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Background document 

 

This Cedefop conference addresses the shift to learning outcomes taking place 

across European education and training systems. At national level this shift is 

reflected in the extensive redefinition and rewriting of standards and curricula 

currently taking place, seeking to redirect teaching and assessment practises. 

The increasing priority given to validation of non-formal and informal learning also 

fits into this, emphasising that the outcomes of learning matter more than 

duration and location. At European level initiatives like the European 

qualifications framework and the European credit system for VET are all referring 

to learning outcomes as the fundamental principle, aiming for increased 

transparency and comparability of qualifications. This shift is by many seen as an 

opportunity to promote more flexible and transparent education and training 

systems able to support lifelong learning and promote a learning culture closer to 

the needs of the individual learner. Others, however, see the approach as 

problematic and criticise it for being overly bureaucratic and in danger of 

standardising learning where diversity and individual choice should have been 

promoted.  

Purpose of the conference 

Taking these developments into account – and acknowledging the different 

opinions on the relevance and potential impact of the shift to learning outcomes – 

the aim of the conference is to: 

(a) take stock of European developments in the shift to learning outcomes 

during the last decade; 

(b) discuss its impact on policies as well as practises in education and training.  



2 

A conference on the same topic was organised by Cedefop in 2007 asking 

whether the shift to learning outcomes is more rhetorical rather than real. 

Developments have shown that this shift is indeed a real one, reflecting 

systematic and rapid efforts to use learning outcomes for defining and describing 

qualifications and for orienting teaching, training and assessment. Even more 

than in 2007 we therefore need to discuss where we stand, which challenges we 

face and what should be the way forward.  

Implementation of learning outcomes: top-down or bottom-up? 

Cedefop has in recent years researched and monitored the shift to learning 

outcomes in European education and training policies and practises (1). Our work 

demonstrates how the learning outcomes perspective is increasingly applied in 

different parts of education and training, in a range of institutions and for diverse 

purposes.  

The development and implementation of learning outcome-based national 

qualifications frameworks (2) exemplifies the rapid progress made by many 

countries in recent years. The big majority of European countries have now 

finalised the design of their national frameworks and are gradually moving into an 

early operational stage where explicit learning outcomes-based levels are being 

used as a reference point for the full range of national qualifications. The 

processes leading up to these frameworks have generally been inclusive and 

involved a broad group of stakeholders in a concrete discussion on how to 

describe and apply learning outcomes. In many countries this has been 
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accompanied by redefinition and rewriting of standards and curricula (3), targeting 

parts of the education and training system where learning outcomes have not 

been used previously. The increased attention to validation of non-formal and 

informal learning can also be seen as part of this shift. The focus on learning 

outcomes – and what an individual actually knows, understands and is able to do 

– opens up towards a wider range of learning forms and contexts.  

However, and this is also demonstrated by the work of Cedefop, some doubt 

remains regarding the ‘deeper’ impact of learning outcomes, notably on 

assessment forms and teaching and training practises. Both researchers and 

practitioners point to the existence of inconsistent descriptions and interpretations 

of learning outcomes and question whether this can influence teaching and 

assessment practises in a negative way. Researchers (4) have questioned 

whether some applications of the learning outcomes approach actually runs the 

risk of reducing rather than broadening the scope of learning. If written in too 

detailed and prescriptive way, it is argued, the learning outcome approach can 

limit the alternatives available to teachers and learners, and thus undermine the 

vision of ‘active learning’ which is frequently associated with the shift to learning 

outcomes. 

This Cedefop conference provides us with an opportunity to address this 

tension between top-down and bottom-up implementation.  

Perspectives to be pursued by the conference 

A key message from the 2007 Cedefop conference was that learning outcomes 

have to be fit-for-purpose and that there is no single fit-for-all solution in this area.  

The 2013 conference provides an opportunity to look in detail at the most recent 

developments and discuss the benefits and the problems/challenges following 

from the current shift to learning outcomes. The conference will be organised 
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around a combination of plenary and working group sessions, allowing 

participants to gain an overview over recent developments and actively contribute 

to the discussion on how to take forward developments in this area. The following 

thematic areas will be addressed. 

Learning outcomes – good, irrelevant, bad or nothing of the above? 

Borrowing the title from the 2012 thematic issue of the ‘Journal on education and 

work’ (5), the conference seeks to identify main arguments for and against the 

shift to learning outcomes. While there seems to exist a broad consensus among 

policy-makers at national and European level on the benefits and importance of 

learning outcomes, several researchers and practitioners have pointed to its 

limitations and potentially negative implications. Future developments require 

these different arguments to be clearly identified and understood; only then can 

realistic implementation take place. An initial plenary session – including a panel 

with some of the contributors to the above thematic issue – will address these 

issues.  

Learning outcomes as a prerequisite for flexible (lifelong and life wide) 
learning 

The learning outcomes approach is seen as crucial for creating flexible learning 

pathways allowing learners to progress according to their needs and on the basis 

of their already acquired skills and competences. A combination of tools at 

national and European level – notably qualifications framework, credit transfer 

arrangements and recognition arrangements – have been put in place to 

accomplish this. The workshop will discuss the extent to which learning outcomes 

have contributed to increased transparency and permeability and whether this 

has benefitted individual learners.  

Governance through learning outcomes 

The increased focus on learning outcomes in Europe represents a shift in the 

way education and training institutions and systems are governed. It can be 

argued that the shift to learning outcomes represents a form of ‘management by 

objectives’ (MBO) promoted in many areas since the 1950s. The introduction of 

qualifications frameworks (at European, national and sector level) and the 
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rewriting of qualifications standards both demonstrates how the focus on 

outcomes ‘replaces’ a traditional focus on education and training providers and 

their input. The workshop will discuss the opportunities as well as the limitations 

of this governance approach.  

The learning outcomes and teaching and training 

Learning outcomes – as statements of expectations – are supposed to orient and 

guide the teachers and trainers accompanying and facilitating the learning 

process. The extent to which this actually happens is an open question and the 

workshop will present a range of examples showing the possibilities as well as 

pit-falls in this area.   

Expected outcomes of the conference 

The conference will provide feedback to the following strands of work:  

(a) the conference feeds directly into the on-going discussion on the future 

developments of European tools in the area of education and training and 

their implementation at national level. All these tools refer to learning 

outcomes and the further development of this perspective is critical for their 

further development. The results of the conference will feed directly into the 

on-going debate on a European area of skills and qualifications (EASQ); 

(b) the conference will contribute to the further technical and conceptual 

development of learning outcomes. Learning outcomes are written for a 

number of purposes, including descriptors in qualifications frameworks, 

qualifications standards, assessment standards and curricula. A key 

challenge is to write these statements in a way which leaves room for 

individual and institutional interpretation and initiative while at the same time 

presenting clear directions and expectations;  

(c) the conference will feed into the new Cedefop comparative study on the shift 

to learning outcomes launched in October 2013. This study, which is a follow 

up to the 2006-08 Cedefop study on the same topic, aims to provide an 

overview and analysis of these developments in all the EU/EEA countries 

and in all subsystems of education and training.  

 

 


