
Learning outcomes (version  9) – an introduction 



What are learning outcomes and why are they important?
Learning outcomes are an essential part of any unit outline because they set out how the intentions of the unit will be realized. In broad terms, learning outcomes are what students should know and be able to do at the completion of a unit of study. 
Effective learning outcomes (or objectives) are important for staff because they:

· direct what ‘content’ (knowledge and skills) should be taught and what students should learn 
· determine what teaching strategies and learning experiences are needed to help students learn
· direct what needs to be assessed 
· are used to develop criteria for assessment tasks to judge what students know and can do as a result of their learning
· contextualise selected University generic graduate attributes for the discipline and year level of the unit 
· inform evaluation of the unit.
Effective learning outcomes are important for students because they provide them with a:

· framework to guide and focus their studies 
· discipline-specific set of statements that articulate with graduate attributes at course and/or university level.

Examples from different disciplines 
Note the differences in expectations reflected by the verbs (‘demonstrate’, apply’, ‘devise’, ‘reflect’, ‘determine’, etc) and the nouns (concepts, principles, arguments, research, situations, hypotheses, perspectives, etc). Table 1 provides examples of learning outcomes from particular units. Note that some have a few bullet points, yet they are still broad.
Example (i) year 1:

On the completion of this unit you should be able to:
· demonstrate knowledge of concepts and principles of the farming systems as managed ecosystems
Example (ii) year 4:

On the completion of this unit you should be able to:
· apply knowledge of a specific area of spatial science and the research process to develop and pursue a research question
Example (iii) year 3:

On the completion of this unit you should be able to:
· evaluate legal arguments and justify your position with reference to research
Example (iv) year 3:

On the completion of this unit you should be able to:
· analyse and interpret clinical situations to propose hypotheses that determine the strategy for data gathering.

Example (v) year 2:
On the completion of this unit you should be able to:
· devise performance texts on specific themes.

Example (vi) year 4:
On the completion of this unit you should be able to:
· reflect on the influence that theoretical perspectives have on your emerging identity as a teacher and teaching philosophy. 
Table 1: examples of learning outcomes from selected unit outlines
	discipline and unit
	year level
	example of one learning outcome from this unit

	Accounting

BFA712 Management and Cost Accounting
	Masters
	analyse and evaluate management accounting information (and approaches to data gathering) to justify recommendations that inform decisions

	Education

ELT505: The Scholarship of teaching and learning
	Graduate Certificate
	critically reflect upon the scholarship of teaching and learning literature and issues pertinent to your and others’ teaching and learning contexts



	Architecture

KDA712 Professional Studies


	4
	use the skills of situational analysis to interpret and critically evaluate architectural practice and building project scenarios to:

· identify ethical, practical and legal issues and implications 
· make recommendations to solve the problems described in the scenarios, based on evidence-based arguments

	Health

CXA 412/425 Medical Laboratory Placement 1& Medical Laboratory Placement 2
	4
	integrate and apply university-acquired practical and theoretical knowledge to interpret procedural and diagnostic components of laboratory practice.

	Chemistry

KRA332 Physical and analytical methods in Chemistry
	3
	apply theoretical and practical knowledge of modern instrumental, and wet-chemical, physical and analytical techniques to:

· design and implement experiments to solve problems using selected techniques

· chemical analyse known and unknown samples 

	Theatre

FPB350 Theatre Project 2: Graduate production  
	3
	integrate and apply rehearsal and performance skills and execute technical roles, to realise a major production while adhering to accepted theatre protocols

	Education

ESH340 Advanced Health and Physical Education (HPE)
	3
	apply knowledge of the following to teaching health and PE in educational settings: 

· HPE language and terminology
· the model of health and wellbeing in state curriculum
· the relationship between student wellbeing and their social, emotional and academic learning  

	Chemistry

KRA224 Organic and bioinorganic Chemistry
	2
	analyse, interpret and predict spectral data to:

· confirm structure of compounds prepared in the laboratory

· determine and differentiate molecular structure of compounds

	Politics

HSG202 Political activism: local to global
	2
	demonstrate and apply theoretical knowledge and research (about social capital, policy, globalisation, social movements) to analyse cases

	Chemistry

KRA161: Chemistry for Life Sciences
	1
	make observations, measurements and perform calculations from experimental laboratory work.

