cohort consideration 

HESF 3 Teaching – 3.1 course design 

4. Each course of study is designed to enable achievement of expected learning outcomes regardless of a student’s place of study or the 

mode of deliver 
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Emergent theme 2: Educator design practice exhibit similarities to UbD processes 

Category/Theme Data extracts - Group 1 educators 

Theme: 

Perception of UbD 

 

I haven't heard of those terms, [P1] 

No. No, I haven't. / Just a little bit. I attended your seminar and, yeah, I learnt about that in your, in your talk. [P2] 

I’ve heard of backwards design? Not understanding by design? /… the information sheet you sent around. The first time I came across that term. [P3] 

No, never heard of that [P5] 

… I understand that backward design to be… just like you would probably like a business with a strategic plan. What's the end goal? What's my objective here? And 

then being able to, as you write the course, always going back to those objectives and those outcomes and say, well, have I just provided that content in, at this 

level or is that really focussed on the strategic elevation and strategic thinking that is the undercurrent of the programme. [P1] 

Well, it would be designing a course by starting with the learning outcomes and thinking from there, um through the tasks the students are going to need to 

complete and then thinking about the materials they need for that task from there. [P3] 

I think what you might be implying with design thinking kind of approach is often I will think about where I want the course to be. What is specific content, 

knowledge, given my knowledge of theory? And then sometimes I will work backwards and say, right, I will here's here's the content that I think is most have here. 

Here are the different components of content. And then I'm and sometimes I will cognitively rather than necessarily writing anything down cognitively frame that in 

my mind. It's about what that will look like in terms of modules. [P5] 

Category: 

Course design alignment to 

UbD process  

Theme:  

Course curriculum design - 

Process articulated but 

driven by program 

objectives curriculum 

alignment. 

I start off actually with program objectives. I look at the discipline program objectives and then I'll look at the course objective, how that fits in that. And then I start 

designing the floor space, to see how it fits to satisfy a) the programme objectives and b) the course objectives. / And then, and then I basically start looking at the 

assessment. I actually look at the assessment first and see how that will then filter into the course design, because obviously the assessment has to fit into the 

objectives, has to fit into the programme. And then I say, well, now that we've got to that sort of that the, at that level, let's go down and actually see the content and 

what, what, what, what content do we need to satisfy all these, / Having said that, I don't try to satisfy all the programme objectives, that's not the purpose. I try to I 

try to make sure that the course objectives are consistent with at least some of the programme objectives rather than targeted to the program objectives the course 

objectives have to be consistent with some but not all of the program objectives. [P1] 

I'm thinking about how I've done it in the past. I definitely think about the academic skills we want to develop and sort of backwards map from there, I guess, um, to 

do assessment tasks and then thinking about the particular readings and so on that we'd need from there.  

Um, but also just a specific knowledge that we can use to a specific content move that would be just a more conventional course design of finding a way to fit it in, I 

guess. And that's a combination with the backwards design. [P3] 

So if I’m writing a new course. I'll start with the course objectives, obviously start with the course specification and the course objectives and the rationale and 

synopsis … So I will tend to use a modular approach. / So if I have four modules, I'll break it up into module one, two, three, four. So module one scaffolding 

knowledge related to the course learning outcomes so that if learning outcome one is defined and explained, then, you know, chap. module one might be referring 

mainly to the objective one. And then objective two and three starts talk about apply and develop a different leadership theories or change many theories. Then I'll 

start to work up these, those modules to fit them. So I very much. If the writing component, then the module design with the learning outcomes and the rationale 

synopsis of the course. / the modules then are reflective of the course, the course content is reflected of what we want to achieve, what do we want to achieve in 

that particular course. / And then the assessment then is designed specifically to be able to address this, course outcomes [P5] 
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Category: 

Course design alignment to 

UbD process  

Theme:  

Other approaches to course 

design 

(not the other way round). The old, the old way we design the content. The design is everything after that. So that's long dead. [P1] 

