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Introduction
The title of this paper has two meanings.
First it marks the difference between educational objectives and learning outcomes. In
the past we were used to describing what we as educators had as aspirations for our
students – what we hoped the results of our teaching would be. Nowadays, we are
encouraged, perhaps even obliged, to describe instead what students as learners will
develop as capabilities – what we can guarantee the results of their (successful)
learning will be. In that sense then the move is from aspirations (our hopes) to
capabilities (their skills).
The second meaning refers to what I see as the very significant gap between what we
(as educators) aspire to achieve through an approach based on outcomes, and what we
are currently capable of demonstrating through the adoption of that approach.
It seems to me that despite our claims to be moving (or to have already moved) to an
outcomes-based approach to education, we are really still a very long way from fully
implementing those changes, and consequently a long way from benefiting from
having done so.
However, I think this is an exciting challenge – one that offers us great opportunities.
There are good signs that there is a strong will at national and international levels to
support and encourage initiatives. Let me begin with some comments about that.

International and national developments
In Europe, the Bologna Process has been in operation since 1999 [5]. There are now
nearly fifty countries involved. Its aim is create a Higher Education area in Europe
through arrangements and agreements on academic standards and quality assurance
processes. Central to achieving its goals is the adoption of an outcomes-based
philosophy. Given the size and profile of this international effort, it is perhaps
instructive to ask to what extent this has affected education within the signatory states.
It is important to note that this is not an activity owned by the European Commission;
it is an intergovernmental activity involving countries within and outside the
European Union; moreover, there are no legal obligations on the signatory states.
In 2004 a survey of 30 countries [4] identified activity in all but one country.
However, there were just 9 countries in which a full-scale national system had been
established. In 17 countries there were some government-led initiatives that fall short
of an integrated system. In 8 countries there were minimal developments. A closer

examination of the responses suggests that there is still doubt as to whether the full
meaning of outcomes-based education has been completely understood.
The Berlin Communiqué that followed the 2003 Bologna summit refers specifically to
the commitment to the outcomes-based approach – but it is still by no means clear,
even within the countries with the most advanced frameworks, that the ideas and
approaches have been completely assimilated and introduced.
In the Gulf, and other countries in the region, there are already national frameworks
for accreditation and institutional licensure that are fully based on the outcomes-based
approach. There is also the regional ANQAHE [6] organisation that brings together
the relevant agencies of 7 countries, and there is the Bonn Declaration of 2007 [7]
with its particular recommendations for the Arab region to move together in
coordination.
Both here in this region, and in Europe, there are good structures in place, and the will
to find ways to disseminate, though national standards for licensing institutions and
accrediting academic programs, the outcomes-based approach in a coordinated
manner.
So much for the top-down approaches – I think we can be quite confident that we will
be hearing much more in the future about this. Top-down initiatives need to be
matched by bottom-up developments. I want to look at what outcomes-based
education might have to offer us in Universities, and what kinds of difficulties we
may have to overcome in delivering it.
For a variety of reasons, some of which I will describe in more detail later, I think
Higher Education institutions in this part of the world should be particularly excited
by the challenges of fully embracing outcomes-based education. There are, I believe,
good reasons to suppose that the shift towards outcomes-based education
internationally might be fully implemented more rapidly in the countries of the Gulf;
the opportunities for cementing achievements made in individual countries are within
your reach through regional cooperation. This is facilitated by the existing
commitment of governments, the existence of strong national quality agencies and
organisations such as the ANQAHE.

What is Outcomes-based Education?
What do we actually mean (or what might we mean) by an outcomes-based approach
to education?
I think, for many academics, an outcomes-based approach means no more than that
the academic courses we deliver to students should be revised to include (learning
outcomes) statements such as:
At the end of this course, the successful student will be able to solve arithmetic
problems involving whole numbers, addition, subtraction, and multiplication.
Rather than (objective) statements such as:

