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Abstract

Purpose – This paper was written for practitioners in higher education, including academics and
instructional designers who are engaged in curriculum revision. It aims to examine the notion of
outcomes-based education, survey the literature and provide a critical review of the outcomes-based
approach to quality assessment and curriculum improvement in higher education. The outcomes-based
approach is completely student-centred, which focuses on what students know and can actually do.
Sharpening the focus onto student learning outcomes goes beyond mere tinkering with traditional
structures and methods; it really constitutes a paradigm shift in educational philosophy and practice.

Design/methodology/approach – This paper begins with a summary of developments in
institutional quality assessment and curriculum improvement in higher education in recent decades.
Then, it identifies the underlying concepts and principles that characterize the outcomes-based
approach for the design and improvement of curriculum and instruction in higher education. Finally,
the outcomes-based approach is critically reviewed for its value from the perspectives of both practical
and philosophical considerations.

Findings – In so doing, it is directed to the heightening of sensitivity as to the manner and situations
in which the outcomes-based approach may be employed.

Originality/value – A final note is that while learning outcomes approaches are useful, care is
needed to take into account the different views and perceptions of those involved in defining learning
outcomes and to keep the ultimate goal of improving student learning clearly in mind. Care must also
be taken to avoid rigidity and conceptual reification during implementation in curriculum and
instructional design.

Keywords Quality improvement, Assessment, Learning, Quality assurance, Teaching,
Curriculum development, Higher education, Quality assessment, Outcomes-based, Learning process,
Curriculum improvement

Paper type Literature review

Outcomes-based approach in higher education
In recent decades there is a widespread interest in the outcomes of educational
experiences and how those outcomes meet a variety of societal needs.

Learning outcomes are important for recognition . . . The principal question asked of the
student or the graduate will therefore no longer be “what you do to obtain your degree?” but
rather “what can you do now that you have obtained your degree?” This approach is of
relevance to the labour market and is certainly more flexible when taking into account issues
of lifelong learning, non-traditional learning, and other forms of non-formal educational
experiences. (Purser, 2003)
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International trends in higher education show a shift away from the teacher-centered
model that emphasizes what is presented, towards the learning-based model focusing
on what students know and can actually do. As aptly pointed out by Ewell (2008), the
vogue of outcomes-based approaches in higher education is in fact arising from the
so-called “assessment movement” that began in the mid-1980s in the USA with
government calls to examine the effectiveness of the funds invested in public
institutions of higher education by looking at how much graduates had learned by the
point of graduation. With the assessment movement in higher education focusing on
student learning outcomes as the emerging measure of institutional excellence and
effectiveness, ideas about what constitutes a high-quality education have shifted from
the traditional view of what teachers provide to a practical concern for what learners
actually learn, achieve, and become. Indicators of student learning outcomes as part of
the larger accountability framework have become prominent in the early 1990s first in
the USA, which then spread to many countries including Australia, New Zealand, the
UK and South Africa.

The outcome-based approach has been increasingly adopted within credit frameworks and
by national quality and qualifications authorities such as the QAA (Quality Assurance
Agency for Higher Education) in the UK, the Australia, New Zealand and South African
Qualification Authorities. (Gosling and Moon, 2001)

In higher education, the contemporary trend towards funding, designing and
evaluating education on the basis of the intended outcomes has encouraged the
definition of outcomes in terms of pre-determined skills or competencies in systems of
outcomes-based or competence-based education (Mulder et al., 2007). One recent
example of the widespread international interest in outcomes-based approaches is the
cross-national effort at standards alignment currently underway in Europe under the
auspices of the Bologna Process that seeks to create a common model for higher
education in Europe, in which learning outcomes should play an important role (Adam,
2004, 2006). As a result, the target for 2010 was that all programs offered by higher
education institutions should be based on the concept of learning outcomes, and that
curriculum should be redesigned to reflect this. Through the development of national
frameworks of qualifications, all degrees (Bachelor and Masters) would be described in
terms of learning outcomes, workload, level, competences and profile (Kennedy et al.,
2006).

Given the overwhelming focus on learning outcomes in higher education in recent
years, the heightened valuing of educational outcomes and standards has given rise to
issues and concerns about the undue emphasis on the instrumental and economic value
of education, measured in terms of efficiency and effectiveness in the modern cultural
context (Bagnall, 2009). Central to the outcomes-based approach are the performance
indicators of efficiency and effectiveness as the means of attaining the specified ends in
a system of “outcomes-driven education” (Bagnall, 1994). This is congruent with the
aforementioned assessment movement in higher education worldwide, where
accountability in terms of effectiveness and efficiency is defined as the function to
maximise the attainment of individual educational goals and societal outcomes (such
as employment gains, reduced criminality).