… when I first started teaching probably 30 years ago … but what I focus, especially in the early stage, is the content, is what I need to present to the student and 

help them to understand and help them to learn. So that would be the number one thing because that yeah, that is, that I suppose what we are saying is the learning 

outcomes.  / But in the past, we never use that term, so um but it's always say, say a syllabus. What are the topics that the students need to learn? And then what I 

would do is to look at what other universities are doing. And then look at our own programme and see how they fit in with other courses or subjects. [P2] 

I think it's probably a bit of a combination of that sort of backwards design and sort of more conventional design. (conventional design) starting with, you know, sort 

of disciplinary knowledge, area theory knowledge and treating that as what you need to get across to your students, rather than on academic skills? / And um, it's 

sort of something that I've discovered sort of, you know by, through trial and error. So if it works and learning from other people you know. [P3] 

Theme: 

Identify desired results 

(Stage 1) 

Sub theme: 

Unpacking standards 

(Professional Accreditation 

bodies/TLOs/ Program 

objectives/ course specs/ 

attributes/ Academic plan- 

FYI/WIL) 

Well, again, it all goes back to literally the map. I design a map, which is programme, course assessment. [P1] 

So the whole programme objective was actually to, to train people to do research in the future [P2] 

we all should be very conscious of that, those AQF levels, I guess, and looking at, you know, what that what those standards are like, so you know it and what we 

want to achieve. / … the volume of learning that you have to compress into half the time is is huge. [P4]  

Theme: 

Identify desired results 

(Stage 1) 

Sub theme: 

Clarifying content priorities 

identifying big ideas and 

core tasks (content/topics/ 

theories/skills/attributes) 

So it's not just people telling you, it's not just problem solving. It's got to be, beyond that. So I always have this sort of thinking. /I like my students to have this ability 

attitude that they keep learning, keep exploring, keep developing more as a thinker and researcher. Not just in their university, problem-solving, search problems, 

but there in their lives their family, everything. [P2] 

So, I set, sometimes I design a problems. I will look at whether it is problem solving or finding your problem, or find your problem and find solutions, or just identify 

future issues [P2] 

I think it's from specific topics. I think it's about thinking about the course as a whole. I'm thinking about the most logical way or the most feasible, practical way of 

getting that knowledge across over the course and how I to break it up into modules and you know how we can scaffold, you know, more complex things rather than 

simpler things we are on / First, to content theme of the course, the knowledge that content being adopted rather that the academic skills [P3] 

Theme: 

Identify desired results 

(Stage 1) 

Sub theme: 

Reframing around 

understanding (course 

But I guess it's a process of just thinking about, um, you know, what the overall course objective are, what the overall, um. [P3] 

Well, it gets back to the learning, learning outcomes really specifically. So, you know, the learning outcomes say reflect and apply some kind of knowledge to 

particular case. / So, I really do connect with the learning outcomes all the time / They are just really do relate to the outcomes. / Yeah, I do. I often go back to 

Bloom's Taxonomy, Learning Taxonomy. So I say, right, you know, knowledge, comprehension, you know, the kind of stuff application and I'll go back and say, well, 

I think. [P5] 
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objectives/ module learning 

outcomes) 

Theme: Determine 

acceptable evidence (Stage 

2) 

Sub theme: 

Curricular priorities and 

Assessment methods 

alignment 

With that you try to get an overall feel for, for basically what you're trying to achieve. And your trying to achieve competence in the course material and trying to 

achieve some sort of key skills, adaptability, communication, whatever. / But you've got to look at the overall picture and sometimes the overall picture is exactly 

what you're trying to achieve, which are achieve, a graduate or a person who that leaves the course that is actually competent in that course. / So, the assessment 

at the end of the day, you've got to look as, as a big picture. Has the assessment achieved what these overall objectives are rather than. [P1] 

