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Abstract 

The article is dedicated to the issue of working out a cycle of writing and improving learning outcomes (LOs) to a program/course. Definition, 
the need in, the factors determining the quality of LOs, the top-down / bottom-up approach to writing learning outcomes are discussed. The case 
of writing LOs for an MA at International Black Sea University involved in a TEMPUS project MAHATMA: Master of Higher Education: 
Developing leaders for managing educational transformation is described. A conclusion is made that, to be student centered, writing learn-
ing outcomes should be a continuous and sophisticated process of collecting, interpreting and acting on information relating to the goals. 
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1. Introduction: What are LOs?

Learning outcomes (LOs) are statements that specify what 
learners will know or be able to do as a result of a learning 
activity. They are usually expressed as knowledge, skills, or at-
titudes. They should flow from a student/potential employers/
society needs assessment.  

They are crucial for curriculum and syllabus writing as 
they help teacher to:

-	 focus, while planning and teaching, on learner’s be-
havior that is to be changed

-	 design their materials (content, teaching and assess-
ment methods,  activities) more effectively and thoughtfully

-	 assess the quality of their teaching and to contribute to 
its improvement

-	 communicate to students what s/he expects from them
-	 motivate students to learn (understanding that what 

they are learning is really useful)
-	 communicate with their colleagues
They help students to:
-	 learn more effectively (with the final result in mind) 

through focusing their attention on the things that will not only 
help them pass the exam, but also to apply the acquired knowl-
edge and skills in their future professional life

-	 identify specifically what should be learned
-	 self-asses

2. Why LOs?

The concept of learning outcomes is deemed to progres-
sively dominate education policy internationally. Learning 
Outcomes cove the expectations of students, professional bod-
ies and employers. A clear-cut picture of learning outcomes is 
drawn through a number of reasons:

1.	 Enables students to be aware of the competences dur-
ing the study

2.	 Enables teachers to focus on target competences while 
being in the process

3.	 Enables prospective employers to be aware of stu-
dents’ abilities and competences

4.	 Enables accreditation institutions and politicians to 
focus on the Higher Education sector in general. The Bolo-
gna- process is an excellent example of a political macro-level 
initiative, which has required that Higher Education sectors de-
velop program,/syllabus centered on learning outcomes (Biggs, 
2003). 

The pedagogic purposes of LOs are clear, in that they are 
designed to give a clear indication of the learning destiny, that 
the learning opportunity provider intends the learner to reach. 
To the potential learner, the LOs describe what will be learnt, 
to the potential employer they describe what should have been 
learnt, to the quality agencies they provide a system for audit 
and for the funders (if there are still any left) they provide a 
means to account for how the money was spent.  (Scott, 2011). 
However, we should be careful against overemphasizing LOs. 
Since the terms used may be unfamiliar and meaningless stu-
dents, often learning outcomes cannot be specified exactly in 
advance. When we discuss them with accreditation institutions, 
(potential) employees, administration, teachers and graduates, 
it is fine, but students who are only going to study at the pro-
gram, may have a rather vague idea of the outcomes they need, 
especially if the students are people who have no experience 
of working in the corresponding sphere (this is practically al-
ways so with BA students and often enough with MA students). 
Besides, there is criticism that learning outcomes have been 
abused by managers in educational field as performance indi-
cator. There may be a formalistic (and not content) approach to 
assessment by accreditation institutions of alignment between 
the program and Los. There is also a certain doubt about LOs 
really being student-centered, as they are usually written before 
the particular group of students begins to learn on a program 
(Scott, 2011, Doghonadze & Kerdikoshvili, 2012). However, 
writing the LO as a continuous cycle that model of which we 
offer below may be a good compromise between rigorous plan-
ning and standardization demanded by the Bologna process, on 
the one hand, and student-centered teaching also demanded by 
it, on the other.

3. Why start writing a program with LOs?

Program/syllabus writing may be content or outcome driv-
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en. Content-driven curricula and syllabi are not even teacher-
centered, they are course-book-centered. On the other hand, it 
has become traditional by now to design curricula and syllabi 
in a backward way: first the learning outcomes (Fink calls them 
learning goals) are decided upon and then the program is built 
up based around them (Fink, 2003:4; Allen & Tanner, 2007). 
The process is referred to as backward because it starts with 
a vision of the desired results. The design process then works 
backward to develop the instruction. Alignment of course con-
tents, activities, and assessment with learning outcomes is criti-
cal to effective course design (Wiggins and McTighe, 1998; 
Bissell and Lemons, 2006). 

