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Abstract This study aims to illuminate the phenomenon of learning outcomes.
Although a wide range of studies in education have examined the phenomenon in
various ways, few have investigated how scholars themselves conceive of it. To
provide insight into this issue, the paper explores the following questions: How is
the term “learning outcome” defined? By whom? When? Where? The investigation
is based on a document analysis of a selection of 33 scholarly written documents in
which the concept is discussed. Findings indicate that there is a dominant established
definition of the term learning outcome. However, a wide range of alternative
definitions are also identified. These assert that learning outcomes involve more than
what can be described in pre-specified and measurable terms.
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1 Introduction

Today a paradigm shift is said to be underway, characterised by a change in
emphasis from teaching to student learning (Adam 2004; Shepard 2000; Ewell
2005). From a historical viewpoint, with regard to quality, primary focus has been
placed on input indicators such as student numbers and fiscal measures. But for a
number of years now, the traditional input-oriented curriculum has been criticised as
being overly focused on the teacher instead of the learner (Kellaghan and Greaney
2001). In order to achieve greater focus on the learner more precision in curriculum
design is called for. This gives rise to the need to express, through the medium of
learning outcomes, anticipated learning after completion of courses or modules
(Ewell 2005). This in turn affects educators at every level within educational systems
that are implementing learning outcomes.

Educ Asse Eval Acc (2010) 22:119–137
DOI 10.1007/s11092-010-9097-8

T. S. Prøitz (*)
NIFU STEP, Werglandsvei 7, 0167 Oslo, Norway
e-mail: tine.s.proitz@nifustep.no



In the case of Norway, this is visible in the government’s educational reforms of
the past 10 to 15 years.1 The Norwegian term “læringsutbytte” (more or less
equivalent to “learning outcomes” in English) is widely used and covers a variety of
aspects of learning and assessment at nearly every level and for various purposes.
Norwegian policymakers seem to be striving to create an educational system where
the emphasis on learning outcomes is high at the attentive level and in terms of
results. However, there appears to be a lack of clarity surrounding these issues, and
practitioners are left with crucial questions: What is meant by the term learning
outcome? And what are learning outcomes to be used for?

These questions are not new on the international scene, and several theories have
been developed to address them. Adam (2004) points out that although there may
seem to be a common understanding of learning outcomes within a broader
framework, when it comes to practical application “there are possibly confusions
between learning outcomes, objectives and aims” (Adam 2004:19). This issue and
related ones are debated by a long list of scholars (Allan 1996; Davies 2002; Hussey
and Smith 2003; James and Brown 2005; Ewell 2005; Buss 2008; Hussey and Smith
2008; Nusche 2008; Spady 1988; Spady and Marshall 1991; King and Evans 1991;
Brady 1996; Capper and Jamison 1993; Hargreaves and Moore 2000; Jessup 1991;
Burke 1995). Nevertheless, MacBeath and Moos (2009:2) assert that the intrinsic
values and purposes of outcomes have been insufficiently questioned and analysed.

It appears that a study on learning outcomes as discussed and problematised by
scholars within the fields of education and educational research would be
appropriate here, as these scholars play a key role in defining, discussing and
problematising educational concepts. Their twofold role as constructors of the
concept of learning outcomes and employees within educational systems where the
concept is being implemented makes them a particularly interesting object of study.
Their diverse voices as expressed in scholarly written documents may provide
deeper insight into the phenomenon of learning outcomes.

This article is organised in three parts. The first part contains a presentation of the
applied analytical approach, a short historical overview and a description of the
framework for the investigation. In the second part the methodological design and
procedure are described. The second part also contains the findings of the
investigation. In the third and final part the findings are discussed and some
concluding remarks are made.

2 Analytical approach

From a social constructivist standpoint, language can be said to have a constitutive
role in institutional reality. As an extension of this, statements concerning learning
outcomes as expressed in scholarly written documents can be said to have a
constitutive role when it comes to what is considered as real and true about the
concept of learning outcomes. Against this background, J. R. Searle (1995) has

1 The Quality Reform in Higher Education and the Knowledge Promotion reform in compulsory and
upper secondary education and training, level 1–13 (www.kd.dep.no).
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articulated an analytical approach that enables identification of understood
functioning of an agreed-upon definition, or lack thereof.

According to Searle (1995:14), members of a collective impose a certain status on
a phenomenon as an institutional fact, which also gives the phenomenon a certain
function through agreement and acceptance. Searle describes institutional facts as
facts dependent on human agreement, such as money, property, government and
marriage, which all require human institutions for their existence. These are the
opposite of brute facts, which exist independently of human thinking, for example
elements of nature such as the sun, mountains, stones, trees etc. In situations where
the members of a collective do not agree upon and accept a phenomenon’s status and
function, the phenomenon (either as a new phenomenon or as continued acceptance
of a phenomenon) ceases to exist. Searle points out that this is crucial, particularly
when it comes to property rights, national identification or the designation of a
military leader in a revolution.