So, of course, they need to understand all the basic formative stuff, like vocabulary needed to read, terminology and some of them they are not intellectual 

challenges / So they just spend time to learn to understand and that is important. And that is just like language. So, yes, they don't have that skill if they don't have 

those vocabularies. They can communicate. They can get things done efficiently. So that is important. /  

I think the nature of information systems or I.T. or engineering, so, there’s a big part, which is in application solving problems, designing things. / But the challenge 

would be to work on the assessment so we can achieve the outcome because a good piece of a assessment. I think that would really help because like if they 

actually going to something that is very useful and they learn a lot, it is because it's not just textbook. [P2] 

And I think this is again, what's probably been a refreshing task in the MBA is going back to those outcomes and also having a really good idea of scaffolding. / I'm 

conscious of two things: one is, is the content knowledge, but also then the skills, I guess, that they are trying to build [P4] 

Well, I normally break down the content. So let's say there are two pieces, two major bits of content in each of those in a particular module. And let's say each of the 

content is broken down into, say, three sub parts. [P5] 

And for that, it would be simple multiple choice questions or just fill in the blank, short questions, things like that. And usually they don't get too many marks for that. 

But I do, if possible, to get them to earn a few marks, so that is to encourage them to actually do it./ And then the big part and, which is the problem solving and 

summative. And that is for them to apply what they learn. [P2] 

So, I think that having a final, you know, it's resulted in me thinking that having a final task, which is sort of a summing up of some overall theme and sort of critical 

analysis, of the course content and sort of a, a, you know, a synthesis of course content is a good final thing. /  

And then having sort of an earlier summative assessment item like I'm on, yeah, really, now we're down into a specific sort of an analysis of a particular reading or 

something along those lines. And then, also having, I guess, formative assessment throughout the course in terms of a low short stakes, weekly activities 

throughout the course as well. / It's just, you know, using that's conventional two essay and an exam sort of thing and sort of learnt over time that um, that It's 

doesn’t work particularly well. [P3] 
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It would be good for us to feed into a portfolio of evidence at the end of the day where, you know, those, those courses in the assessment for those courses actually 

provided them with evidence that they had, in fact, achieved in that area or mastered that skill or learnt that content or whatever it was. [P4] 

this particular component of the content would be ideal, for formative assessment. This particular component would be ideal for summative, you know, and not ideal 

for formative because it's a bit more complex and it needs to be teased out more, you know. / So I might sort of say it would be for them to look at formative 

assessment for sub parts one and two and then maybe sub parts for the two point one and two point two or something and. But the formative assessment, sorry the 

summative assessment would then need to pick up the other sub parts because they're the major, major bits and pieces that I think they must have, like must have 

knowledge. Must be to demonstrate, sorry, articulate that knowledge in terms of how they apply to a particular problem or something like that. [P5] 

Theme: Determine 

acceptable evidence (Stage 

2) 

Sub theme: 

Authentic performance 

And it's explicit in saying here’s what the, the big concepts are, here’s what that looks like in practise, here’s how you need to maybe reflect on your own practise 

and right now would bring it all together, do whatever. So I guess in the assessment it was the same thing. / So we could assess what those big picture things were, 

we would assess what you think it looks like in the world, we want to assess how you've experienced it in the world. And so they can see as they're learning that 

how that contributes to the evidence, I guess. / So that when they leave, that contributes to them getting jobs. And, and also even in their own course selection, [P4] 

Theme: 

Plan learning experiences 

(Stage 3) 

Sub theme: 

Designing/planning process 

(right experience) 

Any learning activities should basically be complimenting the course material. / should be sort of building towards the assessment tasks. So, it's like that big of a link 

between the two / But it's the overall picture that if you look at the learning activities as a whole, are they doing that link and if they are that’s the focus of them. [P1] 

I think what is important for me is always learn and know about all this new technology and, and try to use them when they are relevant. /  

Cause when they go to workforce, they will need that and I will encourage and force them to use Zoom or Slack. Yeah, it just make it, just not technical, the teaching 

stuff but everything support what their learning to achieve. [P2] 

