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A Learning Outcomes Clinic
Summary
The nature and uses of good intended learning outcomes are summarised. Some intended learning outcomes are then reviewed, and suggestions made for their improvement. Readers are encouraged to review, and where appropriate modify, intended learning outcomes for their own courses. 
What are intended learning outcomes, and why do they matter?

Intended learning outcomes describe what a student needs to be able to do in order successfully to complete a course of study. They typically (and very helpfully) start with a phrase such as:

“By the end of this course students should be able to...

Good intended learning outcomes serve a number of important functions, for students and for teachers and for the institution as a whole. For example:
· For students, good intended learning outcomes describe where the course is going and what the student will be able to do the end of it.

· For staff, good intended learning outcomes make it easier to plan courses that will help students to achieve what they want to achieve.
· For students and for staff, good intended learning outcomes make it easier to monitor student progress; to make the necessary changes in teaching and learning during the course; and to assess student attainment at the end of the course.

· For the institution as a whole, good intended learning outcomes provide a sound basis for quality assurance and for quality enhancement.

High ambitions, bold claims.

The QAA, in “The framework for higher education qualifications in England, Wales and Northern Ireland - January 2001
” offer clues to the QAA view of what intended learning outcomes are. Speaking about qualification descriptors, they say:

“Qualification descriptors are in two parts. 
“The first part is a statement of outcomes, achievement of which a student should be able to demonstrate for the award of the qualification. This part will be of particular interest to those designing, approving and reviewing academic programmes. They will need to be satisfied that, for any programme, the curriculum and assessments provide all students with the opportunity to achieve, and to demonstrate achievement of, the outcomes. 

“The second part is a statement of the wider abilities that the typical student could be expected to have developed. It will be of assistance to employers, and others with an interest in the general capabilities of holders of the qualification.” 

Unpacking this a little, we can see QAA suggesting that:
· Intended learning outcomes describe student attainments

· Student attainment of intended learning outcomes must be clearly demonstrable through assessment

· Intended learning outcomes should aid course planning, validation and review

· Intended learning outcomes should describe both course-specific and more generic student attainments
If we accept these ambitions and functions for good intended learning outcomes, what can we say about the desirable qualities of a good intended learning outcome?

We may feel that a good intended learning outcome is:

· Active – it describes what students can do; academically, professionally, practically, in whatever way it is appropriate to the course 

· Comprehensible – students know to some extent what it means, even though they can’t yet do it, or do all of it, or do it to the required standard
· Attractive – students on the course want to achieve it - 
· Appropriate,  and demonstrably so, to the student’s current goals and career plans 

· Attainable – most students who are accepted onto the course and do the specified work will mostly the intended learning outcome
· Assessable – students and staff alike can see if it has been achieved

· Usable – for course design and planning as well as for assessment

· Valid – For example on a professional course, the intended learning outcome should describe the particular professional capability (for example, generically, ‘analyse, solve, implement and review the solution to’ a professional problem), rather than ‘describe how you would analyse, solve...). 
Reviewing and improving learning outcomes

How does this work out in practice? Let’s review some statements of intended learning outcomes taken or adapted from course documents (not from this University), and see how they might be improved and then used. Whether or not these examples are from your own subject – and we appreciate that they generally won’t be – we hope you will find it interesting to follow the analysis and the suggestions. 
You may find it useful to have some of your own course documents with you as you work through the example. You can explore what implications of the example are for your own practice.

Example: Drawing (from a Year One of a Fine Art programme)

Original Statement of Learning Objectives
1. To introduce and develop the fundamental skills, processes and approaches involved in drawing within Art or Design. 

2. To provide a series of exercises and projects to enable the student to develop their observational, analytical, practical and critical abilities through the regular practice of drawing

Students will:

3. Observe the subject, compose and make a drawing and describe and review the procedure used.

4. Observe, measure and record proportion, perspective, form, structure and spatial relationships.

5. Depict volume and spatial relationships in line, tone and colour.

6. Make a considered response to the subject and select appropriate media for interpretation.

7. Develop, use and justify a structured critical framework for judging their drawing and that of others.

8. Make a finished drawing.

Comments on this original statement of learning objectives:

1. This account of the ‘learning objectives’ of the course combines aims, learning activities and intended learning outcomes. It is useful to separate these out.

2. It may be that items 4 and 5 above, and possibly also 6, are all essential to the attainment of item 3.
3. It is also not clear how items 7 & 8 relate to item 3

Suggested revised learning aims, learning outcomes, learning activities and assessment tasks:

Aim:

To introduce and develop the fundamental skills, processes and approaches involved in drawing within Art or Design. 

Learning outcomes:

On the successful completion of this unit, the student will be able to: 

1

Observe, compose and make a drawing and describe the procedure used. This will involve the ability to:

1a

Observe, measure and record proportion, perspective, form, structure and spatial relationships.

1b

Depict volume and spatial relationships in line, tone and colour.

1c

Make a considered response to the subject and select appropriate media for interpretation.
2
Develop, use and justify a structured critical framework for judging their drawing and that of others.

3
Make a finished drawing.

(The course team accepted this suggested restructuring of the learning outcomes. However I am still not sure that I fully understand the relationships between learning outcomes or 1 and 3.)


Main learning activities and assessment tasks:

The learning outcomes suggest that students will make several drawings; give a critical / analytic account of the process they followed in making these drawings; and critique their own drawings and those of student peers through reflective use of an evolving critical framework. 
Judging the revised outcomes

Using the criteria for a good learning outcome suggested earlier, are these suggested revised learning outcomes:

	1. Active? 
	Yes. They each describe things that students will be able to do

	2. Comprehensible?
	A few technical terms could usefully be spelled out – learning outcomes feel to have been written for the course teams and validators rather than for incoming students. But, otherwise, yes

	3. Attractive?
	With these technical terms spelled out, incoming students will see clearly that this course will teach them to draw and to analyse drawing

	4. Appropriate? 
	Clearly so, as part of any programme involving Art or Design

	5. Attainable?
	They feel to be attainable by a student who brings to the course some basic drawing ability (presumably as spelt out in the entry qualifications of course) and then who does the necessary work during the course

	6. Assessable?
	It is entirely clear how these outcomes could be assessed. There is however no indication of how well these outcomes need to be achieved – such assessment criteria may appear elsewhere in the course document

	7. Usable?
	Even to a lay person it is clear that these outcomes could be developed and achieved with an appropriate mixture of thinking, demonstration, guided practice on a graded series of activities, and feedback

	8. Valid? 
	 In summary, these outcomes describe the abilities to draw and to critique drawing. Wholly appropriate for studies in Art and Design. 


Through this exercise we discover another important quality of good learning outcomes. Good learning outcomes are appropriately structured, rather than always forming a single list. There is usually a relationship among different learning outcomes. In this case, within learning outcome 1, there were several discrete contributory learning outcomes. It is helpful to students to show such relationships.
� http://www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/FHEQ/EWifNI/default.asp#annex1
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