To maximise educational effectiveness, it requires:
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. The prior specification of the intended educational outcomes (as goals or
objectives) or their consequences.

. The management of the ensuing education in such a way as to maximise the
attainment of those desired ends.

. The evaluation of that education and its entailed learning in such a way as to
assess the extent to which the desired ends have been realised in actual
educational outcomes or their consequences (Bagnall, 1994, pp. 20-21).

Similarly, to maximise educational efficiency, it requires:

(1) That all educational activity be directed maximally towards the attainment of
the specific desired ends.

(2) That any educational activity that is directed towards the attainment of other
ends, or for the satisfaction of other interests, be minimised.

(3) That educational success be seen as the ratio of:
. the extent to which the desired ends have been attained as a result of those

particular educational activities; and
. the total educational costs (time spent, materials used, other activities

foregone, etc.). (Bagnall, 1994, pp.21)

By achieving effectiveness and efficiency in attaining the specified ends, educational
institutions are seen to have fulfilled their particular institutional tasks and outcomes.
Efficiency and effectiveness are thus the central concepts of outcomes-based
approaches in higher education, providing the impetus for curriculum improvement at
the levels of the individual student, program and institution.

Different levels of outcomes
The word “outcomes” will mean different things depending on the level of analysis and
the kind of results of an academic experience that we are talking about. In fact, learning
outcomes approaches have been used at many levels, ranging from that of instructional
design where the individual student is the object of interest, through institutions and
programs where the prominent concerns are evaluation-based program improvement
and quality assurance (Ewell, 2008). At this juncture, it is necessary to define
“outcomes” in relation to the context in which they are used.

At the individual student level, learning outcomes are used to express what learners
are expected to achieve and how they are expected to demonstrate that achievement.
Learning outcomes are here defined as student attainment as a result of engagement in
a particular set of teaching and learning experiences. The classical work of Benjamin
Bloom (1913-1993) has identified three broad categories of learning outcomes at the
student level – cognitive, affective and psychomotor (Bloom et al., 1956). Cognitive
outcomes generally refer to the content knowledge that students can comprehend,
explain, analyze and apply. Skills outcomes refer to the capacity to do things, including
problem solving, communicating effectively, or performing certain technical
procedures in a task. Affective outcomes are related to attitudes which usually
involve changes in beliefs or the development of certain values such as ethical
behavior, empathy, or respect for others.
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At the program or course level, learning outcomes are more broadly defined as
development or growth as a result of studying a particular course or program (Ewell,
2008). Student development can take the form of employability and increased career
mobility, enhanced lifestyle, the opportunity for further studies, or simply a more
fulfilled and happier life. However, in more pragmatic terms, learning outcomes at this
level are also referred to as the certification of specific levels of knowledge, skill, or
ability for a given profession. Simply put, student learning outcomes at this level refer
to the attainment of the particular competencies acquired by students on completion of
an academic program or course.

Outcomes at the institutional level are generally more broadly defined and are
related to the assessment of institutional performance for quality assurance (Ewell,
2008). To this end, institutions need to collect evidence about student abilities to prove
that the institution-level outcomes or goals are achieved. Evidence here embraces the
results of both quantitative and qualitative approaches to gathering information about
student learning outcomes either in absolute or value-added terms. In absolute terms,
outcomes are referred to as attainment against established standards
(criterion-referenced assessment) or as the performance of an individual or group
compared to others (norm-referenced assessment). Here outcomes extend beyond
student learning outcomes to provide quantitative measures to allow assessment of
institutional performance. In value-added terms, outcomes can refer to the “before-after
development” or “enhancement” as a result of a student’s attendance at an institution
of higher education. These outcomes may include things like enhanced income,
changes in career, or even increased student satisfaction and motivation. Self-reports
provided by students and alumni about their development and satisfaction with the
university experience by way of surveys and interviews could also be counted as
evidence of student learning outcomes for the purpose of examining institutional-level
effectiveness.

The above delineation of the terminology provides the distinctions between the
different units of analysis for learning outcomes ranging from individual students to
aggregates of students grouped by an academic program or institution.

