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University Teachers’ Perceptions of the ALCT Program 

 
This paper describes the transformation of the Reading and Writing for Critical Thinking 
(RWCT) program into the Active Learning and Critical Thinking in Higher Education program 
(ALCT) as implemented in the higher education context in Croatia, based on the RWCT 
Prague conference in 2001. The initial experiences with program implementation are 
described, with a particular emphasis on innovations intended to increase the relevance of 
the program for university teachers. Preliminary evaluation results are presented. 

Introduction  

Research on initial teacher education in Croatia has revealed that the teaching methods of 
university teachers engaged in teacher education are predominantly teacher-centered and 
discipline-oriented (Vizek Vidovic, 2006). The traditional approach to teaching, as 
transmission of information, does not enable students to integrate the huge amounts of 
mechanically stored information into meaningful and personalized knowledge. One of the 
factors contributing to the persistence of the discipline-oriented approach to teaching at this 
level is the educators’ own uni-dimensional perception of their role. The prevalent belief is 
that the higher education teacher is primarily a researcher, whose excellence in research is 
both necessary and sufficient for high quality teaching. The consequence of such an attitude 
is a lack of systemic efforts within the higher education system aimed at changing teachers’ 
skills and competencies in teaching. The crucial question is how to tackle this complex issue, 
keeping in mind that the programs offered must be perceived not as an unnecessary burden, 
nor as a threat to academic self-esteem, but as a useful means for professional and personal 
growth. 

Program development 

The program known as Active Learning and Critical Thinking across the Curriculum in Higher 
Education (ALCT), aimed at raising university teachers’ competencies for a student centered 
approach to teaching, was developed in Croatia in 2003, following the successful 
implementation of the international program for school teachers Reading and Writing for 
Critical Thinking (RWCT) (Klooster, Steele, & Bloem, 2001). The primary model used to 
develop both programs is a three-phase framework for teaching with a solid theoretical base 
in cognitive learning theories, a special emphasis upon social constructivism, and an 
experiential learning model (Steele, Meredith, Temple, 1997). The three phases of the 
model, designed to facilitate deep level processing, are named according to their specific 
functions in the learning process: Evocation, Realization of Meaning, and Reflection (ERR). 
The ALCT program includes the same three phases, comprised of tasks similar to those in the 
RWCT program. The purpose of the Evocation phase is to prepare students to relate their 
previous knowledge, feelings, and experiences to the study topic. In the Realization of 
Meaning phase, students are exposed to new ideas, concepts, and procedures in a way that 



fosters their active engagement in deep information processing. In this phase the teacher 
acts as a facilitator who enhances students’ critical approach to the meaning and relevance 
of new information. In higher education, an important aspect of this approach is an 
orientation toward problem-based tasks and collaborative projects. In the Reflection phase, 
students internalize and integrate the new knowledge, and interact with peers to consider 
the possibilities for applying it in new settings, and evaluate its significance (Steele, 
Meredith, Temple, 1997). 

Having in mind the basic ERR framework, the main goals of the ALCT program can be 
described as follows: 1) development of a new conceptual framework for teaching that 
promotes critical thinking and self-regulated learning in students; 2) development of a new 
set of skills to promote open and responsible interactions in course settings; 3) adoption of a 
wide repertoire of effective techniques to facilitate critical thinking and meaning 
construction across the curriculum; 4) development of reflection skills; and 5) readiness to 
provide support to other university teachers. Expected outcomes have been defined at 
teachers’ and students’ levels. 