Teacher/centered education is more interested in teach-
ing goals/objectives/aims or, in other words, what the teach-
er wants his/her students to learn as result of delivering his/
her course. Biggs (2003) regards the goal of education from 
the viewpoint of learners constructing their own knowledge, 
rather than being passive recipients of the knowledge created 
by others. Biggs has a student-centered view, as he considers 
that what the learner has to do - to create knowledge - is the 
important thing. It follows, therefore, that what students are 
asked to do within the curriculum must align with what those 
designing the curriculum intend them to learn. Ideally, teaching 
goals and learning objectives are the same things from different 
viewpoints: 

Teacher’s view       what the student has to do         Stu-
dent’s view

However, teachers are more theoretically (knowledge) ori-
ented, but at the same time more qualified than students, while 
students are less qualified, but more practically oriented. Thus, 
probably, well written learning outcomes lie in-between the 
teacher’s and the student’s views.  When we speak about a po-
tential BA student it is a bit hypocritical to expect that s/he has 
a clear vision of what s/he will need to be able to do at the end 
of his/her studies. However, a potential MA student is expected 
to be more competent, so his/her participation in the process of 
definition of Learning Outcomes (LOs) should be taken into 
consideration. 

4. Intended audience

Before LOs are named, the program author should answer 
key questions about who is affected by the need (i.e., who is 
the intended audience). In our case the intended audience may 
be various:

-	 BA program graduates in teaching fields, manage-
ment or some other areas with no working experience who 
would like to work in educational management

-	 School teachers or university lecturers with practical 
experience who would like to work in educational management

The first group will have some theoretical knowledge of 
either teaching or management, but will need more knowledge 
of the other sphere and will certainly need to deal with more 
practical examples, work out some practical skills, etc. Mean-
while, the second group may lack or even have no theoretical 
knowledge of educational management, but will have a rich 
(often negative) practical experience of dealing with educa-
tional managers. Thus, all students will need both knowledge 
and skills in the education and management, as well as to form/
change their attitudes towards managerial practices in schools 
and universities.  

If, while we study our potential learners’ needs, we apply 

the terminology they may be unaware of (which, unfortunately, 
is often the case), the results of such study will be unreliable 
(Redelius & Hay, 2012). After receiving the answers from po-
tential learners we may “translate” them into a more profes-
sional language. 

Besides the comprehensible terminology used to describe 
LOs, it is essential to use clear (vs. vague) verbs, such as the 
ones recommended in Bloom’s taxonomy, e.g.: list, describe, 
recite, write, compile, create, plan, revise, analyze, design, se-
lect, apply, demonstrate, prepare, compute, discuss, explain, 
predict, assess, compare, rate, critique, etc. (Bloom, 1956). 

5. Good LOs

So, finally, good learning outcomes should be observable 
and measurable, e.g., not “proficient communication in Eng-
lish”, but “communication in English on B2 level”. Remember 
that Common European Framework of Reference for Languag-
es (Council of Europe, 2011) describes in detail the require-
ments towards listening, speaking, reading and writing skills 
on each level in observable and measurable behavior terms. It 
is very important that they can realistically be achieved in the 
given time.  

Therefore the bets learning outcomes need to be observ-
able to highlight the discrepancy between poor and excellent 
achievement within the standard. 

Good learning outcomes also should be a logically bound, 
built on each other, set of components, not just a list of require-
ments that came to our minds spontaneously.

The frame /format of presenting learning outcomes that 
is demanded by National Centre for Educational Quality En-
hancement in Georgia looks logical enough:

Knowledge and comprehension 
(Based on it) ability to use it in practice 
(As result) ability to make conclusions 
(Provided by and further developing) communication 
skills 
(Provided by and further developing) learning skills
(Crowing them all, making them all matter) values
This is why, and also due to necessity to accredit the modi-

fied program (at the moment we have a functioning program 
in “education management”, not “higher education manage-
ment”) we formulated the LOs in the given format.

6. Initiating a program: top-down/bottom-up

It is obvious that both program and course outcomes 
should reflect ideas and needs of all interested sides (the so-
called  shareholders): program author’s and lecturers’ ideas, 
on the one hand, and employers’, students’ , graduates,  ad-
ministration’s and educational authorities’ views, on the other. 
Should the process be top-down or bottom-up? Or should it be 
a mixture of both?  What we wanted to do was to work out an 
efficient algorithm for this process.

