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1.00  Introduction: the structures of higher education in the UK and European Higher Education Area
In recent years, most UK higher education has shifted from describing education by what is covered in a curriculum to the description of the outcomes of learning.  This makes sense since it is the learning that matters in education, not what is taught.  The change has led to the writing of modules and programmes in outcome-based terminology.  This paper is designed to introduce this terminology and some of the thinking behind it, and to demonstrate how the main descriptive structures should interrelate.  The paper uses an integrated approach to the design of programmes and modules as a context for the description of level descriptors, learning outcomes and assessment criteria and their relationships.

Firstly I set the context.  In the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) there is an overarching framework of three cycles – which comprises qualifications up to a Bachelor’s degree, those at Master’s and Doctorate studies.  There are allowances for short cycles, mainly within the first cycle.
A qualification (eg Bachelors degree) is a programme and most programmes are broken up into smaller elements that are assessed within the programme.  In the UK, we use the term ‘modules’ and that is the terminology that is used in this material.  An equivalent in other places is a ‘course’ or ‘unit’.  Credit is attributed to a module at a particular level in the process of accreditation.  The amount of credit attributed to a module is based on the amount of learning needed to achieve learning outcomes in given time.  ECTS is the unit used across EHEA.  Where ECTS are related to credits in the UK, one credit in the UK has been taken as worth half of an ECTS. 

It is usual in the UK for modules to be described in a module description form in which there are usually specified aims, learning outcomes, and details of the assessment and sometimes of the content.  There is also information about the level of the module, it’s lead tutor, the number of credits attributed to it and note of any other modules to which it is related.  The term ‘learning outcome’ is taken, in the context of this paper, to imply a statement written about the learning that is expected to be demonstrated at the end of a module.  In the EHEA countries similar forms are often used with learning outcomes etc (Appendix 7)
Programmes, in the UK are described in a programme specification document (Appendix 4).  This contains information about the overall educational outcomes that are expected to be achieved by successful graduates.  There is also information about the component modules and assessment procedures etc.  Essentially this current paper concerns module and not programme structure.  
The paper also contains a substantial section on assessment criteria.  In my view we, in higher education, have a long way to go in writing appropriate assessment criteria and relating them realistically to levels and learning outcomes.  However, ten years ago I would not have expected structures to have changed as much as they have changed in becoming outcome focused.  We have moved a long way.
2.00  An overview of module structure
A basic model that underpins the sequence of the paper is shown in Fig 1 and represents an ideal sequence for module development.  The model provides a rationale for ensuring the existence of a relationship between level, learning outcomes, assessment criteria, assessment and teaching methodologies.  It is largely concerned with establishing student achievement at threshold standard – ie above which credit is achieved, and below which, credit is not achieved.  It does not, at this point, take into account the addition of a grading system above threshold (though I mention grading in the sections on assessment criteria – section 5 onwards).  I recognise that we want students to achieve above threshold, but in a quality assurance system, the first priority is to sort out threshold.
Fig 1  Basic model of module development

The sequence is also used to structure the writing in this paper.
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Detail of this overview is given in later sections.  The principle that underpins this approach is that learning outcomes relate to assessment criteria and the process of assessment.  The standard of the learning outcomes is guided by a set of level or qualification descriptors and aim language.  These guide the writing of learning outcomes.  Assessment criteria may be developed fully from the learning outcome or partly from the nature of the assessment task – but in either case they must relate to the learning outcomes.  There are many reasons for developing assessment tasks, some of which are not directly to do with learning outcomes - such as to provide feedback.  These may affect the manner in which an assessment task is designed.  However, the purpose of the task with which I am concerned with here is to test that the learning outcomes have been achieved.  A teaching strategy, on this model, is seen as being designed in relation to assessment processes, providing the support necessary to enable the students to be successful in attaining the threshold indicated in assessment criteria.

It is important that the cycle in Fig 1 is coherent.  This means checking through as often as necessary, ensuring that there is a relationship between the elements specified in the diagram.  Any element in the cycle of development can be revised except the agreed level descriptors that are fixed and represent a form of standards.

3.00  Level descriptors and qualification descriptors
3.01 Introduction

Level descriptors are generic outcome statements of what a learner is expected to have achieved at the end of a level of learning – in this case in higher education.  The EHEA definition of level is 

‘A series of sequential steps (a developmental continuum) expressed in terms of a range or generic outcomes, against which typical qualifications can be positioned’

Levels provide a structure of standards to education, ensuring that the learning that is achieved through programmes progressively becomes more challenging.  There are a many sets of level descriptors in existence.  Most are similar in their content, though they differ in the detail.  Descriptors that are more detailed provide more guidance in terms of language in the writing of learning outcomes and those that are less detailed tend to be preferred by administrators.  The reference to level descriptors has become essential for the organisation of a modular system - as now exists widely in European higher education.  

There is a technical distinction to be made between level descriptors and qualification descriptors.  Level descriptors are a guide to what students should have achieved in order to get credit at that level.  Qualification descriptors indicate the standards that students should have achieved to gain a qualification in higher education.  
I now consider at how these ideas are being applied in the European Higher Education Area.  In the EHEA, a structure of three cycles of higher education has been adopted - up to first degree stage, Masters and Doctoral study.  Qualification descriptors developed in Ireland (the Dublin Descriptors) have been adapted to provide the European Qualification Framework.  These descriptors are brief and are designed to relate to ‘local’ (national) qualification frameworks that are already in existence in different countries (Eg in the UK – National Qualification Framework).  
Eg http://www.nqai.ie/documents/bolognasummary.pdf (accessed June 2010)
A set of generic level descriptors has been developed within the European Commission to guide lifelong learning.  This table does deal with levels and not qualifications.  This set of descriptors (also called ‘reference points’) matches closely to the Dublin Descriptors, but includes intermediate levels, indeed, it also deals with sub-higher education levels.  It provides descriptors for 8 levels and is intended to provide a common framework for a wide range of learning that might be vocational or technical as well as conventional higher education.   This does provide some guidance for the development of modules /courses that part of qualifications.   These descriptors are subject to consultation and are to be found on 

http://ec.europa.eu/education/pub/pdf/general/eqf/broch_en.pdf (accessed June 2010)
3.02  Using descriptors  

When it comes to using descriptors to write learning outcomes, generic level descriptors are usually best because of the greater detail, but qualification descriptors are the more widely available now.  Most elements in descriptors in the level descriptors are relevant to most programmes but not always, for example, reference might be made to ‘group working’ in descriptors – which might not be relevant to some disciplines.  Similarly there may be specific areas that need new descriptors to be added (for example graphic design skills in architecture programmes).
When the descriptors are used for writing learning outcomes, it is important not just to look at the descriptors for a particular level, but to look at the same descriptors for the level below and above the level under consideration.

Descriptors can be used directly to guide learning outcomes.  However, as I have suggested in the diagram (Fig 1) above, it is very helpful for groups of staff to ‘translate’ the generic descriptors into their subject or programme language.  The descriptors then become ‘owned’ and can guide more easily the writing of learning outcomes.  This process of translation, that might only take an hour for each level, is very valuable as staff development.  It challenges staff to consider in depth the expected outcomes of student work – and their work with students.  
3.03  What is included in Level Descriptors?  
A few years ago I decided to look at the elements that are used to describe student education in the SEEC descriptors a set of descriptors that was widely used in England before the National Qualification Framework (UK) was published (SEEC organisation – http://www.seec-office/creditleveldescriptors.pdf (accessed June 2010)   These informed the development of many other sets of descriptors and similar elements tend to be present in those other descriptors.  Analysis of the elements of progression are represented in what I called ‘strands’ and these are located are in two sets: 

Strands that relate to the context of the learning (ie how students are taught)
Change in the complexity of knowledge that is presented – the degree of challenge of the material of learning to the learner;

Change in the complexity of tasks that the learner is expected to be able to tackle.  This may be expressed in terms of the degree of predictability or structure in the task;

Change in the support for or guidance given to learners - the degree of management of that learning or guidance in tasks and the amount of student autonomy allowed for or expected.
Strands that relate to the learner’s qualities and abilities

Learner’s skills that are not directly related to the development of academic learning – these may be vocational or employability-related;

The capacity of learners to be autonomous - the degree of the learner’s responsibilities for her actions in the learning and tackling tasks in the context of formal education and / or in the workplace;

The ability of learners to study, to research and to manage learning resources and information;

Self-awareness, self-knowledge, self-management and the ability to evaluate own performance;

The sophistication of the learner’s skills of manipulation of knowledge (analysis, synthesis evaluation and application);

The capacity of the learner to deploy knowledge in tackling tasks / solving problems;

The learner’s range of knowledge and understanding of a discipline / disciplines; 

The learner’s understanding of the nature of knowledge and knowing.