In the context of this paper, the phenomenon of learning outcomes is considered an
institutional fact dependent on a collective such as a university, a community, or a
national educational system. A highly relevant example in this context is the European
Qualifications Framework,2 one of several international efforts to define a common
ground for understanding learning outcomes. The phenomenon of learning outcomes
is given a certain status and function by the members of the collective through
agreement and acceptance. To make a rather extreme case, systems of examination
for providing students with credentials at the conclusion of a programme are
dependent on society’s acceptance, trust and confidence to be viable. In a situation
where the collective does not agree on or accept the system of examination the whole
concept of credentials and certification for further education and employability would
probably collapse. However, the lack of acceptance of or agreement on the use of
learning outcomes would most likely not have such dramatic consequences.

According to Searle, a collective’s agreement on giving a specific phenomenon a
particular status and function can be expressed with the logic rule “X counts as Y in
context C”. This study investigates a selection of authors within education and
educational research and their understanding of the phenomenon of learning
outcomes (X) as expressed in scholarly written documents and what they consider
learning outcomes to “count as” (Y) within their particular context (C).

3 The origin of learning outcomes

The history of the term “learning outcome” is short and can be traced back to the
past century. It is closely linked to the history of another highly relevant term within

2 The EQF was adopted by the European Parliament and Council on 23 April 2008. The core of the EQF
are eight reference levels describing what a learner knows, understands and is able to do—‘learning
outcomes’. Levels of national qualifications will be placed at one of the central reference levels, ranging
from basic (Level 1) to advanced (Level 8). It will therefore enable much easier comparison between
national qualifications and should also mean that people do not have to repeat learning if they move to
another country. The EQF encourages countries to relate their qualifications systems or frameworks to the
EQF by 2010 and to ensure that all new qualifications issued from 2012 carry a reference to the
appropriate EQF level. http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-policy/doc44_en.htm.
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the field of curriculum development—“objective” (Eisner 2005; Allan 1996; Ewell
2005; Jessup 1991; Burke 1995). The fact that the two terms are often intertwined
and interconnected in the literature makes it difficult to distinguish between them.
Allan (1996) describes the use of learning outcomes as a minefield of terminological
confusion.

In the outcome literature, the term learning outcome is said to be anchored in the
“objectives movement” at the beginning of the past century as well as in the theories
on “mastery learning” and the works of Benjamin Bloom of the 1950s. The
development of the concept of learning outcomes is described as a linear process,
starting with the objectives movement, continuing through the mastery learning
theories, before ending up in today’s outcome-based education movement (King and
Evans 1991; Spady and Marshall 1991; Brady 1997).

Robert Gagné (1974) and Elliot Eisner (1979) have each made key contributions
to the discussion on learning outcomes. According to Gagné, a learning outcome
“makes possible a refined understanding of the learning process and thus permits a
drawing of relatively precise implications for the design of instruction” (1974:51).
Eisner writes that learning outcomes are “essentially what one ends up with,
intended or not, after some form of engagement” (1979:101). Gagné is recognised as
a behaviourist (Burke 1995), while Eisner is considered a pragmatist and social
constructivist (Allan 1996). Hence, Gagné and Eisner represent two different
perspectives on learning which are accompanied by different perspectives on the
outcomes of learning. Their approaches are also quite different and this has naturally
influenced their contributions. The late Gagné was concerned with instructional
design and interested in determining the kind of learning required to accomplish
certain tasks involving planning and sequencing (Burke 1995:59). Eisner is
concerned with the role of curriculum in learning and has defined a “trichotomy of
outcomes”. According to Eisner, outcomes are partly dependent on the student,
partly on the subject in question and partly on the teacher. This makes it impossible
to sort all learning into pre-specified terms (Allan 1996).

Ewell (2005) identifies another approach involving the development of explicit
“learning objectives”, which dates back to the early 20th century in the USA and
elementary and secondary education based on the work of John Dewey and others
within the “pragmatist movement”. In the USA this was followed by a diverse range
of “competency-based” college programmes during the period of massification of
higher education in the 1960s and early 1970. According to Ewell (2005), these
colleges featured narrative transcripts in place of grades and periodic demonstration
of student performance assessed on the basis of established criteria for all relevant
levels of ability.3

Yet another approach to learning outcomes has emerged, which uses the
attainment of defined learning outcomes as a measure of institutional effectiveness
(Ewell 2005). This is part of the “assessment movement” that started in the mid-
1980s with government calls to examine the effectiveness of funding allocated to

3 Condliffe Langemann (2000:xi) suggest that the science of education has been dominated by “…forces
favoring a narrowly individualistic, behaviourally oriented and professionalized conception of educational
study” and that the position of Thorndike “won” and that Dewey “lost”. This adds another perspective to
the description of Ewell (2005).
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public institutions (Ewell 2005). Biesta (2009:34) adds that “the school effectiveness
and improvement movement has played an important role in the idea that education
can and should be measured.”