Though the program is eventually written by its author, it 
may be initiated

a)	 In a top-down way - by the ministry of education, uni-
versity administration, some project offering the funding, etc.

b)	 In a bottom-up way – on students’/employers’, pro-
gram author’s demand 
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In a society which is market-oriented, the bottom-up ini-
tiative is ideal, but eventually it is not crucial who makes the 
decision to work out a new program and finds that opening a 
certain program at his/her university is reasonable:

•	 Anyway, the market demands need to be studied (the 
study might not be formal, especially for an experienced per-
son with many contacts in the sphere of education and graduate 
employment) 

•	 There will be a democratic process:  an academic 
board decision to submit the program for accreditation or not?

7. Algorithm for writing and improvement of LOs: 
repeated top-down/bottom-up

According to Wheeler (n.d.), the stages for writing LOs 
are:

Step 1
Faculty/Staff Meeting or form a committee and begin 

brainstorming about what an ideal student/graduate should 
know, understand, or have the ability to do.

Step 2
Draft a list of outcomes contingent upon several possible 

revisions depending upon the changes in the course, program, 
or major.

Step 3
List student learning outcomes on every course syllabus
Step 4
Gather and report feedback from faculty, staff, and stu-

dents on how well the outcomes have been addressed.
Step 5
Assess student learning (assignments, projects, quizzes, 

etc.)
Step 6
Meet with faculty and staff at the end of the semester of 

academic year to discuss data and revise  the list of outcomes, 
teaching strategies, and curriculum.

Step 7
Repeat steps as often as needed.
The steps that we, based on our own experience (at the 

Faculty of Education at International Black Sea University 
which opened in 2010 we have 6 programs successfully ac-
credited and running), offer are the following:

1.	 Based on potential students’ needs analysis, pro-
gram author (PA in the scheme below) carries out 
benchmarking (studies the similar existing programs), then de-
fines the expected goals of his/her program, the degree awarded 
and creates the first program draft (PD 1) (list of courses, 
number of credits for each course, his/her vision of goals of 
each course and outcomes of the whole program). 

2.	 Lecturers (L) who might be involved in the pro-
gram are selected and informed about the goals/outcomes of 
the program, they prepare the first draft of syllabi (SD1) 
and as a group come together with program author. They may 
offer adding new courses, changing some course titles, discuss 
the learning outcomes of their courses and then, based on them, 
of the program.

3.	 LO for the second curriculum and syllabi 
drafts (D2) are summed up, it is checked that all course out-
comes are represented (in a generalized form) in curriculum 
and vice versa all curriculum LOs are represented at least in 

one syllabus.  
 Now the program can be assessed by other shareholders 

– potential employers (PE). It is presented to them, ques-
tions answered, time for assessment provided, and finally rec-
ommendations for improvement received. Again the program 
author together with lecturers reviews the draft and prepares 
the third draft (D3).

4.	 Here is where administration comes in. Quality As-
surance (QA) cooperates with the program author, then the 
draft is submitted for viewing by the university Academic 
Board (AB). The fourth, working draft (D4) is approved. 

5.	 The next step may be different. As in Georgia there is 
too little percent of population who can afford to completely 
cover the tuition fees, the majority of the potential MA stu-
dents take unified master admission exams and start learning 
if they not only pass, but also gain grants which cover all or a 
substantial part of tuition fees. Grants are offered only for ac-
credited programs. This is why in Georgia usually the program 
is accredited and only then set into action. In the process of ac-
creditation experts (AE) may offer some more useful rec-
ommendations on the program improvement (the fifth draft). 
However, this is a little paper-based approach. 

6.	   Then piloting occurs. Potential students’ needs 
were, of course, vague enough. They clarify it step by step in 
the process of learning. Thus, master students (S), by the 
time they complete lecture courses and start writing the Master 
thesis can as minimum assess how much the acquired knowl-
edge and skills help them to write the thesis. So this is the good 
time to address students once more. They – on a more qualified 
level now - express their opinion whether the educational pro-
cess really helped them achieve the LOs formulated in syllabi 
and the whole program and whether these LOs will be useful 
for them. One more (sixth) draft is prepared. In economical-
ly more developed countries step 5 and 6 are usually reverse).