This list of elements may be useful as a guide in the development of new sets of level descriptors (Moon, 2004) or as raw material for work on what we mean by progression in higher education.
4.00  Guidance on writing and using learning outcomes

4.01  Introduction

The use of learning outcomes and associated threshold assessment criteria provides a method of description for learning.  Learning outcomes are related to level descriptors and to the assessment criteria that focus on the standards of achievement required in assessment of that learning. 

While the principle purpose of learning outcomes concerns standards of student learning, and the relationship of learning to assessment, there are many other ways in which such statements may be used.  Appendix 2 lists more of these.  Bearing in mind the different uses of learning outcomes, the audience for them may need to be considered.  Since communication is important, the ability of an audience to understand the learning outcome needs to be taken into account and technical language is best avoided.

It has been common for learning outcomes to be categorised into the apparent characteristics of learning to which they refer.  They may be written with reference to subject specific knowledge and understanding, cognitive or core academic skills and other skills (key / transferable - or other terminology).  Although such categorisation systems may be justified on the basis of administrative convenience there is a logical problem in this procedure.  I take for an example, a cognitive or core academic skill such as analysis.  The categorisation suggests that we should be able to describe the analysis processes undergone by – say a level 5 student in a statement that is devoid of reference to content or the nature of the content material that is being analysed – with the statement simply considering the nature of the analytical processes.  In reality, the sophistication of analytical skills is largely determined by the complexity of the material that is being analysed.  A child of five can analyse – so long as the material for analysis is sufficiently simple.  On the basis of this argument, it is illogical to try to write learning outcomes that are categorised under specific headings.  However, I do think that there may be value in attempting to identify key or transferable skills that are developed in modules.  The practical skill content of programmes is a current major concern in higher education in terms of employability, and the indication of where skills are developed within modules through learning outcomes provides an easy method of mapping the skill content of modules and ultimately of the whole programme.  
A factor that may influence the manner in which learning outcomes are constructed is the development in the UK of subject benchmarks (Appendix 3).  Subject benchmarks are written for honours degree level and hence are likely to be more influential on learning outcomes written for modules at level 6 – but of course, benchmarks should only influence learning outcomes if they influence too the content of the learning.

Generally speaking, the term ‘learning outcome’ has been applied to the outcomes of relatively small blocks of learning such as modules or short courses.  However, as I said earlier, the introduction of programme specification has provided a somewhat similar structure for whole programmes – described at the ‘programme outcome’.  Appendix 4 describes the characteristics of programme outcomes in relation to learning outcomes.  
4.02   Definition and examples of learning outcomes

In terms of definition:

A learning outcome is a statement of what a learner is expected to know, understand and be able to do at the end of a period of learning.  Learning outcomes are linked to the relevant level and since they should generally be assessable they should be written in terms of how the learning is represented or expressed (ie they should be assessable – see below) .

An important factor about the language of learning outcomes relates to fundamental factors about learning.  We assess the representation of learning – not the learning itself.  A learner may ‘take in’ ideas and may have learnt them, but until we can see the ideas represented (in an essay, report, verbal statement etc), we cannot know that the learning has occurred.  There will always be different ways in which the same learning can be represented and learners may be more able at one form of representation than another.  A dyslexic student may have learned something but she may be unable to represent it in writing.  Learning outcomes need, therefore to be written in terms of the representation of learning (eg not ‘be able to understand’, but ‘be able to demonstrate understanding of…’).  

Sometimes the definition of a learning outcome is written in terms of ‘the learner will (be able to do something)…’.  In these days of litigation, it is safer to use the notion of ‘expected to be able…’ since a teacher has no real control over a student’s learning.  An alternative is to use the term ‘intended’ or ‘anticipated’ learning outcomes.

Learning outcomes do not usually specify curriculum, but more general areas of learning.  There may be exception to this in science and applied science subjects (see below).  It is unlikely that there will be more than eight learning outcomes per module – with this sort of number and more, they start looking like assessment criteria.  
Learning outcomes are written for a level (ie so that they relate to standards).  This means that it is not appropriate to use the same learning outcomes for a module that may be delivered at two different levels.  The teaching may be the same but the learning outcomes and assessment should differ, relating to the relevant expected level of learning.

Examples of learning outcomes:

Eg 1 Level 5 B.Ed programme (ie second year of three year Honours programme)
At the end of the module the learner is expected to be able to -

- explain the more common reasons for difficult behaviour in primary school children in class situations, indicating standard techniques for ameliorating that behaviour.

Eg. 2 Level 6 English Literature (ie at year of Honours degree graduation).

At the end of the module, the learner is expected to be able to -

- demonstrate detailed understanding of the influences of the historical and social context within which the chosen text is set, both from the study of the text itself and from the study of other contemporary literature.

(Comment: this learning outcome could mention the text by name, but by focusing on the skills to be acquired, one avoids being tied to the same text in the future).

Eg 3. Level 5 Physics

At the end of the module, the learner is expected to be able to -

- perform correctly calculations on wave functions and in the solution of the Schroedinger equation for a range of one-dimensional problems.

Eg.4 Level 6 Physics

At the end of the module the learner is expected to be able to –

- describe and explain the function of the basic devices of optoelectronics; optical fibres; liquid crystal displays; bi-polar and surface field effect transistors and MOS light emitting diodes.

Some forms of module may seem to be problematic for description through statements of learning outcome.  One such is negotiated learning modules or those described as ‘independent studies’ where, as a part of the module, the learner identifies the subject matter to be studied (and represented in a project, essay etc).  In such cases the learning outcomes (quite logically) will relate to the learning of the skills of autonomous learning, project skills and other matters that will usually be the rationale for the design of such a module anyway.  An example is:
At the end of the module the student is expected to be able to:

 write an appropriate and agreed learning contract with correctly structured learning outcomes and to fulfil the learning contract, demonstrating efficiency and autonomy in the management of the required research, learning and reporting

4.03   Learning outcomes, aims and objectives
The difference between learning outcomes and aims is that aims are written in terms of teaching intention and indicate what it is that the teacher intends to cover in the block of learning (curriculum coverage).  Learning outcomes are descriptions of what the learner is expected to learn in the period of defined period of learning whereas aims tend to refer to teaching, the curriculum and the management of learning.  Teaching and learning are different activities and it is the learning with which education is ultimately concerned.
Objectives complicate the situation.  The word ‘objective’ may sometimes refer to teaching intention or expected learning.  This ambiguity is a good reason for abandoning the use of the term ‘objectives’ in the description of modules or programmes.  It is not needed.
Writing an aim (or rationale) for a module in addition to learning outcomes can be useful.  An aim can be a statement of general teaching intention and coverage as well as indicating the content of the module and its relationship to other learning or the whole programme (etc).  In effect, an aim provides direction.  The aim provides some indication of taught material that may contribute to the achievement of learning outcomes. 
4.04  Some thoughts on the ‘control’ in aims and outcomes 

It is worth thinking about the issue of control in aims and learning outcomes as it has implications for the kinds of outcomes that are written.  Because statements of aim are teaching intentions, they are very much within the control of those teaching.  Teachers decide what material is to be covered and they teach it.  Learning outcomes are less within their control because it is not possible to force a learner to learn.  Only a learner can control learning and therefore the achievement of learning outcomes.  In addition mostly in higher education, learning outcomes are written for testing at the end of a module.  However, in the case of much vocational education, the ability of the learner to demonstrate worthwhile learning at the end of a block of learning is limited.  What is important is that she can demonstrate that the learning has affected her practice in the workplace at a later stage – when course assessment is not possible.  Such longer term learning outcomes are even less under the control of those designing or teaching the initial programme.  There is some argument for writing additional longer-term learning statements in outcome language that cannot actually be assessed but enhance understanding of the concerns of the module.

4 05  The components and language of learning outcomes

A well-written learning outcome is likely to contain the following components:

· A verb that indicates what the learner is expected to be able to do at the end of the period of learning.

· Word(s) that indicate on what or with what the learner is acting.  If the outcome is about skills then the word(s) may describe the way the skill is performed (eg ‘jump up and down competently’).

