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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this dissertation is to make an investigation on the conception and 

implementation of modularization in some selected public universities in Ethiopia. A 

qualitative multiple case study design is employed and key informants, members of 

governing bodies, staff of public universities, officials and experts in the Ministry of 

Education and legislative documents, meeting minute and reports are used as sources 

for the data. Maximum variation, convenience and snowball sampling techniques are 

used to select cases and participants of the study. Interview, focus group discussion and 

documents are used as instruments of data collection. The data are analyzed 

thematically case by case followed by a cross-case analysis while relating it with 

available literature. The study indicated that the idea of introducing the modular 

approach was formally started in 2004 first in technical vocational education system 

and engineering and technology faculties of the public universities; and later it moved to 

all programs of the public universities. In addition, the study found out that the reform 

initiation process took a form of the combination of top-down and bottom-up approach, 

the lion’s share taken by the government. Moreover, there are some problems regarding 

stakeholders understanding of the concept of modularization and its underpinning 

philosophies. The findings indicated that the curriculum design undertaken did not 

follow the step-by-step procedures suggested by educators. While the implementation of 

modular approach in Bahir Dar University seems to be in a better position, the one in 

Debre Berhan University is hindered by a number of factors. Finally, issues that are 

related to curriculum design, staff and students, organizational frameworks and 

support, and instructional materials and facilities are identified as factors affecting the 

implementation of the modular approach in the case universities. The study provided 

two useful insights regarding the conception and implementation of the modular 

curriculum. First, the introduced reform is not well executed due to lack of stakeholders’ 

proper conceptualization. Second, the implementation of the modular approach in 

studied universities is in problem due to the fact that it was not properly managed. This 

demands and urges the concerned parties to make a paradigm shift in conceptualization 

and implementation endeavors of the modularization processes. 

 

Keywords: conception, implementation, modularization, curriculum design, educational 

reform, instructional practice, organizational frameworks  
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CHAPTER ONE 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this chapter is to introduce the study and it begins by setting 

the background of the study which briefly discusses the philosophical and historical 

overview of higher education (HE) in general and competence-based education (CBE) 

and modularization in particular. It also explains the reason why CBE and 

modularization become important agendas of many higher education institutions (HEIs) 

across the globe. The second section is about the statement of the problem. It is devoted 

to explain the problem under investigation and to show the gaps in existing scholarship 

by scrutinizing what has been done (and what is not) in the area and justify how the 

current study could try to fill these gaps. This is followed by presentation of the 

basic research questions of the study in section three. The significance, delimitation and 

limitation of the study are explained in the fourth, fifth and sixth sections respectively. 

Finally, the organization of the dissertation is presented in section seven. 

 

1.1 Background of the Study  

The purpose of this dissertation is to make an in-depth investigation and shed some light 

on the general understanding of the theory and practice of modularization in Ethiopian 

HEIs. It aimed to examine the conception, design, implementation and challenges of the 

modular process in some selected public universities. More specifically, it explored the 

way modularization was introduced, how stakeholders (government officials, university 

governing bodies, teachers and administrative staff) understand modularization and its 

underpinning philosophies, and the practices and challenges of its implementation 

process in Bahir Dar, Debre Berhan and Wolkite Universities. Now let‘s us proceed to 

the background of the study that begins by explaining the differing views in philosophy 

of HE. 

 

Throughout the history of HE, the differing views of education for the sake of 

knowledge (i.e. intellectual development), as opposed to education for the sake of work 

(i.e. societal development) are found the center of the debate. In support of this, Henkel 

(1988) and Mulcahy (2009) indicated that knowledge in HE frequently distinguished 
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between the 'pure' and the 'applied', entailing two further kinds of distinction: between 

the pursuit of knowledge for its own sake and the utilization of knowledge. The 

difference is also between the nature and structure of knowledge in determining the 

content of the curriculum and the emphasis on valuing student experience and practical 

forms of knowledge in doing so. As a result, the programs and curriculum contents 

offered at HEIs have been influenced by and geared towards these diverging views.  

 

It is, of course, very important to indicate here that there have been scholars (Henkel, 

1988; Rosenstock, 1991; Zemsky, 1993; Brennan and Little, 1996 and Kouwenhoven, 

2009) who recognized that there are many intermediate points between these two 

extremes and who considered this argument as unrealistic. According to these educators, 

each of the two views has demonstrated clear limitations by putting a false dichotomy 

that has created an artificial separation between knowledge and work, head and hand, 

and theory and practice. They contend that putting the ‗differing views‘ in such a 

position is problematic and insufficient to fully understand the existing reality both from 

the individual's day to day life and that of educational institutions.  In support of this 

idea, Brennan and Little (1996:28) stated that "if we look at the realities of teaching and 

learning in higher education, many of these distinctions become difficult to apply... and 

it is possible to argue that many of these distinctions become blurred." Rosenstock 

(1991:435). On the other hand, demonstrated a number of examples and stated that 

―Head and hand have never been farther apart. … Students use their hands and their 

minds, and they use both well.‖ What can be inferred from this is that there is always 

integration between knowledge and work. But the disagreement lies on the question 

which should be given priority and emphasis.  

  

In years past, especially after the medieval periods, owing to the fact that HEIs were 

considered as places for knowledge production and the creation of the ideal adult or an 

intellectual person, programs of such institutions were dominated by a liberal education 

- an education system aimed at the cultivation of such a person (Harvard University, 

1945; Knowles, 1977; Adler, 1982 and Barkas, 2011).  
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In more recent times, due to the tremendous changes in the HE context driven by 

political, economic, social, demographic and cultural forces, however, teaching 

knowledge for its own sake and considering it as an end by itself has been highly 

challenged and the idea of education for societal development has gained considerable 

traction. Thus, due to the major changes such as greater diversity in terms of program 

provision and student types, matching programs to labor market needs, heightened 

accountability, increasing amounts of information, introduction of new technologies, 

decreasing of funding, - an educational paradigm shift toward CBE started to dominate 

educational programs in HEIs (Zemsky, 1993; Spady, 1994 & Kouwenhoven, 2009). 

The emphasis here is on education that is useful for practical life. For instance, Zemsky 

(1993:17) stated that "Students today want technical knowledge, useful knowledge, 

labor related knowledge in convenient and digestible packages.‖ Similarly, Spady 

(1994:31) stated that ―The Information Age demands long-term, sustainable 

performance and self-initiated and self-directed continuous learning capabilities and 

effective working teams that can collectively discover and solve significant problems 

and work successfully with others to get their potential solutions implemented.‖  Hence, 

the idea of teaching knowledge for the sake of producing persons that can work for the 

society and solve societal problems has got the upper hand. As a result, the emphasis on 

competence and CBE has been widely accepted, of course not without criticism, and the 

institutions began to prefer vocational or professional education and training (Knowles, 

1977 & Dare, 2001).  

 

At this juncture, it should be noted that not all educators and HEIs are in favor of CBE. 

Some disagree with its basic idea of pre-specifying the outcomes of education on the 

grounds that such an approach is too narrow and conformist and its focus on the 

development of prescribed workplace skills is seen as inconsistent with a focus on the 

general development of the mind; and others expressed concern that CBE represents a 

deconstructionist approach to learning that fails to foster deep and reflective engagement 

(Brown, 1994; Bowden, 1997; Killen, 2000; Talbot, 2004 and Neem, 2012). 
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Conversely, CBE has gained extensive acceptance and is promoted as an alternative 

educational thought for a number of reasons. First, as opposed to the traditional 

approaches that emphasize methods of student selection, lengths of courses and training 

programs, class sizes, teacher-pupil ratios and so on, CBE emphasizes on the 

specification and assessment of outcomes - referred to as competencies (Spady, 1977; 

Johnston 1992;  Spady, 1994 and Bowden, 1997). Second, while the traditional 

approaches emphasize theoretical or book knowledge at the expense of the ability to 

apply knowledge to perform practical tasks and to fulfill workplace roles, CBE promotes 

workplace relevance and the design of curricula normally begin with analysis and 

identification of workplace competencies which are then organized into a set of 

competency standards for an occupation (Tuxworth, 1989; Jessup, 1989; Spady, 1994 

and Bowden, 1997).  

 

The third reason is that CBE expresses outcomes as explicit and observable workplace 

performances. The intention is to express outcomes in the form of clear and precise 

‗competencies‘, so that (a) the needs of employment can be better communicated; (b) 

the goals of educational programs can be re-defined and communicated with greater 

precision; and (c) straightforward judgments can be made about the extent to which any 

particular competency has been attained (Spady, 1994). In addition to the above 

arguments, Davis (2003), Anema & McCoy (2010) and Morcke et al. (2013) have 

identified and summarized some of the benefits of CBE as follows: relevance, 

acceptability, provision of a robust curriculum framework, accountability, 

encouragement of self-directed learning, clarity, flexibility, guidance for assessment, 

participation in curriculum planning, curriculum evaluation, and continuity. 

 

Furthermore, CBE has been influencing not only the ways in which employment-related 

skills are assessed and recognized and the structure and delivery of formal education and 

training programs, but also the ways the curricula are designed and implemented. 

Consequently, as opposed to the traditional subject-centered, theoretical, academic and 

linear curriculum, modularization is now considered as an important approach in 

countries and institutions where CBE is employed. Modularization is a way of 
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organizing and delivering CBE curriculum in HEIs (Goldschmid and Goldschmid, 1973; 

Lightfoot, 2006 and Solomon et al., 2011). In the words of Goldschmid and Goldschmid 

(1973:15), for instance, ―Modular instruction has emerged as one of the most promising 

alternatives in higher education today.‖ Lightfoot (2006) also argued that the modular 

curriculum design emerged in response to the changing needs of modern global society. 

 

Modularization has drawn special attention in the realms of HE partly because it 

combines many advantages of a number of separate educational innovations for 

students, teachers, institutions and the society at large. In this regard, Brown & Saunders 

(2006) stated that: 

It can be argued that modularization originated from significant theoretical 

and policy-making initiatives based on the educational advantages of 

providing more flexible learning pathways and increased access to a greater 

variety of students. Sound curriculum design is all about establishing a lasting 

relationship between theory and practice, and making the essential link 

between what is known and what is done. (p.96) 

 

In a similar vein, many writers (Goldschmid and Goldschmid, 1973; Dochy et al., 1989; 

Ashcroft, 2005; and Brown & Saunders, 2006) pointed out that HEIs are promoting 

modularization considering that it provides students with the freedom to choose among 

the modules, to proceed at their own pace (this is based on the generally accepted 

assumptions that learners do not achieve at the same rate and are not ready to learn at the 

same time) and to leave their education as long as they wish and to come back to their 

education and pass successfully a few more modules at a more convenient time, 

increased adaptability of instructional materials, and greater opportunity for transfer 

between modes of study, further and HE sectors, institutions and countries  

 

Modularization has also the intention to bring about paradigm shift in educational 

theories and practices. It is very important, therefore, to realize that success in 

modularization cannot be achieved unless modification is made on both the theoretical 

as well as practical aspect of the existing education system (Dochy et al., 1989 and 

Brown & Saunders, 2006). Accordingly, implementing modular instruction has 

consequences on five components of HE, all of which are in phase with each other - the 
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educational program, the students, the teachers, the learning materials and the 

organizational facilities. The above explained ideas are summarized by Higher 

Education Strategic Center (HESC) (2013) as the implementation of a modular system 

in education has both a pedagogical and organizational component.  

 

To bring about changes in all of these components and to implement the modular 

instruction HEIs are required to undertake a reform process, but then again, reform in 

HEIs in general and of curriculum in particular are the most complex issues. Hence, 

understanding the complexity of a reform is the most crucial and potentially productive 

factor for the reform to succeed. In other words, failure of educational reforms emanates 

from superficial conception of the reform process and how complicated the systems are: 

their structure, their problem, their power relationships, and their underlying values and 

axioms (Sarason, 1990). The same author also explained that:    

Mistakes in understanding are one thing; when they become the basis for 

action, it is quite another thing. In education the mistakes in conception and 

action have been many, and almost all of them derive from an inability to 

comprehend the nature of the school systems. This inability prevents dealing 

with the question of how one decides where the change process should begin, 

because that is the starting point from which changes elsewhere will occur. 

(p.27)  

 

Thus, recognizing a reform and trying to change a system, especially in complecated, 

traditional institutions, is among the most complex task to embark on. Unredstanding the 

problem in general and choosing the type of reform undertaken become difficult unlese 

there is a guiding principle. There is, of course, no single and conventional guiding 

principle so far proposed to undertake the reform. In the large array of existing 

literature, however, there are a number of guiding principles for educational reform that 

can be seen from philosophical (Grundy, 1987; Diana, 2001; Barnett & Coate, 2005; 

Slattery, 2006 and Kurth-Schai & Green, 2009), methodological (Savin-Baden, 2000; 

Land et al., 2005 and O‘Farrel, 2009) and structural (Wideen, 1994;  Fullan, 1994; 

Knight, 2001; Otunga et al., 2011; Oliver & Hyun, 2011 and Amimo et al., 2014) 

perspectives.  
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For example, Kurth-Schai & Green (2009) stated that the America educational reform 

movements have been guided and shaped by three major philosophical perspectives or 

approaches – essentialism, progressivism and holism. According to the scholars, the 

essentialists consider that reform objectives and initiatives should emphasize on national 

standards, the emergence of a national curriculum, strengthening stakeholders‘ 

accountability for academic performance, and enhancing connections between 

educational and economic goals. One the other hand, the central aim of educational 

reform in the progressive approach is to shift the purpose of education from preparing 

―the best and the brightest‖ to producing academically and economically competent 

graduates through carefully designed experiences, constructivist pedagogy and 

cooperative learning. Holists' educational reform approach, conversely, focuses to 

design schooling to encourage supportive relationships across multiple dimensions of 

learning, such as intrapersonal learning (promoting integration of 

mind/heart/body/spirit), interpersonal learning (enhancing the quality of relationships 

among people and the community), and transpersonal learning (connecting in life-

affirming ways with nonhuman entities, spiritual values, and social and environmental 

forces).  

 

The second major group of philosophical approach of reform emanates from modernist 

and post-modernist perspective. The modernist theory considers reform to follow a 

logical and sequential approach, which focuses on a task of careful consideration and 

monitoring. They are silent in addressing changes and conflicts within the systems 

believing that the systems are working towards equilibrium. According to this approach, 

schools aim to maintain order and integration among the parts of society. It is heavily 

industrialized because the modernist approach demonstrates the ‗technical‘ interest of 

the society. Education becomes a product oriented manufacturing process. In this 

approach the power of reforming educational institutions is taken away from the 

teachers and students; they need to follow directions given by political leaders, 

managers or factory owners. In a modernist society, power lies in the hands of those 

who are financially and politically endowed (Grundy, 1987 & Diana, 2001). Contrary to 

the modernist, reform in postmodernist approach is not seen as permanent but as 
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creative and fluid. A postmodern reform does not focus on specific steps, but instead on 

the relationships of people involved in the process. In this vein, Slattery (2006) 

identified three main elements of postmodern reform approach: (a) a focus on 

community cooperation rather than corporate competition, (b) a holistic process 

perspective rather than separate parts, and (c) a multilayered and interdisciplinary 

participation.  

 

On the other hand, many scholars have suggested a number of structural approaches to a 

reform process. One reform approach is the kind that is initiated by policy makers, with 

researchers at their side, attempting to find ways of assisting schools to implement a 

particular innovation. This approach is commonly known as ‗top-down‘, ‗from above‘ 

or ‗imposed change‘ approach. Contrary to this approach is the one that is initiated by 

teachers and often undertaken with outside support. This form is often called ‗bottom-

up‘, ‗grassroots‘ or ‗voluntary change‘ approach (Wideen, 1994 and Fullan, 1994). 

Similarly, other scholars recommended reform approach by focusing on the scope and 

extent of the reform process. Some viewed the reform to be radical, systemic or 

comprehensive whereas others considered it to be simple, planned and step-by-step. 

According to Otunga et al. (2011), for example, reform can be approached at three 

levels: minor, medium and major. The approaches that best suit to the above 

perspectives can be found in Complexity Theory and Lewin‘s Theory of Planned 

Change - where reform in complexity theory is considered as too fluid and 

unpredictable; the theory of planned change view reform as it should be highly rigid and 

unidirectional.  

 

According to Amimo et al.  (2014), complexity theory seems to be suitable in 

understanding the multifaceted problems of change which include insufficient diffusion 

and dissemination of information, lack of material and human resource, management 

issues, and the syndrome of copying and pasting innovations from developed countries. 

Morrison (2006:5) also added that complexity theory, indeed, redefines the basics of 

educational reforms by suggesting an inter-disciplinary, emergent and constructivism 

curriculum and resurgent of freedom as the backbone of education away from a 
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controlled and a controlling subject based education – away from ― the neatly stated, 

over-determined, tidy, traditional, Tylerian, externally mandated and regulated 

prescriptions of governments for the aims, content, pedagogy and assessment of learning 

and education.‖ Complexity theory also accounts for the position of higher education in 

developing economies as it instigates curriculum reform that responds to a marketwise -

globalized economy (Yvone, 2010). 

 

In a very general sense, these approaches help to understand a paradigm within which 

HE reform is undertaken by informing: the stimulus for the change (Who initiated the 

reform?), the goal of the reform (What is the ultimate purpose of the reform?), the 

stakeholders undertaking the reform (Who participated in it? What is the relationship 

between them?), the scope and extent of the reform (Is it small or systemic and simple or 

complex), and components of the reform (What are the major areas or components of 

the reform? – educational programs, institutional structures and organizational 

facilities).  

 

Nevertheless, whether or not the reform process undertaken in Ethiopian HEIs is an 

adjunct to the basic principles of reform in HE is an important point that needs to be 

carefully examined. Hence, whether or not the reform and the modularization process 

undertaken in Ethiopian HEIs are really complemented by the reform approaches 

discussed above, and is it accompanied by the basic changes in theoretical as well as 

practical orientations of the stakeholders and the institutions are debatable issues.  

 

Therefore, an investigation on the way stakeholders (government officials, university 

governing bodies, teachers and administrative staff) understand modularization and its 

underpinning philosophies, and the practice and challenges of the implementation 

process as well as the way the reform process is made by this study so as to provide a 

clear picture of the modularization process. Hence, the question ―How far is 

modularization properly conceptualized and practiced in Ethiopian HEIs?‖ is a striking 

question that motivated me to embark on this study.  
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1.2 Statement of the Problem 

HE and training in Ethiopia has started over 70 years ago and remained highly 

underdeveloped for long. It was not given due attention until the final decade of the 20
th

 

century (Teshome, 2003; World Bank, 2003; Ministry of Education [MoE], 2004; Saint, 

2004; Ashcroft, 2005; Teshome, 2005 and Mulu, 2012). According to Teshome (2005), 

the capacity and willingness of the government to support the provision and 

development of HE remained very low.  There was also lack of a clear direction, vision 

and commitment. Thus, the significant and meaningful role that HE plays in the 

improvement of the life of the society, the reduction of poverty and the overall 

development of the country was not properly addressed.  

 

As a result, HE enrolment figures were dismal, issue of equity that mainly revolve 

around gender and marginalized regions remained serious, curricula were not relevant to 

the country‘s problems; graduate production capacity was not in-line-with the country‘s 

need; employers complain that graduates of Ethiopian HEIs lack skills in practical 

application and problem solving and so on (MoE, 2002; Teshome, 2003; World Bank, 

2003 and Saint, 2004).  

 

In the last three decades, however, a number of promising actions have been taken to 

change the situation in the HE sector. Hence, a succession of new policies and 

proclamations were promulgated and implemented, with the Education and Training 

Policy (1994) being the first major framework for systems reform and transformation. 

The policy stressed issues of quality and relevance in educational programs and 

emphasized the linkage of HE and the country‘s development (Transitional Government 

of Ethiopia (TGE), 1994). Higher Education Systems Overhaul (HESO) (MoE, 2004), 

Higher Education Proclamation No. 650/2009 (Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia 

(FDRE), 2009) and No. 351/2010/11 (FDRE, 2011) have been other major milestones, 

which seems to have changed the structural and functional components of HE system in 

the country.  
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Consequently, Ethiopia‘s higher education system has moved very rapidly from an elite 

towards a mass public sector. The country's HE sector has significantly grown from two 

public universities just over 3 decade ago to more than 45 today. At the same time, the 

number of students in each university has increased significantly. Private higher 

education has also increased as part of a general liberalization of part of the economy.  

 

At the same time, the country has been reforming its HEIs – to re-align it with and to 

support its national strategy for economic growth and poverty reduction (Teshome, 

2003; World Bank, 2003; Ashcroft, 2005 and Bloom et al., 2014). The reforms have 

intended to target all levels: the overall system, the institutions, and the academic 

programs. For this effect, the Ethiopia HEIs have used Business Process Reengineering 

(BPR) as a reform tool, as a new approach for the process management that brings 

radical improvement in organizational performance (Hammer and Champy, 1993; 

Tesfaye, 2009 and Habib & Shah, 2013). 

 

Modularization is among the various schemes so far proposed in the BPR studies 

conducted by HEIs. Hence, based on the recommendations made by the studies, the 

government obliged all of its HEIs to develop a competence-based modular curriculum. 

Consequently, almost all public universities in Ethiopia have undergone the process of 

developing modular curriculum- committees that lead modularization program in each 

department had been formulated; experience sharing and provision of training were 

widely used to introduce staff about the program; and multi-stage curriculum designing 

processes had been undertaken. Finally, the move towards modularizing HEIs 

curriculum reached its height when all public universities' agreed-up-on harmonized 

modular curriculum implemented in 2012/13 (2005 E.C) academic year (Solomon et al., 

2011 and HESC, 2013).  

 

According to Sarason (1990), understanding the complexity of a reform process is the 

most crucial and potentially productive factor for the reform to succeed. In other words, 

failure of educational reforms emanates from superficial conception of the reform 

process and how complicated the systems are: i.e. their structure, their problem, their 
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power relationships, and their underlying values and axioms. At the same time, 

educational reforms are expected to base their roots on scientific perspectives to draw 

guiding principles of thought and action. Nevertheless, whether or not the reform 

process undertaken in Ethiopian HEIs is an adjunct to the basic principles of educational 

reform is an important issue that needs to be carefully examined. Moreover, the clarity 

of the concept, its advantage, practicality, importance and the reform approach followed 

became an issue of debate and argument among faculty. Clearly, there is divergence of 

ideas on whether modular approach is clearly conceptualized and fully practiced in the 

Ethiopian HEIs. 

 

Moreover, there is also concern whether there is clarity on the rationale of introducing 

modularization. It is clearly indicated in Bologna Declaration that the rationale behind 

modularization are: adoption of a system of easily readable and comparable degrees; 

promotion of European citizens employability and the international competitiveness of 

the European HE system; establishment of a system of credits - such as The European 

Credit Transfer and Accumulation (ECTS); promotion of student mobility by 

overcoming obstacles to the effective exercise of free movement and so on (European 

Higher Education Area (EHEA), 1999; Sánchez & Ruiz, 2008; Jenneke et al., 2010 and 

Knight, 2013). In the same way, it is stated by HESC (2013) that Ethiopian HEIs 

decided to implement modularization for many reasons. Some of these include- to avoid 

discipline based curricula and course fragmentation and to introduce certification; to 

determine student workload; to strengthen the link between the world of education and 

world of work; and to shift the emphasis from teaching to learning and from teacher-

centered to student-centered. In practice, however, there are a number of questions on 

the understanding and implementation of these rationales by stakeholders.  

 

In addition, despite increasing interest towards modularization, it is surprising that so 

little empirical research has actually been conducted on the topic in Ethiopia. Very few 

studies that focused on academic staffs‘ perception and implementation were conducted. 

For instance, a study on ‗Academic Staffs‘ Views and Practices of Modular Course 

Delivery: Graduate program at Addis Ababa University in focus‘ (Solomon et al., 
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2011); ‗An Assessment of the Practices and Challenges of Modular Master‘s Program of 

Addis Ababa University‘ (Gizat, 2014); ‗Assessing the Implementation Status of the 

Nationally Harmonized Competence Based Modular Curricula in Ethiopian Public 

Universities‘ (Education Strategy Center (ESC), 2015); and ‗Assessing the 

Implementation of Modularization Approach in Adigrat, Axum, Samera,Woldiya and 

Mekelle Universities‘ (Yared, 2017) can be taken as empirical evidence on the view, 

practice and challenges of the modular approach in the country.  

 

In a very general sense, the studies have used descriptive survey method and came up 

with major findings showing that though most of the academic staff are in favor of the 

modular approach, they have little understanding about the concept, its purpose was not 

clear, and there were problems over curriculum design and implementation strategies 

(active learning, continuous assessment, block mode of delivery and ECTS). The studies 

also indicated that the success of modular implementation, entangled with lack of proper 

understanding of the concept, is hindered by shortage of facilities, large class size, 

overload and lack of incentives, lack of proper monitoring and evaluation system, lack 

of pre- and in-service training, and poor students‘ academic background (Solomon et al., 

2011; ESC, 2014; Gizat, 2014 and Yared, 2017).  

 

Generally, the studies tried to indicate that there is a gap in the proper understanding of 

the concept which in turn significantly affected, entangled with other factors, the 

practice and proper implementation of the modular curriculum. However, the studies are 

limited: (1) the methodological approach used was descriptive survey method which is 

not sufficient to have an in-depth understanding of the different perspectives in the 

problem under investigation; (2) the scope - mostly focused on perception and factors 

affecting the implementation process; and (3) the studies failed to broadly understand 

the problems from the theoretical and practical perspectives. Therefore, it is very 

important to broadly deal with the issue so as to get clear picture about the 

modularization process in HE system. Hence, this dissertation, by employing a 

qualitative multiple case study research design, attempted: to broadly understand the 

initiation, conceptualization, as well as implementation of modularization and; to deeply 
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examine the theoretical and methodological perspectives prevailing in the 

modularization reform processes of the Ethiopian HEIs. 

 

The purpose of this dissertation is, therefore, to make an in-depth investigation on: the 

way modularization was introduced, how stakeholders (government officials, university 

governing bodies, teachers and administrative staff) understand modularization and its 

underpinning philosophies, and the practices and challenges of its implementation 

process in Ethiopian HEIs.  

 

1.3 Research Questions  

The intent of this study is to investigate the conception and implementation of 

modularization in some selected public universities in Ethiopia.  Hence, the study 

attempted to answer the following research questions: 

1) How is modularization introduced in Ethiopian HEIs? When and how did it start? 

Who initiated the idea? 

2) Why is modularization introduced in Ethiopian HEIs? What were the rationales 

behind the introduction of modularization? 

3) How do stakeholders in Ethiopian HEIs conceptualize modularization? What do 

stakeholders understand about the concept of modularization? What makes 

modularization different from other approaches? What are the promises of 

modularization?  

4) How are the Ethiopian public universities practicing modularization? 

What are the universities actually doing in terms of the design, delivery, and 

assessment of the modular curriculum?   

5) What are the major challenges that hamper the practice of modularization in 

Ethiopian HEIs? 

 

1.4 Significance of the Study 

A better understanding towards the introduction of the change process (i.e. 

modularization), stakeholders‘ understanding of it, the design and implementation of the 

modular curricula, and the challenges related to its implementation are vital issues for 
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devising crucial strategies as well as interventions for improvement. Since the concept 

of modularization is new to the HE system of Ethiopia, there are no comprehensive 

studies conducted to explain how and why it was introduced, how it is being 

conceptualized and practiced. Therefore, this study will significantly contribute to the 

knowledge of historical and theoretical orientations of modularization. The outcome of 

this study may serve as a source of additional information, which may have significant 

use to policy makers, planners and practitioners for working in the area of 

modularization. Thus, the result of this study may serve the Ministry of Science and 

Higher Education (MoSHE) and ESC to see the modularization process and check the 

status of its implementation in Ethiopian HEIs so as to make evidence-based decisions 

for the better improvement and implementation of the modular approach. Most 

importantly, the findings of this study are intended to support universities to make 

informed decision on issues concerning the implementation of the modular approach and 

to institutionalize it. Besides, the study also helps stakeholders to clearly understand the 

concept, design and implementation as well as to identify challenges of the modular 

approach.   

 

1.5 Delimitation of the Study 

The practice of modularizing educational programs in Ethiopia encompasses all HEIs 

found in the country, i.e. from public to private, from universities to colleges and 

institutes. But this study is delimited only to those public universities that are established 

before 2010. Reform in Ethiopian HEIs also incorporates at least two major areas: i.e. 

governance and academic. But this study, leaving the governance or administrative side 

aside, is restricted to the one that is related to academic issues.  

 

1.6 Limitation of the Study  

This research experienced some problems that can be seen as limitation. Some key 

informants and top university leaders were too busy and undertaking the in-depth 

interview was impossible. Perhaps, had some of these participants been accessed, it 

would have been possible to collect enriched data. It is assumed that this shortcoming 

may somehow negatively affect the findings of the study. To mitigate the felt gaps, an 
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attempt is made to hold the in-depth interview with their immediate subordinates with 

the assumption that these interviewees are likely to have the information the key 

informants have.  

 

1.7 Organization of the Dissertation 

This study is organized into eight chapters. The first chapter presents the introduction. It 

consisted of the background of the study, statement of the problem, delimitation, 

limitation, and organization of the study. The second chapter dealt with conceptual, 

historical and theoretical considerations. It attempted to discuss the concept and history 

of HE philosophy, the conceptual, historical and theoretical bases of CBE and 

modularization, the rationales behind CBE and modularization, the current international 

experiences and factors affecting the process of modularization. Chapter three is all 

about research design and methodology. It consisted of the details of conceptual 

framework, research method and design, data sources and instruments of data collection, 

case selection and participant recruitment, methods of data analysis, validity and 

trustworthiness and ethical considerations. The fourth chapter dealt with the presentation 

of data analysis on the conception of modularization in Ethiopian HEIs. Hence, 

participants‘ responses on the conception of modularization, i.e. its introduction and 

conceptualization and the process of curriculum designing are presented in this chapter. 

The fifth chapter presented the practices and challenges of modularization in BDU, 

DBU and WKU, respectively. The presentations concentrated on four major themes: the 

organizational frameworks and support, the instructional practice of modular approach, 

the assessment practice of modular instruction and the major challenges for the practice 

of modularization. Chapter six is about cross-case analysis of the practices and 

challenges of modularization in the case universities. The seventh chapter concentrated 

on the discussions of major findings. In chapter eight conclusions and implications are 

made. Finally, references and appendices are included at the end of the study. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

2. REVIEW OF RELATED LITRUTURE 

 

2.1 Introduction 

In this part of the dissertation, discussions which would help to establish a broader 

understanding on the conceptual, historical and theoretical aspects of HE philosophy in 

general and CBE and modularization in particular are made. The first part attempts to 

discuss about issues of philosophy of HE and reform in HE. Part two presents a detailed 

discussion on the conceptual, historical and theoretical bases of CBE and 

modularization. A brief discussion on the rationales behind CBE and modularization is 

made in the third section. The current international experiences and factors affecting the 

process of modularization are discussed in the last two sections consecutively.  

 

2.2 The Philosophy of HE and Reform in HE 

HE is an educational level that is offered after the completion of secondary education. In 

many scholarly documents HE can be defined as a tertiary level education offered under 

those institutions legally mandated to award degrees in the various undergraduate and 

postgraduate programs (Al-Hawaj et al., 2008; Thompson, 2008 and World Bank, 

2012). For instance, Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 

(2002:68) defines HE as ―All universities, colleges of technology and other institutions 

of post-secondary education, whatever their source of finance or legal status.‖ 

Accordingly, HE sector includes all establishments whose primary activity is to provide 

post-secondary (tertiary level) education regardless of their legal status. Consistent with 

this, the term tertiary education is used synonymously with HE to refer to the academic 

and vocational education and training offered at undergraduate and postgraduate level 

and usually involving study for a degree or diploma. Generally, it is a post-secondary 

school education given at colleges, universities, and institutes which are most commonly 

termed as HEIs or tertiary education institutions. For the purpose of this study, HE refers 
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 to an educational level that is offered after the completion of secondary education; and 

HEIs refers to the public universities that offer education and training at undergraduate 

and postgraduate levels. 

 

HE curriculum and program, on the other hand, refers to the fields of study and type of 

subjects offered at post-secondary or tertiary educational level. Throughout the history 

of HE, the differing views of education for the sake of knowledge (i.e. intellectual 

development), as opposed to education for the sake of work (i.e. societal development), 

is found to be the center of debate. As a result of this, the programs and curriculum 

contents offered at HEIs have been influenced by and geared towards these diverging 

views.  

 

As indicated by Knowles (1977), one must go back to the first millennium BC of the 

ancient Indian and Chinese civilization to study the beginning of philosophy of HE. 

Ancient Indian philosophy emphasized on the inner development of the individual. Such 

views prepared the ground for spiritual and intellectual conception of education. In 

contrast, in ancient Chines philosophy, there were two differing views on the purpose of 

education, - represented by the two ancient and most important Chinese philosophers, 

Lao-tse (c.606-531BC) and Confucius (c.551-479BC). There is, of course, similarity 

between that of Indian and Lao-tse‘s philosophy who emphasized internal growth, i.e. 

learning for the sake of understanding. Confucius, on the other hand, believed that 

socialization of the individual, i.e. the acquisition of knowledge for the sake of harmony 

in society should be the main aim of education. Confucius‘s philosophy provided the 

foundation for those systems of education that aim at producing good citizens and 

productive people. Accordingly, the ideal man is the cultivated man who combined 

wisdom and curiosity to play his role in the society. Lao-tse‘s philosophy, on the other 

hand, teaches individualism, i.e. the cultivation of inner harmony and peace. According 

to him, man should seek not his ideal role in the society, but his union with nature 

(Knowles, 1977).  
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Other philosophies of HE also came from ancient Greco-Roman classical civilization. 

The influence of ancient Greek and Roman philosophers on the systematic development 

of education was extensive. Among these, Plato (427-347 BC) was the most influential 

philosopher in this regard. For him, the aim of HE is the cultivation of the individual for 

the sake of the ideal society, the just state, as well as for the inner happiness and 

harmony of the individual. It is very important here to note that Plato's opinion 

encompasses a holistic view that conceived an education of mutual purpose- education 

both for the sake of intellectual development as well as adult's role in the society (Laws, 

1942 cited in Knowles 1977:3205). 

 

Another ancient philosopher from the Greco-Roman civilization to be mentioned here is 

Quintilian, the Roman orator who lived around 35-100 AD. One of the most important 

contributions of Quintilian was that, in contrast to the largely theoretical thrust of Greek 

thought; he concerned himself principally with the practical side of education, i.e. the 

education of the orator (Knowles, 1977).  

 

During the medieval period, the ancient educational principles of the classical world 

were supplanted by the Christian ideal of humility and self-abandon. Thus, the classical 

view of individual self-realization gave way to the worship of God; the concept of the 

importance of life on earth was replaced by the concept of life after death and 

knowledge attainment through reason was substituted by revelation. Thus, the 

philosophy of HE during the medieval period assumed a new posture because of such a 

basic shift in philosophical orientation. Consequently, Christian philosophy advocated 

education for the sake of the life to come, through inclusion of Christian virtues of hope, 

faith and charity. One of the greatest significance of the medieval period was the origin 

of universities in the 12
th

 century and the view that the goal of HE is advancement of 

knowledge and training of scholars for the generation to come.  

 

The ideal of education valued by the medieval universities was to be challenged in the 

centuries that followed. First the humanist and later the renaissance philosophers 

claimed that learning is for the expressed purpose of life in this world and that the goal 
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of education is the well rounded development of the individual. The humanists argued 

that both the subject matter and pedagogical method should be directed toward enabling 

the student to have a full and accomplished life. Hence, the central concern of 

philosophy of HE focused on the teaching of values rather than facts and considers the 

training of the mind, not the teaching of specific skill or vocation. One influential 

thinker of the renaissance period, Montaigne (1533-1592), believed that education 

should teach the art of living, and the measure of education is the behavior of those who 

have received it. Due to his conviction that " neither the classroom nor the library but 

the world itself is the best source of information.", Montaigne considered observation, 

travel and moral example as the best methods to cultivate the whole person. He was also 

known for his philosophy of secularism (Montaigne, 1948 cited in Knowles, 

1977:3210). 

 

The age of the great scientific revolution (17
th
 and 18

th
 century) did much to foster the 

more secular view of education introduced by Montaigne. Important thinkers like 

Francis Bacon (1561-1626) and Galileo Galilei (1564-1642) urged abrogation of 

discussion in favor of observation and experimentation. This led to a new emphasis on 

both the utilitarian and the scientifically demonstrable aspect of learning. Utility in this 

regard is the pursuits of knowledge that will help to attain mastery over nature to 

improve the condition of man. This indicated the beginning of a philosophy of HE 

seeking to control rather than to understand, to produce practical results rather than 

theoretical structure (Knowles, 1977). 

 

During the 19
th

 century the thoughts of influential thinkers continued to add new 

philosophies to the sphere of HE. One of this was the theory of the association of ideas, 

a psychological concept contributed by James Mill (1773-1836), a process in which 

learning is made possible by the formulation of connections among sensations, ideas, 

and memories. Another important point to mention here is John Henry Newman‘s 

(1801-1890) ideas of a university in which he viewed a university as an institution 

created for the expressed purpose of teaching and of cultivating the mind. Its function is 

not research, which belongs to other institutions, but the acquisition of universal 
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knowledge for the development of mind, which for Newman was obviously the goal and 

ultimate principle of all HE. The Germans were the 1
st
 to stress the importance of 

universities as research facilities (Encyclopædia Britannica, 2005).  

 

It is, of course, very important to indicate here that there have been scholars (Henkel, 

1988; Rosenstock, 1991; Zemsky, 1993; Brennan and Little, 1996 and Kouwenhoven, 

2009) who considered these arguments as unrealistic because of the fact that  they 

assume the existence of total separation between the two inseparable elements. 

According to these educators, each of the two views has demonstrated clear limitations 

by putting a false dichotomy that has created an artificial separation between knowledge 

and work, head and hand, and theory and practice. They contend that putting the 

‗differing views‘ in such position is problematic and insufficient to fully understand the 

existing reality both in an individual's day to day life and educational institutions. In this 

regard, Henkel (1988) opines that conceptions of knowledge in HE frequently 

distinguish between the 'pure' and the 'applied', entailing two further kinds of distinction: 

between the pursuit of knowledge for its own sake and the utilization of knowledge, and 

between the creation and advancement of theory and its application. But this kind of 

distinctions is unrealistic and has to be reworked.  In support of this idea, Brennan and 

Little (1996:28) stated that " if we look at the realities of teaching and learning in HE, 

many of these distinctions become difficult to apply... and it is possible to argue that 

many of these distinctions become blurred." Rosenstock (1991:435), on the other hand, 

demonstrated a number of examples and stated that ―Head and hand have never been 

farther apart. … Students use their hands and their minds, and they use both well.‖ What 

can be inferred from this is that there is always integration between knowledge and 

work. But the disagreement lies on the question which should be given priority and 

emphasis.  

 

Consequently, during the times when emphasis had been given for knowledge 

production and when HEIs were considered as places for the cultivation of the mind and 

the creation of an intellectual person, the program of such institutions was dominated by 

liberal education (Barkas, 2011). Nevertheless, there has been opposition to the idea of 
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liberal education in favor of and stressing on the utilitarian aspect of education. 

Consequently, during the modern periods teaching knowledge for the sake of knowledge 

and considering it as an end by itself has been highly challenged and the idea of 

education for societal development has gained considerable acceptance. The emphasis 

here is on education that is useful for practical life. As Zemsky (1993:17) writes, 

"Students today want technical knowledge, useful knowledge, labor related knowledge 

in convenient, and digestible packages.‖ Kouwenhoven (2009:1) also states that ―The 

acquisition of knowledge in itself is not the major aim of education and training, but 

what can be done with this knowledge.‖ Hence, HEIs adopted the idea of teaching 

knowledge for the sake of producing persons that can work for the society and solve 

societal problems. As a result, the institutions began to provide vocational or 

professional education and training (Knowles, 1977 and Dare, 2001).  

 

Consequently, the emphasis on CBE has been widely advocated and grown. From the 

works of Farenga and Ness (2005), it can be recognized that CBE, in contrast to the 

liberal arts education, is an education system aimed at preparing people for the world of 

work. It combines teaching of both practical skills and theoretical expertise which is 

contrary to teaching of theory and abstract conceptual knowledge.  

 

Generally, despite the fact that there has been pervasive and long lived influence of 

liberal education in HEIs, there has been a widespread acceptance of teaching vocational 

education in universities, colleges or vocational schools. The trend is even moved 

towards teaching more specific skills for very specific task, what is called now a day 

CBE and training. The idea of utilitarian aspect of education is believed to be more 

important and HEIs should do their best to produce competent and capable persons that 

can help the society solve their problem and brought about change and development. 

Otherwise, the existence of HEIs with little or no contribution in a society surrounded by 

a number of problems is meaningless. In the current global context, due to the 

dominance of such thought and triggered by massive changes in all sectors of life 

including social, political, economic and technological realms, HEIs all over the world 

are now experiencing a proliferation of challenges and hence forced to introduce 
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reforms so as to alleviate the existing problems and comply with the concurrent changes. 

Thus, there observed a plethora of reform initiatives in the realms of education in 

general and of HE in particular.  

 

Reform in general and of education in particular is one of the most complex concepts.  

The term reform is used to describe changes in policy, practice, or organization. It is to 

make changes in (something, especially an institution or practice) in order to improve it. 

It also refers to the intended or enacted attempts to correct an identified problem. As an 

educational aspiration, its goal is to realize deep, systemic, and sustained restructuring of 

educational institutions so as to enable them respond to the changing needs of the global 

society (Kurth-Schai & Green, 2009 and Amimo et al., 2014). This requires educational 

institutions to undergo a reform which is a radical breakthrough in understanding 

outside current frameworks, by challenging current knowledge about what works. This 

again necessitates two kinds of changes to take place. The first one is the changes in the 

behavior of individuals who are going to undertake new practices and the second is the 

changes in the organization and structure of the institutions that carry out the reform. 

But educational institutions need to scrutinize the reform undertakings vis-à-vis the 

various approaches suggested by scholars. 

 

In the large array of existing literature, there existed a number of approaches or guiding 

principles for educational reform to take place. Some of these perspectives are classified 

in to philosophical approaches (essentialism, progressivism and holism; and modernism 

and postmodernism) (Grundy, 1987;  Diana, 2001; Barnett & Coate, 2005; Slattery, 

2006 and Kurth-Schai & Green, 2009) and methodological approaches (developing 

curriculum through constructive alignment, developing curriculum as process, 

developing engaging curricula, developing curriculum through the use of ‗threshold 

concepts‘ and developing curriculum through problem and enquiry based learning) 

(Savin-Baden, 2000; Land et al., 2005 and O‘Farrel, 2009) and structural approaches 

(small Vs systemic, planned Vs complex and top-down Vs bottom-up) (Fullan 1994; 

Wideen, 1994;  Knight, 2001; Otunga et al., 2011; Oliver & Hyun, 2011 and Amimo et 

al., 2014). Based on this assumption, the two approaches- philosophical and structural- 
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which would help to inform this study are considered imperative to briefly explain 

hereunder.  

 

According to Kurth-Schai & Green (2009), the America educational reform movements 

have been guided and shaped by three major philosophical perspectives or approaches – 

essentialism, progressivism and holism. The essentialists are critical of most aspects of 

educational performance. They consider that reform objectives and initiatives should 

emphasize on national standards, strengthening stakeholders‘ accountability for 

academic performance, and enhancing connections between educational and economic 

goals. Whereas, the central aim of educational reform in the progressive approach is to 

shift the purpose of education from preparing ―the best and the brightest‖ to producing 

academically and economically competent graduates through carefully designed 

experiences, constructivist pedagogy and cooperative learning. Holists' educational 

reform approach, on the other hand, focuses to design schooling to encourage supportive 

relationships across multiple dimensions of learning, such as intrapersonal learning 

(promoting integration of mind/heart/body/ spirit), interpersonal learning (enhancing the 

quality of relationships among people and the community), and transpersonal learning 

(connecting in life-affirming ways with nonhuman entities, spiritual values, and social 

and environmental forces). They also favor public education to be more interdisciplinary 

(fields and methods of inquiry), multisensory (emphasizing opportunities to synthesize, 

perceptive, cognitive, emotional, and kinesthetic learning); and exploratory 

(emphasizing student inquiry over content coverage).  

 

The second major group of philosophical approach of reform emanates from modernist 

and post-modernist perspective. The modernist theory considers reform to follow a 

logical and sequential approach, which focuses on a task of careful consideration and 

monitoring. They are silent in addressing changes and conflicts within the systems 

believing that the systems are working towards equilibrium. According to this approach, 

schools aim to maintain order and integration among the parts of society. It is heavily 

industrialized because the modernist approach demonstrates the ‗technical‘ interest of 

the society. Education becomes a product oriented manufacturing process. In this 
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approach the power of reforming educational institutions is taken away from the 

teachers and students; they need to follow directions given by political leaders, 

managers or factory owners. In a modernist society, power lies in the hands of those 

who are financially and politically rich (Grundy, 1987 & Diana, 2001). Contrary to the 

modernist, reform in postmodernist approach is not seen as permanent but as creative 

and fluid. A postmodern reform does not focus on specific steps, but instead on the 

relationships of people involved in the process. In this vein, Slattery (2006) identified 

three main elements of postmodern reform approach: (a) a focus on community 

cooperation rather than corporate competition, (b) a holistic process perspective rather 

than separate parts, and (c) a multilayered and interdisciplinary participation.  

 

On the other hand, many scholars have suggested a number of structural approaches to 

reform. One form of such reform approach is the one that is initiated by policy makers, 

with researchers at their side, attempting to find ways of assisting schools to implement 

a particular innovation. This approach is commonly known as ‗top-down‘, ‗from above‘ 

or ‗imposed change‘ approach. Contrary to this approach is the one that is initiated by 

teachers and often undertaken with outside support. This form is often called ‗bottom-

up‘, ‗grassroots‘ or ‗voluntary change‘ (Fullan 1994 and Wideen, 1994). Similarly, other 

scholars recommended curriculum reform approach by focusing on the scope and extent 

of the reform process. Some viewed the reform as radical, systemic or comprehensive 

approach whereas others considered it as simple, planned and step-by-step approach.  

 

The approaches that best suit to the above stated perspectives can be found in 

Complexity Theory and Lewin‘s Theory of Planned Change. Complexity theory and 

Lewin‘s theory of planned change are not free from criticisms. Whereas the theory of 

planned change is too rigid and unidirectional; complexity theory is too fluid and 

unpredictable. But according to Amimo et al.  (2014), complexity theory seem to be 

suitable in understanding the multifaceted problems of change which include 

insufficient diffusion and dissemination of information, lack of material and human 

resource, management issues, and the syndrome of copying and pasting innovations 

from developed countries. Morrison (2006:5) also added that complexity theory, indeed, 
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redefines the basics of educational reforms by suggesting an inter-disciplinary, emergent 

and resurgent of freedom as the backbone of education away from a controlled and a 

controlling subject based education – away from ―the neatly stated, over-determined, 

tidy, traditional, Tylerian, externally mandated and regulated prescriptions of 

governments for the aims, content, pedagogy and assessment of learning and education.‖ 

Complexity theory also accounts for the position of HE in developing economies as it 

instigates reform that responds to a marketwise -globalized economy (Yvone, 2010). 

 

In the Ethiopia context, HEIs have used BPR as a reform instrument. BPR is said to be a 

new approach for the process management that brings radical change (improvement) in 

organizational performance (Hammer and Champy, 1993; Tesfaye, 2009 and Habib & 

Shah, 2013). The way different scholars conceptualize BPR is complex. But for the sake 

of simplicity this dissertation used the explanation provided by Hammer and Champy 

(1993). In their book ―Reengineering the Corporation: A Manifesto for Business 

Revolution” which is widely referenced by most BPR researchers and is regarded as one 

of the starting points of BPR, Hammer and Champy (1993:32) defined BPR as ― the 

fundamental rethinking and radical redesign of business processes to achieve dramatic 

improvements in critical, contemporary measures of performance, such as cost, quality, 

service and speed.‖ 

 

As far as the origin of BPR is concerned, some researchers (Chen, 2001 and Lampathaki 

et al., 2013) argue that its original concept can be traced back to the management 

theories of the 19
th
 century. However it is commonly agreed that BPR first came and 

attracted academic and industrial attention in 1990 due to the works of Michael Hammer 

(on reengineering) and Thomas Davenport (on business process redesign). In 1993 they 

further published two key books which brought widespread attention to the emerging 

field of BPR (Chen, 2001; Tesfaye, 2009; Habib & Shah, 2013 and Lampathaki et al., 

2013). Consequently, most corporations used BPR as transformation tool during the 

1980s and 1990s. In a similar fashion, the government of Ethiopia has embarked on 

reforming its civil service organizations since 1994 and based on the general direction of 
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the Ministry of Capacity Building (MoCBP), most federal civil service organizations 

have directed their efforts and resources towards implementing BPR.  

 

However, the characteristics of government organizations are different from corporate 

organizations. These distinguishing features constrain government organizations from 

emulating the BPR experiences of corporate ones. Hence, it is important to introduce a 

conceptual framework and a working model that facilitate the implementation of BPR in 

a particular civil service organization. At the same time, matching the statuses of civil 

service organizations in Ethiopia to this model requires to scrutinize the basic guiding 

principles and foundations of the BPR itself. According to Tesfaye (2009), Scientific 

Management, Systems Theory and Operations Management are the theoretical and 

methodological foundations of BPR. BPR agrees with scientific management school in 

two aspects. The first is the ―rational thinking‖ that money is the only motivator of 

employees. For example, according to Hammer and Stanton (1995: 166), the ―way to 

people‘s hearts and minds is not through their ears but through their wallets‖ (emphasis 

mine). The second is the mechanistic thought that ―reengineering is deterministic, not 

probabilistic.‖ (Hammer and Champy, 1993:14) excludes the environmental and human 

factors from the equation of organization design. However, for our purpose, the 

fundamental issue to be noted is that system‘s theory is the foundation of BPR, because 

the characteristics of systems- input, processing and outputs- are essential at the time of 

reengineering a business process.  

 

In general, some of the major principles of BPR, as discussed by Hammer and Champy 

(1993), are integrating horizontal activities end-to-end, organizing the process around 

the outcome, capturing information at the source, and putting the decision point where 

the work is performed. These principles can be interpreted into four major areas of 

structuring organizations. Those are automation, authorizing the employee, bringing the 

employee to the front line and provision of services to the maximum satisfaction of 

customers. 
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2.3 Conceptual, Historical and Theoretical Bases of CBE and Modularization 

In this part, the historical, theoretical and conceptual bases of CBE and modularization 

are discussed to enhance better understanding on the concepts. It begins with the 

discussion on historical, theoretical and conceptual bases of CBE and then follows on 

modularization. 