7.	  When the piloting is over, the employment stage 
begins: the most authentic assessment occurs, carried out, on 
the one hand, by employers (whether specialists they employ 
possess the knowledge skills and attitudes the employers need) 
and graduates (whether they find employment easily enough 
and whether they need to improve much in the process of prac-
tical work) (E&G). These opinions are really qualified.  The 
curriculum and the syllabi have undergone the whole cycle. 
However, minor modifications of the program continuously go 
on (undergoing the same cycle again and again) to satisfy the 
changing demands.
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Figure 1: The continuous cycle of writing learning outcomes

Figure 1: The continuous cycle of writing learning outcomes
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      After we initiated at our faculty a program in Education Management in 2010, we have already undergone the first 5 stages 
and started the 6th one. In a few months we are going to have the first batch of graduates, so we will be able to receive the 6th 
draft. Anyway, now that our students have finished all the educational courses, means we can involve them in the qualified assess-
ment process (like graduates).  
But as our initial program was, in fact, in Secondary Education Management (but included some general items as well), in con-
nection with our TEMPUS project MAHATMA - Master of Higher Education: Developing leaders for managing educational 
transformation which started in 2012/2013 academic year, we had to skip the last stage and to begin a new cycle. In the new cycle 
we, of course, did it quicker and easier, benefitting from the old version of the program. On the other hand, we co-operated with 
the whole project team (universities and educational officials from Armenia and Georgia, the UK, Germany and Czech Republic, 
educational and business organizations in France and Italy) in writing LOs.   
To have the learning outcomes assessed by (potential) students and by (potential) employers we developed the questionnaire.

7. Method

      To have the learning outcomes prepared by our lecturers and program coordinator assessed by  students and potential em-
ployees we developed the following questionnaire The questionnaire was distributed among nine MA students of Educational 
Management at International Black Sea University and Telavi State University who have finished with their lectures and are at the 
thesis stage (so are conscious enough about the terminology and program contents). Two employers (Telavi State University and 
Sokhumi State University) participated in the process. 
Question 1: Rate from 1 (minimum) to 5 (maximum) the importance of these learning outcomes for becoming a manager of 
higher education:  (a list of 45 outcomes offered by us)
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Based on the results, the less rated outcomes were detected:
1.	 The key challenges that universities face in support-

ing the development of their students and staff, and addressing 
the needs of their local/national communities and stakeholders;

2.	 How knowledge of ways that students learn and ex-
perience higher education (within and outside the curriculum) 
can be used to improve teaching and professional practices;

3.	 Ability to design, undertake and present (through 
dissertation or project work) a substantial piece of original re-
search on a contemporary challenge in higher education;

Question 2: Add, if you wish, some outcomes
The students skipped this question. The employers added 

some useful outcomes to the skills for effective communica-
tion:

1.	 Experience sharing
2.	 Skills for objective evaluation of colleagues’ profes-

sionalism
3.	 Objective Analysis of the situation

Question 3: Do you think that the suggested outcomes are 
reachable (have been reached) in the process of this program?

As summing up the collected results, we have received the 
following data to analyze. 87% of the outcomes were deemed 
as realistic and 13% of them were noted as unattainable. Two 
students skipped the question

Question 4: Which of the outcomes are formed in all/major-
ity of courses (Write M)

Question 5: Which of the outcomes are formed in a few 
courses? (Write F) (these two questions were not asked to the 
employers)

In order to get a clear and comprehensive picture, we have 
combined both questions together in the following figure. 82% 
of the outcomes appeared to be formed in majority of the cours-
es and 18% of them in few courses. 

8. Questionnaire results

Analysis of the results revealed three outcomes graded by 
the students on average below three. The following outcomes 
were omitted. 1. The key challenges that universities face in 
supporting the development of their students and staff, and 
addressing the needs of their local/national communities and 
stakeholders; 2. How knowledge of ways that students learn 
and experience higher education (within and outside the cur-
riculum) can be used to improve teaching and professional 
practices; 3. Ability to design, undertake and present (through 
dissertation or project work) a substantial piece of original re-
search on a contemporary challenge in higher education. We 
also added three outcomes recommended by the potential em-
ployers and finally received a list of 45. However, after the pro-
ject meeting at CIEP (Sevres, France), we realized that, to be 
working, LOs should be less detailed. So we joined some of 
them, to make them more general and eventually received a list 
of 26 (see attachment).  

9. Conclusions

     To be student centered, writing learning outcomes 
should be a continuous and sophisticated process of collecting, 
interpreting and acting on information relating to the goals. 

	 The quantitative information gathered through the 
held survey provided evidence for the strong participation of 
students in designing the learning process. It moves the stu-
dents to the center of the picture which is a great shift of focus 
from teaching (teacher-centered) to learning (student-centered) 
which has been so popular in recent years. 

	 The role of potential employers is also crucial, as they 
are our social partners and an active cooperation with them 
would facilitate the students’ involvement in the labor market. 
Of course, all the potential employers cannot be the experts of 
education and pedagogy, but could have a better comprehen-
sion of what to expect from graduates whose qualifications are 
expressed in learning outcomes. 
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