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How can we ensure alignment of teaching, 
learning and assessment?
 It’s easy to ensure alignment with an outcome-based approach to qualification design.
 It’s not easy to design a high-quality outcome-based qualification!



It’s easy to ensure alignment...
.... when your outcomes and criteria are formal certification requirements



Since the late-1980s...

1. unit content is specified via learning outcomes
2. the unit standard is specified via assessment criteria for each 

learning outcome
3. to pass the unit, a learner must acquire all of the specified learning 

outcomes, which we refer to as the mastery requirement

The ‘CASLO’ approach, as these qualifications are all designed to
Confirm the Acquisition of Specified Learning Outcomes

.... England has mainly used the following approach to VET qualification design:



Since the late-1980s...

 During the 1990s, the critique was mainly 
driven by the academic community, e.g.
 Kenneth Marshall (1991)
 Alan Smithers (1993)
 Terry Hyland (1994)

 The academic critique mainly targeted 
two highly innovative (but quite 
idiosyncratic) outcome-based 
qualifications: NVQ and GNVQ

 During the 2010s, the critique featured 
increasingly within policy reviews, e.g.
 Wolf review (2011)
 Richard review (2012)
 Whitehead review (2013)

... England’s approach has been criticised repeatedly:

To what extent do historical criticisms of outcome-based 
vocational qualifications apply to present-day ones?



Ofqual’s 2020–2024 research programme
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/ofquals-caslo-research-programme 

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/ofquals-caslo-research-programme


Many of the criticisms are still relevant today

Potential assessment problems
e.g. unacceptable judgemental lenience

 heavy reliance on internal assessment
 practical impossibility of quality assuring all 

assessment judgements
 failing to achieve a single learning outcome 

means not passing the qualification (jeopardy)

Mitigations
 risk-based quality assurance, with sanctions 

when unacceptable behaviours are identified
 providing additional time, to reduce the 

pressure on students (and teachers)

Potential learning problems
e.g. lack of holistic learning

 atomistic approach to outcome specification 
(involving criteria nested within outcomes 
nested within units) risks atomistic approach 
to teaching and learning, leading to a lack of 
integrated competence

Mitigations
 using holistic assessment tasks (such as 

extended assignments) for positive backwash
 comprehensive monitoring (to cover teaching 

quality as well as assessment quality)



We now regulate a very diverse landscape

Blended 
qualifications

Input-
based

Outcome-
based

Hybrid 
qualifications Outcome-based 

qualifications
Mastery-based 

classical 
qualifications

Classical 
qualifications

CASLO 
qualifications



What is an outcome-based approach?
An approach that reflects a loosely-defined ideology: “signals” 
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What is an outcome-based approach?

Teaching, learning, and assessment plans must all be based upon the same 
explicit statement of intended learning outcomes (which follow from the 
qualification’s intended purposes) in order to achieve educational goals that rely 
heavily on the kind of transparency that this provides, such as:

An approach that applies a tightly-defined design principle:

 alignment – to align curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment as closely as 
possible with the intended domain of learning (and therefore also with each other)

 mastery – to ensure that all students achieve a satisfactory level of attainment 
across the full domain of learning

 efficiency – to make the process of becoming qualified as efficient as possible
 personalisation – to enable the domain of learning to be tailored to the personal 

situation, interests, or needs of learners (or customised to meet employer needs)
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