 

2.3.1 Historical, theoretical and conceptual bases of CBE 

As a result of rapid and tremendous changes or revolutions in the HE context driven by 

political, economic, social and cultural forces- including massification of education, 

greater diversity in terms of program provision and student types, matching programs to 

labor market needs, heightened accountability and indirect steering of HE, increasing 

amounts of information, introduction of new technologies, decreasing of funding, - an 

educational paradigm shift toward CBE is currently dominating professional programs 

in HEIs.  

 

In order to understand what a CBE approach truly represents and strives to accomplish 

in HEIs  educational programs, it is essential to investigate phenomena that occurred in 

the late 19
th

 to early 20
th

 century which compelled its concept, model, framework, 

purpose, and process development. Included in this section are the historical 

developments and the theoretical as well as conceptual bases of CBE. The purpose of 

this section is, therefore, to explore the historical, theoretical and conceptual bases 

contributing to the development of CBE approach.  

 

Hence, the discussion begins by exploring the historical and theoretical underpinnings of 

CBE; and the discussion that follow tries to look at the different ways scholars 

conceptualize and define the key concepts and terms in CBE– such as competence, 

competency, outcome, objective, performance, standard, etc. – that could be helpful to 

fully understand CBE.  

 

In seeking the origins of CBE, some writers try to relate it with the Scientific 

Management Theory of Taylor in the early 20
th
 century. Essential to scientific 
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management theory was the specification of the task to be performed. In his major work, 

"Principles of Scientific Management"(1911), Frederick Taylor sought to define a full 

and fair day‘s standard for each duty his workers performed (Wren, 2005). He began by 

breaking each task down into its component parts and eliminating wasteful movements. 

He then measured the time each job required from initiation to completion. Using this 

information, Taylor was able to objectively establish a piece-rate or standard for each 

task. By doing so, he was able to eliminate waste, reduce errors, and increase 

productivity in an era where mass production, effectiveness, and efficiency were 

paramount (Pinar et al., 2004). The use of the scientific method to empirically determine 

the most efficient ways to perform tasks and set performance standards formed the basis 

for scientific management theory (Wren, 2005). 

 

Eventually, Educational Behavioral Theorists like Bobbitt and Tyler were influenced by 

Taylor and argued that schools needed to be more like businesses in order to be 

efficient. They recognized that, this industrial theory could be applied to classroom 

learning by dividing and sequencing course material and setting clear-cut standards for 

the product of education (Pinar et al., 2004). They argued that rigorous standards ensure 

accountability by allowing the teacher to know the results of his/her teaching, the 

supervisors to make sure teachers are completing their tasks that their schools are 

compared well with other schools, and the state to know that tax payers‘ money is spent 

well (Vrasidas, 2000). Thus, scientific management theory may have established the 

groundwork for professional programs‘ CBE processes whereby activities such as 

conducting job analyses to discover the specific behaviors or capacities needed for a 

profession and carrying out the process systematically to create pre-determined 

standards were established.  

 

Furthermore, The Social Efficiency Theory, which was claimed to have been developed 

with the principles of scientific management theory to produce an efficient and effective 

educational system (Kliebard, 2004), was one of several educational movements taking 

place in the early 20
th
 century. Its curricular ideology was designed to prepare students 

for adult work and citizenship roles in an efficient and standardized way (Null, 2004). In 
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a similar fashion to the scientific management theorists, some curriculum specialists 

who advocated social efficiency ideology voiced concern about the amount of irrelevant 

subject matter in school curricula. They argued that the application of scientific 

management techniques, which were successful in industry, could eliminate unnecessary 

or repetitive material and free time to include other more socially important contents. By 

removing unnecessary material and restructuring the educational process, they believed 

a more directly related curriculum could be created to better serve the future adult roles 

students would occupy (Kliebard, 2004). The social efficiency ideology sought to build 

an educational system that apply the principles of scientific management, such as 

standardization and accountability, to prepare students that can positively contribute to 

an industrialized society in an efficient manner.  

 

Accordingly, John F. Bobbitt, a scientific curriculum planner, developed a specialized 

field within social efficiency called occupational efficiency (Null, 2004). Expanding 

upon the idea of eliminating seldom used material from the curriculum, he argued that 

curriculum should be constructed around predicted social and vocational roles. During 

the same time, David Snedden advocated a similar vocational education curriculum built 

around adult roles and training students for social occupations (Null, 2004). Snedden, 

however, recommended that curricula should be built on tiny units, organized around 

larger strands, and based around adult life roles (Kliebard, 2004:95).These concepts are 

found in modern CBE as behavioral objectives or capacities integrated into whole life-

roles or competencies (strands).  

 

Other important theories that place impetus to CBE, that needs to be discussed here, 

emerged in the fields of psychology and philosophy. In the early 20
th

 century American 

psychologist Edward L. Thorndike conducted some experiments on animal learning and 

formulated the law of effect, which states that behaviors that are followed by pleasant 

consequences will be more likely to be repeated in the future. His finding was contrary 

to the then dominant concepts of mental-disciplinarian theory, which alleged specific 

subjects of study had power to strengthen memory, reasoning, and imagination 

(Kliebard, 2004). Instead, Thorndike advocated a Stimulus-Response Theory that argued 
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learning would occur if responses were reinforced by rewards, thus demonstrating that 

human behavior was controllable (Eisner, 2002). This stimulus-response theory may 

have established the roots for the use of a CBE framework in professional programs by 

demonstrating that with appropriate stimulus and instruction, specific behavioral 

objectives can be learned. 

 

Thorndike, with his colleagues, was also among the first to use transfer tests to examine 

assumptions related to learning. The transfer of learning was described as the ability to 

extend what was learned in one context to another new context (Bransford et al., 2000). 

The fundamental concept was that the mind does not consist of simple mental operations 

such as memory and reasoning, but rather encompassed multitudinous elements 

representing separate and individual functions, including specific habits, facts, and 

skills. Thorndike hypothesized that, the degree of transfer between initial and later 

learning depended on the match between these elements across the two events. 

Therefore, his Transfer of Learning Theory meant that the brain had individual functions 

that were capable of learning specific knowledge or skills, but had difficulty of 

transferring information between contexts (Bransford et al., 2000). This science may 

lend strength to the CBE framework which advocates learning specific parts of whole 

and individual behavioural objectives, and avoids crossing between contexts. This 

concept is further elaborated in reductionism theory, a theory which states that a system 

can be fully understood in terms of its isolated parts. 

 

According to Brown and Smith (2003), Reductionism Theory and the idea of 

reductionism was first attributed to the ancient Greek philosopher, Democritus, who 

believed in Leucippus‘ atomic theory and argued that knowledge of specific atoms and 

their different properties would allow everything in nature to be explained. 

Reductionism may be viewed as the counterpart of holism, a concept which assumes the 

idea that natural systems (physical, biological, chemical, social, economic, mental, 

linguistic, etc.) and their properties should be viewed as wholes, not as collections of 

parts (Provenzo and Renaud, 2009). An example of reductionism in learning would be if 

a student could learn about communication, decision-making, and manual skills 
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separately, and then s/he intuitively integrate and apply them in his/her day to day 

activities. Modern reductionist views are represented within the school of psychology as 

behaviorism.  

 

Behaviorism is a philosophy that emphasizes the need for observable, quantifiable 

aspects of behavior and excludes subjective phenomenon (Pinar et al., 2004). As 

explained by Eisner (2002), the associated philosophies of Objectivism and Positivism 

provide further rationale for this doctrine. He opined that, while objectivists believe 

knowledge is based on observed objects and events, positivists develop knowledge 

directly from empiricism. Together, objectivism and positivism support behaviorism‘s 

ideals of observable and quantifiable data based on behavioral objectives and attributes 

(such as knowledge, skills, attitudes, values). The CBE framework in professional 

programs applies these theories by stipulating that students‘ behaviors can be controlled 

through an instructional stimulus producing an anticipated, quantifiable response whose 

measurement was compared against predetermined standards.  

 

In this regard, there was an educational theory or movement called Essentialism, 

introduced during the 1930s, that fueled the standards movement, whose purpose was to 

improve education through academic standards to measure student achievement. It 

proposed teaching skills to be taught systematically and sequentially, while insisting on 

high standards of achievement. In CBE programs, the objectives, or competencies, were 

generally measured against pre-determined standards to demonstrate competency of that 

particular skill or knowledge.  

 

As stated by Horton (2000), the concept and practice of standardized basic competence 

traced back to medieval guilds where apprentices learned skills by working with a 

master. When the student reached the standards of workmanship associated with and set 

by the trade, they were awarded certain credentials. This system of job preparation and 

use of standards is similar in process to the CBE approach, but a much greater 

connection between the two can be found in the USA teacher preparation education 

programs. According to Kliebard (1975), the Commonwealth Teacher-Training Study 
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which was conducted in the United States by Charters and Waples in 1925 is the first 

published reference that consisted similar concepts with CBE. In this study, the authors 

argued that, an analysis of teachers‘ activities and traits could be more useful for teacher 

training than information based on individual opinions. By watching teachers in action 

and analyzing what characteristics made them excellent, Charters and Waples were able 

to form a master list of duties performed by teachers employed in multiple education 

settings. The frequency, importance, difficulty of teacher learning, and desirability of 

learning these activities were recorded, and then categorized into seven main divisions 

through a process called telescoping, which groups traits or activities that possess 

similarities. The activities were also evaluated and the teachers‘ objectives defined and 

categorized into courses of instruction to be incorporated as outcomes in teacher 

education curriculum. The goal of which was to introduce students as directly as 

possible to the specific duties they would perform when entering the teaching workforce 

(Charters and Waples, 1929 cited in Kliebard, 1975). The use of formal job analysis to 

identify traits or objectives first developed by the Commonwealth Teacher-Training 

Study simulated the process now employed by the CBE approach, whereby similar traits 

were categorized into groups and content areas or domains formed by comparable 

competencies or capacities in CBE.  

 

According to Bell, Kozakowski, & Winter (1997), however, a true CBE approach was 

first introduced in medical education in 1990 when the Society of Teachers of Family 

Medicine Task Force created 26 competencies under five broad domains. Since 1990, a 

paradigm shift has occurred, and other health care disciplines have constructed 

frameworks that were versions of the original competency-based model. These days, 

more than any time before, CBE approach has drawn special attention all over the 

world: in education systems - K–12, undergraduate, graduate, Technical Vocational 

Education and Training (TVET), continuing education and training; in educational 

institutions- schools, colleges and Universities; in the workplaces – industries, markets 

and service providers (Anema and McCoy, 2010). 
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Having said all these about the historical and theoretical foundations underlying CBE, it 

seems imperative at this juncture, to turn our point of discussion to its conceptualization. 

Before directly moving to the definition of terminologies, it is valuable to realize that 

there are different approaches to conceptualizing competence. As presented in Anema 

and McCoy (2010:4) there are different ways of conceptualizing competence. But the 

two most commonly mentioned and advocated approaches are: (1) A behaviorist or task-

specific approach that is assessed by observation or performance for evidence. This 

refers to the subject specific competences (theoretical, practical and/or experimental 

knowledge and subject related skills) abilities or domain specific competencies. (2) An 

attribute or generic-skills (also known as transferable skills) approach and general 

attributes that are crucial to effective performance, based on general competences 

already learned. These are competencies needed in all domains within a profession and 

transferable, that is useable in new professional or life situations.  

 

Let us now define the key concepts and terms in CBE– such as competence, 

competency, outcome, objective, performance, and standard. The concepts of outcome 

based and competency based education have a common focus on the product, as 

opposed to the process, of curricula. The differences between them are slight and rest in 

the words: outcome and competency. More specifically, Albanese et al. (2008) put the 

difference between outcome and competency in the words of ‗‗want‘‘ and ‗‗need‘‘. An 

outcome defines what skills and qualities we want students to have, whereas a 

competency is a description of what skills and qualities students need to have. In support 

of this idea Spady (1994:2) opines that ―Outcomes are clear learning results that we 

want students to demonstrate at the end of significant learning experiences.‖ They are 

not values, beliefs, attitudes, or psychological states of mind. Instead, outcomes are what 

learners can actually do with what they know and have learned. This means that 

outcomes are actions and performances that symbolize and reflect learner competence in 

using content, information, ideas, and tools successfully. Having learners do important 

things with what they know is a major step beyond knowing itself. The competencies of 

someone who has successfully completed a program should be at least equivalent to the 

prescribed learning outcomes of that program. 
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Cumming and Ross (2007) also distinguish the difference between objectives, outcomes, 

and competencies in this way: objectives refer to what students are expected to achieve 

and are described by teaching staff and relate to a particular component; whereas, 

outcomes are the way students perform the expectation at the end of the instruction. 

Finally, competencies are the description of attributes necessary to carry out a defined 

function effectively and they belong to students or graduates rather than teachers. 

Hence, it seems that the difference between outcome and competency is very slight. 

After reviewing different literature, Fernandez et al. (2012) have also confirmed that 

there is no significant distinction between outcome and competency. 

 

Problems related to terminology appear eminent when we come to the concept of 

competency and competence. As stated by Edwards et al. (2009), although these terms 

are commonly used in the realm of education in some European countries – such as 

United Kingdom, Denmark, Finland, France - there is an increasing criticism about the 

ambiguity of its use and the lack of a theoretical frame supporting it. Some English 

dictionaries (Cambridge, 2003 and Encarta, 2009) describe the word competence as the 

ability to do something well and for competency they refer to competence. This means 

that the concepts are considered as they have the same meaning. In education, however, 

most scholars make the following distinction between the two terms.  

 

For Edwards et al. (2009:5), for instance, competence means ―demonstrating the 

knowledge, skills, experience, and attributes necessary to carry out a defined function 

effectively‖ and competency refers to the ―description of the knowledge, skills, 

experience and attributes necessary to carry out a defined function effectively.‖ In these 

definitions, competency seems to be conceptualized as description of behaviour, 

whereas competence as description of work tasks or job outputs. In a similar fashion, 

Eraut (1998) as cited in Anema and McCoy (2010) defined competency as specific sets 

of skills, and competence as an individual‘s general capability to carry out his/her job. In 

this case, competency is conceived as person-related attributes that refers to a person‘s 

knowledge, skills, and abilities that make him/her capable to effectively function in a 



 

 

 

 

36 

 

job; whereas competence is job-related and refers to a person‘s ability to meet those 

requirements. As indicated in Anema and McCoy (2010), different study results also 

found distinctions between the terms and suggested that while competency refers to a 

person‘s knowledge, skills, and abilities; competence on the other hand describes actions 

or skills the person should be able to demonstrate. 

 

Moreover, an important distinction between the concepts of competence, performance 

and standard can also be found in the works of While (1994).  Accordingly, competence 

is concerned with perceived skills and cannot be directly measured; performance is 

related to specific behaviors that are measurable and can reflect what workers actually 

do; standard refers to the level of quality or excellence attained by students in 

performing the actual work/task. 

 

As the meanings attached to the key terms in CBE differ from person to person and time 

to time and even from one field to the other, it is not strange, therefore, that CBE means 

different things to different people. Spady (1994:1), for instance, describes CBE as an 

educational approach ―focusing and organizing every-thing in an educational system 

around what is essential for all students to be able to do successfully at the end of their 

learning experiences.‖ In the words of Wong (2008:180), CBE refers to ―an educational 

movement that advocated defining educational goals in terms of precise measurable 

description of the knowledge, skills, and behaviors students should possess at the end of 

a course of study.  

 

Schenck (1978), on the other hand, describes CBE as an outcome based instruction and 

that ―is adaptive to the changing needs of students, teachers, and the community.‖ Thus, 

CBE is based on a set of outcomes that are derived from an analysis of tasks typically 

required of students in life role situations. For Savage (1993), CBE is a functional 

approach to education that emphasizes life skills and evaluates mastery of those skills 

according to actual leaner performance. It is an education that focuses on what students 

can actually do after they are taught. This refers to teaching of essential skills, 
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knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors required for effective performance of a real-world 

task or activity. 

 

In the final analysis, although the meanings attached to the key terms in CBE are 

different for different people and, in turn, the ways in which different people 

conceptualized CBE is very problematic, the basic principles and intentions of CBE, as 

summarized by Anema & McCoy (2010:7) and Bowden (1997:180), include the 

following:  

 acquisition of essential cognitive, psychomotor, and affective skills;  

 a focus on outcomes; 

 greater workplace relevance; 

 outcomes as observable competencies; 

 valid, reliable and authentic assessments;  

 improved skills recognition; 

 improved articulation and credit transfer; and 

 recognition and appreciation for individual learning styles and abilities. 

 

2.3.2 Historical, theoretical and conceptual bases of modularization 

Before directly moving to the meaning of modularization, it is important to explore its 

historical, theoretical and conceptual underpinnings. The purpose of this section is, 

therefore, to discuss the historical, theoretical and conceptual bases of modularization. 

In this part, the origin of the concept is described in a historical and theoretical 

perspective as a starting point for descriptions of the nature of modular instruction. This 

leads to definitions of the terms module, modularity and modularization. 

 

Though modularization has recently got a lot of attention in the realms of education, the 

concept is not new at all. According to Dochy et al. (1989), the history of modular 

approach to curriculum implementation goes back to the 1860s when Harvard 

University, for the first time, commenced the elective system in 1869 to substitute the 

then existing curriculum. This gave students complete freedom of choice and the chance 

to decide the type and content of courses they wanted to register for. Moreover, there 
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was a shift regarding measuring students‘ progress towards a degree. Students‘ progress 

was measured on the basis of the accumulation of individual courses rather than the 

completing of a total course of study.This in turn resulted in the institutionalization of 

units of measurement called credits (Burn, 1975). The movement was soon disseminated 

to other places and many more institutions were adopting similar practices. Later on, this 

shift in students‘ preferences from conventional education towards modular education 

has encouraged HE authorities to rethink the education they are providing for their 

students. As a result, a number of new universities with modular education have 

emerged all over the world and the existing universities have moved to establish degree 

courses based on modular education. Particularly, after the last decades of the 20
th

 

century various reforms at institutional, local, national and regional levels have 

promoted the introduction and development of modular education into the realms of 

education (Reshadatjoo & Dolab, 2007). 

 

These days, more than any time before, the approach has drawn special attention all over 

the world in education systems, from TVET to HE. Many European universities have 

also been implementing modular curriculum based on the Bologna Agreement (EHEA, 

1999). 

 

From the point of view of its perspective, some considered the origin of modular 

instruction in psychological research and in those theories which fall under the heading 

of the theory of mind or cognitive psychology. More specifically, it is linked with 

Theories of Modularity which argue that human mind, at least in part, functions in 

modular format which is domain specific (Fodor, 1983). Modular theories may most 

easily be understood when contrasted with unity theories. Unity theorists assume that the 

mind functions as an organized whole, that mental processes potentially have access to 

all the information in the mind. According to these theories, for example, one's 

perceptions are strongly dependent upon one's expectations, goals, and personal history. 

They also assume that mental processes such as memory and problem solving function 

globally and are transferable from one domain to another. From this perspective, 

different actions of an individual, for example playing football in the school field and 
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computing mathematical exercise in the classroom, are assumed to be served by many of 

the same psychological processes (Beers, 1992).  

 

In contrast to the mental organization described above (unity theory), modular theorists 

propose that at least part of the mind is organized in relatively self-contained systems, 

called modules, which are domain specific, independent and closed (Fodor, 1983). 

Modular theorists recognize cognitive process as being more continuous and 

incremental, more specific to context and content, and better understood in terms of 

functionally independent domains, frames, or modules (Beers, 1992).  

 

According to this theory, the skill one learns in one domain may not be accessible to 

another domain. In other words, any given module may not have access to all the 

information in the other modules of the mind. One example is that being aware that a 

certain optical illusion is false does not prevent the illusion from persisting. Thus, the 

modular theorists challenge the idea that studying one discipline necessarily improves 

and strengthens the mind and this strength is transferable to other disciplines or may be 

called upon in daily life decisions. They argue that teaching critical thinking, for 

example, does not necessarily mean that this skill, when acquired, be available when 

studying mathematics or other disciplines, or in another word, such skill may not be 

generalized to other content areas (Fodor, 1983; Beers, 1992; Reshadatjoo & Dolab, 

2007). 

 

Apart from the idea of modularity theories, modularization is also greatly influenced by 

Social-Constructivist paradigm and teaching and learning approaches which regard 

education as student-centred and competency based, that promote and apply interactive 

teaching and learning, self-learning and collaborative learning  (Salomon, 1997 as cited 

in Kouwenhoven, 2003; Solomon et al., 2011). Social-constructivists view learning as 

the outcome of participation in socially organized, goal-oriented activity. Learners 

interact with their environment, indicate to themselves what information is important, 

and construct its meaning through social interaction with others. Learning is understood 

as the internalization of cognitive structures located, first, in the structures of social 
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interactions. The process of internalization hierarchically restructures the contents of 

memory and cognitive processes. Teaching is conceived as arranging the distribution of 

learning resources so that they are accessible to learners and coordinating social 

interactions among learners (Provenzo and Renaud, 2009:150). 

 

Theories of modularity of mind and social-constructivism made significant contributions 

to modular instruction by establishing the foundation to design school curriculum 

around modules and by promoting and applying methodologies such as self-directed or 

independent learning, co-operative learning, portfolio assessment, and visual tools such 

as brainstorming webs, thinking process maps, concept mapping, and ICT and 

multimedia, etc. (Salomon, 1997 as cited in Kouwenhoven, 2003). In this regard, 

Goldschmid and Goldschmid (1973) stated that considering the theoretical underpinning 

of modularization, modular education is formed around educational packages called 

modules. Each module is complete and independent and can be put together with other 

modules to form a degree award similar to building blocks.  

 

There are also other terms related with modular instruction that merit our attention: 

module, modularity and modularization. According to Goldschmid and Goldschmid 

(1973:16), a module is defined as ―A self-contained, independent unit of a planned 

series of learning activities designed to help the students accomplish certain well-

defined objectives‖. Similarly, Dochy et al. (1989) describe a module as an 

"independent educational unit of limited scope provided with a series of educational and 

learning activities, which lead to a well described final level." It is creating a meaningful 

unit within a program of study through merging themes (contents) that are pertinent to 

certain required competency/ies.  

 

According to Baldwin (2012:2), modularity refers to ―The degree to which a complex 

system can be broken apart into subunits (modules) which can be recombined in various 

ways.‖ In modular education, modularity refers to the idea that the curriculum is 

organized on the basis of modules that can be rearranged, replaced, combined, or 

interchanged easily. It is to mean that the curriculum is composed of independent, 
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closed, and domain-specific modules that are designed to achieve a set of specific 

learning outcomes (Betts and Smith, 1998). 

 

Modular instruction or modularization, on the hand, is defined as an ―instruction which 

is either partly or entirely based on modules‖ (Goldschmid and Goldschmid, 1973:16). It 

is thought as the process of organizing the curricula on the basis of modules and 

teaching them on the basis of individual needs. In his model for the categorization of 

vocational education in Scotland, Pilz (2002) describes modularization as an education 

system that is:  

Characterized with: restricted learning content and/or qualifications; flexible 

combination of different modules; standardisation of the learning content, the 

qualifications and the methods of measuring the learning outcome; output-

oriented; certification of each unit; unrestricted entrance and exit 

opportunities by participants; unrestricted options to offer all types of modules 

by all kinds of educational institutions. (p.167) 

 

Likewise, Dochy et al. (1989) indicated that, in its more fundamental conception, 

modularization encompasses many things that might bring a radical change in the 

existing educational setting. This is to mean that it is not just changing or adjusting some 

aspect of it- like bringing courses together, but rather it incorporates changes in 

educational thoughts, practice and institutional organizations. Modularization is major 

paradigm shift in educational theories and practices. It is very important, therefore, to 

realize that success in modularization cannot be achieved unless modification is made 

on both the theoretical as well as practical aspect of the existing education system. In 

this regard Dochy et al. (1989:6) explained that, implementing modular instruction is a 

radical change in the existing educational setting and has consequences for five 

components of HE, all of which are in phase with each other - the educational program, 

the students, the teachers, the learning materials and the organizational facilities.  

 

In the Ethiopian context, however, modularization is conceptualized as ―a process of 

bringing topics/subjects together based on their themes or competences in the realization 

of the graduate profile already specified‖ (HESC, 2013:26). As indicated in the same 

document, there are two ways of modularization: i.e. through the design of a new course 
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and through reorganization of the existing courses. This conceptualization, therefore, 

indicates that, in Ethiopia, modularization is just clustering or blocking of courses.  

 

2.4 The Rationales behind CBE and Modularization 

It is indicated earlier that the rapid changes and revolutions that have been taking place 

at the world of work initiated amendment in educational thoughts and practices. As a 

result of the remarkable changes in the world of work, students, educational institutions, 

employers, and diverse educational programs are all facing the problem of obsolescent: 

students were completing educational programs that do not prepare them to function in 

the workplace or prepare them for the next level of education; new employees were not 

able to meet job requirements; employers were not able to get qualified graduates; and 

educational institutions were not able to meet external approval and accreditation 

guidelines. According to Anema and McCoy (2010), a great deal of time, effort, and 

resources have been spent to provide solution to the problems of all these different 

groups, but remained without achieving positive results. Thus, an educational paradigm 

shift has been advocated and new directions for learning were being introduced in all 

levels and types of education. However, a major focus is on CBE.  

 

CBE has been promoted as key educational elements for a number of reasons. First, as 

opposed to the traditional approaches which emphasize methods of student selection, 

lengths of courses and training programs, class sizes, teacher-pupil ratios and so on,  

CBE emphasis on the specification and assessment of outcomes/competencies (Spady, 

1977 and Johnston 1992). Of course, CBE is not unique in its intention to focus more 

sharply on educational outcomes. But, what differentiates CBE from others is its 

orientation towards the clearer specification and monitoring of outcomes. CBE 

expresses outcomes as explicit- observable workplace performances. The intention is to 

express outcomes in the form of clear and precise ‗competencies‘, so that (a) the needs 

of employment can be better communicated; (b) the goals of educational programs can 

be re-defined and communicated with greater precision; and (c) straightforward 

judgments can be made about the extent to which any particular competency has been 

attained.  
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Second, while the traditional approaches emphasize theoretical or book knowledge at 

the expense of the ability to apply knowledge to perform practical tasks and to fulfill 

workplace roles (Jessup, 1989 and Tuxworth, 1989), CBE promotes workplace 

relevance and the design of curricula normally begins with analysis and identification of 

workplace competencies which are then organized into a set of competency standards 

for an occupation. 

 

The third rationale for the promotion of CBE is its intention towards integration of 

theory and practice. In this regard, Kouwenhoven (2003) indicates that CBE shifts the 

focus from knowledge and skill acquisition to a holistic, integrated and contextual 

experience which builds professional competence through enhancing the students‘ 

ability to put their learning to work. Therefore, with increasingly active partnerships 

between educational institutions and the worlds of industry, commerce and public 

service, the gap between vocational and academic/general education is getting smaller. 

Whilst discipline knowledge is an essential element to professional competence, it needs 

to be enriched through the development of generic capabilities and their integration into 

transformative and observable practice. In support of this idea, Rosenstock (199) opines 

that vocational and academic contents could be organized around generative themes to 

equip students with both academic and job-specific skills. According to Rosenstock 

(199), for example, students learning about timekeeping can learn the theoretical and 

practical aspects of time beginning with the study of early conceptions of time and 

continuing through the study of comparative cultural understandings of time. The study 

of timekeeping culminates in designing time tabling and making timepieces.  

 

As explained by Anema and McCoy (2010:3), there are of course several additional 

rationales for the increasing interest in CBE. Some of these include: 

1. It provides evidence for educational institutions and providers that anyone who 

completes a degree or course has achieved a required level of competency. 

2. It guarantees accrediting, regulatory, and professional groups that completion of an 

educational undertaking indicates competency. 
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3. It solves the problem of employers who have been hiring new workers who do not 

have basic competencies required for entry-level positions. 

4. There is greater accountability for the costs and time it takes to complete educational 

endeavours and determine if they achieve the expected outcomes. 

5. Employers excessive cost invested for extensive training programs to address the 

initial needs of new employees and the continuing training needs of all employees, 

especially those in complex, changing work environments. 

6. The need of demonstrable competence for regulatory, legal, external standards and 

quality measures. 

7. The need for continuous personal and professional development on the side of the 

workers. 

 

In addition to the above discussed ones, Davis (2003:229) and Morcke et al. (2013:853) 

have identified and summarized some of the benefits of CBE as follows: relevance, 

acceptability, clarity, provision of a robust curriculum framework, accountability, 

encouragement of self-directed learning, flexibility, guidance for assessment, 

participation in curriculum planning, curriculum evaluation, and continuity. 

 

As a result, CBE have been influencing not only the ways in which employment-related 

skills are assessed and recognized and the structure and delivery of formal education and 

training programs, but also the ways the curricula are designed and implemented. 

Consequently, as opposed to the traditional subject-centered, theoretical, academic and 

linear curriculum, modularization is now considered as an important approach in 

countries and institutions where CBE is employed. Modularization is way of organizing 

and delivering CBE curriculum in HEIs. In this regard, HESC (2013) confirms that, 

modularization is found to be means to realize CBE. Solomon et al. (2011) also stated 

that a modular curriculum approach emerged in response to the changing needs of 

modern global society and is considered as the appropriate devise to implement CBE 

into practice. 
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Similar to that of CBE, modularization, if it is successfully implemented, combines 

many advantages of a number of separate educational innovations for students, teachers, 

institutions and the society at large. Of course, the first beneficiaries of modularization 

are students. In this regard, it is important to quote the argument of Brown & Saunders 

(2006). 

It can be argued that modularization originated from significant theoretical 

and policy-making initiatives based on the educational advantages of 

providing more flexible learning pathways and increased access to a greater 

variety of students. Sound curriculum design is all about establishing a lasting 

relationship between theory and practice, and making the essential link 

between what is known and what is done. (p.96)  

 

Dochy et al. (1989) also stated that, modularization provides students freedom to choose 

among the modules and flexibility to organize a combination of theme according to their 

own needs and preferences. Likewise, Goldschmid and Goldschmid (1973) explain that 

modular instruction allows the students the opportunity to proceed at their own rate. 

This is based on the generally accepted assumptions that learners do not achieve at the 

same rate and are not ready to learn at the same time.  Dochy et al. (1989) add that 

modularization offers more variety and flexibility for teachers and staff; and increased 

adaptability of instructional materials. Flexibility in modular education also gives the 

students to leave their education as long as they wish and to come back to their 

education and pass successfully a few more modules at a more convenient time. 

Furthermore, modularization facilitates the interdisciplinary and inter-professional 

studies by allowing students the flexibility of choosing different study programs. In this 

regard, Brown & Saunders (2006:99) describe that ―With combined studies schemes, 

modularization can enable learners to study 3, 4 or even 5 subject areas at the same time 

in many HEIs, ... These can test out the adequacy of modular strategies and policies at 

all levels.‖ 

 

In addition, in modular approach programs can more easily be updated when a change 

does not require the whole syllabus to be revised or changed. In this regard, Ashcroft 

(2005) explains that economies of scale can be achieved in modular instruction because 

of the fact that students from different programs share some of their modules. Besides, 
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modularization may achieve further economies of staff time and expertise due to teams 

of instructors working together on a module are sharing the planning, execution (each 

taking a turn to give the lead lecture) and following up the teaching-learning process  

 

The benefits of modular approach are best summarized in the works of Brown & 

Saunders (2006:97) as follows: increased access, and increased opportunity, to assess 

prior learning; increased choice; more innovative academic content for new modules; 

better provision for part-time modes of study, including continuing professional 

development; increased potential for meeting staff from different areas of the 

University, who share similar academic interests;  greater opportunity for transfer 

between further and higher sectors, institutions and countries; more opportunity to 

transfer between modes of study; greater flexibility for mature, disabled and 

underrepresented minority groups to build their own learning programmes;  improved 

marketing of modules, and rapid adaptation to changing markets, including user-friendly 

documentation associated with learning outcomes approach in the writing of modules. 

 

2.5 Current International Experiences  

As stated above, the ideas of CBE and modularization are not recent phenomenon to 

education systems of the world. But these days, because of the fact that CBE and 

modularization have remarkable educational advantages, greater emphasis has been 

given to these notions at international, regional, national and institutional levels. The 

different conferences, conventions and agreements that took place in different places at 

different times to shape education systems in-line-with these principles also prove this 

fact. For instance, UNESCO‘s initiative to bring ―mutual recognition of studies, 

diplomas and degrees in HE as a vehicle for promoting academic mobility and 

strengthening international understanding‖ resulted in the ratification of the following 

agreements: Latin America and the Caribbean (1974); the Arab and European States 

bordering on the Mediterranean (the ―Mediterranean Convention‖, 1976); the Arab 

States (1978); Europe (1979); Africa (The Arusha Convention‖ 1981); and Asia and the 

Pacific (1983) (UNESCO, 2011:1-2).  
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More specifically, the 1998 UNESCO world conferences on HE held in Palermo 

underscored the importance of transforming the pedagogy in HE (Shabani and 

Okebukola, 2013) and embarked on a new approach to curriculum development which 

marked a shift from teaching to learning (HESC, 2013). Similarly, 29 European 

countries meet in Bologna in 1999 and signed the Bologna Declaration to harmonize 

their HE systems and implement modular approach (EHEA, 1999; Jenneke et al., 2010; 

and HESC, 2013).  

 

According to Knight (2013:106) The Bologna Declaration is ―the most significant 

illustration‖ and the major ―planned effort‖ of all the reforms.  It is especially important 

in two areas of focus: the credits system and competences. In the words of Sánchez and 

Ruiz (2008), these schemes are ―closely related instruments and together will enable HE 

to respond to the needs of society‖ by fostering student mobility and providing 

education that is organizing around competencies, which in turn contributes to the 

production of competent graduates. 

 

Thus, a university driven project known as Tuning has been launched, first in Europe in 

2000 then moved to Latin America, Asia and Africa, to setup practical methodologies 

that enhance the implementation of the Bologna Process at institutional as well as 

subject area level (Sánchez and Ruiz, 2008; Jenneke et al., 2010 and Knight, 2013;). 

This is to mean that while the Bologna Process emphasizes on the ―harmonisation of 

systems‖, the Tuning Project aims to facilitate the implementation of this process in 

terms of curriculum development, teaching, learning and assessment. This is clearly 

indicated in the works of Hahn and Damtew (2013) which states that: 

The Tuning Methodology was developed in Europe to implement the 

decisions of the Bologna Declaration in developing curricula, reforming 

existing curricula, improving the teaching, learning and assessment, 

facilitating mobility and contributing to the structural compatibility of studies 

as well as the recognition of degrees. (p.128) 

 

Thus, the Tuning Project has developed a ten step process for designing new and 

redesigning the existing educational programs in HEIs. The second three steps (i.e. step 

4, 5 & 6) of the project are very important to mention here: Decide whether or not to 
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‗modularize‘ and allocate ECTS credits to each course unit; Identify competences and 

formulate learning outcomes for each module; and determine the approaches to 

teaching, learning and assessment - decide how the competences can best be developed 

and assessed (Jenneke et al., 2010:61). Accordingly, more than 60 countries and 2,000 

universities have reformed their curriculum, teaching, learning and assessment using the 

Tuning Methodology (Hahn and Damtew, 2013).  

 

Consistently, Tuning Project has been launched in Africa since 2010 through feasibility 

study and pilot project. According to Hahn & Damtew (2013), the Arusha Convention, 

first signed by African nation states in 1981 and revised in 2011, served as a stepping 

stone for the harmonization of HE programs in Africa in general and the tuning project 

in particular. When the project started, it has participated around 57 universities in the 

continent and considered five subject areas- agriculture, medicine, teacher education, 

and civil and mechanical engineering- as relevant fields of study for Africa (Hahn and 

Damtew, 2013). The project has identified 18 generic competences that transcends over 

the already selected fields of study and different subject specific competences for each 

subject areas (Hahn and Damtew, 2013 and Beneitone, 2014).   

 

At national level different countries have also been engaged in the process designing 

their HE programs and curriculum based on CBE and modular approach. In British, for 

instance, modularization of HE programs began in the last decades of the 20
th
 century, 

with the introduction of the Credit-based Modular Systems. The development of 

modularization since then has been characterized by fragmented and inconsistent 

process of piecemeal development. In this regard, Betts and Smith (1998:2) indicate that 

―The British system of HE has not been particularly receptive to modular systems and 

credit accumulation and transfer.‖ However, in the 1990s, due to the fact that the context 

of the time was demanding, HEIs were forced to develop more flexible, faster and 

cheaper ways of meeting the needs of the time.  

 

Consequently, HEIs in Britain started to develop modular programmes based on credit 

accumulation systems in parallel with existing curriculum frameworks: i.e. the change 
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was not total replacement that requires building a new system from bottom up, rather it 

started by deconstructing the traditional curriculum. Hence, in 1992, the number of 

universities claimed to have modular system reached 60% and those who claimed to 

have established credit system reached 80% (HEQC, 1997a as cited in Betts and Smith, 

1998:2). To be more specifically, in their work that attempted to examine the practice 

and challenges of modularization, Brown & Saunders (2006) explored the experience of 

two UK universities which have been engaged in modular schemes: the University of 

Northumbria at Newcastle and the University of Glamorgan.  

 

In addition, it is evident in different literature that the education systems of various 

European countries such as Hungary (Cedefop, 2011), Poland (Cedefop, 2011a) and 

Scotland (Pilz, 2002) have gone through the process of modularizing their HEI‘s 

programs. Different scholars have also identified the practice of modular education in 

Poland, United Kingdom, Italy, Greece, Hungary, Estonia, Germany, Slovenia, Spain, 

France and Switzerland as good example for other countries (Symela et al., 2007).  

 

When we come to Africa, Kouwenhoven (2013) documented the practice of 

competence-based curriculum development process in three African country‘s HE 

systems - Mozambique, Ghana and Ethiopia.  In addition to this, as indicated earlier, the 

Tuning methodology has been applied to curricula of 60 African universities from 29 

countries (Tuning Africa, 2011).  

 

Generally, the internal and external factors that are happening in the spheres of world 

education and work has forced HEIs to reshape their programs in-line-with CBE and to 

design their curriculum based modular approach. As a result, HEIs in different parts of 

the world, individually and collectively, are trying to harmonize and modularize their 

curriculum so as to enjoy the fruits of CBE and modularization.  

 

2.6 Factors Affecting the Modularization Process 

The practice and implementation of modular approach can be challenged by a number of 

factors. The most but not the last challenging factor hindering modularization is related 
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to the characteristics of the change itself. These include need, relevance, clarity, 

complexity, quality and practicality of the new program, i.e. the modular approach 

(Bahir Dar University, 1999). In addition, the fact that - the preparation of modules is 

very time-consuming, lack of concrete awards, difficult to shift to a more student-

centered approach, lacking of self-discipline in independent study on students side, and 

difficult to shift from passive (lecture) mode to active (modular instruction) mode on 

teachers side, etc. - makes the implementation of modularization very challenging 

(Dochy et al., 1989).  

 

HESC (2013) also contextualized the challenges of modularization in the Ethiopian 

situation and lists - resistance (students, staff, and leaderships), resource limitation 

(classrooms, laboratories, materials, time and experts), lack of experience for the 

approach, absence of policy guideline, low commitment, absence of best practices 

(benchmarks), alignment problem with the job market and poor students‘ academic 

background - as the major challenges for the implementation of modularization in 

Ethiopian HEIs. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

3. RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

 

3.1 Conceptual Framework 

A conceptual framework explains what the theoretical thinking and intentions are for the 

research. According to Miles and Huberman (1994:18) a conceptual framework, as a 

written or visual presentation, ―explains either graphically, or in narrative form, the main 

things to be studied – the key factors, concepts or variables and the presumed 

relationship among them‖. Though there are various authors who described conceptual 

frameworks in different ways, most agree that the ―conceptual framework fulfils two 

roles: firstly, providing a theoretical clarification of what researchers intend to 

investigate, and, secondly, enabling readers to be clear what research seeks to achieve, 

and how that will be  achieved‖ (Leshem & Trafford, 2007:97). Hence, the graphical 

conceptual framework below is mainly used to achieve the second purpose i.e. to 

enabling readers to be clear about what this dissertation seeks to achieve, and how that 

will be  achieved. 

 

Figure 1: Model Conceptual Framework of the Study 
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The conceptual framework used in this study is derived, of course with major 

modifications, from the CBE model developed by Power & Cohen (2005:2) and the 

theoretical program planning model developed by Dilmore et al. (2011:6). The 

conceptual framework starts with the examination of conception of modularization 

process in Ethiopia in general and its HEIs in particular. Then it moved to the 

modularization process. It is mentioned earlier that modularization is the transformation 

of the existing educational settings: curriculum, teaching-learning and assessment. It is, 

therefore, important to examine whether or not fundamental changes are made in these 

areas. Next to this, an investigation is made to ensure whether the fundamental changes 

made are implemented properly or not. The process of transforming the existing 

educational settings and implementing it as it is intended requires greater efforts. Here 

come the challenges of modularization. Thus, an investigation on the stakeholders‘ 

(government officials, university leaders, teachers and administrative staff) 

understanding and practice towards modularization, the availability of organizational 

frameworks and support, appropriate instructional materials and facilities is made by 

this study.  

 

3.2 Research Method and Design 

According to Parahoo (2006) the design selected for research should be the one that 

most suited to answer the proposed research questions. Hence, for answering the 

proposed research questions in this study, a qualitative multiple case study research 

design is used to deeply examine the theoretical understanding, practice and challenges 

of modularization in Ethiopian HEIs. 

 

Qualitative research is a systematic and subjective approach to describe social 

experiences and give them meaning (Burns and Grove, 2009). More specifically, 

Creswell (1998:15) defines qualitative research as ―an inquiry process of understanding 

based on distinct methodological traditions of inquiry that explore a social or human 

problem.‖ Qualitative research is very important in social science because, it allows 

researchers to explore behaviors, perspectives, feelings, and experiences in depth, 



 

 

 

 

53 

 

quality and complexity of a situation through a holistic framework (Holloway and 

Wheeler, 2002). Morrow and Smith (2000) further explained that, qualitative research 

helps to deeply understand and explain participants‘ meaning. In this type of research, 

the researcher builds a complex and holistic picture, analyzes words, reports detailed 

views of informants, and conducts the study in a natural setting. More specifically, 

Amare (2004:47) explained that ―A Qualitative Research approach is more appropriate 

to understand the dynamics of higher education in an Ethiopian context.‖ Having all 

these advantages in mind, this dissertation employed qualitative research method to 

investigate the issue under study. 

 

On top of this, a multiple case study research design was employed to make an in-depth 

investigation and to provide a holistic picture of the issue under study.  Hancock and 

Algozzine (2006:11) described case study as ―intensive analyses and descriptions of a 

single unit.‖ Stake (1995:xi) also defined case study as ―the study of the particularity 

and complexity of a single case, coming to understand its activity within important 

circumstances‖. Case study ―aims to understand the case in depth, and in its natural 

setting, recognizing its complexity and its context. It also has a holistic focus, aiming to 

preserve and understand the wholeness and unity of the case‖ (Punch, 1998:150). In case 

study, the inquiry may focus on a single case or multiple cases. According to Merriam 

(1998: 40), ―the more cases included in a study and the greater the variation across the 

cases, the more compelling an interpretation is likely to be.‖  

 

According to Merriam (2009) and Dube (2012), the inclusion of multiple cases is one of 

the main strategies for improving the external validity or generalizability of the findings. 

This study, therefore, used a multiple case study research design that aimed at exploring 

and providing an in-depth investigation on the theoretical understanding, practice and 

challenges of modularization in Ethiopian HEIs. 
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3.3 Data Sources and Instruments of Data Collection 

 

3.3.1 Data sources  

The sources of data for this study include key informants (individuals who initiated the 

idea of modularization at national and institutional levels), members of governing and 

advisory bodies (university presidents, deans, directors, and department heads) and 

academic staff of public universities and officials and experts working in the MoE 

(HESC). In addition, legislative documents (i.e. policies, legislations, guidelines, 

regulations), meeting minutes, and reports are used as sources of data. 

 

3.3.2 Instruments of data collection 

This dissertation used three data collection tools - interview, focus group discussion 

(FGD) and documents - to collect the data relevant to the study.  

 

First, the study employed an in depth interviews with two groups of study participants so 

as to get an extensive opinion on the issue under investigation. The first groups of the 

interviewees include key informants, officials and experts drawn from various offices 

under the MoE. Data obtained from these groups of persons would help us to understand 

the context under which the modular approach was introduced and implemented. The 

second groups of the interviewees include university presidents, deans, directors, and 

department heads of the selected public universities. The data which is elicited from 

these groups of persons might enable us to uncover the existing realities of each 

university with regard to the understanding, practice and challenges of modularization. 

Accordingly, conversations are made in a one-to-one basis. Of course, before starting 

the actual interview, participants are asked for their consent- (1) to give their actual 

responses for study, (2) to use the language they prefer and to be tape recorded. After 

assuring consent with all the study participants, the interview began with some 

descriptive information so as to put the participants at ease. Then, an interview protocol 

is used which is prepared based on the main research questions and simultaneous 

probing questions are raised so as to clear inconsistency in participants‘ response and get 

deep into their view points. Data from most of the participants are collected in English, 
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the medium of instruction in Ethiopian HEIs. But for easy communication and of course 

based on the preference of participants few interviews are conducted in Amharic, the 

official language of Ethiopia, and translated by a language expert. After having gathered 

the required interview data mainly through audio tape recording, it is transcribed and 

then coded by themes emerging from the data set itself. Due to the huge volume of data, 

however, verbatim transcription and translation of all the interview data became 

difficult. Therefore, transcription and translation of those data collected in Amharic was 

selective depending on the relevance of the data.  

 

Second, due to the fact that data collected through one instrument may sometimes be 

subject for distortions, it is advisable to use different types of data collection 

instruments. Likewise, this study used FGDs as data collection instrument in addition to 

the interview and document. Therefore, three FGD sessions are arranged with teachers 

of the selected three public universities to get deep into the theoretical understanding, 

practical implementation and challenges of the modular process in their respective 

universities. Scholars suggest that FGDs should be composed of 6 to 8 persons often 

conducted in a period of 1 to 2 hours (Hennink et al., 2011). Accordingly, there were 

three FGDs conducted in each university that were composed of, on the average, 7 

teachers (8 for DBU, 6 for WKU and 7 for BDU) and completed in a period of, again on 

the average, an hour.  The teachers are selected from different departments or programs 

of different colleges/faculties/institutes so as to entertain the possibility of differences 

existed. 

 

Finally, secondary data are obtained by reviewing different documents so as to 

substantiate the data collected through interview and FGDs. Thus, relevant documents 

such as those that have legislative nature (i.e. policies, legislations, guidelines and 

regulations), meeting minutes, and reports are thoroughly investigated in order to 

understand the problem under investigation.  
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3.4 Case selection and participant recruitment 

According to Merriam (2009:77), in qualitative research ―the most appropriate sampling 

strategy is non-probabilistic - the most common form of which is called purposeful. 

Purposeful sampling is based on the assumption that the investigator wants to discover, 

understand, and gain insights and therefore must select a sample from which the most 

can be learned.‖  Hence, three types of selection and recruitment techniques are used in 

this study.  

 

First, maximum variation sampling technique is used to select cases. As explained by 

Merriam (2009:81) ―For multi-case studies you would use several cases based on 

relevant criteria. One of the criteria might be that you want as much variation as 

possible; hence, you would be employing a maximum variation sampling strategy in the 

selection of your cases.‖ This suggests that the selection of cases will enable the 

researcher to learn different points of view concerning a particular problem. Hence, 

cases can be selected on the basis of their difference. This involves identifying and 

seeking out those who represent the widest possible range of the characteristics of 

interest for the study.  

 

Accordingly, assuming that there would be variation in understanding and practice of 

the modular approach in the wide range of the public universities in Ethiopia, three 

universities are selected using maximum variation sampling techniques. So, out of the 

31 public universities which are grouped into three categories: i.e. the first generation 

universities (Addis Ababa, Arba Minch, Bahir Dar, Gonder, Haremaya, Hawassa, 

Jimma and Mekele) which were functional before 2006 (1999 E.C); second generation 

universities (Adama Science and Technology, Axsum, Debre Berhan, Debre Markos, 

Dilla, Dire Dawa, Jigjiga, Mada Walabu, Mizan Tepi, Semera, Wollega, Wolayta Sodo 

and Wollo) which were established since 2006; and third generation universities (Addis 

Ababa Science and Technology, Adigrat, Assossa, Ambo, Bule Hora, Debre Tabor, 

Metu, Wachamo, Woldya and Wolkite) established since 2010 (2003 E.C), three cases 

are selected, i.e. BDU, DBU and WKU from the first, second and third generations 

respectively.  
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In addition, colleges/faculties/institutes/schools, departments, programs and teachers are 

selected using maximum variation sampling technique. Hence, as depicted in the table 

below, first colleges/faculties/ institutes/schools are selected, then programs and finally 

department heads/course chairs/ teachers who have different level of experience and 

participation in the modularization process, are selected using maximum variation 

sampling technique. 

 

Table 1: Maximum variation sampling technique 

 BDU DBU WKU 

No. Name No. Name No. Name 

Colleges/ 

Faculty/ 

Institute 

3 Institute of 

technology, 

College of Social 
Science and 

Humanities and 

School of Law 

4 College of 

Engineering, Institute 

of Health Science, 
College of Business 

and Economics and 

College of NCS  

4 Engineering and 

Technology, 

Medicine and Health 
Science, NRM and 

Social Science and 

Humanities 

Departments/ 

Programs and 

their Heads 

3 Software, 

History, law 

4 Nursing, Electrical 

Engineering, Biology 

and Management 

4 Electrical Engineering, 

Medicine, NRM and 

History 

Course 

Chairs/ 

Teachers 

7  8  6  

 

Second, convenience sampling technique is used to select officials and experts working 

in the MoE and members of university governing and advisory bodies (university 

presidents, deans, and directors.  According to Merriam (2009:79), ―Convenience 

sampling is just what is implied by the term - you select a sample based on time, money, 

location, availability of sites or respondents, and so on.‖ Hence, 1 state minister for HE, 

2 directors and 2 experts from the MoE; 1 president, 2 v/presidents, 11 deans, 4 directors 

and 11 department heads from the sampled universities are selected due to the reason 

that they were/are available in the aforementioned positions.   

 

Finally, snowball sampling technique is used to select key informants who initiated the 

idea of modularization at national and institutional level. Snowball sampling or 

snowballing is a method of expanding the sample by asking one informant or participant 

to recommend others for interviewing (Crabtree & Miller, 1992). Therefore, 2 ex-
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government officials, 5 university professors teaching at different universities and 1 

director and 2 experts from the Federal TVET agency are searched and selected using 

snowballing technique.  

 

3.5 Methods of Data Analysis 

In qualitative research, data analysis is the process of making sense out of the data. And 

according to Merriam (2009), making sense out of data involves consolidating, 

reducing, and interpreting what people have said and what the researcher has seen and 

read—it is the process of making meaning. Data analysis is a complex process that 

involves moving back and forth between concrete bits of data and abstract concepts, 

between inductive and deductive reasoning, between description and interpretation. 