The concept of learning outcomes may be defined in a myriad of ways due
to different perspectives on learning and various purposes for working with
outcomes.

4 Framework of the investigation

A framework for this investigation was developed in order to apply Searle’s logic
rule. Gagné and Eisner’s different theoretical perspectives on learning provided a
suitable point of departure, as their definitions of learning outcomes may be viewed
as two opposite poles of a continuum where learning outcomes are either
characterised as process-oriented, open-ended and with limited measurability
(Eisner) or result-oriented, full-ended and measurable (Gagné). The continuum
represents a range of “learning orientations” potentially possessed by the authors of
the selected publications.

Looking at the history of the term learning outcome, it is apparent that there are
different conceptions of the purpose of learning outcomes as well. These fall into
two main groups: learning outcomes are either perceived as a tool for educational
and instructional planning and curriculum development or as a tool for measuring
effectiveness and accountability. These groups may also be viewed as two opposite
poles of a continuum of “purpose orientations” along which the authors’ definitions
of learning outcomes will possibly range.

Again, looking back at the history, it is obvious that the various definitions
encompass both an orientation of learning and of purpose. For this study the two
orientations were combined into the model below which serves as the analytical
framework for the investigation. The model illustrates the crossing of the two axes
(continuums) which creates four quadrants of combinations of orientation (see
Fig. 1).

The opposite poles of the learning orientation continuum (the horizontal axis) are
represented by the characteristics process-oriented, open-ended and limited measur-
ability versus result-oriented, full-ended and measurable. Meanwhile, one pole of the
purpose orientation continuum (the vertical axis) is defined as educational and
instructional planning and curriculum development, and the opposite as account-

Educational and instructional 

planning, curriculum development  

1 2 Process-oriented, open-

ended and limited 

measurability 3 4 

Result-oriented, full-

ended and measurable

 Accountability 

Fig. 1 Analytical framework
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ability, respectively. In this context the term “accountability” comprises political
accountability, legal accountability, bureaucratic accountability, professional account-
ability and market accountability (Darling-Hammond 2004).

The model provides a basis for a matrix with four quadrants of combinations of
learning orientation and purpose orientation, which in turn provides a starting point
for the investigation into the term learning outcome as defined by scholars in a
selected number of publications. The ambition of this study is to analyse the
definitions according to the scholars’ learning orientation and purpose orientation,
instead of merely collecting definitions.

5 Methodology and selection of publications

This study examines a selection of publications from the 1970s to today that address
the concept of learning outcomes. Due to the fact that this concept is relatively
young, the knowledge base encompasses definitions of learning outcomes found in
traditional academic publications as well as in scholarly documents with a
developmental purpose, such as working papers and reports. Care has been taken
when selecting the publications to ensure a balance between high-quality
publications and highly-relevant documents that are part of current scholarly debate.
Because the purpose of this paper is to present the perceptions of the term learning
outcome held by scholars it is important to describe how the material was selected.
There is a large amount of literature that uses the term without focusing on the term
itself—these have been excluded. Only publications that take an empirical or
analytical approach to the phenomenon of learning outcomes were eligible for
selection. The publications were chosen expressly for this paper and to facilitate the
investigation into how the concept of learning outcomes is defined and discussed
among scholars. The label “scholar” refers to individuals with an academic
education, working in academia and performing scholarly work based on principles
and practices used by scholars. Nevertheless, not all of the authors of the selected
publications necessarily fulfil all of these requirements, for example they may be
performing scholarly work, only not in academia. The selection varies from articles
published in traditional peer-review journals to more practice-oriented journals,
books, working papers and reports—but all share a certain degree of citation. In fact
it became more and more evident throughout the investigation that the documents
more or less represent a web of scholars citing each other in one way or another. The
search could have been limited to peer-reviewed articles to ensure a certain academic
standard. However, following the citation paths revealed that several of the most
referenced publications were not found in peer-review journals although they were
written by scholars. It became clear that some of the voices most often heard in the
ongoing debate were found outside the sphere of formal academic publishing. To be
able to include these, a broader search method was applied. The selection was not
made with the ambition of fully covering all relevant literature on the subject. An
effort was made, however, to include literature of major relevance to the research
question, as well as literature at the heart of current scholarly debate. Focus was
also placed on the quality of the selected literature in terms of peer review and
number of citations.
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Most of the publications have been selected from the research platform ISI
Web of Science,4 the online digital library ERIC,5 and the online digital database
Source OECD.6 Two search queries have been used: learning outcomes and
outcomes of learning. The search queries resulted in more than 10,000 hits in
the ISI Web of Science. After narrowing the search to “articles” on “Education
and Educational research” in “English”, the number of hits was reduced to
1,228. By reading abstracts of articles in the ISI database, the number of
articles was cut down considerably, to 28, using the above-mentioned criteria.
Several publications were also chosen on the basis of citations in already-
selected publications. A few publications were only available on the Internet via
Google.com. A total of 33 publications were selected between September 2008
and September 2009.

