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1. International trends in 

Higher Education. 

2. Clarifying the meaning of 

key terminology. 

3. Examining the relationship 

between aims, objectives, 

learning outcomes, generic 

descriptors, qualification 

frameworks, ECTS credits 

and competences. 

4. Teaching, learning and 

assessment within a 

Learning outcomes 

Framework. 
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International Trends in Higher 

Education
Introduction of learning outcomes framework. 

Moving from “lecturing” to “teaching”

Transparency of assessment methods – clearly 
articulated assessment criteria. 

Movement away from just terminal examination 
to a wider range of assessment methods, e.g. 
continuous assessment. 

Online course materials. 

Enhanced quality assurance systems. 

Modularisation. 

Semesterisation. 
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What are learning outcomes?
Learning Outcomes are specific statements of what students should know 
and be able to do as a result of learning   (Morss and Murray, 2005)

A learning outcome is “a statement of what a learner knows, understands 
and is able to do on completion of a learning process” (European 
Qualifiations Framework)

Learning outcomes are explicit statements of what we want our students 
to know, understand or to be able to do as a result of completing our 
courses. (Univ. New South Wales, Australia)

“Learning outcomes are statements that specify what learners will know 
or be able to do as a result of a learning activity. Outcomes are usually 
expressed as knowledge, skills or attitudes”. (American Association of 
Law Libraries).

Learning outcomes are an explicit description of what a learner should 
know, understand and be able to do as a result of learning.  (Learning 
and Teaching Institute, Sheffield Hallam University)

Learning outcomes describe what a learner is expected to know, 
understand and be able to do after successful completion of a process of 
learning. (ECTS Users Guide, 2009). 
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Working Definition

Learning outcomes are statements of what a student 
should know, understand and be able to demonstrate 
after completion of a process of learning. 

The learning activity could be, for example, a lecture, a 
module (short course), workshop or an entire 
programme. 

Learning outcomes must not simply be a “wish list” of 
what a student is capable of doing on completion of the 
learning activity.

Learning outcomes must be simply and clearly 
described. 

Learning outcomes must be capable of being validly 
assessed.
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Aims and Objectives
The Aim of a programme is a broad general 
statement of teaching intention, i.e. it indicates 
what the teacher intends to cover in a programme 
or module or learning activity. 

Example of aim: To give students an introduction 
to organic chemistry.

In some countries “Aim” is called a “goal”. 

The objective of a module or lecture is a specific 
statement of teaching intention, i.e. it indicates 
one of the specific areas that the teacher intends 
to cover. 

“My aim is to lose weight. My objective is to lose 
one kg per week”. My aim is to travel to Australia. 
My first objective is to get as far as Dubai”.

Objectives tend to be specific and measurable.



9

Aims and Objectives

Examples of objectives: 

1. To give students an appreciation of the unique nature of 
carbon and its ability to bond to other carbon atoms. 

2. To give students an understanding of the concept of 
hybridisation.

3. To ensure that students know some characteristic 
properties of alkanes and alcohols.

4. To make students familiar with a range of families of 
organic compounds: alkanes, alcohols, carboxylic acids 
and esters.

Aims are general and long term and refer to a 
series of lectures or unit of work (module).

Objectives are more specific and short term. 
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The language of aims and 

objectives

To give students an understanding of …..

To give students an appreciation of…..

To make students familiar with……

To ensure that students know…….

To enable students to experience …..

To encourage students to …….

To provide students with the opportunity to…….

etc.
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Examples of Aims
To give students an introduction to current theories and practice in 
the area of science education. 

To give students an understanding of what constitutes good science 
teaching. 

To give students an appreciation of the contribution that science 
education can make to the ovearall education of young people

To help students develop the knowledge and professional skills 
teach science in the secondary school.

To give students a critical understanding of current debates and 
issues relating to science education.

To provide students with the opportunity to develop their critical 
thinking skills to enable them to engage in highly effective science 
teaching in schools.

To assist students to develop as reflective practitioners with an 
understanding of research methods in education and how these can 
inform practice in the classroom. 
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From the definition of Learning Outcome we see:

Emphasis on the student – Student Centred Approach to Teaching and 

Learning. 

Emphasis on the student’s ability to do something.