This course aims to teach students how to solve simple arithmetic problems.
As such, the change to an outcome-based approach hardly looks revolutionary! How
is such an apparently simple change in emphasis supposed to represent the major
approach, internationally, to 21st-century education?
Make no mistake, hidden within this change of emphasis from aspirations to
capabilities is an entire refocusing of our approach and attitude to education. The idea
is that most relevant questions and challenges we have are to be addressed and
assessed through an approach based on outcomes.
Although it is an over-worked term, it is reasonable to talk of outcomes-based
education as representing a paradigm-shift in educational practices. Unless we are
clear about the scope of the outcomes-based approach, we will seriously
underestimate the potential benefits of its adoption and, perhaps more significantly
still, the difficulties of embracing it wholeheartedly.
Here are three dimensions along which outcomes-based education is making, or can
make, a significant impact:
1. Capability – clarifying what varieties of skills (and at what level) students develop
through their educational experiences and how educators understand their roles
and purposes.
2. Accountability – demonstrating to all stakeholders (students, families, employers,
government/funding agencies) what the educational process provides. Being clear
about what courses and programs actually deliver (rather than what they aspire to
support) provides students, those who support them financially, those who might
employ them, and those who might recruit them for further study, with clear and
transparent information regarding their various expectations. In addition, the
government or other funding agencies that support the entire higher education
system can also see what it is that their established institutions are delivering.
3. Comparability – offering mechanisms for addressing new problems arising from
culture, lifestyles and globalisation. Let me list a few:
a. The variety of educational modes: this may be face-to-face, it may be
education at distance, it may be e-learning, part-time, or it may be delivered in
some intensive, burst-mode.
b. There are now moves to permit greater portability of qualifications or credits.
Students may begin their studies in one institution and complete it elsewhere.
This may involve local, national or even international portability.
c. There are a variety of forms of education that fall outside the traditionally
academic. For example, vocational and technical training, experiential
learning, prior learning, life-long learning. In each case, some notion of what
is achieved and how it might be assessed and how it might relate other kinds
of learning is central to accommodating the variety within a national
framework of qualifications and educational experiences.

In all these cases, the adoption of an outcomes-based approach has something clear to
offer. By concentrating on the results of learning over the way in which these are
achieved, the interfaces between various educational modes become less difficult to
negotiate. By providing students with clear records of their achievements, the task of
determining whether prerequisites have been met becomes much easier, and with
national and international cooperation, it becomes possible to express these
achievements in terms that make it possible to cross more substantial institutional or
national boundaries with relative ease. Finally, outcomes provide a way of expressing
the full variety of learning achievements, from traditional academic skills through to
practical craft skills; and it becomes possible to describe achievement, whether that
was made in an academic institution or, for example, during activities undertaken as a
result of employment.
There is much more to say about accountability and about comparability – but I don’t
have the time to do justice to all three topics. So I am going to look in detail at the
first – I will look at some opportunities and challenges that arise for the design of
courses and academic programs.

Origins and the taxonomies
The origin of outcomes-based education goes back at least, to behaviourist
psychology, at least sixty years ago, based on the fundamental approaches developed
by Watson and later Skinner. However, perhaps the most well-known work in the area
of learning that is relevant to outcomes-based education is that of Bloom and his team
in the 1950’s [1, 2]. The project was, in fact, to look at three areas of educational
development of which only one, the cognitive learning domain, is widely used and
well known. The others cover the affective domain and the psychomotor domain.
Bloom’s group made almost no progress on the last of these, and I won’t spend any
time discussing it. But I do want to look carefully at the other two.
Bloom’s cognitive learning domain identified six levels of intellectual ability of
increasingly sophisticated levels.
1. Knowledge, involving the recall of information.
2. Comprehension, involving understanding that information.
3. Application, involving the application of knowledge.
4. Analysis, involving understanding through the decomposition of knowledge.
5. Synthesis, involving understanding through the construction of` knowledge.
6. Evaluation, involving the (value) judgement of knowledge.
Let us move directly on to 2001, and look at Anderson and Krathwohl’s revision of
Bloom’s work.