Table 1 presents an overview of the selection of publications, by source, spread
and type of publication. The column “spread of publications” shows that 20
publications were selected on the basis of an exploratory “blind search” using the
search queries learning outcomes and outcomes of learning. The search queries did
not match publications discussing learning outcomes in lower education to an
adequate degree; therefore, four books and nine additional publications were chosen
to strategically support the selection.

It is important to be aware of the differences between authors when it comes
to thematic focus. Some discuss learning outcomes from the standpoint of their
own profession, such as medicine, teacher education or sociology (Harden et al.
1999; Reese 2004; Cochran-Smith 2001; Wagenaar 2002). Others discuss learning
outcomes from the perspective of having implemented learning outcomes as a tool
at their institution or preparing for such implementation (Otter 1992; Wilson et al.
2000; Nusche 2008; Moon 2005). Yet others examine the concept within a
political and/or ideological framework (Hussey and Smith 2003; 2008; Smyth and
Dow 1998; Hargreaves and Moore 2000; Malan 2000). There are also differences
between those who debate specific theories of learning outcomes such as
outcome-based education theories (Spady and Marshall 1991; Spady 1988; Brady
1997; Furman 1994) and those who discuss learning outcomes in a specific
context such as higher education, lower education or vocational education (Allan
1996; Burke 1995).

4 ISI (Institute for Scientific Information®) Web of Science® provides researchers, administrators, faculty,
and students with access to the world’s leading citation databases. Authoritative, multidisciplinary content
covers over 10,000 of the highest impact journals worldwide, including Open Access journals and over
110,000 conference proceedings. http://isiknowledge.com.
5 ERIC—the Education Resources Information Center—is an online digital library of education research
and information. ERIC is sponsored by the Institute of Education Sciences (IES) of the US Department of
Education. ERIC provides ready access to education literature to support the use of educational research
and information to improve practice in learning, teaching, educational decision-making, and research.
(http://www.eric.ed.gov/ERICWebPortal/resources/html/about/about_eric.html).
6 The journal Higher Education Management and Policy targets administrators and managers of
institutions of higher education and researchers in the field of institutional management. It covers the
field through articles and reports on research projects, and serves as a source of information on activities
and events organised by OECD’s IMHE. www.puck.sourceoecd.org.

Educ Asse Eval Acc (2010) 22:119–137 125125

http://www.isiknowledge.com
http://www.eric.ed.gov/ERICWebPortal/resources/html/about/about_eric.htm
http://www.puck.sourceoecd.org


6 Categorisation as an instrument

The process of gathering and extracting information from written documents can be
done in different ways (Gall et al. 1996). The approach used in this study shares
similarities with document analysis and literature review techniques. As the study
seeks to identify perspectives and conceptions held by writers through their textual
statements concerning one particular term, strong focus was placed on textual
contributions describing the term. The selected publications were read thoroughly
several times, with special focus on statements on learning outcomes.

A reading guide with different categories was developed based on the previously
described analytical framework to help to maintain focus and facilitate the process of
reading and extracting information in a systematic way. The reading guide contains
categories aimed at identifying the “Y” and the “C” in Searle’s logic rule (“X count
as Y in context C”). The following categories were used for gathering data about the
context (“C”): author’s name, type and title of publication, year published, study
approach and author’s country of work. Additional categories for extracting data
about what learning outcomes “count as” (“Y”) such as statements on learning
outcomes, learning orientation and purpose orientation were developed as well. Data
was extracted from the documents via statements and descriptions that illustrated the
authors’ perspectives.

The data collected consists of data that requires text interpretation. Certain issues
must be taken into consideration when using a qualitative approach to interpreting
the meaning of a text as the meaning resides in the minds of the writer and readers.
Thus the meaning can change from reader to reader and from one historical period to
another (Gall et al. 1996). Gall et al. (1996) emphasise how important it is for text
interpreters to study the context in which the text was produced—the author’s
purpose in writing it, the author’s working conditions, the author’s actual and
intended audience and the audience’s purpose for reading the text. In addition the
qualitative researcher also must “reali[s]e that, in reading the text, she creates her
own meanings” (Gall et al. 1996). The study discussed in this paper has its
limitations, and it has not been possible to fulfil the requirements of Gall et al.

