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Learning Outcomes

Many higher institutions internationally follow an outcomes-based approach to curriculum design. This approach
provides an outline at the start of a course / module about what students are expected to achieve by the end of that
course / module.

A learning outcome is the minimum that a learner must achieve to pass (i.e. the
threshold level).
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Aligning the Curriculum

One of the most influential ideas in higher education is constructive alignment (Biggs, 1999), as it underpins the
requirement for programme specifications, marking criteria, criterion-referenced assessment (i.e. marking against
predefined criteria) and learning outcomes. Constructive alignment is the idea that student learning is a hidden and
individual process for which students have responsibility. Teacher responsibility, therefore, lies in creating an
environment that encourages and supports students to engage with learning. As a result, choice of assessment task
can serve to support or undermine the achievement of these learning outcomes.



Generic Level Descriptors:

National Qualifications Framework Education Strategy

Programme Aims and ! Module Aims and Learning

Learning Outcomes Qutcomes S U

Assessment Methods

Subject Level Descriptors:
Subject Benchmarks Curriculum Content
Professional Standards

Figure 1. Constructive Alignment Overview (Biggs, 1999)
Classifying the cognitive level of outcomes

One of the key roles of an effective learning outcome is to distinguish the different levels of study, using appropriate
verbs. The learning outcomes in combination with the associated assessment criteria should provide a definitive
measure of level. There are several taxonomies available to support you in pitching a learning outcome at the
correct level. Bloom’s Taxonomy of Learning Objectives is perhaps the most widely used. It outlines six levels of the
‘cognitive domain’, each of which builds on the previous level:

e The lower cognitive levels are
more commonly used in relation
to Levels 4 and 5 undergraduates

c

e The higher cognitive levels are
more commonly used in relation
toLevels 6 and 7.

d pply e Thisis not to say that a Level 7
student will not first engage in the
lower cognitive levels of learning,
or that a Level 4 student is not
capable of engaging in higher
cognitive levels of thinking.
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