Focus on teaching – aims and 

objectives and use of terms 

such as  know, understand, be 

familiar with.

Outcomes: Focus on what we want the 

student to be able to do - use of action 

verbs such as define, list, name, recall, 

analyse, calculate, design, etc.

• Aims: Give broad purpose or general intention of the programme.

• Objectives: Information about what the teaching of the module hopes to 

achieve.

• Learning outcomes are not designed to replace the traditional way of 

describing teaching and learning but to supplement it.

Teacher-Centred approach to Teaching and Learning Student Centred Approach to Teaching and Learning. 
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Learning outcomes are statements of what 

a student should know, understand and be 

able to demonstrate or DO after 

completion of a process of learning . 

Since they are statements describing 

observable behaviour, we must use action 

verbs when writing learning outcomes. 

Action Verbs
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What is an action verb?

An action verb describes the activity that 

the subject of a sentence is doing,

e.g. John paints the garage. Paints is the 

action verb. 

Mary describes the scenery. Describes is 

the action verb. 

Sean solves the problem. Solves is the 

action verb. 
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Stative verbs

The opposite type of verb to action verbs are 
stative verbs. Stative verbs describe a state. 
Some examples of stative verbs are:

Know

Understand

Appreciate

Believe

Whilst action verbs are commonly used in writing 
learning outcomes and examination questions, 
stative verbs must never be used in writing 
learning outcomes or examination questions. 
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QUALITY ASSURANCE
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Three Key Areas for Quality Assurance 

within a Learning Outcomes Framework

1. Learning Outcomes must be written 

according to guidelines in the literature.

2. Learning outcomes must be written at 

module level and at programme level. 

3. Learning outcomes must be linked to 

(a) Teaching and Learning activities 

and 

(b) Assessment. 
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Key Questions for Quality Assurance

What training has been given to staff to enable 

them to write learning outcomes?

What systems are in place to ensure that the 

learning outcomes written meet the criteria laid 

down in the literature?

What systems are in place to enable the staff to 

revise and update the learning outcomes written?

What systems are in place to help staff link the 

learning outcomes to their Teaching and Learning 

Activities and to their Assessment?
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Why are Learning Outcomes at 

the heart of the Bologna 

Process?
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Focus on Learning Outcomes –

Bologna
Bologna Agreement signed in Bologna, Italy in 1999 by 
29 countries. A total of  48 countries have now signed up 
to this agreement.

The overall aim of the Bologna Agreement is to improve 
the efficiency and effectiveness of higher education in 
Europe in terms of academic standards of degrees and 
quality assurance standards. 

One of the main features of this process is the need to 
improve the traditional ways of describing qualifications 
and qualification structures. 

21
Bologna, Italy (1999)
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The 10 Action Lines of Bologna Process

1. Adoption of a system of easily readable and comparable 
degrees

2. Adoption of a system based on three cycles

3. Establishment  of a system of credits

4. Promotion of mobility

5. Promotion of European co-operation in quality assurance

6. Promotion of the European dimension in Higher education

7. Focus on Lifelong Learning

8. Inclusion of Higher Education Institutions and students

9. Promotion of the attractiveness of the European Higher 
Education Area

10. Doctoral Studies and the links between the European 
Higher education Area and the European Research Area
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Learning Outcomes Framework in 

Bologna Process
‘Ministers encourage the member States to elaborate a framework 
of comparable and compatible qualifications for their higher 
education systems, which should seek to describe qualifications in 
terms of workload, level, learning outcomes, competences and 
profile. They also undertake to elaborate an overarching 
framework of qualifications for the European Higher Education 
Area.’ 

Berlin Communique 2003 

‘We adopt the overarching framework for qualifications in the 
EHEA, comprising three cycles (including, within national contexts, 
the possibility of intermediate qualifications), generic descriptors 
for each cycle based on learning outcomes and competences, 
and credit ranges in the first and second cycles.’ 

Bergen Communique 2005 
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‘We underline the importance of curricula reform leading to 
qualifications better suited both to the needs of the labour market 
and to further study. Efforts should concentrate in future on removing 
barriers to access and progression between cycles and on proper 
implementation of ECTS based on learning outcomes and student 
workload.’ 