For Anderson and Krathwohl [3], there were two issues to resolve. First, two minor
points.
1. A shift from nouns to verbs: Anderson and Krathwohl stress the activity of
“knowing” over the substance of “knowledge” for example;
2. A re-ordering of the upper two layers in the hierarchy: synthesis is about creation
and this, arguably, requires the ability to evaluate.
The second point is much more important. Bloom’s taxonomy does not look into what
we mean by knowledge. If it is taken to be synonymous with information, then it
certainly lacks distinctions that we would find important.
In Anderson and Krathwohl’s taxonomy, the cognitive process dimension comprises:
1. Remember – recognize recall.
2. Understand – interpret, classify, compare, explain, summarize.
3. Apply – execute, implement.
4. Analyze – differentiate, organize, derive, discriminate, criticize.
5. Evaluate – assess, contrast, judge, select, appraise.
6. Create – design, modify, generate, plan, produce.
Alongside this is the knowledge dimension:
1. Factual knowledge – facts, terminology.
2. Conceptual knowledge – classifications, principles, theories, models
3. Procedural knowledge – techniques, methodologies, finite skills, strategies.
4. Meta-cognitive knowledge – reflection, self-evaluation, reviewing.
What I find particularly interesting about this elaboration of Bloom’s original work,
and indeed about the top layer in his taxonomy, are the appearances of categories of
judgement and value. In both cases, to be able to place intellectual activities within a
framework of values is seen to be one of the most sophisticated cognitive activities. In
the more recent work it is exemplified by meta-cognitive evaluation – reflection on
judgements. In this regard there is a close connection with the affective domain, which
deals with attitudes towards learning in terms of concerns, interests, and values.
Bloom’s original taxonomy listed five levels:
1. Receiving Phenomena – being receptive, open and attentive.
2. Responding to Phenomena – taking part actively.

3. Valuing – associating value to phenomena (self and others).
4. Organization – arranging valued phenomena systematically (prioritization).
5. Internalizing Values – acting in accordance with value systems.
It is perhaps, a shame that this aspect of Bloom’s work has made less impact in
shaping our approach to education. It seems to me rather hard to ignore this area,
given the prime role of evaluation within the cognitive domain, and also undesirable:
the educational system, particularly at the higher level, operates increasingly in the
global arena – we all take matters of culture, value, ethics and morality seriously; and
should perhaps do even more to integrate these aspects within our educational
systems. Certainly, my own experience of, for example, General Education Programs,
in institutions in the Gulf region demonstrates a distinctive and serious effort to this
end.

Curriculum Design with Outcomes
There are two possibilities here. I could talk about curriculum design is actually
undertaken (a descriptive approach), or how it might be (ideally?) undertaken (a
prescriptive approach). Neither of these seems to me to be wholly satisfactory. On one
side, curriculum development, in practice, is often quite haphazard and frankly in
need of a more structured methodology; one the other side, a fully worked out
methodology is usually too rigid to meet real needs in practice.
I think the solution to this is to very briefly describe the outlines of an idealized
methodology. By this I mean something that is simple to grasp, and that says
something useful about the ways in which aspects of curriculum development relate to
one another in principle, but which is really too simplistic to be seriously deployed
without due regard for particular circumstances.
In practice, after all, one begins in some specific situation, and it is equally important
to review that before commencing a review of existing, or the creation of new,
curricula. The drivers of curriculum change or innovation are many and varied: they
may include student demand (increasing or falling roles), changes in the nature of the
discipline, changes in employer or the professions’ requirements, changes affecting
external accountability (which might be governmental or professional), and so on.
These are points of departure, and should structure and influence the way in which the
components of an idealized development methodology are usefully used.
As such, then, the methodology is essentially top-down. Bearing in mind the
situational drivers, its deployment will be less obviously structured in that way.
Program Goals
The specific situation will, in fact, significantly influence the goals of the academic
program. These are most definitely not outcomes, but the purposes for which the
outcomes can be justified. It is important to recognize that these goals go well beyond
the students and the institution. They are likely to cover other stakeholders, including
the potential employers of students, other academic institutions at which they may