It has been assumed that teachers applying the ALCT teaching approach will: 

- Accept a new role of university teachers as facilitators of learning 

- Develop a high level of competence in teaching techniques that encourage students to 
become self-regulated learners 

- Acquire new social and communication skills, enhancing open communication with 
students 

- Develop increased awareness of students’ diversity and their individual needs 

- Have deeper insight into their own motives and actions, and the consequences of their 
actions, 

- Be prepared to engage in ongoing improvement and professional growth 

- Become agents of change with regard to teaching practices in the academic community 
Consequently, it has been assumed that students exposed to the ALCT teaching approach 
will: 

- Show deeper understanding of material studied, and have a richer knowledge base 

- Develop critical thinking skills and creative approaches to knowledge acquisition 

- Be able to transfer and apply abstract concepts and principles for practical problem solving 
in real-life situations 

- Become responsible learners prepared for lifelong learning 

- Develop social and communication skills important for co-operative learning 

- Be sensitive to social issues and ready to contribute to social development and welfare, not 
only as field experts but also as responsible and caring citizens 

Program implementation 

The ALCT program is designed as a 60-hour course, divided into four modules/workshops 
held approximately six weeks apart. The number of participants in a group is limited to 25, 
and each workshop is run by two higher education faculty trainers. Each workshop is 
dedicated to a specific topic and is presented in several ERR units, following the format of a 
typical lesson (i.e. 45 or 90 minutes). After each unit there is a “deconstruction session,” 
where participants are invited to discuss the effects of the teaching approach and 
techniques used in the preceding unit on their learning. 



 
Between workshops, participants are asked to apply the knowledge and skills acquired in the 
workshop in their own classroom contexts, and to report on their experiences for the next 
workshop. Participants are also expected to visit one another’s classrooms and report on 
their observations. 

Each module of the course is accompanied by one volume of the training manual Active 
learning and critical thinking in higher education (Vizek Vidovic, Kletzien, Bekavac, Grozdanic, 
& Vlahovic Stetic, 2005). The manual combines texts explaining the theoretical foundations 
with descriptions of practical teaching techniques that promote a studentcentered approach 
to teaching. Two activities developed for the higher education teachers are described in the 
sidebars. 

The topics covered by the manuals are: 

Volume 1. Active learning and the ERR framework for teaching 

Volume 2. Reading, writing, and discussion for critical thinking 

Volume 3. Cooperative and experiential learning 

Volume 4. Planning and assessment of learning and teaching 

The first manual has the important task of introducing the rationale for changing the 
approach to teaching. It deals with the new context in higher education—the internal and 
external changes that affect the process of education and demand a response from the 
universities. The first manual also explains the new paradigm for teaching, outlines the 
theoretical bases for the relationship between teaching and learning, and gives special 
emphasis to distinguishing between superficial and profound approaches to learning. This 
part of the manual is especially useful for those higher education teachers who are not 
satisfied with simply learning how to teach, but who also want to understand the theoretical 
basis for the recommendations made. University teachers who participated in the original 
RWCT program suggested that the ALCT program include these theoretical explanations. The 



second manual outlines RWCT principles. The third manual deals explicitly with experiential 
learning, an addition to the original RWCT program. The fourth manual covers several 
important aspects of the teaching process: planning for teaching at the university level, 
monitoring students’ progress, assessment of students’ knowledge, and monitoring the 
teacher’s own work. 

Each manual includes an appendix that describes the new techniques, structured to address 
the following issues: advantages, duration, group size, advance preparation, procedures, and 
application of the technique. 

Program participants 

ALCT cohorts are organized into heterogeneous groups with participants from all disciplines. 
The rationale has been that mixed groups will contribute to the richness of the educational 
experience, and will demonstrate that basic principles of the ERR framework can be 
successfully applied across fields. Croatian higher education has been characterized by 
closed research communities within each field. It was thus anticipated that mixed groups 
would help to break down traditional disciplinary barriers, creating opportunities for future 
collaboration in both educational and research settings. 

One hundred eighty seven participants have now completed the ALCT program. These 
include faculty from five Croatian universities (Zagreb, Rijeka, Osijek, Split, and Zadar), as 
well as from several independent vocational colleges in diverse academic fields (arts, 
humanities, social and natural sciences, biomedicine, life sciences, and engineering 
sciences). Attendance is voluntary, but participants must pay a moderate fee and must 
complete 100% of the program in order to receive a certificate of attendance. The dropout 
rate has been about 20%. 