· Word(s) that indicate the nature (in context or in terms of standard) of the performance required as evidence that the learning was achieved.
Taking one of the examples above (4.02) – 

  ‘demonstrate detailed understanding of the influences of the historical and social context within which the chosen text is set, both from the study of the text itself and of the study of other contemporary literature’.

the verb is ‘be able to demonstrate’ (what the learner has to do);

the words that indicate on what or with what the learner is acting - the influences of the historical and social context etc.

the words that describe the nature of the performance are ‘demonstrate detailed understanding’ and ‘the study of the text’ and ‘ the study of other contemporary literature.

The third component of the learning outcome tends, more than the other components, to be omitted.  Since it is the component that mainly provides the links to assessment criteria and level descriptors its presence is important to ensure the links in the cycle (Fig 1).  When there are clear assessment criteria that are obviously linked to the learning outcome in other components, the third component’s precision is less important, though it should be present.

In addition, learning outcomes written for different disciplines may vary in their components because of the structures of knowledge.  In science disciplines there is a generally agreed hierarchy of knowledge so that the aspect of optoelectronics mentioned in the example above (4.02), is acknowledged to be level 6 material, for example.  The nature of the subject matter, in such cases, will itself determine level and extra words that indicate the depth of knowledge may not be necessary.  In contrast, in many humanities and arts subjects, a knowledge component may be encountered in modules at any level and issues such as the depth, context or the application of the knowledge will indicate the level of the module.

A learning outcome statement does not need to be written in one sentence alone - however, many learning outcome statements that run into multiple sentences are actually several learning outcomes.  Problems could arise when it comes to assessment.

Some vocabulary for writing learning outcome and assessment criterion statements is included in Appendix 1.  Some of the words are about the process of learning and some about the representation of learning.  It is appropriate to mention the quality of learning in a learning outcome, so long as this is accompanied by words that indicate how that learning should be represented – thus making the learning outcome assessable.

4.06 An exercise

The material above on learning outcomes, aims and the appropriate language is incorporated into an exercise in Appendix 5.  Doing the exercise is a way of checking one’s understanding.
4.07  Learning outcomes and their location at minimum / threshold standard

Learning outcomes are statements of essential learning, and as essential learning, they are written at minimum acceptable - or threshold standard.  The learning described in learning outcomes is the learning that must be attained in order that the learner can pass.  In effect, learning outcomes are written at the pass / fail point for any grading system used.
There are important implications of the paragraph above.  That learning outcomes are essential means that a learner attains or fails to attain a learning outcome.  If the learner attains some learning outcomes and fails to attain others, technically she should not achieve the credit for the module.  It is only when she can demonstrate all of the required outcomes that she should achieve the credit.  In practice most institutions could not operate this system and compensation is allowed – some outcomes passed ‘better’ compensate others that are not passed.  Technically this represents a confusion between a grading system and the use of a threshold learning outcome system.  
Grading is a separate operation from passing or failing to pass a learning outcome.  As I have said, the criterion for attaining a learning outcome will match the pass / fail point for grading (see the material on assessment criteria below).  Many people are surprised when they realise that learning outcomes are written at threshold standard, however the use of such a standard is fully justified in terms of creating a clear relationship with assessment and level.  There are other important reasons for this too, that concern the essential qualities of higher education learning.  They are demonstrated in Fig 2.

Fig 2  The consequences of writing threshold learning outcomes
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The figure above represents a notional view of student achievement, from 0 to 100%.  Learning outcomes drawn at a pass / fail point of, for example the pass mark in UK undergraduate education of 40% can be said to ‘tie down’ in description in only the lowest 40% of achievement.  They tell the student what she must do in order to pass the module.  In this way they form a sort of contract between the teacher and the student – ‘If you achieve these, I will let you pass the module’.  It seems completely fair to tell a student what s/he must do to pass.  

The important point that is made by this model is that the 60% of learning above the learning outcome does not have to be ‘tied down’ in learning outcome description.  However, usually we choose to describe it in grading criteria or more generally in ‘desirable learning outcomes.  It is ‘space’ in which the essential qualities of higher education learning can be expressed either in the teaching process or in the student’s learning – exploration of ideas, reflective thinking, creative expression and so on.  Seen in this way, the writing of learning outcomes is fair to students, provides accountability and is a form of liberation of learning.

Ironically, it is often the same people who say that learning outcomes should be written for the average student who also complain also that learning outcomes tie down or ‘dumb down’ learning.  However if learning outcomes are written at modal ‘standard’ in effect they tie down more learning.  Another problem that arises with the modal placement of learning outcomes is raised by the question – where is this average - is it 55%?, 60%? 65%?  In order to relate learning outcomes to assessment we would have to know where they are located on a grading scale.

It may be useful to note on the diagram, (Fig 2), that learning outcomes could be written at 100%  and they act then as competency statements and the only options are then ‘pass’ or fail / ‘not yet ready to pass’.

4.08  Learning outcomes and assessment – some further points

While learning outcomes are meant to have a clear relationship to assessment, in practice this tends to be an area of confusion.  Certainly, all learning outcomes should be assessable – in other words they should be written in terms that enable testing of whether or not the student has achieved the outcome - ie written in the language of representation of learning.

While we can say that all learning outcomes need to be capable of being assessed, in practice bit all may actually be assessed.  Clearly sometimes all learning outcomes have to be assessed – such as where license to practice or competence to perform an essential vocational task is concerned.  In other situations, however, in effect, we often sample learning outcomes for assessment.  In an examination paper in which students have a choice as to which questions to answer, they may actually not be tested on every learning outcome.  It is important, in sampling learning outcomes, to say that all students should at least expect to be tested on each learning outcome – even if the assessment task actually samples.

4.09  Exercise on writing learning outcomes

I would normally, at this point in a workshop run an exercise on writing learning outcomes (Appendix 6).  
5.00  An introduction to writing and using assessment criteria

5.01 Some general points
In general terms an assessment criterion is a statement that prescribes in detail, the quality of performance that will show that the student has reached a particular standard.  The standard may be the threshold that is described by the learning outcome or the standard that is required in order to gain a particular grade. This represents a fundamental difference in type of assessment criterion which is described below.  First, though, there is another distinction to make- that between assessment method, task and assessment criteria.  Assessment tasks are tasks undertaken by the student – such as writing a specific essay or responding to questions in an examination.  The method is the general form of task – such as the essay or the examination.  Assessment criteria are the basis on which a judgement of the standard of the work is made.  There is a greater variety of ways of presenting assessment criteria than learning outcomes – an example of an assessment criterion is presented below.  When I provide examples am assessment criteria, I give associated learning outcomes to emphasise the relationship between learning outcomes and assessment criteria.
Example of assessment method, and criteria:

Learning outcome – level 3  At the end of this module, the student will be expected to be able to explain and demonstrate the main features of effective academic essay at level 1.

The assessment method is essay writing and the task is the specific essay.  A statement that provides the assessment criteria might be:

The essay will be word-processed and between 1500 and 2000 words on a given topic.  The essay will relate to its title, will be clearly written and structured, will demonstrate the contribution of further reading, and thinking.  The student will be able to explain how the essay demonstrates these features and how they contribute to its overall effectiveness.

Example of assessment method and criteria

Learning outcome - Level 5 B.Ed programme:   At the end of the module the learner will be expected, within the context of a class situation, to demonstrate and evaluate the use of appropriate examples of positive reinforcement for the purpose of the improvement of behaviour.

Assessment method – Demonstration of management of behaviour by the student to a mentor in class situations
.
Assessment criteria:  

· The learner will demonstrate at least three examples of positive reinforcement in order to improve behaviour.

· The examples will show that the learner understands the principles of positive reinforcement.  

· They will be appropriate to the context and situation within the classroom at the time.  
· The learner will be able adequately to evaluate the effectiveness of her own actions and the consequences of it, recognising any obvious ways of improving her practice.
The use of assessment criteria implies that a criterion-referenced system for assessment is in place.  This is appropriate in an approach to module development that focuses on the outcomes of learning.  In a criterion-referenced system, the judgement of the learners’ work is made on the basis of its quality in relation to pre-defined criteria – the assessment criteria.  This is in contrast to a norm-referenced system, which is based on a pre-arranged distribution of gradings or passes and failures – probably in terms of percentages of the whole group.  It is not infrequent in higher education that a norm-referenced system quietly underlies and influences what is declared to be a criterion-referenced system.  For example, concern about the low or high number of first class honours degrees in several cohorts can encourage adjustment of that number in later cohorts, even in a system that is overtly criterion referenced.
5.02  The place of assessment criteria in current higher education

At present the quality of use of effective assessment criteria often seems to be a long way behind that of learning outcomes and level descriptors.  In some institutions, though, the developments could be said to have gone too far, with religious describing of mechanistic criteria following every statement of every learning outcome often without regard for the nature of the material to be learned.  In other situations, in a module description form, the slot that requires some detail about the criteria often elicits information about the assessment method.