What I do most of my courses is have revision questions and tutorial activities, which are either answering some question about the course content, which is 

normally directed at specific, you know, academic skill as well, like tasks and thing like academic skills and scope of the content for the week? / And perhaps a task 

like summarising a piece of research and reading research paper coming up with some paragraphs or something like that, or outlining an argument breaking down 

the logical structure in an argument. [P3] 

I’ve been involved in the MBA, which is to have all of those learning activities, just be the assessment. [P4] 

So you have a lot of learning activities all through the modules. / And some of them could be reflective pieces, some of them could be small application to 

application of knowledge to practise, you know, activities. So, yeah, they're all through all through the modules / It's sort of like what, what, what you know, what 

things I'd like them to know about knowledge and what things I'd like them to know about comprehension, and the other aspects of that tax taxonomy. [P5] 

Theme: 

Plan learning experiences 

(Stage 3) 

Sub theme: 

Cohort consideration 

so Microsoft teams, that we are using or Slack's or a Trello. These are great tools. And I tried to get them to use them so they may not be related to their course 

thing that they need to learn for getting marks. But these little things, especially like, say, for example, Microsoft team, and that would be very, very useful 

transferable skills that they have. / Cause when they go to workforce, they will need that and I will encourage and force them to use Zoom or Slack. Yeah, it just 

make it, just not technical, the teaching stuff but everything support what their learning to achieve. [P2] 

I need to understand how the younger generation learn? AND I think that is really important. / But I need to acknowledge and understand that, like um, for them, ok, 

that may not be the norm. So I need to I need to make their learning easier. / I think from their current stage to the next space of learning style or that that that takes 

time. I think we need to be aware of, of their situation, their style, their behaviour. [P2] 
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We have such a varied profile of student and how a school leaver, for example, wants to interact with your material is hugely different than how an executive wants 

to interact with your material.  / So, yeah, in terms of the activities, look, I think what's really difficult also is that students pare everything back to: what do I need to 

pass, you know by and large. [P4] 

And also learning styles. I'm aware of learning styles that different people, different learning styles which came out of my PHD studies years ago. And so I try to mix 

and match the kind of activities that I think would be suitable for: a. different learners and how they learn and b. based on, you know, Bloom's tax, learning 

taxonomy, which is pretty? [P5] 

Theme: 

Plan learning experiences 

(Stage 3) 

Sub theme: 

What to Cover VS not to 

cover 

They want to learn something like write a programme collaboratively and I get them to use the tools to help them to get their work done. [P2] 

I thought about what skills I want them to develop therefore I got the assessment items, which I think are going to develop those skills and the design that will help 

them with those assessment items. [P3] 

Theme: 

Plan learning experiences 

(Stage 3) 

Sub theme: 

Formative assessment – 

when, what, how 

So, of course, they need to understand all the basic formative stuff, like vocabulary needed to read, terminology and some of them they are not intellectual 

challenges [P2] 

And then, also having, I guess, formative assessment throughout the course in terms of a low short stakes, weekly activities throughout the course as well. [P3] 

this particular component of the content would be ideal, for formative assessment. [P5] 

Theme: 

Plan learning experiences 

(Stage 3) 

Sub theme: 

Engaging and effective 

I think that, what's not, what's not working, which is actually what a lot of us have, is our learning activities, is simply asking them to comment 

on things in the discussion board, because they've don’t, the realities that they don't. / Mentimeter and things like that a little bit…And I've 

actually found that to be, quite, quite enlightening and active and thought provoking, which has been good. And I think something like 

Mentimeter because it's anonymous. [P4] 
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Emergent theme 3: Lack of clarity around requirements, expectations or obligations  