later study, the professions they may operate within, the regional, national and
international contexts in which they live and work following the completion of their
studies.
Program Outcomes
At the top-level, an outcomes-based curriculum will be characterized by a set of
program outcomes. These are the capabilities, the range of skills and competencies
that successful students will have achieved on completing the program of study. They
will be designed to ensure that students are properly equipped to meet the program
goals, either immediately or in the future. As such, they may be influenced by the
requirements of professional societies or accrediting agencies (either governmental or
professional).
One of the most important internal processes that will follow the creation or revision
of an academic program is some regular process of review and corresponding
enhancement activities. This is the institution’s means for determining whether or not
the academic program in operation is meeting the program outcomes, and whether
those outcomes remain valid and appropriate. As such, keeping the number of
outcomes as small as possible, while covering what is essential, is a useful strategy.
Program outcomes might be usefully grouped into categories. There are no firm rules
here, but the following are common (with examples from a real program in Computer
Science that I have reviewed):
1. Specific Knowledge/Understanding Skills – “Demonstrate knowledge and
understanding of the principles of procedural and object oriented programming”
2. Intellectual Skills – “Analyse a given problem and select the most appropriate
methods for its solution.”
3. Practical Skills – “Work as a member of a team, contributing to the planning and
execution of a system development task.”
4. Generic Skills – “Organise activities and manage time in a programme of selfdirected study.”
When phrased at this level of detail one would very likely have between 15 and 20
outcomes overall. It should be clear (as these examples show well) how the academic
program develops achievement across the taxonomy at levels relevant to the level of
the academic program.
Course Learning Outcomes and Curricula Structure
The program outcomes will be met mainly through the successful completion of a
number of courses. These will be taken over time (usually several years). The
challenge for the curriculum designers is to formulate individual course units at
various levels, ranging form introductory, through intermediate, to advanced that
ensure that the program outcomes are met. Of central importance is progression: that

there are themes that cut across courses, over time, and show increasing expectations
in levels of achievement.
Different systems have different basic approaches to structure; for example, in the US
it is usual to partition the curriculum into university requirements (general education),
and then faculty, school, or departmental requirements, requirements for the major,
and some optional courses offered through electives. In the UK, where students join
the university with an additional year of high schooling, and where an undergraduate
degree lasts three years, there is very often no particular structure that is otherwise
imposed on the curriculum designer.
Individual courses are designed to meet certain learning outcomes which determine,
along with subject-specific knowledge their contents.
Of particular importance is the role of assessment. Put simply, the assessment covers
the learning outcomes; that is to say that it is appropriate (it involves activities
relevant to the corresponding skills) and it aligns (it covers all and only the learning
outcomes, and the contributory weights correspond to the relative importance of the
outcomes, one with another).
It is best practice to fully integrate assessment into teaching and learning, so that
assessment is not of learning but as learning. In any event, teaching and learning
activities should also be appropriate and aligned with the outcomes.
Let us look at how four courses from the curriculum of that Computer Science
program that I mentioned earlier, which is taught over three years, together meet the
Program Outcome …
“Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of the principles of procedural and
object oriented programming”,
… through increasing levels of achievement.
First Introductory Course:
“Demonstrate an understanding of basic principles and concepts that underlie the
imperative programming model.”
(Remember and understand factual and conceptual knowledge.)
Second Introductory Course:
“Explain the concepts of inheritance, method overloading and method overriding,
static and dynamic binding, and polymorphism.”
(Understand conceptual and procedural knowledge.)
Intermediate Course:
“Write programs with interactive user interfaces.”
(Apply procedural knowledge.)

Advanced Course:
“Write Java programs that work across a network.”
(Apply and create procedural knowledge.)
If we look at the teaching/learning activities in these courses, we would see a mixture
of lectures and practical activities in computer laboratories. Similarly, the assessment
methods employed at this university include practical computer programming
activities, alongside tests and examinations. Overall, the pedagogy and the assessment
align well with the outcomes. This is a real success story. Unfortunately, my
experience has been that, generally speaking, most programs, everywhere in the world
that I have looked, fail to meet these standards – standards we should all now be
aspiring to.