Evaluation procedure and methods 

An integral part of the program is an in-depth evaluation procedure comprising aspects of 
both process and content, and short-term and as well as long-term perspectives. At this 
stage of program implementation, the evaluation is based on personal reports from the 
workshop participants. In the next stage, the participants’ students will be asked to 
contribute their perceptions of the teaching and learning methods used by their teachers. 



 
 

The evaluation procedure comprises the following: 

1. Immediate evaluation of daily workshops and modules involves daily exit logs with open 
ended questions, and quantitative ratings of various elements of workshop modules. The 
daily exit logs are used to qualitatively assess (a) what participants believe to be the most 
important thing they have learned that day, (b) whether they need additional explanation of 
some points, and (c) their general perceptions of the day’s workshop. The exit logs have two 
purposes: They help participants reflect on their experience; and also offer them an 
opportunity to clarify certain points and to express their feelings. At the end of each 
workshop participants are asked to fill in a module evaluation form consisting of both 
qualitative responses and quantitative ratings. Participants are asked what has been most 
important for them, what they find most useful, and what they will change in their teaching 
as a result of their participation in the workshop. They are also asked to rate their overall 



satisfaction with the workshop on a scale from 1 (poor) to 5 (excellent). General comments 
and suggestions for the future are also invited. 

2. Short-term course evaluation is conducted immediately after the last workshop, and 
includes a structured form as well as an openended evaluation. At the end of the fourth 
module, which is typically offered about six months after the first, participants are asked to 
fill in a course evaluation sheet describing what has happened in their own classrooms 
between the first and the last workshops. Specifically, they are asked about: (1) changes (if 
any) they perceive in their ways of teaching; (2) changes they perceive in their students’ 
behavior; (3) obstacles they have encountered; (4) positive and negative experiences they 
have had with the application of new teaching skills; and (5) which methods they perceive as 
most useful, and which they see as least useful. They are asked whether they would 
recommend the program to their colleagues; and finally, they are asked to give an overall 
rating of their satisfaction with the program, on a scale from 1 (poor) to 5 (excellent). 

3. Long-term course evaluation takes the form of a structured questionnaire distributed six–
eight months after the course, when participants are invited back to receive their 
certificates. The group meets to exchange their reactions to their experiences, and they are 
also asked to fill in a long-term course evaluation sheet. The questions on this form 
correspond to those on the short-term evaluation, but participants are also asked to 
describe which of the new methods and techniques they feel have been most successful in 
their own practice. 

Evaluation results 

1. The daily logs offer only qualitative information. On average the logs generated about 4–6 
requests for clarification each day. These questions were discussed the following day, to 
ensure that possible misunderstandings were cleared up before beginning a new session. On 
average, 90% of the comments were positive, expressing satisfaction with the workshop 
experience. 

2. Comparison of short- and long-term global ratings of the program show that average 
ratings for each workshop are very high (M= 4.55), which corresponds to the overall short 
term rating of the program (M= 4.56). Long-term evaluations show an increase in overall 
satisfaction. More than 77% of the participants give the highest rating (5) and the average 
long-term rating is 4.75! 

3. Qualitative evaluation shows the depth and breadth of changes at both the teacher and 
student levels. The following are examples of two participants’ comments: 

- Now, I am more satisfied with myself as a teacher. I feel that I did something important to 
raise my competence and it makes me happier. 

- I was deeply touched when my students told me that nobody else works with them like that. 
It was very rewarding and gratifying for me, and almost made me cry. 

To summarize their comments, the participants’ greatest satisfaction was derived from the 
perceived changes in their students, as manifested in greater interest in the subject, more 
regular attendance, greater openness in communication, greater readiness to enter into 
discussion, and greater independence and self-regulation in learning. In addition, students 
used more effective learning strategies, and were able to think more critically and creatively. 