Data extracts - Group 2 Professional Data extracts - Group 1 educators  

Theme: Vague standards and TEQSA requirements  

threshold standards, they're not that extensive really. And they're not, they’re kind of more high 

level /  they aren't meant to be … overly prescriptive and that they do want universities to have 

a certain amount of leeway in terms of how they, um, implement things or not. [P6] 

the threshold standards and all of the TEQSA guidance notes just far too vague and I don't 

know why they feel like they need to be so vague [P7] 

 

Theme: What’s in vogue at the time 

university perspective. I think. It's more around. Whatever policy document is in vogue at the 

time around, learning and teaching, that's to me what would be encapsulating the university's 

perspective so or expectations. So, I guess, at the moment the, that main document would be 

the Academic Plan…first year experience, … workplace integrated learning and employability 

principles. / you'd be expected to comply with whatever assessment policy and procedures  

So, I feel like the university's expectations, to the extent that they are articulated, arh, tend to 

be articulated in those types of documents. [P6] 

the overall values of the university and what they're trying to achieve, in that sense. … each 

individual course actually, you know, referring back to those overall values of the, you know, 

respect integrity, excellence as well. / the minimum requirements, [P7] 

 

Theme: TEQSA at program/institution/ program/ course level 

I still think this is framed as being at the program level / But probably more aimed at the 

program level. / All I can really go on is what's in the threshold standards and I guess like the 

guidance notes, but again a lot of those guidance notes are more institutional level / So I don't 

think they (TEQSA requirements) go down, to what we call the course level, [P6] 

TEQSA’s are not actually specific in what they require in that area (course design), and I would 

say none. [P7] 

 

Theme: Lack of clarity of university or institutional expectations or approach 

Yeah, well, I don't think that's (university expectations of the academics) very clear at all. / if 

you are tasked with designing a course. That’s end product …I don't think is ever really clearly 

articulated. / I don't think that academic staff are necessarily given any guidance from 

supervisors or heads of school around curriculum designed to be perfectly blunt. / … I think that 

things like what does the university expect at that level is pretty badly articulated, [P6] 

I think there's two things that are really a problem: one, when you get away from the programme 

level and the discipline level, people just design stuff that might be interesting to them. / I think, I 

think things like TEQSA and the HES framework, that they're admirable, you know, they're 

necessary. I think the operationalisation of that at our level is really poor. [P4] 

Theme: Fixing the problem through building capacity   
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there's a very large kind of educative piece that is missing as well and, um…kind of really 

developing staffs capacity to understand and execute, um, good curriculum design. / You know, 

when we're on boarding staff, when we're even for casual staff like that should be something 

around the fact that we work in a regulated sector and that we have certain kind of statutory 

obligations that we have to fulfil to remain as a university [P6] 

…online course on that wouldn't be out of the ordinary. [P7] 

 Theme: Institutional barriers to course design 

I do find quite a lot of limitation in terms of the technology. I know USQ has a lot of technology but 

allocation of that and, and time to develop activities is difficult also [P4]. 

it’s the level of approval that is needed for us to make any changes. Like, um. I think that is a 

hurdle, have to say a hurdle because. Sometimes changing things... I think if we've got that 

flexibility to make changes any time we want, in a way and time, especially…/ But certainly in 

terms of the big structure and big thing, I still need lots of approval. / So if that process can be 

streamlined, I think that would help. / But I think if we can have more visibility and that might be 

easier. [P3] 

Theme: Perception of university imposition and dictation 

They (university processes) have been perceived as … quite … revolutionary and sort of like, 

we've got all this stuff suddenly we had to have to do. …no no, these are the minimum 

requirements. This is what is minimally expected, like most people, should be going well and 

truly above this. / I think a lot of lecturers are just saying it is, you know, an extra added bit of 

workload rather than this is actually a requirement of TEQSA. [P7] 

So I find it quite annoying. That I see over and, over, and over again dictation of what should go in 

when it's not understanding the creative process. … what should we be coming from 

administration is guidelines. And that's all that should be coming, not dictation. / Which I think is 

actually doing the exact opposite of what they hope to do stifling creativity it's killing basically 

people's ability to adapt. /  … a terrible section of our admin that every has to be mapped, but it's 

not everything. You try and design something on a, on a sort of generic level or a macro level. 