‘Qualifications frameworks are important instruments in achieving 
comparability and transparency within the EHEA and facilitating the 
movement of learners within, as well as between, higher education 
systems. They should also help HEIs to develop modules and study 
programmes based on learning outcomes and credits, and improve 
the recognition of qualifications as well as all forms of prior learning.’ 

‘We urge institutions to further develop partnerships and cooperation 
with employers in the ongoing process of curriculum innovation 
based on learning outcomes.’ 

‘With a view to the development of more student-centred, outcome-
based learning, the next [Stocktaking] exercise should also address 
in an integrated way national qualifications frameworks, learning 
outcomes and credits, lifelong learning, and the recognition of prior 
learning.’                  

London Communiqué 2007 



25

“The Bologna reforms have changed the face of 
higher education across Europe, thanks to the 
involvement and dedication of higher education 
institutions, staff and students.  Higher education 
structures in Europe are now more compatible and 
comparable. Quality assurance systems contribute 
to building trust, higher education qualifications 
are more recognisable across borders and 
participation in higher education has widened. 
Students today benefit from a wider variety of 
educational opportunities and are increasingly 
mobile. The vision of an integrated EHEA is within 
reach”. 

Bucharest Communique

(2012)
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Note global trend. 

Note emphasis on Teaching,

Learning and Assessment.
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What are learning outcomes 

helping us to do?
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Bologna Process:
As a step towards achieving greater 
clarity in the description of 
qualifications, by 2010 all modules 
and programmes in third level 
institutions throughout the European 
Union had to be written in terms of 
learning outcomes. 

“Learning outcomes represent one of 
the essential building blocks for 
transparency within higher education 
systems and qualifications”

- Bologna Working Group, p.18   
(December 2004)

Major contribution of exemplar 
material from staff taking 
“Postgraduate Certificate / Diploma in 
Teaching and Learning at Higher 
Education”. 

Staff training in UCC – lunchtime 
session and setting up of 
“Postgraduate Certificate / Diploma in 
Teaching and Learning at Higher 
Education”. 

To date, translated into 13 
languages. Free download from:

https://cora.ucc.ie/atmire-

cua/reports/SiteTopItemsWithDataType
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Learning Outcomes, ECTS and 

Modularisation

“ECTS is a tool that helps to design, describe, 

and deliver programmes and award higher 

education qualifications. The use of ECTS, in 

conjunction with outcomes-based qualifications 

frameworks, makes programmes and 

qualifications more transparent and facilitates 

the recognition of qualifications. ….ECTS is one 

of the cornerstones of the Bologna Process.”

ECTS Users’ Guide p.7 (2009) 
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The Bologna Process

“The Bologna Process has brought about a quiet 

and irreversible revolution in the higher 

educational systems of Europe. To date 46 

countries have chosen formally to be associated 

with it and it implement its protocols which are at 

one radical and innovative as well as spacious 

and enabling” 

FIN Report (University Sector Framework 

Implementation Network, 2009)
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“The aspirations and ideals of the Bologna Process are, of 
necessity, stated in general and high level terms but it is 
recognised that their achievement demands a grounding 
in practical reality and in enabling organisational and 
administrative structures and practices. The original 
protocols of the Bologna Process recognised the need for 
strong administrative instruments to give tangible 
meaning and shape to the ideals – the Diploma 
Supplement and ECTS were mentioned – and as the 
process developed the need for firm Qualification 
Frameworks, explicit Learning Outcomes and transparent 
Assessment procedures became apparent”  

(FIN Framework Implementation Report, 2009)
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Framework of Qualifications for European Higher 

Education Area (EHEA) – “Bologna Framework”

Conference of European Ministers 
Responsible for Higher Education in Bergen, 
Norway (2005) adopted the overarching 
framework for qualifications in EHEA.

This framework shows 

- Three cycles (including within national 
contexts, the possibility of intermediate 
qualifications)

- Generic descriptors for each cycle based 
on learning outcomes and competences.

- ECTS credit ranges in the first and second 
cycles (i.e.  Bachelors and Masters levels). 

Ministers committed themselves to drawing 
up National Frameworks for Qualifications 
compatible with Framework of Qualifications 
for European Higher Education area by 2010. 

