
A Short Primer for Writing  
Course Learning Outcomes 
 

 

 

Created by  

Valerie Lopes, PhD 

 

 

 

  



 

Learning Outcomes Overview  

Learning Outcomes are the foundation of a course and provide a very clear picture of the 
purpose of the course. They begin with an action verb and describe something observable or 
measurable. They are written from the students’ perspective and indicate what the students 
can expect to achieve if they are successful in the course. Learning Outcome statements clearly 
state the knowledge, skills and/or attitudes that students will be able to demonstrate upon the 
successful completion of a course. 

Central to designing learning outcomes is determining how the outcomes will be assessed. The 
outcomes-based approach focuses on what the students must be able to do and know at the 
end of the course. This requires the designer to “work backwards” from, or deconstruct, the 
required outcomes to determine, first, the ways in which the outcomes may be assessed and, 
second, the learning activities and resources that will lead to achieving the outcome. 

In the assessment activities, students demonstrate their level of achievement of the course 
learning outcomes. All aspects of teaching and learning should be aligned with the course 
outcomes. Teaching strategies, learning activities and resources are all designed and organized 
to help students achieve the course learning outcomes. Each learning outcome must be directly 
linked to at least one assessment in the course.  

The emphasis moves from content (what is taught) to outcome (what a student will be able 
to do, know and think).  

Learning outcomes set the expectations of the course and provide guidance for students so that 
they know exactly what is expected of them. When the learning outcomes and the assessments 
of a course are aligned – and the teaching and learning activities and resources are all aimed at 
the achievement of the outcomes – the students no longer have to wonder if what you are 
teaching will be on the “test.” Clearly written and measurable learning outcomes can transform 
the way you teach and the learning experience of the students. In every aspect of your planning 
— in every choice of assessments, resources and activities – “How will this (lesson, resource, 
content, activity, assessment) help the students achieve the learning outcomes of the course?” 
becomes your overarching guiding question. 

Learning Outcomes match a specific domain (cognitive, affective or psychomotor) using a 
taxonomy of Learning such as Bloom’s Taxonomy (see pages 7, 8 and 9). There should be a 
continuum of outcomes aimed at several levels of learning: Foundational knowledge – 
Application – Analysis – Problem solving – Integration. 
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As you write or review the learning outcomes, remember that they must specify what the 
students will be able to do at the end of the course – not what they will do “in” the course, or 
the activities and resources you will use to teach. 

Learning Outcomes: Questions to guide you 

Think for a moment about the course that you are reviewing (or creating) and 
answer the following questions: 

• Why is your course important? What purpose does this course serve? 

• What do you want students to be able to DO/KNOW once the course is over? 

• What is the profile of the course?  

a. How does it relate to other courses? 

b. What courses does it build on?  

c. What courses follow it? 

• How does this course support/align with the program description and the program 
outcomes? 

Writing: As you write each outcome, make sure that they are SMART. 
 

 
 

  

• Are clear and specificSpecific

• Can be measured through 
assessment/evaluationMeasurable

• The learning is achievable in one 
semester/time allocated for the courseAchievable

• Relevant in relation to the program/course 
description and field/disciplineRelevant

• Can be achieved within the time available in 
the semesterTime-limited
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Common Problems with Learning Outcomes Verbs 

The most common problem with learning outcomes is that they begin with verbs that are not 
measureable. In order to be able to assess a learning outcome, they must specify learning tasks 
that can be observed and not activities or states that are internal to students’ minds. Potter and 
Kustra (2012) identify the Sinister Sixteen verbs – verbs that are passive, internal and/or 
otherwise unobservable – that are very common in learning outcomes and are all unacceptable. 

The Sinister Sixteen Verbs 
understand know be aware of value 

appreciate see be conscious of get 

comprehend accept Learn apprehend 

grasp have knowledge of Perceive be familiar with 
 

All of these are internal processes. In other words, they aren’t public and can’t be observed. You 
can never really know whether someone understands a concept because you can’t see into the 
person’s mind. All we can assess are public behaviours that we are willing to accept as evidence 
of understanding. This means it’s important to use verbs that can be measured. (Please refer to 
the examples using Bloom’s Taxonomy on pages 7, 8 and 9 for examples of measureable verbs 
and to the Common Problems Guide on https://afocusonlearningoutcomes.wordpress.com/). 