There also tends to be a pervading resistance to assessment criteria.  This is summed up in ‘I know a good piece of work when I see it’, an attitude that indicates a lack of comprehension of many issues in higher education today and of the rights of a student.  There are also more subtle reasons why assessment criteria are not used.  Making learning and the requirements of learning more transparent can expose difficult issues.  For example in English literature modules different philosophical approaches taken by different lecturers can be exposed when the assessment criteria become explicit.  

It is important to think about assessment criteria in the context of the assessment process.  There are different reasons for assessing.  The form that the criteria take may need to reflect this. 

5.03  Issues in the precision of assessment criteria
There is a concern about learning becoming too prescriptive in writing assessment criteria.  Precision is often encouraged by a formalised template with boxes to fill in..  There may be a dictate that each learning outcome should be followed by several assessment criteria (see above).  Sometimes we can become ruled by paperwork and administration….  At their most detailed extreme, assessment criteria will detract from the challenge of the task for a student as they will tell a student what to do to gain high marks.  On the other hand, if the assessment process is meant to help a student to learn (instead of just letting tutors know their standard of learning), then tutor’s use of detailed criteria to help them to learn can be completely justified.  Judgements about the level of precision depend on the context.  Detail may be appropriate in vocational situations where there is an issue of license to practice, but not in a level 6 essay where students should be tested on their ability to write – not told how to do it.

Learning outcomes and assessment criteria can ‘tidy-up’ learning in a manner that may please administrators but detract from the real learning experience.  On the other hand, there are concerns that providing too much information about what features of work will be rewarded with marks can mean that all learners work to the minimum.  We should therefore  seek an informed balance.  There are no rights and wrongs – just good quality well justified judgements.

5.04  Definitions of assessment criteria

I have mentioned above that there are different types of assessment criteria.  Two are distinguished by the different jobs that they do in relation to learning outcomes.  The third is ‘the rest’ – and probably that most commonly used.  The two are:

Threshold assessment criterion - a standard of performance that a learner must reach in order to demonstrate the achievement of a specified element of learning – ie the threshold standard.

Grade assessment criterion - a specified standard of performance that the learner must reach in order to be allocated a particular grade within a hierarchy of grades.  In this case there is likely to be a series of grade assessment criteria related to the different grades.

For a credit system or for basic use in quality assurance, it is only the threshold criteria that are of importance – they indicate whether or not a student has reached the standard to attain a pass for a module and therefore whether or not she has gained the credit that will build towards the qualification.  Grade assessment criteria work with the grading system that is imposed onto the basic credit system.  It allows us to tell students how well they are doing as encouragement, as spur to better work or as feedback.

The other forms of assessment criteria that I deem ‘the rest’ consists of a variety of less precise means of writing criteria.

‘The rest’:  other forms of assessment criteria that tend to be more generalised in terms of the curriculum they cover (eg sometimes across all levels for any discipline for any task). They are inevitably less precise – and significantly for all that I have said in this paper, they are not directly associated with learning outcomes.

6.0  Ways of writing assessment criteria

6.01  Some basic rules…
Assessment criteria are generally simpler and more varied in their format than learning outcomes.  There are some basic rules
· In all types of assessment criterion, there needs to be some sort of statement either of what the learner will do or a reference to the quality of the work that will be evident in the work done in order to meet the criteria for success in the task.  There may be reference to

· something that must be present (presence of correct grammar)

· or absent (absence of spelling mistakes)

· something should be done in a particular way (report needs to match a given format)

· some role that must be fulfilled (‘the report will accurately describe the processes of preparation for the task, the task itself and the outcomes’).  

· They may be presented in a tabular form, or as bullet points or as text.

· Assessment criteria should test, assess or relate to the learning that is mentioned in the learning outcome.  Eg If you say students must ‘write something’, you should not test them orally.

· In terms of the standard, threshold assessment criteria must match that  implied by a learning outcome - being at threshold.  For grade assessment criteria, the learning outcome will be written at threshold but grades will imply description of quality graded above threshold.
6.02  The content and language of assessment criteria

In writing learning outcomes it is important to introduce tentative language such as ‘the student is expected to…’ because it is not possible to make a student learn.  In the case of assessment criteria it is appropriate to use 'the student will….’, because the student will only pass the threshold line, or gain a particular mark if she has fulfilled the criterion.
Although they need to match the learning implied by the learning outcome, assessment criteria may be developed broadly from the learning outcome statement or from the assessment task

Fig 3  An illustration of the relationship between assessment criteria and learning outcomes
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Where the criteria are closer in wording to the learning outcome, they are likely to be fairly generalised in reference to what the learner should do – allowing for the development of alternative assessment tasks and they are likely to be fewer.  Where the criteria are developed from the task they are likely to be more detailed

In writing assessment criteria, threshold assessment criteria give you more detail of what an assessment task needs to show in order to demonstrate that the learning has been achieved.

An example - the example, is worked from the basis of a sample learning outcome statement (level 4 – from module on skills in academic writing):

Learning outcome At the end of this module, the student will be expected to be able to explain and demonstrate the main features of effective academic essay at level 1.

The assessment method might be to write an essay .  The task is to write an essay on the features of academic essay writing.
A threshold standard assessment criterion that is developed it might be:
The essay will be word-processed and between 1500 and 2000 words on a given topic.  The essay will relate to its title, will be clearly written and structured, will demonstrate the contribution of further reading, and thinking.  The student will be able to explain how the essay demonstrates these features and how they contribute to its overall effectiveness.

More detailed threshold assessment criteria that are developed from the task might be:

The essay will demonstrate an appropriate working knowledge of word processing for production of level 1 written work, including layout and spell-check;

- grammar and spelling will be accurate;

- there will be reference to at least 7 relevant books / papers;

- these will be correctly referenced in the recommended manner;

- there will be some evidence of analysis of ideas;

- there will be some demonstration of synthesis of ideas at least in a 
summary and conclusion;

- there will be an appropriate structure with evidence of introduction, development and conclusion;.

In addition, in an oral session, with reference to his/her essay, the student will discuss the features of an essay that make it effective, and will show how these features work towards the effectiveness of the essay.

The assessment criteria in the example above say what must be present in the essay for it to be judged to be acceptable.  Since all of the statements are written at threshold, all should be reached in order for the learner to have achieved the learning outcome.  These threshold assessment criteria basically expand on the learning outcome.
Grade assessment criteria provide a scaling of how well learners achieve above the threshold.  They provide an incentive for learners to achieve at a higher standard than the minimum and I I have said that these criteria relate to the standard set in the learning outcome only in so far as the grade assessment criterion that is at the pass-fail point must coincide with the learning outcome 
7.00  ‘Desirable’ learning outcome statements as desirable
‘Desirable learning outcome’ statement is a newly coined term and it may not be the best one!  These criteria are represented a statement of what the very best students would be expected to achieve.  They provide a ‘top end’ to the writing of grade assessment criteria. They should always be seen as ‘ideals’ and not mandatory. They give direction rather than dictate.  They can be valuable for marketing purposes of for communication with employers when you do not want to say talk about what the minimum acceptable standard is.  They should broadly match the learning outcomes in the kind of content implied, and in particular they must relate to the grade criteria since they are really the top end of grade criteria.
Learning outcome Eg 15: Level 4 Introduction to Acting Drama programme

At the end of the module, the student will be expected to be able to work with others in small task-orientated groups, participating and interacting in the group in a productive manner for him/herself and for the group as a whole

An example of a desirable learning outcome that could guide the writing of grade assessment criteria is:

The high-achieving learner will be able to work with and to lead others in small task-orientated groups, participating and interacting in the group in a productive manner for him/ herself and for the group as a whole.  S/he will be aware of his / her role in the group, and able to describe his/her strategies and actions.