Table 1 Source, spread of publications and type of publication

Source Spread of publications Type of publication

ISI Web of Science 10 10 peer-reviewed articles

ERIC 4 3 peer-reviewed articles, 1 project report

Google.coma 5 4 papers, 1 project report

Source OECD 1 1 paper

Book 4 4 books

Additional publications 9 7 peer-reviewed articles, 2 articles

Total 33 20 peer-reviewed articles, 2 project reports,
5 papers, 4 books, 2 articles

aWorking documents or papers prepared for different kinds of conferences or official meetings available at
Google.com
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completely. Nevertheless, a certain amount of knowledge regarding the author’s
purpose and intended audience was available, as they were mentioned in the articles
or described in the different journals’ “scope and means”. There is, however, always
a possibility that the investigator misunderstood or misinterpreted the meaning of the
text.

7 Findings I: Purpose and learning orientations

This section addresses the three categories of investigation: purpose orientation,
learning orientation and definition of learning outcome used. These categories aim
at identifying the “Y” in Searle’s logic rule, i.e. what learning outcomes “count as”
in the selected material.

7.1 Purpose orientation

Three sub-categories were created for the document analysis of the conceptions of
purpose of learning outcomes as set out in the analytical framework: one for
educational and instructional planning and curriculum development, one for
accountability, and one for both purposes. The first covers scholars that discuss
the phenomenon of learning outcomes mainly as a tool for educational and
instructional planning and curriculum development. The second encompasses a wide
range of issues concerning different types of accountability, from legal accountability
to professional accountability.

All the authors discuss the phenomenon of learning outcomes within the
framework of a purpose orientation. The spread of purpose orientation among the
33 publications in the selection reveals some interesting differences between them.
Most of the writers primarily view learning outcomes as a tool for educational and
instructional purposes (17). Only three authors consider them mainly as a tool for
accountability purposes. However, if the number of publications that are
accountability-oriented is added to the number of publications that examine the
phenomenon of learning outcomes for both purposes it is evident that about half of
the selected publications discuss learning outcomes in terms of accountability as well
(13). Also it is important to underline that the authors’ understanding of
accountability varies depending on the type of accountability they consider relevant
to their discussion.

7.2 Learning orientation and definitions of learning outcome

The definitions used by the authors of the selected publications give some indication
of how they perceive the concept of learning outcomes. Therefore, examining how
they define and describe the phenomenon is the first step towards categorising their
learning orientation.

Looking at the category definitions of learning outcome used it is apparent that
almost all the publications contain a definition of the term learning outcome. Some
authors provide nuanced explanations of their definition, while others borrow
definitions from other authors and build their definition upon these. Yet others define
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learning outcome on the basis of what it is not, using established definitions for
comparison. This study is not primarily concerned with whether an individual author
accepts or rejects the phenomenon of learning outcomes. The objective is to
investigate how the authors describe and understand the phenomenon. In the context
of this paper, an author’s stated perspective on learning outcomes is considered to be
his or her understanding. Several of the authors define the term learning outcome in
a certain way, before criticising it and proposing an alternative definition. In these
cases the alternative definition is considered to be their understanding. In other cases
where the author is critical but no alternative is proposed, the author’s description of
learning outcome is considered to be his or her understanding of the concept.

For the purpose of this investigation the definitions of learning outcome were
clustered into two broad groups based on common features: established definitions
and alternative definitions. As a result it is possible that certain definitions were not
given full justice. However, the intention here is to identify specific patterns rather
than provide comprehensive descriptions of all the definitions.

7.3 Established definitions

In the context of this study, established definitions refer to definitions that primarily
describe the term learning outcome as result-oriented, full-ended and measurable (in
keeping with Gagné’s definition). These definitions are often historically rooted in or
share similarities with basic ideas from behaviourism, the objectives movement, the
curriculum planning movement, or the mastery learning movement. The definitions
often posit that a learning outcome is a written statement of intended and/or desired
outcome to be manifested by student performance. The formulation of learning
outcomes and the establishment of criteria for assessing (formative and summative)
attainment of predefined learning are essential characteristics of this cluster. The
definitions also bear a strong resemblance to one another in the way they are
formulated. This is not the case with the alternative definitions.

7.4 Alternative definitions

Alternative definitions of the term learning outcome are often the result of a critique
of established definitions. The authors make an effort to describe and build a logic
for their alternative definitions rooted in more open-ended perspectives on learning
such as cognitive, constructivist, and sociocultural theory. One key conviction held
by these writers is that all learning cannot be reduced to written pre-specified
statements of learning outcomes. Another is that it is impossible to cover all learning
by pre-specified learning outcomes and thereby impossible to measure all learning.
Although these definitions share the same main convictions they are formulated in
significantly different ways (Table 2).

To sum up, certain scholars’ understanding of—or perspective on—the term
learning outcome is grounded in or reflects ideas from the objectives and curriculum
planning movements and behaviourist theories. Meanwhile, other scholars’
understanding—or perspective—is based on a critique of this approach. These
authors often present an alternative definition rooted in constructivist and/or
sociocultural approaches to learning. All the authors’ definitions are linked to a
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notion of purpose. Learning outcomes are viewed as either a tool for educational,
instructional and curriculum purposes or a tool for accountability purposes. Some of
the authors see learning outcomes as two-dimensional, i.e. covering both purposes.