And when, and when you get these ridiculous pedantic arguments for: how does this particular 

module relate to this particular? / … people who dictate with this has to fit with this. It doesn't fit. 

It's not like a Lego. Things don’t have to fit identically. /... I'm so, so annoyed with this um: you will 

have 13 points now, our stupid rules now. /  

It's just so restrictive that it doesn't give you creativity, doesn't give you ability. [P1] 

And I know the idea is quality and all that, but it's like we're racing to the bottom. We're racing to 

the absolute minimum standards. You might be guaranteed the minimum quality. But that's all 

your guaranteeing. [P1] 

Again, it's it's still part of this mentality that we cannot get away from that every part, of course, of 

every assessment of everything has to be mapped to something specific / …You don’t design a 
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course that way because it's so mechanical, it's so ridiculous…And to say but assessment one 

that maps to … and is so restrictive. It's, it's just insane. [P1] 

It's, it's, it's dictated by people haven’t design anything in their lives. It's dictated by people who 

think everything can be mapped exactly. Again, I don't want to be sort of restricted by saying 

every single learning activity, every question and every learning activity must be matched exactly 

too. This is that ridiculous admin dictation process. [P1] 

Once you start dictating how to paint, you know, then it's not a painting any more is it? It's, it's, it's, 

just mechanical reproduction. And that's, that's, the process we've gone down and unfortunately 

at USQ we’ve gone down very prescriptive by the numbers, you will do these ten steps and look 

your course will be perfect. Um, no it’s not, it’s not like that at all. /And we have this mind set in 

some insane people on this place that's the way we do, our course design. List the standards, 

have them written in front of you and make sure everything matches against the standards. [P1] 
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Data extract - Group 2 Professional  Data extract - Group 1 Educators 

Theme: Academic awareness 

People have no idea about that stuff. In the main, I would say that 

most people have, you know, absolutely no clue, about...even like the 

basic, like I guess, they might have some inkling that higher 

education is regulated like some kind of inkling, but how that is 

relevant to what they do know - no idea. / I'm not blaming academics 

for this. I think it's the institution's responsibility to really make sure 

that everybody is on the same page [P6] 

I don't think that they see that connection … 

…people (academics) just don't understand the bigger context. / less 

than 50 percent (awareness of TEQSA) [P7] 

 

Well, TEQSA is just the government, the government imposing what they believe is minimum required standards and 

they've got every right to. / But the bottom line is the government's got every right. And they should have every right to 

impose minimum standards. / But the university's response to TEQSA can be sometimes, um, over reactive, can 

sometimes be a little bit hysterical / Of course, we've all heard of TEQSA, we’ve all, all, terrified of being audited by 

TEQSA. Aren’t we? / No there guidelines [P1] 

Yes, that's arh, I don't understand. I, I'm sorry. I'm not familiar with the actual details (HESF). What was more specifically 

(standards related to academics), no. [P1] 

Yeah, I've heard it them, to satisfy some internal pilots, um, they need to add quality, but yeah, no, um, but I really don’t 

understand what they do really. / We have some of these administrative requirements that we need to deal with some time. 

But I don't think that's been something that I've really had to come up against, so. / I seen those words, those was 

acronyms but I, yeah. / From past experience ...I, I actually work on one of they um application to that, yeah, for a private 

university but that was like, um, 2010. [P2] 

I'm, I'm aware of them, but I don't know a lot about them because we haven't had. They haven't kind of been. I don't think 

so, anyway, I have flowed down to us in academic, at the level of writing programs. … Not, not a lot. Just heard about 

them, but not a lot, probably very little. I've had I haven't used of them in the design of my courses or programmes. [P5] 
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Theme: Academic response/ perceptions of TEQSA/ Standards 

And they see a lot of the initiatives, to kind of move in that direction as 

being the university, being overly prescriptive or taking away their 

freedom to be creative in their own courses or whatever / you start 

using words like quality or, you know, the regulator or whatever, 

people think that it's like talking about a performance or whatever. 