Closing the gap
So, as I said in the introduction, there remains a gap between aspirations and
capabilities in the area of implementing an outcomes-based approach. I want to spend
the remainder of this paper discussing what the difficulties are, and how they might be
addressed.
Poorly devised outcomes and why we still see them
I’ve taken these examples from a number of academic programs from various
countries where the institutions claim (or are required to adopt) an outcomes-based
approach.
Incomprehensible:
– “At the end of this course the successful student will demonstrate an ability to
demonstrate and understanding of …”
– “At the end of this course the successful student will stop thinking …”
Syllabus statements:
– “Study the basic principles of …”
– “The student will be exposed to …”
Over-general:
– “At the end of this course the successful student will comprehend abstract ideas …”.
Vague:
– “At the end of this course the successful student will demonstrate reasonable
numerical skills.”

Teaching objective:
– “The student will study …”
Immeasurable:
– “At the end of this course the successful student will appreciate …”
I think we can all agree that these are not satisfactory. What is less clear is whether
this results from a genuine lack of drafting skill (there has been little or no training) or
from a lack of drafting care. My feeling, from many formal conversations with
faculty members in at least 25 different institutions over the last five years or so, is
that both these are problems.
Many academics view the requirement that courses are described in an outcomesbased format, to be an infringement of their academic freedom. The feeling is that
outcomes are too constraining, that they close off what should be an open-ended
educational experience, and that they reduce learning to the “check-box” achievement
of clearly defined, predictable, knowledge or skills.
However, the guiding principle in assessment need not be:
Let me check that you meet the outcome. [That is: you have to meet my notions.]
It can be:
You show me that you meet the outcome. [That is: I may accept your notions.]
Providing, therefore, that sufficient flexibility is permitted, there is nothing at all, that
forces an outcomes-based approach to close off learning and restricts us to a checkbox culture of assessment. It is perfectly possible that assessment is dialogic, with
students and faculty participating in making meanings. This issue is critically
important in the Social Sciences, and also in the Arts and Humanities, perhaps less so
in the mathematical sciences.
Another challenge is this how to prevent faculty members feeling disempowered, if
the institution obliges them to develop their courses in an outcomes-based fashion.
One question might be: how do we ensure that individual faculty members buy into
the project? However, I believe that this is the wrong question, because it assumes
that we just want their cooperation. The truth is we need their expertise. We can’t
effectively realise an outcomes-based educational system without the full
participation of everyone involved in its execution.
This remains an enormous challenge in all parts of the world; even in countries which
consider themselves most advanced in outcomes-based education, there is a serious
underestimation of the difficulty and nature of appropriate professional development.

The three tasks, then, are:
1. Ensuring that faculty members understand that they are not being constrained to
work within a limiting and possibly intellectually uncongenial framework.
2. Explaining that their participation in the process is vital to its success, through
their particular academic expertise.
3. Explaining what outcomes are, how to write them, how to plan and execute
teaching/learning activities and assessments appropriately, and how to cooperate
with colleagues in curriculum design and development.
A curriculum is not a “bag full of courses”
I am still surprised to find that many academic programs are incoherent and lack
progression. Major flaws are these:
1. Curricula whose coverage is incomplete.
2. Courses whose prerequisites are not provided earlier in the curriculum.
3. Overlap and repetition in sets of courses.
4. Lack of evidence of development from introductory to advanced skills.
5. Overall lack of thematic organisation.
6. Unclear relationship between courses and program outcomes.
This, it appears, comes about largely because of a lack of top-down planning in the
design of the curriculum and the development of individual courses by individual
faculty members, without dialogue.
This is an area in which I believe universities in this region have a significant
advantage of those elsewhere – the HE system here is much newer and expectations
are still being set. In Europe and the US one has to deal with custom and tradition,
making innovation harder to achieve.
In looking elsewhere in the world for inspiration and good ideas, it is important not to
inherit problems too. A development model that leaves individual academics to
determine the (detailed) structure and content of courses with little or no reference, or
accountability, to the department, college and academic program as a whole, is not a
model that should be recommended. It is still common in some parts of the world, but
it is completely incompatible with the outcomes-based approach, which requires
coordination and collaborative design at all levels. In the UK, for example, faculty
members are only now beginning to get used to being open and receptive about all
aspects of their teaching – and academic programs are the better for it.