 

As indicated earlier, this study followed a multiple case study design where the data is 

analyzed case by case through thematic analysis and later by cross-case analysis. Hence, 

the analysis of the data involves transcribing all interviews, FGDs, and documents and 

creating Microsoft Word files. All files are secured and protected by setting a password. 

Then, interviews, FGDs and documents are analyzed for each case. Following the case 

by case analysis, all themes are used to conduct the cross-case analysis.  

 

For the thematic analysis, the study followed the step-by-step guidelines of Braun and 

Clarke (2006). The authors used the word guidelines to highlight the flexibility of this 

qualitative analytic method. These guidelines are (1) familiarizing yourself with your 

data, (2) generating initial codes, (3) reading throughout each transcript to immerse in 

the data, (4) reviewing themes, (5) defining and naming themes, and (6) producing the 

report.  

 

3.6 Validity and Trustworthiness 

In the field of qualitative research, validity refers broadly to the ―goodness‖ or 

―soundness‖ of a study whereas trustworthiness is often linked with objectivity. Lincoln 

and Guba (1985:294‐301) describe four criteria that should guide the validity and 

trustworthiness of qualitative data, namely credibility, transferability, dependability and 
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confirmability. So, these four criteria are used as a guideline to maintain validity and 

trustworthiness of the result. Below is a brief description of the criteria and their 

application in this dissertation. 

 

Credibility is the methodological procedures and sources used to establish a high level 

of harmony between the participants‘ expressions and the researcher‘s interpretations of 

them. According to Blatter (2008), a credible study is one where the researchers have 

accurately and richly described the phenomenon in question. It is the ability of the 

researchers to make sure that they have accurately represented the data. Hence, an 

attempted was made to increase the credibility of this dissertation by: establishing 

enough contact with and conducive environment for the participants to get the 

information needed; looking at the data from different perspectives and viewpoints to 

get a holistic picture of the environment; using support networks (colleagues) 

knowledgeable in the area to review and critique the research and data analysis; using 

multiple sources of data and data-gathering techniques(triangulation) and using the 

participants to make sure that the data analysis is accurate and consistent with their 

beliefs and perceptions of the context being studied.   

 

Transferability implies that the results of the research can be transferred to other 

contexts and situations beyond the scope of the study context. According to Blatter 

(2008:895), ―transferability reflects the need to be aware of and to describe the scope of 

one‘s qualitative study so that its applicability to different contexts (broad or narrow) 

can be readily discerned.‖ In this way, a study is not deemed unworthy if it cannot be 

applied to broader contexts; instead, a study‘s worthiness is determined by how well 

others can determine to which alternative contexts the findings might be applied. 

Transferability refers to the researcher‘s responsibility to paint a full picture of the 

context and then allow the reader to determine if the work is transferable to their 

context. Thus, to increase the transferability of a study, Blatter (2008:886) advised 

qualitative researchers ―to focus on two key considerations: (a) how closely the 

participants are linked to the context being studied, and (b) the contextual boundaries of 

the findings; and hence ―to use two strategies‖: (1) purposeful sampling and (2) thick 
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description. Accordingly, it is attempted to increase the transferability of this study: first 

by purposely selecting those participants that have close and direct connection with the 

issue being studied and are relevant members of the community related to the study 

area; and second by providing a complete understanding of the context being studied.  

 

In the words of Blatter (2008:208), ―One of the challenges of working within a 

qualitative context is the variability of the environment.‖ Qualitative research has used 

dependability as criteria to explain that the research context is evolving and that it 

cannot be completely understood a priori as a singular moment in time. It, therefore, 

accounts for these issues through relevant methodologies. Some of these methodologies 

to be used include extensive literature reviews and experience in the context to develop 

good understanding of what the environment will be like and then design appropriate 

methodologies for studying it. In addition to this, it requires to be well informed that 

there will be change in the methodologies and procedures of the study - these may 

include alteration of research questions, instruments or methods. Thus, as suggested by 

Blatter (2008), an effort is made to ensure dependability through extensive literature 

reviews and international, local and Institutional experience in the context. This became 

helpful to create a pretty good theoretical understanding of what the environment would 

be like and then design appropriate methodologies for studying it. 

 

According to Blatter (2008), confirmability reflects the need to ensure that the 

interpretations and findings match the data. It is an accurate means through which the 

two basic goals of qualitative research are verify: (1) to understand a phenomenon from 

the perspective of the research participants and (2) to understand the meanings people 

give to their experiences. Thus, as suggested by Merriam (2009:217), ―member checks‖ 

or ―respondent validation‖ strategy is used to achieve confirmability in this study. The 

idea here is that research participants are asked to review the coding and meaning-

making process of their response so as to determine whether the interpretations are 

consistent with their perceptions. 
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3.7 Ethical Considerations 

Research in general and qualitative researches in particular are viewed by most 

qualitative scholars as moral ethical activities because they are human endeavors 

(Blatter, 2008). Punch (2000:75) also added that ―all social research involves consent, 

access and associated ethical issues, since it is based on data from people about people.‖ 

Bogdan and Biklen (2007), on the other hand, recommended a number of guidelines: 

informed consent, voluntary participation, respect for participants‘ privacy and keeping 

the participants‘ identity anonymous in the published findings.  

 

Therefore, this study has used these guidelines suggested by Bogdan and Biklen (2007). 

It is helpful to see them one by one. To start, informed consent is obtained from 

participants through the provision of sufficient information about the purpose of the 

research. Second, voluntary participation into the research process is achieved by 

informing the participants that they have the right to withdraw from participating in the 

research process at any time without any risk. Next, respect for participants‘ privacy, 

confidentiality and anonymity was guaranteed by assuring the participants that all 

information they provided would not be disclosed in any form without their consent. 

Thus, all identifiable information (name, title, position, institution, etc.) regarding 

participants are excluded from the research report and replaced by codes.  

 

Similarly, the universities being selected for the case study were formally asked to give 

permission for conducting the research and accessing archival materials and documents 

useful for the study. They were assured that findings would be used appropriately, as 

well their reporting and dissemination.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

4. THE CONCEPTION OF MODULARIZATION IN ETHIOPIAN HEIs 

 

4.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to present participants‘ response on issues that are related 

to the conception of modularization i.e. its introduction and conceptualization. 

According to Merriam (1998:176), ―The overall process of data analysis begins by 

identifying segments in your data set that are responsive to your research questions.‖ 

She also indicated that ―Category construction is data analysis... The process [category 

construction] begins with reading the first interview transcript, the first set of field notes, 

the first document collected in the study.‖ (p 178). Thus, the categories emerged during 

the analysis are used in the presentation that followed. The first section deals with 

historical orientation of modularization in Ethiopia. Issues that are going to be addressed 

include: When and how did it start? Who initiated the idea? What were the rationales 

behind the introduction of modularization (the why for of modularization)? Then, a 

presentation on the conceptualization of modularization will follow (i.e. its meaning, 

features and benefits). Finally, the process of curriculum designing, i.e. what does the 

process of designing the curriculum looks like? 

 

4.2 The Introduction of Modularization 

 

4.2.1 The historical orientation  

It is obvious that modularization is the product of its historical and social times and 

places. Thus, to understand the evolution of the concept in terms of how people have 

wrestled with matters of conceptualization and implementation at particular times in 

history, it is very important to examine the historical orientation of the issue under 

discussion. One of the central intentions of this particular section is, therefore, to explain 

the historical development of the shift towards using education for the sake of work and 

how this thought grown to the adoption  of CBE and modularization in Ethiopia. In this 

regard, there are two major issues that are going to be presented. One is about the 
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introduction of TVET and CBE, and the other is about the introduction of 

modularization.  

 

4.2.1.1 The introduction of TVET and CBE 

There are various views among research participants as far as the practice and 

introduction of TVET and CBE in Ethiopia is concerned. There are some participants 

who claimed and extended the existence of TVET and CBE in the day to day practices 

of the society and in the country‘s traditional education systems of the old periods. For 

instance, one of the research participants opined that:  

In my understanding, the practice of teaching knowledge for the sake of 

producing skilled personnel goes back to old periods. It might not be in its 

formal way. When we look at the indigenous knowledge used by the various 

societies of the country to produce handcrafts and the traditional education 

given in Ethiopian Orthodox Church and the mosques bear a resemblance to 

nature of TVET and CBE. In the traditional church schools, for instance, there 

are specific competencies identified for each level or stages; and the students 

are not going to graduate from one level or proceed to the next level unless 

they achieved those identified competencies. (K/01/01/19)     

 

Another participant from BDU also asserted that: 

When the idea of modularization started for the first time in our university, 

there were some staff who had tried to relate it with some of features being 

practiced in the traditional church education. For example, self-paced 

learning, free entry and exit, linking learning with practice, and so on. We 

even tried to study one of the prominent church education center known as 

Washera and produced a document showing that there are some elements of 

similarities with the conventional modular and competence based curriculum 

that we were already acquainted with in Europe. (F/03/01/19) 

 

These assertions indicate that though it is very difficult to generalize that there was 

vocational education in its modern sense, there was a sign of the philosophy of using 

education for the sake of producing skilled personnel and providing it in a flexible way. 

Of course, it needs careful investigation into the indigenous and religious education 

system of the country to trace elements of TVET and CBE. 

 

For some participants, however, the intention of teaching knowledge for the sake of 

producing working forces in a formal schools has been started in 1940s and 1950s when 
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vocational and technical secondary schools, in addition to the academic ones, were 

opened to train technicians for such services as transport, commerce, and officers for the 

army and police; and when subjects like music, agriculture, art and craft, home making, 

physical training and games were infused into the curriculum of primary, junior 

secondary and secondary schools. According to one of the research participant working 

in the Federal TVET Agency ―It was the opening of the first technical school in Addis 

Ababa in 1942 which announced the formal beginning of TVET in Ethiopia‖ 

(B/26/09/19).  

 

There are also other participants who claimed that TVET was introduced into Ethiopian 

education system during the period of Derge, the military government who ruled from 

1974 to 1991. In this respect, one research participant said that ―As far as I know, it was 

during the Derge regime that TVET was introduced to Ethiopia. This was done when the 

government attempted to introduce polytechnic program with the assistance of former 

Soviet Union Government‖ (A/26/09/19). On the other hand, there were also some 

participants who tried to relate the origin of TVET and CBE with the ratification of the 

Education and Training Policy in 1994 (D/02/01/19 and S/10/01/19).  

 

Additionally, a research participant working in the Federal TVET Agency specifically 

indicated that ―But the idea of CBE was first introduced into the Ethiopian education 

system in 2004 with the intention of changing the orientation of the education system, 

particularly that of TVET and engineering, from curriculum and input based to 

competence based‖ (B/26/09/19). 

 

4.2.1.2 The introduction of modular approach 

It is the Engineering Capacity Building Program (ecbp), a program run by the MoCB 

and sponsored by the German government, that  introduced the idea of modularization 

first to TVET programs and then to the engineering and technology curricula of 

universities. The modularized curricula in the engineering programs are being 

implemented in Ethiopian HEI where such programs are available. In this regard, it is 

outlined by one research participant that: 
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The government, through the ecbp, has decided to assess the status of the 

engineering education in the public universities of the country; and found that 

then engineering education in the country was not effective in terms of 

producing competent engineers. Based on the result of the study, the 

government has decided to reform the overall system of the engineering 

education in the country. The reform includes, among other thing, the 

complete revision of the existing engineering curricula in all the public 

universities, the introduction of modern teaching, learning and assessment 

methods, and the designing and implementation of a new system of linking 

universities and industries. (Z/27/01/19) 

 

Another participant also noted that:  

After the decision made by the government to reform engineering education 

in the public universities, the first thing we did was to conduct a study on the 

existing engineering programs. The result of the study showed that there were 

many problems with the existing programs which required complete revision 

of the engineering study programs. But before we started the curriculum 

review activities, national workshops with stakeholders were organized and an 

agreed-upon curriculum framework was designed. (D/29/01/19) 

 

The major elements of the curriculum revision are best explained by one research 

participant as follows: 

The major changes introduced during the revision of the engineering study 

programs include: the design of the curricula in a modular approach, the 

introduction of an ECTS system, selection and inclusion of only up-to-date 

and relevant course contents, the design of course modules in such a way that 

they will be implemented by using modern teaching, learning, and assessment 

methods, the introduction of a semester long orientation (in the 1
st
 semester) 

as well as internship (in the 7
th

  semester), and streaming scheme (8the and 

9the semester) of students into different focus areas. Generally, the revision 

introduced a five year study framework for the engineering and technology 

study programs. (A/27/01/19) 

 

The curriculum revision and designing process of the new engineering study program 

was done both for the existing and new programs by involving both Ethiopian and 

international experts. In this regard, one participant said that: 

The role of senior university instructors in the revision and designing process 

of the curriculum was very high. Of course, there were also international 

experts hired by the support of the German Government. In addition to 

revising the then existing study programs, the curriculum revision and 

development teams (group of experts composed of the departmental 

curriculum committees and external consultants) has also developed curricula 
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for new study programs depending on result of their needs‘ assessments. 

(M/29/01/19)  

 

It is also indicated by another participant that:  

The revision of the study programs was done in step -by-step.  First it was 

done for the universities of Addis Ababa and Adama; then for the universities 

of Bahir Dar, Jimma and Mekelle; and finally for the universities of Hawassa, 

Haramaya and Arbaminch. The curriculum implementation process has also 

followed the same pattern. It started to be implemented in 2006 in the first 

batch universities and in the last batch universities in 2008. (D/29/01/19)    

 

From the discussion above it is possible to recapitulate that the concept of 

modularization was introduced first to influence the way vocational and technology 

programs were designed and delivered. The studies conducted to evaluate the overall 

system of engineering and technology programs indicated that there were problems 

which require complete revision of the engineering study programs. After that a 

nationally agreed-upon curriculum framework was designed and then the programs were 

revised based on the modular approach.  

 

The commitment and emphasis given to CBE and modularization has been further 

strengthened and reached its climax when the government obliged all its HEIs to reform 

their teaching and learning processes in general and to put in place a modular 

competency-based system in particular. The need for a radical redesign and dramatic 

improvement of performance was necessitated due to the fact that the world is rapidly 

changing as are the customers‘ needs and expectations and the university has to keep 

being competitive in this world. In addition, rapid changes in technology and 

advancement call for comparative changes in the business processes to keep abreast with 

the global situation.  

 

4.2.2 The reform initiation 

There is variation in the responses of the participants with respect to the issue of who 

initiated the reform process. A number of participants argued that it was initiated by 

government and some other participants found that the institutions make the first move 
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to it. Hence, two major themes stand out. One is about the government driven reform 

and institutional driven reform.  

  

4.2.2.1 Government driven reform 

As far as the question of who initiated the reform is concerned, a research participant 

said that: 

That was government driven…. It was a national issue. It was not only HE, 

the government required every sector to go through a reform. When it came to 

HE, the academic had to be also reformed. Then, it was said fine! We are 

going through this reform, but what about our courses? That was still a 

government initiative. Then the rest of the things that were done were done by 

the institutions under the leadership of the MoE. (Z/11/12/18) 

 

On this subject, another research participant indicated that ―The government initiated the 

reform and the ultimate goal of HE reform was to make them produce graduates who 

can help the country overcome poverty and achieve growth, not simple growth but very 

fast growth‖ (T/09/01/19). It is also indicated by one research participant ―The major 

reason for the commencement of modularization in Ethiopian HEIs was the strong belief 

of the government that its HEIs should and can play a decisive role in the country‘s 

development program if and only if they are restructured and their overall system is 

reformed‖ (A/13/12/18). Another participant also said that ―The universities were 

autonomous to do….Yes they were autonomous, but the government that supports all 

these universities must also have a say, and said ‗I want a graduate who is competent to 

do this, and this and that.‖ (Z/11/12/18). 

 

There is also a claim that there was strong government pressure in inducing the reform 

into the universities in general and influencing the way the programs were designed. In 

relation to this issue, one participant explained that: 

It was totally a government agenda. They summoned some facility members 

and told us what we are supposed to do so as to make the reform successful. 

There are even some individuals from the MoCB who tried to dictate what we 

should do. (A/29/01/20)  

 

In the same vein, another participant also claimed that:  
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The idea was initiated by the MoCB. The then minister called up some staff 

from our university and holds a discussion together with some Germen 

experts. He explained that the government needs to reform the engineering 

program with the intention to produce engineers in good quality and quantity. 

Initially we have welcomed the request. But later the person from the MoCB 

who is assigned to coordinate the effort started to impose and even came up 

with the idea that AAU academic staff are resistant and not committed; so, 

they are not capable of leading the reform. He suggested the involvement of 

foreign experts, especially from Germany, to lead the reform. (D/29/01/20)  

 

It is also indicated by another participant that: 

So how would you imagine that the universities have introduced 

modularization and then it became a popular agenda across all Ethiopian 

universities? It can never be like that, unless there is some interest from the 

government.  It is the interest of the government. (D/02/01/19) 

 

From this, we understand that owing to the fact that there was an ambition for rapid 

growth and poverty reduction, the government initiated the reform. It is also indicated 

by participants that there was strong government pressure or influence, which is external 

to the institutions, on the reform process. Universities, as one of the major role playing 

institutions, are required to undertake a reform process. Thus, modularization, together 

with other forms of institutional transformation reform programs, was introduced to 

Ethiopian HEIs. It is considered as in important instrument for the universities to reform 

their teaching and learning process.  

 

4.2.2.2 Institutional driven reform 

A number of other participants also argued that the institutions make the first move to 

the commencement of modularization. One participant, for example, pointed out that: 

It was the 9 universities, the first generation universities which we call, that 

came together at MoE and raised the idea of modularization and after serious 

discussion they decided to modularize their curriculum. After the decision at 

the MoE by the 9 universities, they make it national decision. But after 

coming back, some universities retreated back. They did not go with it, with 

the decision. They kept quit and they delayed it deliberately, because, as you 

know, change is one of the difficult areas in Ethiopia. Being afraid of the 

change, because of the fear, some universities did not dare to begin it. But a 

few universities, just to call names, four universities: BDU, HWU, DMU and 

DBU. These four universities just initiated it as initiation. They even said we 

have already started modularization approach. (F/19/12/18) 
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BDU, together with HWU, DMU and DBU, was considered the pioneer for the 

inception of the idea of modularization in Ethiopian HEIs. A participant said that: 

The idea of modularization was first raised in our university [BDU] by few 

teachers who have attended their masters and doctoral degrees in some 

European countries like German. We even tried to study one of the prominent 

church education center known as Washera and produced a document that 

attempted to link our findings with the conventional modular and competence 

based curriculum that we were already acquainted with in Europe. 

(F/03/01/19) 

 

But, initially, BDU was not in a position to put it into practice full heartedly like the 

other universities for some reasons. In this regard, a top official research participant 

from BDU justified that:  

Although BDU was a pioneer in starting the idea of modularization in HE, the 

staff and the management could not get that extra move to put it into action 

because of many reasons. The first was the concern for student transfer across 

universities. Other universities need to have similar modules for similar 

programs. This will make student transfer simpler. The second reason was the 

concern about its applicability in all disciplines. There was also a concern on 

the possible mismatches from the labor market. Hence, we want to make these 

issues clear before we moved to modularizing our curriculum. (E/03/01/19) 

 

These universities who have already started the modularization process have also tried 

to influence other universities and took the initiative to invite an international expert to 

give training on the issue under discussion. Soon, they succeeded to get the heart of two 

more universities. This time, Haremaya and Jimma Universities joined the movement 

and even quickly started to get closer to the other universities who have immersed 

themselves into the modular approach earlier. One of the research participants put this 

fact as follows: 

…then there was a project called Leadership and Management Capacity 

Building (LMCB) at national level and with a few universities. Then our 

university using that project started exploring, exchanging, asking questions 

about what is this modular approach and we invited a guest from Europe, his 

name is Wim. He came and he trained. And... after this experience Jimma 

University (JMU) also invited this guy. After the 4 universities, the two 

universities just joined, JMU and Haremaya University (HU). We became 

now 6. And then the MoE was confused and the urge came, the question 

came. (F/19/12/18) 
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The idea of modularizing the curriculum has repeatedly raised and suggested by these 

universities at national level, at the National Institutional Transformation Council 

(NITC), what was then called 'Lewet Meker Bet‖ which literally means change council. 

A research participant who had been participating in those discussions at the NITC 

indicated that: 

I don‘t know why these universities were so keen about modularization, but I 

guess probably the leaders of the universities, in one way or another, were 

acquainted with modularization. They probably went through modularization 

themselves. So they knew about it, may be that was the reason. But we don‘t 

know. I myself did not know anything about modularization. So, they 

suggested that the curriculum must be modularized and not many people were 

keen about it. Because they did not know what it was … The majority of the 

people did not know anything about modularization. People who went to 

European universities like Netherlands, Belgium, Austria, may be Germany as 

well, they were for modularization. The others who went to North America, 

we were against modularization. But at the end, you know, it was decided that 

modularization was the proper thing to do.  (Z/11/12/18) 

  

After continuous and contentious debates and discussions on the issue and serious 

evaluation of the efforts being made by the pioneer universities to organize their 

curricula in modular approach, the NITC agreed that all HEIs should adopt the modular 

approach. Cognizant of the role that this approach can play in improving the quality of 

education, the MoE through one of its wings, HESC, has given special attention to the 

effort. One of the research participants expressed this issue as follows: 

After that, the national curriculum council brought this as an issue [agenda]. 

Discussions went on, many serious discussions … went on and then it was 

decided that curriculum modularization is a way forward for Ethiopia. Then it 

was decided and I remember it was in Mekele that the mode of 

modularization, it has many mode of designing, decided and HESC has taken 

the responsibility to coordinate, to guide and to lead, and based on that they 

did very well. (F/19/12/18)  

 

One of the experts working in ESC, previously HESC, also adds that:  

HESC started exerting its effort towards the successful deliberation of 

modularization by undertaking three major activities: organized series of 

training on modularization, established a national coordinating committee that 

constitutes of eight persons selected from the 24 trainers based on their 

commitment and performance before and during the ToT (six from the 
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universities and two from HESC) and formulated a guideline for the design of 

modular curriculum. (T/12/12/18)  

 

Another research participant also strengthened this claim by saying that: 

The ToT training offered, the formulated guidelines, and the coordinating 

efforts made by the national committee have facilitated, to a great extent, the 

modularization process. Especially, the training which was offered by 

expertise from abroad has significantly contributed in producing local experts 

who played a greater role in broadening the understanding of others on the 

concept of modularization and in facilitating the implementation of modular 

approach in the remaining universities. (A/17/12/18)  

 

Generally, from the statements above it is possible to recapitulate that concepts of 

TVET, CBE and modularization passed through the long history of the country‘s 

education system. In the formal way, however, these ideas were introduced around the 

end of the first half of the 20
th
 century and used to influence the country‘s education 

system step-by-step. First, the way vocational and technical secondary school course 

were designed and delivered; and later the design and implementation of TVET 

curricula. Finally, the commitment and emphasis given to CBE has been further 

expanded and reached its climax when the government obliged all its HEIs to reform 

their teaching and learning processes in general and to put in place a modular 

competency-based system in particular. 

 

4.2.3 The rationale behind the introduction of modularization 

It is claimed that the introduction of new idea, theory, taught, or principle to any 

educational system has some reasons behind. Of course, there is nothing that simply 

happens without something that causes it. Therefore, there are a number of factors or 

reasons that motivated the introduction of competence based modular approach in 

Ethiopian HEIs. Hence, this sub-section of the dissertation is intended to present this 

issue in detail.  In order to understand the reason behind the introduction of 

modularization, relevant documents are scrutinized and in-depth interviews are 

conducted with key participants who have been working at different positions from 

federal to university level; then thematic analysis is made and their responses are 

categorized and the following themes emerged.  
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4.2.3.1 The reform requirement  

On this subject, one research participant said that:  

The government required every sector to go through a reform and there was a 

special ministry, MoCBP.  What it was doing was reform. … First quick 

wins,… and then you went to BPR many offices were demolished so and so 

on. (Z/11/12/18) 

 

Another research participant also opines that: ―The ultimate goal of introducing the 

reform in universities was to align HEIs with the country‘s development goals and make 

them produce graduates who are competent in knowledge, skill and attitude and who can 

help the country overcome poverty and achieve growth, not simple growth but very fast 

growth‖ (T/09/01/19). In the same way, one participant explained that AAU staff are 

required to participate in the reform process because the government ― needs to reform 

the engineering program with the intention to produce engineers in good quality and 

quantity (D/29/01/20).  

 

It is also indicated by another research participant that: 

The major reason for the commencement of reform in Ethiopian HEIs was the 

strong belief of the government that its HEIs should and can play a decisive 

role in the country‘s development program if and only if they are restructured 

and their overall system is reformed. Among these was the design and 

delivery of the educational programs is the first one. Hence, CBE and its 

modular approach have been considered as important mechanisms that would 

have significant contribution for making educational programs relevant, 

timely and concomitantly help the institutions produce competent and creative 

graduates that can accelerate the country‘s development. (A/13/12/18)    

 

It is conceived and indorsed by HEIs National Curriculum Council (hence forth NCC) 

that modularization was one of the possible solution for the reform to succeed. This is 

stated in the minute of the NCC  that: ―በዚህ  አጀን ዳ ላይ አን ዳንድ ተሳታፊዎች ስሇ  ሞዱላር  የ ትምህርት 

አሰጣጥ አስፈላጊነ ት … ያ ነ ሱ ሲሆን  ይህ  በተቋማት ደረጃ በውስጥ አሰራር  ማሻሻያ  ጥናት መሰረት የ ተገ ኘ የ ሪፎርም አካል 

(ውጤት) መሆኑ  ተገ ልፆ  አስፈላጊነ ቱ ምንም የ ማያጠያይቅ  ስሇመሆኑ  በተሳታፊዎች ተብራርቷል፡ ፡ ‖ Literally meaning 

―On this agenda, a few participants have raised issues related to the modular approach 

and it is indicated by others that it is a reform instrument that emanates from the 

institutions‘ BPR and there is no question regarding its importance‖(M/23/03/04).   
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In general, it is evident that university reform in general and modularization in particular 

was undertaken because of the fact that the government was commissioning a general 

reform process in the country which required all institutions in all sectors to engage in 

the process. Thus, universities as one of the major role playing institutions in the country 

are required to get into a reform process by conducting BPR. Then after the BPR, 

modularization together with other forms of institutional transformation reform program 

has been introduced. It was considered as in important instrument for the universities to 

reform their teaching and learning process.  

 

4.2.3.2 The market requirement  

It is believed by many participants that one of the reasons for the introduction of the 

modular approach into the education system of the country is to fulfill the market 

requirement, both national and international. One research participant said that:  

One of the reasons for the introduction of modularization into the Ethiopian 

HEIs was the intention of making the institutions responsive to the needs of 

the local and international market; more precisely, to enable the institutions to 

produce skillful, knowledgeable and good mannered citizens in a sufficient 

number. I do not know if you have the information that some local corporate 

organizations such as Telecommunication and Commercial Bank of Ethiopia 

had moved to the extent of establishing their own academy or training centers. 

This is mainly due to the fact that the existing HEIs were not able to produce 

the type of workforce required by such institutions. Therefore, it is mandatory 

to make the country‘s universities responsive, at least, to the need of the local 

market. (T/12/12/18)  

 

There are also concerns of globalization. Some considered globalization or 

marketization as a necessitating factor for curriculum reform in Ethiopian HEIs. 

Regarding this, one research participant has the following to say: 

In my opinion one reason for implementing modularization in our university 

is the impact of globalization. The impacts can be seen in different areas. As 

the current global market tends to create an amalgam of world society, the 

education system within this state of affairs also needs to promote 

internationalized thinking.  The aim of our university is, thus, to produce 

individuals who have not only an understanding of their own environment but 

also those who have an international outlooks and values. Thus content of the 

curriculum and the way it has to be delivered should emphasize on such 
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international issues. Hence, working towards global market makes the devise 

of alternative mechanism inevitable in HEIs. One of such mechanism is 

modularization. (F/11/11/15)  

 

Another research participant also explained the rationale behind modularization and 

opined that:  

The rationale behind modularization is to innovate [to introduce change in] 

the curriculum in the country, HE curriculum. Just to make it to the standard 

and to make it comparable, compatible and competitor with the international 

standard, especially with the European standard. Because, one of the 

benchmark for the modularization of the curriculum was the Bologna Process, 

which Europe followed up to these days. So, the rationale is just to innovate 

the curriculum, to modernize the curriculum, to make it competence based 

and modular in a sense. … self-contained modular. (F/19/12/18)  

 

From the above statements, we understand that the production of competent graduate 

who are expected to fit local and international market is one of requirement for the 

institutions to go through institutional reform in general and that of its educational 

programs in particular. In other words, there was a need for graduates who meet the 

demands of local and international market both in quality and in quantity. Therefore, 

universities are considered the best place to do so and are required to reform their 

system so as to meet this demand.   

 

4.2.3.3 The problems in HEIs  

The third major reason for the introduction of modularization into the spheres of 

Ethiopian HEIs was the problems prevailing in the institutions. Thus, modularization is 

considered as an utmost tool to alleviate these problems. The problems are classified 

under three categories: program related problems, instructional related problems and 

assessment related problems. The categorization is made based on thematic analysis of 

participants‘ responses and documents reviewed. 

 

(i) program related problems 

In this regard, a research participant pointed out that one of the major justification for 

modularization was the problem in the old curriculum and said that:  
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One of the major reason that necessitated change was the problems in the then 

existing curriculum. It was discipline based, full of academic content and 

theoretical knowledge. It was organized on the basis of the nature of the 

subject matter (the discipline). Generally, there was wastage, because it was 

fragmented, you cannot even capture the competency. There are courses 

which are given in different nomenclature, but there was no significant 

difference when you look at their contents and so on. (T/12/12/18)  

 

Another research participant also indicated that:   

It was felt that the curriculum did not deliver enough because it had its 

deficiencies - it is thought that the students were not good in the practical 

aspect, there was no in-depth knowledge of subject matter, the students would 

just know very few things here and there and they did not master the subjects 

they were given. Generally, the curriculum was weak and the graduates were 

not good enough. So, to rectify this modularization was the solution. That was 

the justification. (Z/11/12/18) 

 

The second problem is related to the severity of loose connection between the world of 

education (i.e. HEIs) and the world of work (i.e. the industry). It is seems plausible to 

mention the response of one research participant in connection to this issue: 

Previously universities were considered as islands, isolated themselves from 

the surrounding environment and working separately by being blind to the 

surrounding problems. But now the Ethiopian government and HEIs are well 

aware about the problem and they are taking corrective measures. In my 

opinion, modularization is one of the corrective measures taken to strengthen 

the link between industry and HEIs and make the institutions design their 

educational programs in a way to solve societal problems. (G/11/11/15) 

 

There is also concern regarding the type and usefulness of the knowledge produced by 

the institutions. A research participant pointed out that: 

One serious problem of our HE system is mere reproduction of knowledge in 

universities. There is very little or no attempt of localization or production of 

knowledge. It is just repeating what has been said or done by others. 

Somebody designs the curriculum or just copied from one university, even 

from abroad, then duplicate it, there is no way to check whether it is relevant 

or not, no way to change it. (A/11/11/15) 

 

The third problem is related to the issue of improper integration and marginalizing of 

program outcomes in the organization of curricula. This issue is expressed in the words 

of one research participant as follow:  
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The courses were fragmented. When we look at each course, the way they 

were organized is fragmented. They were not well organized in a way to equip 

the graduates with identified competencies. Most of the programs were 

discipline based and most of them were copied from abroad.  There were also 

so many irrelevant programs. There was no room for these programs to be 

seen, after once they were created they will sustain without being checked for 

their relevance. In general, they were not organized based on competencies 

and even no one can capture the competencies required after the completion 

of the programs. (T/12/12/18) 

 

It is also indicated by another research participant that: 

A health science student, for example, who hasn‘t learned about anatomy, or 

structure of the body, will not be able to understand what the function of that 

specific structure. Previously, physiology can be delivered prior to that of 

anatomy. Had it been there was a strict sequence of courses has been followed 

this would not have been the case. (A/11/11/15) 

 

To summarize, participants have identified a number of problems that are related to 

educational programs which necessitated a reform in HEIs. The first problem goes to the 

way the existing curricula are designed. It is indicated by participants that the already 

existing curricula were designed on the bases of the traditional subject-centered, 

theoretical, academic and linear curriculum designing approach. Similarly, students who 

were unable to complete their education (those who drop out from HEIs) remained 

wastage because they could not be certified in any of the competences due to the reason 

that the curricula and the courses were fragmented. 

 

(ii) instructional related problems 

Modularization was also considered as a solution for several instructional related 

problems that had been persistent in Ethiopian HEIs. It is seems very important to 

indicate what was said by research participants during the FGD. For instance, one of the 

research participants opines that:  

The teaching-learning process is characterized by teacher‘s dominance, 

classroom based lecture, lack of practical activities, memorization or 

recitation, proceeded by theory and then followed by practice, and so on. For 

example, I have been taking my students every year to Adama University for 

practical activities 2 or 3 months after I finished the course. In many 

occasions, the students were not able to remember the theoretical knowledge, 

for example procedures, when they are asked to perform a task during the 
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practice. This is because of the artificial setup we made to separate theory and 

practice. (WKU/FGD/10/06/19) 

  

Another research participant also expressed his view saying:  

In my understanding modularization was introduced as a solution to the 

existing problems mainly those that are related to the teaching learning 

practice, though the problems still exist. You know, the traditional teacher-

centered method was not effective to produce competent graduates that can 

solve the country‘s problem. Hence, to be effective in producing problem 

solving graduate, it is very important to change the way we teach and prepare 

the student. (A/03/01/19) 

 

Furthermore, the existing teaching-learning approach in HEIs focused on the teaching 

rather than learning, the teacher rather than the learner. This is indicated by one research 

participant as follows: 

The old education system focuses on the teacher and the teaching process. But 

the educational philosophy of the world is changing. One benefit of modular 

approach is to introduce this paradigm shift taking place in educational 

theories into our HEIs. It is an attempt of moving the emphasis from teaching 

to learning and from teacher-centered to student-centered approach. This 

change has also impacted the curriculum designing process with a greater 

emphasis on learners and their learning in terms of knowledge, skills and 

competencies within courses and modules. The focus is on how learners learn 

and the design of effective learning environments. (A/13/12/18) 

 

In relation to this, a teacher in a FGD also noted that: 

Thanks to modularization, though there are still problems to completely move 

to that of student-centered approach, this time the emphasis given to students‘ 

participation is very high. Most of the time teachers try to give the chance for 

the students to participate and play the leading role in their own learning.  I 

myself changed my attitude and improved a lot on the way I am teaching the 

student, mainly by guiding and giving more chance the student to learn by 

themselves. (BDU/FGD/03/01/19)   

 

In general, it is thought by participant that modularization was considered as a solution 

for several instructional related problems that had been persistent in Ethiopian HEIs. 

Some of these problems include: lack of variety in learning environments and modes of 

learning, disengagement of students from learning to learn (reading and memorizing 

handouts and modules), emphasis on classroom based face to face interaction, artificial 
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separation of theory and practice. Hence, in an attempt to alleviate these problems the 

institutions used the modular approach.  

 

(iii) assessment related problems 

It is indicated by participants that long existing assessment practices in HEIs were not in 

a position to prepare students for their future career and the practical challenges they 

would face in the world of work. It is good to put what one research participant said 

concerning these issues.  

One area that needs to be addressed in universities is their assessment 

practice. Most teachers rely on objective type of paper and pencil test to 

evaluate all aspects of learning and the students are forced to memorize what 

has been written on the handout without even understanding the concept. 

There is also problem in time schedule, most of the time students took mid 

and final exam. Rather than continuously checking their progress and give 

them feedback on their limitations, instructors give them one or two time 

exam. I think modularization is good solution for these problems, because I 

know it promotes continuous assessment. (K/01/01/19) 

 

Another research participant also noted that:  

It [the assessment] also lacked standard. Simple example, there is no standard 

for the teacher to give letter grades, the letter grading depends on teachers‘ 

personal decision. Previously, the competition for grade is amongst each 

other. Because of the fact that we were using a norm referenced criterion, a 

student who scored better mark may not always score better grade. For 

instance, if a student got 75 out of 100 s/he may get A if his/her mark is the 

largest and B or even C if there are many students who scored better than 

him/her. But now, thanks to modularization, students are competing with a 

specified criterion already in place. (BDU/FGD/03/01/19) 

  

An additional view can also be found in the following expression of a participant:  

There is also uniformity in assessment methodology. Unlike the previous 

traditional one, students‘ progress is measured objectively. In the previous 

time it has been done based on the wish of instructors. For example, a student 

can be measured his/her competencies in a single days as per the will of the 

instructor which has been mostly paper and pencil type. It may not be related 

to the expectation of the courses, because there have been some irrelevant 

contents in the curriculum. But now, there are both continuous and summative 

assessment techniques so students‘ progress is continuously assessed as per 

the time schedule indicated on the module. There is standard and time 
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schedule on the module for tests, seminars, demonstrations, examinations, ... 

so, it is not based on the will of the instructor. (A/11/11/15) 

 

Another participant even confirmed that modularization has brought about change in this 

respect. He said that: 

Of course, it was after the introduction of this modularization that the 

assessment methods changed a little bit. It was stressed that there should be 

different kinds of assessment and students should be assessed continuously. 

So, the idea of continuous assessment was put into practice only after this idea 

of modularization came into practice. (Z/11/12/18) 

 

Generally, from the above assertions we recognize that it is believed by participants that 

one reason for the introduction of modularization into the spheres of Ethiopian HEIs was 

the prevalence of academic problems. As indicated above, the problems are classified 

under three categories: program related problems, instructional related problems and 

assessment related problems. Thus, modularization is considered as a solution to 

mitigate these persistent problems. 

 

4.3 The Conceptualization of modularization 

This part of the study intended to present participants‘ response on their understanding 

of the concept of modularization. The section is, therefore, organized in relation to the 

second major research question - How is modularization conceptualized in Ethiopian 

HEIs? Which in turn deducted to three sub questions: (1) what do stakeholders 

understand about the concept of modularization? (The meaning of modularization); (2) 

what makes modularization different from other approaches? (The features of 

modularization) and (3) what promises does modularization have? (The advantages of 

modularization). And presentation is made on the major themes identified under each 

questions.  

 

4.3.1 Stakeholders’ understanding of modularization  

Though it appears difficult to find well defined categories, it is imperative to identify 

some thematic categories on stakeholders‘ understanding of the meaning of 

modularization and to present accordingly. Hence, the following themes are identified 

from participants‘ interview and FGDs responses. 



 

 

 

 

80 

 

 

4.3.1.1 Little or no idea about modularization 

Some participants indicated that they have a little or no idea about modularization. The 

following responses might give us some insights in this regard. For example, one 

instructor in FGD said that ―There is nothing to tell you about modularization, because I 

know nothing about it. I am an engineer and I haven‘t yet received any course or 

training on pedagogy or curriculum or teaching.‖ (DBU/FGD/11/01/19). A research 

participant who was the leader of one institution which has been at the forefront of the 

modularization process also pointed out that he and some members of the NITC did not 

know about modularization. He explained that: 

I don‘t know why these universities were so keen about modularization, but I 

guess probably the leaders of the universities, in one way or another, were 

acquainted with modularization. They probably went through modularization 

themselves. So they knew about it, may be that was the reason. But we don‘t 

know. I myself did not know anything about modularization. (Z/11/12/18) 

 

One of the key informants who had participated in the modularization process at 

national level also confirmed that there was problem of understanding among 

stakeholders and he said that:  

… something I can tell you for sure is there was lack of common 

understanding of the need even right from the beginning. There was lack of 

common understanding about the issue. And there was lack of in-depth 

knowledge about modularization and how it should be designed, how it 

should be offered. (T/12/12/18) 

 

Another participant who was the member of the study conducted to assess the 

implementation status of the nationally harmonized competence based modular curricula 

in Ethiopian public universities also explained that: 

…the assessment showed that there was a huge gap between theory and 

practice. First … the theory was not captured by the people, the theory itself, 

even the rationale behind … the philosophy behind. That was actually the 

difficult matter for the people to understand. Even at HE level, the teachers 

and even the top leaders, they did not understand it well. … The research … 

showed that there was awareness gap, the awareness gap about the basics of 

modularization, the curriculum issue … They do not believe in it, most of 

them. (F/19/12/18) 
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From this one can infer that there are people, from the leaders to practitioners, who did 

not understand the concept of modularization and its underpinning philosophies. There 

is lack of understanding of the concept, rationale and basics of modularization and how 

it should be designed and offered. Even those who are supposed to lead the change and 

induce the concept to their subordinates had lacked the awareness about and 

commitment towards the modularization process.  

 

4.3.1.2 Modularization as a course designing approach 

A number of research participants confirmed that they considered modularization as a 

process of organizing a curriculum. Some participants also considered modules as 

teaching materials used for training or short term courses. He said that: 

Some of us thought that modules were only good for short courses, training 

courses, not for the conventional academic courses. For TVET it is possible, 

for other practical courses, it was possible, for short term training, it was 

good, but not for degree programs. So, there was a strong objection from 

some people. (Z/11/12/18) 

 

One instructor in the FGD also indicated that: ―Modular approach is the process of 

writing modules for each course. It makes things easy for both the teachers and students. 

Especially, if the module is well prepared the students can easily follow the lessons and 

acquire sufficient knowledge from it‖ (WKU/FGD/10/06/19). 

 

At the same time, another participant stressed that: ―Modularization is the process of 

organizing of the most closely related contents in a single document called module and 

teach them accordingly‖ (B/01/01/19).  

 

Yet, another participant noted that simply organizing courses in a form of modules did 

not necessarily mean that there is modularization. He indicated that ―I don‘t know 

whether it is right or wrong. Many people relate modularization only with module 

development. But for me, I know some theories about modularization somehow, and it 

is an approach that focuses on the integration of knowledge, skill and attitude into the 

curriculum‖ (A/03/01/19). 
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Some other participants considered modularization as an approach that designs and 

implements its educational contents based on modular approach. In-line-with this, one 

participant described modularization as follows: ―As per my understanding, 

modularization is clustering or grouping of closely related courses or contents in order to 

make the presentation of the courses logical and relevant for students‘ future career‖ 

(T/02/01/19).  

 

One research participant also opined that: ―I consider modularization as an approach that 

designs courses based on competencies by integrating the necessary knowledge, skill 

and attitude required for the students to be competent in the world of work‖ 

(A/11/11/15). Another participant also adds that: ―Modularization is the process of 

organizing courses into modules and these modules are self-contained learning 

experience that students pass through or that students encounter and then develop a 

competency based on one module independently‖ (F/19/12/18).   

 

Therefore, it is possible to recapitulate from the above statements that a number of 

research participants viewed modularization as a process of organizing a curriculum that 

is mainly based on the use of modules. Their view point, of course, ranges from simple 

association of the concept with the written teaching material called module to the 

organization of self-contained learning experience required for the students to be 

competent in the world of work.  

 

4.3.1.3 Modularization as an instructional approach 

Taking into account that the concept of modularization has something to do with 

instructional approach some of the participants have repeatedly raised issues of teaching 

and learning in their response. For instance, one research participant said that 

"Modularization is block teaching which requires a teacher to give his lesson in a short 

period of time, mostly a month, in an intensive approach" (B/24/12/18) 

 

In view of this, it is also good to put what was said by one of the research participant 

during the FGD: 
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In my understanding, modularization is an instructional approach that 

emphasizes on active involvement of the learners in their own learning. It is 

an approach that provides plenty of opportunities for the students to actively 

participate. In modular approach students learn by doing. Each student is 

expected to actively participate in his/her learning and in manipulating the 

instructional materials. (BDU/FGD/03/01/19) 

 

Another research participant also indicated that: ―Modularization is an approach that 

shifted the dominant role played by the teacher to that of student-centered in which 

students are expected to play greater role in the teaching learning process in general and 

in their own learning in particular‖ (A/01/01/19). 

 

It is also noted by a research participant that: 

Modularization is an instructional approach that emphasizes practice than 

theoretical explanation. It is something that you do; you show your students 

rather than just talking and lecturing. It requires the instruction of practical 

activities in workshops, laboratories, industries and fields. It is an approach 

that requires the educational institutions to link their educational activities 

with the industries, offices, hospitals, and the like. (A/11/11/15)  

 

From the responses above we understand that participants considered modularization as 

something related to the teaching-learning process and perceived as an approach of 

block teaching that provides plenty of opportunities (i.e. both theoretical as well as  

practical and in schools as well as out of school) for the learners to actively participate 

in their own learning. 

 

4.3.1.4 Modularization as an assessment approach 

Some research participants conceptualized modularization in its relation to assessment 

mechanism. For instance, a research participant noted that ―It is an approach where there 

is clear specification of assessment techniques on the module which incorporate both 

time schedule and standard so that the assessment is relatively free from the influence of 

the instructor.‖ (A/11/11/15) 

 

Another participant also added that: 

Modularization was an approach which stressed that there should be different 

kinds of assessment techniques and students should be assessed in a 
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continuous manner. So, the idea of continuous assessment was put into 

practice only after this idea of modularization came into practice. 

(Z/11/12/18) 

 

It is also explained by another participant that: 

Modularization is a student-centered measurement mechanism that takes into 

account the student workload required to achieve the pre-specified 

competencies of a program.  It is an approach that certifies a student after the 

end of each self-contained module based on an internationally recognized 

scheme, i.e. ECTS. (T/12/12/18)  

 

Another participant expanded the issue and said that: 

Modularization is an approach or assessment tool that helps universities to 

maintain an international standard.  This can be done in many ways: first, it 

helps the institutions to continuously improve students‘ achievement of the 

competencies by contentiously assessing and giving feedback; second to 

effectively measure the competencies by using different techniques and 

finally to make the students degree comparable with international universities 

by using ECTS. (F/19/12/18) 

 

It, therefore, possible to summarize participants‘ view of modularization as an 

assessment approach by stating that it is considered as an approach which – specify and 

uses different kinds of assessment techniques, encourages continuous assessment, takes 

into account the student workload and certifies them based on an internationally 

recognized scheme, i.e. ECTS which is helpful to make the degree comparable with 

international universities. 

 

In general, from the responses above, it can be inferred that there are two types of 

stakeholders: those who know little or no about modularization and those who 

conceptualized modularization in different ways.  The second group of people 

understood modularization as mode of course organization, delivery and assessment. 

Despite the fact that they lacked to have a comprehensive understanding of the concept 

(they conceptualized it in a fragmented way), the points they mentioned, in one way or 

another, are related with the idea of modularization.  
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4.3.2 The basic features and principles of modularization 

In order to establish good understanding about modularization, it is also good to look at 

some of its features that make it different from the other approaches. Hence, to know 

their understanding on the issue participants are also asked on the features and principles 

of modularization. On this point, themes such as - clarity, design of self-contained 

modules, use of standardized measurement scheme, and variety - are identified.  

 

(i) Clarity 

In relation to this, one of the research participants noted that: 

The modular curriculum design is also different from the traditional one 

because: it clearly outlined the type of teaching method the teacher is going to 

employ, the type of activities students are expected to engaged in, and the 

type of media [instructional material] necessary for the successful 

accomplishment of the given objective already stated in that module. 

(K/01/01/19) 

 

It is also indicated by another participant that ―It is interesting to see what the students 

are going to do or perform after the completion of any program in a clear, precise and 

applicable way. This is not the case in the old approach. This is, therefore, one feature of 

modular approach‖ (T/02/01/19). 

 

In view of this, another research participant pointed out that:  

In modular approach most of the time we employ a student centered method. 

Everything is clear- what students are going to do or take, at what time and 

where. … Since one course is given in a very short period of time, that course 

can be delivered in a manageable way by participating the students and giving 

them what they are going to do outside the class. It is clearly specified in the 

modules (whether the course has lab, tutorial, seminar, exam, and the like). 

This makes students know their expectation and what to do at what time. It 

clearly shows what is expected of the student. This will help them to actively 

engage in their learning. (A/03/01/19) 

 

Another research participant also said that: ―Everything is specified in each module of 

the harmonized curricula: the type, time and weight of assessment used; the type, time, 

requirements of learning activities; the role and responsibilities of the students as well as 

the teacher‖ (T/12/12/18).  
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From this we understand that clarity of course requirement (whether the course has lab, 

tutorial, seminar, project, etc.); the type, time and weight of assessment used; the role 

and responsibilities of the students as well as the teacher are perceived as features of 

modularization by these participants.  

 

(ii) Self-contained modules  

This is stipulated by one participant that: 

In modular approach, the modules prepared are expected to be self-contained, 

i.e. the necessary requirements to obtain at least one complete competence 

need to be incorporated. It is supposed that the module should incorporate the 

major components required to achieve the already specified outcome. These 

components include clearly stipulated objectives, contents, teaching and 

learning methods, activities, assessment procedures, teaching and learning 

materials. (F/19/12/18) 

 

Another participant also added that ―One principal feature of modular approach is the 

design of a self-contained unit of learning activities.‖ (A/11/11/15). At the same time, it 

is viewed by other participant that in modular approach ―Each module is independent 

and contains all the theoretical knowledge, practical skills and attitudes required to 

achieve the skill targeted by the module.‖ (F/11/11/15). 

 

This shows that participants viewed the use of self-contained modules as a feature of 

modularization indicating that modules should incorporate a self-sufficient competence 

where all the theoretical knowledge, practical skills and attitudes required as well as the 

teaching and learning methods, activities, materials, assessment procedures used to 

achieve the competence targeted by the module.  

 

(iii) Use of standardized measurement scheme 

It is good to mention the words of one research participant that seems plausible in this 

respect: ―The use of ECTS as a measurement strategy is one of the most important 

feature of modularization that makes it unique from the traditional approach.‖ 

(F/11/11/15).   A research participant teacher during FGD also indicated that: 
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Previously, the competition for grade is amongst each other. Because of the 

fact that we were using a norm referenced evaluation, a student who scored 

better mark may not always score better grade. For instance, if a student got 

75 out of 100 s/he may get ‗A‘ if his/her mark is the largest and ‗B‘ or even 

‗C‘ if there are many students who scored better than him/her. But now, 

thanks to modularization, students are competing with a specified criterion 

already in place. (BDU/FGD/03/01/19) 

 

From this we understand that the use of ECTS and criterion referenced assessment are 

some of the perceived feature of modularization by participants. 

 

(iv) Variety 

The use of variety of learning, teaching and assessment techniques as well as 

instructional materials is also another feature of modularization identified in this study. 

In relation to this one of the research participants noted that ―The teaching learning 

process in modular approach is more of a student centered approach which uses variety 

of teaching methods like discussion, presentation, debate and the like. (B/01/01/19). At 

the same time another participant said that ―Modular approach is different from the old 

approach due to the fact that it uses different assessment mechanism rather than paper 

and pencil test.‖ (G/11/11/15). It is also noted in a comprehensive way by another 

participant that ―The modular approach is also different from the traditional approach 

because it, unlike that of the traditional one, encourages the use of different types of 

teaching methods, instructional materials and assessment procedures.‖ (K/01/01/19). 

