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The 2017 European handbook – key messages                              

 The shift to learning outcomes has gained speed
 Learning outcomes are used in different ways so 
there is a need to identify the strengths as well as 
weaknesses of the approach
 Learning outcomes are used for many purposes
and the alignment between these need to be 
addressed



The 2022 European handbook – reinforced messages 

 The learning outcomes approach is generally 
accepted and adopted across Europe – its 
application varies significantly

 The policy impact of learning outcomes makes it 
increasingly important to focus on strengths as 
well as weaknesses 

 More than before a need to provide practical 
guidance based on mutual learning and 
systematic research



Learning outcomes in context – the case of national 
curricula for vocational education and training



National VET curricula  - translating labour market demand 
into VET supply

 National VET curricula stand out as key instruments for coordinating and 
governing VET.  

 The need to articulate how labour market demand can be translated into VET 
supply – in the form of teaching and learning 

 The last 25 years have seen a change
- A systematic application of the learning outcomes approach
- A gradual move from  the “teaching curricula” to the “learning curricula” 

- drawing attention to the outcomes rather than the inputs



National VET curricula  - articulating the changing content of 
VET 
Cedefop’s ‘Future of VET study’ has analysed how the 
content of national VET curricula has changed over the 
last 20 years

 The focus on occupational skills remains stable/limited 
increase

 An increased focus on general knowledge 
 Transversal skills and competences have become more visible
 Overall an increase in the emphasis on workplace learning



Learning outcomes – a balancing act
 The way learning outcomes are written

influences the balancing of general subjects, 
occupational skills and transversal skills and 
competence 

 The comparison of German and Greek (2013) 
curricula illustrates the potential implications

 The expectations towards a German car-mechanic 
apprentice is indicated by verbs like read, reflect, 
make work, explain and use – underlining the need to 
be able to work independently and take responsibility

 The expectations towards the Greek (2013) car-
mechanic is indicated by the ability to describe 
knowledge focussing on the ability to recall and 
reproduce taught content



How can the 2022 handbook be used to 
support the definition, writing and renewal of 
national curricula?



Three focal points for defining, writing and reviewing learning 
outcomes 

The breadth and scope of expected learning 
(in qualifications frameworks the horizontal 

dimension)

The expected complexity and level of expertise 
(in qualifications frameworks the vertical 

dimension)

The balancing of specificity and generality
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1. The breadth and scope of learning – the horizontal 
dimension

Writing learning outcomes requires 

 To define the content and borders of learning 
domains; 

 To decide on which parts of occupational skills to 
address; 

 To be able to distinguish between limited tasks and 
broader occupational; 

The domains of qualification frameworks supports this 
work, but this is not sufficient Images by Pexels from Pixabay



1. Defining the breadth and scope of domains – the need for 
terminological reference points

Defining domains of learning requires an unpacking of 
terminology

 We need terminological reference points for education, for 
occupation and for general and transversal skills

 EQF/NQF
 ISCO/NACE/ISCED
 ESCO/O*Net
 Competence frameworks  

 The purpose is not to impose particular terms, but to clarify which 
aspects to choose from.

 The handbook provides links to these reference points



1. Defining the breadth and scope of learning –
unpacking transversal skills and competences

• Transversal skills and competences are 
terminological constructs, not easily 
observable

• The proposed ESCO/EQF terminology points 
to the different aspects of these skills and 
competences; making it easier to identify 
and  prioritise for example social and 
communication skills. 

• Is the focus on 
• communicating,
• supporting others
• working with others in a team or 

networking,
• leading others??
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2. The depth and complexity of learning outcomes –
the vertical dimension

Writing learning outcomes requires 

 Using action verbs in a systematic and reflected way
 Description of context when articulating depth and

complexity
 Making use of qualifications frameworks and their vertical 

dimension supports the writing of LO for other purposes
 Referring to existing taxonomies, for example Bloom and 

SOLO
 Distinguishing between declarative knowledge (Knowing 

What - facts) and procedural knowledge and skills 
(knowing HOW – demonstrating skills and competences 
competences) 



2. Depth and complexity – key building blocks

Ambiguous Precise 
• Know 
• Understand 
• Enjoy 
• Determine 
• Appreciate 

• Grasp the significance of 
• Become familiar with 
• Believe 
• Be aware of 
• Comprehend 

• Distinguish between 
• Differentiate 
• Assemble 
• Adjust 
• Identify 
• Solve 

• Write 
• Recite 
• Construct 
• Contrast 
• Compare 
• List 

 Declarative verbs Procedural/relational verbs 
• repeat 
• describe 
• identify 
• memorise 
• recall 