The paradigm shift
Sharpening the focus of higher education onto student learning outcomes goes beyond
mere tinkering with traditional structures and methods; it really constitutes a
paradigm shift in educational philosophy and practice. The traditional way of
curriculum design, the teacher-centered approach focuses on the teacher’s input and on
assessment in terms of how well the students absorb the materials taught. A departure
from this traditional paradigm is the student-centered approach where the emphasis is
on what the students are expected to be able to do at the end of the learning experience.
This approach is also referred to as an outcomes-based approach with statements used
to express what knowledge students have actually acquired, and what abilities they
have actually developed. Implicit in the student-centered model is the idea that teachers
are facilitators of learning, who create and sustain an effective learning environment
and experience based on a wide range of best practices in teaching and learning. And
the fundamental role of assessment is to monitor, confirm and improve student
learning.
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Such radical shift from teacher delivery to student learning is resonant with the
theory of constructive alignment (Biggs, 1999, 2003; Biggs and Tang, 2007, 2011).
Central to this theory is the claim that any learning or meaning is constructed by the
students in the course of their learning experience. Simply put, learning is a product of
the student’s activities and experiences, rather than the tutor’s. The emphasis is on
what students can actually do at the end of the learning experience. So when designing
a learning experience, the focus should be on learning outcomes and the key questions
to consider will include:

(1) What should the student be able to understand or perform at the end of the
learning experience?

(2) What activities would the student have to undertake in order to learn this?

(3) How can the tutor find out if the student has learned successfully?

To answer these three questions, we need to draw up:
. learning outcomes;
. teaching and learning activities; and
. assessment.

It is important that there is agreement between the learning outcomes, the teaching and
learning activities, and the assessment to make sure that the three elements should all
be aligned (Biggs, 1999, 2003; Biggs and Tang, 2007, 2011). Aligning these three
elements will ensure compatibility and consistency within the curriculum where the
desirable learning outcomes agree with the teaching and learning activities and the
assessment tasks in a coherent manner. This model of constructive alignment focuses
on learning outcomes which specify the achievement of the desired kind of learning,
while the teaching and learning activities and assessment are the means to achieve the
ends. When the three elements are working in synergy, the learning outcomes are in
fact driving the curriculum design, with the other elements including teaching and
assessment falling in place dictated by the results of the desired learning experience of
students.

When designing outcomes-based instruction, planning begins by determining what
should be learned. It is results-oriented and the primary measure of curriculum success
is what graduates actually know and are able to do. It is also competency-based when
learning outcomes specified at the very outset are tied to the most important skills and
knowledge in a program or course. Most importantly, it is dedicated to continual
improvement through ongoing assessment of student learning. As the outcomes-based
approach requires the demonstrated achievement of specified learning outcomes,
designs of this kind are usually termed “competency-based” or “mastery” programs
with focus on what the learner can demonstrate at the end of a learning activity.

Adopting the outcomes-based approach in curriculum planning, the first step is to
identify the desired levels of student learning after engaging in a meaningful learning
experience. The action verbs used in writing the outcomes statements define the
required level of understanding and competence. The precise verbs chosen will drive
and suggest the type of teaching and learning activities that students need to
undertake in order to achieve the level of sophistication at which they are expected. For
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example, action verbs such as “explain”, “diagnose” or “problem solve” call for very
different learning outcomes at various levels that need to be very specific at the outset
for both students and curriculum designers to have a clear idea of what is expected at
the end of the learning experience.

Having decided on the level and nature of learning outcomes, the second step is to
consider what students need to do to be able to achieve the outcomes. This process
informs the kind of student activity that is linked to the level of each learning outcome
for curriculum designers and teachers to plan and select teaching and learning
activities appropriate to the expected outcomes. It is no longer enough for designers
and teachers to be competent in their discipline; they are required to create, develop,
and manage stimulating learning environments, using a variety of resources, methods,
and technologies, including assessment resources in order to deepen and enrich student
learning. Such a shift for the role of designer or teacher from subject expert to
facilitator of learning implies that teaching and learning activities are designed to
reflect this relationship to focus more on the educational process rather than subject
content.

What follows from the stage of designing appropriate teaching and learning
activities is the very important part played by assessment to demonstrate that students
have achieved in the end the kind and level of learning expected of them. As the design
of teaching and learning activities takes messages from the declared outcomes in the
early stages of curriculum planning, assessment should also be the starting point to be
considered for how learning is to be assessed and evaluated. The outcomes-based
approach, coupled with Biggs’ constructive alignment theory, in fact calls for virtually
simultaneous consideration of the desired learning outcomes, the planning of
appropriate teaching and learning activities and the proposed means of assessment to
aim at the desired level cognitive and affective outcomes which are declared as results
from a worthwhile learning experience.