Grade assessment criteria will now be guided by both the learning outcome that provides the pass / fail point information and the desirable learning outcome that indicates the qualities of better performance that will attain a higher grade.  The assessment criteria might be:

Fail – The learner cannot or does not participate or does not work towards helpful co—operation in a group situation.

Average pass – The learner works with others in a task-oriented group , participates and interacts in a productive manner for her/himself and the group.

High average – The learner works well with others in a task-oriented group, participating and interacting in a very helpful manner that suggests an increasing awareness of his / her role in the group and an increasing orientation towards the taking of leadership roles when appropriate.

Excellent – The learner is able to lead and to act as a participant in a task-orientated group, is aware of his / her role in the group and is able to describe strategies and actions.

8.00  Weighting assessment criteria

A system of weighting may be superimposed in assessment situations.  In the case of threshold assessment criteria, it is not the criteria that are weighted, but the components of the task.  This means that some features of the work are identified as contributing to a greater extent to the achievement of threshold.

eg

Learning outcome;  At the end of the module, it is intended that the student will be able to write a concise, clear and tidy report of a laboratory practical that must be laid out in the prescribed format. (level 4 Introduction to Chemistry module).

The assessment task in this case is likely to be the writing of one or more reports that are assessed.  There is some recognition in the writing of the learning outcome that ‘concise-ness’, clarity and tidiness are judgements that are seen as less important than the use or lack of use of a prescribed format.  A set of threshold assessment criteria based on the assessment of three reports might be:

· The reports are concise; 

· They are clearly written so that the procedures could be repeated by another on the basis of the writing.

· They conform sufficiently well to the prescribed format.  The attainment of this criterion takes priority over the others.

In other words, the conciseness, clarity and tidiness of the report will not be considered if the format is not correct.

Because grade assessment criteria are not tied in the same way to a learning outcome, a system of weighting would be appropriately expressed within the assessment criteria

eg

Grade D Fail The report is not in the correct format, is insufficiently concise, clear or tidy.

Grade C Pass The report is in the correct format, is sufficiently concise, clear and tidy

Grade B
The report is in the correct format.  It is concisely written in a tidy manner 

with a very clear style.

Grade A
The report is in the correct format, concisely written in a tidy manner.  The 

clarity 
of the style of writing is exceptional and sophisticated.  It would be 

worthy of a level 2 student.

Or 

To achieve the learning outcome, the report must reach a minimum standard in the use of the correct format, the conciseness and clarity of the writing and the tidiness of the report (40% of the mark)

Above this, up to 10% more can be given for concise writing;

Up to 10% more can be given for clarity of the writing

Up to 5% more can be given for the overall tidiness of the presentation;

Up to 35% more can be given for the skilled and excellent use of the prescribed format.

The way in which the marks have been allocated here is analytic as opposed to holistic.  In analytic marking, the marks are allocated to individual criteria or individual characteristics of the work.  In holistic marking, marks are allocated on the basis of overall judgement of all or several criteria, as in the example above (Gosling and Moon, 2001).

9.00 ‘The rest’: other forms of assessment criteria

This third group of assessment criteria is broadly called ‘the rest’.  These are forms of assessment criteria that do not fit the first two groups. These are usually the criteria that are more generalised, and that may not relate to any particular curriculum or to specific learning outcomes.  These criteria are probably the most common form of assessment criteria in use.  Sometimes they are more like ‘marking guides’ than assessment criteria.  One form of these generalised assessment criteria that is in wide use in institutions deals with grading.  It specifies the qualities of student performance that will merit a particular grade (or grade range) so it will be presented as a sequence of criteria.  It is in generalized terms and does not relate to the learning outcomes at all.
For example, to be allocated as a ‘first’, a piece of work is likely to be described in something like the following kinds of terms:

Outstanding work - extremely and accurate execution, going beyond the set requirements of the task, demonstrating wide reading which is effectively assimilated into the work. 

Such a description may also be applied to a laboratory report or an essay or a dissertation (for example) at any level.  There are problems associated with this commonly used system.  Some are that
· the criteria are not associated with learning outcomes.

· the nature of the grading may not even indicate where pass / fail point is.  For example, where degree classification terminology is used, where is the pass / fail point?  The pass/fail point is where the learning outcomes should have their strongest influence on the wording of the criteria.
· another problem specifically relates to the degree classification system – but is caused by the confused thinking around the use of generalised assessment criteria.  Staff have been known to say that they cannot allocate ‘firsts’ to level 2 students in that these students ‘just don’t know enough yet’

Another problem with the generalised form of grade assessment criteria, which are applied for a range of assessment tasks, is imprecision.  For example, students might be told that a piece of work should display:

· critical thinking;  

· originality

· development of argument

· evidence to support conclusions

· the use of reference material

· an adequate conclusion

Such information is vague.  What, for example, is critical thinking and how is it demonstrated?  What is ‘originality’?  Is it work that is original to the writer, to the discipline or to the world?
The development of a set of range statements like the following may help but still does not relate to standards.  An example of such ranges is:

80 +

exceptional;

70 – 79 
excellent;

60 – 69 
very good;

50 – 59
satisfactory;

40 – 49
just pass – but weak;

below 40
very weak or poor work.

The student does not know what weights a marker might attribute to the ideas given in the list, and may not fully understand what ‘critical thinking’ might look like in a piece of work.

10.0  A final word - a tale of dubious interpretation

I conclude with some warnings that apply to learning outcomes and assessment criteria:  

· Firstly words are slippery. 

· Secondly, we do not always have a common understanding of words that are used commonly (eg ‘assessment criteria’, ‘critical analysis’ and so on.
· Thirdly, I often feel that the components of module structure are important for administrators and for teachers but their needs of them are different and many of the problems in programme and modules structure are a consequence of this ambiguous situation.
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Appendices

Appendix 1  Some vocabulary for writing learning outcomes and assessment criteria

Finding the right words for use in writing learning outcomes / assessment criteria can be difficult, particularly when the statements must mesh with the generic level descriptors.  The following list is provided as an aid in this process.  The words are organised for convenience under headings that might be seen to accord with those from Bloom’s taxonomy.  However, no hierarchy is intended.  Some words would fit several headings and a child of 8 years can synthesise a word from a series of letters.  The words comprise a vocabulary list gleaned from a variety of sources.

Activities giving evidence of knowing:

Define, describe, identify, label, list, name, outline, reproduce, recall, select, state, present, be aware of, extract, organise, recount, write, recognise, measure, underline, repeat, relate, know, match.

Activities giving evidence of comprehension:

Interpret, translate, estimate, justify, comprehend, convert, clarify, defend, distinguish, explain, extend, generalise, exemplify, give examples of, infer, paraphrase, predict, rewrite, summarise, discuss, perform, report, present, restate, identify, illustrate, indicate, find , select, understand, represent, name, formulate, judge, contrast, translate, classify, express, compare.

Activities giving evidence of knowledge / understanding

Apply, solve, construct, demonstrate, change, compute, discover, manipulate, modify, operate, predict, prepare, produce, relate, show, use, give examples, exemplify, draw (up), select, explain how, find, choose, assess, practice, operate, illustrate, verify.

Activities giving evidence of analysis

Recognise, distinguish between, evaluate, analyse, break down., differentiate, identify, illustrate how, infer, outline, point out, relate, select, separate, divide, subdivide, compare, contrast, justify, resolve, devote, examine, conclude, criticise, question, diagnose, identify, categorise, point out, elucidate.

Activities giving evidence of synthesis

Propose, present, structure, integrate, formulate, teach, develop, combine, compile, compose, create, devise, design, explain, generate, modify, organize, plan, re-arrange, reconstruct, relate, re-organise, revise, write, summarise, tell, account for, restate, report, alter, argue, order, select, manage, generalise, precis, derive, conclude, build up, engender, synthesise, put together, suggest, enlarge.

Activities giving evidence of evaluation

Judge, appraise, assess, conclude, compare, contrast, describe how, criticise, discriminate, justify, defend, evaluate, rate, determine, choose, value, question.
Appendix 2: Why write learning outcomes
It is good practice to be explicit about what you expect of learners in terms of learning to be attained and the assessment.  Learning outcomes link with assessment criteria and assessment practice and indicate teaching strategies.  They are written in relation to level descriptors.

Learning outcomes provide an indication of the standards that you or the higher education community expects of learners – a matter of good communication and good practice;

They are a good way of communicating the learning purpose that the module is intended to fulfill.  They provide information to other teachers, students and employers (etc).