 

In general, in a response to the question asked on the features of modularization, the 

research participants replied by comparing it with the traditional approach and identified 

clarity, design of self-contained modules, use of standardized measurement scheme and 

use of variety of teaching, learning and assessment techniques as major features of the 

modular approach. 

 

4.3.3 Perceived advantages of modularization  

The research participants are also asked about the promises that modularization have for 

the students, institution, society and country at large. They explained that modular 

approach has a number of educational advantages and issues such as harmonization, 
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mobility, production of competent graduates and students‘ freedom are the major issues 

that stakeholders frequently raised while discussing about the benefits of 

modularization. 

 

(i) Harmonization  

On this matter, a research participant pointed out that:  

In the previous time because of the fact that all universities are teaching 

students based on their own curriculum, it was very tough for graduates of 

some universities to get job. Employers have started to think that there is 

difference of competence between graduates of different universities and 

began to employ those students whom they think that they are from a 

university with good teaching staff, facility and even curriculum. This created 

a problem on students‘ employability opportunity. But now due to the 

harmonization of the curriculum all over the country, it is thought that the 

graduates have relatively the same competency. (A/17/12/18) 

 

Another participant also noted that: 

The other advantage of modularization was harmonization of the curriculum 

and a relative uniformity of teaching methodology and assessment procedures. 

Previously teacher-centered teaching methodologies have been followed. 

Therefore, the quality and success of the instruction depended on the quality 

of the teacher. But now days, because of harmonization, teaching 

methodologies and assessment procedures are made uniform. (A/11/06/19)   

 

Hence, it is assumed by participants that modularization has created a favorable 

condition for the institutions to have harmonized curricula and consequently helped the 

students to get and pass through relatively uniform educational opportunities which in 

turn has consequence on their fate of employability. 

 

(ii) Mobility  

In connection to this, one research participant indicated that: ―The implementation of 

modular approach in universities is highly advantageous for our students to easily move 

to other universities to continue their education and to other country to get employment 

opportunity‖ (A/17/12/18).  Another participant also explained that: 

The harmonization of curriculum in HEIs is very helpful to maintain standard 

and to make thing very easy for the mobility of students. Let me tell you one 

very simple example. Previously, due to lack of uniformity even in course 
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code students were facing very serious challenge to get transferred into 

another university. Even those who succeeded to transfer encountered a 

number of problems to get registered and obtain their document. (T/12/12/18) 

 

From the above statements we understand that the issue of student mobility was one of 

the major advantages of modularization. It is viewed by participants that modularization 

made things highly possible for mobility of students from one university to other 

universities to continue their education and from country to country to get employment 

opportunity.  

 

(iii) Production of competent graduates.  

On this point, a research participant stated that:  

Modularization is useful to produce competent graduate, by designing 

relevant programs that equip the graduates with required knowledge and skills 

to solve societal problems. It is very important device in producing graduates 

that are capable of handling complex situations. It is also helpful in providing 

the students with a specialized knowledge and skill that are relevant to the 

world of work they are going to join. (B/01/01/19) 

 

Some other participant also raised the problems in the previous curricula – not well 

organized in a way to equip the graduates with competencies, knowledge and skill 

required, and there were also so many irrelevant programs – and considered 

modularization as advantageous to alleviate these problems and to produce competent 

graduates.  

 

(iv) Students’ freedom  

In connection to this, a research participant explained that: ―Based on the information I 

obtained from my reading and the training I attended, one of the most important 

advantage of modularization is its offer of freedom for students to take the type of 

module they are interested in, and to peruse their education on their own pace‖ 

(A/02/01/19). 

 

Another participant also noted that: 
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It is interesting to mention one benefit of modularization for our students. 

That is its provision of opportunity to enter and exit from their education 

based on their preference and their existing condition. Of course, I don‘t know 

whether it is practical in Ethiopia. But I considered it interesting because it 

gives room for the students to pursue their education based on their interest. 

(K/01/01/19) 

 

It is possible to deduce from the above responses that freedom of choosing a module and 

perusing education on one‘s own pace and existence of free entry and exit from and to 

education system are considered as the advantages of modularization which are very 

helpful for the students to pursue their education based on their interest and their 

existing condition. 

 

4.4 The Process of Curriculum Development 

As it is indicated earlier, the purpose of this chapter is to explore issues that are related 

to the conception of modularization. In the preceding topics, presentations on the 

historical and conceptual consideration of CBE and modularization are made. It is 

thought that one more issue has to be discussed before going to the implementation 

aspects. It seems good to look at what was done after the initiation stage went on and 

understanding on the concept was obtained by the stakeholders. This section, therefore, 

presents the analysis of the data collected on the process of designing the modular 

curriculum. Accordingly, issues that are going to be addressed in the upcoming 

paragraphs include: What did the process of designing the curriculum looks like? From 

where and how did it start? Who participated in it and how?  Thus, with the intention to 

understand the designing process and to check whether or not it was done in-line-with 

the basic principles of modular design, relevant documents are examined and in-depth 

interviews are conducted with key participants and this section is going to present their 

responses as follows.  

 

The current curriculum development processes undertaken in Ethiopian HEIs followed a 

kind of multi-layered steps. It followed three steps: the first step was revision of the 

curriculum then harmonization of the curriculum and finally modularization of the 

curriculum. This is summarized by one research participant as follows: ―The first step 

was revision of the curriculum then harmonization of the curriculum. The third issue 
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came after these issues, after revision and harmonization, was modularization‖ 

(Z/11/12/18). Though the first two steps are not directly related to the intent of this 

study, due to the fact that the modularization process used them as a springboard, it 

becomes reasonable to go back and see how the processes were undertaken and who 

participated in it and how. Therefore, hoping that looking at a glance on the revision and 

harmonization process will shade light and be helpful to have a clear picture on the 

design and implementation of the current modular curriculum, a brief presentation on 

the revision and harmonization processes is made.  

 

After the decision to reform the curricula of HEIs was made, the first step undertaken 

was to carry out need assessment. It was done by the public universities to identify 

major problems of the then curriculum and the gap between the existing and the 

expected changes. In view of this, one research participant expressed that: 

The need assessment was done by every university, for every subject. That is 

a lot of money… That exercise took a year. So, it was analyzed and finally it 

was agreed that the curriculum needed to be revised and what elements did it 

lacked were clearly came out in that study. (T/12/12/18)  

 

Then, based on the result of the need assessment the universities entered to the revision 

process by establishing multi-tiered committees, i.e. at department, college, university, 

cluster and national level.  In this respect, a research participant illustrated that:  

Then curriculum revision was introduced. It was done in a very meticulous 

way, as far as I saw it. Every department established a committee, curriculum 

revision committee. Then each department was represented at the faculty or 

college level and each faculty and college was represented at a university 

level and, you know, all those representatives were, actually they participated 

in all the decision making. And every academic staff was involved in giving 

inputs in his area of specialty. (Z/11/12/18) 

 

Another research participant also explained that:  

To do the curriculum revision itself, sometimes up to 700/800 people gathered 

at a time; from every department, from every university, faculty deans, 

department heads. So all together, I think, something like 7000 people 

participated in all the activities. They didn‘t all came at a time. But they were 

involved at institutional, departmental and national level. That was how the 

curriculum was revised. (T/12/12/18) 
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After the curricula were revised at institutional level, subsequently harmonization 

processes had been undertaken- first at cluster level and then finally at national level by 

the coordination of HESC. The harmonization process was successfully done especially 

for the science courses; the social science courses were not as simple as the science 

courses to harmonize. As far as this issue is concerned, one research participant said 

that:   

The best harmonization came out for the science courses, six science courses: 

Biology, Chemistry, Mathematics, Physics, Statistics and Earth Science. They 

were harmonized and the curriculum was very well done and for the sake of 

accountability, the people who did the harmonization, their names were 

written and … six compilations were made from 1
st
 year to 4

th
 year. But the 

harmonization of the social science courses was not as simple as the science 

courses. Thus, it was while we are working on the harmonization of social 

science courses that some universities started to study BPR. (A/17/12/18) 

 

It was at the verge of the harmonization process that some universities began to raise the 

idea of modularizing the curriculum. One research participant, for example, explained 

that ―Now the idea of modularization was suggested by some universities. At the 

forefront were Jimma, Bahir Dar, Debre Markos and Debre Berhan Universities‖ 

(Z/11/12/18). Then after, the issue was brought to the national curriculum council as an 

agenda and after serious discussions it was decided that modularizing the curriculum is 

an important thing to do. In this respect, a research participant pointed out that: ―After 

that, the national curriculum council brought this as an issue [agenda]. Discussions went 

on, many serious discussions … went on and then it was decided that curriculum 

modularization is a way forward for Ethiopia‖ (F/19/12/18). It is also indicated by 

another participant that the decision was made by the council. He pointed out that: 

So, as I said, the people there they only said modularization was a solution, 

but they did not know [how to do it] as I said they were not expert. So it was 

finally decided to convert the harmonized curriculum into modular system. 

You see we need to understand that all the decision was made by the council. 

The ministry or HESC could not dictate that. I could say that was one of the 

most democratic exercises I have ever seen in my life. Because whatever the 

majority wanted was accepted. The state minister could not dictate, we could 

not dictate, so it was up to the university leaders. (Z/11/12/18) 
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The discussions made also include on issues that are related to the type of 

modularization model to be followed. In relation to this issue, one research participant 

stated that: ―Then it was decided, and I remember it was in Mekele, that the mode of 

modularization, it has many mode of designing, has to be clustering the existing courses 

into modular form. It was considered the best approach for the time being for us‖ 

(T/12/12/18). 

 

Another participant also added that: 

What we followed was phase one type of modularization which we call it 

cluster approach. The integrated approach is to come, at that time may be after 

1 or 2 batch that we have to go to the integrated approach.  The cluster 

approach, we can say, is not actually the real type of modularization. It is 

pseudo type of modularization or exercise type of modularization for Ethiopia 

because of the fear of the disturbance and recourse. There was a reservation 

and then I remember it was decided in one of the curriculum council meetings 

at Mekele. They said for the time beings we have to start with the cluster 

approach and then we will go to the integrated approach after experience. 

(F/19/12/18)  

 

After the decision to go to modular approach was made, the MoE through one of its 

wings, HESC, has taken the responsibility to coordinate, to guide and to lead the 

modularization process. One of the research participants indicated that:  

HESC started exerting its effort towards the successful deliberation of 

modularization by undertaking three major activities: organized series of 

training, established a national coordinating committee and formulated a 

guideline for the design of modular curriculum. (T/12/12/18) 

 

Similarly, the universities started the modularization process by following step-by-step 

procedures. A research participant from one of the sampled universities, for instance, 

indicated that: ―The first thing we did was to clearly understand the problems with the 

existing curriculum. Thanks to the BPR document, getting the problems became an easy 

task for us. They were clearly and specifically stated on the document‖ (E/03/01/19). 

Another participant also noted that:  

After the decision to modularize the curriculum was made, the universities 

returned to their institutions and organized task forces. They analyzed the 

existing curriculum and came out with some information that would be used 

as a springboard for the design of the modular curriculum.  Of course, most of 
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the universities have already the information at hand, because of the study 

conducted during the BPR. (T/12/12/18) 

 

The second step undertaken was giving training to the academic staff and organizing 

workshops on the concept of modularization. In this regard, a research participant said 

that: 

The training was first sponsored by HESC for those curriculum specialists 

recruited from all public universities. It was given by an expert from abroad. 

At the end of the training, six professionals whom we considered their 

initiation and commitment towards CBE was good and are competent enough 

for its implementation were selected. It was these trainers who went to almost 

all universities to give training for the leadership and the academics. Of 

course, there were few universities who invited foreign experts for this 

training by their own ways. (A/17/12/18)   

 

As far as the training is concerned, another research participant confirmed that:  

…then there was a project called Leadership and Management Capacity 

Building (LMCB) at national level and with few universities. Then our 

university using that project started exploring, exchanging, asking questions 

about what is this modular approach and we invited a gust from Europe, his 

name is Wim. He came and he trained. And then after this experience JMU 

also invited this guy. (F/19/12/18) 

 

It was also indicated by a research participant teacher in FGD that: ―Before we started 

the design of the curriculum, we had attended a number of training on the concept of 

CBE, modularization and how to design or cluster the curriculum‖ 

(DBU/FGD/11/01/19).   

   

Then after, groups of professionals were assigned to design the curriculum at department 

level.   In connection to this, it is outlined by a research participant that: ―After we have 

attended the training at national and university level, three senior instructors from each 

departments were selected and started to develop the curriculum‖ (H/10/01/19). 

Similarly, another research participant noted that: ―Three professionals or subject 

specialists, from each department were selected and started to work on the modular 

curriculum‖ (F/19/12/18).  
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As far as the activities accomplished by these departmental level committees are 

concerned, a research participant stated that: ―The first thing we did was to identify the 

courses with the same nature, in terms of content and objectives, and organize them in a 

form of module based on the guideline designed by the MoE‖ (A/03/01/19).  Another 

research participant who participated in the FGD also explained that ―What we did first 

was to identify the competencies and the general standards that a chemistry graduate is 

expected to achieve‖ (DBU/FGD/11/01/19).  

 

After that the subject matter specialists solicit support from the pedagogical people, 

especially curriculum people. Some members of the national committee were also there 

to support some of them in each university. Then from each department they came to 

college level, then university level. In relation to this, a research participant who is a 

curriculum specialist indicated that:  

What I remember is teachers were selected from each department and started 

to design the modular curriculum based on the training we gave them and the 

model engineering modular curriculum taken from Addis Ababa University 

which was prepared by Germen professors. They used it as a benchmark and 

prepared the curriculum. What they did was just collecting courses of the 

same nature, for example grouping common courses in one module, and the 

introductory courses in another module, major courses, for instance, if there 

are courses called Physical Chemistry I, II, and III form one module, and if 

there is Mathematics I, II & III form another module and so on. After they 

form different modules of such type by keeping the identity of the courses as 

it is, they gave it to us and then we edited it. What we did was, as you know a 

module is supposed to contain full information, to incorporate the type, time 

and weight of assessment, the method the teacher is going to use and the 

resources required and other details of the course. (H/10/01/19) 

 

After the draft curriculum was prepared at department level in all universities, the next 

step was harmonization of the curriculum. Again the harmonization process was 

conducted in two stages, i.e. at cluster level and then national level. In this regard, one 

research participant indicated that: ―After the harmonization at cluster level, we bring it 

again at national level for harmonization and it was after this process that it was sent to 

the universities‖ (F/19/12/18). Another research participant also indicated that: 

We the professionals in the national committee, we the six people, again 

designed a kind of guideline, standard or checklist. Sat together and we 
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checked all the curricula, about 190 programs, it was difficult time. Then we 

commented on the curricula that do not fulfill the criteria and we send them 

back for rework and they send the corrected one. Then we were able to 

develop a full-fledged national curriculum. After that the MoE dispatched it 

for all universities and that was the final. (F/19/12/18) 

 

4.5 Conclusion 

In general, it seems plausible to give a brief review on at least three elements that would 

help us recapitulate this chapter- i.e. the historical and conceptual understanding of 

modularization and its curriculum development process in Ethiopian HEIs. First, it is 

indicated that the idea of teaching knowledge for the sake of producing working forces 

which informally existed and formally introduced during the end of the first half of the 

20
th
 century passed through the history of ups and downs and reached its climax in 2012 

when most universities have started to implement the modular competency-based 

approach. It is also indicated that the approach was put in place because of the need of 

the time (i.e. the reform and market requirement) and as solution to the prevailing 

problems related to educational programs, instructional and assessment practices of the 

HEIs. Second, the presentation made above illustrated that participants have 

conceptualized modularization in different ways and they understood it as an approach 

used for organizing, delivering and assessing courses; and which is characterized by 

clarity, competence-based, active student involvement, the design of self-contained 

modules, integration, the use of standardized measurement scheme, and the use of 

variety of teaching, learning and assessment techniques as well as instructional 

materials. It is also found in the presentation that harmonization, mobility, production of 

competent graduates, students‘ freedom are the issues that stakeholders raised as the 

benefits of modularization. Finally, it is indicated that the current curriculum 

development processes undertaken in Ethiopian HEIs followed a kind of multi-layered 

steps. It followed three steps: the first was revision of the curriculum then harmonization 

of the curriculum and finally modularization of the curriculum. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

5. THE PRACTICES AND CHALLENGES OF MODULARIZATION IN 

THE CASE UNIVERSITIES 

 

5.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the practices and challenges of modularization 

in the universities (Bahir Dar, Debre Berhan and Wolkite University) selected for this 

investigation. Thus, the data obtained through document analyses, in-depth interviews 

and FGDs on the practices and challenges of modularization in the case universities are 

going to be presented. The presentation is made based on the major themes that are 

emerged from the reviewed documents and participants‘ responses. The first theme is 

about the organizational frameworks and supports that are in place for the 

implementation of modular approach in the institutions. The second and the third themes 

focused on the instructional and assessment practices of modular approach respectively. 

And the final theme emphasized on the major challenges of modularization.  

 

But before directly proceeding to the presentation of the thematic analysis, an effort is 

made to look at a brief description of each university‘s background assuming that this, in 

one way or another, would affect the conception and implementation of the 

modularization process in the respective universities.  

 

5.2 The Case of Bahir Dar University 

BDU is one of the longstanding public universities in Ethiopia which was formed by the 

amalgamation of two former HEIs – i.e. Bahir Dar Polytechnic Institute, which was 

established in 1963 and Bahir Dar Teachers College, which was established in 1972 

with its original name as the Academy of Pedagogy. The two institutions were 

integrated into BDU based on regulation no. 60/1999 of the Council of Ministers. The 

university was officially inaugurated in May 2001 and started to expand by upgrading 

the Polytechnic Institute into the Faculty of Engineering and Teachers College into 

Faculty of Education; and by establishing two additional faculties, i.e. the Faculty of 

Business and Economics and the Faculty of Law, which were established in 2001 and 
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2003 respectively. Now, the university is one of the largest HEIs in Ethiopia, with 8 

campuses that consists of 5 colleges, 4 institutes, 7 faculties, 7 schools, 2 academies and 

1 center; and more than 50,000 students, dispatched in 84 undergraduate, 137 masters, 6 

specialization, 4 special and 53 PhD programs (BDU, 2011;  Fentahun, 2013 and 

http://www.bdu.edu.et/). 

 

BDU is among the first generation universities in Ethiopia which has a relatively long-

standing history and prestigious status. It has good staff - both in quality and in quantity- 

and basic institutional facilities as well as well-established organizational frameworks. 

Furthermore, BDU is one of universities in Ethiopia that has qualified faculty with an 

international exposure which, in one way or another, helped its staff to be acquainted 

with the idea of modularization. The university was one of the champions of the 

modular approach.  All these establishments would contribute positively and help the 

university to properly conceptualize and implement the reform, i.e. the modularization 

process. Having briefly discussed the background of the university, the next task is 

presentation of the data on the practices of the modular approach in BDU and the 

challenges faced during its implementation. 

 

5.2.1 The organizational frameworks and support 

Under this theme, BDU‘s relevant archives such as the BPR document, legislations, 

policies, guidelines, reports, minutes and related documents are reviewed and 

participants are canvassed to explore about the organizational frameworks and supports 

that are in place for the implementation of modular approach in the institution. In this 

regard, the presentation concentrated on the main issues such as institutional 

commitment, organizational structures and personnel, legislative documents (i.e. 

policies, legislations, guidelines, regulations), and existence of training and 

enhancement schemes.  

 

As far as institutional commitment is concerned the participants indicated that BDU is 

one of the champions of the idea of modularization and most of its staff- from top to 

down and both the academic and the supportive- have a serious concern on the 

http://www.bdu.edu.et/
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implementation of the modular approach in the institution. For instance it is indicated by 

one research participant that:  

BDU has a far reaching commitment for the effective implementation of 

modular approach in the campuses under its jurisdiction in particular and in 

other universities in general. Both the top leaders and its staff have strived a 

lot to materialize modularization in Ethiopian HEIs and are still trying their 

best to make its implementation effective. The top management – especially 

by taking the issue as a serious agenda and by following its implementation: 

by encouraging those who are implementing well and by redirecting those 

who are not – has played a greater role. Of course, I am not saying that 

everything is good and we are implementing modular approach as it is 

designed. What I am saying is BDU is relatively in a better position as 

compared to other universities because of its commitment. (F/03/01/19)  

 

Another participant also stated that ―The top management is seriously following the 

implementation of modular approach through the office of Total Quality Management 

Executive Directorate and the office is vigorously working by developing various tools 

that can help to see detailed activities and prepare reports on semester and annual bases‖ 

(A/03/01/19). This research participant also noted that ―The structure of the office is 

only up to college level, there are focal persons in all colleges, but there are voluntary 

instructors at department level who are working without any incentive. This shows their 

commitment.‖ This is also confirmed by one research participant who indicated that:  

The quality audit structure in most cases functions only at college level, but in 

some cases, like ours, quality coordinators are voluntarily nominated at 

department level and form quality team. They meet every two weeks and 

discuss quality issues depending on the course guidebooks which are prepared 

based on the principle of modular approach. (A/02/01/19) 

 

From the above responses one can understand that there is commitment both at top 

leaders and academic staff levels. This can be seen from top managements‘ serious 

consideration and follow up of the issue and establishment of the office of Total Quality 

Management Executive Directorate which is exclusively responsible to follow up the 

implementing of the modular approach. At the same time, the office is seriously 

supervising the implementation of modular approach by developing various tools and by 

coordinating voluntary teachers. 
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Concerning the existence of organizational structures and personnel to enhance the 

implementation of modular approach in BDU, a research participant opines that: 

The sole responsibility of the office of Academic Affairs Executive 

Directorate is to follow up the whole teaching learning process in general and 

the implementation of the modular approach in particular. The directorate has 

two lines to do these jobs- one is the formal structure from colleges to 

department and course chair, and the other line is the student organization. 

Thus, there are biweekly reports and discussions on each and every activities 

and problems and take a remedial action. (E/03/01/19)   

 

Another participant also noted that: 

There are three units under the office of Total Quality Management Executive 

Directorate - enhancement, quality audit and data management system. The 

enhancement unit focuses on the provision of training on issues or gaps 

(knowledge, skill or attitudinal) identified by the findings of the quality audit. 

It also provides training for the newly hired teachers and per request or based 

on staffs‘ request. Many training have been provided by this unite.  The 

second unit is responsible for quality audit and prepares semester and annual 

audit report. The semester audit report emphasizes on assessment of course 

provision - the whole process starting from day one class one up to the final 

assessment and grading. This incorporates issues such as does the instructor 

prepared the course guidebook? Does the course guidebook clearly specify the 

textbooks and reference? Does it contain instructional procedures? Does it 

contain assessment procedures? Are they implemented as specified on the 

course guidebook? How was the process of assessment and feedback 

provision? How was the peer-led learning practice looks like? And so on. 

Hence, two courses from each program will be selected and audited based on 

these and other parameters. The teachers were also asked to triangulate and 

the analysis will be made. In the same way a grand annual report will be 

prepared and presented to the management. Then action plan will be prepared 

based on the findings for further improvements. (A/03/01/19)   

 

In addition to this, the act of assigning course chairs is considered as another important 

action taken by BDU to institutionalize modular approach. It is indicated that BDU has 

tried to establish an academic structure based on the principle of modular approach and 

organized its staff around modules. The structure is the immediate responsible body lead 

by a designated course chair that is responsible to follow up the design and 

implementation of a specific module under a certain program. It is stated in the Peer-Led 

Team Learning Implementation Guideline that: 
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Course chairs are responsible for the courses delivered under their modules. 

They are responsible to: meet the mentors weekly and with all the leaders bi-

weekly; give directions and feedbacks to teachers teaching courses from the 

module the course chair is chairing; give regular feedback to mentors and 

participate in academic forum; take actions whenever necessary; to fill the 

possible knowledge, skill and attitudinal gaps; bring the issue of peer learning 

to the attention of the program council and discuss the process and evaluate it; 

and make the academic council aware of the process by taking peer learning 

issues to the program council. (BDU/PLTLIG/2013)  

 

It is also indicated by a research participant that:  

We have a set of courses in each module and each module will have a course 

chair. So the course chair assigns teachers who have specializations in those 

areas and after that the course chair will evaluate and follow up the delivery of 

the course, the assessment and all of [other] things. It is through the course 

chair presumably that we are trying to do many of the follow up and 

evaluation activities. (D/02/01/19) 

 

Furthermore, the assignment of mentors to follow up and encourage peer-led team 

learning is also considered as one important measure taken to institutionalize 

modularization in BDU. Article 44 of BDU Senate Legislation mentioned the roles and 

responsibilities of an academic staff assigned as mentors and stated that they are 

responsible to: ―Interact with their assigned students on a regular basis according to 

mutually agreed frequency and duration; and follow up the strengths and weaknesses of 

their group through continuous and regular monitoring of their academic performance.‖ 

More specifically, it is stated on page 5 of Peer-Led Team Learning Implementation 

Guideline that: 

The mentor is … assigned … to monitor, evaluate and support a section via 

direct and regular contact with team leaders. The mentor … has to be assigned 

together with the preparation of course offering. The first few minutes[of] first 

class of a semester should preferably be spent as an orientation session for a 

section by mentor and s/he needs to have a meeting with the leaders weekly 

for formative assessment and … with … the course chair bi-weekly.  The 

mentor: is expected to regularly check that established teams are engaged in 

peer learning and that team leaders are taking their intended responsibilities 

seriously and competently; considers assigning a new leader if the members 

of a particular team feel that the initial leader is not operating responsibly; 

reports to course chairs and program council on the status of peer learning in a 

section to which s/he is assigned. Through the mentor, course chairs should, 

in principle, know how every teacher offering a course is engaging students of 
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a section in peer leaning activities; continuously motivates team leaders in 

ensuring that peer learning takes place reliably and effectively; and enables 

team leaders possess leadership skills to efficiently lead their team. 

(BDU/PLTLIG/2013) 

 

It is also explained by a research participant that: ―A teacher who is assigned as a 

mentor will be exempted of one credit hour and is responsible for successful 

engagement of students in peer-led learning teams‖ (A/02/01/19). 

 

Moreover, it is revealed that BDU has also named what is commonly known as 1-5 

grouping into Academic, Research and Innovation Team (ARIT) and institutionalized it 

by - formulating a special guideline called Peer-Led Team Learning Implementation 

Guideline, arranging discussion tables in suitable area just around the students 

classrooms and assigning teachers to facilitate the team work as mentors. In this regard, 

one research participant explained that:  

As you know modularization requires intensive student engagement. 

Therefore, our university has taken various measures that can enhance student 

participation in the teaching-learning process. Among these measures, the 

ratification of Peer-Led Team Learning Implementation Guideline, the 

arrangement of discussion tables around the students‘ classrooms and the 

assignment of mentors are worth mentioning. (T/02/01/19) 

 

From the above data presented in relation to the existence of organizational structures 

and personnel, it is revealed that BDU was trying to make the modularization process 

institutional through the establishment of organizational structures and assignment of 

qualified personnel. Some of these include the establishment of Academic Affairs 

Executive Directorate, Total Quality Management Executive Directorate, Course Chair, 

Mentoring and Peer-led Learning Team. Though the first two structures are not unique 

to BDU, they are found to be relevant structures both in function and commitment that 

helped the institution to be relatively effective in implementing the modular approach. 

Especially the fact that these two offices are highly responsible for the proper 

implementation and follow up of modularization makes them crucial. 
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Concerning the existence of policies, legislations, regulations and guidelines that 

facilitated the implementation of the modular approach in BDU, the analyzed data 

implied that the university seems to have done a relatively reputable job in this regard. 

The university has formulated, ratified and executed several documents such as The 

BPR Document, The Harmonized Academic Policy, The Senate Legislation, Academic 

Regulation for Modular Curricula, A Guideline to Curriculum Development and 

Review, Assessment Bylaw, and Peer-Led Team Learning Implementation Guideline.  

 

For instance, out of the 7 parts of the BPR report document, 4 parts are fully devoted to 

give detailed guideline on issues that are directly related to the principles of the modular 

approach. Some of these include: (1) program development and management (design 

and structure of course systems knowledge databases (CSKD), academic program 

development, extension and management), (2) CSKD design and course delivery 

(CSKD design and management, methods of  course system knowledge generation and 

development, local knowledge development, preparation of course guide book, lecture 

design and delivery, student support and consultation), (3) the design and administration 

of the assessment (Guidelines for question and answer sessions, course forums and 

workshops, outreach course events- Visit/ trips, debating sessions, course seminars, 

course work/projects, case study and analysis, book reviews, internship/community 

learning, article review, debating and presentation works) and (4) certification and 

graduation (BDU/BPR/2008).  

 

In the same way, it is indicated in the Preamble of The Harmonized Academic Policy of 

BDU that ―New concepts [such as] modular approach and ECTS were considered‖ 

while preparing the document and around 14% of the articles (i.e.12 Articles - 

2,41,42,43,44,47,49,50,51,52,56, 57) are totally or partially devoted to the issues of 

modular approach. Similarly, the senate legislation devoted considerable number of its 

articles (1,42,44,58,59,60,61,62,139,144,145, 150, 161,162,164) to discuss and give 

direction on some matters related to modularization.  More importantly, BDU has 

formulated instrumental documents such as Academic Regulation for Modular 

Curricula, A Guideline to Curriculum Development and Review, Assessment Bylaw, 
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and Peer-Led Team Learning Implementation Guideline that have direct relation with 

the implementation of the modular approach.  

 

As far as the training and enhancement schemes is concerned, it can be deduced from 

the analyzed data that BDU has tried to enhance its staffs‘ knowledge, skill and attitude 

towards the concept and practice of modularization through induction, HDP, workshops, 

seminars and short term training.  As said many times, BDU was in the forefront 

position to introduce and implement the modular approach. This is mainly due to 

familiarity of its staff with the concept and practice of the modular approach. In this 

regard, one research participant has expressed his assumption as follows: ―I don‘t know 

why [they] were so keen about modularization, but I guess probably the leaders of the 

universities, in one way or another, were acquainted with modularization. They probably 

went through modularization themselves. So they knew about it, may be that was the 

reason‖ (Z/11/12/18). Another research participant confirmed that: ―The reason why 

BDU has taken the initiation was many of its staff, including me were familiar with the 

concept.  We have taken our graduate courses through the modular method in Europe‖ 

(F/03/01/19). It was also indicated earlier that BDU was among the first universities to 

get the TOT training that was organized by HESC and offered by an international expert 

on the concept of modularization. Hence, it can be inferred from this that there was 

relatively better understanding of the concept even right from the beginning.  

 

On top of this, another participant noted that: 

BDU as one of the outstanding centers of teacher education in the country, it 

has succeeded to equip its staff with the necessary professional, pedagogical 

as well as assessment skills. There is induction training for every newly hired 

instructor, Higher Diploma Program (HDP) and on demand training for all 

instructors. Teachers are also expected to participate in various seminars, 

workshops and research conferences held in the university and other 

universities. (A/03/01/19) 

 

Of course, there are research participants who questioned the quality of the training 

offered.  One research participant, for instance, indicated that: ―Initially the trainings 

offered on the conceptualization of modularization were good, but now days I didn‘t see 
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such courage and commitment. As a result there are many instructors who don‘t 

understand the concept well‖ (A/02/01/19). Another participant also noted that:  

I know every teacher has attended the HDP training, but the way it was given 

is boring and not productive. I was talking to teachers in law and engineering 

who are currently taking the training and they felt that it is not different from 

what they had previously. It needs systematic study actually, but they felt like 

it is boring. And if you have 20 HDP trainees, you would have only 4 or 5 

attending one session at a time. This is frustrating. The government should 

think about other ways of meaningfully assisting teachers to have the required 

skills of assessment and classroom teaching. (D/02/01/19)  

 

In summary, the organizational frameworks and supports that are in place for the 

implementation of modular approach in BDU which are manifested in its commitment 

and capacity, creation of organizational structures and personnel, legislative documents 

(i.e. policies, legislations, guidelines, regulations), and existence of training and 

enhancement schemes indicated that the implementation practice of modularization in 

BDU was relatively in better position. 

 

5.2.2 The instructional practice of modular approach 

In this sub section, the data analyzed on the instructional practices of the modular 

approach in BDU is going to be presented based on the thematic categorization which 

gave attention to the major points that are directly related to the issue under discussion. 

These include mode of module delivery, method of instruction and the linking of theory 

with practice. 

 

In the recently harmonized modular curricula, mixed mode of module delivery has been 

adopted. These are parallel or semester-based mode of delivery and block-based mode 

of delivery. In the first case, two or three modules can be delivered side by side; whereas 

in block-based mode of delivery only one module is given at a time. It is only when the 

first module is completed that the other module is going to start. As far as the modes of 

delivery of module used in BDU is concerned, it is indicated that though there is a 

tendency of moving into parallel or semester based mode of delivery, there is good 

practice of block module delivery approach.  
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For instance, one participant indicated that: ―As far as the mode of delivery is 

concerned, in our college, with the exception of few selected modules, almost all 

modules are offered in block‖ (T/02/01/19). Another participant also adds that ―Except 

in some science fields like in engineering and technology, most of the modules in BDU 

are offered in block. Of course, there was serious resistance in this regard in the previous 

periods. But now, all of the instructors and students are accustomed to it‖ (E/03/01/19). 

In the contrary, a participant from the Institute of Technology indicated that:  

We normally offer courses in parallel. I can say almost all, perhaps I don‘t 

know if there are some courses, our courses are 100% parallel. This is because 

engineering courses have practical elements and lab sessions. Hence, we try to 

make the students to work on practical aspects also. We have no theoretical 

courses. I know the experience of some colleges like that of College of 

Business and Economics where course are offered in block. In such a case it is 

possible to finish a course in a short period of time. That means if courses are 

more of theoretical. But in our case, it is not possible because almost all 

courses have lab sessions. (B/01/01/19)  

 

Concerning the method of instruction used in BDU, a research participant explained 

that:  

The teaching learning process in BDU is more of a student centered approach. 

Though it varies from department to department and from teacher to teacher, 

most teachers use variety of teaching methods like discussion, presentation,  

debate and the like so as to make the instruction active. (B/01/01/19)  

 

Another participant also explained that: 

Actually many teachers gave assignments that engaging the students and take 

them to field if there are courses that require practical task, help them work in 

pair and group in the classroom, give gaped lecture with brainstorming 

activities and so on. More or less, I can say that there is the practice of 

employing active learning method in our university. (A/02/01/19)  

 

Conversely, some research participants have seriously challenged the claim that the 

instructional approach in BDU is more of a student-centered in nature. For instance, a 

research participant commented that: 

The courses were clustered and they form one module, but the courses were 

offered in the conventional way. All I know is that there is the terminology 

called module but the courses are offered the old way. That is it! So in 

principle there is no modular system in my understanding. Unless we agree 
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that clustering the courses is what modularization is all about, if that is the 

definition, fine! (D/02/01/19) 

 

Another participant further supported the above assertion and said that:  

I don‘t have any details on the undergraduate programs, because I don‘t teach. 

But I don‘t think they are any different from the graduate program. In the 

graduate program, there is no any indication of that the courses are offered in 

modular principle. In my case, for example, I teach the students the way I was 

taught. I was taught 20 or 25 years ago. That is the way I teach them. You 

have your course descriptions, course outline for one course that it… of 

course you are encouraged to make continuous assessment. (T/03/01/19) 

 

Generally, the analyzed data discovered that there are contradicting views concerning 

the method of instruction used in BDU. While some participants argued that the teachers 

are using the student-centered method, there are others who contend that the traditional 

teacher-centered approach is dominant in the teaching-learning practice. In some 

documents like the senate legislation, it is indicated that the teaching-learning process 

should follow the principle of active learning. For instance, it is indicated in Article 161 

sub article 7 that: ―Teaching and learning practices of the University must promote 

imaginative, independent and active learning.‖  

 

Apropos the linkage of the teaching-learning process with the students‘ real life 

situation, a research participant indicated that:  

Due to the fact that our university has its own firms such as garment and 

textile industry workshops, hospital, maritime academy workshop, printing 

press, engineering workshops, demonstration rooms, and so on, students can 

easily apply what they have learned theoretically in classrooms to practice. 

(B/01/01/19) 

 

On this subject, another participant also noted that:  

If there is any practical activity in the course guidebook that requires field 

visit or practical attachment, the course teacher in collaboration with the 

mentor are supposed to take the students to the pre-planned firm and help the 

students learn practically. This can be done in regular program in a form of 

apprenticeship for Health and Engineering fields and short period visit for the 

remaining fields. There is no financial and transport limitation if it is already 

in the course requirement and the request is submitted or communicated in 

advance to the concerned bodies, like the finance office. (A/02/01/19) 
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From the above brief review of participants‘ view on linkage of the teaching-learning 

process with the students‘ real life situation, it appears plausible to assert that BDU is 

struggling to link the theory with practice or the teaching-learning process with the 

industry or world of work. This has been done in two ways – (1) by using its own 

business firms and workshops; and (2) by taking the students to government or privet 

firms.  

 

In general, it is indicated that the instructional practices of BDU seems to be in 

relatively good position. Particularly, in areas that are related to the mode of module 

delivery approaches, instructional approach, and use of instructional materials and 

facilities that facilitate the link of theory with practice. 

 

5.2.3 The assessment practice of modular instruction 

The other important issue that needs consideration in modular approach is its assessment 

practice. Hence, relevant documents are reviewed and participants are canvassed to 

explore about the assessment practice of the modular approach in BDU. In this regard, 

the presentation concentrated on issues such as the focus of the assessment, the 

continuousness of the assessment practice, utilization of variety assessment techniques 

or tools, the provision of feedback, and use of ECTS and certification. 

 

With regard to the first point- i.e. the focus of the assessment, participants are asked 

about what the focus of their assessment is or what do they assess and one research 

participant explained that: ―I myself don‘t have an intention of looking into the pre 

specified competencies; rather I focus on what students have learned from the course 

content‖ (T/03/01/19). Another participant also noted that: ―I don‘t know if there are 

teachers who are curious enough to look at the competencies of the course or the module 

while preparing assessment tools. But if you are asking my experience, frankly 

speaking, I haven‘t prepared testes based on competencies‖ (A/03/01/19).  The ultimate 

purpose of assessment in modular approach is to check out whether or not students have 

acquired the minimum competences identified. Nevertheless, the responses of the 
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participants showed that there is no such kind of trend in BDU. Most of the participants 

explained that they didn‘t come across with such experience. 

 

As far as the continuousness of the assessment is concerned, it is stated in Article 5 sub-

article 3,4 & 6 of the Assessment Method Bylaw of BDU that: 

5.3 Except for internship and holistic exams, seminar and project courses, 

there shall be a minimum of three assessment for block courses and four 

assessments for semester base courses.  

5.4 Continuous assessment (CA) in the form of quiz/tests, reports, 

assignments, practical exam, presentations, etc. should be made for every 

module/course which shall account for 35% of the total mark for the 

module/course. The remaining 65% shall be allotted to exam, of which 

40% …for final and 25% … for midterm exam.  

5.6 The variety of the CA …for a give module/course shall be at least 3 and 

the value of one CA shall not exceed 12 point/marks. (BDU/AMBL/2015) 

 

In connection to this, it is also good to put what was said by one research participant. 

According this participant:  

The implementation of CA in our university can be seen as an exemplary for 

other universities. There is a guideline formulated at university level and the 

course chair, the mentor and student representatives are seriously following 

whether instructors are strictly applying what has been specified on the course 

guidebook and giving timely feedback for the students. Especially, the course 

chair is responsible to check whether instructors are using variety assessment 

techniques in a continuous way and whether they are giving feedback for the 

students on time. (A/03/01/19) 

 

Another participant also indicated that: ―We are strictly applying the CA scheme. 

Otherwise, the software developed for this purpose doesn‘t allow us to input or feed 

marks or points that don‘t meet the requirements of the course that is already specified 

on the course guidebook‖ (A/02/01/19).   

 

To the contrary, there are some participants who rejected the claim and arguing that it is 

not implemented as it is intended. One participant for instance said that: 

There is an assessment guideline and there are many discussions and training 

stressing the use of continuous assessment. But even then, the CA is not really 

properly practiced still. … people will tell you, every department will tell you, 

yes we are doing well with the continuous assessment, students are properly 
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assessed and this and that. But when you go to the teacher and ask the 

practice, not. I do not think that we are implementing it as it is intended. 

(A/03/01/19) 

 

Another participant further echoed the above argument and said that: 

It is totally a paradox that in most cases the assessment is presumably 

continuous. But CA, though it is written well in the paper or doc prepared for 

modularization implementation [course guidebook], it was not practiced in the 

actual classroom. The concept of CA is, as we know, to help students improve 

over time and to see students‘ progress over a period of time and then help 

them scaffold their learning in the process of studying a course. Nevertheless, 

this didn‘t seem to happen in the actual classroom because of several factors. 

Among these is block delivery of course. You are expected to finish a course 

in 3 or 4 weeks and at the same time you are supposed to give CA. If you take 

my course, writing skills, it is… backs breaking job. You should help students 

improve their writing skills by continuously assessing their works. That is 

naturally what was happening. But now because of time and many other 

factors giving CA in general and feedback in particular becomes difficult and 

even meaningless. (D/02/01/19) 

 

Another participant also noted that: 

But in most cases this work - assessing students‘ work- is felt by teachers as a 

boring or dish washing kind of task. Because people compare the payment 

they earn and the engagement they have in this kind of job. … So, what they 

intend to do rather is to shift into giving couple of tests and breaking that 

students‘ scores into 4 or 5 and claim that this is the CA I had. … I have the 

experience that many people are criticizing a teacher for doing this. Though 

that case was mentioned, it is a very common behavior of teachers. That is a 

good testimony. (A/01/01/19)  

 

From the quotations above, one can see that despite the fact that The Assessment 

Method Bylaw of BDU stipulated the necessary requirements for effective 

implementation of continuous assessment, participants‘ responses on the assessment 

practice of BDU showed contentious argument. Some argued that the implementation of 

modular approach in BDU drastically changed the assessment practice of the institution 

and they argued that most of the instructors are applying CA based on the Assessment 

Method Bylaw. To the contrary, there are some participants who rejected this claim and 

who argued that it is not well implemented as it is intended in the various documents 

and as championed by numerous individuals. 
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The other point related to the assessment practice is the use of ECTS. The analyzed data 

concerning this issue indicated that BDU has adopted ECTS since 2011. In this regard, it 

is stated in Senate Legislation and The Academic Regulation for Modular Curricula that 

―ECTS [is] the European course credit and grading scale adopted since 2011 and 2012 at 

the University and national level respectively.‖ (ARMC/BDU/2011; SL/BDU/2017). 

Article 168 of BDU‘s Senate Legislation also specified that the university will follow 

fixed scales for any grading and will be calculated in the ECTS (SL/BDU/2017).  Most 

of the research participants have also proofed that the university was employing ECTS.  

 

One more point that needs to be dealt with is the issue of module evaluation and 

certification. As previously mentioned, one feature of the modular approach is that it 

certifies student after the end of each self-contained module. As far as the evaluation and 

certification of modules is concerned, the analyzed data indicated that BDU was not in a 

position to assess modules so as to make sure that its pre specified competency/ies are 

achieved or not and to certify students on module basis. In this regard, a research 

participant noted that: 

The other thing, the principle of modular approach says that courses should be 

individually evaluated and graded. At the same time they should also be 

graded as a module to check out whether the module objectives are achieved 

or not. But practically, there is no practice of assessing and grading on module 

basis. Simultaneously, there is no way of certifying students on module basis. 

(T/02/01/19) 

 

Another participant also stated that: 

Initially, it was discussed that, they said, if students took one module … they 

would be certified and they could even go out, if they wanted, to find job and 

they came back again in another time. But this was not the case, not only in 

BDU but in Ethiopian universities at all. It hasn‘t happened, no one university 

dares to do so. (D/02/01/19) 

 

In conclusion, in the same fashion with the instructional practice, the analyzed data on 

the assessment practice of BDU showed contentious argument among research 

participants. Some research participants indicated that the assessment practice in BDU 

vis-à-vis the principles of modular assessment approach can be considered as relatively 

good and they argued that most of the instructors are applying the principles. Whereas 
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other participants argued that the assessment practice of BDU is not in-line-with the 

basic principles of modular assessment approach. Moreover, it is indicated that BDU has 

adopted ECTS grading scheme since 2011 but there was no way of assessing modules so 

as to make sure that its pre specified competency/ies are achieved or not and certifying 

the students on modular basis. 

 

5.2.4 The major challenges for the implementation of modularization 

As previously mentioned, the implementation and practice of modularization can be 

challenged by a number of factors. The main challenges to the effective implementation 

of the modular approach in BDU which are identified from the analyzed data include: 

the problems related to the curriculum design, its staff and students. The following 

responses might give us some insights about these problems.  

 

As far as the problem related to the curriculum design is concerned, one research 

participant expressed the following:  

There are a number of problems that are created during the period of 

harmonization process. Courses that need to be given first as prerequisite may 

be given in parallel and even sometimes there is practice of teaching one 

module in different semesters. This is against the principle of modularization. 

The other problem, course should be designed by senior staff- those who have 

good experience in teaching the courses and specialization. But due to the fact 

that there are no such kinds of staff - especially in the then newly established 

universities- and lack of interest on the side of professors and senior staff to 

participate in the process, there happened disagreement on course ownership, 

naming, sequence, way of delivery, and the like. As a result most curriculum 

decisions were made by vote. This has created very serious challenges during 

the implementation phase. (T/02/01/19) 

 

An added view on this issue can also be found in the following statements of another 

participant: 

Nevertheless, from the beginning of the inception of the practice of 

modularization, many people seem to have some resistance about this 

modularization. It should be field specific, in management it could be applied, 

in English it may not be applied. Because, in some fields, like in my field, it 

may not be appropriate, because it is very difficult to put all courses of similar 

nature together without considering their degree of complexity. For example, 

a very advanced speaking course was brought to first year first semester 
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because of the modularization concept. As you know modularization is after 

all bringing all contents together regardless of their degree of complexity. So 

this is one challenge, resistance from teachers. (D/02/01/19) 

 

The same concern is also raised by a research participant teacher during the FGD 

saying: 

The major challenge of the modular approach is the block delivery. Some 

courses naturally need student engagement for long hours. Some courses may 

not need long hour‘s engagement - working in the classroom, in the library 

and in the field. So modularization does not necessarily help you bring all 

these different dynamic delivery mechanisms together. Because, if you are 

given a course and are asked to finish it within one month for example, you 

would be ready to deliver it in any way and finally you will say ‗okay I have 

finished my course and then you move on to the next module.‘ This is how 

you think. Learning is not like food that you take it at a time. It should be 

through experience, they should take something and then another thing in 

parallel and go to the field, library and ask people. This is how we naturally 

learn. If you see the definition of learning in psychology, you can find that 

learning is the result of experience. But in the way we are doing now, students 

may not have a good kind of experience. So they will rush. It is a period of 

rush learning or learning through rush reading or whatever. 

(BDU/FGD/03/01/19)  

 

With regard to the challenges related to staff, one participant indicated that:  

Teachers, know the way they have been teaching and they easily go back to 

what they know. Instead of following the modular approach, the simply 

follow what they have. The course outlines approach. But the modular 

approach stipulates everything, but the teachers don‘t follow it. They do 

things in the traditional way. (E/03/01/19) 

 

Another participant also raised the issue of income. 

Income is one thing. I see many teachers going out to teach other classes in 

private colleges and I see teachers going out to do some other businesses and I 

see teachers being given assignments of teaching in short period of time in a 

block form. Because of these, there are pressures - time pressures, financial 

pressures; and these pressures will leads them not to do it in a proper way. 

(D/02/01/19) 

 

It is also pointed out by another participant that: 

Honestly speaking, as a teacher and as … I observed that the trend of sending 

students to the library has been significantly diminished because of the time 

shortage and students‘ level of understanding. Their understanding about each 
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course is, in my opinion, very shallow. Hence, more courses of different 

complexity level would be condensed and as a result we are forced to come up 

with short reading materials or worksheet or handout whatever. In this form 

we try students to understand the nature of the course at least in short so that 

many courses are condensed forcefully. This is the problem partly associated 

to modularization and partly to our own way of understanding the concept of 

modularization. (A/03/01/19)  

 

This concern is also substantiated the by the observations of one research participant and 

the interviewee puts it:  

In my understanding the major challenge is the type of student that we have. 

As we know modularization requires the learners to actively engage in self-

learning, it also requires learning from other students, work on homework and 

other practical activities. But in the contrary, this time, more than any time 

before, our students motivation to work hard is deteriorating. (F/03/01/19)   

 

From the participants‘ responses stated above, it can be concluded that the 

implementation of the modular approach in BDU is affected by the major problems that 

are related to the curriculum design, the staff and the students. It is indicated that, the 

inability to participate senior staff in the curriculum designing process, the inability to 

make it field specific, problems related to block delivery and course arrangement, 

academic staff‘s resistance, time and financial pressures and low capacity and 

motivation of the students are some of the major issues that are considered by 

participants as challenges to the implementation of the modular approach in BDU.  

 

To sum up what is presented hitherto, this section explored the practices and challenges 

of modularization in BDU and it can be inferred from the data analyzed that BDU seems 

to have better organizational frameworks and supports for the proper implementation of 

modular approach. These is manifested in the pervasiveness of institutional 

commitment, organizational structures and personnel, legislative documents (i.e. 

policies, legislations, guidelines, regulations), and existence of training and 

enhancement schemes. The presentation is also encompasses the instructional and 

assessment practices of modular approach in BDU and a variation is found in the 

responses of the participant in the practicality of the issues vis-a-vis the basic principles 

of the modular approach. Finally, it is indicated that the major challenges of 
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modularization in BDU are those problems related to the curriculum design, its staff and 

the students. 

 

5.3 The Case of Debre Berhan University 

DBU was one of the newly established universities in Ethiopia situated in the 600 years 

old historical town- Debre Berhan – a town situated in North Shoa Zone of the Amhara 

Region, and is 130 km away from Addis Ababa in the north. The reason for 

establishment of the university emanated from the government`s commitment towards 

the expansion of HE as well as ensuring a reasonable distribution of HE in the country. 

The foundation stone of the university was laid down on 9
th
 May 2005 and the 

construction was started soon. Thus, it is inaugurated in 2007 with the initial intake 

capacity of 725 students, 1 Faculty, 5 departments, 68 instructors and 7 administrative 

staffs. But currently, the university has enormously expanded and the enrolment has 

significantly increased. The university constitutes of 3 campuses, 11 colleges, 2 

institutes, and 2 centers; 571 administrative staffs, 1269 instructors and more than 

31,000 students, dispatched in 53 undergraduate, 51 masters, and 2 PhD programs 

(DBU/Report, 2011;  DBU/Annual Magazine, 2015/16 and http://www.dbu.edu.et/). 

