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

way education and training institutions and systems are governed. Learning 

outcomes have become the benchmark according to which reform is measured – 

it doesn’t matter how much is invested if learners fail to acquire knowledge, skills 

and competence. The recently published PIAAC study illustrates this shift in 

focus (1). Outcome focussed governance is, however, not something exclusive to 

education and training. It can be argued that the on-going shift to learning 

outcomes represents a particular variant of ‘management by objectives’ (MBO) 

as promoted in various disguises since the 1950s. 

Also known as management by results, the MBO approach emphasises the 

importance of setting agreed and shared objectives. Originally developed for 
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private enterprises, this approach is now commonly applied also to public sector 

organisations and systems. It consists of three main elements:  

(a) the joint setting of objectives by relevant employees and/or stakeholders;  

(b) the agreement on a course of action reflecting these goals;  

(c) regular monitoring of results according to shared standards.  

The MBO approach seeks to improve the clarity of goals, to increase 

commitment of involved stakeholders and – due to the focus on monitoring and 

review – improve coordination and communication. MBO is frequently criticised 

for simplifying the challenges of management and governance, notably by over-

emphasising the influence of goals on policy implementation and by under-

emphasising the importance of the context in which the objectives are set. In 

some of its variants, notably the ‘new public governance’ tradition promoted from 

the 1980s onwards, management by objectives have been criticised for 

underestimating the need for political legitimacy, seemingly offering a neutral and 

objective way of governing complex policy fields. 

The strengths and weaknesses referred to above are relevant when 

considering how the shift to learning outcomes influence current European 

education and training policies:  

(a) the introduction of qualifications frameworks have in many cases been 

introduced with a reference to the need for clarity of goals. The completion of 

national level descriptors for almost all countries cooperating on the EQF, 

demonstrates the priority given to the need for clarity of goals. It is 

interesting to note that most countries, in agreement with the general 

principles of MBO, have defined and described these expected outcomes 

through the active involvement of a broad group of stakeholders. We do not 

know, however, to what extent the goals expressed will be systematically 

monitored/reviewed and used as a reference for future education and 

training policies. Whether the learning outcomes-based NQFs will play a 

significant governance role thus depends on the extent to which they are 

treated as integrated parts of education and training policies;  

(b) while qualifications frameworks (still) may be said to play a limited 

governance role, the on-going redefinition and rewriting of standards and 

curricula into learning outcomes may influence the governance of institutions 

and systems more directly. In several countries, all levels and types of 

education and training have now been described in learning outcomes. For 

these reforms to influence teaching and assessment practises – and thus 

reach the individual learner – not only policy-makers but also teachers and 

trainers have to be involved. This raises the question of how to balance top-
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down and bottom-up approaches and the extent to which local diversity 

should be allowed and promoted;  

(c) using learning outcomes for governance purposes is complicated by the fact 

that learning outcomes have to be ‘fit for purpose’. Different applications may 

potentially point in different direction and cause confusion. The lack of a 

common understanding of the learning outcomes approach across 

institutions and subsystems can undermine the impact of policies and 

practises. This need for a common language is illustrated when addressing 

the relationship between education and training and the labour market. The 

matching of skills and competence needs and provisions requires agreement 

between involved stakeholders on a set of common objectives. This 

common basis is sometimes missing, limiting the impact of the learning 

outcomes approach on training policies. 

Questions for debate 

The workshop will discuss the strengths and limitations of governance through 

learning outcomes and will focus on the following questions: 

(a) to what extent has governance through learning outcomes become reality, to 

what extent is it an aspiration?   

(b) Which are the main factors enabling and limiting governance through 

learning outcomes?  

(c) How can governance through learning outcomes balance the need for top-

down coordination with the need for local autonomy and participation?  

(d) How can governance through learning outcomes be applied and developed 

at European level?  

 