	Chinese language HMC101 & 102 Chinese 1A and 1B:
	1
	use basic knowledge and communication strategies (expression, structure, fluency and presentation skills) to create short oral and written sentences

	Engineering

ENB104 Engineering Materials
	1
	solve simple numerical problems related to mechanical and other properties of materials.


Writing learning outcomes 

When you write learning outcomes, ensure that they are focussed on what the learner should be able to know and do at the end of this unit and are therefore achievement-oriented.
Key points to assist you in writing learning outcomes statements
1. Identify important learning requirements that are about ‘knowing’ and ‘doing’, i.e. the range and type of knowledge and skills. This means not focusing on the fine details such as ‘state the formula for…’, ‘list the causes of…’. These sorts of details are for learning experiences or in specific assessment tasks, not in learning outcomes. 
2. Writing learning outcomes is a bit of a juggling act. You have to position them so that they are in the middle of a continuum. They should be broad enough to provide enough detail on how the intentions (or goals) of the unit will be realised but not so broad that they end up as goals for the unit. For example, outcomes that use words such as ‘become aware of’, ‘appreciate’’, ‘learn about’, ‘understand’, ‘become familiar with’, ‘develop the ability to’, are the essence of goals (the ‘big picture’). They are too broad for learning outcomes and are hard to assess validly. These goals need to be turned into actions. In contrast, if you write outcomes that are too specific, they will restrict what you can teach and assess from year to year. For example, if an outcome says ‘devise a performance text that uses the third scene of the Brechtian play……..’, this is a task, not a learning outcome. It confines you to the same play, the same scene and the same task each year. Example (v) above shows how this task should be written as an outcome. 
3. To write learning outcomes as action statements, begin with an action verb, e.g. ‘demonstrate’, apply’, ‘devise’, ‘reflect’. T hen you add other components such as nouns, adjectives, adverbs, phrases, clauses, etc to reflect knowledge and contexts. The components of Example (iv) are identified in the box below. Note how these components together reflect a level of cognitive complexity (see key point 5). 
Components of Example 4
	

analyse and interpret clinical situations to propose hypotheses that determine the strategy for data gathering





 For ideas about verbs, you could consider one of several taxonomies. A taxonomy is a framework for classifying the challenge in learning outcomes, i.e. from simple to complex and from concrete to abstract. All taxonomies have their limitations because they simplify how people learn and all assume that ‘knowledge’ is at the bottom of the hierarchy. The first taxonomy that has had widespread usage (now published in 22 countries) is Bloom’s Taxonomy of Educational Objectives (1956)
.  It is also the simplest and a good starting point for thinking about the power of verbs. Bloom classified cognitive skills (he termed them the cognitive ‘domain’) into the following levels:
	Knowledge (lowest level), Comprehension, Application, Analysis, Synthesis, Evaluation (highest level)


Analysis, synthesis and evaluation can also be considered as aspects of problem solving. Bloom also identified the psychomotor domain (physical skills) and the affective domain (attainment of attitudes and values).  While Bloom helps us to think about these aspects of learning separately, it is important to remember that, when students engage in learning, the cognitive, affective and psychomotor aspects of their learning are in fact inseparable. Many authors have built on and revised Bloom’s original work. See for example, Anderson et al. (2001)
 and Marzano & Kendall (2007)
.

For a sample of possible action verbs, see verb banks. There are other, more discipline-specific action verbs as well (for example, as components of professional competency statements).  
For ideas about types of knowledge, you could consider the different ways these two authors have grouped knowledge:

(i) Biggs (1999) 

· Declarative — knowing what, or knowing about 

· Procedural — knowing how to do things

· Conditional — knowing when to do things

· Functioning —knowing how to employ the first three types of knowledge to solve problems and function as an effective professional.
(ii) Anderson et al. (2001)

· Factual— basic to specific disciplines such as essential facts, terminology, details or elements. 
· Conceptual — discipline-specific such as classifications, principles, generalizations, theories, models, or structures 

· Procedural — discipline-specific such as methods of inquiry, very specific or finite skills, algorithms, techniques, particular methodologies