Learning outcomes can be a useful tool for communication with external examiners.

The use of learning outcomes provides a means of judging and attaining consistency of volumes and standards of learning within and across institutions;

In the context of a credit-based higher education system, learning outcomes are part of the definition of credit – as part of the measure of volume of learning.

Learning outcomes, perhaps written in relation to benchmarks are a manner in which standards are expressed in higher education.

A set of learning outcomes provides information about what the learner has achieved.  It is a kind of transcript.

Skills and other components of learning can be identified in learning outcomes and mapped across a programme.

Appendix 3:  Subject benchmark statements (UK material)
Subject benchmark statements are written for subjects studied in UK higher education and they represent the outcome of discussion in groups of subject specialists on what might be the typical achievements of students when they graduate with an honours degree in that subject area.  There are over forty subjects or subject groups.  Benchmarking groups were asked to produce a set of benchmarks that indicate the threshold expectation, but most also considered the achievement of a ‘typical’ student and some, of an ‘excellent’ student.  The groups, however, used different terms and different criteria for decisions about what might constitute threshold and what might constitute ‘typical’.  The material can be helpful in language for learning outcomes and programme / educational outcomes (see appendix 4).  The material is at http://www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/benchmark/default.asp
Appendix 4:  Programme specifications (UK material)
Programme specifications are relatively succinct descriptions of programmes in the higher education sector.  They broadly conform to a template and they provide basic information about a programme for students, administrators, staff and, most significantly, for the process of QAA quality reviews.  The aspect of a programme specification that has some relevance to this paper is the listing of programme or educational outcomes.  A programme outcome is likely to look very similar to a learning outcome in structure but in some ways will be significantly different.  Programme outcomes are inevitably more generalised, covering a greater volume of learning as they refer to a whole programme and they refer not specifically to threshold standard, but to a typical student.  Programme outcomes do not necessarily relate directly to the learning outcomes of constituent modules because the outcomes of a programme may be more than the sum of the parts (the modules).  A general assumption is made that programme outcomes are assessable, but standards are not likely to be as clearly ascertained from them as from a module learning outcome.

Because programme outcomes are written at the level at which the programme is completed, they will need to relate to the level descriptors for that level.
Programme outcomes for honours degree programmes are likely to be influenced by the relevant subject benchmarks (see Appendix 3), although QAA staff indicate that they do not expect programme outcomes to be slavish copies of the benchmarks.  The statements need to indicate the character of the particular programme being described.  If this character is greatly at odds with the benchmarks for that subject, then there should e some justification of the position that has been taken.

Appendix 5:  An exercise in distinguishing learning outcomes from teaching intentions

Introduction

The exercise below is based on documents for the accreditation of a short professional development course in health education submitted to a (real) university.  The regulations regarding the submission required a course description in terms of aims and learning outcomes.  You will see that there was confusion - Which are aims, which are learning outcomes?  To complicate matters, many of what are written as learning outcomes are written poorly.  As a reminder, there are three components to a well-written learning outcome:

- verb (what the learner will be expected to do)

- what the learner is acting on / with (usually the object of the verb)

- an indication of how one will know that the learner has reached that standard 
(usually indicated in terms of standard or in statements about the context or 
difficulty of the work).

Learning outcomes should also be testable.  Think about whether the statements below are what they say what they are – aims or learning outcomes – and, if they are anything like the latter – are all of the components present?

Aim 1

The aim is to help participants to develop their role as health educators in their every day work so that health education is not separated from normal activities.

Learning Outcomes

Participants will be able to describe a range of health education methods that they might use in their work.

They will be offered the opportunity to explore their existing health education role and identify ways in which they might develop and extend that role.

They will develop an understanding of the principles and aims of adult learning.

The programme should enable them to gain basic awareness of methods of planning of health education interventions.

Aim 2

To provide participants with an opportunity to expand their understanding of theoretical and practical aspects of working with groups.

Learning Outcomes

Participants will be able to describe the roles that people tend to adopt when functioning in groups and to discuss the roles in relation to a series of given case students of group functioning.

Participants will consider the impact of their membership in a variety of personal and professional groups.

Participants will experience three leadership styles.

Through role play, they should be able to demonstrate that they are able to cope effectively with the behaviour of difficult group members.

Aim 3

The participants will be able to explain the basic theory of communication skills.

Learning outcomes

They are expected to be able to show that they can incorporate a range of new communication skills and strategies into their existing competencies.

They will have explored their current abilities in communication in a variety of settings.

Aim 4

The aim is to equip participants with the skills to use effectively a variety of resources in health education strategies.

Learning Outcomes

To enable participants to learn effective means of using a variety of educational resources.

The intended learning is that participants will be able to evaluate health education videos for their content and potential audience using the evaluation framework provided on the course.

Participants should be able to discuss the merits and disadvantages of three (given) health education packs, at least one of which deals with stopping smoking.

Appendix 6:  Exercises in writing learning outcomes

Choose one of the learning outcomes tasks below and then do the following exercise on writing assessment criteria using your newly generated learning outcomes.  Since you are writing assessment criteria for the learning outcomes, do not get tempted into writing too much detail in the learning outcomes.  For both of the exercises, note difficulties, queries or observations and?!  any moments of enlightenment to explore in discussion.  The exercises are based on material relevant to most teachers in higher education
Learning outcomes tasks

For a level one study skills module, write one or more learning outcomes that relate(s) to student writing skills for any discipline – or for a specified discipline.  Indicate an appropriate assessment method for testing the learning outcomes.

For a level three module that is designed to help students prepare to write dissertations, write learning outcomes that concern the writing skills that students will require. Indicate an appropriate assessment method for testing the learning outcomes

For a careers preparation module at level two, write several learning outcomes that relate to the preparation of an appropriate curriculum vitae.  Indicate an appropriate assessment method for testing the learning outcomes

The skill of presenting oral material effectively is to be embedded in a module.  There will be one or two learning outcomes written into the module learning outcomes.  Write these learning outcomes and describe the task in which they are to be tested.  You will need to decide at what level these are being written

Write a set of learning outcomes for any module in any discipline – for the whole module or part of a module.  You will need to specify the level and design the learning outcomes in accordance with this.  Provide an indication of the assessment task that the students will undertake in order to demonstrate that they have reached the learning outcomes.  Indicate an appropriate assessment method for testing the learning outcomes.
Appendix 7:  Ways in which the term ‘learning outcome’ is used 

I attended the Bologna seminar on learning outcomes in 2004.  While listening to speakers, I realised that there were different conceptions of the term ‘learning outcome’ in evidence.  These different uses of the word are still in evidence – be warned!  I use the word ‘learning outcome’ in the manner of a) – the first of the definitions below.  
a)  Learning outcomes (statements of learning outcome):  these are statements of the learning that students are expected to achieve at the end of blocks of learning (such as modules) that are components of a higher education programme.  Learning outcomes of this type are written in association with level descriptors that provide a structure for progression.  They are written by the teachers or designers of the module and may be accompanied by the statement of an aim which describes what the teacher intends to cover or address in the module.

b)  Learning outcomes written by learners (learner negotiated learning outcomes).  I see a contrast between this form of learning outcome and the statements of learning outcome described above (a) in the agent of the writing.  The learner-written learning outcomes are written by the learner on the basis of projection of what she wants to be able to achieve-  as opposed to teacher-written statements of learning outcome.
c)  Learning outcomes for programmes (programme or educational outcomes):  these learning outcomes represent the expectations of learning achievements for typical learners in a whole programme.  They are not just the summation of learning outcomes for elements of a programme (a)) since they are not written at threshold and they may refer to the attainment of attitudes and other factors that are not assessable.  An example of programme outcomes is the set of statements required in the programme specification document for the Quality Assurance Agency (UK).  They are likely to be used in programme specifications (see Appendix 4)
d)  Learning outcomes in the form of level descriptors:  these are written in generic language and represent guides to what typical learners are expected to achieve at the end of a level in higher (or other defined areas) of education.  
e)  Learning outcomes that are the translation of the generic language of level descriptors (d)) into subject or discipline language.  This translated version of level descriptors provides a better link between learning outcomes for programme elements and the rather general language of level descriptors.  They may resemble subject benchmarks (see below – g and Appendix 3)) and they may represent guidance or be statements of learning that must be achieved.  These might be written to guide the structure of a specific programme or they may be developed by quality assurance staff.

f)  Learning outcomes written to describe the anticipated outcomes of qualifications (qualification descriptors):  Qualification descriptors are usually similar to level descriptors (d)) in their construction and form, but they describe learning at the terminating stage of qualifications.
g)  Learning outcomes for designated disciplines (subject benchmarks – see Appendix 3):  these learning outcomes are written by subject experts or the regulatory body of a profession to describe the expected achievements of learners at designated levels at various standards (eg ‘threshold’, ‘typical’ and ‘excellent’).  In this description, they may provide a model for the content of a programme, which it may or may not be mandatory for relevant institutions to follow.  
h)  Learning outcomes written for a whole school or institution:  these are learning outcomes written in subject terminology but at a very high level of generality for a subject area within an institution.  They subsume more detailed learning outcomes, which relate directly to the outcomes expected in the elements of the programme

What is in common and what is different in these approaches? 