Benefits and limitations
As with any other models of educational and curriculum design, the outcomes-based
approach has limitations, as well as promises for guiding better instruction and
curriculum. In this section, the benefits and limitations of outcomes-based approaches
will be identified and reviewed first from a practical implementation perspective, then
through a philosophical analysis in broader terms.

At the level of implementation, the outcomes-based approach are considered to offer
benefits including clarity, flexibility, comparison and portability (Ewell, 2008).

Clarity
Focusing on outcomes can help communicate clearly between various stakeholders the
kind of learning expected at the end of a learning program or course. Students will
know what is expected of them; same as teachers about the level and standards at
which they need to teach the intended outcomes. This is particularly important when
there is team teaching which involves diverse teaching staffs across departments and
schools. At the institutional level, requirements and standards of a certain program or
credential can be articulated in the form of a qualifications framework for
benchmarking with similar credentials offered by other institutions. By the same
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token, employers and even educational policymakers will know more precisely the
standards and competencies of graduates for employment and accountability
purposes.

Flexibility
Although the intended outcomes are specified, the means to achieve the ends are fairly
open in an outcomes-based approach. For the same or similar outcomes, a variety of
teaching and learning activities, methods and even modes of delivery can be deployed
to suit different circumstances. A great deal of flexibility is built in the model for the
selection of the means of instruction so long as the same intended level of knowledge
and skills are resulted. In this regard, different abilities and backgrounds of students
can be accommodated through the different instructional paths, technologies and
modes that are allowed in an outcomes-based approach. There is also flexibility with
recognizing prior student learning through assessment against the various levels of
learning outcomes within the framework.

Comparison
With the outcomes-based approach, it is more plausible to establish comparable
standards across programs and even institutions, for accreditation, benchmarking, as
well as accountability purposes. These summative and formative comparisons will
help institutions to check standards against each other and benchmark for
improvement as they learn from each other through the cross-checking of outcomes.
Comparison is also possible among students from different institutions or
backgrounds by way of comparing assessed outcomes against recognized standards
or certain qualifying criteria as in professional qualifications and credentials. Such
comparative data will provide useful information for admission, placement or
certification of students with reference to their level of standards and outcomes
achieved.

Portability
As the word “portability” suggests, students can earn and transfer credits from a
program offered by one institution to another program in a different institution. This is
made possible by having articulated the learning outcomes in different programs using
clear criteria and credible standards. It will also allow increased mobility and exchange
of students in this age of growing student mobility and modularity of instructional
provision, not just locally, but internationally.

Despite the many benefits it promises, the outcomes-based approach is not without
problems. Further on the issue of benefits and problems, Ewell (2008) completes his
analysis by cautioning against four major drawbacks – definition, legitimacy,
fractionation, and serendipity, which may emerge when efforts are made to
operationalize outcomes at the implementation level.

Definition
Definitions of learning outcomes are subject to the context of their application and the
judgment made by a specific team or group of people involved. Outcomes identified for
a particular course or program could not be generalized across contexts largely due to
the sufficient precision and consistency required for a valid and reliable judgment
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about the ability or characteristic in question. Simply put, it is not easy to obtain
agreement or consensus about the definition and meaning of learning outcomes across
different course or program teams, and even more so, across different disciplines and
subject areas.

Legitimacy
Many academics opine that learning outcome statements are inadequate to capture
those “ineffable” aspects of learning which may result in “reductionism” and
“reification” (Ewell, 2008). By their very nature, outcome statements tend to break
down holistic conceptions of learning, and reduce them to learning abilities or changes
in behavior that are specific, observable and measurable. As a result, outcomes
schemes still fall short of being widely accepted and recognized in academia as a valid
way of conceptualizing what learning is all about.

Fractionation
The way assessment works in outcomes schemes may sometimes found to be too
narrow and even mechanical in assessing learning, missing the essence of integrated
ability that is supposed to unite many discrete skill elements into expert practice
(Ewell, 2008). From the operational perspective, assessment for outcomes could become
too focused on the student’s acquisition of skills and knowledge that other more
important developmental outcomes over time are ignored. Also, there may be a lack of
coherence among smaller components in an instructional program as a result of
fractionation that breaks down both learning and assessment in small units of
incremental progress.

Serendipity
In a similar vein, outcomes-based approaches are criticized for their constrained
serendipity which presumes that all of the valued and important ways that a learner
can construct meaning in the context of a particular discipline or ability are known in
advance (Ewell, 2008). This problem is conceived to be more pronounced in advanced
levels of study and in certain disciplines such as fine arts where unexpected important
learning may occur during the instructional process.