· Metacognitive — knowledge of one’s own cognitive processes (self knowledge) including reflective knowledge of how to go about solving problems. 
4. Keep to one discrete, but broad learning outcome per statement.
5. Do not add words that indicate how well the student should know or do something, e.g. words such as ‘effective’, ‘thoroughly’, ‘extensive’, ‘perceptive’ that indicate a very high standard, e.g. High Distinction (HD). The six examples of learning outcomes stated earlier, do broadly imply an approximate Pass standard expected for particular year levels. That is, they are written to be in the middle of the continuum (see key point 2 above). If they were written at, say, HD standard, then all students would be expected to reach that standard. This would be an impossible ask in cohorts with a wide variation in ability and possibly open the university to litigation. Standards (how well the student is expected to achieve to be awarded a particular grade) are described in criteria sheets (or rubrics) for five levels (HD, DN, CR, PP, NN), not in learning outcomes. The exception to key point 6 is when students have to achieve competencies specified by an external accrediting body in order to practice (e.g. nursing, social work, accountancy). Competent is one standard—you can either do it or you can’t do it. 
6. Ensure that each outcome is achievable and assessable. This means it is therefore suitable for the particular year level of the unit and the discipline. See key point 5 above.
7. Use clear language, understandable by students and other potential clients.
8. Link each outcome to one or more selected generic and/or course graduate attributes to show that the unit is helping to develop these in students. By linking the graduate attributes to your learning outcomes, you ensure that they are part of the teaching and learning activities and assessment for your unit. This makes explicit to students that, studying the unit, contributes to their development of these particular attributes. The full text on the University's Generic Graduate Attributes Policy can be found at http://acserv.admin.utas.edu.au/acservices/meetings/Senate/Appendix/3_01D1.doc
9. When you have finished developing the outcomes, check that they reflect the intent expressed in the unit description, and that this intent is carried through into the assessment tasks (i.e. that all parts of the unit outline are aligned)
How many learning outcomes are considered manageable for a unit?

There are no hard and fast rules here, as it depends on factors such as:

· the intentions of the unit 
· time available for teaching and learning, e.g. a short course, semester unit, or full year unit

· the particular discipline-specific or generic graduate attributes you wish to develop.

However, as a guide for a single semester unit, around 3-4 learning outcomes is a manageable number. More may be needed for year long units and those involving competencies set by external accrediting authorities. Fewer than 3-4 outcomes could mean that they will probably be too general to be of any real value to you or your students. Too many outcomes means that students could lose sight of the ‘big picture’ you are trying to convey. You will also have to try to give students the opportunity to achieve a lot of learning outcomes – this makes assessment unmanageable. 
Linking learning outcomes to assessment

The assessment process determines the extent to which students have achieved the intended outcomes of the unit. Therefore in designing an assessment program, it is essential that the learning outcomes form the basis of what is assessed and how it is assessed. If a stated outcome is not assessed, neither you nor your students will know if it has been achieved. If the learning outcome is framed in such a way that assessment is not feasible (see key point 6 above), you need to reframe it so that it is possible to be assessed (see key point 2). This does not mean that you need the same number of assessment tasks as learning outcomes – one assessment task may assess students’ achievement of a number of related learning outcomes.  A good idea is to construct a simple table to map the links between your learning outcomes and assessment tasks. This may not only reveal where you might be under assessing, but also highlight where you may be over assessing a particular learning outcome.  Ensure that you assess the attainment of each learning outcome at least twice. This gives students the opportunity to ‘have another go’ if they did not achieve a particular outcome and gives you more evidence of their ability.
Example of mapping learning outcomes to assessment tasks
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Linking learning outcomes to teaching and learning strategies

The action verbs of your learning outcomes will flag the sorts of learning activities that will best lead to their attainment. For example, if one learning outcome is for students to be able to analyse and interpret data, then there should be activities where students are taught how to do this and practice doing it. You should also plan opportunities for them to monitor, assess and receive feedback on their progress regarding these skills. Likewise if there are particular discipline conventions to follow for a task, then students need to be taught these and engaged in activities that allow them to practise and refine them before being assessed.

Moira Cordiner 
February 2011 (revised from an earlier 2009 version)
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from ‘that’ to the end of the sentence  is a clause that highlights the purpose of the hypotheses





phrase refers to purpose of the strategy
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