A well-written learning outcome: 

• States clear expectations so that students know what they have to do to achieve the 
outcome 

• Is written from the perspective of what the learner does, not what the professor does 

• Begins with an action verb which states ONE behaviour  

• Can be measured — by an assignment, test, project, or exam 

• Never begins with vague verbs such as ‘know,’ ‘appreciate,’ ‘understand’ and 
‘demonstrate,’ or any of the sinister sixteen verbs and phrases 

• Has a clear answer to the question – “How will I and the students know that this 
outcome has been achieved? “ 

• Is aligned with the program outcomes 

• Is free of ambiguous words and phrases 

• Can be achieved within the time frame of the semester/experience/workshop 

• Does not dictate content, teaching activities, or assessment  
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Writing Learning Outcome statements: 

There are three parts to every learning outcome statement: 

1. An action verb (only ONE) that identifies the behaviour to be demonstrated and the 
level of learning – please refer to the Verbs using Bloom’s Taxonomy on pages 7, 8 and 9 

2. The content or the focus of the learning that specifies what knowledge, concept or skill 
the learner is expected to acquire (learn) 

3. The context or criteria that specifies the parameters, the measurable characteristics, 
and grounds/situates the learning  

When writing outcomes, ask two questions about each outcome: 

• Is there a “specific” focus for the learning? 

• Can it be measured? – Is there a specific behaviour or performance that can be 
associated with the achievement of the outcome? 

Table for Writing Learning Outcome Statements 
 (adapted from Humber College – Developing Learning Outcomes – LENS guide) 

Action Verb Content/Process – the focus of Learning Context 

One verb reflecting 
the level of learning – 
e.g., identify, explain, 
analyze, create 

What is the focus of the learning? 
This part of the statement specifies the 
learning to be demonstrated (the what). 

The criteria that determines the 
context of the learning. This gives 
disciplinary perspective and 
describes the intent of the learning 
(this is the why or what for). 
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Please note:  
 
Learning Outcomes cannot be created in isolation. They must be aligned with the program 
outcomes. Course outcomes are the foundation of every aspect of the curriculum. Each 
outcome must be directly linked to at least one assessment. Each outcome also represents a 
number of hours of instruction and activities – keep this in mind as you develop the 
outcomes. Typically a course would have between 5 and 8 outcomes. 

• If a course is delivered in more than one program (and/or in the evening through FCET), 
the learning outcomes must be the same for all iterations. 

• If there are suggestions for revising learning outcomes, you must first consult with your 
Chair. Course outcomes cannot be changed by an individual faculty member. 

• If program outcomes require revisions, there is a process for initiating the changes. You 
must consult the Chair of the program. Changes to the program learning outcomes may 
require CVS (Credential Validation Service) involvement and/or Board approval. 
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Reviewing Learning Outcomes: Critically Reflective Questions 

Used, with permission, from pages 6/7 of A Primer on Learning Outcomes and the SOLO 
Taxonomy (http://www1.uwindsor.ca/ctl/system/files/PRIMER-on-Learning-Outcomes.pdf) 

The following questions can be used to help you complete critically‐reflective self‐evaluations 
regarding your learning outcomes – and they’re worth returning to periodically as well, 
particularly when you reflect after a course is over. 

1. If students completed your course having mastered these learning outcomes, and only these 
learning outcomes, would you consider the course a success? 

2. If a colleague asked you why you chose these learning outcomes, how would you explain 
your decisions? 

3. Why do the skills, concepts, attitudes, and values contained in these learning outcomes 
matter to you, to your course, to your discipline? Why should they matter to students? 

4. Given the learning outcomes you’ve chosen, how does this course connect with other 
courses that are taught (or would likely be taught) in your program? 

a. How does it prepare students for the rest of their program? 

b. How does it build on what they would have learned before enrolling in your course? 

5. Which of your outcomes address likely threshold concepts* and bottlenecks? 

6. If a colleague said, “I think your outcomes expect too much (or too little)”, how would you 
explain your choices? 

* Please see Jane Pritchard’s ‘Threshold concepts’ from the London School of Economics and 
Political Science (http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/lseteachingblog/2012/10/11/threshold‐concepts/) for a 
discussion about and explanation of threshold concepts 
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Bloom’s Taxonomy of Learning: Guide for Verbs Used in Outcomes 
The Cognitive Domain 

This domain involves knowledge and the development of intellectual skills, including the recall 
and recognition of specific facts, procedural patterns and concepts that serve in the 
development of intellectual abilities. It is related to knowing “about,” “that” and “why.” 

