WRITING STATEMENTS OF LEARNING OUTCOMES

Statements of learning outcomes are critical to a transparent assessment process. Stating learning outcomes that are assessable, however, can take practice.  

If clearly articulated learning outcomes are not provided for any given domain of creditable learning, there is a substantial risk of an arbitrary or idiosyncratic assessment of someone’s knowledge or skills.  With good outcome statements, both assessors and individuals being assessed are converging on the same point from different directions – the assessor with a judgment on the individual’s knowledge or skill leading to a decision regarding credit; the individual with the gathering or creating of evidence of his or her learning shaped by the outcomes by which it will be evaluated.  

Without benefit of articulated outcome statements, assessors may inadvertently ask learners to ‘bring’ or demonstrate learning at a level that is above or below the standards applied to course-based students as well within a broader or narrower scope.  Much flows from well-framed learning outcome statements... additional specific criteria, agreements between program assessors and students regarding expectations, possibilities and boundaries for evidence.

Good outcome statements suggest

· the level of learning that is expected by careful use of verb(s)

· the area of content without, however, being too specific so that one's learning can only be 'fitted' to pre-defined boundaries

· possible evidence without being prescriptive
Here are two examples of outcome statements for someone who is to be assessed for her knowledge of psychology at an undergraduate level:

· Can write a ten page essay explaining differences between Freud and Jung as expressed in one of the following texts: x, y, or z.

· Can apply at least two models of psychodynamic analysis to analyze family relationships

The first of the two examples has several problems with it – the nature of the evidence is prescribed (ten page essay), the level of performance is ambiguous (‘understanding..’), the scope is unclear (‘differences’), and the sources of acceptable information is restricted. This statement leads at once to an assessment that is overly broad (re level) and simultaneously restrictive (sources of learning) that would accommodate only a small population of people who may have delved into psychology on their own. 
The second example asks for a level of learning for which additional criteria may be readily available (‘analysis), a scope that is probably representative of many undergraduate curricula (‘at least two models’; ‘family relationships’), and an open set of possibilities as to how these outcomes may be demonstrated.

DISTINGUISHING AMONG LEARNING OUTCOMES, LEARNING ACTIVITIES, & EVIDENCE OF LEARNING

Assessment involves measuring learning outcomes. To do this reliably, assessors need to distinguish among learning activities, learning outcomes, and the evidence or documentation of learning (i.e., learning products).  These three components of a typical learning situation are easily confused.  Below are some simple questions that illustrate the distinctions…

Learning Activities:
What experiences or strategies led to the outcome(s)?  (e.g., work-related experience; attendance at a class, workshop, lecture; original research or independent information gathering; reading; discussion and consultation with experts; other experiences… reflected on)

Learning Outcome:
What does a person know and what is he/she able to do?
Evidence of Learning:
What tangible products illustrate or document the learning outcome? (e.g., a product, portfolio, performance)

It is the learning outcome(s) that warrants consideration as creditable learning, not the activity or the production of evidence per se. PLA provides credit for learning, not experience.  The criteria by which learning outcomes are measured are not the same as the evidence itself.  For example, writing a paper is a form of evidence; the criteria for assessing the work might involve the level of analysis, synthesis of ideas, supporting generalizations, and the like.  

Restate each of the following as learning outcomes statements. First, consider each statement as the outcome of a course that may serve as a reference point for a student trying to articulate his or her experiential learning. Then, consider the statement as part of a larger degree program for a student developing a goals statement.

1. Using a database. 

1. Course:

2. Program:

2. Analyze literature. 

1. Course:

2. Program:

3. Establishing a new business. 

1. Course:

2. Program:

4. Knowing principles of sound health care. 

1. Course:

2. Program:

5. Negotiation. 

1. Course:

2. Program: 
