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CEDEFOP conference on ‘The shift to learning outcomes and its impacts: taking stock of 

European policies and practices’.  Thessaloniki, 21-22 November 2013 

Working group 3. Learning Outcomes in Teaching and Learning. 

 

Numerous advantages have been claimed for the shift towards using learning outcomes in 

all levels of education including higher education, with varying degrees of plausibility.1  It 

seems more useful and transparent to describe qualifications in terms of learning outcomes 

rather than the duration of the course or the institution in which it was taught, and this would 

be likely to help prospective employers to make informed appraisals of candidates.  Sharing 

a ‘common language’ of learning outcomes would appear to facilitate the making of 

international comparisons between courses and qualifications.  The shift has also been seen 

as a means of facilitating the auditing of the performance of both teachers and students, and 

hence increasing accountability. 

 

          Advantages have also been claimed concerning learning and teaching in various 

areas of education and including vocational training.2  It is obvious that teachers ought to be 

clear about what they want their students to learn, whether from an individual teaching 

session or a whole module or course.  It is equally obvious that students will be helped in 

their learning if they have a clear understanding of what knowledge, skills and competencies 

they are expected to acquire.  It has been claimed that learning outcomes give greater 

flexibility and choice in education; that they help to enhance student autonomy and, more 

generally, that they facilitate both learning and teaching.   

 

          In what follows I will question some of these claims and discuss the limitations of 

learning outcomes.  I shall offer reasons why there are such limits of usefulness and suggest 

that, in some circumstances, an emphasis on stipulated learning outcomes can detract from 

effective teaching and learning.  While my focus will be on higher education, several of the 

arguments can be generalised to all levels.  

 

(1)  Claims that learning outcomes can increase transparency; that they provide a common 

language; that they give clear guidance to students about what is expected of them; that 

they offer prospective employers and other interested bodies an explicit and accurate picture 

of a candidate, and that they can be linked directly to assessment, all hinge on the idea that 

learning outcomes can be precise and clear, even objective, statements of what the students 

are expected to learn.  In fact this precision and clarity is largely spurious.3  Such attributes 

as the capacity to describe, know, understand, analyses, and indeed skills and capacities in 

general, are all things that allow of degrees of quality.  A student may describe clearly or 
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vaguely or may have a thorough knowledge or a superficial knowledge and so on.  The 

same is true of practical skills: bricks can be laid well or badly.  Thus the attribution of one of 

these capacities to a student involves a qualitative judgement.  Any learning outcome which 

specifies that a student will be able to do x, has to be interpreted by someone who, by 

experience, knows by what standard this has to be, at the relevant educational level.  Adding 

qualifying terms such as ‘sound understanding’; ‘detailed knowledge’; ‘precise measurement’ 

does not solve this problem: what is ‘sound’, ‘detailed’ and ‘precise’ are still a matters of 

judgement and depend on the context.  What is ‘detailed’ in the first year of a degree is 

crude in the third year. 

 

          What this means is that when essays are being marked or pieces of work assessed 

and so on, this has to be done by someone whose professional experience and expertise 

enables them to judge what standards apply in the relevant context.  It cannot be expressed 

precisely by a written learning outcome.  The same is true when judging courses or 

qualifications from different institutions or countries.  It is also important to notice that, 

because students do not have this experience or expertise, they cannot straightforwardly 

interpret the learning outcomes described to them. The meaning of an instruction to ‘analyse 

an argument’ or ‘describe something in detail’ depends on the context – the standards 

prevailing at that level in the specific college or university.  It is the teacher and body of 

students who together develop an understanding of what is required. 

 

(2)  Another explanation of the spurious precision of learning outcomes lies in their very 

nature: they are verbal descriptions of behaviours.  Whether stipulating what a student will 

learn or estimating a student’s achievement in learning, we are involved in the process of 

trying to capture in words what has to be manifested and interpreted in practice.  Judging the 

extent of knowledge, understanding or skill, is itself a practical ability or skill.  A teacher has 

to have learnt what, in a given context, constitutes a first or third class essay; a fine or 

clumsy performance on a flute, a good or poor tenon joint and so on.  This ability to judge is 

a species of procedural knowledge or ‘knowledge-how’ and trying to capture this as a verbal 

description (‘knowledge-that’ or propositional knowledge) is like trying to teach someone to 

tie up a shoelace using only words.4 

 

(3)  Stipulated learning outcomes can have a stultifying effect on the activities of teaching 

and learning.  A rigid list can lead to narrow understanding, particularly at higher levels of 

learning and they are liable to squeeze out emergent learning outcomes.5  

A skilled teacher is sensitive to what is happening in the classroom or workshop.  He or she 

will seize on contributions from the students or recent events in the world to enhance interest 

and learning, even when this does not lead towards a stipulated learning outcome, so long 

as what is learnt is of value.  Rigid adherence to stipulated learning outcomes can have a 

numbing effect on student centred learning and student autonomy.  The economist Philip 

Mirowski recounts6 how students studying economics at the time of the major crisis of 2009 
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asked if they could discuss what was happening, but were told that that was not on the 

syllabus – a syllabus consisting largely of just the economic theory that had helped to 

precipitate the crisis.  Higher education has to be dynamic and open to innovations.  

Teaching inspired by the teacher’s own research or by contemporary developments can play 

a major part in enlivening the learning experience, despite not being listed among the 

learning outcomes.  In this respect a general list of the contents of a course may offer more 

flexibility. 

 

          Such detrimental effects are just as serious in primary and secondary schools as they 

are in universities.  We do not see stipulated among the learning outcomes such things as 

‘The students will come to enjoy poetry’ or ‘develop a love of philosophy’ or ‘cultivate an 

interest in physics’, yet these things are not only what many teacher most desire, they are 

also of greater enduring value to students, employers and society, than specific knowledge 

or skills that are retained just long enough to pass an examination. 

 

          At all levels, but especially in higher education, students need to feel that their insights 

and observations are properly evaluated and that they are active agents in their own 

learning.  Although I do not want to defend some more extreme forms of constructivism as a 

theory of learning, it cannot be denied that students have varied and idiosyncratic styles of 

learning.  They build structures of knowledge and understanding, and a perceptive teacher 

will help them by allowing them to learn in ways that suit the individual. This aspect of 

teaching and learning may be hindered by stipulated learning outcomes.  As Jerome Bruner 

argued7, students need to visit and revisit concepts and topics to develop sophisticated 

levels of understanding, rather than being marched, step by step, up Bloom’s Taxonomic 

Pyramid.  The latter may be applicable in some subject areas but imagine teaching a 

philosophy or literature degree where critical analysis is left to the final year. 

 

(4)  There are dangers in making a rigid connection between stipulated learning outcomes 

and assessment.  Teachers will be constrained to teach towards the assessment criteria, 

resulting in the narrowness and orthodoxy described in (3). 

 

(5)  Although a list of learning outcomes or a description of the contents provide a better 

means of assessing and comparing courses and qualifications, there are some instances in 

which “inputs” such as the duration, staffing and setting of the course are of importance.  

Where practical or intellectual skills have to be developed the time spent practicing 

alongside experts may be vital.  Many practical skills are best attained in the workplace and 

it is there that both employer and prospective employee can most easily assess their 

suitability to the trade, rather than by referring to a list of learning outcomes.   

 

(6)  In recent years there has been a rising volume of protest about the increase in 

managerialism and the attendant bureaucracy in education.8 The idea that learning 

outcomes will enable generic managers with no educational expertise to appraise the work 

of teachers and students is mistaken, for the reasons given in (1) and (2) above.         
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