 

It is government‘s goal of expansion of HE in Ethiopia that has led to the establishment 

of DBU. According to World Bank (2003) and Ashcroft (2005) this expansion resulted 

in the decline of levels of educational quality as the new institutions were expected to 

operate under severe resource constraints. Bank (2003:58) maintained that ―the short 

term generation of sufficient numbers of academic staff, trained at the necessary levels, 

may be the single most difficult challenge faced by the higher education expansion and 

reform program.‖  Ashcroft (2005:19) also indicated that there is ―a shortage of teachers 

for the new HEIs.‖  Thus, DBU as one of the newly established universities in Ethiopia 

suffered from inexperienced and under qualified instructors, insufficient resources and 

facilities, and infant established organizational framework and leadership. Of course, it 

should be noted that DBU was one of the pioneers of the modularization process. This, 

in one way or another, would affect the reform process introduced in the university. 

Having said this about the background of the university, the next task is presentation of 

http://www.dbu.edu.et/
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the data on the practices of the modular approach and the challenges faced during its 

implementation. 

 

5.3.1 The organizational framework and support 

As it is previously mentioned (see sub section 5.2.1), the subcategories of the main 

theme, i.e. organizational framework and support include institutional commitment, 

establishment of organizational structures and personnel, formulation of legislative 

documents (i.e. policies, legislations, guidelines and regulations), and existence of 

training and enhancement schemes. To this effect, relevant documents are reviewed and 

participants are canvassed and the findings are presented below.  

 

Regarding the institutional commitment of DBU, one research participant stated that: 

It was a surprise for me. Initially, i.e. when the idea of modularization started, 

the attention of every academic staff and unit was diverted to modularization. 

It became the main agenda of the top management, the academic units and the 

staff. But when the real implementation came into being, everybody started to 

retreat. Of course, the main reason that attributed to this problem is the 

turnover of the university staff. The top management changed, senior staffs 

who vigorously participated in the modularization process left the university 

for good reasons –for further education and transfer to other universities. As a 

result, there is no one who cares about modularization this time. (H/10/01/19) 

 

Another participant also noted that 

I am not sure that there is the practice of modular approach in our university. I 

am member of the management committee for long, but I have never heard 

about this issue in the formal meetings. I am also an academic staff, but there 

is no one practicing it or even talking about it. Of course, it is widely 

discussed that the teaching-learning practice is expected to be based on the 

principle of active learning and the assessment should be continuous. But still 

there is a huge gap between what is discussed and implemented. (G/11/01/19) 

 

In connecting the staffs‘ effort and response to different activities with institutional 

commitment, the same research participant reported that:   

In principle, the responsibility to following up the implementation of the 

modular approach lies on the curriculum committee. But if you are asking me 

its functionality, it is difficult for me to say that they are working properly. 

Because, people relate everything with personal benefits and if you want 

someone to do something for the institution, s/he will ask you first what s/he 
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is going to benefit. Most of the time we try to establish an ad hoc committee 

to conduct program audit, but the first instance you meet the members, the 

immediate question you are supposed to answer is what do we benefit? So, the 

first thing you do is to convince them in any means, otherwise they will tend 

to say ‗why do I care for nothing? This is the way how we do things. 

(H/10/01/19) 

 

These participants‘ responses implied that though DBU is among the first universities to 

initiate the idea of modularization in the country, the commitments exerted by its staff 

and its capacity to implement the modular approach has shown a relative slowdown. The 

attention given to the issue - by the top management -and the day to day practice of its 

staff is seriously affecting the implementation of the modular approach. This is mainly 

resulted from the prevailing turnover of the university‘s staff. It is indicated that there 

was frequent change of the top management and the number of senior staffs leaving the 

university is very high. This leads to the coming to position of uninformed leadership as 

well as academic staff which in turn resulted in lack of continuity of and commitment 

towards the implementation of the new innovative idea, i.e. modularization. 

 

With regard to the organizational structures and personnel that are in place to enhance 

the implementation of modular approach in DBU, the analyzed data revealed that, 

except in the college of health science, there is nothing done differently to make the 

modular process institutional. The only thing the university attempted to do was to 

establish nominal teams, committees or structures that are not capable to follow up the 

implementation of the modular approach. The university senate legislation on article 23, 

for instance, stated that there are four standing committees in the senate, amongst is 

Academic Standard and Quality Assurance Committee (ASQAC) which is responsible 

for a number of duties listed under article 24 sub article 2 among which is to oversee the 

implementation of… the modular approach. It is also stated on article 68 sub article 3 

that ―All modules offered by the University can have leaders/chairs‖. Similarly, article 

117 and 118 of the same document indicated that ―Each department of every 

college/faculty/school/institute shall have a department Council (DC)‖ and department 

heads that are responsible to: ―ensure the proper implementation of modular course 

delivery modalities,… and implementation of CA modalities….‖   
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Nevertheless, the participants indicated that most of the issues mentioned on the senate 

legislation remained only on the paper and they stated that there is no responsible body 

that is specifically following up the implementation of the modular approach. In this 

respect, one research participant concurs saying that:  

The only thing that we have, to indicate that we are implementing the modular 

approach, is the harmonized curriculum document. There is no enabling and 

supporting environment or mechanism to support and follow up its 

implementation. Of course, teachers are encouraged to use active learning and 

continuous assessment, but there is no way to make sure that teachers are 

practicing active learning and CA in their teaching. (S/09/01/19)  

 

It is also sound to put here what one research participant has said earlier.  He opined 

that: 

In principle, the responsibility to following up the implementation of the 

modular approach lies on the curriculum committee. But if you are asking me 

its functionality, it becomes difficult for me to say that they are working 

properly. Because, people relate everything with personal benefits and if you 

want someone to do something for the institution, s/he will ask you first what 

s/he is going to benefit. Most of the time we try to establish an ad hoc 

committee to conduct program audit, but the first instance you meet the 

members, the immediate question you are supposed to answer is what do we 

benefit? So, the first thing you do is to convince them in any means, otherwise 

they will tend to say ‗why do I care for nothing? This is the way how we do 

things. (H/10/01/19) 

 

The case in Health Science College is, of course, different. In view of this, a research 

participant from Health Science College stated that: 

We have tried to group the teachers based on their specialty like for example 

instructors having medical surgical specialty we consider that group as one 

module theme. For example, we have adult health theme, pediatric health 

theme, the foundation nursing or foundation midwifery health theme. These 

themes are responsible for developing assessment protocols. Most of the 

assessments for practical courses are subjective. Therefore, to minimize the 

risk of subjectivity the group tries to just develop tools which make the 

assessment more objective and try to decide the assessment weight and try to 

align it with the curriculum. They also review students claim or issues 

regarding assessment weight of instructors. (N/09/01/19)  
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Moreover, it is revealed that DBU has shown considerable weakness on the subject of 

student engagement. In this regard, one research participant explained that:  

Due to the fact that there is negative connotation attached to the structure 

created for group work, both the students and staff considered it as a political 

instrument, the trend of making the student to work in group has deteriorated. 

There is no such kind of student engagement. Of course, they have one group 

assignment that they are supposed to work together. Even then, it is only one 

of the group members who perform better who is doing that assignment. 

(G/10/01/19) 

 

Concerning the existence of legislative documents (i.e. policies, legislations, guidelines, 

regulations) that facilitated the implementation of modular approach in DBU, the 

analyzed data again revealed that DBU seems to have done nothing in this regard. The 

only thing the university has done was formulation of The Senate Legislation and 

Assessment Guideline. Of course, there is an attempt to address the major issues of the 

modular approach in the senate legislation. For example, it is indicated on article 68 

that: 

1. All courses are expected to be modular. 

2. While more than one module can be offered in a semester, it is recommended 

not to stretch a single module to more than two semesters. 

3. All modules offered by the University can have leaders/chairs, be numbered 

and the system of numbering modules and courses shall be based on national 

modular curricula harmonization guideline. 

 

Even so, out of the 150 articles of the legislation only few articles (i.e. Article 

24,58,68,69, 70,71,75,83,117&118) are fully or partially devoted to deal with the issue 

of modularization. This represents only 6.7% the university senate legislation.  

 

Pertaining to the last theme i.e. training and enhancement schemes, a research 

participant explained that ―Every year there is training for teachers, especially for those 

who are newly hired and returning from further education‖ (H/10/01/19). Another 

participant also noted that: ―There is HDP training or Higher Diploma Program offered 

with the intention of improving staffs‘ pedagogical skill‖ (A/03/01/19). However, there 

is question on the quality and impact of the training offered. In view of this one research 

participant said that: ―Yes there are induction and HDP training offered by the College 
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of Education, but I don‘t think that the teachers are benefiting differently. They are also 

not effectively linked with the concept of modularization.  They are giving just to say 

that we are giving training‖ (S/09/01/19). 

 

It is indicated that DBU is trying to enhance its staffs‘ professional competency so as to 

improve the practice of modularization through different mechanisms. As mentioned 

elsewhere in chapter four, DBU is one of the forerunner universities to introduce and 

implement the concept of modular approach. Thus, it had the opportunity to get the TOT 

training that was organized by HESC and offered by an international expert on the 

concept of modularization. Moreover, the participants reported that the university is 

offering HDP, induction and short term training to its staff that would help them to 

foster their understanding and improve their practice of the modular approach, though 

there are people claiming that they are ineffective.   

 

In general, it can be inferred from participants‘ responses and documents reviewed that 

there are limited organizational frameworks and supports in DBU. Thus, the 

implementation of modular approach is hindered by low institutional commitment, lack 

of effective organizational structures and legislative documents (i.e. policies, 

legislations, guidelines, regulations) and the existence of unproductive training and 

enhancement schemes. 

 

5.3.2 The instructional practice of modular approach 

In this part of the dissertation, the data analyzed on the instructional practices of the 

modular approach in DBU is going to be presented. The presentation is made based on 

the thematic categorization which gave attention to the major points that are directly 

related to the issue under discussion. These include mode of module delivery, method of 

instruction and the linking of theory with practice. 

 

As far as mode of module delivery used in DBU is concerned, it is stated on the 

university senate legislation that ―While more than one module can be offered in a 

semester, it is recommended not to stretch a single module to more than two semesters‖ 
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(Article 68 sub article 2). But in practice this is not the case. With this in view, a 

research participant indicated that:  

Initially there was an attempt to give courses in block. But it didn‘t work. 

Then the mode of delivery became semester based. In modular approach we 

are supposed to finish the first course to proceed to the next. But now there is 

no such practice. That is mess. From my observation the concept of modular 

delivery exists in TVET colleges. After one teacher properly delivered one 

module to the student, they will proceed to the next module. There may be 

such kinds of experience in other colleges, I don‘t know that. But what is 

being practiced in Engineering is semester-based. (S/10/01/19)   

  

The same concern is also manifested by another research participant during the FGD 

saying that: 

As I told you, the way of delivery is not orderly. A course within the same 

module may be given in this semester and the other course might be given 

separately after two years, in another year. Due to the fact that we are using 

semester-wise delivery mode, we were not able to bring courses of the same 

module in the same semester. Because, if you try to give it in block mode, 

there is no time for other courses. Thus, it is not possible to deliver one 

module after another. Therefore, courses of the same module are given in 

different semesters and even years. (DBU/FGD/11/01/19) 

 

Another participant also echoed the argument and opined that: 

Sometimes it is difficult to give bulky and complex courses within two 

months. The issues of language is also there, it is time demanding for the 

students to understand the language as well as the concept. Thus we tried to 

make most modules to be offered in parallel mode. Not only this, because of 

the fact that there are difficult situations, there are also circumstances in 

which courses of the same module are being offered in different years. For 

instance, last time we have decided to move a first year geology course to 

second year. We are of course strictly following what is in the curriculum, but 

sometimes the situation forced us to do so. Hence, courses of the same 

module may be postponed to another semesters and even years. (G/10/01/19) 

 

This implies that though there are only a few courses offered in block most of the 

courses in DBU are made to be offered on parallel and semester basis. Even in some 

fields and programs the concept of module and harmonization gets problematic. Courses 

are offered without considering that they are in the same module and hence those 

modules that should at least be delivered in sequential pattern within a semester or two 

semesters are being delivered even in different years. 
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In connection to the modes of instruction (types of teaching and learning activities) 

employed by teachers in DBU, it is indicated that most teachers use more of the 

traditional teacher centered approach.  This is expressed by one research participant as 

follows: 

Usually the practical courses are student centered in their nature. But I feel 

doubt regarding the theoretical courses. Actually, to be frank, the curriculum 

obliged teachers to use student centered method. We do have a new approach 

known as PBL (problem based learning). Students may be given a certain 

problems after that the instructor try to just evaluate and teach the students 

based on the developing scenarios. The instructor is expected to give only a 

short or brief explanation and again he asks questions based on that single 

situation and students try to describe what they feel. But regarding its 

practicality in the classroom, I have doubt. (N/09/01/19) 

 

Another participant also adds that: 

I know that the teaching-learning process is supposed to be student centered. 

But when we look at the reality, most teachers are not using it. Of course, 

there are some teachers who are employing it; especially in tutorial and lab 

sessions teachers try to engage the students. Nevertheless, there are still many 

teachers who spent the allotted time by explaining everything by themselves. 

The situation also doesn‘t allow for making the instruction active. For 

example, teachers are expected to teach up to 80 students in one classroom. 

So, it seems difficult. (S/10/01/19) 

 

The severity of the problem is explained by another participant as follows: 

In principle it is supposed to be student-centered. But in practice - I think you 

know the reality - there is no student-center method. This time the problem 

becomes more severe because of the use of power point presentation by the 

teachers. There are many teachers who used LCD [Liquid-Crystal Display] 

projector and present the content without explaining the concepts well and 

even without writing a sing word on the board. They read what is in the power 

point and cover vast portions. LCD projector or power point presentation is an 

aid, but the teachers make it indispensable part of the teaching-learning 

process. Students are repeatedly reporting that they are facing a very serious 

challenge in this regard. (A/02/01/19) 

 

From this one can imply that the teaching-learning practice in DBU is characterized by 

the teacher-centered approach. Most of its teachers were an adherent of the traditional 
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teacher centered approach where power point presentation using an LCD projector 

became an indispensable part of the teaching-learning process.  

 

Regarding the existence of connections between the teaching-learning process with 

practice and reality, one research participant indicated that:  

As I told you before, modularization requires resource. It requires well 

equipped laboratories for science courses. It is not in a way of showing lab 

videos or teachers‘ demonstration of lab activities; rather there must be a 

mechanism for the students to do it by themselves. Of course, we have some 

laboratories in some fields. However, there are also lab intensive programs 

without a single laboratory. We can take biotechnology as an example in this 

regard. Biotechnology is 100% lab demanding program by its nature, but 

there is no laboratory. The same is true for sport program. There is no any 

facility: there are no sport fields, tennis ground, swimming pools, so on and so 

on. Therefore, it is possible to say that the resources required to put the 

modular approach in to practice at the university level are very limited. 

(G/10/01/19) 

 

At the same time, another participant noted that: 

The lab practice depends on the lab activities. Sometimes especially in the 

area where there are only one or two machines and expensive consumable 

accessories and chemicals we use group demonstration. Because allowing the 

student to practice by themselves becomes expensive, risky and difficult to 

manage. Of course there are areas that student can effectively practice. If the 

resource required is easily accessible and cheap they can use it. For example 

workshop is open for any time for everyone. But scientific experiments 

especially those that have only one machine are not allowed for the students 

to practice, rather the teacher with the lab assistant try to demonstrate to the 

students. This is because if that machine encountered any problem, everything 

will stop. There is also a room to take the students to other universities in 

areas that we have difficulties. (S/10/01/19) 

 

Taking students to other places for field or industry visit is considered as insufficient 

and one participant argued that: 

Students are allowed to visit industries only for a week. This highly affected 

the quality of our education. Students should stay long and work in industries, 

not only the students but the teachers too. As you know our teachers are good 

in theory, what they lacked is the practical aspect. Therefore, they should 

involve in industries that are found in Debren Berhan even those in Addis 

Ababa. This should be number one priority. Teachers and students should 

practically see how commodities and other industrial products are produced in 

large scale, the type of machines operating, and even the management. 
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Modularization requires all these things. But this is not the case in reality. 

(G/10/01/19) 

 

On this subject, another participant also noted that:  

The modular curriculum obliged the students to go to practical sessions 

beginning from the first year. But we have shortage of skill lab for 1
st
 and 2

nd
 

year students for daily practical activities. There is no skill lab coordinator 

who is responsible for organizing and leading skill labs. If there had been skill 

lab coordinator, students would have been able to relate the theory to practice 

immediately after class. (A/10/01/19) 

 

The data presented on the existence of connections between the teaching-learning 

process with practice indicated that there is a limited attempt made by DBU to link the 

classroom teaching-learning process with the industry or the world of work. It is 

indicated that the university has resource and facility limitations to fully engage the 

students into practical activities. This has a direct repercussion on students‘ ability and 

experience of linking what they have theoretically learned in the classroom with the 

reality they are going to face in the world of work. 

 

In general, it is indicated in this section that the instructional practices of DBU seems to 

be characterized by the dominance of parallel or semester based module delivery 

approach and thus fragmentation of knowledge, teacher-centered instruction and hence 

production of incompetent graduates, and theoretical aspects and thus limited link 

between theory and practice mainly resulted from low concern for and inadequate 

resource allocation to practical activities.  

 

5.3.3 The assessment practice of modular instruction 

In this sub-section, due consideration is given to the assessment practices of the modular 

approach in DBU. Hence, the analyzed data on the assessment practice of the modular 

approach is going to be presented in the next paragraphs and the presentation 

concentrates on the same thematic sub categories discussed earlier for BDU. These 

include: (1) the focus of the assessment, (2) its continuousness, utilization of variety 

techniques or tools and the provision of feedback, and (3) use of ECTS and certification. 
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In connection with the first point- i.e. the focus of the assessment, one research 

participant stated during the FGD that:  

If you are asking about the written exams, the trend here is that most teachers 

have their own exam bank and just pick questions from there based on the 

content or portion they wanted to evaluate. There is no the experience of 

preparing exams based on competency or with the intention to check whether 

students have achieved the competencies or not. But as far as the assignments 

given is concerned most teachers just give students very simple topics that 

they can easily work on it. This is because, if you give the students difficult 

topics that challenge them and help them become competent, they may sign a 

petition against you. (DBU/FGD/11/01/19) 

 

Another participant also noted that:  

Many people never even prepare table of specification, let alone to look at 

competencies of the course or the module while preparing assessment tools. 

They just copy and paste contents from their notes or handouts and prepare 

the exam paper, this is the trend. There is no room or experience or trend of 

checking exams validity, reliability and difficulty level. In such an 

environment how could you expect such kinds of practice? (H/10/01/19) 

 

From the participants‘ to the question of what the focus of their assessment is, it is 

indicated that there is the trend of focusing on content while assessing the students. The 

participants explained that they have no an experience of considering the stated 

competencies during the construction of assessment tools.  

With regard to the second issues - i.e. the continuousness, utilization of variety 

techniques and the provision of feedback,  

 

In connection with the second issues - i.e. the continuousness, utilization of variety 

techniques and the provision of feedback, it is reported that the practice in DBU as 

regard to these issue is good. It is implied that most teachers are implementing these 

based on the assessment modalities acknowledged by the senate legislation and 

assessment guideline. It is stated on article 83 of the university‘s legislation that: ―As a 

matter of general principle, CA in the form of tests, reports, assignments, presentations, 

etc. should be made for every module/course which shall count for 50%of the total 

module/course mark.‖ At the same time, specific assessment modalities had been 

discussed and decided at university level. The agreed upon modalities are 5% attendance 
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and class activity, 10% quiz, 15% test, 10% individual assignment, and 10% group 

assignment. Hence, teachers are expected to make use of these modalities for continual 

assessment of the learners. Though it is a point of discussion whether these modalities 

are suitable for CA or the proposed percentages are appropriate, it is indicated that there 

is good tendency of putting the modalities into practice. 

 

In this sense, the following responses might give us some insights about continuousness, 

utilization of variety techniques and the provision of feedback in the assessment practice 

of DBU.  It is reasonable to start from what was said by one research participant. In the 

words of the research participant:  

There is no problem regarding CA. The university has good experience in this 

regard. I am one of the founding members of the university, so I know that 

there is an established tradition in this regard. There is a decision centrally 

made to use 50% CA and 50% final exam. There is also software called 

SIMS. It is through this software that students‘ result is submitted. So, 

teachers are doing based on these. There is also a supervision team at college 

level. We also used to the so called 5 in 1 grouping, which is not functional 

currently for being a highly politicized  terminology, to make sure that 

teachers are implementing CA. our college benefited a lot from it in this 

regard. The students are also well informed, before they started the class that 

they have attendance and class participation out of 5%, quiz out of 10%, test 

out of 15%, individual assignment out of 10%, and group assignment out of 

10%. Therefore, they demand their right based on that. Of course, all teachers 

might not do things in a similar way. Perhaps, there might be very few 

teachers who failed to give feedback. Otherwise, the majority of the teachers 

have the commitment to do so. (G/10/01/19) 

 

Another participant also indicated that:  

We are not applying the CA scheme prescribed on the curriculum. Because, 

there are assessment criteria that has been developed by the university senate. 

5% is for attendance and class participation; 10% is for quiz - it may be one, 

two or three; test is out of 15%; and assignment is out of 20% - it may be one 

individual out of 10% and one group assignment out of 10%. This is out of 

50% and the remaining 50% is for final exam. Sometimes, if the courses are 

practical the ratio of CA will increase up to 80%. This is decided at the 

department DC, because most Engineering courses have lecture, tutorial, 

workshop and lab. Quizzes are open, but tests are fixed. It is just like mid 

exam. Owing to the number of student, it becomes difficult to manage it. 

Thus, we fix the date and post the schedule for the students. It is completed 

within two weeks. (S/10/01/19)   
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To the contrary, there are some other participants who claimed that CA is not properly 

implemented in DBU. With this in view, a research participant argued that: 

There is an assessment framework at a university level that makes CA out 

50% and final exam out of 50%; I personally don‘t accept that it should be. 

Anyway it states that the CA should include 5% attendance with active class 

participation, and then 10% quiz, 15% test, 10% individual assignment, and 

10% group assignment. But there is low tendency of putting these into 

practice. Therefore, there is disparity between the concept of CA and its 

application. For that matter the principle or theory of CA is not just for the 

sake of marking. It is to bring progression on students‘ performance through 

progressive assessment and continual feedback so that they can improve their 

weaknesses. For example, when you give them assignment they may score 5 

or even 0. The ultimate purpose here is not to register the marks scored, it is to 

show or tell the student the mistakes s/he made and the shortcomings of the 

assignment. They give to the student to do it again. But here teachers just 

register students‘ score as mark, even when they score 1 or 0. Most teachers 

do not give feedback to the students. There are of course very few teachers 

who are trying their best. But if you are asking me about its practice in our 

university, I don‘t think that we are implementing CA as it is implied in the 

theory. (H/10/01/19) 

 

The other point related to the assessment practice is the use of ECTS. The analyzed data 

concerning this issue indicated that DBU has implemented the ECTS. Even though the 

senate legislation and the assessment guideline lacked clarity regarding the full 

application of the system, research participants indicated that students result is graded 

based on the ECTS. There is no boldly written statement in the legislation indicating that 

the university has adopted the ESTS. In its part which talks about Measurement Unit for 

Teaching Load, article 45(1) of the senate legislation stated that: 

(b) A course having only lecture hours in ECTS curriculum structure is in a 

straight line identical to conventional credit hour system by rejecting home 

study hours billed in ECTS.  

(c) A course that has lecture and tutorial hours in ECTS equals to 

conventional credit hours system, dividing tutorial hours by 2/3 and adding 

the dividend hours of tutorial to lecture hours of ECTS. 

(d) A course that has lecture, tutorial and laboratory/practice hours in ECTS 

equals to conventional credit hours system, dividing each hour specified in 

tutorial and laboratory/practice by three and adding the dividends to lecture 

hours of ECTS.  
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These statements lacked not only clarity but also consistency. It implies that there are 

both the ECTS and the Conventional Credit Hour System. But most of the research 

participants indicated that the university is using ECTS for grading students‘ results. 

One research participant, for instance, indicated that ―The university is using the ECTS 

and a software known as student information management system shortly SIMS to grade 

students‘ assessment result‖ (H/10/01/19). 

 

One more point that needs to be dealt with is the issue of module evaluation and 

certification. As previously mentioned, one feature of the modular approach is that it 

certifies student after the end of each self-contained module. As far as the evaluation and 

certification of modules is concerned, the analyzed data indicated that DBU was not able 

to assess modules so as to make sure that its pre specified competency/ies are achieved 

or not and to certify students on module basis. In this regard, a research participant noted 

that: 

I don‘t understand what modularization is about. Courses are given in 

semester base, every teacher teaches his/her course, and nothing has been 

done about module assessment except writing the so called ECTS on the 

modules. I don‘t see when a module is graded. So where is modularization? 

The principle says that modules are going to be assessed and graded so as to 

make sure that students have achieved the competencies implied or not. There 

is an assumption of even certifying the student after completion of each 

module; and comparable job specifications are going to be prepared so that 

students can join the world of work with that certificate. But there is nothing 

done to make it real and practical. This is not known by the civil service. 

(H/10/01/19) 

 

Recapitulating the issue of assessment practice of the modular approach in DBU, the 

analyzed data indicated that there is limited or no attempt of taking the competencies of 

the module into consideration while assessing the students, there is an attempt of making 

the assessment continuous, utilizing variety of techniques and providing feedback in the 

assessment practice of DBU. It is also reported that DBU, though not clearly stipulated 

on the senate legislation, has adapted the ECTS. But there is no mechanism for the 

evaluation and certification of modules.   
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5.3.4 The major challenges for the implementation of modularization 

The main challenges for the effective implementation of the modular approach in DBU 

which are identified from the analyzed data include the problems related to the 

curriculum design, its staff and students, the organizational frameworks and support, and 

instructional materials and facilities. The last two themes are new themes that are 

emerged from the analyses of participants‘ response in DBU which are not identified in 

the previous case.  

 

(i) The problems related to curriculum design 

Two issues that are related to the problem of curriculum design are raised by 

participants. These are mode of delivery and lack of practical attachments. The 

following responses might give us some insights about these issues.  

Most modules and the courses within the modules were planned to be offered 

in block. This was the most serious challenge that we faced during the initial 

phase of the implementation period. As I said before, we have started to give 

courses in block. But there were a lot of complains both from the teachers and 

the students. Students complained that the time is too short, but they are 

supposed to do too much work. They said that we are going to finish a course 

within 15 day and how can we do too much assignments and exams within 

this very limited period. This created a lot of problem. (H/10/01/19) 

 

Another participant expounds as: 

The most challenging part of the modular approach was the issue of block 

courses. The implementation of teaching modules in block was problematic. It 

didn‘t go in-line-with the university calendar and with our students‘ as well as 

teachers‘ nature and culture. Therefore, it was thought that this something that 

needs readjustment. (H/10/01/19)  

 

In addition to the problems related to the block delivery of the modular approach, there 

is also a problem on the practical attachments that are needed to be integrated into some 

science curriculum. In this respect, a research participant indicated that:  

As we know modularization requires not only laboratory but also to be highly 

linked with the industry. Students are expected to go to the industry and see 

things practically. But the problem is there is no practical attachment on 

natural science course, except in Biotechnology. When we look at chemistry 

for instance, it has no practical attachment. But it is a 100% industry related 

field. (H/10/01/19)  
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It is also explained by another participant from college of engineering that:  

Practical activity doesn‘t imply that students are supposed to go to industry. In 

the previous curriculum it was clearly indicated on each course outline that 

students are expected to go to industry after this lecture and tutorial. But now 

there is no such thing. There are only few courses that has industry visit. 

(S/10/01/19) 

 

From the above responses it is implied that two issues that are related to the problem of 

curriculum design are raised as a challenge to the implementation of the modular 

approach. These are mode of delivery and lack of practical attachments. It indicated that 

the courses within the modules were planned to be offered in block, but there was a 

complaint that the time given is too short. In addition, there is also a concern of lack of 

practical attachments for some science curriculum.  

 

(ii) The problems related to the staff and students 

It is conceivable that the way people understand and perceive the modular approach has 

something to do with how they carry out their responsibility during its implementation. 

In this case, it is observed from participants‘ response that there is gap in understanding, 

perception and skill among the university teachers and students.  

 

Let us look at what one participant had to say in this regard: 

There are many people who are resisting the modular approach. They claimed 

that the context of Europe from where the modular approach is adopted is not 

similar to our country‘s context. Thus, they argued that it is not possible to 

implement it in our context. There are, of course, teachers who are 

questioning it for the sake of getting better understanding and further 

explanation. But the majorities of the staff are resisting modularization 

blindly. (H/10/01/19) 

 

Another participant expounds as: 

I have a reservation that the teachers in DBU have the required understanding 

on the concept of modularization. Even there are many teachers who don‘t 

know about the concept itself. The university is saying that it is implementing 

the modular approach, but when we look at the curriculum, the teaching-

learning process and the assessment practice there are many issues that are 

completely in the contrary to the modular principle. In my opinion the main 
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reason for this failure is the problem of understanding the concept and its 

underlying philosophy. When we look at the curriculum, for instance, there is 

still fragmentation of knowledge - course of the same module are given in 

different semesters or even years, there is no sequential or orderly delivery of 

modules, almost all courses are given in a semester base and so on. Similarly, 

the teaching-learning process is supposed to be more of student centered; but 

student-centered doesn‘t mean that it is just making group discussion in the 

classroom; this is what most teachers do. Surprisingly, teachers also say that 

they are using CA but CA doesn‘t mean that it is continuous testing or using 

varied instrument. Anyway, there are a lot of confusions or I can even say 

ignorance about all of these and related aspects of the modular approach. In 

my opinion, this is the most challenging aspect of the modular approach. 

(S/09/01/19)   

 

There are also some other problems that are related to the nature of the student. It is 

indicated that the culture, competency and behavior of the student is creating additional 

problem to the proper implementation of the modular approach. In view of this, it is 

stated by one participant that: 

As you know, our students were not accustomed with block delivery mode; 

they are well adapted to the semester system. Therefore, they resisted it. Their 

academic competency entangled with their behavior also created another 

problem. If teachers are going to give the students challenging activities or 

assignments or exams, students are not willing to do it and if they are forced 

to do it they will petition the teacher to be replaced by another teacher. 

Sometimes, they even use strike as a way to make their voices heard. 

Unfortunately, there are occasions or times when their voices are accepted 

without any justification. Therefore, the teachers started to be smart. Not to 

quarrel with the student, teachers just give them very easy tasks. You will be 

very surprised if you see some of the exams. Most of the exam items are true 

or false, multiple choice and matching. If you prepared an easy or workout 

type of exams, most of the students are not capable and welling to work. 

Therefore, such issues have to be taken into consideration when we are 

talking about the implementation of modularization. (S/09/01/19) 

 

Another participant in the FGD also adds that: 

The other problem is that the number of the student is very large. Most of the 

time, the number of the students in one section may reach up to 80. So, how 

could you make the lesson active and employ CA. on top of this, the students 

are not willing to learn by themselves. They expect everything from the 

teacher. Even when you give them an assignment, they just directly copy from 

each other or from the internet and submit it without any modification. When 

you give them group assignment, it is only one or two students who are doing 

it. You may not have enough time to go through their work and make the 
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students present their work. Even if you try to do so, there is resistance on the 

side of the students. Such teachers are considered by the students as harsh. 

(DBU/FGD/11/01/19) 

 

From the above quotations, we can understand that there existed understanding, 

perception and skill problems among the university teachers and students.  It is 

designated that there are many teachers who do not know about the concept of 

modularization and its underlying philosophy. There are also some other problems that 

are related to the nature of the student where their culture, competency and behavior is 

exerting considerable influence on the proper implementation of the modular approach.  

 

(iii) The problems related to the organizational frameworks and support  

As seen above, in sub-section 5.3.1 of this section, the implementation of the modular 

approach in DBU is entangled with several problems that are related to the 

organizational frameworks and support. This is summarized by the words of one 

research participant as follows: 

The main reason for improper implementation of modularization is our 

inability of making it institutional. We were not able to make it institutional. 

We can neither establish an independent institution nor make the existing 

structures or personnel functional to follow up the modular approach. We can 

neither formulated policy documents nor training schemes that are 

instrumental for proper execution of the modular approach. (G/12/01/19) 

 

It can be deduced from this that the implementation of modularization in DBU is 

challenged by the problems that are associated with several issues that are related to 

organizational frameworks and support. Some of the issues identified include lack of 

institutional commitment, absence of efficient organizational structures and personnel, 

shortage of legislative documents (i.e. policies, legislations, guidelines, regulations), and 

absence of efficient training and enhancement schemes.  

 

(iv) The problems related to instructional materials and facilities 

As far as the problems related to instructional materials and facilities is concerned, it is 

indicated by participant that the implementation of the modular approach in DBU is 
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challenged by lack and shortage of instructional materials and facilities. Let us see what 

one participant had to say in view of this: 

As you know modularization is highly resource intensive. It requires high 

budget for students‘ per diem, instructors‘ per diem, instructors‘ loads and the 

like issues. And again we have shortage of vehicle for transportation of 

teachers and students. Even when you think of the practical issues like for 

example the area would have receptors. Like for example we try to 

communicate the staff from the periphery or from the hospitals and that staff 

may need some incentives. Because the university has no such kinds of 

mechanisms to afford those incentives. Even the institutions who accept our 

students may need some resource support. Because when students have 

practice over their hospitals, they try to use different consumable equipment 

like glove, different chemicals and the like issues. For this reason they request 

as to at least replace those consumable equipment. Therefore, most of the time 

modularization is highly resource intensive. (N/09/01/19) 

 

Another participant also added that:  

As I told you before, modularization requires resource. It requires well 

equipped laboratories for science courses. It is not in a way of showing lab 

videos or teachers‘ demonstration of lab activities; rather there must be a 

mechanism for the students to do it by themselves. Of course, we have some 

laboratories in some fields. However, there are also lab intensive programs 

without a single laboratory. We can take biotechnology as an example in this 

regard. Biotechnology is 100% lab demanding program by its nature, but 

there is no laboratory. The same is true for sport program. There is no any 

facility: there are no sport fields, tennis ground, swimming pools, so on and so 

on. Thus, it is possible to say that the resources required to put the modular 

approach in to practice at the university level are very limited. (G/10/01/19) 

 

At the same time, another participant noted that: 

The lab practice depends on the lab activities. Sometimes especially in the 

area where there are only one or two machines and expensive consumable 

accessories and chemicals we use group demonstration. Because allowing the 

student to practice by themselves becomes expensive, risky and difficult to 

manage. This is because if that machine encountered any problem, everything 

will stop. (S/10/01/19)  

 

On this subject, another participant also noted that:  

The modular curriculum obliged the students to go to practical sessions 

beginning from the first year. But we have shortage of skill lab for 1
st
 and 2

nd
 

year students for daily practical activities. There is no skill lab coordinator 

who is responsible for organizing and leading skill labs. If there had been skill 
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lab coordinator, students would have been able to relate the theory to practice 

immediately after class. (A/10/01/19) 

 

It is implied in the above participants‘ responses that the implementation of the modular 

approach in DBU is challenged by various problems that are related to financial, 

materials and organizational resources. It is indicated by participant that despite the fact 

that modularization is highly resource intensive, there existed inadequacy of budget, 

shortage or lack of instructional materials and facilities in DBU.  

 

In conclusion, this section explored the practices and challenges of modularization in 

DBU and it can be inferred from the presented data that there is limited action taken to 

devise effective organizational framework and to provide strong support for the proper 

implementation of modular approach in DBU. This is manifested in low institutional 

commitment, inefficient organizational structures and personnel, lack of legislative 

documents and existence of ineffective training and enhancement schemes. It is also 

indicated that the instructional practices of the modular approach in DBU is 

characterized by the traditional semester based mod of delivery dominated by teachers‘ 

presentation and lower attempt for linking theory with practice.  Though difference is 

found in the responses of the participant on the continuousness of the assessment, 

utilizing variety of techniques and providing feedback, it is reported that there is no 

attempt of taking the competencies of the module into consideration and no mechanism 

for the evaluation and certification of modules. Finally, it is convoyed that the 

implementation of modularization in DBU is challenged by major problems that are 

related to the improper curriculum design, its staffs‘ and students‘ understanding and 

capacity, lack of strong organizational frameworks and support, and limited instructional 

materials and facilities. 

 

5. 4 The Case of Wolkite University 

Wolkite University (WKU) is one of the third generation universities that were founded 

in 2012. The University is located in the Southern Nation Nationalities and Peoples‘ 

Regional State, in Guraghe Zone, which is 158 km southwest of the capital city, Addis 

Ababa, on the way to Jima. The University began its formal activities in February 2012, 
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but the preparations had begun as early as 2010 with the first phase construction of 36 

blocks. The University commenced the teaching-learning activities in the compound of 

Wolkite Polytechnic College situated at Wolkite Town. The first 543 students joined the 

University in 2011/12 academic year and the University started its academic journey 

with 13 academic programs under three Colleges: Engineering and Technology, 

Computing and Informatics, and Natural and Computational Science. Currently, the 

university has three campuses and the number of colleges has reached seven with one 

additional school in which a total of 83 academic programs are running by enrolling 

around 14,000 students and employing over 3,000 staff (WKU, 2015; 

http://www.wku.edu.et/). 

 

WKU is among the lately established universities that have started functioning in 2012. 

This time coincided with the time of the commencement of the modular approach in 

Ethiopian HEIs. This prohibited the university and its staff to fully participate in the 

awareness creation training programs on modularization. Hence, the university lacked a 

hands-on experience on the conception of the reform endeavor. In addition, in a similar 

fashion to that of DBU, as one of the newly established universities in Ethiopia, WKU 

suffered from inexperienced and under qualified instructors, insufficient resources and 

facilities, and infant established organizational framework and leadership. This, in one 

way or another, would affect the reform process introduced. Saying this about the 

background of WKU, now let‘s go to the presentation and analysis of the data obtained 

through document, in-depth interviews and FGDs on the practices and challenges of the 

modular approach in the university. 

 

5.4.1 The organizational framework and support 

Under this theme, four subthemes are explored. These include institutional commitment, 

establishment of organizational structures and personnel, formulation of legislative 

documents, and existence of training and enhancement schemes.  

 

Pertaining to the first theme, i.e. institutional commitment of WKU, the analyzed data 

revealed that the top management is trying its best to implement the modular approach. 
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It is indicated that the university‘s commitment is manifested in taking the teaching-

learning process as its core mission and in allocating budget to the establishment of 

laboratory facility. One research participant, for instance, explained that: 

In my view, the commitment of the university to the implementation of the 

modular approach is relatively good. This can be manifested by the allocation 

of the necessary budget to the fulfillment of instructional equipment and 

facilities. It is this reason that makes our laboratory facility relatively better as 

compared to other universities established during the same time. So, I can say 

that there is relatively better commitment in this regard. (T/10/06/19) 

 

Another participant also said that 

It can be said that the top management has a commitment to the 

implementation of the modular approach. It is underlined by all members of 

the top management that the teaching-learning activity is the university‘s top 

priority. Most of the members are academicians who have been teaching in 

universities for long and hence they believe that the academic wing should be 

strongly supported and needs to be well organized. An indication of this 

commitment can be seen from the attention given to and budget allocated for 

the establishment of well-organized laboratory facility in our university. 

Currently we have relatively better laboratory facility which is providing 

service for other universities too. Of course, I am not saying that we made 

everything perfect. There are thing that we need to do more. But relatively 

speaking we have tried our best to make the modular approach effective. 

(H/11/06/19)  

 

 

Contrary to the above opinions, one research participant expressed his concern on top 

management‘s commitment in a different way from what most participants believe. He 

said that:  

There is very serious problem even at national level in this regard. I do not 

think that it is because of lack of commitment on the management side, but 

they are busy on other issues. They are always in meeting, but if you look at 

their point of discussions and ask how much of their time is dedicated to 

academic matters, the answer is almost none. There are limitations in 

discussing on matters directly related to the teaching-learning activity, the 

problems facing it and on the enhancement of implementation practices. They 

are more concerned on students‘ service matters like food, water, sanitation, 

health, and security. This takes most of their time. (C/10/06/19) 

 

It is revealed in the above quotations that the top management of WKU is trying its best 

to implement the modular approach. This is manifested in taking the teaching-learning 
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process as its core mission and in allocating budget to fulfill the requirements of the 

teaching-learning process. It is indicated that this has led to the establishment of well-

organized laboratory facility in the university.  Of course, there was a claim by 

participants that the attention of the top management is on matters not directly related to 

the teaching-learning activity. They are rather more concerned on students‘ service 

matters like food, water, sanitation, health, and security.  

 

Concerning the existence of organizational structures and personnel to enhance the 

implementation of modular approach in WKU, the analyzed data uncovered that there is 

an insignificant effort made to make the modularization process institutional. The only 

thing the university attempted to do was to establish nonfunctional teams, committees or 

structures that are incapable to follow up the implementation of the modular approach. 

For instance, it is stated on Article 13, Article 33 sub article 33.2.3 and Article 35 sub 

article 35.2 of the university senate legislation that there is an ASQAC established at the 

university (senate), college and department level. This committee is responsible for a 

number of duties listed under article 20 sub article 20.3 among which are to: Enhance 

practice-oriented system of education through inclusion in the curricula programs of 

internships, attachments and the like (sub article 20.3.4); Initiate and monitor periodic 

review of courses (sub article 20.3.8); Review modes of assessing students‘ academic 

performance, the frequency thereof, the manner of distributing scores as well as re-

grading procedures (sub article 20.3.19); Formulates guidelines for evaluating the depth, 

contents and credit hours allocation of courses offered in various academic units of the 

University(sub article 20.3.29); Oversees implementation of curriculum development 

and reviews (sub article 20.3.30).  

 

In addition to this, it is also stated on article 78 sub article 78.3 that ―All modules 

offered by the University shall have leaders/chairs‖. Similarly, on Article 93 sub article 

93.2, 93.9, 93.10, 93.11 and Article 94 sub article 94.1of the senate legislation, it is 

indicated that there is a module/course team which is responsible for: determining the 

number, type and schedule of exams or tests in a course, reviewing and endorsing 

examination papers prepared by the instructor or a panel of instructors, reviewing and 
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endorsing final grades for all module courses and determining the number of candidates 

sitting for an examination in every exam hall.  

 

In practice, however, it is pointed out by research participants that most of the issues 

mentioned on the senate legislation are none functional. The participants stated that it is 

only the Directorate for Academic Quality, Program Development and Promotion 

(DAQPDP) which is responsible to follow up the implementation of the modular 

approach. In this respect, one research participant explained that: 

There is no problem of establishing committee, but there is very serious 

challenge when we come to its functionality and practicality of actions. We 

have academic quality committee and module teams at department level, 

nevertheless the members will raise the issue of incentives when you ask them 

to do some tasks that are related to their responsibilities. Unfortunately, there 

is no legal room for us to fulfill their request or to force them. (C/10/06/19)  

 

Likewise, one participant opined that ―I do not think that there is an office or body 

which is specifically responsible for the implementation of modularization. What I know 

is DAQPDP‖ (T/10/06/19). Another participant also added that: 

No! There is no additional structure created to follow up the implementation 

of the modular approach. We have quality assurance directorate and it is this 

directorate which is responsible to follow up the implementation- how courses 

are offered, who is offering them, how the continuous assessment looks like 

and so on. We have this directorate that undertakes semester and annual audit 

on such issues. Otherwise, there is no any different structure to do so. 

(H/11/06/19) 

 

In this sense, one could conclude that there is only a little further attempts were made in 

WKU to make the modularization process institutional. The only thing the university 

attempted to do was to establish nonfunctional teams, committees or structures that are 

incapable to follow up the implementation of the modular approach. The participants 

confirmed that it is only the DAQPDP which was exclusively responsible to follow up 

the implementation of the modular approach.  

 

With regard to the existence of policies, legislations, regulations and guidelines that 

facilitate the implementation of modular approach in WKU, it is revealed that the 
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university has formulated, ratified and executed several documents such as The 

Harmonized Academic Policy, The Senate Legislation, Curriculum Development 

Review and Monitoring Guideline, Assessment Guideline, and Teaching-Learning 

Guideline.  

 

In relation to the training and enhancement schemes of WKU, the participants‘ indicated 

that WKU is trying its best to enhance its staffs‘ knowledge, skill and attitude towards 

the concept and practice of modularization mainly through workshops, induction, HDP 

and short term training. On this subject, one participant said that ―Initially, we have 

attended many workshops and training programs which were useful to understand the 

concept of modularization and how to implement it‖ (F/11/11/15). Another participant 

also said that ―I remember that there have been various training and discussions on the 

concept of modularization and on how to design and implement a modular curriculum 

which I found very interesting and useful‖ (A/11/11/15). 

 

In addition to this, it is noted that the university is providing different kinds of training 

for its academic staff so as to enhance their understanding on and implementation 

capacity of the modular approach. In this vein, one participant said that ―The University 

is providing different kinds of training programs ranging from induction to Higher 

Diploma Program (HDP). Almost all senior staffs have taken the HDP training. 

Currently, we are working to access most of our academic staff‖ (C/10/06/19). Another 

participant also added that: 

As you know most of the teachers we are hiring have no training on teaching 

profession. But as a university what we are currently doing is organizing 

different kinds of training. There is training coordinating division under 

quality assurance directorate which is responsible to organize such kinds of 

training. Sometimes we have even invited local and international experts and 

scholars to give the training. (H/11/06/19)  

 

Evidently, there are research participants who considered the training as interesting and 

instrumental. One participant in FGD, for instance, explained that ―I am an engineer and 

I did not receive any training on pedagogy. But after my experience in HDP training, my 
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orientation and practice of teaching was totally changed. It helped me a lot‖ 

(WKU/FGD/10/06/19). Another participant also illustrated that:  

For me, the HDP training was one of the most useful experiences in my 

career. It has provided me a hands-on experience and my teaching style after 

the training was completely different from that of the previous. This is 

because it helped me to know the different theories, methods and techniques 

of teaching and learning and how to use them in different situations, how to 

approach the different needs of the students and how to manage classes. That 

is good. I considered this as great achievement. (A/11/06/19) 

 

It is discovered from the above responses that WKU is trying its best to enhance its 

staffs‘ knowledge, skill and attitude towards the concept and practice of modularization 

mainly through workshops, induction, HDP and short term training. Though WKU was 

late to participate in the initiation stage of the modularization process because of its 

period of establishment, it had succeeded to acquaint its staff with the concept of 

modular approach by organizing various workshops and training programs.  

 

In general, the organizational frameworks and supports that are in place for the 

implementation of modular approach in WKU which are manifested in its commitment, 

ratification of legislative documents (i.e. policies, legislations, guidelines, regulations), 

and existence of training and enhancement schemes suggested that the university is 

trying its best to implement the modular approach. However, it is discovered that the 

university failed to create organizational structures and personnel that would helped the 

university to succeed and achieve better in modular implementation.  

 

5.4.2 The instructional practice of modular approach 

After looking at what was done in organizational framework and support, it is time now 

to examine the major changes made in the practices of educational delivery. Hence, this 

section is dedicated to the presentation of the data analyzed on the instructional practices 

of the modular approach in WKU. The presentation is based on the thematic 

categorization made earlier: mode of module delivery, method of instruction and the 

linking of theory with practice. 
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With regard to mode of module delivery in WKU, except in college of engineering and 

technology, it is indicated by most research participants that the university is strictly 

following the nationally harmonized modular curriculum. Let us see what one 

participant had to say in view of this: ―The University is strictly implementing what is 

prescribed in the nationally harmonized modular curriculum. So, we are employing both 

modes of delivery – those courses/modules set to be offered in block are given in block 

and the vice versa. There is no alteration from this‖ (A/11/06/19). Another participant 

from college of medicine and health science also adduced this claim saying that ―We are 

implementing the modular curriculum and the mode of delivery is almost in block mode. 

Thus the students are allowed to proceed to the next module after completing what they 

have started‖ (A/10/06/19).  But the case in College Of Engineering and Technology is 

different. It is indicated by a research participant that:  

Though the curriculum is modular, courses in a module are offered in a 

sequential manner and they can also be parallel. This means, one course from 

one module and some other courses from another module can be offered 

simultaneously. In our college‘s context, most of the courses are semester 

based. Courses offered in block are only a few. For example, in my field - 

Electrical Engineering -there are computer based courses. These courses are 

in one module and one is prerequisite to the other. So, we are expected to 

offer them one after the other just following the semester. In this case, the 

delivery of these courses which are within the same module may stretch to 

more than three or four semesters. (T/10/06/19) 

 

Therefore, it can be deduced that to the mode of module delivery in WKU, except in 

College of Engineering and Technology, is strictly following the nationally harmonized 

modular curriculum which mostly encourage use of block mode of module delivery. But 

due to the nature of the courses in College of Engineering and Technology, there were 

only few courses offered in block. Most of the courses are offered in parallel but in a 

sequential manner. 

 

Regarding the method of instruction used in WKU, most participants confirmed that 

though there are interests and attempts to implement active learning, it is difficult to 

claim that the university is properly practicing it. The following views might give us 

some insights in this regard. One research participant, for example, opined that ―At 
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national as well as institutional level it is the student-centered approach which is 

encouraged to be used. But there are challenges to put it into practice. Therefore, 

teachers resemble to the traditional approach.‖ (A/11/06/19). Another participant also 

explained that ―There is an attempt to make it active. But still there are shortcomings- 

the class size has to be up to the standard and the number of the student has to be 

minimized. This is not the case in our university‖ (H/11/06/19). It is also claimed by 

another participant that: 

To make use of active learning method, the time given for a course matters a 

lot. In block mode of delivery especially when the time given for the course is 

too short, it is impossible to employee and even to think about active-learning. 

Sometimes, there are courses that are expected to be completed in a week. In 

this one week there are tests, quizzes, assignments and final exam to be 

administered. So, how could it be possible for a teacher to do all these tasks 

and at the same time make the lesson active? Therefore, the more the number 

of credit hours allocated for the course is smaller the lesser the chance for the 

course to be interactive. (A/10/06/19) 

 

An added view is also raised by a teacher during FGD and stated that:  

It is difficult for me to say that we are employing active learning. There are 

bottlenecks that make the implementation of active learning difficult. The 

courses are very vast, the number of the student is large, the students are not 

capable or willing to participate or take responsibilities and so on. 

(WKU/FGD/10/06/19) 

 

From the above responses it is discovered that though there are interests and attempts to 

implement active learning method, the traditional teacher-centered approach appeared to 

be dominant in the teaching-learning practice of WKU. Problems such as time 

constraint, course vastness, large class size, students‘ lack of capability and willingness 

are considered as bottlenecks to its practicality.  

 

Regarding the linkage of the teaching-learning process with the students‘ real life 

situation, one participant explained that:  

Here in our college practical courses are separately organized and the students 

are taking these courses in hospitals and other health institutions. There is a 

mechanism of checking whether the students have successfully achieved the 

competencies of the courses. On top of this, we have demonstration. Some 

basic courses especially in the 1
st
 and 2

nd
 year require intensive demonstration 
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work and hence the students are expected to spend the allotted time in there. 