Action  Performance Verbs 
Knowledge • Recall information 

• Mastery of subject 
 matter 

 

List, define, tell, describe, 
identify, show, label, collect, 
examine, record, name, 
underline 

Comprehension • Understand information 
• Interpret facts, predict 

consequences 
• Translate knowledge into a new 

context 

Interpret, predict, associate, 
estimate, differentiate, discuss, 
recognize, review, locate, 
extend 

Application • Use information 
• Solve problems using required 

skills and knowledge 

Apply, demonstrate, calculate, 
illustrate, solve, examine, 
modify, manipulate, discover, 
practice 

Analysis • Seeing patterns 
• Organization of parts 
• Recognition of meaning 

Connect, explain, classify, 
arrange, compare, select, 
relate, solve, categorize 

Synthesis • Generalize from given facts 
• Relate knowledge from several 

areas 
• Draw conclusions 

Design, formulate, arrange, 
assemble, construct, create, 
organize, re-arrange, combine, 
integrate, compose, generalize 

Evaluation • Compare and discriminate 
between ideas 

• Assess value of information based 
on criteria 

• Make choices based on reasoned 
argument 

Assess, rank, test, measure, 
recommend, judge, appraise, 
justify, summarize, support 
 

Creation • Combine elements into a pattern 
not clearly there before 

Create, invent, compose, 
predict, plan, construct, design, 
imagine, propose, devise, 
formulate, combine, 
hypothesize 

 

Based on Bloom (1956).  
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The Psychomotor Domain 

This domain involves doing – skills and abilities; it is about how to do “things.” 

Action Definition Verbs 
Perception • Senses cues that guide motor 

activity 
Detect, hear, listen, observe, 
perceive, recognize, see, sense, 
smell, taste, view, watch 

Set • Is mentally, emotionally and 
physically ready to act 

Achieve, assume, establish, 
place, position, sit, stand, 
station 

Guided 
Response 

• Imitates and practices skills, often 
in discrete steps 

Copy, duplicate, imitate, 
manipulate, operate, practice, 
repeat, try 

Mechanism • Performs acts with increasing 
efficiency, confidence and 
proficiency 

Complete, conduct, 
demonstrate, execute, improve 
efficiency, increase, make, 
pace, produce, show 

Complete 
Overt 
Response 

• Performs automatically Act, advance, control, direct, 
excel, guide, maintain, 
manage, master, organize, 
perfect, perform, proceed 

Adaptation • Adapts skill sets to meet a problem 
situation 

Adapt, reorganize, alter, revise, 
change 

Organization • Creates new patterns for specific 
situations 

Design, originate, combine, 
compose, construct 

 

Based on Bloom (1956). 
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The Affective Domain 

This domain includes the manner we deal with things emotionally, such as feelings, values, 
appreciations, enthusiasm, motivation and attitudes. 

It focuses on attitudes and values – e.g., respect for cultural differences, ways of coping with 
illness, awareness, willing to hear, etc. 

Action Definition Verbs 
Receiving • Selectively attends to stimuli Accept, acknowledge, be 

aware, listen, notice, pay 
attention, tolerate 

Responding • Responds to stimuli Agree, answer, assist, care, 
communicate, comply, 
conform, consent, 
contribute, cooperate, 
follow, obey, participate, 
read, respond, visit, 
volunteer 

Valuing • Attaches value or worth to something Adopt, assume, behave, 
choose, commit, desire, 
exhibit, express, initiate, 
prefer, seek, show concern, 
show desire, use resources 

Organization • Conceptualizes the value and resolves 
conflict between it and other values 

Adapt, adjust, arrange, 
balance, classify, 
conceptualize, formulate, 
group, organize, rank, 
theorize 

Internalizing • Integrates the value into a value 
system that controls behaviour 

Act, advocate, defend, 
exemplify, influence, justify, 
maintain, serve, support 

 

Based on Bloom (1956). 
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Resources 

It is highly recommended that you read: 

Potter, M. K. and Kustra, E. (2012). “A Primer on Learning Outcomes and the Solo Taxonomy.” 
University of Windsor, Center for Teaching and Learning. Retrieved from 
http://www1.uwindsor.ca/ctl/system/files/PRIMER-on-Learning-Outcomes.pdf 

 
Bloom, B.S. Editor. (1956). “Taxonomy of Educational Objectives.” 
British Columbia Institute of Technology’s “Writing Learning Outcomes” Instructional Job Aid. 