Regarding changes in their teaching, participants most often mentioned that they now pay 
more attention to the relationship between teaching goals and learning outcomes, use more 
diverse assessment methods, get better feedback from students, think about how to adjust 



teaching methods to the students’ educational level, and seek to implement teaching 
techniques that will activate students’ interest and increase their motivation for learning. 
Teachers also reported that they pay more attention to acting as a facilitator of students’ 
learning, trying also to help them develop more efficient learning skills. 

The long-term evaluation revealed that participants feel very successful in: 

- Application of approaches and techniques to enhance active learning in class (82%), 

- Application of the methods and techniques of cooperative learning (76%), 

- Application of techniques to enhance critical thinking through reading, writing, and 
classroom discussion (74%), 

- Application of techniques to involve students in evaluating their own work (57%), 

- Application of methods of experiential learning and project teaching (41%), 

- Communication and co-operation with colleagues in implementing innovative teaching 
methods (37%) 

- Use of new methods of assessment and evaluation of student performance (33%). 

Participants ascribe their successes to: the experiential and student-centered approaches to 
teaching demonstrated at the workshops; involvement in reflective discussion; cooperation 
with colleagues from the program; and to the ability to verify ideas by using the program 
manual. (Roughly 10% reported using their manuals always, 50% use them often, and 40% 
seldom.) They also noted the impact of the immediate positive feedback from their students. 

The greatest obstacles to implementation of participants’ newly acquired knowledge and 
skills were: insufficient time for thorough preparation; lack of motivation on the part of 
some students to participate actively in lessons; too many students in a class; inadequate 
space; and students’ preconceptions regarding university teaching and learning. 

All of the participants would strongly recommend the seminar to their colleagues, mostly 
because, as one of them said, “I have learned how to make the impossible possible: how to 
make my students really motivated to learn what I am trying to teach them!” 

Next Steps 

These preliminary data convincingly show that workshop participants are persuaded that 
most of the intended outcomes have been achieved, and even improved upon, with the 
long-term application of this new approach. The next stage in the evaluation of the program 
will involve examination of students’ perceptions of the new approaches to teaching, and an 
evaluation of the quality of the students’ performance in comparison to that of students 
exposed primarily to the more traditional ways of teaching. 
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View from an expert colleague 

In discussions with my educational psychology colleagues in Croatia, we agreed that 
discipline-centered instruction, rather than student-centered instruction, is the norm in most 
universities and colleges. To adopt a different approach in higher education, however, faculty 
must understand the theoretical basis for change. The ALCT team has created a series of 
manuals that provide the necessary theoretical basis as well as practical applications for 
more student-centered instruction. I have had the opportunity to attend ALCT workshops in 
both Zagreb and Rijeka in Croatia, and have been impressed with participants’ enthusiasm 
for the ideas. Higher education faculty are eager to be more effective in reaching students in 
their classes. When participants describe their experiences in working with some of the ALCT 
ideas, their excitement about their teaching and about their students’ responses is obvious. 
Interestingly, ALCT has won acceptance from many different disciplines across the university. 
Participants from economics, law, philosophy, science, and engineering have all expressed 
satisfaction with the workshops and the programs. The trainers’ decision to work with a 
heterogeneous group has proved to be very wise; faculty working across disciplines have 
discovered commonalities that they had not previously recognized. The cognitive theory basis 
for the ALCT program is applicable in any situation where students are expected to learn and 
to apply their learning to problem-solving, so the ideas can be applied across many 
disciplines. Because the ALCT trainers themselves are respected faculty members in higher 
education in Croatia and have utilized the ideas from ALCT in their own classrooms, they 
have the credibility needed to help bring about change. The workshops are always thought-
provoking, grounded in solid theory, and replete with effective modeling of the principles of 
ALCT. It is no surprise that the evaluations of the ALCT program and the individual workshops 
are so positive! The results of the evaluations simply substantiate the many comments that I 
have heard from workshop participants. 

Sharon B. Kletzien 