We have 5 programs and there are 8 demonstration rooms. Some of the 

demonstration rooms are organized for such courses like Microbiology, 

Anatomy, and Physiology. Most of them are organized before we started the 

programs. Therefore, we have no problem in practical course. In addition to 

this, the university has its own hospital. We have been sending the students to 

6 additional hospitals. The hospitals were selected based on patient flow, case 

variety, distance and conduciveness to our students. We are very serious in 

this regard. So we decided to bypass other nearby hospitals and to send our 

students to Shashamene Hospital, by incurring additional cost, because we 

knew that it fulfilled our criteria. In general, we do whatever we can to help 

our student achieve something better practically. (A/10/06/19) 

 

Another participant also supported this claim and said that:  

Our current status is good. The situation allowed even other universities to 

come and use our lab facilities. But this does not mean that everything is 

perfect. We are still sending our students to other universities and industries 

for in some fields. As per my knowledge, there is no practical work in any 

course or program exempted. In relative speaking, we have better facilities as 

compared to other universities of the same generation. (T/10/06/19)  

 

It is revealed in these responses that there is an attempt made in WKU to link the theory 

with practice or the teaching-learning process with the industry or world of work. The 

university is doing this in two ways – (1) by using its own laboratories, demonstration 

rooms, workshops and hospital; and (2) by sending the students to the industry – both 

government and privet firms.  

 

In general, it is explored in this section that the instructional practices of WKU is 

relatively good which is manifested in strictly employing the mode of module delivery 

prescribed on the national harmonized curriculum and in providing instructional 

materials and facilities that make possible the link of theory with practice. However, it is 

implied that the practice of employing active learning approach in the university 

remained unsatisfactory because of the existence of time constraint, course vastness, 

large class size, students‘ lack of capability and willingness.   

 

5.4.3 The assessment practice of modular instruction 

This sub-section focused on the assessment practices of modular approach in WKU. 

Hence, the analyzed data on the assessment practice of the modular approach is going to 
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be presented based on the thematic sub categories identified earlier: (1) the focus of the 

assessment, (2) its continuousness, utilization of variety techniques or tools and the 

provision of feedback, and (3) use of ECTS and certification. 

 

As far as the first point (i.e. the focus of the assessment) is concerned, an attempt was 

made to know whether the teachers have the awareness and the experience of assessing 

competencies. In modular approach the ultimate goal of assessment is to check out 

whether or not students have acquired the minimum competences identified. Thus, the 

assessment focuses on competencies. When we look at the practice in WKU, however, it 

is indicated by participants that there is limitation in this respect. Most of the 

participants explained that they have the idea, but they did not come across with such 

experience practically. Of course, the case in the College of Medicine and Health 

Science is different. Let us see what one participant had to say in view of this: ―The 

University has its own assessment guideline. But because of the fact that we were unable 

to effectively introduce it to the staff and failed to strictly follow its implementation, 

most teachers are assessing the student in the traditional way. Had it been the guideline 

was well addressed to the teacher, they would have been practicing it accordingly.‖  

 

In a similar vein, another participant also noted that:  

I know that the student performance should be evaluated against the already 

identified competencies. That is the theory! But practically, it is impossible to 

do it. First because of lack of practical experience, second due to several other 

factors such as lack of interest- both from the side of the teacher and the 

students, shortage of time, lack of proper follow up and so on. 

(WKU/FGD/10/06/19)   

 

In connection with the second issues - i.e. the continuousness, utilization of variety 

techniques and the provision of feedback, it is conveyed by participants that the practice 

in WKU is good. The following responses might give us some insights about the 

continuousness, the utilization of variety techniques and the provision of feedback in the 

assessment practice of WKU.   

This is one of our best experiences. We have an assessment guideline. 

Previously it was 40/60 but now it was made 50/50, i.e. 50% continuous and 

50% final. So nobody is allowed to violate this. It became our common 
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practice. There are also different controlling mechanisms. It is going to be 

checked by the exam committee, by the department head, by the students 

themselves and finally by quality assurance directorate. In addition to this, 

there is a feedback provision mechanism. Of course, it is not 100% perfect. In 

principle, students should receive feedback on their first assessment before 

they proceed to the next. This helps them to learn from their mistakes and 

boost their confidence. Hence, the students have the awareness that they have 

the right to see the feedback, otherwise they will complain to the concerned 

bodies. At the same time, there is weekly discussion at department level on 

course and assessment progresses. On top of this, there is biweekly audit on 

course and assessment achievement by Quality Assurance Directorate. 

(A/11/06/19) 

 

The other point related to the assessment practice is the use of ECTS. The analyzed data 

concerning this issue indicated that WKU has implemented the ECTS. Even though 

there is no boldly written statement in the legislation indicating that the university has 

adopted the ESTS, in its parts which talk about Measurement Unit for Teaching Load 

(Article 57), Semester Load for Regular Students (Article 82), Semester Load for 

Continuing Education Students (Article 83), Credit Requirements (Article 85) and 

Student Academic Achievements (Article 89), it is confirmed that WKU is employing 

ECTS. Likewise most of the research participants indicated that the university is using 

ECTS for grading students‘ results.  

 

Finally, the analyzed data on the issue of module evaluation and certificationindicated 

that there is neither the practice of assessing modules nor certification of students on 

modular basis. In connection to this issue, a research participant shortly stated that ―The 

University did not establish a mechanism of assessing a module and certifying the 

student for the completion of an independent module yet‖ (H/10/01/19). 

 

In general, the analyzed data on the assessment practice of WKUindicated that despite 

the limited attempt made to consider competencies while assessing the students‘ 

performance, there is good practice in making the assessment continuous, in utilizing 

variety of techniques and providing feedback. It is also reported that WKU has adapted 

the ECTS. But there is no mechanism for the evaluation and certification of modules.   
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5.4.4 The major challenges for the implementation of modularization 

As previously mentioned, the implementation and practice of modularization can be 

challenged by a number of factors. The main challenges to the effective implementation 

of the modular approach in WKU which are identified from the analyzed data include: 

the problems related to the curriculum design, its staff and students, organizational 

structure, instructional materials and facilities. The following responses might give us 

some insights about these problems.  

 

Concerning the problem related to the curriculum design, a research participant 

expressed the following:  

There are things that are difficult to implement and need further study and 

revision. For instance, some courses are vast in nature but only few credit 

hours are allotted to teach them. For example, a course named Animal 

Technology has such problem. There are also problems of course arrangement 

especially in prerequisite courses that need revision. (A/11/06/19) 

 

An added view on this issue can also be found in the following statements of another 

participant: 

Time is the most serious challenge; especially block teaching of courses with 

very few (1or 2) ECTS is very challenging. It is difficult to give continuous 

assessment. The purpose of giving feedback is to help the students to get 

prepared for the next time. But the condition does not allow the students to 

have time and see their weakness and improve accordingly. (A/10/06/19) 

 

With regard to the challenges related to staff, one participant indicated that:  

Of course there are problems; but I do not think that it is lack of awareness. 

Most of them have good understanding but there is resistance. They do not 

want to spend much of their time to it. Most of the teachers are also 

preoccupied in searching for and working additional jobs outside the 

university. Therefore, they do not take their proper duty very seriously. 

(C/10/06/19) 

 

Another participant also raised the problems related to the student and said that: 

Modularization also requires an extended effort from the student. It is more of 

independent learning. But one serious problem that is affecting the modular 

implementation is the type of the student we have. I do not think that this is 

unique to our university‘s student. Most of them are not willing and are 
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incapable to do and learn by themselves. They expect everything from the 

teacher. (T/10/06/19)  

 

As far as the problems related to organizational structure of the university is concerned, 

the participants indicated that WKU failed not only to create additional structures but 

also to strengthen the already existing ones and make them properly function. This 

hindered the university to institutionalize the modular approach and hence to enhance its 

implementation. In this respect, it is good to put what one research participant said: 

There is no problem of establishing committee, but there is very serious 

challenge when we come to its functionality and practicality of actions. We 

have academic quality committee and module teams at department level, 

nevertheless the members will raise the issue of incentives when you ask them 

to do some tasks that are related to their responsibilities. Unfortunately, there 

is no legal room for us to fulfill their request or to force them. (C/10/06/19) 

 

Another participant also explained that ―The fact that the responsibility to follow up the 

overall implementation of the modular process is only laid on the shoulder of DAQPDP 

makes the task very difficult.‖ 

 

Moreover, participants repeatedly reported that the problem in purchasing system is 

becoming a very serious challenge to get instructional facilities in particular and to 

implement the modular approach in general. In view of this one participant explained 

that  

The other major challenge is the problem related to the procurement system. 

The university has both the willingness as well as the capacity to fulfill the 

required facilities for the laboratories and to construct additional classrooms. 

But the procurement system did not allow us to do so. Our university is a big 

institution and the government is also providing huge budget. But there are 

many occasions that forced us to return the budget to the national treasury due 

to this problem. (H/11/06/19) 

 

Another participant during the FGD also raised this issue and said that ―The procuring 

process is a serious bottleneck. Sometimes you have to wait a year to receive or get the 

equipment you requested for this semester‖ (T/10/06/19). Another participant also added 

that ―We were not able to do with full potential due to the problems related to national 

procurement system‖ (A/11/06/19). 
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The last but not the least challenge is the problems related to instructional materials and 

facilities. More specifically the participants indicated that there are shortage of 

consumable lab equipment, chemicals and classrooms. The following might give us 

some insights about these problems. ―Though we have relatively good laboratory 

facilities, sometimes there is very serious problem of getting chemicals and equipment. 

There is also shortage of classrooms‖ (WKU/FGD/10/06/19). 

 

In general, it is discovered from in the above responses that the implementation of the 

modular approach in WKU is challenged by various problems that are related to the 

curriculum design (credit hour allocation, course arrangement, block teaching), its staff 

(preoccupied and resistant) and students (unwilling and incapable), organizational 

structure (failed to create additional structures and to strengthen the already existing 

ones), , and instructional materials and facilities (shortage of consumable lab equipment, 

chemicals mainly resulted from tense procurement procedures).  

 

In conclusion, it is explored in this section that the practices and challenges of 

modularization in WKU is characterized by: (1) the existence of better organizational 

frameworks and supports (manifested in the existence of institutional commitment, 

legislative documents, and training and enhancement schemes); (2) relatively better 

instructional practices (demonstrated in employing the mode of module delivery 

prescribed on the harmonized curriculum and in attempting to link the theory with 

practice especially by organizing well organized laboratory facilities, demonstration 

rooms, workshops, hospital and sending students to relevant industries); and (3) 

utilization of variety techniques of continuous assessment and the provision of feedback. 

This chapter also showed that WKU has limitations in some areas: it failed not only to 

create additional structures but also to strengthen and make them properly function the 

structures that are already in place to institutionalize the modular approach; it unable to 

properly implement active learning and to institutionalize it; it failed to take the 

competencies of the module into consideration while assessing the students; and unable 

to device a mechanism for the evaluation and certification of modules. Finally, it is 



 

 

 

 

149 

 

indicated that the major challenges for the proper implementation of modularization in 

WKU are the problems related to the curriculum design, its staff and students, 

organizational structure, instructional materials and facilities. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

6. CROSS-CASE ANALYSIS OF THE PRACTICES AND CHALLENGES OF 

MODULARIZATION IN THE CASE UNIVERSITIES 

 

6.1 Introduction 

Merriam (1998:194) called for multiple case studies to be performed in two steps; first 

the ―within-case analysis‖ followed by ―cross-case analysis.‖  Once the analysis of each 

case is completed, cross-case analysis begins. There are several well-known cross-case 

analysis approaches available to the case study researchers. Miles & Huberman (1994) 

for example delineated between variable and case-oriented research as two approaches 

to cross-case comparisons. In the first, variables take center stage; i.e., the outcome 

observed in the cases varies across observations and causes appear to compete with one 

another. The goal is to explain why the cases vary; whereas in case-oriented research, 

commonalities across multiple instances of a phenomenon may contribute to conditional 

generalizations. The central question of interest to the case-oriented researcher is in what 

ways the cases are alike and unlike. Again, there are several well-known variable-

oriented cross-case analyses (Mills' Methods, Case Survey, and Before-After research 

design) and case-oriented cross-case (Most different design, Typologies, Multi-case 

Methods, and Process-tracing) techniques (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

 

This dissertation used multi-case analysis technique to explore and describe the 

differences and similarities exhibited with regard to the practices and challenges of the 

modular approach in BDU, DBU and WKU. This method was introduced by Stake 

(2006) and focuses on the quintain. According to Stake, the quintain is a common focus 

(organization, campaign, problem) for a set of case studies. It is comprised of cases that 

have both common and unique issues. Therefore, this chapter is devoted to the cross-

case analysis and it draws data inductively from the separate cases presented in chapter 

five of this study. This is to mean that the cross-case analysis is made based on the 

major themes and their subsequent sub-categories that are separately described in the 

aforementioned chapters. Hence, it is intended to show similarities and differences 
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observed in relation to the organizational frameworks, the instructional and assessment 

practices, and the major challenges of modular approach. 

   

6.2 The Organizational Framework and Support 

This section of the dissertation focuses on the cross-case analysis of inductive data about 

the organizational framework and support in BDU, DBU and WKU. The comparison 

concentrated on the subsequent subcategories of the main theme which include the 

existence of institutional commitment, organizational structures and personnel, 

legislative documents, and training and enhancement schemes. The table below (Table 

2) briefly depicted the comparison of organizational framework and support in BDU, 

DBU and WKU. 

 

Table 2: A brief comparison of organizational framework and support 

Main 

theme 

Sub themes BDU DBU WKU 

O
rg

an
iz

at
io

n
al

 F
ra

m
ew

o
rk

 a
n

d
 S

u
p

p
o

rt
 

Institutional 

commitment 

Committed:  

―Both the top leaders and its staff 
have strived a lot to materialize 

modularization” 

A relative 

slowdown in 
commitment: 

Committed 

management: 

Organizational 

structures and 

personnel 

Succeeded to establish 

organizational structures and to 

assign qualified personnel:  

―Some of these include the 

establishment of Academic Affairs 

Executive Directorate, Total 

Quality Management Executive 

Directorate, Course Chair, 

Mentoring and Peer-led Learning 

Team.” 

Nothing 

done 

differently 

except in 

Health 

Science 

College 

Nothing done 

differently. 

Formulation 
of legislative 

documents  

It formulated, ratified and executed 
several documents such as The 

BPR Document, The Harmonized 

Academic Policy, The Senate 

Legislation, Academic Regulation 

for Modular Curricula, A Guideline 

to Curriculum Development and 

Review, Assessment Bylaw, and 

Peer-Led Team Learning 

Implementation Guideline.  

Only 
Assessment 

Guideline 

It has formulated, 
ratified and executed 

The Harmonized 

Academic Policy, The 

Senate Legislation, 

Assessment Guideline, 

and Teaching Learning 

Guideline. 

Training and 

enhancement 

schemes. 

Induction, HDP, workshops, 

seminars and short term training. 

HDP, short 

term training 

& induction  

Workshops, induction, 

HDP and short term 

training 
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There are differences within the universities with regard to institutional commitment, on 

the one hand, BDU demonstrated far reaching commitment for the effective 

implementation of modular approach. It is indicated that most of its staff- from top to 

down and both the academic and the supportive- have a serious concern on the 

implementation of the modular approach in the institution. In WKU, on the other hand, 

it is only the top management which is committed to implement the modular approach. 

It is designated that this commitment is manifested in taking the teaching-learning 

process as its core mission and in allocating the necessary budget to the establishment of 

laboratory facility. In the contrary, the commitment exerted by DBU‘s top management 

and staff to implement the modular approach has shown a relative slowdown. It is 

indicated that the attention given to the issue by the top management and the day to day 

practice of its staff is seriously affecting the implementation of the modular approach in 

DBU. 

 

Moving towards the existence and functionality of organizational structures and 

personnel within universities, both DBU and WKU showed point of lack of efforts made 

to create additional organizational structures or to assign vital personnel and even to 

make the already existing structure to properly function. There is an insignificant effort 

made by these two universities to make the modularization process institutional. The 

only thing the universities attempted to do was to establish nonfunctional teams, 

committees or structures that are incapable to follow up the implementation of the 

modular approach. In College of Medicine and Health Science at DBU, of course, there 

is a little attempt made to group the teachers based on their specialty which can be 

consider as module theme. Conversely, BDU worked very efficiently and was able to 

make the modularization process institutional by enhancing the function and 

commitment of the existing structures such as Academic Affairs Executive Directorate 

and Total Quality Management Executive Directorate. Also, it is important that BDU 

established new structures and assigned qualified personnel based on the principle of 

modular approach who are the immediate responsible body to follow up the design and 

implementation of the modular approach.  
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Continuing with formulation of legislative documents which the universities used to 

enhance the implementation of the modular approach, it is pointed out that BDU and 

WKU have done a relatively better job. BDU, especially, seems to have done a 

relatively reputable job in this regard. The university has formulated, ratified and 

executed several documents such as The BPR Document, The Harmonized Academic 

Policy, The Senate Legislation, Academic Regulation for Modular Curricula, A 

Guideline to Curriculum Development and Review, Assessment Bylaw, and Peer-Led 

Team Learning Implementation Guideline. Similarly, WKU has produced working 

documents such as The Harmonized Academic Policy, The Senate Legislation, 

Curriculum Development Review and Monitoring Guideline, Assessment Guideline, 

and Teaching-Learning Guideline which are believed to enhance the implementation of 

the modularization process in the institution. However, what was done in DBU in this 

regard was minimal. The only thing the university has done was formulation of the 

senate legislation and assessment guideline. 

 

Unlike the previous scenarios, significant similarities are observed among the cases with 

regard to the existing training and enhancement schemes.  Though there existed 

contentious view on their effectiveness, it is confirmed that the universities have trying 

to enhance their staffs‘ knowledge, skill and attitude towards the concept and practice of 

modularization through the provision of workshops, seminars, induction, HDP, and 

short term training.  

 

In general, the implementation of modular approach in BDU led by committed top 

management and staff, supported by effective organizational structures, legislative 

documents and productive training and enhancement schemes seems to be in a better 

position. At the same time, the commitment of the top management and existence of 

legislative documents and different training and enhancement schemes in WKU would 

have positive contribution to the effectiveness of the modular approach. However, the 

implementation of modular approach in DBU is hindered by low institutional 

commitment, lack of effective organizational structures, legislative documents and the 

existence of productive training and enhancement schemes. 
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6.3 The Instructional Practice of Modular Approach 

In this section, cross-case analysis of the instructional practices of the modular approach 

in the selected cases was made on the basis of the thematic categorization which gave 

attention to the major points that are directly related to the issue under discussion. These 

include mode of module delivery, method of instruction and the linking of theory with 

practice. The table below briefly depicted the comparison of the instructional practice of 

modular approach in BDU, DBU and WKU. 

 

Table 3: A brief comparison of instructional practice of modular approach 

Main 

theme 

Sub 

themes 

BDU DBU WKU 

T
h

e 
in

st
ru

ct
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 p
ra

ct
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o

d
u
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r 
ap

p
ro
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Mode of 

module 

delivery  

Though there is a tendency of 

moving into parallel or semester 

based mode of delivery, there is 

good practice of block delivery.  

Most of the 

courses are made 

to be offered on 

parallel and 

semester basis. 

Strictly following 

the nationally 

harmonized 

modular 

curriculum: 

Method 
of 

instructio

n 

Contradicting views: while some 
argued that the teachers are using 

the student-centered method, there 

are others who contend that the 

traditional teacher-centered 

approach is dominant. 

More of the 
traditional teacher 

centered 

approach. 

The traditional 
teacher-centered 

approach is 

dominant 

Linking 

theory & 

practice 

It provided instructional materials 

and facilities that facilitate the link 

of theory with practice. 

Limited attempt 

was made. 

There is good 

attempt. 

 

To begin with the mode of module delivery, it is shown that in BDU and WKU except 

in some fields like Engineering and Technology, there is good practice of delivering the 

modules based of the principle of modularization. In BDU, it is indicated that though 

there is a tendency of moving into parallel or semester based mode of delivery, there is 

good practice of block module delivery approach. At the same time, it is found that 

WKU is strictly following the nationally harmonized modular curriculum. The 

University is strictly implementing what is prescribed in the nationally harmonized 

modular curriculum. So, it employed both modes of delivery – those courses/modules 

set to be offered in block are given in block and those that are required to be offered in 

parallel are given in the same way. On the contrary, it is implied in DBU that most of 

the courses are made to be offered on parallel and semester basis. Even in some fields 
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and programs the concept of module and harmonization gets problematic. Courses are 

offered without considering that they are in the same module and hence those modules 

that should at least be delivered in sequential pattern within one or two semesters are 

being delivered even in different years. 

 

There can be seen that there are similarities between the cases when we come to the 

second point, on the mode of instruction. The traditional teacher-centered approach is 

dominant in all the cases (selected universities). There is, of course, contradicting views 

in BDU in this regard; while some participants argued that the teachers are using the 

student-centered method, there are others who contend that the traditional teacher-

centered approach is dominant in the teaching-learning practice. 

 

Regarding the linkage of the teaching-learning process with the students‘ real life 

situation, it is revealed that there is good attempt in BDU and WKU to link the theory 

with practice or the teaching-learning process with the industry or world of work. These 

universities are doing this in two ways – by using their own laboratories, demonstration 

rooms, workshops and hospital; and by taking the students to the industry – both 

government and privet firms. Conversely, there is a limited attempt made by DBU to 

link the classroom teaching-learning process with the industry or world of work. It is 

indicated that the university has resource and facility limitations to fully engage the 

students into practical activities. This has a direct repercussion on students‘ ability and 

experience of linking what they have theoretically learned in the classroom with the 

reality they are going to face in the world of work. 

 

Generally, it is indicated that though dominated by teacher-centered approach, the 

instructional practices of BDU and WKU which employed the principles of modular 

delivery approach is found good. Yet, the situation in DBU seems to be characterized by 

the dominance of: parallel or semester based module delivery approach and thus 

fragmentation of knowledge, teacher-centered instruction and hence production of 

incompetent graduates, and theoretical aspects and thus limited link between theory and 
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practice mainly resulted from low concern for and inadequate resource allocation to 

practical activities.  

 

6.4 The Assessment Practice of Modular Instruction 

In this section a cross-case analysis on the assessment practice of modular instruction is 

made.  In due course, consideration is given to the focus of the assessment, its 

continuousness, utilization of variety techniques or tools, the provision of feedback, and 

use of ECTS and certification. The table below (Table 4) briefly depicted the 

comparison of the assessment practice of modular approach in BDU, DBU and WKU. 

 

Table 4: A brief comparison of assessment practice of modular approach 

Main 

theme 

Sub themes BDU DBU WKU 

T
h

e 
as

se
ss

m
en

t 
p
ra

ct
ic

es
 o

f 
th

e 
m

o
d
u

la
r 

ap
p

ro
ac

h
 

The focus of 

the assessment 

The course 

content:  

―I focus on what 

students have 

learned from the 

course content‖ 

The course content:  

“Most teachers have their 

own exam bank and just pick 

questions from there based 

on the content or portion they 

wanted to evaluate.” 

The course content:  

 

Its 

continuousness, 

variety & 
feedback 

provision 

Contentious 

argument: 

There is good practice: 

“There is no problem 

regarding CA.” 

There is good 

practice: 

 

Use of ECTS, 

module 

evaluation and 

certification 

Adopted ECTS 

but there is no 

module evaluation 

and certification 

Adopted ECTS but there is 

no module evaluation and 

certification 

Adopted ECTS but 

there is no module 

evaluation and 

certification 

 

Unlike the differences observed on the previous issues, the cross-case analysis of the 

three cases showed significant similarity on the issues that are related to the assessment 

practice of modular instruction.  To begin, one most important point of similarity 

between BDU, DBU and WKU involves the focus of the assessment. It is observed in all 

the cases that the focus of the assessment is the course content (not competencies). 

Moreover, there is relative sameness among the cases in the implementation of CA. 

there is good practice in making the assessment continuous, in using variety techniques 

and assessment tools, and in providing feedback. Furthermore, it is found that the 
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universities have adopted ECTS but there is no system for module evaluation and 

certification in all cases. 

 

6.5 The Major Challenges for the Implementation of Modularization 

In this part, cross-case analysis on the main challenges of modularization in the three 

universities was made. The major issues that are identified as challenge to the 

implementation of the modular approach include the problems related to: the curriculum 

design, staff and students, organizational frameworks and support, and instructional 

materials and facilities. The table below (Table 5) briefly depicted the comparison of the 

major challenges for the implementation of modularization in BDU, DBU and WKU. 

 

Table 5: A brief comparison of the major challenges for the implementation of 

modularization 

Main 

theme 

Sub themes BDU DBU WKU 

T
h
e 

m
aj

o
r 

ch
al

le
n
g
es

 o
f 

th
e 

m
o
d
u
la

r 
ap

p
ro

ac
h
 

The problems 
related to the 
curriculum design 

Course arrangement, 
lack of senior staff 
participation, not field 
specific, block delivery, 

encourages rush 
learning. 

Mode of delivery and 
lack of practical 
attachments. 

block delivery , time 
allocation  and course 
arrangement 

The problems 
related to its staff 
and students 

Resistance, time & 
financial pressures on 
the side of teachers; and 
capacity and willingness 
problems on the side of 
students. 

Gap in understanding, 
perception and skill 
among teachers and 
students.  

Teachers‘ resistance and 
lack of commitment; and 
students‘ lack of capacity 
and willingness 

The problems 
related to 
organizational 
frameworks and 
support 

Not reported Lack of institutional 
commitment, efficient 
organizational 
structures, personnel, 
and legislative 
documents. 

Failed to create additional 
structures and to 
strengthen the existing 
ones. There is also 
problem in purchasing 
system. 

The problems 

related to 
instructional 
materials & 
facilities. 

Not reported Lack and shortage of 

instructional materials 
and facilities. 

Shortage of consumable 

lab equipment, chemicals 
and classrooms. 

 

As far as the problems related to curriculum design is concerned, it is found that there 

are area of communalities and uniqueness among the cases. On one hand, while lack of 

senior staff participation in the designing process and failure to make it field specific are 

reported unique to BDU; failure to incorporate practical attachments to science fields, 
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and problems related to credit hour allocation (the mismatch between time allotted to 

and the content covered by a course) are exceptional challenges to DBU and WKU 

respectively. On the other hand, problems of course arrangement especially in 

prerequisite courses are reported both in BDU and WKU. Besides, the problem 

associated with block mode of delivery is the common challenge reported in all the 

cases.  

 

In relation to the challenges related to staff and students, issues such as resistance, time 

pressures, financial pressures on the side of teachers; and capacity and willingness 

problems on the side of students are identified as challenge to the implementation of 

modularization in BDU. Whereas, in DBU it is found that gaps of understanding, 

perception and skill among teachers and students are factors affecting the 

modularization process. At the same time, teachers‘ resistance and lack of commitment; 

and students‘ lack of capacity and willingness are the major bottlenecks to the 

implementation of the modular approach in WKU.  

 

In the first case (i.e. BDU), there is no problem reported in relation to organizational 

frameworks, instructional materials and facilities, which seems they had been properly 

managed whilst in the second case (i.e. DBU), major obstacles such as lack of 

institutional commitment, absence of efficient organizational structures and personnel, 

and shortage of legislative documents and absence or shortage of instructional materials 

and facilities are reported affecting the implementation process. At the same time, 

failure to create additional structures and to strengthen the existing ones, problems in 

purchasing system and the concomitant shortage of consumable lab equipment, 

chemicals and classrooms are the major backlogs reported in WKU.  

 

6.6 Conclusion 

To sum up, this chapter of the dissertation attempted to briefly compare the practice and 

challenges of the modular approach in BDU, DBU and WKU. The intention is to 

forward some concluding remarks and subsequent implications of the major findings of 

the study. Thus, it is found that the practice of modular approach in BDU and WKU 



 

 

 

 

159 

 

seems to be in a better position whilst in DBU it is hindered by number of factors. 

Accordingly, though dominated by teacher-centered approach, the instructional practices 

of BDU and WKU which employed the principles of modular delivery approach are 

found good. Yet, the situation in DBU seems to be characterized by the ―old wine in the 

new bottle‖. Of course, there are also similarities. It is found in all the cases that though 

the focus of the assessment is the course content (not competencies) and there is no 

system for module evaluation and certification, there is good practice in making the 

assessment continuous, in using variety techniques and assessment tools, in providing 

feedback, and in adopting ECTS. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN  

7. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS 

 

7.1 Introduction  

The purpose of this study is to shed light on the general understanding of the theory and 

practice of modularization in Ethiopian HEIs. More specifically, it aimed to investigate 

the conception, implementation and challenges of the modular process in the selected 

public universities. In view of this, in the presentations and analysis made earlier - in 

chapter four on the conception of modularization which constituted the historical 

inception, conceptualization and the subsequent design of modular curriculum; and in 

chapter five a case-by-case analyses on the practices and challenges of modularization in 

BDU, DBU and WKU – efforts are exerted to review relevant documents and to solicit 

participants to explore the issues under investigation. Simultaneously, cross-case 

analysis on the practices and challenges of modularization in the selected universities is 

made available in chapter six so as to have a clear picture of the issues. 

 

The idea of CBE in general and that of modularization in particular might at first seem 

quite interesting, namely that the concept is derivated, the curriculum is formulated and 

then implemented. But, conceptualizing the underpinning philosophies and transforming 

the basic principles into action is a far more complex and difficult task and this was 

confirmed in the literature (see for instance Martins & Terblanche, 2003 and Haftu, 

2018). This is further corroborated by the findings from this study which showed that 

there are some problems with regard to proper understanding and practical 

implementation of modularization in Ethiopian HEIs.  In addition, a number of impeders 

for the practical implementation of the modular approach in the selected universities are 

identified. In this chapter, therefore, the discussion of major findings of the study on the 

conception, design, implementation and challenges of the modular process is presented 

and discussed under four broader topics: The Conception of Modularization in Ethiopian 

HEIs, The Process of Curriculum Development, The Implementation Practice of the 

Modular Approach and Major Challenges for the Implementation of Modularization.  
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7.2 The Conception of Modularization in Ethiopian HEIs 

Taking into account the assumptions made by different theorists (Fodor, 1983; Beers, 

1992; Kouwenhoven, 2003; Reshadatjoo & Dolab, 2007 and Solomon et al, 2011) and 

its educational advantages, modularization has been recognized as a vital educational 

approach at international, regional, national and institutional levels. The different 

conferences, conventions and agreements that took place in different places at different 

times to shape educational policies in-line-with this approach also proved this fact 

(UNESCO, 2011 & Shabani et al., 2014).  Likewise, as part of its development agenda, 

Ethiopia has started to scrutinize its education system to aligned with the needs of the 

time and designed different strategies that have provided an impetus for the introduction 

of institutional reform in HEIs in general and in their teaching and learning process in 

particular. To put the initiated reforms into practice, the institutions devised different 

mechanisms and among other things, it is worth mentioning that modularization is one 

of the strategies proposed to improve the quality of education (Atakilt et al., 2016). It 

has been taken by the institutions as a suitable and timely approach for the successful 

design and implementation of curricula, instruction and assessment and consequently the 

production of competent graduates.  

 

This part of the discussion which is denoted by a technical term ‗conception‘ signifies 

two major issues – i.e. the introduction and the conceptualization. Hence, the first 

subsection deals with the introduction of modularization in Ethiopia; and then, a 

discussion on the conceptualization of modularization will follow (i.e. its meaning, 

features and benefits).  

 

7.2.1 The introduction to the education system 

This subsection deals with historical orientation of modularization in Ethiopia. It is 

intended to provide answer to the first and the second major research questions of the 

study – how and why modularization is introduced to Ethiopian HEIs. Issues that are 

going to be addressed include: when and how it started, who initiated the idea, what 

were the rationales behind its introduction. 
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With the intention of creating clear picture of the historical development of the issues, 

the discussion begins with the history of vocational education and CBE. Thus, before 

directly commencing to the discussion on the main issue – i.e. historical orientation of 

modularization, it is very important to look at the history of vocational education and 

CBE in the country.  

 

7.2.1.1 The historical orientation  

In Ethiopia, the intention of teaching knowledge for the sake of producing working 

forces is believed to have been started in the old periods. There are people who claimed 

and extended this issue to the day to day practices of the society and the traditional 

education systems of the country. This assertion, of course, has an empirical 

confirmation in the works of different scholars (Gobat, 1834; De Jacobis & Herbert, 

1867; Pankhurst, 1974; Amare, 2005 and World Bank, 2013). For instance, Richard 

Pankhurst, one of the prominent figures in the subject of Ethiopian History, by referring 

to Ethiopian royal chronicles, especially that of Emperor Yohannes I (1667-1682), noted 

that a young boy "was raised carefully in wisdom and discipline…learnt the use of the 

spear and how to pull a bow, as well as riding and swimming." (Pankhurst, 1974:76). At 

the same time, Gobat (1834), cited in Pankhurst (1974:77), indicated that "The 

daughters of the higher class…learn nothing but spinning and managing the affairs of 

the house: there are, however, a few ladies who can read.‖ Another writer also added 

that in the traditional church education ―Civil and canonical law, astronomy and history, 

are also included in the course of instruction given; but few students had the courage to 

embark in them. …; and in this respect I have often felt that a humble Deftera [teacher] 

had more real knowledge than the most learned professors in our European schools.‖ 

(De Jacobis & Herbert, 1867:82).  

 

Therefore, it is evident in the works of these scholars that there was the practice of 

teaching vocational skills such as riding, swimming, spinning, house managing and law. 

Nevertheless, despite the fact that there are some elements of similarities, there is no 

clear indication that there was TVET or CBE in its real sense. However, though it is 

very difficult to generalize that there was vocational education in its modern sense, there 
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was an indication of using education for the sake of producing skilled personnel. 

Therefore, it needs careful investigation into the indigenous and religious education 

system of the country to trace elements of TVET and CBE. 

 

For some participants, however, vocational education was introduced to Ethiopia in 

1940s and 1950s when formal vocational and technical secondary schools, in addition to 

the academic ones, were opened to train technicians for such services as transport, 

commerce, and officers for the army and police; and when subjects like music, 

agriculture, art and craft, home making, physical training and games were infused into 

the curriculum of primary, junior secondary and secondary schools. This is also marked 

in the published works of researchers (Lasonen  et al., 2005; Eden, 2012 and Lemma, 

2014). According to Eden (2012), for instance, the commencement of the Ecole National 

des Artes Technique, which was later renamed as Addis Ababa Technical School, in 

1942 in Addis Ababa announced the formal beginning of TVET in Ethiopia. The school 

offered training in many occupational fields such as electricity, economics, wood work, 

secretarial science, accounting, auto mechanics, building construction, and carpentry. 

The same authors indicated that the provision of TVET was further strengthened with 

establishment of a number of specialized technical colleges to address training needs in 

agriculture, engineering, public health and teacher education. Some of these include the 

Addis Ababa Commercial College, College of Engineering, Institute of Building 

Technology, Theology of Holly Trinity and Kotebe College of Teacher Education in 

Addis Ababa, Gondor Public Health College, Ambo Agricultural School, Jima 

Agricultural School and Bahirdar Poly-technique. In relation to this, Tesfaye (1995) and 

Froyland (2001) (cited in Lasonen  et al., 2005), for example, confirmed that there were 

around 105 practical modules prepared to be offered for students in four areas namely 

Industrial Arts, Home Economics, Commercial and Agricultural.  

 

Though it is claimed by some participants that TVET was introduced during the period 

of Derge, there is no theoretical and empirical evidence justifying this claim. Of course, 

many writers (Ofcansky and Berry, 1991; Marew, 2000; Lasonen et al., 2005; Lemma, 

2014; Alemayehu and Solomon, 2017 and Kumsa, 2018) contended that the educational 
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reforms of the Derge regime, the military government who ruled from 1974 to 1991, 

made TVET more accessible to relatively the larger public. According to these writers, 

this was done when an attempt was made by the government, with the assistance of 

former Soviet Union Government, to introduce polytechnic program to students of 

secondary school in 1970s. Thus, the first polytechnic courses were introduced for 

secondary school students to be offered in grade 9 and 10, after which a three-year 

advanced technical/vocational training programs were delivered. The then offered 

training programs include agro mechanics, industrial chemistry, electricity, textile 

technology and wood technology.  

 

The emphasis given to TVET has been further strengthened with the ratification of the 

Education and Training Policy in 1994. In the policy, the government has shown its 

commitment to improve access to TVET in all levels (TGE, 1994; Edukans Foundation, 

2009 and Lemma, 2014). The policy stipulated that: ―diversified technical and 

vocational training will be provided for those who leave school from any level of 

education‖ (TGE, 1994:16). From that time onwards, in Ethiopia, significant budget has 

been allocated and a number of TVET colleges/schools had been opened here and there, 

including in rural areas, to provide technical and vocational education and training for 

all those who needed it.  

 

But still, when we look at its history from the time of its inception up to 1990s, the 

emphasis given to and attitude towards vocational education in Ethiopia passed through 

the history of ups and downs. It was the most neglected system that had been delivered 

by different providers in a fragmented way (MoE, 1999; MoE, 2008 and Lemma, 2014); 

not in-line-with and linked to the market needs, the various development strategies and 

investment direction of the country (Dereje, 2002); a system where the occupations are 

determined by the MoE, not by industry or labor market; depended on the curriculum 

and input, not on occupational standards or competence (Lemecha, 2017); and suffered 

from poor quality, absence of a system for a systematic and independent assessment and 

recognition of competence (Atakilt et al., 2016). 
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According to Dereje (2002), MoE (2008) and Atakilt et al. (2016), taking into account 

all these problems, the government of Ethiopia has started to take a number of promising 

actions to change the situation. Thus, succession of reform programs had been 

introduced and new policies and strategies designed: the Five Year Road Map (2005 – 

2009), Five Year Strategic Plan (2006-2010) and National TVET Strategy are worth 

mentioning in this regard. One of the major changes the reform and the documents 

introduced was a paradigm shift in educational orientations. That is, the change in the 

orientation of the education system particularly that of TVET and universities from 

curriculum and input based to competence and output based. For instance, it is indicated 

in the Road Map (2005–2009) document for Ecbp in Ethiopia that ―The goal of the 

ongoing TVET reform [is] to put in place a modular outcome and competency-based 

system‖ (MoCB, 2004,p.13). Similarly, it is stated in the National TVET Strategy that: 

Global experience has shown that the mere expansion of TVET does not solve 

the problems of unemployment and low productivity of the economy. TVET 

has to respond to the competence needs of the labor market and create a 

competent, motivated and adaptable workforce capable of driving economic 

growth and development. ... The main thrust of the strategy is that TVET 

development relies on an outcome-based system. (MoE, 2008,p.7). 

 

Hence, it can be deduced from this that it was this reform that has formally introduced 

the idea of CBE and modularization into the education system of the country. 

Consequently, a national qualification framework has been set in place and a number of 

TVET occupational standards were identified to apply the concept of CBE in the design, 

deliver and assessment of TVET programs. 

 

Having discussed the historical orientation of TVET and CBE in Ethiopia, the next task 

is to consider the context in which modular approach was introduced to the realm of 

Ethiopian HEIs. As said before, it is the ecbp, a program run by the MoCB and 

sponsored by the German government, that has introduced the idea of modularization 

first to TVET programs and then to the engineering and technology curricula of 

Ethiopian public universities (ecbp, 2005; Zoebisch, 2007; ecbp, 2009 and Mesfin, 

2016). It is indicated in ecbp road map that the goal of university reform is to enable 

―Engineering and vocational training faculties in Ethiopia provide practice-oriented and 
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needs-driven training‖ (ecbp, 2005:8). It is further stipulated in Zoebisch (2007:2) that 

modular approach was introduced to engineering and technology programs of Ethiopian 

public universities to ensure ―International (German) benchmarking (teaching/learning 

& qualification of graduates), level-out differences within the country, facilitate mobility 

& exchange of students (choice of place) and obtain automatic international recognition, 

e.g. for further studies & on the job market.‖  

 

At the same time, it is indicated in the same document that the goals have been made 

operational by ― the introduction and organization of new courses, definition of course 

contents, development of modular curricula, the breakdown of modules into learning 

packages to provide further training for graduates, and other advanced training for target 

groups.‖ (ecbp, 2005:53). This indicates that after it is formally introduced into the 

realm of HE, modularization became a practical phenomenon first in those public 

universities which have engineering and technology faculties. The real implementation 

of the modular curricula for engineering and technology programs started in October 

2007 in AAU and Adama Science and Technology University (ASTU) and then in 

BDU, JMU and Mekele University (MKU) in October 2008 and finally in HU, HWU 

and AMU  (Arba Minche University) in October 2009 (ecbp, 2009; HESC, 2013 and 

Mesfin, 2016). This marked the formal execution of modularization in Ethiopian public 

universities. Then after, the idea moved to other programs and universities.   

 

Initially, a few universities (BDU and HWU from the first generation, and DMU and 

DBU from the second generation) showed strong commitment to go through the 

modularization process. The remaining universities refrained themselves from taking 

part, at least, in the initiation stage of the modular approach. This might be because of 

the apprehension they had that the change may not be implemented or may be stiffly 

resisted by the university community.  

 

Those universities which already started the modularization process repeatedly tried to 

bring the issue to the national level and take it as an agenda in the national council. They 

even attempted to influence other universities and took the initiative to invite an 
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international expert to give training on the issues being discussed. Soon, they were able 

to convince two more universities. This time, Haremaya and Jimma Universities joined 

the movement and even quickly started to get closer to the other universities which had 

immersed themselves into the modular approach earlier. The idea of modularizing the 

curriculum was repeatedly raised at NITC. After continuous and contentious debates and 

discussions on the issue and serious evaluation of the efforts being made by the 

pioneering universities to organize their curricula in modular approach, the national 

council decided that all HEIs should adopt the modular approach. Cognizant of the role 

that this approach can play in improving the quality of education, the MoE through one 

of its wings, HESC, gave special attention to the effort. 

 

With the coordinating efforts made by HESC and the pioneering universities, 

modularization became a real phenomenon in Ethiopian HEIs. Especially, the efforts 

made to reach other universities with training and awareness creation programs so as to 

make them be acquainted with the theoretical and practical aspects of modularization; 

the activities under taken to device tools that facilitated the implementation of 

modularization such as guideline, standards, formats, and so on; the efforts exerted by 

the remaining universities to join the modular process; and the roles played by the 

academic in designing the modular curricula brought about the implementation of 

modular curriculum into reality in Ethiopian HEIs.  

 

Hence, it was decided in Adama that all public universities were obliged to make the 

necessary preparation in the 2004 EC (2011/2012) academic year and to implement the 

nationally harmonized competence based modular curriculum as of 2005 EC (2012/13) 

academic year. It is stated in the minute of NITC that: ―በዚህ  መሠረት ሁለም የ መን ግስት ከፍተኛ 

ትምህርት ተቋማት በ2004 የ ትምህርት ዘመን  አስፈላጊውን  ዝግጅት በማድረግ  በ2005 ዓ .ም ወደ  ሞዱላር  የ ትምህርት አሰጣጥ 

ሙለ ትግበራ ውስጥ መግባት እን ዳሇባቸው  አዳማ በተካሄደው አ ገ ራዊ የ ተቋማዊ ሇውጥ ምክርቤት 18ኛ መደበኛ ስብሰባ  ላይ 

የ ተወሰ ነ  መሆኑ  ተገ ልጿል፡ ፡ ‖ Literally meaning ―It was decided on HEIs Curriculum Council 

meeting held at Adama that all government HEIs, by making the necessary preparation 

in the 2004 academic year, are required to get into full implementation of modular 

approach in 2005 EC academic year.‖(M/23/03/04)   
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Thus, it can be concluded that the idea of introducing the modular approach that had 

started in TVET, engineering and technology faculties in 2004 was further expanded and 

strengthened when the government obliged all its HEIs to reform their teaching and 

learning processes in general and to put in place a modular competency-based system in 

particular. The commitment and emphasis given to modularization reached its climax 

when all public universities' agreed-up-on harmonized modular curriculum was 

implemented in 2012/13 (2005 E.C) academic year. 

 

7.2.1.2 The reform initiation 

There are variations in the responses of the participants with respect to the issue of who 

initiated the reform process. A number of participants argued that it was initiated by 

government and some other participants found that the institutions made the first move 

to it. From this finding, there are two important points that needs to be addressed. First, 

we can understand that there was a government initiative to reform the overall system of 

the country, i.e. economic, social and political aspect. Thus, universities as one of the 

major role playing institutions in the country are required to get into a reform. Second, 

there are also institutional initiatives to bring the idea of modularization in to the reform 

process. There is, of course, a claim that the government went to the extent of dictating 

on what HEIs should do. It is indicated by some participants that there was strong 

government pressure in inducing the reform into the universities in general and 

influencing the way the programs were designed. 

 

There are ample empirical and theoretical evidence (ecbp,2005; Amare, 2007; Zoebisch, 

2007; Tesfaye, 2009; ecbp, 2009; ESC, 2014; Atakilt et al., 2016; Mesfin, 2016; Tefera 

& Wudu, 2016; and Haftu, 2018) supporting the idea that the government took the 

initiative to undertake a national reform. For instance, Tesfaye (2009:20) indicated that ― 

the government of Ethiopia has embarked on reforming its civil service organizations 

with the objective of improving the public sector service delivery system.‖ The 

following remark by ecbp (2009) concerning this fact seems to be amply justified. 
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Federal Democratic Government of Ethiopian has decided to overhaul the 

overall system. [It]includes the complete revision of the existing … curricula 

in all the public universities, the re-designing and implementation of a new 

human resource and infrastructure development plan, the introduction of 

modern teaching, learning and researching methodologies, the designing and 

implementation of a modern higher education governance system, the 

designing and implementation of a new system of cooperation between 

universities and local industries, the designing and implementation of a new 

technology transfer and accumulation system for supporting local industries to 

own modern technologies. (p.4) 

 

The study conducted by Tefera & Wudu (2016:89) also confirmed that most of ― these 

initiatives have been found to be centrally driven with the main impetus arising from the 

central Federal MoE, Higher Education Relevance and Quality Assurance (HERQA) 

and Education Strategic Center (ESC).‖ Thus, HEIs as one of the public sector service 

delivery entities in the country are required to go through the reform.  

 

Consequently, taking the direction given by the government, the institutions conducted a 

study usually known as BPR. Based on their BPR result which was harmonized at 

national level, some universities had already taken the courage to move forward in 

implementing modularization (Solomon et al., 2011; HESC, 2013 and WKU, 2015). As 

said before, it was these universities which tried to bring the issue to the national level, 

i.e. NITC. At the same time, though there is scarcity of empirical evidence to show, it is 

not also possible to deny individuals‘ contribution in this effort. It is important to note 

that the initiative of raising the idea of modularization relied on some institutions which, 

in turn, was driven by individual faculties or university leaders who had the exposure to 

the issue in one way or another. Some universities even had people who were considered 

as experts in the approach and they had a lot of support and guidelines. Hence, the 

contribution of these individuals can be seen in proposing the idea first to their 

universities and then in agitating the concerned parties to move to the modular approach 

and in doing some initial works both at institutional as well as national level. Of course, 

it is difficult to generalize this individuals‘ effort to all of the HEIs in the country in 

general and to those that are included in this study in particular. This is because it is only 

a tiny portion of the academic staff who contributed in this regard.  
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From this, one can inferred that the reform initiation process in Ethiopian HEIs took a 

form of the combination of top-down and bottom-up approach in which the lion‘s share 

was undertaken by the government. In this regard, Fullan (1993) argued that neither 

centralized nor decentralized style works and even when they are successful for short-

periods of time, they cannot stay successful unless they pay attention to the center and 

vice-versa. The author advised that both top-down and bottom-up approach are 

necessary considering that top-down approach emphasizes on over control and the 

bottom-up approach works towards managing chaos and people get preoccupied with 

routine operations. Sarason (1990) also indicated that the top-down approach is 

criticized for having little or no hands-on experience for understanding the problem and 

making recommendations for improving them. At the same time, he argued that ―It 

should not be, of course, concluded that educational reform should be left to educators 

… who … think and perceive in terms of parts and not a complicated system.‖ (p24).  

 

Generally, this study found out that despite the fact that the reform process mainly 

followed the top-down approach and there existed self-initiated institutions for the 

reform, the reform failed to attain the intended outcomes due to lack of strong and 

coordinated leadership.  

 

7.2.1.3 The rationale for modularization  

It is claimed that the introduction of new idea, theory, thought, or principle to any 

educational system has some reasons behind. Of course, there is nothing that simply 

happens without something that causes it. Therefore, there are a number of factors or 

reasons that motivated the introduction of competence-based modular approach in 

Ethiopian HEIs. Hence, it is found in this study that issues such as the reform 

requirement, the market requirement and the problems in HEIs are identified as major 

reasons for the introduction of the modular approach.  

 

First, this study found out that one of the rationales for the introduction of 

modularization into Ethiopian HEIs is the reform requirement. It is known that reforms 
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and changes characterize the education system of a given country in general and its 

curriculum in particular. This has been one of the typical features of the Ethiopian HE 

system. Thus, in response to the major socio-political and economic developments in the 

country, major reforms that targeted on the overall system, the institutions, and the 

academic programs have been taking place in Ethiopian HEIs. Thus, modularization, 

together with other forms of institutional transformation reform programs, was 

introduced in Ethiopian HEIs.  

 

It is also evident in different literature (MoCB, 2004; ecbp, 2005; Solomon et al., 2011; 

Yared, 2015; Atakilt et al., 2016 and Mesfin, 2016) that modularization was introduced 

to Ethiopian HEIs in response to the requirement of the government for a reform. For 

example, it is stated in Solomon et al. (2011:64) that ―The reform required all academic 

departments and/or academic programs running … to modularize and deliver their 

curricula via block teaching mode.‖ Moreover, it is postulated in MoCB (2004:13) that 

―The goal of the on-going … reform [is] to put in place a modular outcome and 

competency-based system.‖ This indicates that the reform specifically required the 

institutions - both TVET and universities - to put in place a modular competency-based 

education system.  

 

Similarly, Atakilt et al. (2016:28) argued that the reform required the institutions to 

work for ―the design and implementation of various interventions: accreditation system; 

modularization of curriculum; reorganization of instruction-learning; and, introduction 

of a competence-based system for the assessment and certification of competences.‖  It 

is also stated in the minute of HEIs NCC that: ―በዚህ  አጀን ዳ  ላይ አን ዳንድ ተሳታፊዎች ስሇ  ሞዱላር  

የ ትምህርት አሰጣጥ አስፈላጊነ ት … ያ ነ ሱ ሲሆን  ይህ  በተቋማት ደረጃ በውስጥ አሰራር  ማሻሻያ  ጥናት መሰረት የ ተገ ኘ 

የ ሪፎርም አካል (ውጤት) መሆኑ  ተገ ልፆ  አስፈላጊነ ቱ ምንም የ ማያጠያይቅ  ስሇመሆኑ  በተሳታፊዎች ተብራርቷል፡ ፡ ‖ 

Literally meaning ―On this agenda, some participants raised issues related to the 

modular approach and it is indicated by others that it is a reform instrument that 

emanates from the institutions‘ BPR and there is no question regarding its 

importance‖(M/23/03/04).   
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Second, it is believed by participants that one of the major reasons for the 

implementation of the modular approach in Ethiopian HEIs is the market requirement. 