(2003). Retrieved from 
https://wikihost.uib.no/matnat/images/2/28/Writing_learning_outcomes_BCIT.pdf 

Dublin City University, Learning Innovation Unit “Guide to Writing Module Learning Outcomes 
at DCU,” written by Margaret Keane, April 2009. Retrieved from 
http://www.dcu.ie/ovpli/teu/writing-module-learning-outcomes/index.shtml 

Humber College (1995), Developing Learning Outcomes – Learning Exchange Networks (LENS) 
guide. 

Johnson, R. Neill, Penn State University, the Schreyer Institute. (2007). Retrieved from 
http://www.schreyerinstitute.psu.edu/pdf/Learning_outcomes_rubric.pdf 

Kenny, Natasha and Desmarais, Serge. (2012). “A Guide to Developing and Assessing Learning 
Outcomes at the University of Guelph.” Retrieved from 
http://www.uoguelph.ca/vpacademic/avpa/outcomes/KennyDesmarais_LearningOutcomes
Guide_2012.pdf 

The Centre for Learning and Teaching at Fleming College’s “The Learning Outcome Approach.” 
Retrieved from http://www.flemingclt.ca/documents/curriculum_ld/outcomes.pdf 

University of Connecticut. “How to write program learning outcomes.” Retrieved from 
http://assessment.uconn.edu/docs/HowToWriteObjectivesOutcomes.pdf 

University of Rhode Island. (2007). “Student Learning Outcomes 101.” Retrieved from 
http://www.pamlicocc.edu/file_download/215/Handout_Student_Learning_Outcomes_101
__8_7_06.pdf 

University of Toronto’s Teaching Topics. (2008). “Developing Learning Outcomes: A Guide for 
Faculty.” Retrieved from http://www.teaching.utoronto.ca/topics/coursedesign/learning-
outcomes.htm 

University of Wisconsin. (2009). “Learning Outcomes Handbook.” Retrieved from 
http://moodle.technion.ac.il/pluginfile.php/408911/mod_resource/content/1/LearningOut
comesHandbook.pdf    
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Rubric for Evaluating Learning Outcomes 

 

Very good – ready for distribution 

Each outcome is distinct from the others. 

The outcomes utilize only active verbs that can be measured (no verbs such as ‘know’ or ‘understand’ 
are present). There are no redundant words in the outcome. The reader can map the outcomes to 
various levels of skill on Bloom’s Taxonomy of Learning. 

There is a logical order to the outcomes – e.g., higher-order outcomes build upon lower-order 
outcomes. 

Taken together, they present a very clear picture of the purpose of the course and what the students 
will be able to do at the end of the course.  

Good – some revisions suggested 

Most outcomes are distinct, but one or two may have some overlap that can be eliminated with some 
additional rewriting.  

The outcomes utilize many active verbs that are measurable but some verbs are non-functional, and 
there are redundant words. Most outcomes could be easily mapped to levels on Bloom’s Taxonomy. 

Although one or two outcomes don’t quite fit into the larger picture, there is a logical order to the 
outcomes – e.g., higher-order outcomes build upon lower-order outcomes. 

With one or two exceptions, the outcomes present a clear picture of the purpose of the course. While 
some of the aspects are well articulated, a few clarifications may be needed. 

Fair – needs significant revisions 

There is a fair amount of overlap in outcomes, and many are not specific enough to be distinguishable 
from the others or to give a sense of what the course is about. Significant rewriting is needed. 

The outcomes utilize a mix of measurable and non-functional verbs, many of which could not easily be 
mapped to levels on Bloom’s Taxonomy. Significant rewriting is needed. 

Taken together, the outcomes present a vague or confusing picture of the course’s purpose and 
objectives.  

The reader must exert some effort or guesswork to discern a logic to the arrangement of the outcomes, 
although the relation between some of them is explicit. Students need more information about the 
purpose of the course. 

Poor – start over 

Course outcomes are so broad and vague that one has no idea what this course is really about. The 
outcomes could apply to almost any learning situation. 

The outcomes use few if any measurable verbs that could be mapped to levels on Bloom’s Taxonomy. 

Outcomes seem to be unrelated and in random order. The reader would have no sense of how 
knowledge and learning will occur or what is expected of them. 

The purpose of the course is not clear – students are not able to discern the outcomes of the course.  
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