Bergen, Norway (2005)
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Dublin Descriptors

The Bologna Framework is a European higher education 
overarching framework with three cycles (Bachelor, 
Masters and Doctoral) and associated generic 
descriptors that help us to write learning outcomes. 

The Descriptors for each cycle were drawn up at 
meeting of Education Ministers in Dublin

These  generic cycle descriptors are used in The 
Framework of Qualifications for EHEA (Bologna 
Framework) and are commonly called the “Dublin 
Descriptors” adopted in 2005.

Each country developS its own National Framework of 
Qualifications which map on to the Bologna Framework, 
i.e. the Bologna framework is a type of translation or 
benchmark device. 
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First Cycle : Bachelor’s Cycle
Note use of Generic Descriptors – not the same as 

Learning Outcomes. 

Minimum of 

3 years = 

180 credits

4 years = 

240 credits.

Generic Descriptors
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Second Cycle: Master’s cycle
[60 – 120 ECTS credits]

1 year

or 

2 years
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Third Cycle: Doctoral cycle
[Number of  ECTS credits not specified]

See two page summary of framework of qualifications on:

www.ond.vlaanderen.be/hogeronderwijs/bologna/documents/Framework_qual

ificationsforEHEA-May2005.pdf



4040

From Generic Desciptors to 

Programme Learning Outcomes 

and Module Learning Outcomes

Each of the three Bologna cycles is 

described in terms of generic descriptors 

as outlined in the “Dublin descriptors” 

(2005).

We use the generic descriptors as the 

starting point for developing learning 

outcomes brings them to life!
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Moving from the Bologna 

Process (third level) to the 

European Qualifications 

Framework for Lifelong Learning 

(Primary, Secondary and Third 

Level)
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European Qualifications Framework 

for Lifelong Learning (EQF)

Adopted by EU in 2008.

A common European reference 

framework that links together the 

qualification systems of EU 

countries. 

A “Translation Device” to make 

qualifications easier to understand. 

Has 8 levels with a set of 

descriptors for each level. These 

descriptors describe the learning 

corresponding to each level under 

the heading of knowledge, skills 

and competence. 
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(2008)
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Revised 2018
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Recommendation that Member States:

“Use an approach based on learning outcomes 

when defining and describing qualifications, 

and promote the validation of non-formal and 

informal learning… paying particular 

attention to those citizens most likely to be 

subject to unemployment or insecure forms 

of employment, for whom such an approach 

could help increase participation in lifelong 

learning and access to the labour market”

(EU Commission, 2008)
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European 

Qualifications 

Framework for 

Lifelong Learning 

(EQF) EU only

EHEA 

Framework 

(Bologna)

Level 6First cycleHonours 

Bachelor 

Degree

Level 7Second cycleMasters 

Degree

Level 8Third cycleDoctorate
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Progress of Bologna Process
Bologna 1999 – 29 Countries, 6 action lines

Prague 2001 – 33 Countries, 9 action lines

Berlin 2003 – 40 Countries, 10 action lines

Bergen 2005 – 45 Countries

London 2007 – 46 Countries

Now 48 countries (Kazakhstan and Belarus)

Influence of Bologna Process is now worldwide 
with other countries aligning their systems to 
Bologna.

Emphasis on implementing and making progress 
in the Bologna Process. 
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For many countries, one of the most challenging parts of the 
Bologna reform process is to make their National Framework 
of Qualifications compatible with the Framework for 
Qualifications of the European Higher Education Area.

– Showing that National Qualifications Framework is 
compatible with Framework of Qualifications of EHEA and 
EQF

– Introducing Learning Outcomes and writing modules and 
programmes in terms of Learning Outcomes.

– Showing evidence that the Learning Outcomes have been 
achieved.

– Workload in terms of ECTS credits and credit 
accumulation rather than teaching time. 

– Showing how the National Framework of Qualifications 
facilitates Lifelong Learning.
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Implications of Bologna Process and 

European Qualifications Framework for  

Teaching and Learning

Central role of Learning Outcomes in education 
at all levels of the educational system.

Training of teachers and administrators about 
concept of Learning Outcomes and to teach 
within a Learning Outcomes Framework. 

Co-ordination of Teacher-Centred approach and 
Student - Centred approach to Teaching and 
Learning. 