To be productive and demand-driven and in order to meet the changing needs of the 

market –  i.e. industry and the society as a whole – reform in HE system is necessary. In 

support of this idea, Brennan and Little (1996:2) stated that ―In a variety of policy 

statements, the Government has promoted the idea of a continually developing work 

force possessing high levels of skills, enterprise and initiative is essential to competing 

internationally in the global market place.‖ As noted above, as a result of rapid and 

tremendous changes in the global context driven by political, economic, social and 

cultural forces – especially the market - an educational paradigm shift toward CBE and 

modularization is undergoing. Hence, recent reforms undertaken in Ethiopian HEIs were 

parts of an attempt to respond to this demand-driven market situation both at local and 

international level. To make the reform successful and the education system more 

responsive to the real needs of the market, several approaches were proposed, amongst 

was to modularize the educational programs offered in HEIs.  

 

This finding is explainable in terms of the works of some authors (Spady, 1994; 

Bowden, 1997; Solomon et al., 2011 and Atakilt et al., 2016) showing that CBE in 

general and the modular approach in particular are best tools for meeting the 

requirements of the market. In relation to this, Atakilt et al. (2016:30) argued that ― 

wider developments in society have necessitated a shift from what is called the 

traditional testing culture to what is called the assessment culture. These wider 

developments in society are… the growing need for flexible labor force in the labor 

market.‖ On the other hand, Bowden (1997:12) explained that ―In recent years, reviews 

of technological and vocational education systems were undertaken in many countries in 

the light of attempts to create a demand-driven market situation with both public and 

private providers involved.‖ Similarly, Spady (1994) explained that it is the social and 

labor market realities that demanded widespread change in the education system. At the 

same time, Solomon et al. (2011:68) argued that ―Modular curriculum design emerged 

in response to the changing needs of modern global society.‖ Mulu (2012) also said that 



 

 

 

 

173 

 

it was the inability of the HE system to meet the trained work force needs of the country 

that had led the institutions to a reform. 

 

It is very important to note that in a country like Ethiopia, the government itself is the 

one which seeks competent graduates. Hence, the production of competent graduate is 

one of the concerns on the side of the government when it required the institutions to go 

through institutional reforms. There was a need for graduates who can perform in 

government offices. When we are talking about marketization and its concomitant effect 

on design and delivery of educational programs of HEIs, there are also concerns of 

globalization. Some (Cheng, 2005; Amare; 2007; Spring, 2008; Zhao, 2009 and Mesfin, 

2016) considered globalization or marketization as a necessitating factor for HE reform. 

Amare (2007:142), for instance indicated that ―driven by low performance of the 

economic sectors of the country‖, the government required the higher education system 

―to be practice-oriented.‖ 

 

The third major reason for the introduction of modularization into the spheres of 

Ethiopian HEIs was the predominance of intricate problems in the institutions which 

prevented them from performing well and fulfilling the already mentioned requirements. 

Thus, modularization is considered as an utmost tool to alleviate these persistent 

problems. The problems are classified under three categories: program related problems, 

instructional related problems and assessment related problems. 

 

(i) program related problems 

A number of problems that are related to educational programs are identified and major 

issues are summarized as follows. The first major problem related to educational 

programs identified by this study was the existence of content oriented and irrelevant 

curricula. It is indicated by participants that the already existing curricula were 

discipline based, full of academic content and theoretical knowledge which is not 

relevant. Studies conducted in this area (Teshome, 2003; ecbp, 2009 and ESC, 2014) 

also support this result. In 2006, for example, the university reform component of ecbp 

established a national taskforce for assessing the status of the engineering education in 
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the public universities of Ethiopia and the results of the assessment found, among other 

things, that ―the existence of outdated and theoretically-oriented curricula,… as the main 

bottlenecks which hindered the realization of quality engineering education in the public 

universities in the country.‖ (ecbp, 2009:1). Similarly, Teshome (2003:8) stated that 

―The curricula of higher education in Ethiopia, both at undergraduate and graduate 

programs, were in many cases judged as having large elements of irrelevance with 

respect to the current national and global development situations.‖  

 

The second problem is related to the severity of loose connection between the world of 

education (i.e. HEIs) and the world of work (i.e. the industry). Obviously, HE by its 

nature has to be connected closely with the world of work. But according to the findings 

of this study, this was not the case in Ethiopian HEIs. The relationship between 

universities and the industry is loose. It is stated by Craig and Martin (1986) that sound 

curriculum design is all about establishing a lasting relationship between theory and 

practice, and making the essential link between what is known and what is done. In this 

regard, some research works conducted in Ethiopia found out that there was problem of 

linking theory and practice as well as universities and industries. It is indicated in ecbp 

(2009:1) that a study undertaken in 2006 to assess the status of the engineering 

education in the public universities of Ethiopia showed that there was ―absence or 

insufficiency of appropriate linkages between the universities and the local industries.‖ 

 

The third problem is related to the issue of improper integration and marginalizing of 

program outcomes in the organization of curricula. As stated elsewhere in this paper, 

because of the focus of the existing curriculum on the nature of the discipline, the 

content of the courses are not properly organized in a way that can help the graduates to 

be competent. Correspondingly, program outcomes, which are very important for 

students‘ success in the world of work, lack appropriate place and get less emphasis in 

the curricula as well as in practice. There are also a few studies (Tadesse  et al., 2016 

and Tefera & Wudu, 2016) which support this claim.  For example, Tefera & Wudu 

(2016:89) claimed that ―The imperatives and issues that drove curricular changes arose 

from the need to respond to … deficiencies revealed in the previous curricula, for 
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example, ‗fragmentation of contents‘, which is the results of a traditional discipline-

based approach to curriculum design.‖ 

 

Conversely, modular curriculum design has gained extensive acceptance for a number of 

reasons – it emphasizes on the specification and assessment of outcomes (referred to as 

competencies) (Spady, 1977; Johnston, 1992;  Spady, 1994 and Bowden, 1997), it 

promotes workplace relevance and the design of curricula normally begins with analysis 

and identification of workplace competencies which are then organized into a set of 

competency standards for an occupation (Jessup 1989; Tuxworth 1989; Spady, 1994 and 

Bowden, 1997). In the document prepared to guide the modularization process of 

Ethiopian HEIs, all these issues are confirmed for being persistent problems in the then 

existing curriculum and that is why the institutions introduced modularization (HESC, 

2013). 

 

(ii) instructional related problems 

Modularization was also considered as a solution for several instructional related 

problems that had been persistent in Ethiopian HEIs. The participants echoed that 

modularization was introduced as a solution to the existing problems mainly to those 

that are related to the teaching learning practice. They indicated that the teaching-

learning process in Ethiopian universities was characterized by teacher‘s dominance, 

classroom based lecture, lack of practical activities, memorization or recitation, and 

proceeded by theory and then followed by practice. The points identified could be 

summarized under two major themes – dominance of teacher-centered approach and 

improper balance between theory and practice.  

 

With regard to the first point – i.e. dominance of teacher-centered approach, it is 

indicated that the old education system focuses on the teacher and the teaching process. 

Thus, modularization is an attempt of moving the emphasis from teaching to learning 

and from teacher-centered to student-centered approach. It is found in various studies 

conducted in Ethiopia that most teachers adhered to traditional teaching methods 

(Wondimagegnehu, 2006; Haileeyesus, 2007; Adula, 2008; Haftu, 2008; Taye, 2008; 



 

 

 

 

176 

 

Amera, 2012 and Birhanu, 2012).  For example, Taye (2008:81) found that ―Most 

instructors used lecture method in their classrooms and … the practice of active learning 

in the university was found to be low.‖ Likewise, Birhanu (2012:183) concluded that 

―although the employment of active teaching and learning is emphasized in Ethiopian 

policies, traditional lecture methods, in which lecturers talk and students listen, 

dominate most classrooms.‖  

 

It is conceived by many that, if properly managed, the design and implementation of the 

teaching-learning process in the modular approach would be helpful in promoting the 

implementation of active-learning.  Subsequently, it is designated in the guideline 

prepared by HESC for curriculum modularization in Ethiopian HEIs that the principles 

of active-learning and constructivist-learning are the core elements of the modular 

approach which are the necessary requirements for HEIs to use. In the same document, 

it is discussed in detail that issues such as learners‘ active participation, use of varied 

learning/teaching methods, high learner autonomy and responsibility, inclusion of 

purposeful and authentic activities are the core philosophies of the modular approach in 

the teaching and learning process (HESC, 2013:41-42). It is also confirmed by Tefera & 

Wudu (2016:89) that ―The new curricula  emphasize the practice of … student-centered 

learning or active learning method. This condition has located teachers in a position to 

adopt different teaching and assessment strategies unlike their previous practices.‖ In the 

same vein, Dochy et al. (1989:10) indicated that ―The professor no longer has ‗center-

stage billing‘: his feeling of authority vis-a-vis the ‗audience‘ (his students) enhanced 

through one-way communication in traditional instruction, is diminished or eliminated.‖ 

This is because of ―The shift from the lecture method (passive) to modular instruction 

(active).‖ 

 

As far as the second point is concerned – i.e. improper balance between theory and 

practice, it is indicated that the old method of teaching emphasized on theoretical 

knowledge and is characterized by classroom based lecture, limited practical activities, 

memorization or recitation, preceded by theory and then followed by practice which lead 

to artificial separation of theory and practice.  Such arguments seem to be sufficiently 
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convincing that in a situation where there is teacher- centered approach, the emphasis 

would be on lecture where learners are expected to be passive receivers of knowledge 

and learn in a rote fashion. Moreover, the emphasis is on theory rather than on practice. 

Even in a situation where there are some practical activities to be done, the students 

were taken to some universities or institutions after they finished the theoretical part of 

the course. It is indicated by participants that the students were not able to remember the 

theoretical knowledge, for example procedures, when they are asked to perform a task 

during the practice. This is because of the artificial setup created by the system to 

separate theory and practice. There are some pieces of theoretical and empirical 

evidence that need to be considering in this regard. Dawit et al. (2018:7) stated that 

―There was also a great deal of resistance to the mixture of theory and 

application/pedagogy in the curriculum, as the traditional approach in Ethiopia has been 

to teach them in separate courses.‖ That is to teach the theory first and then to go to the 

application in another time. From the works of Farenga and Ness (2005), however, it can 

be recognized that competency-based modular approach, in contrast to the old system, is 

an education system aimed at preparing competent graduates by combining teaching of 

both practical skills and theoretical expertise which is contrary to teaching of theory and 

abstract conceptual knowledge. Similarly, Kouwenhoven (2003) indicated that 

competency-based modular approach shifts the focus from knowledge and skill 

acquisition to a holistic, integrated and contextual experience which builds professional 

competence through enhancing the students‘ ability to put their learning to work. 

Moreover, Brown & Saunders (2006) contended that:  

… modularization originated from significant theoretical and policy-making 

initiatives based on the educational advantages of providing more flexible 

learning pathways and increased access to a greater variety of students. Sound 

curriculum design is all about establishing a lasting relationship between 

theory and practice, and making the essential link between what is known and 

what is done. (p.96) 

 

On the other hand, by comparing the difference between traditional and modular 

instruction, Dochy et al. (1989:11) explained that while the traditional instruction 

focuses on ―First theory than practice‖ the modular instruction integrates ―Theory and 

practice in the curriculum‖ as well as in the teaching learning process.  
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(iii) assessment related problems 

The participants argued that the modular approach was, among others, introduced to 

solve the long existing assessment practices in HEIs. The existing practices were not in a 

position to prepare students for their future career and the practical challenges they 

would face in the world of work. They contended that the successfulness of an 

assessment practice should be evaluated from the point of view of its effectiveness in 

making the students ready for a lifetime challenge rather than just preparing them to 

pass written exams. In connection to this, several assessment-related problems are 

identified. Some of these include: provision of time bounded assessment (mid and final), 

lack of standardization, predominance of paper and pencil exams, and lack of feedback 

provision system. This also backed up by other scholars (Dochy et al., 1989; Dochy & 

McDowell, 1997; Mulder, 2012; HESC 2013 & Atakilt et al., 2016).  

 

On the other hand, there is ample literature supporting the fact that competence-based 

modular approach has devised important features of assessment which are instrumental 

for mitigating the existing assessment malpractices (Dochy & McDowell, 1997; Mulder, 

2012; HESC 2013; Atakilt et al., 2016). Dochy & McDowell (1997:153), by drawing on 

various literature about the features of the recent assessment systems, revealed that 

modular assessment is characterized by: (a) focus on assessment of achievements and 

competences of students; (b) use of national standards; (c) use of different assessment 

methods; and, (d) giving greater role for observation by and judgment (feedback) of the 

teacher. At the same time, Mulder (2004) outlined 10 theoretical principles or guidelines 

for the development of comprehensive competence-based education and training system. 

Among these principles, the fifth principle indicates that in modular approach students 

are assessed regularly which carried out before, during and after the learning process; 

that assessment be focused on the competence development of students; and that 

assessments involve vocational practice at all times. In the same fashion, by comparing 

the difference between traditional and modular instruction, Dochy et al. (1989:13) 

described that in the traditional assessment the ―Student typically takes one or two tests 

on the materials which determine his grade for the entire course.‖ Whereas in the 
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modular approach assessment is a continuous process ―Designed to measure mastery of 

the objectives stated at the beginning of the course; assessment of prerequisite skills, 

diagnosis of strengths, weaknesses and mastery.‖  

 

In general, the findings in this study revealed that the modular approach is introduced as 

a solution to various problems that had been prevailing in Ethiopian HEIs. The problems 

are mostly related to the educational programs, instructional and assessment procedures. 

Thus, it is possible to infer from the discussions above that it was thought by 

participants that the introduction of competence based modular approach had something 

to do with all these problems.  In other words, it is thought that a modular approach was 

implemented in Ethiopian HEIs to effectively solve the aforementioned problems. 

 

7.2.2 The conceptualization of modularization 

It is indicated earlier that modularization was introduced to Ethiopian HEIs due to the 

fact that it was identified as an educational approach that had a remarkable contribution 

for the improvement of its HEIs. Nonetheless, it is clear that when a new approach is 

being executed, there is always a possibility of misunderstanding the concept and its 

underpinning philosophies. This would in turn exacerbate the gap between what is 

intended to be done and its practice.  

 

This section of the study is, therefore, attempted to discuss the major findings of the 

study on stakeholders‘ understanding of the concept. It is intended to answer the third 

major research question - How do stakeholders in Ethiopian HEIs conceptualize 

modularization? More specifically, it focused on the following questions: (1) what do 

stakeholders understand about the concept of modularization? (The meaning of 

modularization); (2) what makes modularization different from other approaches? (The 

features of modularization) and (3) what promises does modularization have? (The 

advantages of modularization). Below are discussions on the major findings of the study 

that are related to these identified themes. 
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7.2.2.1 Stakeholders’ understanding of modularization  

Though it appears difficult to find well defined categories, it is imperative to focus on 

some thematic categories emerged while examining stakeholders‘ understanding of the 

meaning of modularization. The discussions mainly focus on the classified continuum of 

stakeholders‘ understanding of the issue.  

 

(i) Little or no idea about modularization 

It is revealed in this study that there are stakeholders who have little or no knowledge 

about modularization. The study found that there are people who were not able to 

understand the concept, rationale and basics of modularization and how it should be 

designed and offered. More surprisingly, the study showed that those who are supposed 

to lead the change and induce the concept to their subordinates had lacked the awareness 

about the modularization process. It is surprising because those who were in the top 

position of some of the institutions which were leading the reform and top university 

leaders are among this group of stakeholders. So, how could it be possible, for these 

people – (1
st
) to induce the concept to their subordinates, which they themselves do not 

understand, (2
nd

) to lead the change full heartedly, (3
rd

) to be able to successful in 

implementing the reform, and (4
th

) to bring about the intended change? The answer is 

clear, it could not be possible. This is because leaders‘ understanding of an innovation is 

vital for its successful implementation (Madu, 2011). In the eyes of Sarason (1990:24) 

having little or no understanding of a reform ― is a very serious limitation on those with 

responsibility to make recommendations. … Ignorance is not virtue. It is, in this case, a 

mammoth obstacle because it reinforces misconception. ‖  

 

This finding is consistent with the outcomes of the study by ESC (2014) and Habtu 

(2018) which found out that there is problem of understanding the change by 

stakeholders, both by leaders and practitioners. In this regard, Haftu (2018:68) 

concluded that there is ―Lack of in-depth understanding of the innovation among leaders 

and staff.‖ At the same time, it is found by ESC (2014) that ―the awareness level of the 

stakeholders is lower than the expectation. ... The participants have a major difference in 

their level of awareness which decreases when one moves from top to down.‖ Haftu 
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(2018) further elaborated how misunderstanding among leaders impacted the execution 

of the reform. He stated that ―problems of understanding … by the top leadership have 

fueled the misunderstanding and confusions on middle level leaders and the university 

community at large. …which has led … to confusion, uncertainty and mistrust towards 

the top leadership and the innovation itself.‖ (p.57).     

 

Proper understanding is a minimum requirement or a base for any idea to be 

implemented. This is explained by Dewey (1933) that when someone conditionally 

accepts an idea, s/he is able to recognize it; however, when an individual understands an 

idea, then s/he possesses the ability to apply it. Therefore, proper execution of a reform 

could be possible if and only if there is proper understanding of it. Sarason (1990), on 

the other hand, stated that failure of educational reform emanate from superficial 

conception of the reform process and how complicated the systems are. Sarason 

maintained that ―Mistakes in understanding are one thing; when they become the basis 

for action, it is quite another thing.‖ (p.27). Hence, understanding the complexity of a 

reform, especially by those who are expected to lead it, is the most crucial and 

potentially productive factor for the reform to succeed. 

 

Thus, it can be concluded that the failure for proper implementation of the modular 

approach in Ethiopian HEIs most likely, among other factors, originates from lack of 

understanding.   This is because it became source of misunderstanding, confusion and 

disinterest to engage full-heartedly in the implementation process. This is also 

confirmed by studies conducted in this area (Solomon et al., 2011; ESC, 2014; Tefera & 

Wudu, 2016; Haftu, 2018).  

 

(ii) Modularization as a course designing approach 

The findings in this study revealed that most of the research participants considered 

modularization as a process of organizing a curriculum that is mainly based on the use 

of modules. It is very important to mention the most frequently used phrases in the 

definitions of participants – ‗clustering of courses and grouping of courses in a module.‘ 

Of course, this conceptualization has something to do with modularization. In the large 
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array of existing literature, we see the conceptualization of modularization considering it 

as an educational approach formed around educational packages called modules 

(Goldschmid & Goldschmid, 1973 and Dochy et al., 1989). But, the problem is, some 

people merely relate the approach with simple act of developing a module. Some of 

them even associated it with the teaching material or document. This is also confirmed 

in a study conducted by group of professionals to assess the implementation status of the 

nationally harmonized competence based modular curricula in Ethiopian public 

universities. The study concluded that ―the awareness level of the stakeholders is lower 

than the expectation‖ and ―the majority … lack the necessary awareness about 

modularization‖ and even there are people who related the idea with ―the teaching 

material that we produce for distance learning.‖ (ESC, 2014:26).  

 

On the other hand, it is implied in this study that there are few participants who noted 

that simply organizing courses in a form of modules did not necessarily mean that there 

is modularization. It is understood that the courses or contents are organized not just for 

the sake of putting them in module form rather it is intended to integrate the three 

domains of learning. It is also showed that courses are integrated and rearranged in that 

way for two reasons- one to put them in their logical order and second to make them 

relevant for the learners. Likewise, some other participants have further advanced the 

above assertions and described it as an approach that designs a curriculum based on 

competencies. The existing literature also considered modularization as an approach that 

– integrates relevant content intended to establishing a lasting relationship between 

theory and practice, and making the essential link between what is known and what is 

done (Davis, 2003; Brown & Saunders, 2006 and Morcke et al., 2013); and design 

independent, closed, and domain-specific modules that are intended to achieve a set of 

specific learning outcomes or competencies (Goldschmid & Goldschmid, 1973; Spady, 

1977; Johnston, 1992  and  Betts & Smith, 1998).   

 

(iii) Modularization as an instructional approach 

Through its enterprise in HE initiative, modularization places increased emphasis on 

skills development and active teaching and learning. Taking into account that the 



 

 

 

 

183 

 

concept of modularization has something to do with instructional approach, a number of 

participants repeatedly raised issues of teaching and learning in their response. Some of 

the participants reflected on the concept of modularization by considering it as an 

educational approach that emphasizes on – block teaching, student-centered learning 

(active participation of the learners in the teaching-learning process, learning by doing), 

linking theory with practice and the use of authentic learning environment.  

 

The various scholarly works of educators (see Rosenstock, 199; Davis, 2003; Brown & 

Saunders, 2006; Mulder, 2012 and Morcke et al., 2013) also suggested that modular 

approach is characterized by the design of authentic learning environment where the 

students are highly encouraged to participate in the teaching learning process. On the 

ground that study skills need to be developed in an integrated and holistic way, 

modularization played a greater role through inclusion of relevant and motivating 

learning tasks and activities into the curriculum and their execution in an authentic 

learning environment. Many of these devices are intended to assist the process of 

learning and encourage the individual learners to take an active role in exploring 

opportunities for learning. In this vein, Mulder (2012:4) clarified that in competence-

based modular design ―Learning activities take place in several authentic situations.  

This … means that learning activities take place in a diversity of authentic settings 

(which means: in practice) as much as possible.‖ And he added that ―This kind of 

practical learning increases the practical experience of students which can increase their 

motivation significantly.‖ 

 

The findings in this study implied that there is a tendency, by some participant, of 

narrowing the broader concept of modularization by linking it only with block delivery 

of courses. This claim seems to be frivolous because block mode of teaching is only one 

component of modularization. It is not synonymous with its whole idea. This is also 

proved by the findings of ESC (2014:27) that ―the participants simply equalize 

modularization with block teaching‖ which symbolizes that ― the very principles of 

modularization have not yet been well captured by the instructors and other 

participants.‖  At this juncture, it should be noted that ―The relationship between 
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modular curriculum and block teaching is analogous to the relationship that exists 

between curriculum and instruction.‖ (Solomon et al., 2011:67). These researchers also 

added that: 

A modular curriculum could be implemented using several competing ways of 

delivery and/or schedules. Semester-based scheduling, term-based scheduling, 

and block scheduling are among the possible modes or ways of scheduling or 

delivering the modular curriculum. Block teaching therefore is nothing other 

than one way or method of delivering the program of curriculum. Block 

teaching could be viewed and understood as the re-organization of the 

academic year into approximately 12 ‗blocks‘ of 4 weeks each or 10 'blocks' 

of 4 to 6 weeks each, instead of two semesters of 16 weeks each. (p.72) 

 

(iv) Modularization as an assessment approach 

It is indicated earlier that modularization requires courses to be designed based on 

competencies rather than academic contents. In the same manner, the assessment also 

focuses on measurement of the already pre-specified competencies. Likewise, some 

research participants conceptualized modularization in its relation to assessment 

mechanism. It is considered as an approach that takes into account the students‘ 

workload and certifies them based on an internationally recognized scheme, i.e. ECTS. 

It is also deemed as an approach that employs various assessment tools that are helpful 

for universities to maintain an international standard.  This can be done in many ways: 

first, it helps the institutions to improve students‘ achievement of the competencies by 

continuously assessing and giving feedback; second to effectively measure the 

competencies by using different techniques and finally to make the students degree 

comparable with international universities by using ECTS.  

 

Despite the fact that there are no definitions in the literature (theoretical evidence) that 

directly coincide with what is found in this respect, the points mentioned by participants, 

in one way or another, are related with the idea of modularization. In this vein, it is 

indicated in Bologna Declaration that, among the rationale behind modularization are: 

adoption of a system of easily readable and comparable degrees; promotion of European 

citizens employability and the international competitiveness of the European HE system; 

and establishment of a system of credits - such as ECTS are worth mentioning (EHEA, 

1999). At the same time, among the ten steps the Tuning Project has developed for 
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designing the new and redesigning the existing educational programs in HEIs, the fourth 

and the sixth steps are: to allocate ECTS credits to each course unit; and determine the 

approaches to teaching, learning and assessment - decide how the competences can best 

be developed and assessed (Jenneke et al., 2010 and Hahn & Damtew, 2013). Similarly, 

Mulder (2012) affirmed that competence assessment and certification is one of the four 

elements of competence-based modular approach. Assessment of learning outcomes, 

existence of continuous assessment, provision of feedback and certification are also 

promoted in other literature that view assessment as a tool that influences instruction, 

learning and educational effectiveness in modular approach (Burn, 1975; Betts & Smith, 

1998; Sánchez & Ruiz, 2008; Anema & McCoy, 2010; UNESCO, 2011 and Atakilt et 

al., 2016). 

 

In general, from the above discussions one can infer that there are two types of 

stakeholders: those who know little or no about modularization and those who 

conceptualized modularization in different ways. Though there is different pattern 

between what has been conceptualized and the existing literature, the second group of 

people understood modularization in different ways and they assumed it as an approach 

of organizing, delivering and assessing courses so as to make learning enhanced, 

concrete and assure the production of competent graduates. Despite the fact that they 

lacked to have a comprehensive understanding of the concept (they conceptualized it in 

a fragmented way), the points they raised in one way or another, are related with the 

idea of modularization.  

 

7.2.2.2 The basic features and principles of modularization 

In order to establish good understanding about modularization, it is also good to look at 

some of its features that make it different from the other approaches. Hence, to know 

their understanding on the issue, participants are also asked on the features and 

principles of modularization. In a response to this question, the research participants 

replied by comparing it with the traditional teacher-centered, theoretical, academic and 

linear approach that was in place in Ethiopian HEIs before the commencement of 

modular approach. Despite the fact that some stakeholders have doubts on its 
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practicality, they have identified some interesting issues that distinguish modular 

approach from that of the traditional one. On this point, issues such as - clarity, design of 

self-contained modules, use of standardized measurement scheme, and use of variety of 

teaching, learning and assessment techniques as well as instructional materials, - are 

identified as major features of modular approach. Of course, the research participants‘ 

concern and doubt on the applicability and practicality of these elements seems to be 

emanated from the fact that most of these features have not yet been properly applied 

and institutionalized.  

 

First, by clarity, the research participants argued that in modular approach learning 

objectives and expected outcomes are written down in clear and unambiguous terms and 

emphasis is given for outcomes (referred to as competencies). The stakeholders 

explained that modular approach has also clarity in specifying the roles that are expected 

of the students and the teacher. It is also evident in the works of different scholars 

(Spady, 1977; Johnston, 1992; Davis, 2003 and Mulder, 2012) that specification of 

learning outcomes or competencies and role (of the students and the teacher) are 

indicators of clarity in the process of modular design. For instance, Davis (2003:229) 

stated that ―An explicit statement of what the educational process aims to achieve 

clarifies the curriculum for both students and teachers and provides a focus for teaching 

and learning. According to Johnston (1992), competence-based modular design is not 

unique in its intention to focus more sharply on educational outcomes. But, what 

differentiates it from others is its orientation towards the clearer specification and 

monitoring of outcomes. Similarly, Mulder (2012:3) indicated that ―The competencies 

that are basis for the curriculum are defined.‖ 

  

Second, participants thought that a modular curriculum is designed and organized based 

on modules that are essentially self-contained and so all information and activities 

necessary for the development of a given competency are available at the same time and 

place. The literature (Goldschmid & Goldschmid, 1973; Dochy et al., 1989 and Betts & 

Smith, 1998) also suggested that one principal feature of modular approach is the design 

of a self-contained unit of learning activities. Accordingly, each module is independent 
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and contains all the theoretical knowledge, practical skills and attitudes required to 

achieve the skill targeted by the module. In the traditional approach, however, because 

of the fact that course or contents are organized based on the nature of the subject 

matter, such contents and learning activities might be found within different courses. It 

is argued that, this feature of modular approach enhances the opportunity to provide a 

combination of learning experience in an integrated way (theory and practice) so that 

each learning activity can enhance and complement the others.  

 

The third important feature identified by the stakeholders is the use of standardized 

measurement scheme. One important issue in this sense is the application of a grading 

system that is based on ECTS. The literature also indicate that ECTS is a means of 

measurement in modular approach that gives considerable attention for all requirements, 

including student workload, to achieve the pre-specified competencies of a program. 

The system facilitated the recognition of periods of study abroad and thus enhanced the 

quality and volume of student mobility inter and intra institutions both locally and 

internationally. In this vein, Solomon et al. (2011) voiced their opinion by saying that 

―The European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS) is a learner-centered 

modular system … aims to facilitate planning, delivery, evaluation, recognition and 

validation of qualifications and units of learning as well as student mobility.‖ They also 

added that ―ECTS credits are a numerical value allocated to course units or components 

of a module to describe the student workload required to complete them.‖  At the same 

time, it is indicated by European Commission (1998) that ECTS is based on the 

principle that measures the workload of a full-time student during one academic year. 

Accordingly, students' workload indicates the time students typically need to complete 

all learning activities (such as lectures, seminars, projects, practical work, reading, self-

study, supervised learning and examinations) that will help students reach the intended 

educational and / or learning outcomes.  

 

The use of variety of learning, teaching and assessment techniques as well as 

instructional materials is also another feature of modularization identified in this study. 

Research participants are aware that employing different learning activities are helpful 
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to make the students achieve the objectives that represent different kinds of learning. 

They also indicated that modular approach expects teachers to use variety of 

instructional techniques and materials to optimize students‘ learning on a given topic. 

This is also confirmed by the study conducted by Solomon and his colleagues. The study 

found that modular course delivery promoted verities of in-class as well as out-of-

classroom learning opportunities through seminars, discussions, and presentations 

(Solomon et al., 2011). It is also discussed in detail in the guideline prepared by HESC 

for curriculum modularization in Ethiopian HEIs that the modular approach requires the 

use of variety of learning-teaching and assessment techniques. In its fourth chapter – 

entitled ‗learning-teaching and assessment in modular approach‘, the guideline 

explained that variety of learning, teaching and assessment techniques as well as 

instructional materials should be used to promote quality education (HESC, 2013). 

 

Generally, the above assertions illustrated that participants‘ understanding on the 

features and principles of modularization is good. Despite the fact that some 

stakeholders have doubts on its practicality, because most of these features have not 

been successfully applied and institutionalized, they indicated that there are some issues 

that distinguish modular approach from that of the traditional one. They identified 

clarity, active involvement of the students, design of self-contained modules, use of 

standardized measurement scheme, and use of variety techniques as major features of 

modular approach.  

 

7.2.2.3The perceived advantages of modularization  

The research participants are also asked about the promises that modularization have for 

the students, institution, society and country at large. They explained that modular 

approach has a number of educational advantages; and mobility, harmonization, 

production of competent graduates, students‘ freedom are the issues that stakeholders 

frequently raised while discussing about the benefits of modularization. 

 

First, the participants indicated that the implementation of modularization is very helpful 

in facilitating student mobility. It makes this by enabling comparability and equivalence 
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of learning outcomes and by facilitating mutual recognition of academic qualifications 

across all universities of the world. This mobility is beneficial for the students both in 

the spheres of education as well as work. This is to mean that a student who is attending 

his/her education in one of Ethiopian HEIs, can transfer to any other institution with the 

same level to complete the remaining module or to pursue his/her further education. 

Similarly, student mobility can also be seen from the point of view of access to work. A 

student who graduated from Ethiopian university can be employed in any other 

countries of the world. These issues are considerably admired by research participants as 

advantageous for Ethiopian students which they believed are the fruits of 

modularization.  

 

The various literature that highlighted the benefits of modularization have also identified 

mobility as one of its advantages. For instance, it is indicated in Bologna Declaration 

that the rationale behind modularization are: adoption of a system of easily readable and 

comparable degrees; promotion of European citizens employability and the international 

competitiveness of the European HE system; establishment of a system of credits - such 

as ECTS; promotion of student mobility by overcoming obstacles to the effective 

exercise of free movement (EHEA, 1999). It is further stipulated in Zoebisch (2007:2) 

that modular approach was introduced to engineering and technology programs of 

Ethiopian public universities to ensure: ―International (German) benchmarking 

(teaching/learning & qualification of graduates), level-out differences within the 

country, facilitate mobility & exchange of students (choice of place) and obtain 

automatic international recognition, e.g. for further studies & on the job market.‖   

 

Second, it is indicated by participants that the old curricula in the HEIs were 

characterized by many problems. Among these, inconsistency in the way the curricula 

were designed and the concomitant effects such as lack of uniformity in the content, the 

mode of delivery and assessment aspects are worth mentioning. Hence, modularization 

by making HEIs implement common curriculum enabled the universities to have 

relatively the same module, mode of delivery and assessment mechanisms and the 

graduates of all public universities relatively equivalent competence. As explained by 
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the modularization team established to harmonize the modular curriculum of BSc degree 

program in Physics for Haramaya, Dire Dawa & Jigjiga universities, the curricula 

designed by respective universities are found to be virtually different and dealing with 

concepts which are not coherent enough. And the team contended that ―The current 

harmonization effort has also taken an easy transfer of students from university to 

university into account, and it has given due emphasis to maintain the graduate profile 

fairly uniform.‖ (Fekadu et al., 2012:6). It is also indicated in Zoebisch (2007:2) that the 

modular approach in Ethiopian HEIs was intended, among other things, to ―level-out 

differences within the country‖.  It should also be noted that harmonization was one of 

the important element of modularization that is highly promoted in the guideline 

prepared for curriculum modularization in Ethiopian HEIs (HESC, 2013). 

 

The third important issue raised by participants as benefit of modularization is the 

production of competent graduates. It is considered as helpful in designing relevant 

programs and in providing a specialized knowledge and skill that are relevant to the 

world of work. It is also thought as advantageous in providing the students with a 

practical experience that would enable them solve societal problems and handle complex 

situations. In this regard, it is argued by Fekadu et al. (2012:6)  that ―on the basis that 

the graduates of earlier curricula are content deficient and lacked depth to understand 

their environment, there has been an attempt of designing a curriculum aimed at 

producing graduates who are capable of solving the problems of the society.‖ 

Correspondingly, Davis (2003) claimed that competence-based modular approach has 

much to offer institutions. The approach is based on sound educational principles and 

provides a robust framework for students to acquire the necessary fitness to practice.  

 

As a final point, the pervasiveness of students‘ freedom to determine their entry and exit 

period, to choose among modules and to proceed on their own pace are considered as 

promises of modularization. It is also stated by Dochy et al. (1989) that modularization 

provides students freedom to choose among the modules and flexibility to organize a 

combination of theme according to their own needs and preferences. Likewise, 

Goldschmid and Goldschmid (1973) explain that modular instruction allows the students 
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the opportunity to proceed at their own rate. This is based on the generally accepted 

assumptions that learners do not achieve at the same rate and are not ready to learn at the 

same time. On the other hand, Dochy et al. (1989) add that freedom in modular 

education also gives the students the opportunity to leave their education as long as they 

wish and to come back to their education and pass successfully a few more modules at a 

more convenient time. Furthermore, modularization facilitates the interdisciplinary and 

inter-professional studies by allowing students the freedom of choosing different study 

programs. In this regard, Brown & Saunders (2006:99) described that ―With combined 

studies schemes, modularization can enable learners to study 3, 4 or even 5 subject areas 

at the same time in many HEIs, ... These can test out the adequacy of modular strategies 

and policies at all levels.‖ 

 

From the discussion above the message can be drawn that the research participants have 

identified and explained issues such as mobility, harmonization, production of 

competent graduates, students‘ freedom as promises or benefits of modularization. 

Therefore, it is possible to deduce that participants seem to have an understanding of the 

benefits of modularization.  

 

7.3 The Process of Curriculum Development 

It is found in this study that the current curriculum development processes undertaken in 

Ethiopian HEIs followed a kind of multi-layered steps. It followed three steps: the first 

step was revision of the curriculum then harmonization of the curriculum and finally 

modularization of the curriculum. Though the first two steps are not directly related to 

the intent of this study, due to the fact that the modularization process used them as a 

springboard, it becomes reasonable to go back and see how the processes were 

undertaken and who participated in it and how. Therefore, hoping that looking at a 

glance on the revision and harmonization process will shade light and be helpful to have 

a clear picture on the design and implementation of the current modular curriculum, a 

discussion on the revision and harmonization processes is made first.  
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It is argued that the systematic design of competence-based curriculum starts from 

formulation of professional profile followed by graduate profile and then curriculum 

profile (Goodlad et al., 1979; Goodlad, 1994; Norton, 1996; Davis, 2003; 

Kouwenhoven, 2003; Kouwenhoven, 2009 and Kouwenhoven, 2013). This is stated by 

Kouwenhoven (2013) as follows: 

 In the development of a competence-based curriculum a sequence is followed 

involving the formulation of a professional profile with key occupational 

tasks, followed by graduate profile with (selected) core competencies that 

relate directly to the professional profile. In the curriculum profile the final 

attainment levels of the graduate are defined in competence standards for both 

domain-specific and generic competencies. In teaching and learning methods 

and assessment knowledge, skills and attitudes/traits are integrated as much as 

possible. (p.133) 

  

Dent & Harden (2001) and Davis (2003), on the other hand, identified ten steps which 

they contended that competence-based curriculum planning, in the context of the trends 

in medical education, needs to consider. At the same time, in the guideline prepared for 

curriculum modularization in Ethiopian HEIs, HESC (2013:35) depicted and explained 

ten steps that one has to follow in designing modular curricula.  

 

In this part of the dissertation, thus, with the intention to understand the designing 

process and to check whether or not it was done in-line-with the assertion stated above, 

an attempt was made to examine the major finding of study vis-à-vis the recent curricula 

designing process of the modular approach. 

 

As it is previously stated, the recent curriculum development processes undertaken in 

Ethiopian HEIs are the result of the transformations made in the HE. It is the reform 

which was initiated by the government that brought about institutional movement in 

Ethiopian HEIs (ecbp, 2005; Zoebisch, 2007; Tesfaye, 2009; ecbp, 2009; Mulu, 2012; 

ESC, 2014; Atakilt et al., 2016; Mesfin, 2016; Tefera & Wudu, 2016 and Haftu, 2018). 

According to Tefera & Wudu, (2016) and Haftu (2018), BPR was amongst the major 

innovations introduced to the HEIs and the first action embarked on by the institutions. 

Then after the BPR, other forms of institutional transformation or reform programs such 

as accreditation system, rearrangements in management and financing; modularization 



 

 

 

 

193 

 

of curriculum; reorganization of instruction/learning; and, introduction of a competence-

based system for the assessment and certification of competences were introduced 

(ecbp, 2009; Atakilt et al., 2016;  Tefera & Wudu, 2016 and Haftu, 2018).  

 

Accordingly, a national reform council, where presidents and vice presidents (academic 

and administrative) from every university were represented and chaired by the state 

minister of HE (MoE), was established at national level to lead and put into practice the 

intended reforms in general and that of curriculum in particular. The MoE through one 

of its wings, HESC, has taken the responsibility to coordinate, to guide and to lead the 

curriculum reform process.  At this juncture, it is possible to underline that the reform is 

introduced and predominantly guided by the top-down approach.  The central/federal 

government initiated it, the MoE brought it to realm of HEIs and HESC co-ordinated it. 

There is, of course, empirical evidence (Tefera & Wudu, 2016:89) supporting this claim 

which state that ―these initiatives have been found to be centrally driven with the main 

impetus arising from the central [government].‖ 

 

It is found in this study that after the decision to reform the curricula of HEIs was made, 

the first step undertaken was to carry out needs assessment. It was done by all public 

universities to identify major problems of the then curriculum and the gap between the 

existing and the expected changes. The finding of the needs assessment came up with 

what elements did the curriculum lacked and showed that the curriculum needed to be 

revised. According to Davis, (2003) and Kouwenhoven (2003), conducting a needs 

assessment is the primary task that needs to be done carefully. This might include 

analysis of job and task. The needs assessment did not only address the formulation of 

professional profiles, it also the seeking of a justification for starting a new programs as 

well as soliciting the opinion of stakeholders on various aspects of the faculty and its 

educational program. 

 

Then, based on the result of the need assessment and the decision of national council, 

the universities entered to curriculum revision process by establishing multi-tiered 

committees, i.e. at department, college, university, cluster and national level. It is 
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indicated by participants that the members participated in the entire decision making 

process and every academic staff was involved in giving inputs in his/her area of 

specialty. After the curricula were revised at institutional level, subsequently 

harmonization processes had been undertaken- first at cluster level and then finally at 

national level by the coordination of HESC. The harmonization process was 

successfully done especially for the science courses; the social science courses were not 

as simple as the science courses to harmonize. Nevertheless, there is no any empirical 

evidence that show whether the curriculum revision process was successful or not. Of 

course, it is indicated in Mulu (2012:139) that ―The academic staff at the Addis Ababa 

University seems to be dubious regarding the effectiveness and legitimacy of the 

harmonization of curriculum process.‖ 

 

It was at the verge of the harmonization process that the idea of modularization came in 

to being. Then after, the issue was brought to the national council as an agenda and after 

serious discussions, it was decided to modularize the curriculum. The discussions made 

also include on issues that are related to the type of modularization model to be 

followed. As it is indicated by Watson (1989), cited in HESC (2013), there are two 

models or ways of modularizing a curriculum: (1) The creation model which requires 

the design of a new course; and (2) The conversion model which requires to change the 

form of existing courses and to design them in a modular form. Hence, the national 

curriculum council decided the second model to be followed by the institutions.  

 

After the decision to go to modular approach was made, the MoE through one of its 

wings, HESC, has again taken the responsibility to coordinate, to guide and to lead the 

modularization process. Consequently, HESC started exerting its effort towards the 

successful deliberation of modularization by undertaking three major activities: 

organizing series of training, establishing a national coordinating committee and 

formulating a guideline for the design of modular curriculum.  

 

Subsequently, the universities started the modularization process by following step-by-

step procedures outlined on the guideline prepared by HESC for this purpose (HESC, 
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2013). As it is indicated in the guideline, the first step was to ―brainstorm major 

problems of the existing curriculum‖ (p35). Hence, the universities have tried to identify 

the major problems of the existing curricula. However, the universities did not go 

through a distinctive study of needs assessment to do so, instead they used a technique 

of reconnoitering the already identified problems by the PBR and needs assessment 

studies conducted before. Especially, it is believed that the already conducted needs 

assessment, which was done by every university, for every subject and an exercise that 

took a year and lot of money, would suffice the purpose. In a study conducted by Moges 

(2015) it is reported that there was no needs assessment conducted when the modular 

curriculum was designed. He indicated that there was nothing done to identify gaps 

either in mega, macro or micro levels. But as stated in many literature (Dent & Harden, 

2001; Davis, 2003 and Kouwenhoven, 2003) needs assessment is a central part of 

competence-based modular approach and identification of the type of graduates the 

country needs is the primary task that needs to be done carefully. According to Mulder 

(2012:2), ―The main reason for competence-based education is the alignment with needs 

in society, a sector, a region, a community, or a company.‖ 

 

From this we can deduce that, though the effort made by the public universities to 

identify major problems of the then curriculum and the gap between the existing and the 

expected changes by reconnoitering the already conducted PBR and needs assessment 

studies is good, it would have been better if a distinctive study of needs assessment was 

done. This is because, "the determination of learning outcomes should be based on 

educators‘ careful and broad analysis of what a competent graduate of the program 

should be able to do" (Battersby, 2002 cited in Kouwenhoven, 2003:136). 

 

The next step undertaken was creating awareness on modularization to different 

stakeholders (including students) and establishing common understanding through 

frequent workshops. Accordingly, the first training (TOT) which is organized by HESC 

was given by an expatriate expert for curriculum specialists recruited from all public 

universities. Then an attempt was made to train academic staff of the public universities 

by these specialists. Of course, there were few universities who directly invited foreign 
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experts to provide the training for their staff. Haremay and Jimma universities are good 

examples in this regard.  

 

Then after, groups of professionals were assigned to design the curriculum at department 

level. Documented (e.g. university, faculty and department minutes) and undocumented 

(e.g. interview and FGD) evidence show that national, university, faculty and 

department level committees (i.e. curriculum modularization committees) were 

established and most of the academic staff were involved in giving inputs in their area of 

specialty. According to Jansen & Christie (1999:45), ―Curriculum design in objective-

based education and training (as in radical pedagogic traditions) is to be transparent and 

participatory, incorporating the efforts of all stakeholders.‖  But there is also a concern 

among few participants that there was lack of senior staffs‘ participation in the designing 

process. It is indicated in this study that due to the absence or limited in number of such 

kinds of staff - especially in the then newly established universities- and lack of interest 

on the side of professors and senior staff, their participation in the process of designing 

the modular curriculum is limited. There is also empirical evidence representing that 

there is lack of senior staffs‘ participation (Mulu, 2012) and there was a deliberate 

exclusion of teachers‘ participation and an overreliance on senior academic member 

(Tefera & Wudu, 2016).  

 

As far as the activities accomplished by the departmental level committees is concerned, 

it is indicated that the major tasks were: to go back to existing programs to examine their 

professional and graduate profile and reframing them accordingly; formulating graduate 

profile/outcomes for new programs; identifying core, elective and general modules that 

fit the graduate profile; and finally bringing courses of the same content that fit with 

graduate profile and form a module. From this, it can be inferred that competencies were 

formulated not based on needs assessment or job/task analysis; rather they are just 

formulated by the course specialists, i.e. members of department curriculum committee. 

But according to Dent & Harden (2001), Davis (2003) and Kouwenhoven (2003), 

identification of the type of graduates the country needs is the primary task that needs to 

be done carefully. Kouwenhoven (2003) further elaborated this notion by saying that: 
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The point of departure of a competence-based curriculum is the professional 

practice, characterized by key occupational tasks that professionals are 

expected to be able to perform and the related competencies. From there the 

curriculum is designed ‘downwards‘, starting with the intended learning 

outcomes in the form of competency statements, followed by the development 

of assessment methods (how are students to provide ‘proof of competence‘?) 

and resulting in the end in learning environments (how are students to acquire 

and develop the expected competencies?). Content knowledge is formulated 

as a function of the required competencies.  This means that the formulation 

of competencies is an essential step in creating a competence-based learning 

environment and its related assessment procedures. (p.136) 

 

After the draft curriculum was prepared at department level in all universities, the next 

step was harmonization of the curriculum. Again the harmonization process was 

conducted in two stages, i.e. at cluster level and then national level. First, based on the 

already existing geographical grouping of the institutions, all the public universities 

were clustered into seven- i.e.  Cluster 1 Universities (Mekele, Aksum, Semera, & 

Adigrat), Cluster 2 Universities (Bahir Dar, Debre Markos, Gondor, Woldiya & Wello), 

Cluster 3 Universities (Addis Ababa, Addis Ababa Science and Technology, Ambo, 

Debre Birhan, & Wolkite), Cluster 4 Universities (Haremaya, Jigjiga & Dire Dawa), 

Cluster 5 Universities (Jimma, Wollega, Metu & Assosa), Cluster 6 Universities 

(Hawassa, Dilla, Mede Welabu & Bule Hora) and Cluster 7  Universities (Arba Minchi, 

Wolaiyta Sodo & Wachamo). Hence, professionals from each university under the same 

cluster came together and tried to discus and harmonize the curricula of each programs 

or departments compiled at university level.   

 

Once a consensus was reached at cluster level, the next step was to bring it to national 

level for further harmonization. At this level, representative professionals from all 

programs in each cluster and few professionals directly from those universities who had 

special programs or departments only given in one university had been gathered and 

endeavored to develop a nationally harmonized modular curriculum.  Finally, the 

national committee which is under the jurisdiction of HESC tried to standardize and 

compile it.  
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In conclusion, from the documents reviewed and responses presented it can be said that 

the recent curriculum development processes undertaken in Ethiopian HEIs was 

characterized by a step-by-step progression: i.e. it was first revised, then harmonized and 

finally modularized. 

 

7.4 The Implementation of the Modular Approach 

As said many times, modularization is a paradigm shift in educational theories and 

practices. It is very important, therefore, to realize that success in modularization cannot 

be achieved unless modification is made on both the theoretical orientation as well as 

practice of the existing educational system. In this regard, Dochy et al. (1989) explained 

that implementing modular instruction has consequences on the major components of 

HE, all of which are in phase with each other. Some of these components are related to 

the educational program, the teaching-learning process and the organizational facilities. 

These components are also grouped by HESC (2013) into two major categories and it 

explained that the implementation of a modular system in education has both a 

pedagogical and organizational components.  

 

It is very important to note that a discussion on the overall orientation (historical and 

theoretical) of modularization was made in the preceding parts. At this juncture, a 

discussion on the implementation practices of modularization in the selected universities 

is going to be made as follows. It is mainly intended to answer the fourth major research 

question of the study, i.e. How are the Ethiopian public universities practicing 

modularization? The discussion is made based on the major themes that are emerged 

from the reviewed documents and participants‘ responses. The first theme is about the 

organizational frameworks and supports that are in place for the implementation of 

modular approach in the institution. The second and the third themes focus on the 

instructional and assessment practices of modular approach respectively.  

 

7.4.1 Organizational framework and support 

The discussion of this subsection focuses on the organizational framework and support 

available for the implementation of the modular curriculum in the selected universities. 
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The discussion concentrated on the subsequent subcategories of the main theme which 

include the existence of institutional commitment, organizational structures and 

personnel, legislative documents, and training and enhancement schemes.  

 

Institutional commitment refers to the involvement and determination of university 

leadership and staff. They should be involved in and committed to the development and 

implementation of the modular approach. This shall involve setting 

the overall direction of the institution, allocating the necessary resource, introducing 

appropriate structures with clear responsibility at all levels and monitoring their 

implementation. In this regard, an institution‘s leadership and management system is 

effective if it ensures the active participation of all actors. A professionally capable, 

credible and visionary leader and/or manager is also crucial in this regard (Mulu, 

2012). It is found in this study that there are differences within the universities with 

regard to institutional commitment.  

 

On the one hand, BDU demonstrated far reaching commitment for the effective 

implementation of the modular approach. It is indicated that most of its staff - from top 

to down and both the academic and the supportive - have a serious concern on the 

implementation of the modular approach in the institution. It seems possible to expect 

that BDU, as an old and pioneer university, could have both the capability and 

willingness to put the idea of modularization into practice. In WKU, on the other hand, 

it is only the top management which is committed to implement the modular approach. 