Massive failing on our part. [P6] 

the vast majority of people consider it an enormous waste of their 

time. But the vast majority don’t, the vast majority think they're, you 

know, they're being interrogated by the police. [P7] 

 

It's our job as universities and I say ours. It's everyone's job to make sure that we operate within those rights (TEQSA) [P1] 

I don't feel any particular responsibility to them, I don’t feel any responsibility to that, I just making sure students do well. / 

We have some of these administrative requirements that we need to deal with some time. But I don't think that's been 

something that I've really had to come up against, so. [P3] 

So I think, I think things like TEQSA and the HES framework, that they're admirable, you know, they're necessary. I think 

the operationalisation of that at our level is really poor. [P4] 

Ok, all right, no, no, sorry that I was getting that confused. No not as totally familiar with the TEQSA one and the other one 

then in that sense. I had been using the AQF levels. / I know about TEQSA, I guess I know about, about TEQSA stuff 

because I've had to work with someone in TEQSA years ago when I was signing of a program. But and I remember 

vaguely her sending, she was the head dog of TEQSA at the time, they're sending me some stuff. Think it might have been 

when I was rewriting the MBA years ago, but I can't remember much else, [P5] 
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Emergent theme 4: No evidence or documentation exist or is required for course design. 

Data extract: Group 2 Professional Group 1 Educators 

Theme: no course design documentation 

Someone (academic) actually fully outlining the decisions they've made in terms of the 

constructive alignment of the course and yeah, I seriously don't think anyone's doing that. / I 

would say most people (academic) would have no idea, what's expected of them, and people just 

make it up. And in terms of actually documenting decision, the decision making process would be 

seriously surprised if people did that. [P6] 

The records are kept here. (indicating in the head) / I do maps on whiteboards…  No, I don't. I 

don't take a picture of the whiteboard, I don't, I don't copy down. Basically, that whiteboard. 

[P1] 

I would say mostly up in my head. [P2] 

No, not really. (gesture pointing to head) / But no, I haven't been systematic about 

documenting. / No. You know, I've got the, the actual, the actual structure, you know, appear 

on StudyDesk - yeah, but I don’t document the structure – how I actual come to them. [P3] 

No (the process) No. I honestly just jot it down. [P5] 

Theme: No University documentation for TEQSA requirements for program not course  

There's not really like a systematic approach to that as far as I'm aware, like, you know, a kind of 

template or something to fill out. And I think as we move towards a curriculum management 

system and, um, I'm talking more here about core specifications rather than like really putting the 

meat on the bones to courses. [P5] 

But we've been quite specific in terms of what we require. Mostly because of the TEQSA 

accreditation…the course action plans…when examiners are going to make change or even if 

they're not coming to make change after a semester of teaching, it does make sense to write a 

few sentences to justify why change was made or to justify why change wasn't made. [P7] 

But you know, evidence, some sort of evidence brief would help with that. … 

that was pointed out in our conditional registration that we needed more evidence around 

curriculum change … [P7] 

 

Theme: No university Framework or tools for course design 

thinking about re accreditation? You know, that, that's just very poorly and very kind of manually 

handled. / terms of that type of regulatory requirement … I guess ,we need to do a lot better, um, 

from a systems perspective to make sure that we have a central point [P6] 

There's not really like a systematic approach to that (course design) as far as I'm aware, like, you 

know, a kind of template or something to fill out. And I think as we move towards a curriculum 

management system and, um, I'm talking more here about core specifications rather than like 

really putting the meat on the bones to courses. [P6] 
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Mm hmm. And in terms of program, I know we're going to some sort of software in another year or 

so that will evidence the curriculum design and development of a program level, but not 

necessarily a course level. [P7] 
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