• reflect 
• hypothesise 
• solve unseen problems 
• generate new alternatives 
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3. The balancing of specificity and generality
When writing learning outcomes you must

 Avoid too detailed and prescriptive statements as this reduces the scope 
for adaptation and risks a ‘ dumbing down, for example by prioritising 

 directly observable tasks
 exact and ‘objective’ measurement

 Avoid too general, vague and ambiguous statements failing to orient 
teachers and learners

 The balancing of specification/prescription and openness/intended 
ambiguity is critical

 The balancing must address the need for adaptation and innovation –
both for learners and teachers 



3. The balancing of specificity and generality

The balancing directly 
influences the 
transformation of 
intended learning 
outcomes to actually 
achieved outcomes –
through teaching and 
learning

Teaching/learning Intended learning outcomes Assessment tasks 
 
 
 
 
Designed to generate or 
elicit desired verbs in large 
classes, small classes, 
groups or individual 
activities. Such activities 
may be: 
• teacher managed; 
• peer managed; 
• self-managed. 
 
As best it suits the ILO 

Incorporate verbs that students 
have to enact as appropriate to 
the context 

 
 
 
 
 
Format of tasks such that 
the target verbs are 
elicited and deployed in 
context  
 
Criteria specified clearly to 
allow judgement of 
student’s performance 

The very best outcomes that 
could reasonably be expected 
containing verbs such as 
hypothesise, reflect, apply, relate 
to principle, etc. 

Highly satisfactorily outcomes 
containing phrases such as solve 
expected problems, explain 
complex ideas, apply to 
professional practice 

Quite satisfactory outcomes 
containing phrases such as solve 
basic problems, explain basic 
ideas and use standard 
procedures 

Minimally acceptable outcomes 
and applications; inadequate but 
salvageable higher level attempt 
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Format of tasks such that the target verbs are elicited and deployed in context 



Criteria specified clearly to allow judgement of student’s performance
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		Highly satisfactorily outcomes containing phrases such as solve expected problems, explain complex ideas, apply to professional practice

		



		

		Quite satisfactory outcomes containing phrases such as solve basic problems, explain basic ideas and use standard procedures

		



		

		Minimally acceptable outcomes and applications; inadequate but salvageable higher level attempt

		









Key challenges
 Managing the  complexity of research 

questions & avoiding escalation

 High level of integration of work 
assignments (e.g. survey) 

 Exploitation of synergies while adhering to a 
relatively rigid project setup (WAs)

 VET provider survey: a kind of uncharted 
territory 

Rules of thumb 
informing the 
definition and 
writing of learning 
outcomes



Principles to be applied
 The learner must always – irrespective of the 

purpose and level of detail – be at the centre;
 Simplicity is important when writing learning 

outcomes.  Length is no guarantee of precision;
 Writing learning outcomes is an iterative process, 

starting from overall objectives and moving 
stepwise towards specific statements;

 Writing learning outcomes depends on dialogue;
 Writing learning outcomes is never neutral; the 

purpose and context must be transparent to 
learners and teachers.



Principles to be applied

 Not all learning can be fully defined in learning outcomes. 
 The learning process can rarely be fully predicted and described.
 Learning outcomes must remain open to the explorative and to what has 

yet to be experienced and articulated.
 Different needs must be acknowledged – some areas require tangible 

and observable outcomes; others will require generic descriptions 



Principles to be applied

 Learning outcomes are written for a 
range of different purposes – their 
alignment is important. Do for example 
national curricula reflet the outcomes of 
the NQF?

 The quality of learning outcomes – long 
term – depend on the review and 
renewal process and a systematic 
dialogue and exchange between 
stakeholders



Key principles – addressing contradictions and tensions

Open up and 
enable  

learning?

Limit and 
restrict  

learning?

Allow local and 
individual 

adaptation?

Prescribe 
and control 
learning?

Outcomes 
focussed on 

process

Focus on 
measurability

Validation 
standards and 

reference 
points
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Intended learning 
outcomes
A learning outcome is a 
statement of what a learner is 
expected to know, be able to do 
and understand after having 
completed a learning process.

Achieved learning 
outcomes
Set of knowledge, skills 
and/or competences an 
individual has acquired 
and/or is able to demonstrate 
after completion of a learning 
process

The (critical) learning outcomes feed-back-loop



www.cedefop.europa.eu
Follow us on social media:

Thank you

anastasia.pouliou@cedefop.europa.eu
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/projects/microcredentials-
labour-market-education-and-training
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