One common factor in these approaches is that they are all couched in the language of anticipated learning, and not in the language of what teachers want to cover in their teaching.  They are intended learning outcomes and not teaching intentions.  Perhaps the main difference is in the agency of the writing of these outcomes.

· The learning outcomes types expressed in b) are written by students.  

· Those written in a), c) and possibly e) are written by the staff who are directly working with the students on a programme.  

· Learning outcome types expressed in c), possibly e), f), g) and h) are written by subject experts or staff who do not work directly with students.

The learning outcomes written by subject experts or staff who do not directly work with students (last group above) are designed to represent standards or guidance about standards to be expected from a range of programmes usually across more than one institution (possibly not the case for h)).  These could be called ‘standard-setting’ learning outcomes.  The learning outcomes written by staff who are directly working with students, are, in effect, written to provide a statement about the standard of a programme.  Students are assessed against this form of learning outcomes and on this basis can be said to have achieved or not to have achieved the learning required by the programme.  The learning outcomes associated with the programme tend to be matched against the standard setting learning outcomes as an assurance of the standard of the programme in question.

Moon, J (2004)  Progression in higher education:  a study of learning as represented in level descriptors’, in P. Hartley, A. Woods and M. Pill, Enhancing Teaching in Higher Education, London, Routledge Falmer.

Appendix 8:  Examples of Learning Outcomes and Assessment Criteria

These examples are taken from Moon, J (2002), A Handbook of Programme and Module Development, London, Routledge Falmer.  They are presented here to aid the writing of learning outcomes and assessment criteria – it is simply helpful sometimes to see examples!
Learning outcomes

Below are examples of learning outcomes.  In some cases, comments are made about specific features of them.

Eg 1 

Level 5  For a short course

At the end of reading this chapter the reader is expected to 

be able to produce effective learning outcomes for a module in higher education, pointing out the main components of the learning outcomes.

Eg 2

Level 5 B.Ed programme

At the end of the module the learner is expected to be able to -

- explain the more common reasons for difficult behaviour in primary school children in class situations, indicating standard techniques for ameliorating that behaviour.

 - within the context of a class situation, demonstrate and evaluate the use of appropriate examples of positive reinforcement for the purpose of the improvement of behaviour.

Eg. 3 

Level 6 English Literature.

At the end of the module, the learner is expected to be able to -

- demonstrate detailed understanding of the influences of the historical and social context within which the chosen text is set, both from the study of the text itself and from the study of other contemporary literature.

(Comment: this learning outcome could mention the text by name, but by focusing on the skills to be acquired, one avoids being tied to the same text in the future.  In addition, the learning outcome is about learning in more general terms than the specific text).

Eg 4

Level 5 Physics

At the end of the module, the learner is expected to be able to -

- perform correctly calculations on wave functions and in the solution of the Schroedinger equation for a range of one-dimensional problems.

Eg.5 

Level 6 Physics

At the end of the module the learner is expected to be able to –

- describe and explain the function of the basic devices of optoelectronics; optical fibres; liquid crystal displays; bi-polar and surface field effect transistors and MOS light emitting diodes.

Eg 6

Level 6 Mathematics

At the end of the module, the student will be expected to be sufficiently familiar with the techniques of multivariate analysis in order to be able to handle straightforward multivariate data sets in practice

Eg 7

Level 3: Independent studies

At the end of the module, the learner will be expected to have developed an agreed set of learning outcomes for a 2500 word project, based on level descriptors for a level 3 learner and to demonstrate that s/he has achieved the outcomes and completed the project to the reasonable satisfaction of her tutor.

(Comment:  in this learning outcome, the project learning outcomes will be written by the learner, and hence the learning will relate to the descriptors which will, in a sense, dictate the criteria and the manner in which the module is set up – ie the rationale for an independent studies module)

Eg 8  

Level 4: a skills module on academic writing for any student

At the end of this module, the student will be expected to be able to explain and demonstrate the main features of effective academic essay at level 1.

Eg 9  

Use of a learning outcome to alert students to potential plagiarism (based on Gosling and Moon, 2001) – could be in any discipline, level 4
At the end of the period of learning, it is intended that the student will be able to demonstrate how plagiarism can occur intentionally or unintentionally in academic work, and identify ways of avoiding it through appropriate referencing.

Eg 10

Master’s level – Social Policy

At the end of the module, learners will be expected to be able to describe the historical development of social policy and judge the value of key developments in health care from the perspective of social policy.

Eg 11

Master’s level – Reproductive Health

At the end of the module, learners will be expected to be able to appraise the consequences of a range of key socio-cultural influences on sexual and reproductive health (including sexually transmitted diseases, adolescent sexuality, female genital mutilation, the effects of culture and media)

Eg 12

Master’s level – Learning log module in a Leadership Programme

At the end of the module, in an oral presentation, making reference to their learning journal entries, learners will be expected to evaluate the role of reflection in their work situations, indicating its values and the role or potential role of negative influences.  They will be able to indicate how they can improve their use of learning journals in future use.

Eg 13

Level 4 Skills in Physics

At the end of the module, students will be able to demonstrate effective grasp of a range of communication skills that will underpin their further studies in physics.  These will include maintenance of a physics note-book, preparation of a CV, the ability to read an academic article and discuss it in a brief presentation.

(Comment:  it could be argued that example 13 represents more than one learning outcome.  By having all the communication skills in one outcome, the implication is that a student failing one part, fails the whole learning outcome.  One would assume that there would be other learning outcomes for this module, that also represent a number of small tasks).

Eg 14

Level 4 Introduction to Chemistry module

At the end of the module, it is intended that the student will be able to write a concise, clear and tidy report of a laboratory practical that must be laid out in the prescribed format. 

Eg 15

Level 4 Introduction to Acting / Drama programme)

At the end of the module, the student will be expected to be able to work with others in small task-orientated groups, participating and interacting in the group in a productive manner for him/herself and for the group as a whole

Assessment criteria

The examples below follow on from the learning outcomes and are numbered accordingly.  Both threshold and grade assessment criteria are illustrated in different formats.  In some cases the assessment criteria have been developed from the task and in other cases the criteria have been developed directly from the learning outcome and the choice of task to test the criteria remains flexible.  After the illustrations of threshold and grade assessment criteria, there are several examples of generalised assessment criteria that are not associated with particular learning outcomes.

Examples of threshold and grade assessment criteria

Learning outcome Eg 2

Level 5 B.Ed programme

(b) At the end of the module the learner will be expected, within the context of a class situation, to demonstrate and evaluate the use of appropriate examples of positive reinforcement for the purpose of the improvement of behaviour.

Assessment method – In the context of three teaching sessions, observed by her mentor, the student will demonstrate three examples of positive reinforcement in the class situation as a means of encouraging improvement of behaviour.

Threshold assessment criteria:  

· The learner will demonstrate at least three examples of positive reinforcement in order to improve behaviour.

· The examples will show that the learner understands the principles of positive reinforcement.  

· They will be appropriate to the context and situation within the classroom at the time.  
· The learner will be able adequately to evaluate the effectiveness of her own actions and the consequences of it, recognising any obvious ways of improving her practice.
Learning outcome Eg 4

Level 5 Physics

At the end of the module, the learner is expected to be able to -- perform correctly calculations on wave functions and in the solution of the Schroedinger equation for a range of one-dimensional problems.

Assessment method: the learner will peform calculations on wave functions and calculations in the solution of the Schroedinger equation for one-dimensional problems, showing in a detailed manner, the ways in which they have achieved their results.