Linking of Learning Outcomes to Teaching and 
Learning activities and to Assessment.
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For many countries, one of the most challenging parts of the Bologna 
reform process is to make their National Framework of 
Qualifications compatible with the Framework for Qualifications of 
the European Higher Education Area.

– Showing that National Qualifications Framework is compatible 
with Framework of Qualifications of EHEA and EQF

– Introducing Learning Outcomes and describing modules and 
programmes in terms of module Learning Outcomes and 
Programme Learning outcomes – getting the paperwork in order 
as evidence of this Learning Outcomes Framework. 

– Expressing workload in terms of ECTS credits and credit 
accumulation

– Showing evidence that the Learning Outcomes have been 
achieved.

- Providing evidence that the Learning Outcomes, Teaching and 
Learning Activities and also Assessment are aligned. 

Providing Evidence of the 

Learning Outcomes Framework
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What are the benefits and potential 

problems of Learning Outcomes?
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“Learning Outcomes represent one of the 
essential building blocks for transparent 
higher education systems and 
qualifications… It is important that there 
should be no confusions about their role, 
nature and significance or the educational 
foundations of the Bologna process will be 
weakened”

(Adams S, 2004)
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“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 the 

emphasis form input and process to the 

celebration of student learning”

(Allan J, 1996)
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The benefits of Learning Outcomes
Help to explain more clearly to students what is expected of 
them and thus help to guide them in their studies –
motivation and sense of purpose

Help teachers to focus more clearly on what exactly they 
want students to achieve in terms of knowledge and skills.

Help teachers to clarify their thinking about what they want 
to achieve and the common language of learning outcomes 
helps to facilitates discussion with colleagues.

Helps to define the assessment criteria more effectively.

Help to provide guidance to employers about the knowledge 
and understanding possessed by graduates of programmes, 
i.e. show the value of the programme in terms of 
programme learning outcomes and module learning 
outcomes. 

Help to start discussion on Teaching and Learning in third 
level institutions. 
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International Recognition and 

Mobility
“Learning outcomes are important for recognition, since the 

basis for recognition procedures is in the process of 
shifting from quantitative criteria such as the length and 
type of courses studied, to the outcomes reached and 
competencies obtained during these studies. The principal 
question asked of the student or the graduate will therefore 
no longer be “What did you do to obtain your degree?” but 
rather “What can you do now you have obtained your 
degree?”. This approach is of more relevance to the labour 
market and is certainly more flexible when taking into 
account issues of lifelong learning, non-traditional learning 
and other forms of non-formal educational experiences”

Council of Europe, 2002. 
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Potential problems with Learning 

Outcomes

Could limit learning if learning outcomes written 
within a very narrow framework – lack of 
intellectual challenge to learners.

Learning outcomes should not be reductionist 
but rather expansive and intended to promote 
the higher order thinking skills. 

Danger of assessment-driven curriculum if 
learning outcomes too confined.

Could give rise to confusion among students 
and staff if guidelines not adhered to when 
drawing up learning outcomes, etc. 
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TEACHING

AND

LEARNING

ACTIVITIES

LEARNING

OUTCOMES

ASSESSMENT

Constructive

alignment
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1. Identify aims and objectives of 

module

2. Write learning outcomes using 

standard guidelines

3. Develop a teaching and learning 

strategy to enable students to 

achieve learning outcomes

4. Design assessment to check if 

learning outcomes have been 

achieved

5. Check for Constructive Alignment. If 

necessary modify module content, Teaching 

and Learning Strategies and Assessment in 

light of findings

“Bottom up” 

approach for 

existing 

modules
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1. Identify Programme Learning 

Outcomes

2. Design modules so that all 

Programme Learning Outcomes are 

reflected in the module Learning 

Outcomes

3. Assign ECTS credits to each 

module (1 year = 60 ECTS credits)

4. Design Teaching, Learning and 

Assesment strategies for each 

module (module descriptions).

5. Check that Constructive Alignment exists 

between module LOs, Teaching and 

Learning Activities and Assessment

“Top Down” 

Approach for 

designing new 

programmes
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Assessment 

10 credit module

Mark = 200

Teaching and Learning 

Activities

Learning outcomes

Module ED2100

End of module exam. 