7.5 Matrix of learning orientation and purpose orientation

The selected publications have been placed in a matrix based on the model presented
earlier to determine whether there is a dominant perspective on learning outcomes or
if there are several competing perspectives. The placement of the publications
provides an indication of the scholars’ primary orientation when defining and
describing the concept of learning outcomes (Fig. 2).

The matrix reveals three main groups of orientations. According to the authors
grouped in the upper left quadrant, learning outcomes are open-ended, flexible and
process-oriented, and used as a tool for educational and instructional purposes.
According to the authors grouped in the upper right quadrant, learning outcomes are
stated in full-ended, pre-specified and measurable terms, and used as a tool for
educational and instructional planning and curriculum development purposes. The
smaller group of authors in the lower right quadrant posits that learning outcomes are
stated in full-ended, pre-specified and measurable terms, and used for accountability
purposes.

The matrix does not indicate the strength of the author’s views on learning
orientation and purpose orientation because it does not chart the publications’

Table 2 Examples of established definitions and alternative definitions from the selected material

Established definitions Alternative definitions

A learning outcome is a written statement of
what the successful student/learner is
expected to be able to do at the end of the
module/course unit, or qualification.
(Adam 2004)

One possibility is to work with a flexible
understanding of learning outcomes.
This all seems a long way from learning
outcomes, but it does mean when we
construct these we need to do so in terms
of the creation of a writerly text, one within
which both teachers and students can write
themselves. (Avis 2000)

In outcome-based education, the outcomes
agreed for in the curriculum guide what
is taught and what is assessed.
(Harden et al. 1999)

A grounded analysis, initially of the school
sector projects, produced seven categories of
outcome which, in discussion, were expanded
in their definition to take more account of
non-school contexts: 1) Attainment;
2) Understanding; 3) Cognitive and creative;
4) Use; 5) Higher order learning;
6) Disposition; 7) Membership, inclusion,
self-worth. (James and Brown 2005)

Objective-based education, therefore, is
not a “program” but a way of designing,
developing, delivering and documenting
instruction in terms of its intended goals
and outcomes. (Spady 1988)

Learning outcomes represent what is formally
assessed and accredited to the student and they
offer a starting point for a viable model for
the design of curricula in higher education
which shifts emphasis from input and process
to the celebration of student learning
(Allan 1996.)
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distance to the centre of the model. Each axis represents a continuum of orientations,
so the distance between one author and another may be a relatively long even though
they have been placed within the same quadrant.

8 Findings II: Context and characteristics

To get a picture of the writer’s context and characteristics, categories were created
for country of work, year published, level within the educational system concerned
and study approach. The categories aim at identifying the “C” in Searle’s logic rule,
i.e. the characteristics of the context within which learning outcomes are defined.

Table 3 indicates that learning outcomes are mainly discussed by authors in
Anglo-Saxon countries. It is not, however, unlikely that this is due to the method
used to select publications, which limited searches to English-language articles. On
the other hand, this could be a result of policy development in the countries
concerned. Anglo-Saxon countries have been addressing the issue of learning
outcomes for many more years than continental European countries. The selected
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publications were published during the course of a 34-year period, from 1974 to
2008. When the spread of publishing year for all the publications is clustered into
four-year periods it is clear that the largest number of publications was published in
the period 1991–2005 (see Diagram 1).

Looking at the spread of publishing year for the two most highly represented
countries in the selection of publications it is apparent that they had different peaks
of publication. In the USA most of the publications were published during the period
1991–1995, as opposed to the UK where 2001–2005 was the peak period of
publication. This suggests that the Anglo-Saxon discussions on learning outcomes
are not necessarily one and the same.

Table 3 also presents an overview of the selected publications according to the level
of the educational system the authors are investigating. The majority of the literature
discusses the phenomenon of learning outcomes from the standpoint of lower
education (16 publications). Thirteen authors discuss the phenomenon of learning
outcomes in higher education, while four publications analyse them in a general
perspective. There is a somewhat similar spread in the two most highly represented
countries, although the UK has the largest number of publications addressing the
phenomenon from the standpoint of higher education (nine out of 14 publications).

Table 3 Context and characteristics

Author’s country of work Year published Level within educational
system concerned

Study approach

USA=12 Oldest publication=1974 Higher education=13 Empirical=6

UK=14 Most recent publication=2008 Lower education=16 Analytical=23

Denmark=1 General=4 Both=4

Australia=3

South Africa=1

Canada=1

International=1

Diagram 1 Spread of publishing year, all publications compared with publications from the USA and
publications from the UK
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Moreover, Table 3 presents the study approach mentioned in the publications.
Most of the publications discuss the phenomenon based on an analytical approach
(23 publications). Only six publications are based on empirical evidence. However,
if the number of publications that use an empirical approach is added to the number
of publications that discuss both approaches it makes a total of 10 publications.