Grade assessment criteria

Grade range below 40 – failure to solve the calculations.  No method given or completely incorrect method

Grade range 40 – 49 – calculation incorrect; the learners will show evidence of ability to make the calculations correctly but the demonstration of how the calculation was done is poor, incoherent or not sufficiently detailed.

.

Grade range 50 – 59 - the learners show evidence of the ability to make the calculations correctly but the demonstration of how it was done mediocre;

Grade range 60 – 69- the learners will show evidence of the ability to make the calculations correctly.  The demonstration of how it was done is good, coherent and reasonably detailed.  There is evidence of considerable understanding of the methods involved.

Grade range 70 + - the learners will show evidence of the ability to make the calculations correctly; the demonstration of how it was done is excellent, coherent, detailed and very well explained, showing great command and understanding of the methods involved.

Learning outcome Eg 6

Level 6 Mathematics

At the end of the module, the student will be expected to - be sufficiently familiar with the techniques of multivariate analysis in order to be able to handle straightforward multivariate data sets in practice

Assessment criteria are derived from the learning outcome – hence method not yet developed.

Threshold assessment criterion

The students will demonstrate the ability to handle straightforward multivariate data sets in a practical situation

Learning outcome Eg 9  

Use of a learning outcome to alert students to potential plagiarism (based on Gosling and Moon, 2001) – could be in any discipline, probably in a skills module level 4  At the end of the period of learning, it is intended that the student will be able to discuss how plagiarism can occur intentionally or unintentionally in academic work, and identify ways of avoiding it through appropriate referencing.

Assessment method: a) A question in the short  answer paper to be done in class  on the meaning of plagiarism in the academic context; (b) In the coursework essay for the module, marks will be given for correct referencing.

Threshold assessment criteria 

a) Correct identification and brief discussion of the means by which plagiarism can occur intentionally or unintentionally in academic work.

b) Correct referencing in at least five references in the coursework essay, using the appropriate system and methods as demonstrated in class.

(Comment: in this case, the learning outcome is tested in two separate assessment tasks.  This is entirely appropriate and can be a useful technique for the testing of skills learning outcomes where the skill underpins other work that may be assessed for its contents or other characteristics).

Learning outcome Eg 11

Master’s level – Reproductive Health

At the end of the module, learners will be expected to be able to appraise the consequences of a range of key socio-cultural influences on sexual and reproductive health (including sexually transmitted diseases, adolescent sexuality, female genital mutilation, the effects of culture and media)

Assessment method – assessment criteria derived from the learning outcome, and no specific task is identified.  The task could be an unseen question in an examination or an essay question)

Grade assessment criteria

Fail – The work produced in response to a relevant question suggests that the learner is not able to perform the process of appraisal - eg cannot adequately show the consequences of the influences mentioned; does not sufficiently demonstrate understanding of the influences mentioned in the learning outcome; does not identify sufficient or adequately, the nature of the influences.  There is no evidence of knowledge even to the extent of that discussed in the lecture – or the question is not answered.

Third – The work identifies some of the socio-cultural influences, suggests some understanding of their effect on sexual and reproductive health, but the treatment of the topic is superficial and/or not discussed in sufficient breadth.  There is no evidence of knowledge further than that covered in the lecture.

Second – The treatment of the question is adequate.  The learner identifies and discusses at least the socio-cultural influences mentioned in the learning outcome.  The work discussion demonstrates useful understanding of the influences and their action on sexual and reproductive health, is of sufficient depth and breadth and demonstrates some reading around the topic in addition to the material recommended.

First – As the description of the criterion for the Second  - but there is evidence of reading and thought around the topic that goes well beyond that discussed in the lecture or in the recommended reading.  

Learning outcome Eg 12

Master’s level – Learning log module in a Leadership Programme

At the end of the module, in an oral presentation, making reference to their learning journal entries, learners will be expected to evaluate the role of reflection in their work situations, indicating its values and the role or potential role of negative influences.  They will be able to indicate how they can improve their use of learning journals in future use.

Assessment method – an oral presentation for 15 minutes in front of peers and a tutor, all of whom will judge the quality of the presentation against a series of questions on its quality. The individual questions will be judged to be passed if they are ticked by at least all but two of the peers.  The tutor will count up responses.

(Comment: peer assessment is to be used here.  Learners are to be assessed as ‘adequate’ or ‘not yet adeqauate’.  Those who are judged to be ‘not yet adequate’ will be expected to repeat the presentation at a later stage in their programme.)  

Assessment criterion – the real criterion is that: at least five out of seven potential passes on questions will indicate ‘adequate’; and two or more ‘not passed’ will constitute ‘not yet adequate’.  The means of judging whether the criterion has been reached posed as questions:

In the presentation does the learner evaluate the role of reflection in the work situation in a considered manner? – Yes    No

Do the illustrations read from the learning journal represent good examples of reflection in the work situation? – Yes   No

Does the evaluation indicate the values of reflection? – Yes   No

Does the evaluation appropriately discuss negative influences?– Yes   No

Has the presenter considered how the learning journal can be used in a future situation? – Yes   No

Are new methods of using the learning journal mentioned – ie methods that are different from current practice? – Yes   No

Is the whole presentation coherent and well considered (as opposed to incoherent and superficial, showing little thought)? – Yes   No

Learning outcome Eg 13

Level 3 Skills in Physics

At the end of the module, students will be able to demonstrate effective grasp of a range of communication skills that will underpin their further studies in physics.  These will include maintenance of a physics note-book, preparation of a CV, the ability to read an academic article and discuss it in a brief presentation.

(Comment:  it could be argued that example 13 represents more than one learning outcome.  By having all the communication skills in one outcome, the implication is that a student failing one part, fails the whole learning outcome.  One would assume that there would be other learning outcomes for this module that also represented a number of small tasks)

Assessment method:  During the two semesters of this module, there are various situations in which students are asked (without forewarning) either to perform these tasks (compile a CV in the manner that has been demonstrated; read a paper and discuss it in a brief session or to hand them in the notebook that will have been maintained during laboratory work).

(Comment on assessment criteria:  in this case, a little like the previous example, threshold assessment criteria and grade assessment criteria are combined to provide a simple grading system).

Threshold assessment criteria:

The physics note-book will be neat, accurate and will describe at least two simple physics investigations as a good basis for writing a more formal report.

The CV will be presented in a tidy, well ordered and informative manner of the quality that could be sent to a potential employer when job-hunting.

The discussion of the article will demonstrate that the article has been read and understood.  The discussion will be intelligible and concise, providing an adequate summary of the content of the article and a reasonable conclusion.
Grade assessment criteria:  

All of the tasks must be performed adequately for the learner to be seen as passing the learning outcome.  If one task is not adequate or not handed in at the appropriate time, the student will be deemed to have failed to achieve the learning outcome

If the tasks are performed adequately, the student will be awarded a ‘pass’

If two or more of the tasks are judged to have been performed in an above average manner, the student will be awarded a merit.

Examples of generalised assessment criteria

The criteria below are not associated with any particular learning outcome.

Criteria for a postgraduate award.  

This is more like a marking scheme, but counts as assessment criteria since it does attempt to describe the qualities of work itself.

70% or more –

Excellent.  The work will be of very high standard and will reflect knowledge and autonomous development of reasoning processing well beyond that given in class or in standard works.  There is clear evidence of depth and breadth in reading.

60 – 69%
Very good work which is well developed beyond that given; demonstrates sound knowledge and reasoning; depth and breadth of reading

50 – 59% 
Average.  The work is reasonably competent, though there may be some weaknesses.  Knowledge is adequate and while it demonstrates reading beyond the class or in standard works, it might be patchy or not broad.

40 – 49%
Compensatable fail.  There is knowledge of core material but the knowledge and the processing of knowledge is weak orlimited.  There is only little evidence of wider reading.

39% and below

Fail.  The work does not reach the standards in Master’s level level descriptors.  There is no evidence of further reading or considered thought about the subject matter.

‘Criteria’ for an oral presentation

The list below is the kind of list that students might be given as ‘assessment criteria’ for an oral presentation.  This list does not really qualify to be termed ‘criteria’ since there is no means of telling whether a student has performed satisfactorily or unsatisfactorily on each requirement.

Clarity of ideas in the presentation;

Clarity of speech;

Quality of argument;

Qualify of introduction; 

Quality of conclusion;

Eye contact with the audience;

Use of overhead slides or Power Point;

Management of questions – etc.