Portfolio of lesson plans

(100 marks)

Lectures (12)

Tutorials (6)

Observation of classes (6) of 

experienced science teacher 

(mentor)

Cognitive

•Recognise and apply the basic 

principles of classroom 

management and discipline. 

•Identify the key characteristics of 

high quality science teaching.

•Develop a comprehensive 

portfolio of lesson plans

Report from school mentor

End of project report. 

(50 marks)

Participation in mentoring 

feedback sessions in school (4)

Participation in 3 sessions of 

UCC Peer Assisted Learning 

(PAL) Programme. 

Peer group presentation

Affective

•Display a willingness to co-

operate with members of 

teaching staff in their assigned 

school.

•Participate successfully in Peer 

Assisted Learning project

Supervision of Teaching Practice 

Assessment of teaching skills 

(50 marks)

Teaching practice 

6 weeks at 2 hours per week.

Laboratory work

Psychomotor 

•Demonstrate good classroom 

presentation skills

•Perform laboratory practical 

work in a safe and efficient 

manner.
62
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“The relationship between learning 

outcomes and competences is a 

complex area – the subject of some 

debate and no little confusion”.

(Adam, 2004)



64

There is considerable confusion in the 

literature with regard to the meaning of the 

term competence and the relationship 

between competences and learning 

outcomes. 

Competence is also written as 

competency (Plural: competences, 

competencies).
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Competence  - what does this 

term mean?

It is difficult to find a precise definition for the 
term competence. The situation is summarised 
by Winterton et al (2005) as follows:

“There is such confusion and debate concerning 
the concept of ‘competence’ that it is impossible 
to identify or impute a coherent theory or to 
arrive at a definition capable of accommodating 
and reconciling all the different ways that the 
term is used. 

(Winterton et al., 2005)
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Competence – a broad definition

Competence is “a dynamic combination of 

attributes, abilities and attitudes. Fostering 

these competences is the object of 

educational programmes. Competences are 

formed in various course units and assessed 

at different stages. They may be divided into 

subject-area related competences (specific 

to a field of study) and generic competences 

(common to any degree course)”. 

The ECTS Users’ Guide (2005)
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Competence and Competency
Some authors (Boam and Sparrow, 1992; Hendry, Arthur 
and Jones 1995; Mitrani, Dalziel and Fitt, 1992; Smith, 
1993) use the term competency (plural competencies) 
when referring to occupational competences. 

However, other authors treat the terms competence and 
competency as being synonymous (Brown, 1993, 1994; 
McBeath, 1990). 

Hartle (1995) describes competency as a characteristic of 
an individual that has been shown to drive superior job 
performance and refers to visible competencies of 
knowledge and skills as well as underlying elements of 
competencies such as characteristics and motives.

Elkin (1990) associates competences with micro-level job 
performance and competencies with higher management 
attributes.
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Cockerill (1989) describes output competences such 
as effective presentation skills, with input 
competencies such as self-confidence (Winterton et 
al., 2005).

Burgoyne (1988) distinguishes “being competent” 
(meeting the demands of the job) from “having 
competencies” (possessing the necessary attributes 
to perform competently). 

Woodruffe  attempts to distinguish between 
competence and competency by describing 
competence as aspects of the job which an 
individual can perform with competency referring to 
a person’s behaviour that underpins competent 
performance. 

Tate (1995) agrees with Woodruffe’s definition and 
warns against confusing “input competencies with 
output competences”. 
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Burgoyne (1988) distinguishes “being competent” 
(meeting the demands of the job) from “having 
competencies” (possessing the necessary attributes to 
perform competently). 

Woodruffe (1991) describes competency as “an umbrella 
term to cover almost anything that might directly or 
indirectly affect job performance”. He attempts to 
distinguish between competence and competency by 
describing competence as aspects of the job which an 
individual can perform with competency referring to a 
person’s behaviour that underpins competent 
performance 



70

KNOWLEDGE SKILLS

ATTITUDE

Skills in narrow sense of 

manual dexterity or in 

broader sense. 

Cognitive

Affective

Bloom’s Taxonomy – areas of overlap

Note the overlapping

areas!
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Cognitive
Psychomotor

Affective
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Competence:

The student should be able to use the mass and energy balances 
for a given food process.