There is a possibility that the two peak periods for the American (1991–1995)
and British (2001–2005) publications represent a high water mark in the debates in
the two countries. To investigate this further the contextual settings, as described
in the publications from the peaking periods, have been studied. An extract of this
can provide a hint of the dominant policy environment in each country at the
current time.

The American publications have the highest peak in the period 1991–1995. All of
the four publications published within this period discuss the issue of OBE
(outcome-based education) primarily from the view of lower education. According
to the publications, the background for this attention is the popularity surrounding
the phenomenon (Capper and Jamison 1993; Furman 1994; Spady and Marshall
1991; King and Evans 1991). The popularity is explained in different ways. OBE is
described as being promoted by its advocates as a means of meeting every student
regardless of environment, ethnicity, economic status or disabling condition (Capper
and Jamison 1993: 428; Furman 1994:417). Three forces are particularly indicated
as having contributed to the popularity: 1) in the past decade many states and
districts have had success in student learning, 2) regional and state policy-making
bodies (including the 1991 National Goals for America`s schools) demanded
improved student outcomes and placed outcomes at the centre of major efforts to
improve all aspects of schooling, and 3) central educational leaders and their calls
for a new restructured system played a role (Spady and Marshall 1991:67). Furman
reports that success stories of a variety of positive outcomes for OBE have had
apparent pedagogical power and that its popularity is also explained as a response to
a current accountability climate in education (1994: 417).

The British publications have the highest peak in the period 2001–2005. Five out
of six publications within the period discuss learning outcomes from the perspective
of higher education. The last one is a study of research on learning outcomes (James
and Brown 2005). “Learning outcomes have been used extensively throughout the
UK since the early 1990s” (Adam 2004:17). During the 1980s and early 1990s
different national qualification frameworks were implemented or piloted in the UK.
These actions were part of a comprehensive reform of post-compulsory education.
The key objective of the reform was “…to empower all members of an increasingly
diverse population to lead fuller lives in a rapidly changing world” (Burke 1995). In
1997 the national Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education (the Dearing report)
portrayed a situation of mass participation in higher education. As a consequence of
this the committee pronounced a need for clearer information about the courses
and qualifications, explicit standards and levels of achievement required for
different awards (Adam 2004:17). The UK Quality assurance Agency (QAA)
monitors the effectiveness and whether HEIs achieve intended learning outcomes.
Adam (2004) points out that learning outcomes therefore have direct links to
standards, national mechanisms for quality assurance and the enhancement of
teaching, learning and assessment.
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In many ways the main goals for working with learning outcomes in the two
countries seem to be grounded on the same overarching objectives: more and better
learning for all. On the other hand the debate displayed through the publications
gives a glimpse of quite different issues being addressed.

9 Discussion

The findings indicate that there are two main debates on the issue of learning
outcomes. The dominant debate centres on whether learning and the outcomes of
learning can and should be stated in full-ended, stable, pre-specified and measurable
terms or in open-ended, flexible terms with limited opportunities for measurement.
The dispute between the classical perspectives of Eisner (1979) and Gagné (1974)
continues to this day. Discussions between authors who promote established
definitions of the term learning outcome and those who propose alternative
definitions are ongoing and no definitive conclusions have been reached.

A less dominant but equally important debate focuses on learning outcomes as a
tool for accountability purposes. While many governments are in the process of
establishing accountability-oriented educational systems, scholars primarily seem to
view learning outcomes as a tool for educational and instructional planning and
curriculum development. This may be natural for those who work with educational
issues on an everyday basis, but perhaps there is a general perception that
accountability is not an issue of concern to scholars. Studies of quality assurance
within higher education have shown that faculty members tend to consider newer
forms of quality assurance as a concern of others and an administrative task
(Stensaker et al. 2008:221; Stensaker 2003). In their discussions on accountability
and learning outcomes, Brady (1996), Furman (1994) and Cochran-Smith (2001)
point out that there is more to accountability than government attempts to improve
the effectiveness of and control over public funding. They posit that there has been
too little focus on professional accountability as opposed to bureaucratic account-
ability. Both Furman (1994) and Cochran-Smith (2001) ask why professionals
within education have not explored and defined their own purpose orientation of
learning outcomes and created their own outcomes questions. “If we do not take
control of framing the outcomes questions, then the outcomes questions will surely
frame us and undermine our work as teachers, teacher educators, researchers and
policymakers committed to a democratic vision of society and to the vital role that
teachers and teacher educators play in that vision” (Cochran-Smith 2001:544).