It is designated that this commitment is manifested in taking the teaching-learning 

process as its core mission and in allocating the necessary budget to the establishment of 

laboratory facility. The commitment of the top management in WKU might be attributed 

to their enhanced understanding of the issue due to their exposure to the various 

awareness creation training and workshops and being member of the national reform 

council. This suggests that commitment of leadership alone cannot be considered as a 

sufficient condition for the implementation of the modular approach in the university, 

unless the academic staff is made to be committed.  
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In the contrary, the commitment exerted by its top management as well as staff to 

implement the modular approach has shown a relative slowdown in DBU. It is found 

that the attention given to the issue - by the top management - and the day to day 

practice of its staff is seriously affecting the implementation of the modular approach in 

DBU. This is may be due to the prevailing turnover of the university‘s staff. It is 

indicated that there was frequent change of the top management and the number of 

senior staffs leaving the university is very high. This leads to the coming to position of 

uninformed leadership as well as academic staff which in turn resulted in lack of 

continuity of and commitment towards the implementation of the new innovative idea, 

i.e. modularization. Haftu (2018:38) found that one reason for such problem is partly 

caused by ―unplanned and untimely change of leaders from their positions.‖ Although 

the issue of reform studies in general and modularization in particular are under 

researched in the context of Ethiopian HEIs, there are very few studies dealing with 

some innovation tools introduced to Ethiopian HEIs (Kassahun, 2010; Mulu, 2012; 

Sibhato & Singh, 2012; Menberu, 2013 and Haftu, 2018). The findings of these studies 

suggest that there are problems in implementing the newly introduced innovation tools 

in Ethiopian HEIs and the major factor, among others, which hinder the implementation 

process, was found to be academic and administrative staffs‘ lack of proper 

understanding and the concomitant lack of commitment. 

 

Moving towards the existence and functionality of organizational structures and 

personnel within universities, it is argued that university transformations require capable 

structure that is permissive and able to facilitate the change. It is believed that reform 

does not happen because a university has established a committee or because the top 

leader shows interest to do so, rather it requires introducing appropriate structures with 

clear responsibility at all levels and assigning the right person to monitor the 

implementation. When we come to the existence and functionality of organizational 

structures and personnel within the case universities, it is found that both DBU and 

WKU made a little effort to create additional organizational structures or to assign vital 

personnel and even to make the already existing structure to properly function. There is 

an insignificant effort made by these two universities to make the modularization 
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process institutional. The only thing the universities attempted to do was to establish 

nonfunctional teams, committees or structures that are incapable of following up the 

implementation of the modular approach. In College of Medicine and Health Science at 

DBU, of course, there is a little attempt made to group the teachers based on their 

specialty which can be consider as module theme.  

 

Conversely, BDU worked very efficiently and was able to make the modularization 

process institutional by enhancing the function and commitment of the existing 

structures such as Academic Affairs Executive Directorate and Total Quality 

Management Executive Directorate. It is also worth noting that BDU established new 

structures (such as academic, research and innovation team (ARIT), peer-led learning 

team, course chair and mentoring system) and assigned qualified personnel based on the 

principle of modular approach who are the immediate responsible body to follow up the 

design and implementation of the modular approach. Moreover, it is revealed that BDU 

has also named what is commonly known as 1-5 grouping into Academic, Research and 

Innovation Team (ARIT) and institutionalized it by - formulating a special guideline 

called Peer-Led Team Learning Implementation Guideline, arranging discussion tables 

in suitable area just around the students classrooms and assigning teachers to facilitate 

the team work as mentors. 

 

In this regard, there seems to have been various problems related to the existence and 

functionality of organizational structures and personnel within universities. One relevant 

element that facilitates staff participation in the implementation process is the presence 

of structures that allow their interaction. Studies (Ahmed, 1998; Davis, 2003 and Tefera 

& Wudu, 2016) show that institutionalizing an innovative idea requires redesigning the 

existing and creating new structural setup. According to Ahmed (1998), for instance, if 

organizations need full implementation of an innovative idea, flexibility and permissive 

structures are essential and without such structures, mere involvement will only produce 

empty results even in the presence of a strong leadership commitment.  Likewise, Davis 

(2003:231) stated that the structure of the school needs to be reshaped to support the 

implementation of the outcome-based curriculum. According to Tefera & Wudu 
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(2016:99), however, notwithstanding with the reform intention, the Ethiopian HEIs have 

favored a superficial change of structure. With regard to the structure in BDU, a study 

conducted by Haftu (2018) affirmed that BDU has better structure terms of enhancing 

involvement of staff.  

 

Continuing with formulation of legislative documents which the universities used to 

enhance the implementation of the modular approach, it is pointed out that BDU and 

WKU have done a relatively better job. BDU, especially, seems to have done a 

comparatively reputable job in this regard. It has produced a number of legislative 

documents which have created a policy direction that strongly supported the 

implementation of the modular approach. The university has formulated, ratified and 

executed several documents such as The BPR Document, The Harmonized Academic 

Policy, The Senate Legislation, Academic Regulation for Modular Curricula, A 

Guideline to Curriculum Development and Review, Assessment Bylaw, and Peer-Led 

Team Learning Implementation Guideline. Similarly, WKU has produced working 

documents such as The Harmonized Academic Policy, Curriculum Development 

Review and Monitoring Guideline, Assessment Guideline, and Teaching-Learning 

Guideline which are believed to enhance the implementation of the modularization 

process in the institution. However, what was done in DBU in this regard was minimal. 

The only thing that was done by the university is the formulation of the senate 

legislation and assessment guideline. According to Erden (2006) when an institution has 

multiplicity of legal frameworks within itself, the function of the organization become 

more effective by influencing the institutions‘ activities, structures and procedures.  

 

Unlike the previous scenarios, significant similarities are observed among the cases with 

regard to the existing training and enhancement schemes.  Though there existed 

contentious view on their effectiveness, it is confirmed that the universities have trying 

to enhance their staffs‘ knowledge, skill and attitude towards the concept and practice of 

modularization through the provision of workshops, seminars, induction, HDP, and 

short term training. However, according to Tefera & Wudu (2016:97) the training and 

workshops given in Ethiopian HEIs ―take place at one time and in one location are 
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apparent without follow-up, and without helping teachers build the range of skills and 

capacities needed to use the proposed reform in their actual classrooms.‖ This indicates 

that the apprehension of some participants on the effectiveness of the raining and 

enhancement schemes is the right concern that needs dew consideration. 

 

In general, it is suggested that the implementation of modular approach in BDU led by 

committed top management and staff, supported by effective organizational structures, 

legislative documents and training and enhancement schemes seems to be in a better 

position. At the same time, the commitment of the top management and existence of 

legislative documents and different training and enhancement schemes in WKU would 

have positive contribution to the effectiveness of the modular approach. However, the 

implementation of modular approach in DBU is hindered by low institutional 

commitment, lack of effective organizational structures, legislative documents and the 

existence of productive training and enhancement schemes. 

 

7.4.2 The Instructional practice of the modular approach  

Apart from the changes made in organizational framework and support, modularization 

also requires major paradigm shift in the practices of educational delivery. As mentioned 

before modularization is greatly influenced by teaching and learning approaches which 

regard education as student-centered, drawing greatly on methods of learning by doing, 

action learning, mastery learning, competency based education, and authentic 

experience (Reshadatjoo & Dolab, 2007). In this section of the dissertation, discussion 

on the instructional practices of the modular approach in the selected cases is made on 

the basis of the thematic categorization which gave attention to the major points that are 

directly related to the issue under discussion. These include mode of module delivery, 

method of instruction and the linking of theory with practice. 

 

To begin with the mode of module delivery, it is revealed that in BDU and WKU except 

in some fields like Engineering and Technology, there is good practice of delivering the 

modules based on the principle of modularization. In BDU, it is indicated that though 

there is a tendency of moving into parallel or semester based mode of delivery, there is 
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good practice of block module delivery approach. At the same time, it is found that 

WKU is strictly following the nationally harmonized modular curriculum. The 

University is strictly implementing what is prescribed in the nationally harmonized 

modular curriculum. So, it employed both modes of delivery – those courses/modules 

set to be offered in block are given in block and those that are required to be offered in 

parallel are given in the same way. On the contrary, it is implied in DBU that most of 

the courses are made to be offered on parallel and semester basis. Even in some fields 

and programs the concept of module and harmonization gets problematic. Courses are 

offered without considering that they are in the same module and hence those modules 

that should at least be delivered in sequential pattern within one or two semesters are 

being delivered even in different years. In a study conducted to survey academic staff‘s 

views and practices of modular course delivery in Addis Ababa University, it is found 

that though the university staff have favorable or positive attitude towards the mode of 

delivery, there are also staff who considered block teaching as inappropriate to their 

respective subjects and demanding (Solomon et al., 2011). This is also revealed in the 

works of Mohammed & Mesud (2018፡ 357) that one of the major problems of 

modularization is its mode of delivery. The problem becomes more serious ―especially 

in hard science course which are very difficult to deliver in block mode.‖  

 

It can be seen from the finding of this study that there are similarities between the cases 

when we come to the second point, on the mode of instruction. The traditional teacher-

centered approach is dominant in all the cases (selected universities). There is, of course, 

contradicting views in BDU in this regard; while some participants argued that the 

teachers are using the student-centered method, there are others who contend that the 

traditional teacher-centered approach is dominant in the teaching-learning practice.  In 

some documents like the senate legislation, it is indicated that the teaching-learning 

process should follow the principle of active learning. For instance, it is indicated in 

Article 161 sub article 7 that: ―Teaching and learning practices of the University must 

promote imaginative, independent and active learning.‖  
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Dawit (2008:285) explained that one of the major problems of Ethiopian teacher 

education system was ―The quality of courses and methods of teaching are theoretical 

and teacher-centered.‖ According to him, the main reason for the introduction of 

different forms of reform initiatives was, therefore, to address this and other related 

problems. It is also explainable in the words of Tefera & Wudu (2016:89) that the 

curriculum reform ―did not only brought changes in terms of the content, structure but 

also more extensive changes including learning and teaching processes ... The new 

curricula emphasize the practice … based on student-centered learning or active learning 

method.‖ When it comes to the modular approach, the instruction needs to be more of 

student-centered. In this respect, Dochy et al. (1989:13) explained that ―Modular 

instruction… include a large variety of instructional activities, such as reading…, 

examining…, viewing…, demonstrating materials, participating in projects and 

experiments, and participating in relevant extracurricular activities.‖ In Ethiopia, 

however, findings of various studies (Wondimagegnehu, 2006; Haileeyesus, 2007; 

Adula, 2008; Haftu, 2008; Taye, 2008; Amera, 2012; Birhanu, 2012; Tefera & Wudu, 

2016; Dawit et al., 2018 and Wondifraw & Dorothy, 2019) conducted in the area of 

instruction showed that these curricular reform mechanisms appeared to be challenged 

by the dominance of traditional teacher-centered instruction due to the fact that most 

teachers have long been adherent of traditional teacher-centered approach. This 

argument may appear to be sound empirically. Dawit et al. (2018:8) stated that ―passive 

teacher-centered approaches to instruction persist in Ethiopia, despite several rounds of 

reform efforts‖ At the same time, Tefera & Wudu, (2016:96) explained that ―Although 

the … policy emphasized the utilization of student-centered pedagogies …, currently 

these curricular reforms appear to have been undermined by the dominance of 

traditional lecture-based instruction‖ Wondifraw & Dorothy (2019:1) also found out that 

―the instructional process in the modularized program is below the expectation. The 

teaching–learning process was found to be predominately teacher-centered and limited 

to PowerPoint presentations. 

 

Regarding the linkage of the teaching-learning process with the students‘ real life 

situation, it is revealed that there is good attempt in BDU and WKU to link the theory 
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with practice or the teaching-learning process with the industry or world of work. These 

universities are doing this in two ways – by using their own laboratories, demonstration 

rooms, workshops and hospital; and by taking the students to the industry – both 

government and privet firms. This would be helpful for the universities to provide 

practice and community-oriented education and to prepare the graduates properly for the 

world of work (Teshome, 2003). On the contrary, there is a limited attempt made by 

DBU to link the classroom teaching-learning process with the industry or world of work. 

It is indicated that the university has resource and facility limitations to fully engage the 

students into practical activities. This has a direct repercussion on students‘ ability and 

experience of linking what they have theoretically learned in the classroom with the 

reality they are going to face in the world of work. It may appear sound to this argument 

when one looks to what Teshome (2003) has stated:  

The performance of university graduates in the work place, as well as their 

adaptability and leadership abilities, were not as much as expected and should 

be. Most graduates were good in the theoretical knowledge but poor in skills 

and in the application of the knowledge they gained from the universities in to 

the real world of work.  (p.8) 

 

Generally, the discussion showed that though dominated by teacher-centered approach, 

the instructional practices of BDU and WKU which employed the principles of modular 

delivery approach is found good. Yet, the situation in DBU seems to be characterized by 

the dominance of: parallel or semester based module delivery approach and thus 

fragmentation of knowledge, teacher-centered instruction and hence production of 

incompetent graduates, and theoretical aspects and thus limited link between theory and 

practice.  

 

7.4.3 The assessment practice of the modular approach   

In this part, a discussion on the assessment practice of modular instruction is made.  In 

due course, consideration is given to the focus of the assessment, its continuousness, 

utilization of variety techniques or tools, the provision of feedback, and use of ECTS 

and certification. Unlike the differences observed on the previous issues, the cross-case 

analysis of the three cases showed significant similarity on the issues that are related to 

the assessment practice of modular instruction.   
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To begin, one crucial point of similarity between case universities involves the focus of 

the assessment. It is observed in all the cases that the focus of the assessment is the 

course content (not competencies). The ultimate purpose of assessment in competence-

based modular approach is to check out whether or not students have acquired the 

minimum competences identified (Spady, 1977; Dochy et al., 1989; Johnston, 1992; 

Spady, 1994; Bowden, 1997 Jansen & Christie, 1999 and Mulder, 2012).  For example, 

Jansen & Christie (1999) explained that competency-based education is concerned with 

the specification, attainment and demonstration of specified skills, knowledge and 

attitudes to minimum industry specified standards (i.e. competencies). This highlights 

that competencies are central to competence-based modular models: they specify not 

only the nature of the particular occupational tasks to be performed and achieved, but 

they also serve as criteria for assessment. Similarly, Mulder (2012), in his paper in 

which he gave answers to what he calls ‗frequently asked questions‘, affirmed that the 

assessment of competence is one of the four distinguishing elements of competence-

based education. 

 

Nevertheless, the finding of this study showed that there is no such kind of trend in the 

case universities. Most of the participants explained that they didn‘t come across with 

such experience. They explained that there is no way of considering the stated 

competencies during the construction of assessment tools; rather there is the tendency of 

focusing on content of the subject matter. The findings also confirm the proposition 

made by Tefera & Wudu (2016) with respect to assessment. Their research reported that 

both teachers and their undergraduate students predominantly assessment as a recall of 

previously learned materials during exams. As a result of this, the researchers reported 

that undergraduate students have competency gaps in some generic skills. This finding, 

of course, contradicts with some research findings conducted in Ethiopia. In their study 

conducted to evaluate the implementations of competence-based assessment and 

certification system in TVET, Atakilt and his colleagues found out evidence that 

confirm the existence of assessment practice that ―focus on learning rather than on 

grading; integrate theory with practice; and, are broader in scope (competence-oriented) 
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in terms of their coverage of the learning objectives.‖ This difference is may be due to 

the fact that their study focuses on assessment and certification system in TVET where 

the graduates are expected to sit for external assessment.  

 

Another area of relative sameness among the case universities is the implementation of 

continuous assessment (CA). Despite the existence of few areas of disagreement, 

findings from this study show that there is good practice of making the assessment 

continuous, using variety of techniques and assessment tools, and providing feedback. 

Some argued that most of the instructors are applying CA whereas others rejected this 

claim and argued that it is not well implemented as it is intended in the various 

documents and as championed by numerous individuals. Some claimed that there is 

contradiction of the concept of CA and its practice. In one hand CA requires students 

improve and see their progress over a period of time and on the other hand they are 

expected to finish a course in a very short period of time. Others also considered CA as 

an annoying task which requires nettlesome paperwork. As a result teachers tend to 

giving couple of tests and breaking them into different CA results.  This is, of course, 

not uncommon in the context of Ethiopian HEIs. With regard to this, previous studies 

(Mulu, 2012; Yared, 2017 and Wondifraw & Dorothy, 2019) also show that most 

teachers in Ethiopian HEIs tend to use continuous testing. The finding also indicated 

that feedback is not properly given for the students due to time and many other factors. 

It is claimed that the purpose of giving feedback is to help the students to get prepared 

for the next time. But the condition (shortage of time especially in block teaching) does 

not allow the teacher to give feedback and the students to have time and see their 

weakness and improve accordingly. Previous researches have also 

demonstrated that there is problem of giving proper feedback in Ethiopian HEIs (Yared, 

2017 and Wondifraw & Dorothy, 2019). 

 

One more area of similarity found in this study includes that all the case universities 

have adopted ECTS but there is no system for module evaluation and certification in all 

cases. The universities are using ECTS for grading students‘ results but they are not in a 

position to assess modules so as to make sure that its pre-specified competency/ies are 
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achieved or not and to certify students on module basis. Of course, it is indicated by 

HESC (2013) and Solomon et al. (2011) all public universities in Ethiopia are instructed 

to convert their previous credit system into ECTS. Similarly, Atakilt et al. (2016) and 

Mulder (2012) indicated that certification of competence is one of the pillars or elements 

of competence-based modular approach. But in practice there is no empirical evidence 

showing that the Ethiopian HEIs are practicing it. Despite the fact that the design of the 

modular curriculum in Ethiopian HEIs embraces the principles of assessment and 

certification of competency/ies, independent evaluation research on the implementation 

of the assessment and certification system is non-existent.  

 

In general, it is showed in this study that there are relative similarities in the case 

universities on the issues that are related to the assessment practice of modular 

instruction. One area of similarity lays on the focus of the assessment. It is observed in 

all the cases that the focus of the assessment is the course content (not competencies). 

Moreover, there is relative sameness among the cases in the implementation of CA. 

There is good practice in making the assessment continuous, in using variety techniques 

and assessment tools, and in providing feedback. Furthermore, it is found that the 

universities have adopted ECTS but there is no system for module evaluation and 

certification in all cases. 

 

7.5 The Major Challenges for the Implementation of Modularization 

Although modularization has a paramount impact on the provision of quality education 

by mitigating some of its challenges, its own implementation is challenged by the 

influence of a range of factors. As seen above the design and implementation of the 

modular is entangled with several problems and issues. Thus, proper implementation of 

the modular approach presents a significant challenge for the personnel implementing it 

as well as the institutions at large. The successful implementation of modularization 

might be challenged in many ways. Some of these challenges can be related to: the idea 

itself (i.e. need, relevance, clarity, complexity, quality and practicality of the modular 

approach) (Bahir Dar University, 1999), the staff (i.e. their understanding, attitude, 

commitment and professional competency) (Dochy et al., 1989) and the institution (i.e. 
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resource, lack of experience for the approach, absence of policy guideline and alignment 

problem with the job market) (HESC, 2013). 

 

This part of the dissertation intended to answer the fifth major research question of the 

study (i.e. What are the major challenges that hamper the practice of modularization in 

Ethiopian HEIs?). Thus, the main challenges of modularization in the selected 

universities are going to be discussed. The discussion focuses on the major issues that 

are identified as challenge to the implementation of the modular approach. The most 

common challenges to the implementation of the modular identified by this study 

include:  problems related to the curriculum, problems related to staff and students, 

problems related to organizational frameworks and support, and problems related to 

instructional materials and facilities.  

 

7.5.1 Problems related to curriculum design 

As far as the problems related to curriculum design is concerned, it is found that there 

are area of communalities and uniqueness among the cases. On one hand, while lack of 

senior staff participation in the designing process and failure to make it field specific are 

reported unique to BDU; failure to incorporate practical attachments to science fields, 

and problems related to credit hour allocation (the mismatch between time allotted to 

and the content covered by a course) are exceptional challenges to DBU and WKU 

respectively. On the other hand, problems of course arrangement especially in 

prerequisite courses are reported both in BDU and WKU. Besides, the problem 

associated to block mode of delivery is the common challenge reported in all the cases.  

 

It is believed that course should be designed by experienced subject area specialists who 

have taught the courses for an extended period of time and specialization. But it is found 

in this study that due to the absence or limited in number of such kinds of staff - 

especially in the then newly established universities- and lack of interest on the side of 

professors and senior staff, their participation in the process of designing the modular 

curriculum is limited. It is perceived that the absence or limited participation of senior 

staffs‘ participation in the process of designing the modular curriculum, seen above, 
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undoubtedly created unexpected repercussion in the implementation of the modular 

curriculum. There is also empirical evidence representing that there is lack of senior 

staffs‘ participation (Mulu, 2012) and there was a deliberate exclusion of teachers‘ 

participation and an overreliance on senior academic member (Tefera & Wudu, 2016).  

 

At the same time, there is also a concern that failure to make the design and delivery of 

the modular approach field specific has made its implementation challenging. It is 

argued that the approach should not follow the same pattern and implementation 

procedure for all fields of study. In some fields, it could be very difficult to put all 

courses of similar nature together without considering their degree of complexity. For 

example, a very advanced course could not be brought to first year first semester for the 

sake of bringing courses of the same nature together. But this is what was happening in 

the context of Ethiopian HEIs because of modularization. Previous research findings 

also found out that modularization has made the implementation of some fields of 

studies challenging, especially in hard science courses which are very difficult to deliver 

one module after another and in block mode (Solomon et al., 2011 and Mohammed & 

Mesud, 2018). As a result, courses of the same module are given in different semesters 

and even years. 

 

Moreover, failure to incorporate practical attachments to science fields is considered as a 

serious problem to implement the modular approach in its true nature. Modularization 

has also the intention to bring paradigm shift in educational theories and practices. It is 

very important to note that success in modularization cannot be achieved unless the 

theoretical aspect of learning is linked with practice (Dochy et al., 1989 and Brown & 

Saunders, 2006). Modularization requires not only laboratory but also to be highly 

linked with practice. Students are expected to go to the industry and see things 

practically. But it is indicated in this study that there is no practical attachment or 

industry visit schedules for most of science and technology courses. Correspondingly, 

findings from the modular practice of graduate program at AAU also indicated that that 

it is only very few respondents believe that modules in the Master‘s curricula provide 

adequate and meaningful opportunity for laboratory and/or practical activities (Solomon 
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et al., 2011:80). Mohammed & Mesud (2018፡ 357) also found out that the current 

harmonized modular curriculum implementation is being challenging due to its failure to 

put clear and sufficient time allocation for practical courses. 

 

Furthermore, findings from the study also indicate that there were problems related to 

credit hour allocation (i.e. there is mismatch between time allotted to and the content 

covered by a course) and course arrangement. It is claimed that some courses are vast in 

nature but only few credit hours are allotted to teach them and courses that need to be 

given first as prerequisite are given haphazardly. Sometimes prerequisite courses are 

given in parallel with the courses which they are supposed to be given as a requirement 

for. 

 

Above all, the problem associated to block mode of delivery is the common challenge 

reported in all the cases. It is demanded that block teaching is considered very 

challenging especially for science and those courses with very few ECTS. Some courses 

naturally need student engagement for long hours-working in the classroom, in the 

library and in the field. So block teaching does not necessarily help teachers to apply 

and bring all these different dynamic delivery mechanisms together. There are also 

complains both from the teachers and the students claiming that the time given for block 

teaching is too short, but they are supposed to do too much work. Students are 

complaining that they are supposed to finish a course within few weeks (1-3) and as the 

same time they are expected to work on too much assignments and exams within this 

very limited period. Teachers also complain that it is backs breaking job and difficult to 

give proper continuous assessment. Thus, many people considered the implementation 

of teaching modules in block as problematic. There are also numerous empirical 

evidence justifying this finding. For example, ESC (2014); Mohammed & Mesud (2018) 

and Solomon et al. (2011) found out that block mode of delivery, especially for hard 

science course, is one of major problems of modularization. Mohammed & Mesud 

(2018) and Wondifraw & Dorothy (2019) further argued that block mode of delivery 

resulted in difficulty of implementing continuous assessment as well as inability of 

students to acquire the required knowledge from the given courses. It is also found as a 
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source of complaint by teachers and students. They complain that there is shortage of 

time and they are under pressure (ESC, 2014 and Wondifraw & Dorothy, 2019).  

 

7.5.2 Problems related to staff and students 

Concerning the challenges related to staff and students, issues such as resistance, time 

pressures, financial pressures on the side of teachers; and capacity and willingness 

problems on the side of students are identified as challenge to the implementation of 

modularization in BDU. Whereas, in DBU it is found that gaps of understanding, 

perception and skill among teachers and students are factors affecting the 

modularization process. At the same time, teachers‘ resistance and lack of commitment; 

and students‘ lack of capacity and willingness are the major bottlenecks to the 

implementation of the modular approach in WKU.  

 

It is found in this study that there are many people who are resisting the modular 

approach. Some of them claimed that the context of Europe from where the modular 

approach is adopted is not similar to our country‘s context. Thus, they argued that it is 

not possible to implement it in our context. Some other people seem to have resistance 

about the modular approach considering that it should be field specific. Many others 

also conceived modularization as time consuming and backs breaking task. Since there 

is no incentive for the additional effort they are exerting, most teachers do not want to 

spend much of their time to it, most of them are preoccupied in searching for and 

working additional jobs outside the university.  

 

Findings from previous studies (ESC, 2014; Yared, 2017; Dawit et al., 2018; Haftu, 

2018 and Wondifraw & Dorothy, 2019) have shown the pivotal role teachers‘ 

competence, resistance, willingness and commitment would play in making or breaking 

success of innovation in HEIs. For instance, Dawit et al. (2018:3) explained that 

teachers' ―lack of competence, resistance, … contributed to poor implementation of 

participatory learning approaches.‖ Similarly, Yared (2017) found out that teachers‘ 

resistance is the most serious challenge for the implementation of modularization 

approach in Adigrat, Axum, Samera, Woldiya and Mekelle Universities. Wondifraw & 



 

 

 

 

214 

 

Dorothy (2019:16) also explained that ―The instructors stressed that the absence of 

compensation for overload that emanates from large class size, reassessment, and 

tutorials is eroding their commitments. The management bodies are pressuring 

academics staffs without considering the existing challenges.‖ Likewise, it is found by 

ESC (2014) that teachers are complaining for lack of compensation for overload which 

emanates from large class size, re-assessment, and students grade-oriented behavior.  

 

According to Mulu (2012) lack of staffs‘ capacity, motivation, and commitment in 

turn affects the engagement and commitment of students in their learning. The same 

author argued that these problems are exacerbated by the absence of strong and capable 

leadership and lack of remuneration and reward system. Hence, there are concerns that 

are related to the students. The study identified that students‘ lack of capacity and 

willingness are among the factors affecting the implementation of the modular approach. 

It is indicated that most of the students are not accustomed with block delivery mode – 

they are well adapted to the semester system. The academic competency and behavior of 

some students is also considered as another problem. It is indicated that modularization 

requires an extended effort from the student. It is more of independent learning. But 

most of the students are not willing and are incapable to do and learn by themselves. 

They expect everything from the teacher. There are also research findings supporting the 

claim that students‘ background is one of the problems that hinders the implementation 

of modularization (Mesfin, 2016; Yared, 2017 and Mohammed & Mesud, 2018).  

  

7.5.3 The problems related to the organizational framework and support  

The successful implementation of reform in general and the modular approach in 

particular requires, among other things, the establishment of strong organizational 

frameworks and support system. The organizational frameworks and supports of an 

institution that are necessary for the implementation of modular approach are manifested 

by ensuring top leadership commitment and support as well as staff participation 

and ownership, creating functioning organizational structures and personnel, issuing 

legislative documents (i.e. policies, legislations, guidelines, regulations), and launching 

supportive training and enhancement schemes. The findings in this study, however, 



 

 

 

 

215 

 

show that many of the necessary conditions to realize the proper implementation of the 

modular approach are not in place.  

 

Of course, it is found in this study that there is no problem reported in relation to 

organizational frameworks and supports in the first case (i.e. BDU). Nevertheless, even 

if this study found out that there is no problem reported in relation to organizational 

frameworks and supports in BDU, there appears to be no documented evidence that 

show the successful implementation of modularization in the university. On the 

contrary, closer examination of the study conducted by Haftu (2018) demonstrates 

that all the earlier self‐initiated efforts to reform the university in general and the 

teaching-learning process in particular were characterized by misunderstanding, lack of 

alignment of legislation with the new practice, low sense of ownership and commitment 

and disagreement or disconnection between middle and top leaders. The BPR, for 

example, was not fully functional from the very beginning and the desired culture to 

implement the innovation is missing. 

 

The findings also indicated that many of the necessary conditions to realize the proper 

implementation of the modular approach are not in place in DBU. Thus, the 

implementation of the modular approach in DBU is entangled with several problems 

that are related to the organizational frameworks and support. The problems are 

associated with several issues such as lack of institutional commitment, absence of 

efficient organizational structures and personnel, shortage of legislative documents (i.e. 

policies, legislations, guidelines, regulations), and absence of efficient training and 

enhancement schemes. It is indicated that the attention given to the issue - by the top 

management -and the day-to-day practice of its staff is seriously affecting the 

implementation of the modular approach in the institution. The university neither 

established an independent institution nor makes the existing structures or personnel 

functional to follow up the modular approach. At the same time, it neither formulated 

policy documents nor established training and staff enhancement schemes that are 

instrumental for proper implementation of the modular approach. In general, the 

university was not able to make it institutional. 
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At the same time, the findings from this study disclosed that the implementation of the 

modular approach in WKU is affected, to some extent, by certain problems that are 

related to the organizational frameworks and support. It is indicated that WKU failed not 

only to create additional structures but also to strengthen and make them properly 

function the structures that are already in place to institutionalize the modular approach 

and hence to enhance its implementation. Thus, failure to create additional or to 

strengthen the existing structures that are in place for the follow up and implementation 

of the modular approach are the major backlogs reported in WKU.  

 

Various organizational studies also found out that the successful implementation of 

institutional reform requires, among other things, the establishment of strong 

organizational frameworks and support system (Tesfaye, 2009; Mulu, 2012; Mesfin, 

2016 and Haftu, 2018). According to Mulu (2012:190), for instance, the successful 

implementation of a reform ―requires among other things ensuring top leadership 

commitment and support, staff participation and ownership, shared vision and values, 

information sharing at all levels and resources.‖ The researcher further explained that 

the findings of his study, however, show that many of the conditions necessary to realize 

the reform objectives are not in place in Addis Ababa, Mekele and Jigjjiga Universities. 

  

7.5.4 The problems related to instructional materials and facilities 

The availability and quality of educational resource (human, physical, material and 

financial) is very important for the healthy functioning of an educational institution in 

general and for the proper implementation of the modular approach in particular. The 

instructional materials, facilities and services within a given university determine the 

quality of the teaching-learning process and the success or failure of the university in 

accomplishing its targets. But, due to the fact that we are in a world of scarce resources, 

educational institutions are entangled with a number of problems. Some of these include 

lack or shortage of facilities such as classrooms, skill labs, consumable accessories and 

chemicals, machines, sport field/facilities, etc.  
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This study found out that there is no problem reported in relation to instructional 

materials and facilities in BDU. But the absence or shortage of instructional materials 

and facilities are reported affecting the implementation process in DBU. At the same 

time, problems in purchasing system and the concomitant shortage of consumable lab 

equipment, chemicals and classrooms are the major backlogs reported in WKU.  

 

There are ample of theoretical and empirical works (Dochy et al., 1989; Mulu, 2012; 

Yared, 2017 and Mohammed & Mesud, 2018) showing that the availability of resource 

is one of the major determinants for the proper implementation of any reform. In relation 

to this, Dochy et al. (1989) and Brown & Saunders (2006) identified five conditions in 

which HEIs required to work on for proper implementation of the modular instruction 

and amongst are the learning materials and the organizational facilities. As stated above, 

Mulu (2012) also explained that resources is one of the requirement for the the 

successful implementation of a reform. Likewise, Yared (2017) and Mohammed & 

Mesud (2018) conducted empirical study on the implementation of the modular 

approach in some public universities in Ethiopia and identified lack and/or limitations of 

facilities and resources such as laboratory, library, classrooms, and instructional 

materials as factors that are affecting the implementation of the existing modular 

curriculum. Ashcroft (2005:4) also confirmed that science and technology students were 

sent to the then new universities ―before laboratories and workshops were built or staff 

trained to teach them.‖  
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CHAPTER EIGHT  

8. CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

 

8.1 Conclusions 

As a result of rapid and tremendous changes in the global context driven by political, 

economic, social and cultural forces, an educational paradigm shift toward CBE and 

modularization is undergoing. Hence, recent reforms undertaken in Ethiopia HEIs were 

part of the attempt to respond to these situations both at local and international levels. 

To make the reform successful and the education system more responsive to the real 

needs of the time, several approaches had been proposed, amongst which was 

modularization of the educational programs offered in HEIs. It was introduced to the 

Ethiopian HEIs in an attempt to alleviate the existing problems and comply with the 

concurrent changes.  

 

The purpose of this dissertation is, therefore, to shed some light on the general 

understanding of the theory and practice of modularization in Ethiopian HEIs. More 

specifically, the study aimed to investigate the conception, design, implementation and 

challenges of the modular process in some selected public universities. To this end, five 

major research questions are formulated (How is modularization introduced in Ethiopian 

HEIs? Why is modularization introduced in Ethiopian HEIs? How do stakeholders in 

Ethiopian HEIs conceptualize modularization? How are the Ethiopian public universities 

practicing modularization? What are the major challenges that hamper the practice of 

modularization in Ethiopian HEIs?). A qualitative multiple case study research design is 

employed to make an in-depth investigation into and provide answers to these questions. 

The study is conducted in three public universities, namely BDU, DBU and WKU, 

selected using maximum variation sampling technique. Key informants (individuals who 

initiated the idea of modularization at national and institutional levels), members of 

governing and advisory bodies (university presidents, deans, directors, and department 

heads) and academics as well as administrative staff of public universities and officials 

and experts working in the MoE (HESC), legislative documents (i.e. policies, 

legislations, guidelines, regulations) reports and meeting minutes are the main sources of 
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data for the study. Three data collection tools - interview, FGD and documents – are 

used to collect the data relevant to this dissertation. The data collected are analyzed 

thematically case by case, followed by a cross-case analysis of the three cases. Finally, 

the major findings are discussed by relating them to relevant literature. Hence, in the 

preceding chapters (from chapter four to seven), an attempt is made to explore, describe 

and explain the conception and implementation of the modular approach in the case 

universities. In this chapter, some concluding remarks on the major findings of the study 

are made.   

 

The findings in this study provided two useful insights regarding the conception and 

implementation of competence-based modular curriculum in the HE system. The first 

theoretically relevant insight emerged is that the introduced reform, i.e. the 

modularization process, is not well executed due to the fact that it is not properly 

conceptualized by stakeholders.  As it is indicated in the study, it is difficult to say that 

most of the stakeholders have the proper understanding of modularization. This can be 

seen from two angels. First, it is showed that there are some stakeholders who have little 

or no idea about modularization. This becomes very serious when one learns that those 

who are in high positions have little or no understanding of the reform agenda they are 

supposed to lead. So, how could it be possible, for these people – (1) to explain the 

concept to their subordinates, if they themselves do not understand, (2) to lead the effort 

full heartedly, (3) to successfully implementing the reform, and (4) to bring about the 

intended change? The answer is clear, it is not possible. This is because leaders‘ 

understanding of an innovation is vital for its successful implementation (Madu, 2011). 

In the eyes of Sarason (1990:24) having little or no understanding of a reform ―is a very 

serious limitation on those with responsibility to make recommendations. Ignorance is 

not virtue. It is, in this case, a mammoth obstacle because it reinforces misconception.‖  

 

Second, there are some stakeholders who understood modularization in many ways, but 

even their understanding is not comprehensive. Though the points they mentioned, in 

one way or another, are related with the idea of modularization, they conceptualized it in 

a fragmented way. Some of them considered modularization as an approach that designs 
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educational programs based on modular approach and others understood it in its relation 

with the learning-teaching activities; whereas some others conceptualized it as 

something related to assessment mechanism. Of course, modularization has a relation 

with all these points. But this stakeholders‘ disintegrated view about the concept is 

problematic, because it hinders to broadly visualize the whole picture of the 

modularization process. According to Sarason (1990), it is very important to have a 

comprehensive understanding of an issue or a system. Especially in a situation where 

group of people are working towards institutional or system change, there must be a 

holistic understanding, otherwise ―each group knows that there is a ―system‖ but each 

sees it from a particular perspective which, by its narrowness, precludes understanding 

of any other perspective.‖ (p.25).  

 

In Ethiopia, considerable efforts were exerted by the government to introduce various 

reforms in the HEIs and the country at large. As a result, different new thoughts, 

procedures and tools were introduced to make the intended reforms being functional. 

Some of these include the BPR, the CBE paradigm, the modular approach, the students‘-

centered approach, continuous assessment scheme, and so on. Nonetheless, there are 

always questions on the proper implementation of these endeavors. Various studies 

(Tesfaye, 2009; Kassahun, 2010; Mulu, 2012; Sibhato & Singh, 2012; Menberu, 2013 

and Haftu, 2018) dealing with some innovation tools introduced to Ethiopian HEIs 

proved that there have been problems in implementing the newly introduced innovation.  

 

The findings in this study also showed that the major factor, among others, that hinders 

the proper execution of the reform (i.e. the modular approach), is stakeholders‘ lack of 

proper understanding of the issues and the concomitant lack of commitment. Top 

leaders‘ (both in the then MoE, now MoSHE and in the universities) and practitioners‘ 

(teachers) lack of detail understanding of the reform endeavors have greatly contributed 

to the ineffective implementation of the modular approach. This suggests that initiating 

and introducing a reform in to the Ethiopian HEIs is necessary but not sufficient 

conditions to bring about the intended change, unless there is a holistic view by 
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stakeholders about the reform – its rationale, the approaches to follow and the 

institutions or system to change.  

 

The second theoretical insight emerged in this study is that the implementation of the 

modular approach in the studied universities is in a problem due to lack of proper 

management. Fullan (2007) argued that many problems in educational change occur due 

to difficulties in planning and coordinating. Despite the fact that the reform process in 

Ethiopian HEIs mainly followed the top-down approach and there existed self-initiated 

institutions and stakeholders who have positive attitude towards modularization, the 

reform failed to attain the intended outcomes. This is mainly attributed to lack of strong 

leadership that failed to put the theory into practice in general and inability of 

understanding the basics of the reform and devising successful implementation 

strategies in particular. This problem can be seen at two levels: institution (i.e. 

university) and central (i.e. ministry) levels. 

 

At university level, this study has demonstrated that absence of conceptually capable, 

motivated and committed leadership is the major challenge resulted in lack of 

competent, motivated and engaged faculty, lack or inadequate allocation of resources, 

and inability of creating supportive environment, which in turn resulted in failure of 

institutionalizing the reform process. Hence, the adoption and implementation of the 

modular approach at the universities remained a slogan or rhetoric because most of its 

features have not yet been properly applied and institutionalized. These constraints 

exhibited in the universities in turn are reflections of the problems in the central or upper 

administration levels of the federal government (i.e. the ministry and HESC, one of its 

wings which was assigned to coordinate the reform processes). Absence of a detail 

understanding of the reform and hence resulted in lack of sound planning, inadequate 

preparation in implementing the reform initiatives, failure to develop a robust and 

stimulating regulatory framework, and inability to fulfill the necessary requirements 

(allocation of budget for facilities and educational materials such laboratories, 

workshops, classrooms, libraries, and so on) are major hindrances for the effective 

implementation of the modular approach. This study explored that though HESC had 
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played an important coordinating role during the initiation stage, especially in 

coordinating awareness creation training programs and curriculum designing process, it 

failed to play its facilitative role in stimulating the adoption and implementation as well 

as institutionalization of the modular approach in all Ethiopian HEIs.  

 

Consequently, there were no institutional frameworks and capacities to bring the 

perceived advantages of modularization in to reality. For example, this study showed 

that most of the research participants considered the modular approach as a solution for 

mitigating the persistent problems (which are related to the educational programs, 

instruction and assessment) prevailing in the Ethiopian HEIs. They also considered it as 

advantageous in promoting certification of competencies, free entry to and exit from an 

education system, freedom to choose among modules, flexibility to proceed in one‘s 

own rate, free transfer between further and higher sectors, institutions and countries. 

However, none of these promises have been properly applied and institutionalized. 

 

Moreover, modularization requires bringing about change in the overall system 

including the educational programs, pedagogical procedures, the students, the teachers, 

the learning materials and the organizational facilities. But, although there were some 

attempts made during the initial stage of the modularization process, there was nothing 

done to transform these components and create an enabling environment for 

modularization. Initially a lot of things were done on an ad hoc and campaign basis. 

Thus, significant budget was allocated, awareness creation trainings were organized and 

offered here and there, including at national as well as institutional levels, and new 

organizational structures were introduced and resources fulfilled for the reform to 

succeed. But all of these were done with the principle of ‗here today and gone 

tomorrow‘. As a result, there are still problems related to curricula, the instructional as 

well as assessment procedures. Because things are continuing as they were always done, 

despite the fact that there was an intention to drastically change the situations.  

 

Furthermore, there was nothing done to sustain and make the reform practical and 

institutional. Reform cannot be sustained without setting institutional frameworks and 
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structures that are solely responsible for its execution. The findings in this study showed 

that the universities were not able to do so because there was no strong and fully-fledged 

organ which was highly responsible to lead and institutionalize the modularization 

process. This in turn resulted in lack of sense of ownership for the reform and 

disproportionate implementation of its endeavors. It is sound to use an expression from 

Cambridge dictionary which seems meaningful in this regard ―If something is none of 

someone's business, they do not need to know about it, although they want to, because it 

does not affect them.‖ 

 

The findings in this study also proved that there is the same situation in the case 

universities. For instance, the implementation of the modular approach in BDU is 

relatively better than the other case universities. This is mainly attributed to the fact that 

the top university leadership in BDU had relatively better understanding about 

modularization and demonstrated far reaching commitment for its effective 

implementation. This, together with the university‘s longstanding experience, enabled 

the university to establish institutional frameworks and structures which in turn resulted 

in relatively better implementation of the modular approach. Conversely, due to the fact 

that there was a high turnover of university top management and staffs and hence 

limited organizational frameworks and supports, the implementation of modular 

approach in DBU remained at its lowest status.    

 

In general, a real change can be brought if and only if there is a change in understanding 

and practices of the stakeholders. This can be done by touching people‘s emotions and 

changing behaviors and beliefs (alteration of assumptions). Among all these, according 

to Fullan (2007:37), ―change in beliefs and understanding are the foundations of 

achieving lasting reform.‖  
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8.2 Implications 

This study revealed that there is lack of proper conceptualization and management of the 

reform process and hence failed to prove a complete success of the reform endeavor. In 

such a context, therefore, it is very important to bring a paradigm shift about the concept 

of the reform itself. Otherwise the reform in essence is ‗the new wine going to hold in 

the old wines‘ skin.‘ On the one hand, there is a need for innovation and reform and on 

the other hand, however, there is a HE system which is fundamentally conservative. The 

way the stakeholders understand the reform, the way the political decision-makers 

understand HEIs and treated the reform in there, the way the top leaders conceptualized 

and managed the reform, the way the institutions were organized and their 

organizational structures operated, the way the curricula were designed and offered 

resulted in a situation that is more likely to retain the status quo than to change. 

According to Fullan (2007), when a reform is attempted under such circumstances it 

results in defensiveness, superficiality or at best short-lived pockets of success. It is 

simply unrealistic to expect the introduced reforms to be successful, in a situation where 

there is lack of proper conceptualization and management of the reform process. 

 

More specifically, the study demonstrated that many of the theoretical as well as the 

practical aspects of the modular approach are missing. There was a problem of properly 

conceptualizing and implementing the basics of modularization and hence 

a gap between the expected promises and the actual implementation of the modular 

approach. This calls for a closer attention to improve the implementation practice of the 

existing modular approach. Hence, the implications and suggestions for improved 

conceptualization and implementation of the modular approach are briefly 

presented as follows.      

 

First, it is implied in this study that the adoption and implementation of the modular 

approach is unlikely without stakeholders‘ proper understanding of the concept of 

reform in general and that of the modular approach and its underpinning philosophies in 

particular.  Hence, there should be something to be done by the MoSHE and the 

universities to enhance stakeholders‘ understanding. This is because understanding the 
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complexity of a reform process is the most crucial and potentially productive factor for 

the reform to succeed. Thus, awareness about HE reform, modular approach and how 

complicated HEIs and their systems are, is necessary. More specifically, modularization 

should be broadly conceptualized. It should be deliberated with its relation to CBE. That 

is, it should be considered as an approach used to put the assumptions and principles of 

CBE which aimed at producing problem solving competent graduate who can meet the 

needs of the time. This is to mean, academic programs should be designed based on 

competence and the instruction and assessment mechanisms should be based on student-

centered, authentic, varied, and continuous so as to enable the graduates to be competent 

enough in the world of work.    

 

Second, the study implied that implementation of the modular approach is in problem 

because it was not properly managed. This is mainly attributed to absence of 

conceptually capable, motivated and committed leadership that unable to institutionalize 

the reform. Thus, it is very important for the MoSHE and the universities: 

i) To ensure that the top leaders both at MoShE and HEIs are conceptually competent 

about the reform endeavor, emotionally motivated and practically committed 

towards its implementation.     

ii) To set a strong and fully-fledged organizational entities and structures, both at the 

ministry as well university level, which are exclusively responsible to promote, 

coordinate, lead and institutionalize the modularization process. 

iii) To strengthen the already existing ones (such as quality assurance committees and 

directorates, course chairing systems) and make them properly function. 
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Appendix A 

 

Interview Guide for Key Informants 

1. What was/were the reason/s for the introduction of the modular approach in Ethiopia? 

2. How was the initiation process looks like (who initiated it, when and where)?  

3. How do you understand modularization? 

3.1 What is it? 

3.2 What makes it different? 

3.3 What are the benefits of modularization? 

4. How do you see curriculum designing process (how did it start? who participated?)  

5. What supporting frameworks (organizational structures, policies, legislations, regulations, 

guidelines, etc.), are there for the proper implementation of modularization?  

6. How do you see the implementation of the modular approach? 

6.1 How do you see the course delivery mechanism, the link with the industry, availability 

and use of instructional materials and facilities)  

6.2 How do you see the assessment mechanism used? (Is there CA, module certification, 

use of ECTS, automation of grading system, etc?) . 

7. What are the major challenges that hamper the practice of modularization in Ethiopian 

HEIs? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Appendix B 

 

Interview Guide for Research Participants 

1. What was/were the reason/s for the introduction of the modular approach in Ethiopia? 

2. How do you understand modularization? 

2.1 What is it? 

2.2 What makes it different? 

2.3 What are the benefits of modularization? 

3. How do you see curriculum designing process (how did it start? who participated?)  

4. What supporting frameworks (organizational structures, policies, legislations, regulations, 

guidelines, etc.), are there for the proper implementation of modularization?  

5. How do you see the implementation of the modular approach? 

5.1 How do you see the course delivery mechanism, the link with the industry, availability 

and use of instructional materials and facilities)  

5.2 How do you see the assessment mechanism used? (Is there CA, module certification, 

use of ECTS, automation of grading system, etc?) . 

6. What are the major challenges that hamper the practice of modularization in your 

university? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Appendix C 

 

FGD Guide for Research Participants 

1. What was/were the reasons for the introduction of the modular approach in Ethiopia? 

2. How do you understand modularization? 

2.1 What is it? 

2.2 What makes it different? 

2.3 What are the benefits of modularization? 

3. How do you see curriculum designing process (how did it start? who participated?)  

4. What supporting frameworks (organizational structures, policies, legislations, regulations, 

guidelines, etc), are there for the proper implementation of modularization?  

5. How do you see the implementation of the modular approach? 

5.1 How do you see the course delivery mechanism, the link with the industry, availability 

and use of instructional materials and facilities)  

5.2 How do you see the assessment mechanism used? (Is there CA, module certification, 

use of ECTS, automation of grading system, etc?) . 

6. What are the major challenges that hamper the practice of modularization in your 

university? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Appendix D 

 

Ethical Principles and Procedures for the Research Modularization in Ethiopian 

HEIs: Theory and Practices 

I intend to undertake research with your cooperation (as a research participant), for 

better understanding of the conceptual and practical aspects of the modularization process 

of Ethiopian HEIs. The information you share with me will be secured with utmost 

confidentiality and your personal identity kept anonymous. A code will be used when 

names are needed in the research report. The following framework consists of my ethical 

principles and procedures. I am willing to discuss these principles with you in pursuit of an 

agreed up on and amended framework. 

1. Participation in the research is voluntary. You have the right to withdraw from the research 

at any time. 

2. Information given to me (by your will) will be treated as belonging to you; and it can be 

used only with your permission. 

3. You can use the language you prefer.  

4. Interpretations made by me will be treated as belonging to me. Whenever implicated in 

such interpretations, you will be invited to comment upon their fairness, accuracy and 

relevance. 

5. I will seek your permission to create or use audio records. You have the right to refuse, 

change your mind after being recorded or withdraw your recordings. You can edit or 

change or clear out them. 

6. I will securely store data. 

7. Full anonymity of your identity and confidentiality of the information you share with me 

will be maintained. 

8. Except for the purposes of professional collaboration in the project no data arising from 

interviews or focus group discussion will be disclosed in any form to third parties without 

your explicit and prior consent. Where data is shared for the purpose of professional 

collaboration these protocols and procedures apply to all those involved in the 

collaboration. 



 

 

 

 

 

Appendix E 

 

Biographical Sketch of the Researcher 

Mr. Birhanu Asfaw was born on 4
th

 June 1981 and completed his secondary level 

education in 2000 with very great distinction certificate in ESLCE. He joined Dilla 

University (the then College of Teacher Education and Health Science under Debube 

University) in 2001 and graduated with distinction degree of BEd degree in History in 

2005. Mr. Birhanu was the presidents of the students‘ council at Dilla College and chief 

coordinator of the 2005 Ethiopian national election for students of the college. 

  

Upon graduation, he was recruited by the Ethiopian Ministry of Education as a teacher 

and assigned in a senior secondary school at Assossa, the administrative city of 

Benishangul Gumze Regional State. There, he taught Civic and Ethical Education and 

History for a year. Mr. Birhan was also the Chairman of the school‘s teachers‘ 

association. 

 

Mr. Birhanu joined Jigjiga University in 2007 and served at different positions and 

responsibilities. He pursued his graduate study in Adama University (now Adama 

Science and Technology University) from 2008 to 2010 and graduated with very great 

distinction degree of MA Degree in Curriculum Studies and Instructional Skills. There 

he taught History, Civics, Research and Education courses at graduate and 

undergraduate level till 2013. He also served as head of History Department and vice-

dean for students‘ service. Mr. Birhanu also participated in various committees at Jigjiga 

University. In addition to this, Mr Birhanu directed two private schools at Jigjiga Town.  

  

In 2013 Mr. Birhanu joined Addis Ababa University for his PhD study and 

simultaneously he received Short-Term Visit Scholarships and research stay from 

Deusto International Tuning Academy (University of Deusto, Bilbao, Spain). Mr. 

Birhanu moved to Bule Hora University to serve as V/President, for Business and 

Institutional Development as of September 2018. But now, he is working as Higher 

Diploma Leader at Salale University as of September 2017. 



 

 

 

 

 

 