There are both advantages and disadvantages associated with adopting
outcomes-based approaches. An understanding of both benefits and limitations will
help make the principles and concepts of outcomes schemes more concrete in the form
of application in curriculum and instructional design. In a broader perspective, Bagnall
(1994) has examined the benefits and limitations presented by outcomes-based
approaches through a philosophical analysis, from a lifelong education perspective.
Building on the work of earlier critiques (such as those by Apling, 1989; Ashworth and
Saxton, 1990; Hyland, 1991), Bagnall questions the efficacy of outcomes-based
approaches which in practice may be more likely to diminish precisely those qualities
that it is intended to enhance.

In his philosophical discussion, Bagnall has aptly pointed out that in order to
maximize efficiency and effectiveness, outcomes-based education is in fact
constraining and limiting; trivial and mechanical; inflexible and conservative with
too much emphasis on attribution and consequence; promoting egoistic maximization
of individual self-interests; and not as empowering to both the students and educators
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as it claims because it dehumanizes students as resources to be enhanced and promotes
dependence of the learners on the educators.

A learning outcome, in order to be useful and practical, has to be clearly and validly
specifiable, reliably observable, quantifiable and essentially unchanging over the
course of the instructional experience. In most cases, many worthwhile educational
outcomes can satisfy these requirements without compromising their value. But for
educational outcomes of a more liberal nature, such as creativity, intellectual virtues,
respect for self and others, responsibility and self-sufficiency, are not easily amenable
to concrete specification and quantifiable measurement in the form of behavioral
learning outcomes. Because of its nature to constrain, to focus rather than to liberate, to
broaden, an outcomes-based approach may work against, ironically, many of its ideals
of enhancement of excellence, individual freedom, liberation, individuality, plurality,
creativity, innovativeness and responsiveness, towards a system of encouraging the
development of relatively closed, self-serving, bureaucratic systems of education
(Bagnall, 1994). Failure to achieve what it purports to do in relation to these education
ideals, outcomes schemes are prone to becoming dehumanizing and educationally
trivializing to result in curricular fragmentation and simplification; the externalization
of educational reward; student dependence; and educational conservatism, tokenism,
inflexibility, centralization, instrumentalism and functionalism (Bagnall, 1994). The
emphasis on the instrumental and economic value of learning outcomes resonates with
those educational goals that are contingent and immediate. Often times, proximate and
short-term goals are found to be in tension with longer term and broader realities and
goals (Hyland, 2007).

Conclusion
The widespread interest in the outcomes of educational experiences has resulted in a
shift away from the teacher-centered model that emphasizes what is presented,
towards the learning-based model focusing on what students know and can actually
do. Learning outcomes are defined according to the context in which they are used.
Learning outcomes at the individual student level help students understand what is
expected of them at the end of an educational experience. At the course or program
level, learning outcomes are useful to guide curriculum, learning and assessment to
aim at the achievement of those competencies or abilities by students enrolled in a
particular course or program. Outcomes at the institutional level are often linked to
institutional performance in terms of the efficiency and effectiveness towards
achieving the institutional-level outcomes or goals.

Learning outcomes together with the theory of constructive alignment are found to
be the essential components in the outcomes-based approach. In it the three elements –
outcomes, teaching and learning, and assessment need to be aligned to achieve
consistency and coherence in the design process, resulting in instruction and
assessment that are designed to address the intended learning outcomes. In this light,
the adoption of the learning outcomes approach has the potential to help embrace a
more systematic approach to the design of programs and courses.

Despite its usefulness, the outcomes-based approach is subject to criticism and
cautionary use. Some critics have found outcomes schemes to be overly specifiable,
observable, quantifiable and so narrow that they can be limiting rather than liberating,
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which may result in reductionism, reification, fractionation, serendipity, and may fail
to achieve the kind of learning and education that it purports to promote in the first
place. Despite these criticisms, outcomes-based learning appears to be premised on the
belief that it is by nature empowering to its participants – both students and
educators. There is no doubt that learning outcomes as measures of learning
effectiveness and instructional quality can make an important contribution to the
improvement of that quality by way of better curriculum and student learning. A final
note is that while learning outcomes approaches are useful, care is needed to take into
account the different views and perceptions of those involved in defining learning
outcomes and to keep the ultimate goal of improving student learning clearly in mind.
Care must also be taken to avoid rigidity and conceptual reification during
implementation in curriculum and instructional design.
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