Another issue of concern is cultural differences in conceptions of learning
outcomes. The findings indicate that most of the publications selected for this study
were written by authors in Anglo-Saxon countries, especially the UK and the USA.
There is a question of whether it is possible—or right—to simply adopt one or two
definitions of the term learning outcome which have been formulated for and within
another contextual setting. Brady (1996) points out that an adoption of a mastery
learning model involving the teaching of structural hierarchical units with frequent
testing would be unlikely in Australia because of the country’s constructivist ethos
and the lack of a strong behaviourist tradition. Nevertheless, since the time Brady’s
article was published, the rhetoric of learning outcomes has been implemented in
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Australia, at least at the government level.7 In Norway the concept of learning
outcomes has been given a more prominent place in the ruling discourse of
educational policy during the past 10 years. This is true for both higher and lower
education, even though the country does not have a tradition of behaviourist or
objective-based schooling. On the contrary, the Norwegian educational system was
long dominated by the theories of John Dewey and the progressive movement
(Telhaug et al. 2006). A recent evaluation of the implementation of the latest reform
in lower education and training in Norway has revealed enthusiasm among teachers
and school owners (municipalities and counties)—and problems, especially with
comprehending and practicing a “new assessment regime” following the implemen-
tation of a competency-based curriculum (Møller et al. 2009). Working with
outcomes illuminates issues of assessment and brings with it the danger of valuing
what is measured rather than engaging in measurement of what we value (Biesta
2009:43). For this reason, Biesta (2009:44) emphasises the importance of keeping
purpose a central issue in educational discussions. There is a question of whether
countries should take their time to investigate the concept of learning outcomes and
other countries’ experiences, and to consider why (for what purpose) they would
want to implement them. Hargreaves and Moore point out that the greatest failing of
the outcome-based approach is its reliance on technical rationality (2000:41). In their
view, outcome-based education holds progressive potential for redistributing,
redefining and realising new forms of school knowledge to the benefit of all
students in some places. Still, they believe that more evidence on outcomes in
various contexts is needed if a meta-analysis of outcomes and their effects in
different policy contexts is to be developed.

9.1 Concluding remarks

To return to John R. Searle and his logic of collective intentionality “X counts as Y
in the context of C”: Has this investigation made it possible to identify the unknowns
“Y” and “C”?

When it comes to characteristics of the context (“C”), the main findings indicate
that the phenomenon of learning outcomes has primarily been discussed by authors
in Anglo-Saxon countries during the past 34 years. These findings may not be
completely accurate due to the fact that one of the central search queries was
English-language. Then again, these findings could properly reflect that Anglo-
Saxon education policies have historically been more oriented towards learning
outcomes than continental European policies have been.

Another interesting finding is that the discussion on learning outcomes in the two
most highly represented countries (the UK and the USA) hit their peak at different
times. (There is a 10-year interim between the peaks.) In addition, there appear to be
slight differences in the level of the educational system the publications address.
Taken together, these findings suggest that the discussions on learning outcomes in
Anglo-Saxon countries are not necessarily one and the same.

7 See the website of the Australian Government. http://www.dest.gov.au/sectors/school_education/
policy_initiatives_reviews/national_goals_for_schooling_in_the_twenty_first_century.htm.
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When it comes to the question of what learning outcomes “count as” (“Y”), there
appears to be a dominant established definition of the term learning outcome (Adam
2004). This study has shown that there are also a range of alternative definitions
which share a common message: learning outcomes cannot be reduced to full-ended,
stable and pre-specified measurements of student performance. Considering this
divergence of opinion, there are grounds to discuss whether learning outcomes are
actually an “institutional fact” as defined by Searle. Answering this question would
require a much more thorough investigation and is a topic for future study.

This situation of competing perspectives is a cause for concern in a broader
perspective as it is accompanied by the risk that when educational researchers and
administrators discuss the phenomenon of learning outcomes, misunderstandings
may arise or consensus may be reached on the basis of the wrong assumptions.

The linguistic factor of the English language as the prime language in the
international scholarly debate concerning learning outcomes may represent a barrier
for less dominant voices in non-English-speaking countries to be heard. This may
overshadow linguistic nuances in how the term is being defined, discussed and
understood as well as differing and important cultural and historical aspects that
could enrich the debate. As an example the Norwegian government is introducing
the term learning outcomes (læringsutbytte) through the implementation of a
loosely-defined national qualification framework in higher education, and a national
competency-based curriculum in lower education. In both cases the responsibility for
transforming the chosen policy into practice is given to the higher education
institutions and the school owners (counties and communities) within a decentralised
lower education system. Few guidelines have been given on how to conduct the
implementation. This means that much of the Norwegian debate concerning what
learning outcomes actually are is held locally. As such Norway may represent an
interesting example of the implementation of a concept inspired by an Anglo-Saxon
approach, further explored and developed by practitioners with a long tradition of
process-oriented learning. What this may lead to is yet to be seen.

The definitional power of learning outcomes on what is valued as important and
appreciated as learning also needs to be taken into account. Different perspectives on
learning imply different values, as do different orientations towards learning
outcomes. Attentiveness to the dominant perspective and orientation is essential to
open debate on what constitutes valuable learning.
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