Mapping Courses to Program Outcomes
In our idealized top-down approach to curriculum development, the program
outcomes serve to constrain and organize the courses comprising the curriculum. One
way of getting a handle on the curriculum, and its development, is to map the courses
to the outcomes, matrix-wise. That is, we can indicate where a course makes a
contribution to an outcome with a tick (or a strength-measure) in the corresponding
cell. This approach is well-known and widely-used. In addition to its usefulness
during curriculum development, such matrices are also crucially useful in annual
reviews, for monitoring and, sometimes, updating the program.
My experience, however, is that these matrices often poorly constructed. This means
both that they do not play a useful role in curriculum development and, what is worse,
they can damage the institution’s ability to undertake effective annual monitoring and
review.
The problems are best illustrated by looking at some fictitious matrices:
First, consider a dense matrix. Here the courses are either too ambitious, or the extent
to which they meet the program outcomes is very low, or the program outcomes are
too general and easily met.

C100
C101
C200
C201
C300
C301

P0
√
√
√
√
√

P1
√
√
√
√

P2
√
√
√
√
√

P3
√
√
√
√
√

P4
√
√
√
√
√

P5
√
√
√
√
√

Second, consider a nearly empty matrix. Here the program outcomes may be too low
level (corresponding to particular courses). Or they may be irrelevant, or the courses
may not be providing the correct skill sets.
P0
C100
C101
C200
C201
C300
C301

P1

P2

√

√

√
√

P3
√

P4

P5

√
√

The problem in the following matrix is that one outcome is not achieved at all. The
highlighted tick indicates another common problem: a situation in which the
outcomes of the course simply do not meet the corresponding outcome.

P0
C100
C101
C200
C201
C300
C301

P1

P2

√!

P3
√

P5

√

√
√

√

P4

Fourth, consider a reasonably sparse matrix. This is the kind of matrix one hopes to
find. Courses meet some (but certainly not most or all) outcomes and the outcomes
are written in such a way that they can be met by distinct courses. This kind of matrix
is likely to be very useful in annual reviewing.

C100
C101
C200
C201
C300
C301

P0
√

√

P1
√
√
√

√

P2
√

√
√

P3
√
√
√

P4

P5

√

√
√

√
√

√

One might usefully replace the ticks with indications of the extent to which a course
meets an outcome. This provides additional information useful in both design and
review.

C100
C101
C200
C201
C300
C301

P0
L

M
H

P1

P2
L

L
M
H

P3
L
M

P4

P5

L

L
M

H
M
H

M
H

H

I hope it is clear that such matrices are very useful diagnostic tools in determining the
nature of, and relation between, courses and program outcomes.
Why are so few matrices well constructed? Once again, this is a matter of training. It
seems that our appetite for outcomes-based education is currently outstripping our
competence to implement it.
And, of course, that gap has been my main focus in this paper.

Final remarks
Let me finish by drawing together a few of the themes.
First, the outcomes-based approach is here to stay. All over the world, in Europe, here
in the Gulf, in Australasia, and even now in the US, the emphasis at every level is
increasingly informed by outcomes.
Second, there are several key areas in which the outcomes-based approach is, or can,
make a significant impact. I listed these as Capabilities – focusing the development of
students’ skills; Accountability – demonstrating to stakeholders what it is that our
academic programs actually provide our students with; and Comparability – offering
new solutions to issues from educations modes of delivery, through portability of
credits, to quantifying non-traditional achievements through work experience and
vocational training.
Third, there remains a significant gap, even in countries that are operating nominally
within an outcomes-based framework, between aspirations and reality. There is an
enormous amount still to be achieved – particularly regarding learning approaches,
learning strategies and student assessment.
Fourth, and finally, countries in this region, that are showing positive commitment to
outcomes-based education, are very well-placed to innovate and to participate
strongly in the international arena of higher education. Your systems of higher
education are relatively youthful, and there is the potential to benefit from “secondmover advantage” by noting and avoiding the mistakes that others have made in the
past.
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