Objectives:

Understand scope of mass balances in food processing systems.

Understand appropriate use of mole fractions and mass fractions in 
mass balances

Learning outcomes:

Describe the general principles of mass balances in steady state 
systems.

Draw and use process flow diagrams with labels on flow streams 
for mass balance problems.

Solve mass balance problems associated with food processing 
operations.

Design and solve mass balances for complex process flow 
systems, including batch mixing problems, multiple stage flow 
problems, problems with multiple inflows and outflows, recycle 
streams and multiple components, and processes where chemical 
reactions take place. 

Hartel and Foegeding (2004) 
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The learning outcomes written by Hartel 

and Foegeding specify precisely what it is 

expected that the students will be able to 

do in order to demonstrate that they have 

acquired this particular competence. 
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Competence – a “fuzzy” concept

(Van der Klink and Boon)

Van der Klink  and 

Boon (2002) describe 

competence as a 

“fuzzy concept” 

On the positive side 

they state it is a “useful 

term, bridging the gap 

between education and 

job requirements”.
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Van der Klink and Boon (2002) attempt to trace the different 
interpretations of the concept of competence within the 
educational systems of various countries:

There is considerable confusion about what competency 
actually means… First, differences can be observed 
between nations along the lines of different national 
educational policies and different types of relations 
between education and the labour market, many of which 
have an historic origin. In the British approach it refers to 
the ability to meet the performance standards for 
functions and professions such as those developed for 
National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs) in the UK. In the 
USA, competencies refer to the skills, knowledge and 
characteristics of persons, that is traits, motives and self-
concept, which contribute to performance excellence. ….. 
More than in the UK or the USA, the German perspective 
stresses a holistic view of competency. It is not just a 
random collection of skills and knowledge. Competencies 
are defined as integrated action programmes that enable 
individuals to perform adequately in various job contexts 
within a specific profession

(Van der Klink and Boon, 2002)
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It is obvious from the literature that within certain 
professions, the term competence has a shared 
meaning. Hence, there is no problem with using 
the concept of competence since there is a 
common understanding of its meaning among 
the members of that profession. 

The problem arises when the term competence 
is used in a general context without defining 
what is meant by the term.

Given the considerable confusion in the 
literature, if the term competence must be used, 
then its meaning needs to be clearly defined for 
the context in which it is being used. 

Recommendations
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Therefore, in order to avoid confusion it is 

recommended that when using the term 

competence, the following guidelines should 

be followed:

1. State the definition of competence that is being 

used in the particular context.

2. To ensure clarity of meaning, write 

competences using the vocabulary of learning 

outcomes, i.e. express the required 

competence in terms of the students achieving 

specific programme learning outcomes or 

module learning outcomes. 
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Since there is not a common 
understanding of the term 
competence, learning outcomes 
have become more commonly 
used than competences when 
describing what students are 
expected to know, understand 
and/or be able to demonstrate 
at the end of a module or 
programme.

The “fuzziness” of competences 
disappears in the clarity of 
learning outcomes! 

In short, use 
Learning 
Outcomes to 
clarify what is 
meant by a 
statement of 
Competence. 

In short, use 
Learning 
Outcomes to 
clarify what is 
meant by a 
statement of 
Competence. 

In short, use 
Learning 
Outcomes to 
clarify what is 
meant by a 
statement of 
Competence. 
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INSERT SLIDE ABOUT PAPER BY 

MARIAN AND I ABOUT ERRORS IN 

ECTS HANDBOOK. 

(2016)
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Available for download: 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/312052816_Learning_Outcomes_in_the

_ECTS_Users'_Guide_2015_-_Some_Areas_of_Concern
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Learning Outcomes

At the end of this presentation you should be able to:

Distinguish between Aims, Objectives and Learning 
Outcomes. 

Differentiate between student-centred learning and 
teacher-centred learning.  

Discuss the role of Learning Outcomes in the Bologna 
Process and in the European Qualifications Framework

Evaluate the connections between  learning outcomes, 
generic descripors, qualification frameworks and 
competences in the context of teaching and learning within 
a Learning Outcomes framework. 

The End!
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